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“Who hasn’t ever wondered: am I a monster or is 
this what it means to be a person?” 

—Clarice Lispector, The Hour of the Star
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To describe This (micro)book projecT in 
one word: doomed. 

Already I have absolutely too much to say 
and not enough time or space to say it. Simon 
Critchley has written about the utility of excess 
and its connection to the monstrous in an article 
published last year at The Brooklyn Rail. By 
way of articulating Kant’s distinction between 
the aesthetic categories of the beautiful, the 
sublime, and the monstrous in the Critique of 
the Power of Judgment, Critchley explains: 

The beautiful is the free play of the 
imagination and understanding, when 
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everything seems to hang together, 
rather like driving a humming-engined 
expensive German car through the 
California desert. The sublime is what 
is refractory to the formal harmony of 
the experience of beauty, something 
formless, indefinite, and mighty, but 
still containable within the realm of 
the aesthetic. For Kant, the sublime 
is “the almost-too-much,” and is 
distinguished from the monstrous 
understood as “the absolutely-too-
much.” That which is monstrous 
defeats our capacity for conceptual 
comprehension. 

In this succinct gloss of Kant’s main 
thesis on aesthetics, Critchley observes the oft 
discussed differentiation between the beautiful 
and the sublime, but more importantly he 
introduces the rarely discussed third category 
of the monstrous. Beyond the threshold 
of tension engendered by the sublime, the 
monstrous overwhelms. Bewilderment usurps 
confusion. Terror eclipses fear. The realm 
of legibility collapses beneath the force of 
illegibility. Formlessness scrambles any 

perceivable form. Sadly, few feel comfortable 
discoursing under these conditions, thus the 
dearth of critical engagement with Kant’s 
third category. Typically, when it comes to 
literature, works exhibiting monstrous forms 
are dismissed as “difficult” or “unreadable” 
or “experimental.” (Perhaps the two most 
monstrous texts ever written are Finnegans 
Wake and Tender Buttons—texts that refuse 
to maintain order, consistency, and harmony 
with received values.) Yet, the experience of 
“the absolutely-too-much” exists, persists, and 
can arguably offer an invaluable perspective to 
those willing to confront and consider it. 

Bataille describes his confrontation 
with the “absolutely-too-much” in terms of 
experiencing the power of the pineal eye, 
“at the summit of the skull, opening on the 
incandescent sun in order to contemplate it 
in a sinister solitude, [the pineal eye] is not a 
product of the understanding, but is instead an 
immediate existence; it opens and blinds itself 
like a conflagration, or like a fever that eats 
the being, or more exactly, the head.” Staring 
at the sun, engulfed in flames, masticated 
and beheaded, Bataille’s description of the 
pineal eye attempts to render Kant’s aesthetic 
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experience of the monstrous in legible, if 
fantastical, ebullience. In many ways, it 
exemplifies how we might begin to think 
about a set of provocative questions offered 
by Critchley’s article, which I’d like to borrow 
as my opening gambit: “[W]hat might art be 
when it exceeds the relative comfort of the 
almost-too-much of the sublime or the fearful 
and moves toward the absolutely-too-much 
of the monstrous? What happens when the 
uncontainable can’t be contained? When art 
bears at its core something unbearable?”  

4 5

in chapTer iV of mary shelley’s 
Frankenstein, at the moment when the doctor 
realizes he possesses the capacity to bestow 
animation, his first doubt is whether he should 
attempt to create “a being like [himself], or one 
of simpler organization.” His quandary signals 
a host of issues both practical and ethical. But 
very quickly the question of whether he should 
attempt the creation of a more complicated 
organism is eclipsed by the recognition that 
rapid improvements in science and technology 
had made it possible that he could, and if he 
could then why bother with the pesky ethical 
question of if he should. “It was with these 
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feelings,” the doctor tells us, “that I began the 
creation of a human being.” Thus, the paragraph 
containing this declaration ends with the doctor 
setting to work on the construction of a human 
being. However, in the very next paragraph 
he complicates (or confuses) the accuracy of 
his proclamation by telling us, “A new species 
would bless me as its creator and source.” So 
which is it? Did the doctor set about to create 
a human being or did he set about to create 
a new species of equal complexity? To some 
readers this distinction is negligible. One could 
easily read past this seemingly unimportant 
glitch and think nothing of it. But for me, this 
subtle tell exposes a world of inquiry. 

We can be sure of one thing: “The dissecting 
room and the slaughter-house furnished many 
of my materials.” Notice animals and humans 
composed “many of the materials” not all of 
the materials, which suggests the use of other, 
unnamed components. We can thus gather 
from the doctor’s description that the creature 
is a hybrid of one part human, one part animal, 
and one part mystery. However, already we 
have encountered an assumption at the heart 
of Frankenstein, indeed at the heart of the 
investigation I am interested in pursuing here, 

which has become routinized to the point of 
naturalization: namely, the terms of use, which 
I feel cannot be taken for granted, the most 
important of which is “human.” 

