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ABSTRACT 
 
 
As modernity began to rapidly change and influence European culture, many nineteenth 
and twentieth-century writers and intellectuals struggled to identify themselves with this 
modern paradoxical context. As a result, the modern stranger was conjured up out of the 
uncanny depths of secularized modernity. Although a subject whose makeup is 
continually shifting, the modern stranger still exists as a strong allegory for secularized 
modernity, particularly because of its unsolidified and liminal characteristics. Along with 
its doppelgänger the monster, the stranger reflects not only uncanny otherness but the 
horrors and anxiety of realizing the potential imperfections and weaknesses of the 
individual, society, and their utopian imaginings. My project investigates the paradoxical, 
utopian and negative-utopian makeup of the modern stranger as an outcome of 
secularizing and modernizing changes in what is typically regarded as Western, 
predominately European, Judeo-Christian culture and history, beginning with the advent 
of modernity. By examining the liminal sphere located between the secular and sacred 
that I argue has characterized modernity itself, the study showcases the transformation of 
the stranger from something external into a figure far more liminal, which is forced to 
traverse uncanny space in an attempt to find new meanings for an age.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

My study reads the transformation of the figure of the stranger in the literature of 

the modern age in terms of liminality. I argue that in modernity, the sacred and the 

profane are no longer understood as binaries but are liminal and constituted in a playful, 

nuanced, and increasingly non-dialectical relationship with each other. In my readings, I 

show the explanatory potential of focusing on the resacralizing ± in a paradoxical and 

liminal manner ± of traditionally sacred concepts such as µmessianic¶ time and the 

µutopian,¶ and the conflicts that emerged as a result of secularized modernity¶s denial of 

its own hybridization. I understand resacralization as the movement, or dance, between 

the secularizing and sacralizing facets of modernity, which ultimately keep it in a liminal 

state.  

This approach to modern literature shows how the modern stranger deals with the 

dangers of failing to be re-assimilated into mainstream society and is caught in a fixed or 

permanent state of liminality, a state that can ultimately lead to boredom, alienation, 

nihilism, and failure. These µmonstrous¶ aspects of liminality can also be rewarding in 

that they confront both traditional and contemporary viewpoints, enabling new and fresh 

perspectives suspended between imagination and reality, past and future, difficult and 

paradoxical avenues that makes the uncanny stranger an important figure in secularized 

modernity. 

 As a µspectral monster¶ that has a paradoxical and liminal relationship to both the 

sacred and the secular, the figure of the modern stranger has played a role in both 

adapting and shaping a culturally determined understanding of the self and the other. I 
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argue that with the advent of modernity, the stranger, the monster, and the spectre 

became interconnected. Haunting the edges of reason while also being absorbed into 

µnormal¶ society, all three, together with the cyborg, manifest the vulnerability of an age 

that is fearful of the return of the repressed. Yet these figures can also become re-

appropriated as positive symbols, able to navigate between the dangerous and chaotic 

elements that threaten society while serving as precarious and ironic symbols of hope or 

sustainability.  

My study traces the modern stranger back to Mary Shelley¶s Frankenstein and 

then examines the development of the figure in paradigmatic arenas such as the modern 

metropolis and more contemporary liminal arenas such as cyberspace and social media. 

The stranger is shown to navigate not only the sacred void but also modernization and 

technological change. For Charles Baudelaire as well as for many post-WWI 

expressionists, the fragmented artificiality of the modern city streets was thought to be 

appositely chaotic and even violent surroundings for modern artists cultivating their 

identities. The characters that inhabit the modern city in Baudelaire¶ poems, or in 

William Gibson¶s Sprawl novels, are shown to become uncanny allegories of modernity 

as they attain a transcendent connection to the metropolis¶ uncanny fragmentation, often 

through the many subcultures found on the city¶s streets, which open up possibilities of 

renewal and re-sacralization. 

This project not only focuses on liminal spaces, between the material and 

immaterial, but also on liminal moods and feelings such as boredom, alienation, sickness 

and failure, and how a liminal and even ironic outlook can transform these such widely 

held negative feelings into revolutionary or resacralized concepts. Although the turn of 
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the nineteenth century was met with technological wonder and amazement, the years 

leading to WWI were also defined by chaos, uncertainty, and conflicting ideologies. 

While warfare was expected to solidify both boundaries and the identities, for the young 

soldiers coming of age during the war, it seemed to reemphasize the ambiguity, liminal, 

and violent nature of the modern world. Robert Musil¶s novel The Man Without Qualities, 

Max Beckmann¶s painting The Night, and Fritz Lang¶s film M examine the violence and 

sickness of war leaking into the postwar era. The murderers depicted in all three works 

become uncanny representations of their sick societies and therefore become difficult to 

judge by citizens equally fascinated, repulsed, and responsible. However, there are 

simultaneously attempts to locate an ironic strength in the very same sicknesses and 

weaknesses. On the eve of WWI, Zeno Cosini in Italo Svevo¶s seminal novel Zeno¶s 

Conscience comes to the conclusion that the poisons and diseases of modernity can 

become moments of resacralization. The stranger¶s use of irony ultimately acts as a 

counterviolence to violence. Through irony, the stranger is able to deal with post-WWI 

society and modernity itself, exposing modernity¶s violent tendencies through self-

reflectivity, both internal and societal, and thus creating a liminal space of violence and 

nonviolence, of action and inaction.  

The modern stranger as liminal spectre and monster is also a gender transgressing 

symbol. I examine posthuman and feminist works such as Haraway¶s cyborg thesis and 

Hélène Cixous¶ ³The LaXgh of Whe MedXVa´, Zhich look Wo inYeUW oU UejecW Whe Xncann\ 

µmonstrousness¶ usually attached to the female gender, either as a way to reimagine the 

female body (Haraway), or go beyond or see through the deception established from the 

uncanny fear men have of women (Cixous). Acker adopts a more liminal and cautious 
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understanding in her vision of both Medusa and the cyborg in regard to gender. Acker 

rejects any representations of beauty, instead opts to retain their original monstrous terror. 

By focusing on a shared monstrousness, Acker blurs gender binaries, opening up a more 

liminal perspective by connecting the modern stranger to God and the sacred, not as 

something perfect and beautiful, but as something monstrous, distorted, and out of place. 

In Acker¶s work, the stranger presents a more cautious and liminal vision of cities, which 

can be spaces of dreams and possibility but simultaneously places that deny the very 

same utopian elements they seem to cultivate. 

The cyborg is a different sort of liminal, posthuman entity that exists at the 

WhUeVhold of hXman and machine. In ³A ManifeVWo foU C\boUgV,´ Donna HaUaZa\ 

famously uses the cyborg as a symbol of a posthuman utopian vision, destroying any 

illusions of the unitary self and blurring the lines of subjective and objective. While the 

figure of the cyborg challenges the Oedipal and Christian narratives of Western society, it 

is also influenced by the very narratives it wishes to dissolve, such as the hybrid nature of 

Jesus as both human and divine in Christian thought.  

If the cyborg is the technological transformation of flesh to metal, cyberspace 

dissolves this relationship altogether, establishing something more abstract and 

immaterial. The cyberpunk novels of William Gibson and Mamoru Oshii¶s Ghost in the 

Shell films symbolically connect the sacred with cyberspace by allowing for a 

transcending of humanity through the expansion of bodily and societal limitations. While 

the dangers of the Internet are never ignored in these works, it is predominately seen as 

limitless.           

 The more the internet becomes a reality in everyday life, the more dystopian 
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become its depictions. In David Egger¶s novel The Circle, the omnipresence of the 

Internet is characterized as totalitarian, creating a world where strangers are no longer 

allowed to exist. American author Tao Lin likens the liminal world of the Internet, 

especially social media, to drug use. Lin sees its paradoxical disposition as something 

that can create interaction, excitement and an altering of reality, but can also lead to a 

perpetual state of alienation and boredom. 

Looking at utopia in an ironic manner, however, opens up a discussion of whether 

it is possible for violence to have any positive or even utopian qualities, which ultimately 

gives rise to ambiguous and difficult conversations, such as Ernst Bloch¶s iconoclastic 

reinterpretation of utopia as a spirit and Walter Benjamin¶s argument for a revolutionary, 

law-destroying divine violence. Modernity¶s obsession with radical renewal could 

potentially lead to a predicament that holds humanity in a perpetual state of apocalyptic 

repetition, the topic of Walter M. Miller¶s A Canticle for Leibowitz.  

In many ways, the modern stranger as a figure of literature and the cultural 

imagination has become more complicated and challenging in the contemporary age, both 

clashing with and encompassing Sara Ahmed¶s notion of µaffect aliens,¶ people who go 

beyond simply the psychological or even spiritual inability to blend in and out of society. 

However, while the stranger may be altering once again, I contend that defining or 

essentializing the figure could result in the creation of other sets of binaries, and thereby 

dissolve the purpose and productiveness of both strangeness and liminality. 
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I: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
An age or society would then be secular or not, in virtue of the conditions of experience of and search for 
the spiritual 

- Charles Taylor, A Secular Age 
 
Unlike an alien or foreigner, the stranger is not simply a newcomer, a person temporarily out of place. He 
is an eternal wanderer, homeless always and everywhere, without hope of ever µarriving¶ 

- Zygmunt Bauman, Modernity and Ambivalence  
 
We are unknown to ourselves, we men of knowledge-and with good reason. We have never sought 
ourselves-how could it happen that we should ever find ourselves? It has rightly been said: "Where your 
treasure is, there will your heart be also´«So we are necessarily strangers to ourselves, we do not 
comprehend ourselves, we have to misunderstand ourselves, for us the law "Each is furthest from himself 
applies to all eternity-we are not "men of knowledge" with respect to ourselves   

- Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals 
 
The monster ensures in time, and for our theoretical knowledge, a continuity that, for our everyday 
experience, floods, volcanoes, and subsiding continents confuse in space. The other consequence is that the 
signs of continuity throughout such a history can no longer be of any order other than that of 
UeVemblance«Thus, against the background of the continuum, the monster provides an account, as though 
in caricature, of the genesis of differences, and the fossil recalls, in the uncertainty of its resemblances, the 
first buddings of identity. 
  - Michel Foucault, The Order of Things 
 
At almost every point, I have to stand between alternative possibilities of existence, to be completely at 
home in neither and to take no definitive stand against either. Since thinking presupposes receptiveness to 
new possibilities, this position is fruitful for thought; but it is difficult and dangerous in life, which again 
and again demands decisions and thus the exclusion of alternatives. 
  - Paul Tillich, On the Boundary 
 

Prior to his death, Walter Benjamin (1940/2007) penned an essay that presents a 

theory of history as being defined by a continuous series of disruptions that alter the past 

and future through the rapturous present, ZhaW he claimV ³aV a model of MeVVianic Wime´ 

WhaW ³compUiVeV Whe enWiUe hiVWoU\ of mankind in an enoUmoXV abUidgmenW´ (269). Created 

from the ruins of such an event namely the French Revolution, nineteenth-century 

European society was forced to deal with the idea of the modern - the now - in an entirely 

new and secularized fashion. The process or transformation was anything but fluid as the 

ideas of the previous µnon-modern¶ world still endured, despite being juxtaposed with the 

influx of new social, political, and personal thought that was sweeping across Europe. As 
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modernity began to rapidly change and influence European culture, many nineteenth and 

twentieth-century writers and intellectuals struggled to identify themselves with this 

modern paradoxical context. As a result, the modern stranger was conjured up out of the 

uncanny depths of secularized modernity.  

Many of the writings during this period focused on the contrasts and paradoxes 

that contributed to the creation and evolution of the modern stranger. Although a subject 

whose makeup is continually shifting, the modern stranger still exists as a strong allegory 

for secularized modernity, particularly because of its unsolidified and liminal 

characteristics. Along with its doppelgänger the monster, the stranger reflects not only 

uncanny otherness but the horrors and anxiety of realizing the potential imperfections and 

weaknesses of the individual, society, and their utopian imaginings. Nonetheless, it must 

be mentioned that the modern stranger is not merely a marginalized figure. In continuing 

with its liminal nature, the modern stranger is nonetheless also a privileged character. Just 

as their alienating experiences vary, so does their privilege, ranging from gender, race, 

class, and geography; the privilege of knowledge, the privilege of having opportunity, the 

privilege to blend in and out of society at will, to wrestle with freedom, secularism, and 

the sacred, or simply the privilege to be bored. Yet, the circumnavigating of these two 

paradoxical perspectives, of privilege and marginalization, once again allows the stranger 

during modernity to be an individual that goes beyond binaural classifications, while 

paradoxically being caught in them, thereby being both inside and outside modernity, 

both remote and included. My project investigates the paradoxical, utopian and negative-

utopian makeup of the modern stranger as an outcome of secularizing and modernizing 
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changes in what is typically regarded as Western, predominately European, Judeo-

Christian culture and history, beginning with the advent of modernity.  

I understand that terms such as µthe West¶ and µJudeo-Christian culture¶1 can be 

problematic and tautological concepts, especially in regard to defining modernity, culture, 

and the socio-political, particularly since both are made up of various and distinct 

societies and interpretations. Cultural theorist and philosopher Kwame Anthony Appiah 

point out in hiV faVcinaWing aUWicle ³TheUe iV no VXch Whing aV ZeVWeUn ciYiliVaWion´ (2016) 

that the term µThe West¶ has multiple meanings and connotations throughout history. As 

a result, establishing an essence of western culture or civilization on the bases of a false 

set of collective characteristics and qualities is highly problematic, as accepting such a 

term allocates a certain superiority that ³can look Vimpl\ like a eXphemiVm foU ZhiWe´. 

While I do agree with Appiah¶V aUgXmenW WhaW WheUe iV no VXch Whing aV ³a pUecioXV 

golden nXggeW´ WhaW linkV ancienW ciYili]aWionV VXch aV GUeece and Rome Wo conWempoUaU\ 

Europe and North America, I argue that the term µthe West¶, as erroneous as it is in 

defining it as a certain homogeneous entity, is still a useful term when discussing 19th-

century imperial and technological knowledge creation, and consequently my project. 

Most notably, Appiah states that the notion of µthe West¶ does not emerge until the late 

nineteenth century, expanding during the twentieth under the guidance of imperialism, (I 

would add technological and secular advancements to that), a time frame that ultimately 

coincides with the advent of secularized modernity in the early nineteenth century. It may 

 
1 While the concept of a Judeo-Christian tradition is highly contested and debated (see Is 
there a Judeo-Christian Tradition?: A European Perspective (2016) for both a historical 
accoXnW of Whe WeUm¶V oUigin and an extensive discussion of relativeness), a strong 
underlining link not often discussed is the effect and complex relationship that secularism 
has had on these two religious traditions. 
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very well be that it was during this time that beginning with Europe, the West first 

established itself as a sort of collective entity, which simply looked to a deceitful 

Hegelian-like lineage in order to establish itself as a historical movement of progress and 

liberalism founded on Christian ethics and a belief in individual rights of agency and 

freedom. And while Appiah is accurate in addressing that it was not just Christianity that 

molded Europe but a combination of multiple cultural and religious societies such as 

paganism and Islam, Christendom has dominated what many regard µthe west¶ in recent 

history.  

Thus, a binary essentialism of µThe West¶ aV eiWheU a foXndeU of ³e[alWed 

inWellecWXal and aUWiVWic achieYemenWV´ oU a diVpUaiVing WeUm UeflecWing an ³aUVenic´ nXggeW 

of racism, imperialism, and subjugation (Appiah), ultimately created the idea of the West 

whether artificial or not. Thus the removal of the concept becomes as problematic as its 

implantation, for as Stefan Kubiak (2017) writes, b\ UemoYing Whe WeUm, ³[W]he 

subjugation and colonization of the African, Asian and American peoples and imposing 

foreign control upon them suddenly loses the agent´, Zhile VimXlWaneoXVl\ ignoring that 

EXUopean and AmeUican VocieWieV haYe eYenWXall\ eVWabliVhed ³certain cultural codes that 

readers educated in a particular culture aUe able Wo decipheU immediaWel\´ (2017) amongst 

themselves.  

Moreover, concepts such as secular and secularism are also not exclusively 

Western, despite many seeing it as an originary and defining characteristic of Western 

societies. Even Charles Taylor (1998), who is one of the more recent scholars to advocate 

a direct connection between Christianity and secularism, aUgXeV WhaW alWhoXgh ³WheUe iV 

WUXWh in Whe claim WhaW VecXlaUiVm haV ChUiVWian UooWV«iW iV ZUong Wo Whink WhaW WhiV limiWV 
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the application of its formulae to post-Christian societies (31). Secularism has become a 

defining, even if misconstrued, concept that has been used to separate what is largely 

considered as Europe and the Americas from the rest of the world, in order to maintain 

the division of self and other, while many of these µothers¶, such as the religious 

challengers of secularism in the Middle East, use the same differentiation to solidify the 

same problematic binary on their own terms (Asad Formations, 2). Secularism, as with 

the notion of the West, has never lost its colonial origins in the Muslim world (Nasr 69). 

Nevertheless, at the same time, it would be unwise to overlook the direct cultural 

significance and influence that both secularism and modernity play in what I have 

described as secularized modernity. In this regard, I am not examining the idea of 

secularism through a political sense as in the separation of church and state, but rather as 

a philosophical or existential mood that is distinctly connected with modernity. As a 

result, the focus of this project will be on what is commonly considered historically 

Christian societies¶ complex connection with secularism rather than a discussion of the 

concept itself. I do not examine Christianity in a theological lens but rather as a cultural 

category that has had a profound influence on western traditions, norms, and symbols, 

and equally, its effect on paradoxically deconstructing those very same representations.  

 Beginning with nineteenth century Europe, I will explore the conflicts and 

paradoxes of a secular culture created from the liminal spirit of modernity¶s own µempty¶ 

space and its uncanny interrelation with the modern stranger. By arguing that an outsider 

criticizes modernity from within modernity¶s own liminal space, I should be able to 

show: 1) how the concept of the modern stranger emerged in the late 18th and early 19th 

century, as a result of the liminality created by secularized modernity, where 
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technological possibilities and secular reinterpretations begin to overtake traditionally 

held sacred realms; 2) how the modern stranger moved from being a confined member of 

the social underground to becoming a more prominent figure of alterity that has slowly 

spread into the mainstream; 3) the impact the modern stranger has had on cultural identity 

and the concept of self and other within social environments, from the modern metropolis 

to more liminal contemporary arenas, such as social media and communities where 

identities become further fragmented; 4) the potential of resacralizing sacred and utopian 

elements and the tensions that arise through this paradoxical and secular reinterpretation 

of sacred concepts such as the µmessianic¶ and µutopian¶; and finally, 5) the modern 

stranger and secularized modernity¶s relationship to the monstrous that is found in both 

its utopian and anti-utopian origins. I examine how these secular/sacred binaries engage 

in a dialectical, yet non-essential, connection with one another by investigating the ways 

in which the modern stranger addresses the process of secularization, and how the 

stranger¶s situation in liminal space can be seen as a form of resacralization in the 

modern world.  

I contend that, in reference to the modern stranger, defining or essentializing the 

figure could result in the creation of other sets of binaries, dissolving the purpose and 

productiveness of liminality, even the commonly used negative concept of boredom and 

alienation, which itself could be viewed as a constructive element of change. My project 

will attempt to tackle the potential triumphs and difficulties that arise with an idea of 

utopia that is based on ideas of lack, estrangement, boredom, and abjection. Modern 

alienation and disillusionment, which was a main focal point of early and late modernism, 

has not vanished in current society and still creates further fragmentation between the self 
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and other, especially as a result of technological advancements in social interactions. In a 

world that has seen many social movements, subcultures, and what Victor Turner calls 

µanti-structures¶, the question of how the modern stranger inhabits itself within these 

³anti-structural communities´ becomes increasingly important in the development of 

identity, or non-identity, in the contemporary world. The term anti-structure community 

is derived from the work of Victor Turner (1969/1995), in describing communities that 

challenge the dominant structural order of society. As Turner argues, these communities 

bUeak ³in WhUoXgh Whe inWeUVtices of structure, in liminality; at the edges of structure, in 

maUginaliW\; and fUom beneaWh VWUXcWXUe, in infeUioUiW\.´ AlWhoXgh VecXlaU and WempoUal 

movements, these anti-VWUXcWXUeV UeWain a VacUed elemenW: ³[i]W iV almoVW eYeU\ZheUe held 

to be sacred oU ³hol\,´ poVVibl\ becaXVe iW WUanVgUeVVes or dissolves the norms that govern 

structured and institutionalized relationships and is accompanied by experiences of 

unprecedented potency´ (128). NeYeUWheleVV, once WheVe commXniWieV become eVWabliVhed 

in of themVelYeV, Whe\ ³UeWXUn Wo VWUXcWXUe revitalized by their experience of communitas´ 

(ibid. 129). Both, the structure/anti-structure and secular/resacralized practices are 

relevant in my study of modernity and its paradoxical and liminal quality of going 

beyond yet retaining its limitations.  