Following the doctor, I don’t know if I 
should present my ideas here as a kind of 
Frankensteinian fragmentation of critical, 
theoretical, and cultural material, but since I 
realize that I can do it, I think I will take the 
doctor’s lead and proceed. What follows, then, 
is an uncontainable demoniacal corpse. 



leT me begin wiTh a premise boldly 
appropriated and strategically reconfigured 
from the central thesis of Simone de Beauvoir’s 
famous study of the second sex, namely: one 
is not born a human, one becomes human. 
Similarly, one is not born (or created) a monster, 
one becomes monster. For de Beauvoir, being a 
woman is not a natural fact. Instead it is the 
result of a certain history, a certain civilization, 
which has resulted in her current status. There 
is no biological or psychological destiny that 
defines a woman as such. As Simone de Beauvoir 
would argue, the concept of being a woman is 
a social construct, I would expand that idea to 

include the human and the monster. Just as 
de Beauvoir never dismissed the importance 
of biological conditions, I certainly intend to 
acknowledge the biological differences between 
Homo sapiens and other creatures. However I 
also concur with de Beauvoir’s suggestion that 
the emphasis placed on biological distinctions 
arises from the social context around them. In 
other words, we must not be fooled into believing 
a human is a human and a monster is a monster 
outside of or isolated from social and historical 
contexts.

8 9
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gender issues haunT monsTer discourse aT 
every turn by highlighting the division between 
male Homo sapiens and all other creatures. 
The thesis of Dorothy Sayers’s 1938 essay titled 
“Are Women Human?”—which she takes from 
D.H. Lawrence’s essay “Give Her a Pattern”—
illustrates this problematic connection: “Man 
is willing to accept woman as an equal, as 
a man in skirts, as an angel, a devil, a baby-
face, an instrument, a bosom, a womb, a pair 
of legs, a servant, an encyclopedia, an ideal or 
an obscenity; the one thing he won’t accept her 
as is a human being, a real human being of the 
feminine sex.” As evidenced by a long history of 
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patriarchy, the privilege of the human being in 
western society has tended to favor male Homo 
sapiens. Through the domination of various 
discourse communities, these particular 
animals created the notion of the human. From 
their privileged position they also determined 
the borders around the concept of the human, 
thereby endowing themselves with the ability 
to confer or deny human identity. Such power 
inevitably leads to the act of dehumanizing 
others, or restricting membership access to 
creatures deemed unworthy, undesirable, 
inferior, or subordinate: in other words, 
monsters. “Dehumanization,” according to 
political scientist Peter C. Grosvenor, “is the 
psychological capacity to deny the humanity of 
others, to relegate people to the status of non-
human animals, and so to deprive them of the 
protections normally accorded to fellow humans 
by moral codes.” Richard Rorty illustrates 
the horrific ramifications of this legacy in the 
opening of his 1993 Amnesty International 
lecture, where he describes the sexual violence 
perpetrated against Bosnian Muslims by Serbs 
during the ethnic war that was still raging in 
the former Yugoslavia:

Serbian murderers and rapists do not 
think of themselves as violating human 
rights. For they are not doing these 
things to fellow human beings, but to 
Muslims. They are not being inhuman, 
but rather are discriminating 
between the true humans and the 
pseudohumans. They are making 
the same sort of distinction as the 
Crusaders made between the humans 
and the infidel dogs, and the Black 
Muslims make between humans and 
blue-eyed devils. [Thomas Jefferson] 
was able both to own slaves and to think 
it self-evident that all men are endowed 
by their creator with certain inalienable 
rights. He had convinced himself 
that the consciousness of Blacks, like 
that of animals, “participates more of 
sensation than reflection.” Like the 
Serbs, Mr. Jefferson did not think of 
himself as violating human rights.

This complicated calculus of inclusion and 
exclusion presents us with an apparent 
opportunity for better understanding; however, 
paradoxically it also renders less understanding. 
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We look for ground to stand upon, sense to 
manifest, but find only clouds of confusion. In 
my head, all I can think of is Nietzsche’s little 
ditty in Will to Power, “There’s no such thing 
as truth, only interpretation.” Who does the 
interpreting, and in what context, makes all the 
difference. 

naTure iTself musT also conTend wiTh 
the social construction of its identity, lest 
we mistakenly assume it somehow escapes 
such scrutiny. Like the other concepts under 
consideration here, “Nature is not natural and 
can never be naturalized,” says speculative 
realist philosopher Graham Harman. 
Depending on particular contexts and purposes, 
our understanding of nature can be manipulated 
to account for any number of prejudices. Maggie 
Nelson demonstrates the range of possible 
perspectives on the concept of nature in her 
recent study The Art of Cruelty: 

(.)
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If Rousseau held that ‘Nature is good; 
let us follow her,’ and Thomas Hobbes 
held that ‘Nature is evil; let us not 
follow her,’ Sade held that ‘Nature is 
evil; let us follow her.’ ‘Cruelty is simply 
the energy in a man civilization has not 
yet altogether corrupted,’ Sade wrote 
in 1795’s Philosophy in the bedroom. 
‘Therefore [cruelty] is a virtue, not a 
vice.’ 

Just as our concept of human, woman, and 
monster are all myth, nature, too, is a myth. And 
what’s more, there exists a link between nature 
and cruelty that can be revalued according to 
particular desires for the purpose of legislating 
perception. 