My work is located in an interdisciplinary field of Humanities research that could 

be described aV ³SecXlaUi]ed ModeUniW\´ and is grounded in a combination of modern 

cultural history and literary criticism. It is predominantly situated in a post-humanist 

approach to sociocultural anthropology, sociology, history, critical theory, psychoanalysis, 

theology, and most importantly, literary analysis, which will allow me to critically assess 

traditional beliefs about faith, identity, and truths commonly held in modern Western 
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cultural and social history. More importantly, it allows for a discourse in liminality that is 

able to oscillate between socially constructed binaries, criticisms, and strategies between 

culture and literature more broadly. Under this framework, history and sociocultural 

anthropology provide important methodological approaches for my work, given that 

culture and society have influenced our understanding of human experience and the 

formation of identity. Historical and anthropological approaches are germane to 

understanding the conception of the modern stranger established by secularized 

modernity. A sociological approach will likewise be useful in analyzing social behaviour 

in relation to the order and disorder of society, while critical theory is essential in 

establishing the modern stranger¶s critique of the social order and customs, and how a 

disruption in society may bring about social change and liberation within this modern 

social structure. In order to understand the unconscious desires, fears, and anxieties of the 

modern stranger, it is important to include a psychoanalytic approach, especially in 

regard to the uncanny. Religious studies is likewise an important facet in my work in that 

it provides methodologies for the difficult relationship between the sacred and the secular, 

locating notions of God, faith, and belief in contemporary contexts of secularized 

modernity. Finally, at its core, my project is structured around literary criticism and 

analysis since the modern stranger first emerged in the world through modernist literature, 

and also because, as François Cusset (2003/2008) indicates in his historical account of the 

rise of the American English department, literature is often regarded as the best medium 

in gaining a perspective of the other and, likewise, the perfect vehicle to integrate 

multiple fields together. Through the exploration of the human condition, literature has 

helped us to make sense of the ambiguities of the modern world and consequently, my 
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project will analyze the effects of the secular and the sacred has on the stranger by means 

of modern literary fiction. Paul Tillich argues that in order to express the complex 

relationship between the sacUed and VecXlaUi]ed modeUniW\, ³Ze mXVW fiUVW poinW Wo Whe 

placeV ZheUe Whe aZaUeneVV of Whe pUedicamenW«in oXU peUiod iV moVW VhaUpl\ e[pUeVVed. 

These places are the great art, literature, and partly at least, the philosophy of our time´ 

(Essential 5-6). The importance of literature goes beyond an examination of the stranger 

within the art form, seeking to understand how literature helped change or shape 

liminality in modern culture and society.  

BACKGROUND & PREVIOUS SCHOLARSHIP 

1. The Secular, the Sacred, and Resacralization 
 

In order to understand the socio-cultural climate that the modern stranger finds 

itself in, it is necessary to uncover a process of secularization in modernity, which I will 

be positioning around a Weberian concept of secularization as a result of disillusionment 

or disenchantment. More recently secularization is no longer seen as a straightforward 

process, nor is the secular viewed as necessarily being a binary to the religious. 

Prominent secular or post-secular scholars (Taylor (2007), Asad, (2001, 2003) Connolly 

(2010), Casanova (2010)) argue, in one form or another, that the secular seems to have a 

strong relationship with religion and especially the sacred. Originally, the secular-

religious dichotomy, advocated and popularized by thinkers such as sociologist Emile 

Durkheim (192/1975), conceived of the profane sphere as completely separate from 

religious influence. However, more recently the two are no longer seen as binaries but 

rather as having a peripheral but nonetheless, dialectical relationship. For instance, 

anthropologist Talal Asad (2003) goes beyond the typical dichotomies such as 
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VacUed/pUofane, UeaVon/imaginaWion, and V\mbol/allegoU\ WhaW ³peUYade modeUn VecXlaU 

discoXUVe´ (Formations 26). Asad claims that Whe VecXlaU iV noW a VXbVWiWXWe oU ³a maVk foU 

Ueligion´ (ibid.), and yet, is also not independent from it; or, in other words, the secular is 

Whe ³SiameVe WZin´ of Ueligion (³ModeUn ClaVVic´ 221). As he maintains, Vince ³Whe 

VecXlaU iV Vo mXch paUW of oXU modeUn life, iW iV noW eaV\ Wo gUaVp iW diUecWl\´ and WheUefoUe, 

³beVW pXUVXed WhUoXgh iWV VhadoZV´ (Formations 16). Even for Mircea Eliade 

(1957/1959), who argues more along the lines of the profane and sacred as opposites, the 

two are not purely caught in their contrasting binaries, at least in terms of lived 

experience, since the behaviour of the religious individual and the non-religious 

individual are similarly based upon myth and symbolism (Sacred 204).  

Although religion as a practice does require ritual and tradition, there is still a 

cognitive, psychological, or existential essence to it that cannot be removed in the 

modern age. Taylor famously argues that in our secular age, God has become 

marginalized, distant, and absent, resulting in a more liminal µprovidential deism¶ and the 

µdisenfleshment¶ of religion. The modern secular, especially in traditionally Judeo-

Christian societies, tends to push the sacred into the internal world of the individual. 

Although resulting in somewhat different conclusions, both Giorgio Agamben (2005) and 

Alain Badiou (2003) talk of a fracture with Jewish history in the writings of Saint Paul, 

creating a path for modern humanism. To some critics, Paul¶s reading of the Old 

Testament makes him possibly history¶s first deconstructionist (Hart in Manolopoulos 

75;Weisberg xvi), while the deconstruction of Christianity is simply part of the 

continuation of its own movement (Nancy 2005/2008), resulting from its own self-

distortion. When debating the idea of secularism as an early beginning of disenfleshment, 
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scholars often overlook this separation that St. Paul created in Galatians. The removal of 

historical rituals that stand between God¶s covenant with humanity, created a rupture in 

what Eliade argues as the passageway or bridge between the profane and sacred, God and 

human (Sacred 182) in Christian societies. Eliade argues that the desacralization of 

modern humanity is a result of Judeo-Christian secularization process, which became 

epitomized by Friedrich Nietzsche¶s proclamation that µGod is dead¶: 

Nietzsche¶s proclamation was new for the Western, Judeo-Christian world, but 
the death of God is an extremely old phenomenon in the history of religions ± of 
course, with this difference: that the disappearance of the High God gives birth to 
a more vivid and more dramatic, though inferior, pantheon ± whereas in 
Nietzsche¶s conception, after the death of the Judeo-Christian God, man has to 
live by himself ±alone, in a radically desacralized world (Quest 48). 

 

However, there seems to be no final step to this process that Eliade speaks of. Although it 

seems society is desacralizing, historically secularization has led to new forms of 

religious organizations, as with the Protestation Reformation, but more importantly to 

this study, has also allowed for a resacralization of secular space, opening up new 

possibilities of the sacred that are centered more on an individual¶s personally 

constructed morals and tenets than dogmatic tradition. No longer are traditionally and 

religious established rituals necessary to directly connect with the sacred, but instead, 

faith develops internal, personal, yet at the same time, is still grounded in historical and 

cultural remnants. The secularizing of modernity seems to routinely create a new or 

resacralizing practice within its inherent liminal space, and therefore, the act of 

desacralizing is misleading.  

Asad (2003) suggests that this epistemological turn is a result of post-

EnlighWenmenW EXUopean WhoXghW in Zhich Whe VacUed and faiWh ³came Wo be conVWiWXWed aV 
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a mysterioXV, m\Whic Whing, Whe focXV of moUal and adminiVWUaWiYe diVciplineV´ (33) 

resulting in the removal of any kind of habitual character. Therefore, this notion of 

religion established by Enlightenment thought helped to establish a classification of 

religion later asserted by Tillich: ³[b]eing UeligioXV meanV aVking paVVionaWel\ Whe 

question of meaning of our existence and being willing to receive answers, even if the 

anVZeUV hXUW«it is the state of being concerned about one¶s own being and being 

XniYeUVall\´ (Essential1). Taking this explanation into consideration, the idea of being 

religious has shifted in Western modernity to something essential, universal, and beyond 

tradition, which seems to be only a way of expressing one¶s religious spirit. The notion 

that the religious is something everyone experiences regardless of practice or belief is 

analogous with Julia Kristeva¶s psychoanalytical thesis in This Incredible Need to Believe 

(2006/2009) in that religion is not an illusionary practice but rather the place where one 

forms one¶s own identity through a natural and psychological need to believe. By way of 

the secular, the psychoanalytic examination of the inner self for Kristeva, alloZV foU ³Whe 

access to the sacred that Christianity made possible´ (i[). 

The tension between the sacred as a form of cultural ritual and tradition versus the 

idea of an existential and universal psychological desire for faith has opened up a liminal 

space between traditional ritualistic and cultural aspects of the religious and secularized 

modernity, thus creating more ambiguous cognitive and metaphysical outlook on faith. 

To be clear, what I refer to as resacralization is not exclusively sacred, at least in a 

traditional sense, but rather a simultaneous process or dance between the secularizing and 

sacralizing facets of modernity, which ultimately keep it in a liminal state. Moreover, 
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unlike most understandings of postsecularism,2 resacralization does not operate in 

solidifying binaries of religious and secular but a process of blurring binaries. At least in 

terms popularized by Jürgen Habermas (2005/2008), postsecular societies are ones in 

which religious individuals and non-belieYeUV engage in a pUacWice of ³complementary 

leaUning´, Zhile UeVacUali]aWion iV noW necessarily about religion but the sacred.3  

2. Modernity, Liminality, and the Uncanny  
 

Like the secular, modernity itself is an ambiguous term and defining it can be 

equally as challenging. Generally, it is either thought of as an ongoing project (Habermas 

1985/1990; Giddens 1990; Bauman 1991), or an age that concluded in the mid to late 

twentieth century, defined by ideology, its pursuit of progress, and ultimately its failure to 

deliver (Lyotard 1979/1984; Baudrillard 1976/1993. Nevertheless, in order to consolidate 

my focus in defining modernity, I shall go back to Baudelaire¶s original and paradoxical 

meaning of modernité, coined in ³The PainWeU of ModeUn Life´ (1863/2010), as a fleeting 

and ephemeral experience or strange feeling of modern life that is in flux with ³Whe 

eternal and the immXWable´, and how this sensation has had a profound effect on the 

relationship between past, present, and future (12-13). Michel Foucault (1984) intones, 

³BaXdelaiUean modeUniW\ iV an e[eUciVe in Zhich e[WUeme aWWenWion Wo ZhaW iV Ueal iV 

confronted with the practice of a liberty that simultaneously respects this reality and 

YiolaWeV iW´ (41). ModeUniW\ iV mXch moUe Whan a Wime peUiod chaUacWeUi]ed by rational 

discourse, rapid industrialization, and technological advancement. It is an investigational, 
 

2 Many scholars (McLennan 2009; Bader 2012; Beckford 2012) have questioned both the 
meaning and usefulness of the term. 
3 In diffeUenWiaWing beWZeen Whe VacUed and Ueligion I folloZ KUiVWeYa¶V XndeUVWanding of 
Whe VacUed being ³[n]oW religion or its opposite, atheistic negation, but the experience that 
beliefs both shelter and exploit, at the crossroads of sexuality and 
thoughW, bod\ and meaning´ (ClemenW and KUiVWeYa 1). 
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yet tentative attitude that facilitates a certain sense of freedom, only obtained through a 

transformation formed in uncanny or liminal space. Yet, as the postmoderns correctly 

argued, it was likewise a monstrous age of imperialism, systematic violence, racism, 

hubris, patriarchy, and many false utopian promises that had been disguised as 

unfortunate consequences in modernity¶s unquenching thirst for progress and innovation. 

However, the critique of modernity is not postmodern in essence but was born with 

modernity itself and therefore, cannot be generalized as an age of rationalism and 

contemporization, as a focus on irrationality and absurdity was developed in the same 

VeTXence. AV BaXman conWendV, ³poVWmodeUniVm iV modeUniW\ coming Wo WeUmV ZiWh iWV 

oZn impoVVibiliW\´ (272), a VenWimenW I VhaUe and deYelopmenW b\ aUgXing WhaW Whe 

characteristics of postmodernity are in fact fashioned in modernity, especially in regard to 

the perspective of modern stranger. 

For Anthony Giddens, one of the most crucial aspects of modernity is the 

disembedding of Wime and Vpace, meaning ³Whe ³lifWing oXW´ of Vocial UelaWionV fUom local 

contexts of interaction and their restructuring across indefinite spans of time-space´ (21). 

Accordingly, modernity¶s delicate, and liminal character, not only distinguishes it from 

any age which preceded it but allows it to linger perhaps even beyond its own 

culmination. Linda Hutcheon (2003) develops this relationship further than Giddens, 

using a more liminal and uncanny interpretation. For her, postmodernism¶s connection 

ZiWh modeUniW\ iV paUado[ical in WhaW iW iV ³neiWheU a Vimple and Uadical break from it nor a 

VWUaighWfoUZaUd conWinXiW\ ZiWh iW: iW iV boWh and neiWheU´ (18). Likewise, I do use the term 

postmodern in certain instances. Since modernity is a continuing process, what has been 

labeled as postmodernity does have its own developed characteristics. Similarly, in 
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respect to postmodernism, I essentially agree with Arthur Asa Berger¶s (2003) claim that 

³[p]oVWmodeUniVm haV Whe eVVenWial doXble meaning: Whe conWinXaWion of modeUniVm and 

iWV WUanVcendence´ (58), though even this view links it to modernity¶s 

secularization/resacralization practice. Whether modernity has continued, replaced by 

postmodernity, or whether the binary of modern/postmodern itself has been exhausted, 

one of modernity¶s main enduring contributions is its liminal and uncanny spirit.  

Based on these arguments my central premise of modernity is that its liminal 

makeup and lingering characteristics result in an age where space and time no longer 

coincide or are confined in boundaries, thereby leaving modernity to be defined by an 

uncanny and liminal structure. Turner¶s notion of communitas and anti-structures is 

directly tied his concept of liminality, as liminal communitas are a collection of liminal 

personae immersed or caught in the same liminal process. While it was Arnold van 

Gennep (1909/1960) who first introduced the concept of liminality, it was Turner 

(1967/2011) who focused and expanded the thought on van Gennep¶s µsacred¶ middle 

state located between the phases of separation and reaggregation within a ritual passage. 

Turner refers to the liminal as a state of being µin beWZeen´, oU a µthreshold¶ and a point 

of limit. It is a temporal state of marginalization and ambiguity, between profane and 

sacredness in which one¶s identity dissolves but is also in a VWaWe of ³becoming´ (Forest 

94). For Turner (1978), liminality is a highly important aspect of the ritual process, not 

just for the individual bXW ³all phases of decisive cultural change´ (2), for it is during the 

liminal phase that the individual must prepare for an uncertain future. 

 However, there is a possibility that a person fails to be incorporated or 

reassimilated into normal society and may be caught within a fixed or permanent state of 
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liminality (Turner, Dramas 261). Here, Turner focuses on religious vocations such as the 

Christian monastic life or the notion of pilgrimages that are shared by many of the 

world¶s religions, where the religious or sacred passage is a spiritual or symbolic state 

that continues throughout one¶s life: 

³The ChUiVWian iV a VWUangeU Wo Whe world, a pilgrim, a traveller, with no place rest 
hiV head.´ TUanViWion haV heUe become a peUmanenW condiWion. NoZheUe haV WhiV 
institutionalization of liminality been more clearly marked and defined than in the 
monaVWic and mendicanW VWaWeV in Whe gUeaW ZoUld UeligionV.´ (Ritual 107) 

 
This notion of a permanent state of liminality that once seemed to be a condition for the 

strictly religious or sacred realm is now seen as a secular condition, which has become 

consequence of modernity itself (Szakolczai 2000).  

I will examine liminality in a secularized modern context in comparison to the 

classical anthropological understanding found in the works of Turner, in an attempt to 

understand how the concept changes with modernity and if it still contains a sacred 

element in a secularized world as it did in small tribal societies. Most importantly, a 

discussion of liminality¶s positive and negative elements in modern society and its 

strangers, a liminal figure itself, is germane to my work. In this regard, Agnes Horvath 

(2013), going beyond Turner¶s definition which strictly focuses on small tribal societies, 

notes that liminaliW\ iV in facW a VWUong aVpecW of Whe modeUn age and WhaW ³Whe WeUm can be 

applied to concrete historical events, and should be applied, as offering a vital means for 

hiVWoUical and Vociological XndeUVWandingV´ (2). Like Szakolczai, Horvath has a 

pessimistic view toward the liminal, arguing that the liminal in modern society is an 

e[WUemel\ dangeUoXV and pUoblemaWic concepW WhaW deVWUo\V XniW\, oUdeU, and a ³UeYeUVal 

of the self-eYidence of UealiW\´ (4). Although the skepticism that both Szakolczai and 

Horvath share of modern society becoming too liminal, and thereby too chaotic and 
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unstable, is understandable, these µdangerous¶ aspects of liminality can also be rewarding 

in that they confront traditional and commonly held viewpoints, enabling new and fresh 

perspectives suspended between imagination and reality.    

 Turner¶s liminal phase between the seen and unseen, evokes an unsettling eeriness 

of something strange but familiar. It is here that Sigmund Freud¶s concept of the uncanny 

has a direct link to liminality, since it operates in the same sphere of limits, abnormality, 

and strangeness, often associated with liminal experiences or marginality and thresholds 

(Royle vii). As stated by Turner, in this state the entity is  

betwixt and between the positions assigned and arrayed by law, custom, 
convention, and ceremonial. As such, their ambiguous and indeterminate 
attributes are expressed by a rich variety of symbols in the many societies that 
ritualize social and cultural transitions. Thus, liminality is frequently likened to 
death, to being in the womb, to invisibility, to darkness, to bisexuality, to the 
wilderness, and to an eclipse of the sun or moon. (Ritual 95) 
 

In his essay ³Das Unheimliche´ (³The Uncann\´) (1919/1955) Sigmund Freud expands 

on Ernst Jentsch¶s use of the term unheimlich, of being a product of intellectual 

uncertainty. Fear and anxiety arise when the person is confronted with something strange 

or alien. Freud, on the other hand, defines the unheimlich as something that is familiar 

and agreeable, yet also unfamiliar and hidden. According to Freud, the reason the 

uncanny terrifying is because it brings to light the fears and anxieties that we have 

previously come into contact with but have repressed. Being both familiar and alien, the 

uncanny leaves an impression of discomfort and anxiety in the subject due to the 

paradoxical feeling of being simultaneously fascinated and repulsed. Since the uncanny is 

ZhaW ³oXghW Wo haYe Uemained hidden and VecUeW, and \eW comeV Wo lighW´ (130), WhiV 

cognitive dissonance is a result of the µother¶ being contained within the self, thus 

dissolving the subject-object distinction. By referencing Mary Douglas¶ Purity and 
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Danger (1966), Turner has shown that the liminal persona iV ³UegaUded aV pollXWing Wo 

those who have never been µinoculated¶ againVW Whem´ (Forest, 97). Thus liminal figures 

represent an uncanny fear or danger of polluting normal society.  

Moreover, the uncanny seems to be a by-product of a teleological, secularized 

modern world. Mladen Dolar (1991), Terry Castle (1995), and Anthony Vidler (1992) all 

argue that the invention of the uncanny is directly related to both secularization and 

modernity. According to Dolar, prior to modernity, the premodern uncanny, if we can 

call it that, was something that existed solely for the world of religion and spirituality, 

³laUgel\ coYeUed (and Yeiled) b\ Whe aUea of Whe VacUed and XnWoXchable´ (7); however, it 

is secularized in the modern age, becoming the paradoxical mark of modernity by 

encompassing the ambiguity and uncertainty entrenched in the modern mind. The 

uncanny arose from the Enlightenment and modernity¶V ³pV\chic and cXlWXUal 

WUanVfoUmaWionV´, iWV ³aggUeVViYel\ UaWionaliVW impeUaWiYeV«[Zhich] also produced, like a 

kind of toxic side effect, a new human experience of strangeness, anxiety, bafflement, 

and inWellecWXal impaVVe´ (Castle 8). As with liminal space, the uncanny is not unified or 

harmonious but is a continuous alienated and ambiguous state caught in a tension with 

the boundaries of self and other. 