To illustrate the mythological construct 
of nature in relation to the production of 
art, contemporary poet Joyelle McSweeney 
introduces the neologism “Necropastoral,” 
a term which “denaturalizes the pastoral 
by focusing on its always/already unnatural 
qualities.” McSweeney characterizes this 
liminal space as “a membrane,” which allows 
historical and cultural contagions to pass 
through porous channels in the construct of 

nature. We can think of the necropastoral in 
magical terms as the geo-imaginary equivalent 
of the undead or the living dead. By this I mean 
we find a solution to the binary between the 
living and the dead with the concept of the un-
dead: neither living nor dead, both living and 
dead. Similarly, we find a solution to the binary 
between the natural and the artificial through 
the concept of the necropastoral: the undead 
landscape, the living dead space.

To become a monster, through the will of 
others or the will of self, means inhabiting the 
necropastoral: a space of the absolutely-too-
much, which McSweeney often refers to as the 
plague ground, identifiable as an artificially 
constructed space that masquerades as an 
approximation of the verisimilitude familiar 
to the collective consciousness. The monster’s 
space, therefore, is a comforting illusion created 
by the simulacra of authenticity in conflict with 
inauthenticity. The real at odds with the fake. 
The true against the false. The fact against the 
imaginary. Such an abyss is full of darkness. 
Recall another of Nietzsche’s witticisms, “And 
when you gaze long into an abyss the abyss also 
gazes into you.”      
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beTween The consTrucT of naTure and The 
construct of human, we have the construct of 
monster, which saturates our existence from 
childhood boogeymen hiding in our closets and 
under our beds, to wildly successful teenage 
romance novels and popular television shows, 
to our undeniably violent and pervasive rape 
culture. 

Monsters are everywhere. 
“The mind needs monsters,” says 

anthropologist David Gilmore. “Monsters 
embody all that is dangerous and horrible in 
the human imagination.” But what do we mean 
when we say monster? A question that requires 

(.)

us to ask the companion questions: what do 
we mean when we say human, and what do we 
mean when we say nature? 

Gilmore defines a monster as “a 
supernatural, mythical, or magical product of 
the imagination.” In his definition, he does not 
include “heinous criminals or mass murderers 
like Hitler or Stalin (justifiably ‘monsters’ in 
a metaphorical sense),” nor does he include 
“physical abnormalities, freaks and birth 
defects, or other real anomalies or deformities 
(referred to as ‘monsters’ in the Middle Ages 
and Renaissance.” For purposes of cultural 
comparison, he also excludes witches and 
sorcerers because, “like our serial murderers, 
they are only human beings who have gone bad, 
rather than fantasies.” For the same reason, he 
excludes “revenants like ghosts and zombies, 
which are, once again, only dead (or half-dead) 
people come back to haunt” (6). For Gilmore, the 
monster is an either/or proposition. Either one is 
a human, or one is a monster.

Such a rigid definition seems ripe for 
disproving. However, upon further inspection it 
seems as though binary antagonisms fuel much 
of the critical discourse surrounding the issue 
of monsters. Noël Carroll, for instance, makes 
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a similar distinction in his widely influential 
book The Philosophy of Horror, but instead 
of discounting the possibility of humans as 
monsters he distinguishes between what he calls 
“art horror” and “natural horror.” The former is 
the stuff of fictive narratives, whereas the latter 
is used to describe actual atrocities. While 
Gilmore’s book is an anthropological study and 
thus proceeds from methodologies attuned to 
that discipline, and Carroll’s book aligns more 
with philosophical methods, both share this 
desire to demarcate the border between the real 
and the imaginary. Thus it would seem that 
ideas about monsters fundamentally revolve 
around the threat of transgressing boundaries.  

giorgio agamben piVoTs his Theory of bare 
life—the life of homo sacer, the sacred man who 
may be killed with impunity, but not sacrificed—
on a practice of exclusion he traces back to 
a period of pre-social life in Indo-European 
antiquity, one predicated on the conjunction of 
the outlaw and the wolf (wargus, vargr). “What 
had to remain in the collective unconscious as a 
monstrous hybrid of human and animal, divided 
between the forest and the city—the werewolf—
is, therefore, in its origin the figure of the man 
who has been banned from the city.”

His study, which exposes the hidden 
intersection between the juridico-institutional 
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and the biopolitical models of power, 
demonstrates how wrongdoers in both ancient 
Germanic and medieval Anglo-Saxon societies 
were neither imprisoned nor executed, but 
instead were excommunicated from the group. 
“To ban someone,” Agamben quotes Cavalca as 
saying, “is to say that anyone may harm him. 
[Furthermore,] whoever is banned from his city 
on pain of death must be considered as dead.” 
Thus the criminal becomes liminal, embodying 
“a threshold of indistinction and of passage 
between animal and man, physis and nomos, 
exclusion and inclusion: the life of the bandit is 
the life of the loup garou, the werewolf, who is 
precisely neither man nor beast, and who dwells 
paradoxically within both while belonging to 
neither.” In our contemporary culture, we punish 
criminals by confining them inside prisons; 
while earlier western cultures tended to punish 
criminals by exiling them from the community. 
Both instances underscore the primacy of 
division and separation. To be forced outside the 
safety of the city wall, to dwell in the forest with 
the animals and the uncivilized barbarians, or 
to be corralled within a metal cell, equates to 
being ostracized from the community and being 
deemed no longer worthy of inclusion in the 
system of belonging. 

while monsTers are cerTainly creaTed 
through juridico-institutional and 
biopolitical models of power, as well as 
artistic representations, there exists another 
phenomenon worthy of consideration: the self-
made monster, or, following Agamben, a self-
made werewolf. The French writer Jean Genet 
exemplifies such a creature. A criminal who 
used his condemnation and exclusion from 
society as a source of literary creation. Instead 
of lamenting his sentence, grieving over his ban 
from humanity, Genet embraced it passionately. 
Unlike the ancient and medieval outcast, this 
modern werewolf chooses exclusion, chooses to 

(.)
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depart from humanity, to purposefully become 
Other. We find this quite saliently revealed in 
Genet’s novel Our Lady of the Flowers (1943). 
Through various of his imagined characters: 
murderers, madmen, drag queens, pimps—we 
hear Genet’s howl reverberating against the 
jail cell from which he wrote, “Dehumanizing 
myself is my own most fundamental tendency.” 
In fact the titular character, that dream figure, 
a sixteen-year-old boy who first comes to us 
through a secret door of crime that opens onto 
a dark staircase up which he ascends “as many 
a murderer, any murderer has mounted it,” 
perhaps best personifies this elective Othering. 
Genet savors the introduction of this character 
by elaborating on the sensation “that this 
murder is going to turn him, by virtue of the 
baptism of blood, into Our Lady of the Flowers” 
(114). We are shown this transformation, the 
knocking on a door, the entrance, the knife 
sliding into the chest of an elderly man. Genet 
relishes not so much the moment of murder (that 
which engenders the transformation), but those 
moments leading up to the act and its immediate 
aftermath (the effects of the transformation). 
This scene, then, describes the moment when 
a human chooses to become monster, chooses 

to reject the system of belonging in favor of  
becoming a werewolf whom he refers to as Our 
Lady of the Flowers. As the boy mounts the 
stairs, he remains a full-fledged member of 
society because his premeditated act has not 
yet materialized. Moments later, as he exits the 
apartment having committed the act, having 
chosen to become homo sacer, we no longer 
see a sixteen-year-old boy, we see Our Lady 
of Flowers, the werewolf. Genet describes the 
experience of leaving the scene of the crime, 
walking down the street for the first time as 
this new creature, how “a touch of horror turns 
his stomach: it is that physical disgust of the 
first hour, of the murderer for the murdered…it 
haunts you, doesn’t it? The dead man is rigorous. 
Your dead man is inside you.”

25
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Image 3

a mysTerious woman known as marie de 
France wrote a series of twelve short narrative 
Breton lais in the 12th century, one of which 
she titled “Bisclavret” (which can be translated 
as “The Werewolf” in Breton, and “Garwolf” 
in Norman). The Anglo-Norman poem, told in 
octosyllabic verse, tells the tale of a well-loved 
baron who had the sneaky habit of leaving 
his wife alone for half of every week without 
explaining his whereabouts. His wife, fearful 
of infidelity, finally confronted him about it. For 
fear of losing her, he said he could not explain 
his disappearances. Her questioning persisted 
until finally he relented. 

(.)
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My lady, I turn bisclavret;
I plunge into that great forest.
In thick woods I like it best.
I live on what prey I can get.

Seemingly unfazed by his admission, she 
inquired about his clothing. Did he wear his 
clothes during this transformation, or did he go 
undressed? “My lady,” said he, “I go all bare.” 
Curiously, she then asks where he hid his 
clothes when he shifted. He refused to tell her 
the location, on account of the penalty incurred 
if he should misplace or lose them. Namely, 
that he would remain a werewolf forever—or 
at least until he regained them. She persisted 
until he relented and gave up the location. 
While appearing calm in front of her werewolf 
husband, we learn she was actually horrified by 
his monstrosity. Afraid for her life, she devised a 
plan that involved persuading a knight who had 
for some time been courting her to go and steal 
the clothes during the next transformation. 
The knight, eager to have her all to himself, 
did as she instructed. When the baron never 
returned, everyone in the village assumed that 
he had decided to leave his wife for good. Little 
did they know he was actually trapped in his 

wolf form, wandering around the deep woods. A 
year elapsed without anyone hearing from the 
baron. By this time, the wife and the knight had 
married. One day the king decided to go hunting 
in the deep woods. Soon his hounds caught the 
scent of Bisclavret and began tracking him. 
When they finally caught him, Bisclavret ran up 
to the king and kissed his feet and legs. 

How this beast bows down to me!
Its sense is human. It begs for mercy.
Drive me those dogs away again,
See that no-one strikes a blow!
This beast understands, feels like a man.