3. The Modern Stranger  
 

By the nineteenth century, many critical observers were left in a bedlam of 

uncertainty, disenchantment, alienation, which led to the rise of the hyper-conscious 

stranger or outsider, an individual who was simultaneously both modern and anti-modern. 

Western modernity had altered the perception of the stranger, as Georg Simmel 

(1908/1964) fiUVW aUgXeV, aV ³Vomeone Zho iV able Wo leaYe aV TXickl\ aV he aUUiYed, and 
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replaced it wiWh Vomeone Zho ZaV able Wo e[iVW and fXncWion among Whe UeVW of VocieW\´ 

(402). Immersed in the paradoxes of modernity but also critical of its rational limitations, 

the modern outsider challenged the laws of society, nature and the so-called objective 

truths coupled to instrumental reason (ibid. 403-5). With the ascent of the modern 

stranger, the paradoxical role of being both immersed and removed from society allowed 

contemporary individuals to confront the issues that were related to secularism, 

modernity, and urbanization and also critique the normalization of modern city life. The 

modern stranger is a member of society because they lived in and were absorbed by the 

everyday banality of city life, contributing to both the population and even the economic 

aspects of modern life. However, they are removed or felt socially removed from society 

because either their thoughts or ideologies (or lack thereof) were contrary to the majority 

or they were marginalized by their µotherness¶. The modern stranger, therefore, crosses 

borders which are not geographical, but liminal, metaphysical, emotional, and 

psychological.  

In Modernity and Ambivalence (1991) Zygmunt Bauman reasons that modernity, 

which he deems to have originated during seventeenth century Europe but has now 

become globalized, is a social construction that looks to impose intellectual, social, and 

political order through rationality. However, when society becomes fashioned into 

familiar and manageable classes and structures, Bauman claims that there are always 

individuals and sub-cultures that cannot be managed or controlled. The result then is not 

a world of chaos and terror, but instead one of ambivalence and alienation, as the notion 

of µstrangerhood¶ becomes a universal condition of modernity and individuality. 

Modernity¶s attempt to remove all uncertainty and ambivalence in society through 
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rational thought seems to have a reverse effect. Echoing Theodore Adorno and Max 

Horkheimer¶s thesis in Dialectic of Enlightenment (1944/1982) that rationality¶s attempt 

to overcome nature and mythology only led back into a world of mythology, Bauman 

states that ambivalence and alienation seems to lie inside modernity¶s core. 

Extending the work of Simmel and Jacques Derrida, Bauman introduces the 

metaphorical subject µthe stranger¶. Accordingly, the stranger or society¶s µundecidables¶, 

borrowing Derrida¶s term, aUe Xncann\ and ³WUXe h\bUidV´ WhaW aUe ³XnclaVVified´ ZiWhin 

society (148). By being someone who is present yet removed, or familiar and at the same 

Wime XnfamiliaU, Whe VWUangeU ³doeV noW fall inWo VocieW\¶s social order by living outside of 

social bordeUV´ and ³WheUefoUe becomeV an objecW of feaU and a WhUeaW Wo VocieW\´ (ibid. 

150). MoUeoYeU, aV a UeVXlW, ³[W]he stranger undermines the VpaWial oUdeUing of Whe ZoUld´ 

and ³diVWXUbV Whe UeVonance beWZeen ph\Vical and pV\chical diVWance«he is physically 

close while remaining spiritually UemoWe´ (ibid.).  

By using Bauman¶s concept of the stranger in correlation with Simmel¶s, I plan 

on showing how modernity and the uncanny are the underlining main source of the figure 

of the stranger/outsider. However, although I base much of my work on Bauman¶s 

analysis, I critically deviate from his thesis in that I argue that the modern stranger is not 

neceVVaUil\ ³spiritually remote´ aV BaXman aUgXeV bXW UaWheU, findV Za\V Wo Xncannil\ 

resacralize itself within the liminalness of secularized modernity. John D. Caputo argues 

in ³HoVpiWaliW\ and Whe TUoXble WiWh God´ (2011) that there is an explicit connection 

beWZeen Whe VWUangeU and God in WhaW ³[W]he VWUangeU iV boWh a YeneUable figXUe and 

dangerous. The VWUangeU iV maddening, like God. Undecidable, like God´ (86). I agree 

with Caputo¶V aVVeVVmenW of a God Zho goeV againVW ³Whe Wendenc\ of Wheolog\ Wo Whink 
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in WeUmV of Whe diYine oUdeU, and of God aV Whe VoXUce of oUdeU´ (83). The concepW of God 

is rather ³VomeWhing oXW of oUdeU« WUoXble, aV a VoXUce of diVUXpWion and inWeUUXpWion´ 

and hiV ³Whinking of God aV Whe VoXUce of iUUegXlaUiW\ and diVoUdeUed and diVplaced 

oUdeUV«´ (ibid. 83-4). HoZeYeU, I conVideU WhiV concepW of God, aV ³VomeWhing oXW of 

oUdeU´, directly tied to both the unleashing of the uncanny in secularism and secularized 

modernity itself, when humanity must accept its liminal role as both creator/created and 

where God is made out of our image rather than us out of His.  

In Strangers to Ourselves (1988/1991), Julia Kristeva¶s notion of the stranger 

being conWained ZiWhin Whe Velf, ³Whe hidden face of oXU idenWiW\´ (1), is important in 

linking the stranger and the uncanny. She argues that through the other, we are able to see 

our own otherness since, according to Kristeva, we are all strangers to ourselves. Here, 

Kristeva¶s applies, what she claims to be, Christianity¶s greatest legacy of self-

questioning (This Incredible viii-ix) to the idea of the stranger. By recognizing each other 

through our weakness, our own µstrangerhood¶, we thereby remove the uncanny fear of 

the foreigner. With Kristeva¶s argument, we can see the uncanniness of the other 

invading the self, as the way one feels towards a stranger, reflects what we unconsciously 

feel about ourselves. In this sense, Kristeva points out the modern shift of the 

psychoanalytic stranger, which encompasses everyone, as becoming a liminal experience 

of both encountering, and likewise, being a stranger. It is this paradoxical and liminal 

situation that has allowed for a new perspective of µstrangeness¶, where the self is not 

solidified or established by the other, or foreigner, but rather by self-estrangement. By 

doing so, Kristeva argues that the ingrained negative attitude toward strangers and 
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foreigners is removed in favour of a more fluid and ambiguous understanding of the 

terms: 

Let us not seek to solidify, to turn the otherness of the foreigner into a thing. Let 
us merely touch it, brush by it, without giving it permanent structure. Simply 
sketching out its perpetual motion through some of its variegated aspects spread 
out before our eyes today, even some of its former, changing representations 
scattered throughout history. Let us also lighten that otherness by constantly 
coming back to it-but more and more swiftly. Let us escape its hatred, its burden, 
fleeing them not through leveling and forgetting, but through the harmonious 
repetition of the differences it implies and spreads. (3) 

 
Through maintaining a ³fleeing eWeUniW\ oU«peUpeWXal WUanVience´ (ibid. 4), the stranger  

resides in a place of liminality that allows for both the linking together and the presenting 

of differences, which subsequently leads to a strange form of freedom or happiness.  

As secularized modernity continues to push us further into liminal space, it runs 

the risk of also leaving the stranger in a fixed or permanent state of liminality (Turner 

Dramas 261). The liminal personae are either involuntary or voluntary, existentially or 

physicall\, VeW ³apaUW fUom Whe behaYioU of VWaWXV-occupying, role-playing members of 

WhaW V\VWem´ (ibid., 233). HoZeYeU, WhiV fi[ed VWaWe iV pUoblemaWic: if eYeU\Whing iV 

constantly in flux, then constant change itself remains the same, and the source of 

exciWemenW in liminal Vpace becomeV a boUing UoXWine in of iWVelf. ³IndiYidXalV aUe foUced 

to invent more and more sophisticated and ultimately perverse forms of entertainment in 

a mad search after experience, in the wish to surpass in excitement the boredom of the 

hectic existence in a permanent sWaWe of liminaliW\´ (S]akolc]ai 229). I will focus on ways 

through which, if possible, the modern stranger can use alienation as a positive force; 

comparable to the way Deleuze and Guattari (1972/1984,1980/1987) have taken a similar 

tactic with Jacques Lacan¶s (1977) definition of desire as a lack. Alienation, like desire, 

has the possibility to be utopian, productive, and even courageous. The µtragic joy¶ that 
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Nietzsche (1888/1911) discussed is a necessary tool for the stranger. It could be used as a 

weapon to fight the boredom of life, purity, or social structure, albeit paradoxically, since 

one can only experience this beauty by submersing oneself in the mundane horror and 

unclean liminal space in order to experience the beauty of the sacred aspects that are 

found within it.  

  As a danger to social structures, the stranger paradoxically becomes the central 

figure of utopian thought. A major portion of this project, which is tied to the sacred and 

the secular, is the idea of the messianic or µmessianic time¶ and its relationship with 

utopia. Based on the work of Ernst Bloch (1918/2000), I show how the undecidablity of 

the stranger can become a form of re-sacralization and itself a utopian element for social 

change, even among anti-structures. In an attempt to remove the negative connotations 

that come with a blueprint understanding of utopia, Bloch¶s understanding of the term is 

never static. It is not a final ending place but a dialectical process or a µspirit¶ that 

manifests itself out of the darkness of the present world (201). Utopia, according to Bloch, 

is inherent in the unhappiness, despair, and frustration in the present world, in which 

³[h]ope iV in Whe daUkneVV iWVelf´ (201). Bloch¶s use of utopia is imperative for our culture 

as the notion of alienation and disillusionment is not absent from our current society, 

especially since the struggle concerning religion and secularization has created its own 

outsiders, not from a Marxist perspective. 