Following this encounter, Bisclavret 
followed the king back to his castle where he 
remained as the king’s trusty sidekick and 
friend, until one day when the king decided 
to hold court requiring all the knights in the 
kingdom to attend. When Bisclavret spotted 
the particular knight who stole his clothes and 
married his wife, he bit him. The king tried 
to call Bisclavret off, but his attack persisted 
until all of the knights fled the castle. Soon 
Bisclavret’s wife came to the castle to bring the 
king a lavish present, and when Bisclavret saw 
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her, he tore off her nose. Everyone threatened his 
life for what he had done to the lady. But then a 
wise man pointed out that Bisclavret had never 
behaved that way the entire time he had been 
with the king; so there must be something about 
this lady and her new husband that offended 
him. The king questioned and tortured the lady, 
and she told him everything. The king ordered 
her to go and get the clothes. He took the clothes 
from her and set them before Bisclavret, but 
nothing happened. The wise man said that it 
would be humiliating for him to change into his 
human form before the king; so they took and 
put his clothes in the king’s chamber. They left 
him alone for a while, and when the king went 
back into the room, he found Bisclavret asleep 
on the bed. The lady and her new husband were 
exiled. All of her daughters were born without 
noses.

To become a human one musT parTicipaTe in 
what I call the system of belonging. As I stated 
at the outset, one may be born Homo sapien, but 
one is not born human. One becomes human by 
sacrificing autonomy in favor of participation. 
Humanity requires membership. To gain 
membership, to become human, one must say 
no. No, I will not take what is not mine. No, I 
will not treat other members of this group as 
objects to do with what I desire. No, I will not 
allow my desires outweigh my commitment to 
the system of belonging. Those who are human 
make this agreement. To break this agreement 
is to become Other. To rape and murder, one 

(.)



32

crosses a threshold in the judgment of the 
system: from inside to outside, from member to 
outcast. When the gruesome details of Jefferey 
Dahmer’s sexual cannibalism were revealed, 
for instance, the verdict of the people rang loud 
and myopic: he was a monster, not a human. No 
longer a member of our system of belonging. 

Just as the system relies upon our 
compliance, it similarly relies upon monsters to 
instantiate the repercussions of transgression. 
A shadow serving to validate our commitment. 
Some, however, desire to become their shadows. 
Monsters, too, often embody desirability, 
because they enjoy the freedom to say yes. 
Yes, I will take what I want. Yes, I will treat 
anyone or anything however I desire to treat it. 
The monster represents a kind of total freedom 
that threatens the stability of society. The 
monster represents anarchy. Self-government. 
Autonomy. The monster incarnates freedom, 
a horrifying concept to those who base their 
identity on a set of rules meant to corral liberty 
in favor of stability. 

when deleuze and guaTTari define The self 
as “a threshold, a door, a becoming between two 
multiplicities” they offer us an unconventional 
way of thinking about ourselves as members in 
the system of belonging: not as static, defined 
(or even definable) creatures, but as things 
in constant motion, constant redefinition, 
embodying a kind of in-between-ness.  The 
self, conceived of as a process of “becoming,” 
involves generative movement predicated on 
influence rather than resemblance, imitation, 
identification, or analogy. “Becoming,” they 
tell us:

33
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is a rhizome, not a classificatory or 
genealogical tree. Becoming is certainly 
not imitating, or identifying with 
something; neither is it regressing-
progressing; neither is it corresponding, 
establishing corresponding relations; 
neither is it producing, producing a 
filiation or producing through filiation. 
Becoming is a verb with a consistency 
all its own; it does not reduce to, or lead 
back to, ‘appearing,’ ‘being,’ ‘equaling.’ 
Or ‘producing.’ 

Becoming Monster, then, involves a 
process of engagement between various players, 
including other individuals and institutions that 
likewise exist in constant flux and never-ending 
negotiation. In this model, neither free will nor 
determinism rules. Both play a part. At some 
points, their difference becomes occluded so 
that agency cannot clearly be attributed, so that 
what appears as a choice in one instance can in 
another instance be seen as unavoidable. While 
some choose to exert power toward the goal of 
defining their identity, they nonetheless remain 
locked into larger networks of interrelated forces. 
This is important to keep in mind, because it 
signals the complexity of creating monsters. 

34

jacques derrida concludes his famed essay 
“Structure, Sign and Play” by distinguishing two 
irreconcilable interpretations of interpretation. 
“The one seeks to decipher,” he tells us, while the 
other “affirms play and tries to pass beyond man 
and humanism.” In other words, a hermeneutics 
of reduction (limitation) containment, 
which Derrida attributes to Levi-Strauss’s 
structuralist program, and a hermeneutics of 
expansion (proliferation) contamination, which 
Derrida attributes to Nietzsche. The latter, 
Derrida claims, “does not seek in ethnography, 
as Levi-Strauss wished, the inspiration of a 
new humanism.” Instead, Derrida tells us, 

(.)
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Nietzsche found the concept of the human too 
limiting and actually warned that the act of 
privileging the human as a category was a grave 
mistake. Echoing Nietzsche, Derrida’s final 
sentence in the essay admits his allegiance to 
the inhuman, to the hermeneutics of expansion 
(proliferation) contamination, to “the species of 
the non-species, in the formless, mute, infant, 
and terrifying form of monstrosity.”

More than a mere comparison of 
Enlightenment teleology to postmodern 
skepticism, Derrida’s formulation reveals 
a profound distinction between a perceived 
human desire for inclusion and a perceived 
inhuman desire for exclusion. For the creatures 
who would choose to become inhuman, who 
would choose exclusion from the system of 
belonging, who would choose to become monster, 
the reduction of their ontology to the concept of 
humanity means coercion into an association 
they disavow. “I am inhuman!” declares Henry 
Miller (who, like Genet, plays the double role of 
author and narrator) in his 1934 novel Tropic 
of Cancer. “I say it with a mad, hallucinated 
grin, and I will keep on saying it though it rain 
crocodiles.”

Whereas some creatures are forced into 

becoming monsters by the system of belonging, 
others choose to become monsters, choose to 
exert power towards ostracization, choose in 
Derridean fashion to pursue the free play of 
inhuman possibility. “Once I thought that to be 
human was the highest aim a man could have, 
but I see now that it was meant to destroy me,” 
Henry Miller continues. “Today I am proud to 
say that I am inhuman, that I belong not to men 
and governments, that I have nothing to do with 
creeds and principles. I have nothing to do with 
the creaking machinery of humanity – I belong 
to the earth! I say that lying on my pillow and I 
can feel the horns sprouting from my temples.” 
Like Genet who ardently desires to become 
a murderer (“I want to sing murder, for I love 
murderers!”) Miller deliberately abandons his 
association with humanity in order to become 
the horned creature of the earth. Unlike Dr. 
Frankenstein’s monster, who wants to be human, 
these “humans” want to become monsters. They 
seek Otherness, seek to escape the limitation of 
being human in favor of the endless potentiality 
of becoming inhuman. In many ways, these 
creatures who choose to become monsters exhibit 
profound privilege, given the historical legacy of 
monsterhood as punishment. 
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Toward The beginning of asTra Taylor’s 
captivating 2005 documentary on the 
controversial Slovene philosopher and cultural 
critic Slavoj Žižek, the subject of the film 
announces: 

I’m not human. I’m a monster, I claim. 
It’s not that I have the mask of a 
theoretician and beneath I am a more 
human person: I like chocolate cake, I 
like this, I like that, and so on, which 
makes me human. I rather prefer myself 
as somebody who, not to offend others, 
pretends plays that he is human.

To be a human, as I have already claimed, 
is to participate in a system of belonging. For 
some this participation is inherited or elective; 
for others it is exclusionary. For some it is 
desired; for others, like Žižek, disdained. For 
me, it is hard not to hear in Žižek’s claim the 
voice of Woody Allen in Annie Hall, “I would 
never want to belong to any club that would 
have someone like me for a member.” As well, 
I find it hard not to think of Jean-François 
Lyotard in connection to Žižek’s claim; Lyotard, 
the French philosopher of postmodernity who 
asks us to consider, “What if human beings, 
in humanism’s sense, were in the process of 
becoming inhuman? And what if what is ‘proper’ 
to humankind were to be inhabited by the 
inhuman?” Foucault, of course, famously wrote, 
“Man is an invention of recent date. And one 
perhaps nearing its end.” Could Žižek’s claim to 
monsterhood signal a way toward reconceiving 
of the human? 

(.)
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figure 3 in charles darwin’s The descenT 
of Man comes early in the first chapter where he 
sets out his initial evidence for man’s evolution. 
It depicts the head and face of an orangutan 
fetus, which illustrates a congenital ear 
condition that often presents as a thickening on 
the helix at the junction of the upper and middle 
thirds, a condition we now refer to as Darwin’s 
tubercle, which serves as evidence of a vestigial 
feature indicating common ancestry among 
primates. Unaccompanied by the description 
however, considering the oversized pointed ears 
combined with the flat Brachycephalic snout, 
one could easily mistake it for a vampire.
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jerry springer: please meeT gg allin. gg 
has been arrested more than 52 times in over 
12 states for the nudity, obscenity, and violence 
that are part of his music performances. He says 
the fans love the thrill of coming to his show 
knowing that their lives are in danger. […] GG, 
describe if you would, what happens at one of 
your concerts. 

GG Allin: Well first of all Rock and Roll music, 
to me, has always been about rebellion and 
nonconformity. My mission is to put danger 
back into Rock and Roll. It’s something that’s 
been missing for a real long time. And I use 

my Rock and Roll as a weapon against society, 
the government, and the industry itself who is 
trying to confine this type of music and preach 
to you. Rock and Roll is not about what you look 
like, who you hang out with, how much money 
you make, what kind of car you drive. Rock and 
Roll is the fury from within you. Rock and Roll 
is revenge. Rock and Roll is your enemy. And 
I’m your enemy.

Jerry Springer: And what do you do at your 
concerts?

GG Allin: I do whatever it takes. If somebody’s 
in my way I’ll take them out. They’re there, 
they’re my enemy. I don’t look at them. They’re 
not my friends. Whoever’s left at the end, maybe 
I’ll take them on as allies, because they were 
strong enough to be there.

Jerry Springer: Okay, but the audience is 
sitting out here and you’re up there on stage. 
What do you do on stage?

GG Allin: I might go out and kick somebody in 
the head. I might grab a girl and force her to 
perform oral sex with me. I’ve had sex on stage 

(.)
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with men, women, and animals, and everything 
in between. The thing of it is, in Rock and Roll 
there can be no limits or no laws, because when 
you start drawing laws and limits then you 
might as well not even call it Rock and Roll.  
 
—GG Allin appearance on Jerry Springer in 
1991.
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iVy: i’Ve been Trying To forgiVe my husband 
for cheating on me. We have gone to counseling, 
but I just can’t seem to forgive, nor can I trust. 
How do you let go of the anger? How do you trust 
again? God says to forgive, but it’s been so hard 
to do. I want to forgive, so we can get on with 
our lives.