4. Modern Monsters and Haunting Spectres 
 
Notions of liminality, the uncanny, and the modern stranger are directly tied to the 

concept of monstrosity and therefore, a significant and central aspect to my work. An 

etymological study of the word monster exposes a double meaning; one strain deriving 
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from the Latin (to reveal or show), the other monstrum (to warn), which has been 

traditionally viewed as representing a divine omen or portent of an unexpected 

misfortune (Biles 3; Frueh 26). Like the stranger, the uncanny shift of the monster from 

the Middle Ages to modernity is a movement towards liminality. The monster transforms 

from being outside the borders of what is traditionally regarded as human to a presence 

that is located at its threshold, and as a result, it challenges what we consider human, 

along with our notions of what is monstrous, impure, and ugly. As such, it is a 

compelling representation of both the nature/artificial divide of posthuman gender 

blurring and particularly, as symbolic of the abject female body, which like the monster, 

violates boundaries and threatens the social stability (Kristeva 1980/1982). To this effect, 

Rosi Braidotti (2011) appropriately emphasizes the monster¶s liminality character 

deVcUibing iW aV UepUeVenWaWion of ³Whe in-between, the mi[ed, Whe ambiYalenW´, locaWed 

³between the sacred and the profane. The peculiarity of the organic monster is that she is 

both Same and Other. The monster is neither a total stranger nor completely familiar. He 

exists in an in-beWZeen ]one´ (216). By representing what is both liminal and structural 

to human identity, the monstrous other for Braidotti¶s ³helpV XV XndeUVWand Whe paUado[ 

of ³diffeUence´´ (ibid). Braidotti not only acknowledges a sacred/profane element to the 

liminal monster but likewise a gender transgressive symbol, where the altering of 

pronouns is a result of seeing the monster as ³a pUoceVV ZiWhoXW a VWable objecW´ (ibid. 

243).  

With secularized modernity, the monstrous becomes a symbol of the loss of both 

spirituality and traditional values in the new technological age and likewise a 

representation of our existential displacement in such a morally ambiguous and liminal 
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universe. Although the monster is conjured up in early modernity in order to differentiate 

between a world of progress from a world of superstition, the modern form of the 

monstrous is ultimately found in secularized modernity itself, in its notions of progress: 

³The monVWeU«WhUeaWenV modeUniW\, in WhaW iW oUiginaWeV in modeUniW\, bXW UeflecWV Whe 

limiWV of iW´ (N. Scott 2). The monster of modernity shows the vulnerability of an age that 

is fearful of the return of the repressed, and as a result, the monstrous has also become a 

reappropriated positive symbol within modernity, one that goes beyond the dangerous 

representation of chaos and peril that threatens society, to a precarious and ironic symbol 

of hope and even sustainability.  

In relation to monstrosity, the notion of the spectre also gains new significance 

during modernity, especially through the hauntological work of Derrida (1993). While 

also haunting us on the edges of reason, the spectre becomes ever closer to the theme of 

monstrosity the more the fragmented self dissipates further away from the physical world 

and body, making the monster and spectre almost interchangeable in modernity¶s liminal 

space. The liminal metaphor of the spectre is a haunting image of the present that also 

disrupts time. While the spectre foreshadows through haunting repetition, limiting our 

knowable future, it also sideshadows by offering us numerous presents. In writing, 

sideshadoZing iV XVed Wo pUodXce a VenVaWion of Whe ³VomeWhing elVe´. Unlike 

foUeVhadoZing WhaW comeV fUom Whe fXWXUe, ³iW caVWV a VhadoZ ³fUom Whe Vide´«fUom 

oWheU poVVibiliWieV«SideVhadoZV conjXUe Whe ghoVWl\ pUeVence of might-have-beens or 

might-bes´ (Morson 118). In light of this, as with the monster, the spectre acts as a 

warning through foreshadowing but also acts as a messianic and divine spirit of utopian 

potential.  
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DISSERTATION SUMMARY 
   

The opening chapter of my dissertation argues that Mary Shelley¶s Frankenstein 

(1818/1999) is the ideal text in outlining secularized modernity and the monstrosity that 

lurks within it, demonstrating the paradoxes and ambivalences of modernity that have 

challenged us ever since its publication. Through this reading, I trace how the novel 

constitutes the emergence and development of the modern uncanny and liminal stranger 

as a response to the dissolving of collective binaries in the secularizing Western world 

and the ever-increasing fragmentation of modern society, from its once strongly held 

morals to the deconstruction of the internal and external self. Frankenstein is witnessing 

the rise of a paradoxical world where, although humanity is given the freedom to create 

with autonomous and enthusiastic purposefulness, in actuality, our existence contains no 

real plan or blueprint. I argue that Frankenstein is the exemplar of the modern stranger 

and the liminal condition that the modern individual has endured, and therefore, acts as a 

foundation to the philosophy and ideas found in the following of the chapters.  

 The second chapter examines two of the most influential philosopher-poets of 

secularized modernity, Charles Baudelaire and Giacomo Leopardi, who helped define 

and influence our views of the modern condition through the expansion of the notion of 

the monstrous that was laid out in Frankenstein. Through the poetry and philosophical 

writings of Baudelaire and Leopardi, I examine the rise of nihilism and boredom in an 

intensifying urban age and the beginning of a resacralization process that created a 

secularized modern form of the sacred from the ashes of the mythos of Christology. 

Leopardi and Baudelaire looked for meaning in the ashes and ruins of the previous age, 
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while simultaneously being cautious of the terrifying new epoch of the secular µhell¶ that 

was forming around them.   

Chapter three focuses on the historical event of the First World War that brought 

the liminality, absurdity, and most importantly, the violence of modern warfare into the 

lives of the everyday individual, resulting in the modern stranger becoming a figure more 

grounded in everyday life. Here the monster of modernity is transformed into an 

incurable sickness that has infested society but also results in an ironic and paradoxical 

form of utopia. By focusing on Italo Svevo¶s Zeno¶s Conscience (1923/2001), Robert 

Musil¶s The Man Without Qualities (1978/1995), Fritz Lang¶s M (1931/2004), and 

Walter M. Miller¶s The Canticle of Leibowitz (1959/2007), I show how both the modern 

stranger and the modern monster are thrust back into postwar society. 

The fourth chapter thrusts us into the post-WWII age of the spectacle and the age 

ruled by social media. I link the liminal concept of boredom to the continuing effects of 

secularized modernity. Although a sentiment that is obviously not exclusive to modernity, 

the modern age generates more ambiguity and fragmentation in its comprehension of 

boredom than previous periods. By examining the various forms of boredom in relation 

to the films of Michelangelo Antonioni, the writings of author Tao Lin, and the 

philosophical works of Sara Ahmed, I examine how these different forms of boredom 

tend to blend into one another when outlining the modern experience of the stranger, with 

the concepts of mood and boredom attempting to redefine the modern stranger for 

contemporary modernity.  

In chapter five I look at the tensions of self and other through online communities 

and social media, and how this is creating new forms of fragmentation. The Internet is a 
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new form of liminal or third space4 created in virtual environments and is quickly 

becoming the preferred means of social interaction, yet also has many interesting 

philosophical and existential implications, which can result in certain resacralizing or 

utopian elements. This chapter focuses on early literary and film depictions of cyberspace 

found in the science fiction genre of cyberpunk, most notably in the novels William 

Gibson and Japanese filmmaker Mamoru Oshii¶s anime series Ghost in the Shell. While 

also examining Dave Egger¶s novel The Circle (2013), I discuss how the notion of 

cyberspace has changed the more this technology has become entrenched in our lives.  

I explore the changing landscape of identity, as the lines between human and machine 

become more obscure with both therapeutic and threatening consequences that 

accompany an increasing production of, and reliance on online identities in social media.  

The final chapter looks at the modern stranger in regard to gender and post-

humanism. Gender binaries have been used throughout history to establish a male 

dominated and patriarchal society with characteristics as superior and inferior, tackling 

the uncanny fear of self and other. This chapter returns to Shelley¶s Frankenstein and 

shows its influence on Donna Haraway¶s cyborgian feminism, and Hplqne Cixous¶ 

reimagining of the mythical figure of Medusa in relation to ideas such as gender, 

 
44 The WeUm µThiUd Space¶ ZaV fiUVW inWUodXced b\ cXlWXUal and poVW-colonial theorist 
Homi Bhabha (1990). According to Bhabha, the third space is a liminal space of cultural 
h\bUidiW\, ³Zhich giYeV UiVe Wo Vomething different, something new and unrecognizable, a 
neZ aUea of negoWiaWion of meaning and UepUeVenWaWion´ (211). While Whe WeUm iV laUgel\ 
used in post-colonial studies, the concept is largely missing from studies on internet and 
cyberculture. According to Masoud Kosari and Abbas Amoori (2018) however, the term 
doeV haYe a place in VWXdieV of c\beUVpace Vince iW ³necessitates redefining society and 
social inWeUacWionV,´Zhile ³[W]he increasing expansion of the borderline spaces, better 
called interpenetration, necessitates further complications of the mental and conceptual 
VpaceV´ (185). 
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sexuality, the monstrous, and abyssal resacralization. Along these theorists, I examine the 

novels Don Quixote, which was a dream (1986) and Empire of the Senseless (1988) by 

Kathy Acker, in her attempt to deconstruct gender binaries and the language that upholds 

them through the feminist act of writing herself, while simultaneously and paradoxically, 

acknowledging that she is still liminally confined to them.  

The intention of this dissertation is to examine the liminal sphere located between 

the secular and sacred that I argue has characterized modernity itself. This space has 

consequently altered the makeup of the stranger from something external, into a figure far 

more liminal, which is forced to traverse this uncanny space in an attempt to find new 

meanings for an age that is struggling to maintain any. 
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II: FRANKENSTEIN AND THE ‘BIRTH’ OF SECULARIZED 
MODERNITY 

  
³TheUe iV VomeWhing aW ZoUk in m\ VoXl Zhich I do noW XndeUVWand´ (Robert Walton) 

- Mary Shelley, Frankenstein (1831) 
 
The spirit, the specter are not the same thing, and we will have to sharpen this difference; but as for what 
they have in common, one does not know what it is, what it is presently ± This Thing is absent  

- Jacques Derrida, Specter of Marx 
 
The sight of the burning tree inspires a vision of the majesty of the day which lights the world without 
setting fire to it at the same time 

- Max Horkheimer & Theodor W. Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment  
 
Just as primitive man believed himself to stand face to face with demons and believed that could he but 
know their names he would become their master, so is contemporary man faced by this incomprehensible, 
which disorders his calculations. "If I can but grasp it, if I can but cognise it", so he thinks, "I can make it 
m\ VeUYanW.´  

- Karl Jaspers, Man In The Modern Age 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

The beginning of the nineteenth century was a significant period of transition 

within Europe, as the accruing of contemporary history¶s revolutionary, secular, and 

modernizing ideals were beginning to be integrated into quotidian life. The signature 

distinction of this time is intrinsically tied to the implementation of the dominant modern 

principles of reason, progress, and social change, which were all grounded in a 

consciousness or µsoul¶ of individualism and autonomy. Yet, this amalgam of modern, 

and often opposing, principles produced a problematic and paradoxical condition for 

many modern individuals, who were caught between two existing worlds: the one of the 

traditional past and the modern one that was being implemented. It was this conflicted 

and tumultuous age that was the backdrop to Mary Shelley¶s Frankenstein, or the 

Modern Prometheus (1818/1831)5, a novel that primarily lays out the psychological and 

 
5 Although originally published in 1818 (1999), Mary Shelley revised the novel in 1831 
(2003). There are several delicate, yet significant differences between these two editions 
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spiritual paradigm, of not only the emerging modern and secular world during the early 

nineteenth century, but also one that lingers and continues to uncannily haunt modernity. 

From the incessant µFrankenstein complex¶, to our tensions between ambiguity and 

knowledge; from our uncanny fear of self and other, to the concept of the stranger 

increasingly alienated from society, Nature, and a silent God, Shelley¶s novel illuminated 

a shadowy interweaving counterpart to the prevailing ideals of the early modern epoch - a 

µmonster¶ of modernity that should not exist, but nonetheless does, throwing a shadow 

and haunting humanity along its journey of progress. Due to Shelley¶s elucidation of 

these modern struggles and by being one of the first illustrations of modernity¶s abject 

space, a liminal zone encompassing both fascination and repulsion, I argue that, although 

a process, the rising questions and complications of secularized modernity was 

epitomized within the pages of Shelley¶s seminal novel.  

It should be noted that this is not just another reading of Frankenstein, a novel 

that has been analyzed in academic circles for countless years, but an analysis that 

contextualizes Frankenstein within the imminent rational and secularizing modern world 

as an indication of the paradoxes and ambivalences of modernity. Through this reading, I 

argue that the novel constitutes the literary emergence and development of the modern, 

uncanny, and liminal stranger caught in the intensifying malaise of secularized modernity. 

Nonetheless, important scholarly work on the subject is highly relevant to my own 

research on the topic and will be used to support this claim. For example, Fred Botting¶s 

 
in regard to style, structure, and plot, the most prominent being VicWoU¶V appaUenW abiliW\ 
to exercise freewill and agency in the 1818 edition, while in 1831 edition, he seems to be 
a victim of Fate and Chance. All citations where the text is the same will be from the 
1831 edition. For a detailed and interesting study on the differences between the two 
ediWionV, Vee Anne K. MelloU, ³ReYiVing FUankenVWein´ in Mary Shelley: Her Life, Her 
Fiction, Her Monsters (1988). 
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deconstructive analysis of Shelley¶s novel in Making Monstrous: Frankenstein, Criticism 

Theory (1991) is essential in showing the novel¶s multiplicitous spirit, arguing that every 

textual interpretation that tries to centralize or unify the novel¶s meaning, ultimately fails 

or contradicts itself. Botting¶s reading of Frankenstein is situated in the extremes 

between Victor Frankenstein and his Creature; the former stands for a fixed identity, 

totalitarianism, and authority, while the Creature represents an unstable difference and 

otherness (139). While I agree with Botting that these two representations of identity 

exist within the novel, I do not feel that a dualistic separation between the characters is 

justified, but rather that both simultaneously represent fixed and fluid identities in their 

own right. The Creature can be as demanding and totalitarian as Victor Frankenstein, 

while Victor¶s hope of progress places him in an undertaking of discovering unfixed 

poVVibiliWieV, a miVVion WhaW DaYid FoVWeU Wallace (2013) deVcUibeV aV ³VelfleVV´ and 

³meVVianic´ (133). Another important aspect of Botting¶s work is his interpretation of the 

monstrous as a manifestation of the turbulent political climate of the time, commenced 

with the French Revolution. While this is a significant aspect of my own research, I 

expand on this idea by arguing the French Revolution was just as essential to the 

secularization process and the age¶s religious and spiritual discontent as it was to the 

political spectrum, culminating in the novel¶s ambiguous and liminal stance on both areas.  

Lee Sterrenburg¶s work is similarly important in that it also looks at the political 

and psychological fallout that the French Revolution had on Shelley¶V ZoUk. In ³MaU\ 

Shelley¶s Monster: Politics and Psyche in Frankenstein´ (1979), Sterrenburg argues that 

despite her dedication of the novel to her father, Shelley mainly critiques and parodies 

William Godwin¶s radical utopian politics. Originally influenced by her father and 
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husband Percy Shelley¶s radical and utopian political ideals, Shelley slowly abandoned 

these in favour of a more anti-revolutionary position, culminating in the political 

ambivalence that exists within the novel. This theory goes fairly against Anne K. 

Mellor¶s claim that the two editions show a radical change between them. Mellor¶s Mary 

Shelley: Her Life, Her Fiction, Her Monsters (1988) is a biographical and feminist 

analysis or Shelley¶s work. Mellor¶s analysis explores how the all-male creation myth 

highlighWV Whe ³hieUaUchical poZeU-systems both within the nuclear family and in the 

VocieW\ aW laUge´, Whe Ueal monVWeUV of Whe VWoU\ (217). Although Mellor¶s analysis 

itemizes the way that Shelley¶s life influences the majority of her work and presents 

many compelling arguments regarding hierarchical power-systems, her analysis of 

Frankenstein at times undermines the novel¶s premise regarding the ambiguity 

encompassed within modernity and the fear that comes with contesting that ambiguity, 

particularly when concerning Mellor¶s study of the edited novel¶s ending over that of 

Mary Shelley¶s unpublished original.  

Mellor¶V main aUgXmenW in Whe chapWeU ³ReYiVing FUankenVWein´ iV WhaW Shelle\ 

altered the meaning and spiritual core of the novel in the 1831 edition to coincide with 

her radically new philosophical and political views at the time; views that had become far 

moUe peVVimiVWic and melancholic once Vhe ³had loVW faiWh in Whe poVVibiliW\ WhaW a 

generous, loving, and nurturant response to both human and physical nature might create 

a world withoXW monVWeUV´ (176). HoZeYeU, I aUgXe WhaW Whe aWWempW, eYen if fXWile, Wo 

suppress the uncanny at the end of the novel and the inevitability of a modern world with 

monsters exist in both editions. The two editions should not be seen as distinctive or 

opposites, but instead, more like shadows of one another. They both ask the question of 
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whether secular knowledge and agency are able to steer human history consciously 

towards scientific and linear progress, or whether freedom has simply left us in a world 

dictated by chaos and chance. If we examine the two editions of Frankenstein together, 

Shelley seems to argue that both Chance and Fate are somewhat paradoxically 

interlocked with one another.  

Frankenstein is by no means is an outdated tale that represented an early modern 

and transitional society that no longer exists. As with modernity, our current age¶s 

fragmented identity is symbolically tied to the Creature¶s physical facade of scattered 

limbs assembled together. Society in late modernity continues to be caught within a 

social narrative in, which stems from multiple storytellers, perspectives, and sources of 

knowledge that still resembles a hybrid creature uncannily akin to the one Victor 

Frankenstein created in the darkest corners of his laboratory. As Richard J. Dunn (1974) 

argues, ³Frankenstein is concerned with a fragmenting society in which communication 

UemainV incompleWe´ (416). MoUe impoUWanWl\, Ueaching a mXlWiWXde of WheoUieV VXch aV 

Marxism, (Moretti 1982, Michie, 1990), along with disciplines such as environmental 

studies (Curtin 2005, Hammond 2004), psychoanalysis (J. Berman 1990, Marsh 2009), 

and especially regarding racial (Malchow, 1993, Piper 2007, Young 2008), feminist 

(Yousef 2002, Hoeveler 2003) and gender studies, (Thornburg 1987, Mellor 1988), 

Frankenstein remains not only a prophetic warning, but a modern myth that relentlessly 

renews its influence in our disjointed and continuously µbecoming¶ artificial-reality. As 

Jon Turney argues in Frankenstein¶s Footsteps: Science, Genetics and Popular Culture 

(1998), Shelley¶V ³VWoU\ aboXW finding Whe VecUeW of life became one of Whe moVW impoUWanW 

m\WhV of modeUniW\´, adding WhaW ³noZ WhaW Whe VecUeWV of life aUe oXUV foU Whe Waking Ze 
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need to ask what role that myth will play in the collective debate about how to make use 

of Whem´ (2-3). In this regard, Frankenstein seriously encompasses Marshall Berman¶s 

(1982) paUado[ical diVpoViWion of modeUniVm: ³Wo be fXll\ modeUn iV Wo be anWi-modeUn´ 

(14) in such a highly developed and felicitous manner. Shelley¶s modern Prometheus6 has 

become the creation story of the modern era, our mythos that captures and illuminates our 

modern experience of struggling to belong in a secular and alienating world where 

responsibility ultimately rests in the individual. Yet, Frankenstein is an uncanny or 

paradoxical creation myth, since the apocalyptical end to the older traditional world is 

entirely intertwined with the birth of the new monstrous one, and as a result, provides us 

with a prototype of the modern stranger that encapsulates a world that creates far more 

questions than answers. 

FRANKENSTEIN AND SECULARIZATION       
 
Mary Shelley¶s Frankenstein points to a problematic and paradoxical 

characteristic of modernity: with the arrival of the French Revolution, humanity¶s attempt 

 
6 The symbol of Prometheus as both the modern individual and myth is not only used in  
Frankenstein. Mary Shelley¶s husband, Percy Shelley, published Prometheus Unbound in 
1820. DeVpiWe Whe UeacWionaU\ failXUeV of Whe FUench ReYolXWion, PeUc\¶V Prometheus 
personifies the ideal spirit of rebellion and heroic struggle, contrasting Mary Shelley¶s 
ambiguous usage of the Greek myth with a more optimistic view of human progress. 
Franz Kafka¶V paUable ³PUomeWheXV´ (1918/1971) uses the myth to address the 
problematic question of existence. After outlining the four different versions of the myth, 
he writes, ³[W]heUe UemainV Whe ine[plicable maVV of Uock. The legend WUieV Wo e[plain Whe 
inexplicable. As it comes out of the substratum of truth it has in turn to end in the 
ine[plicable´ (432). In a similar absurdist vein, Giacamo Leopardi¶s take on the 
Prometheus m\Wh, ³The WageU of PUomeWheXV´ (1824/1983) in Moral Tales, shows 
Prometheus aV a gambleU and WUoXblemakeU. In LeopaUdi¶V Wale, Prometheus takes a 
contest between the gods for the greatest creation too seriously, only to eventually give 
up on humanity after witnessing its destructive Nature. Although both Leopardi and Mary 
Shelley portray Prometheus as a risk taker, the distinctions between the two Prometheus¶ 
highlighW Whe diffeUenceV beWZeen boWh ZUiWeUV¶ philoVophieV, Zhich Vhall be fXUWheU 
outlined in the next chapter.  