Pat Robertson: Here’s the secret: stop talking 
about the cheating. He cheated on you. Well, he’s 
a man. OK. So what you do is you begin to focus 
on why you married him in the first place, on 
what he does good. Does he provide a home for 
you to live in? Does he provide food for you to 

eat? Does he provide clothes for you to wear? Is 
he nice to the children? Do you have a happy 
family? Does he take your kids to sporting 
events? Does he go out and watch their Little 
League games? Does he share with you stuff 
that’s going on? And is he handsome? Start 
focusing on those things and essentially fall in 
love with him all over again. I recommend you 
reach out and touch him. Touch his face. Hold 
his hand. Look into his eyes. Talk to him. But 
you’re praying, “Oh God, keep me not to hate him 
for what he did when he was with that stripper 
in that hotel room ten years ago, and I’ll never 
forgive him, please help me.” So what are you 
focusing on? You’re focusing on the thing that 
makes you mad. Stop that. Start focusing on 
the good stuff. He must have something good or 
you wouldn’t have married him. So think about 
those things and give him honor instead of 
trying to worry about it. Recognize also, like it 
or not, males have a tendency to wander a little 
bit. And what you want to do is make your home 
so wonderful that he doesn’t want to wander. 

—The 700 Club, May 2013

(.)
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“whaT should offend socieTy abouT sade’s 
work,” writes Layla Smith, “is not the fictitious 
acts of brutality they depict, but the mirror they 
hold up to the worst aspects of human society.” 
Sade, as the Marquis, sat in judgment over his 
district in France for nearly eighteen months. 
During this time, he refused to sentence anyone 
to the guillotine, choosing instead to dole out 
meager fines for any transgressions. This 
apparently irritated the official powers in Paris, 
and so they arrested him for his cowardice and 
placed him in a closet-like cell in the Bastille 
where before him they erected a guillotine 
and forced him to watch as they performed 
beheadings of three hundred men. According 

to her essay “Written in Blood: The Marquis de 
Sade and Friedrich Nietzsche,” Sade: 

listened as the blade was drawn up, 
scraping against its own hinges, and he 
watched it as it fell, only half-severing 
the neck of the defenseless individual 
beneath it. He listened to their screams 
as the blade was raised and dropped 
a second, even a third or fourth time, 
before it actually cut through the neck. 
He paced and pulled at his own hair, 
terrified that it was only a matter of 
time before the revolutionaries would 
come for him, an aristocrat locked 
helpless and alone in his prison cell. 
He waited as three hundred men were 
marched to the block and the guillotine 
judged every one. He was on the floor of 
his cell weeping by the time the ordeal 
was at an end. This incident is part of 
the reason he lost all his faith in the 
popular myth of a merciful, loving God.

What better example exists of the social 
construction of the monster? Sade, a figure now 
synonymous with evil, surely the victim of a 
cruel system of belonging. 

(.)
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andre breTon’s ending words in nadja, 
“Beauty must be convulsive, or it will not be.” 
Max Ernst rephrased it as “Identity must be 
convulsive, or it will not be,” according to Renee 
Riese Hubert’s entry on Surrealism in The 
Columbia History Of Twentieth-Century French 
Thought. Convulsive identity, convulsive 
beauty, both involve destabilization. Both resist 
the smooth surface of coherency, stasis, logic, 
and familiarity. Both disrupt the visual field as 
well as the conceptual field. The convulsive body 
startles and bothers the calm mood of normalcy. 
Think of Iggy Pop contorting his body, GG 
Allin bashing his body, Elvis thrusting his 

hips, Michael Jackson popping and locking 
and grabbing his junk. Monsters, all. Consider 
the jump-cut invented by Jean-Luc Godard in 
1959, the radical convulsion it introduced into 
the world of cinema. Like Victor Frankenstein, 
Godard sewed pieces of film together in chopped 
up, fragmentary pieces. Thinking here in 
terms of form rather than content, Godard’s 
early films can easily be seen as monsters. 
Patchwork, convulsive. Consider the body blob 
paintings of Francis Bacon, which appear to 
share an affinity with Eadweard Muybridge’s 
early photographic experiments. Twisting, 
screwing, warping, distorting. The same with 
his portraits, which tend to offer legible bodies 
with illegible faces. Monsters, all. Think of Girl 
Talk’s audio mashups, the way his assemblages 
of preexisting materials seem deftly analogous 
to Dr, Frankenstein’s work. In fact, cannot all 
DJs be seen as creators of monsters? The remix 
is nothing if not a monster of collected parts, 
sewn together into a new creature. Consider 
the purposely purposeless masked characters 
roaming Nashville in Harmony Korine’s Trash 
Humpers, gyrating and gesticulating against 
objects of all kinds, while the film itself starts 
and stops in overlapping VHS edits requiring the 

(.)
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analog tracking that has since been displaced 
by the digital. In Korine’s case, monsters appear 
in both form and content: convulsing characters 
and convulsing film.

The monsTer imagery in sylVia plaTh’s poem 
“Daddy” piles up to the point where one can 
finish the poem and hardly think otherwise. 
The word “black,” for instance, is used to convey 
a metaphorical darkness covering everything 
from shoes to phones to hearts. Repeated seven 
times in sixteen stanzas, the word “black” 
creates the intense sense of a dour and morbid 
landscape. Death and suicide and murder 
and repeated conjuring of Nazis also help to 
contribute to the thematic echo of the monster, 
culminating in the final two stanzas where we 
get: 
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If I’ve killed one man, I’ve killed two—
The vampire who said he was you 
And drank my blood for a year, 
Seven years, if you want to know. 
Daddy, you can lie back now. 

There’s a stake in your fat black heart 
And the villagers never liked you. 
They are dancing and stamping on you.

Angry villagers who chase the monster out 
of town, often with pitchforks and torches, 
has become such a cliché it hardly needs 
extrapolating. (See Beauty and the Beast and 
Edward Scissorhands for two of my favorite 
examples.) However, the father as vampire seems 
more interesting. Or is it the lover as vampire? 
Father as lover? Lover as father? The monstrous 
offspring of the incestuous relationship cannot 
be allowed to live. Drinking blood, sucking 
blood, two different things. Followers of Christ, 
of course, drink his blood as sacrament every 
time they indulge in the Holy Communion. They 
drink his blood, and eat his body like cannibals. 
A stake in the fat black heart of a bloating 
corpse, historically, served to disallow the body 
from becoming a revenant by releasing trapped 

gases that might otherwise serve to animate it. 
A monster driven from the community receives 
its final confirmation as Other by public burning, 
stoning, execution. Hard not to think of the 
public aspect of crucifixion, which, in antiquity, 
was reserved primarily for thieves, murderers, 
traitors, slaves, pirates, enemies of state, and 
prisoners of war. All monsters. All outcasts 
from the system of belonging. Crucifixion’s 
primary historical purpose was to torture 
those outside particular systems of belonging. 
Because transgressors were generally stripped 
naked and splayed in a prominent spot in the 
community, crucifixion was considered a most 
degrading and humiliating way to die. The 
body of the victim often remained suspended 
on the wooden cross to be eaten by birds and 
other wild animals, as a deterrent to would-be 
criminals and foreigners, i.e. non-members of 
the system of belonging. According to Quintus 
Curtius Rufus’s History of Alexander the Great 
of Macedonia, Aristotle’s student is reputed to 
have crucified 2000 survivors from his siege 
of the Phoenician city of Tyre. According to 
the historian Appian’s Civil Wars, Roman 
authorities crucified 6,000 slaves who rose up 
during the Spartacus rebellion (73–71 BC). 
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These, of course, are only the tip of the iceberg 
when it comes to the history of crucifixion, 
but hopefully they illustrate the relationship 
between individual cultures and a propensity 
for transforming the Other into a monster. “And 
the villagers never liked you / They are dancing 
and stamping on you” writes Plath. The villagers 
as members of the system of belonging, issuing 
unchecked legislation. How quickly the majority 
becomes the mob. How quickly one group 
can focus their fears and hatred on another. 
Consider the historical legacy of lynching. Like 
crucifixion, a public display of torture used 
against perceived enemies of the system of 
belonging. In the twentieth century, lynching of 
African Americans became a pastime for many 
southerners. Two blocks from where I live now 
in Tallahassee, Florida, stands a gigantic live 
oak tree, which served as a lynching tree for 
many years, a gathering place for whites to come 
and picnic to celebrate the capture, beating, 
and hanging of Negroes. But the practice also 
occurred in the north. One famous example 
being the Duluth Lynching of 1920 where three 
black circus workers (Isaac McGhie, Elmer 
Jackson, and Elias Clayton) were lynched by a 
mob of white men for allegedly raping a local 

white teenager. Pleased with themselves for 
rendering judgment on the three men (who 
were later proven innocent), the mob presumed 
to speak for the entire system of belonging 
through their actions. Much the same way 
Greeks and Romans relished the display of their 
crucifixions, the locals took a photo and made 
a postcard to memorialize their conquest. Much 
like Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, the monster 
revels itself as none other than the accuser. This 
begs a very sinister, but nonetheless necessary 
consideration. Perhaps becoming monster is in 
fact the act of looking in the mirror. Narcissus 
and Medusa comingling: the ever present 
desire to see oneself but then punish oneself for 
looking. In this scenario the victim, who receives 
the label of monster, the label of criminal, 
the label of Other, can only become monster 
through an act of assimilation, because an 
overtly foreign body cannot become monster. An 
overtly illegible body cannot become monster. 
An overtly bewildering menace cannot become 
monster. Why? Because the monster must be 
identifiable, manageable, and most importantly 
defeatable. The paradox of the monster is found 
in its ability to simultaneously be “absolutely-
too-much” and yet still comprehensible enough 
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to master. No monster can go unpunished or 
unslain. To maintain the human system of 
belonging, humans must continue to produce 
and destroy monsters, because this process in 
fact defines humanity. Humans cannot admit 
that they are monsters. They must create the 
illusion of bifurcation, the imaginary distinction 
between good and evil, the make-believe notion 
of us versus them. Only through this process 
can humans persist. Without it, humans are 
nothing.    
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Early Human Embryo, giving diagrammatically 
the principal vessels antecedent to the 
establishment of the regular fetal circulation. 
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