 41 

to free itself from Destiny still leaves it in the hands of Chance, where human control 

outside of the hands of God is no more realistic.7 By 1818, the enthusiasm of the French 

Revolution was slowly subsiding, while its most famous original critique, Edmund¶s 

Burke¶s Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790/1999), was gaining popularity 

outside of conservative circles with free thinking individuals like Mary Shelly, who 

began to side with Burke¶s reproach of reason as a universal and objective standard 

(Sterrenburg 1979). Caught within this tension, Shelley¶s novel takes a liminal stance as 

iW ³VeemV Wo boWh conVWUXcW and undermine the possibility of authority: it operates within 

bXW VXbYeUWV and leaYeV open Whe binaU\ limiWV iW confUonWV´ (BoWWing 1991, 152). 

Frankenstein builds and deconstructs simultaneously the teleological narrative of 

modernity by addressing the ambiguous situation of its age, which was caught between a 

³monVWeU of a conVWiWXWion´ (BXUke 196) in anarchy and destruction and the utopian spirit 

of humanity¶s ability to ambitiously change the world for the better. The novel¶s moral 

and socio-political stance is a liminal hybrid positioned within this void, between two 

contrasting views of utopian and revolutionary change: one of fear, and one of optimism. 

Yet, despite the growing criticism of romanticizing the historic event as utopian, Burke¶s 

attack on the French Revolution was unable to stop the lasting ideological, social, and 

spiritual effects the French Revolution had upon European society.  

As Albert Camus claims in The Rebel (1951/1991), after the storming of the 

Bastille and the subsequeQW ³JXLOORWLQLQJ [RI] GRd RQ JaQXaU\ 21, 1793´ (39), IUHHdRP 

and pUogUeVV haYe Waken oYeU Whe aUea of Whe VacUed b\ UedXcing God ³Wo Whe WheoUeWical 

 
7 Although the outcomes may be similar, fate and destiny are not the same as chance. As 
Saxena and Dixit (2001) poinW oXW faWe and ³[d]eVWin\ implieV VomeWhing foUeoUdained oU 
a pUedeWeUmined coXUVe of eYenWV´, ZheUeaV ³[c]hance meanV VomeWhing WhaW happenV 
unpredictability without discernable human intention or obVeUYable caXVe´ (36). 
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e[iVWence of a moUal pUinciple´ (132), WheUeb\ making Whe neZl\ acTXiUed YalXeV of 

Nation, Liberty, and Reason, the new authoritative religious forces on earth. The French 

Revolution and the ensuing destruction of the monarchy, created a gap or void between 

God and humanity with the killing of the King, God¶s voice or bridge from earth to 

heaven, leaving the Republic on its own without any of God¶s moral laws (39). The 

YiolenW Jacobin chapWeU of Whe FUench ReYolXWion aVpiUed Wo VeUYe aV ³Whe beaUeU of Whe 

meVVianic miVVion of Whe hopeV of Whe modeUnV´ (CUiVWaXdo 256), making iW Whe defining 

moment when Jacob¶s ladder would be deconstructed and rebuilt, no longer as a passage 

between heaven and earth, but between humanity and its ambitions. Located within this 

unsettled social, political, and spiritual environment, and unable to situate itself amongst 

contrasting ideologies, Frankenstein ³moldV Whem inWo a XniTXe WhiUd´ and ³aVkV ZhaW iW 

iV like Wo be labeled, defined, and eYen ph\Vicall\ diVWoUWed b\ a poliWical VWeUeoW\pe´ 

(Sterrenburg 166).  

 This move towards secularized modernity not only leads to an unnerving political 

and moral malaise, but a spiritual void also begins to accumulate due to a state of fleeting 

impulses and a blurring of traditionally held dualities previously cemented into the social 

and cultural structure. This thrusts certain modern individuals, exemplified in the novel 

by both Frankenstein and the Creature, into a state of liminality and stranger-hood, not 

merely due to the political situation but also because of the spiritual and moral traditions 

that were held up by the strict and hierarchical structure of the great chain of being. 

Shelley¶s world of Frankenstein lacks a God, at least one that is pure or omnipotent, and 

it is also noteworthy to mention that in a text where creator and created play such a 

significant role, in both editions, God¶s name is usually uttered in reaction to horrible 
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acts8 (Shelley 26, 58, 74, 195, 199), while Justine¶s unbreakable faith simply results in 

her tragic, yet forgotten death. The Frankensteins¶ servant is accused and executed for the 

murder of Victor¶s younger brother William, the Creature¶s first victim, and once arrested, 

confesses to a crime she did not commit out of fear of being excommunicated from the 

Church and the possibility of going to Hell. Justine¶V VXffeUV fUom Whe ³miVeU\ of 

innocence´ (ibid. 89) and her sentencing further exemplifies the novel¶s ambiguity 

concerning corruption, justice, purity, Chance, and Fate. God is nowhere to help an 

innocent person who becomes a victim of a series of events she has no control or even 

knowledge of. 

However, the irreligious stance of the novel does not come from a removal of 

religion or sacredness but instead from the secularizing/resacralizing process that lies in 

modernity. The novel secularizes, yet retains, the mythos of Christianity, though the 

allegorical aspects of the religion are blurred, inverted, or distorted. While in the creation 

VWoU\ of ³GeneViV´, in Zhich Adam and EYe loVe WheiU innocence fUom WheiU acTXiUed 

ability to recognize the difference between good and evil, Shelley, on the other hand, 

reverses this by bestowing the loss of innocence on Frankenstein and the Creature, and 

subsequently the reader, as a result of the removal or blurring of good and evil, where one 

cannot distinguishes between the two, especially since this problematical binary could no 

longer be attributed to the mysterious plan of God. In both stories, neither is unable to go 

 
8 The moVW noWable one being Zhen VicWoU fiUVW Ueali]eV Whe µXglineVV¶ of hiV cUeaWion; 
³BeaXWifXl! ² Great God! His yellow skin scarcely covered the work of muscles and 
arteries beneath; his hair was of a lustrous black, and flowing; his teeth of a pearly 
whiteness; but these luxuriances only formed a more horrid contrast with his watery eyes, 
that seemed almost of the same colour as the dun white sockets in which they were set, 
his shriveled complexion, and straight black lips (Shelley 58). 
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back to their familiar µEdens¶ of innocence and ignorance and must be propelled into the 

future without the parental protection of their creator. Frankenstein takes this even 

further through the shock of animation that supersedes the omnibenevolence and 

omnipotence of a creator with modernity¶s shadowy secret: bland ugliness and 

powerlessness. With Frankenstein, Shelley secularizes the question of theodicy. The 

responsibilities formally attributed to God now lie on humanity¶s shoulders, yet she 

reminds us that the question of evil can no longer be circumvented with answers of divine 

mystery, since humanity has taken command of the vitality of history. The future that 

Shelley formed in her imaginary, and foreshadowed in reality, is one in which God has 

abandoned hXmaniW\ in Whe Vame Za\ Whe CUeaWXUe ZaV abandoned b\ hiV ³naWXUal loUd 

and king´ (Shelley 102-3). By abandoning the Creature, Frankenstein simply lives up to 

his role as creator and leaves his creation to its own devices.  

To be fair, Frankenstein borrows considerably from the secularizing literary 

devices of the Romantic and Gothic novels that preceded it, exemplifying the µseeds¶ of 

modernity that both traditions began to cultivate. Not only did it continue the Gothic 

genre¶s aesthetic of dark and mysterious atmospheric tales of suspense and µsupernatural¶ 

terror, more notably, concerning its sociocultural and psychological effects, the novel 

renews the Gothic¶s and Romantic¶s modern and liminal ritual of secularizing the scared 

into the uncanny, a phenomenon that manifests itself in modernity from the ashes of 

religion. In Unquiet Things: Secularism In The Romantic Age (2015) Colin Jager 

challengeV Whe noWion WhaW aV modeUniW\ VecXlaUi]eV, Whe pUeVence oU ³noiVe´ of Ueligion iV 

eliminaWed. InVWead, JageU claimV WhaW Whe VecXlaU ³Vilence´ iV Xnable Wo compleWel\ 

UemoYe Whe ³UeVidXe oU ghoVW´ of Ueligion and Whe VacUed (4), and WhaW ³ZiWhin Whe VWaWic, 
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Whe ambienW noiVe, Whe alWeUnaWiYe fUeTXenc\«Ze can heaU Whe paUWicXlaU kind of 

XnTXieW«´ (9). TheVe noiVeV and diVWXUbanceV in VecXlaU Vpace haYe ofWen been 

characterized by moments of the uncanny. In Gothic Riffs: Secularizing the Uncanny in 

the European Imaginary, 1780-1820 (2010), Diane Long Hoeveler, using Charles 

Taylor¶s secularizing process outlined in A Secular Age (2007),9 focuses on the Gothic as 

a cultural practice designed, noW neceVVaUil\ aV a UeacWion againVW VecXlaUiVm, ³bXW aV paUW 

of Whe ambiYalenW VecXlaUi]ing pUoceVV iWVelf´ WhaW ZaV ³inYenWed Wo inVWanWiaWe Whe UiVe of 

VecXlaUiVm´ (6). According to Hoeveler, ³[a]V a majoU componenW of Whe VecXlaUi]ing 

process, the gothic aesthetic anxiously looked both backward and forward at the same 

time, torn between reifying the past and anxiously embracing a future it could not quite 

enYiVion´ ([Yii). DXe Wo WhiV liminal position of being caught between the ambiguous 

modernizing attempts of society, although a society where myth and magic still holds 

power over the social imaginary, the uncanny originates with the Gothic tradition (30). 

The Janus-faced genre stands between a feudal and religious past and a contemporary 

world being established on the rational principles brought forth from both the Protestant 

reformation and the subsequent Age of the Enlightenment. Yet, what essentially makes 

the Gothic genre modern, according Wo HoeYeleU, iV iWV pUeoccXpaWion ZiWh Whe ³jXVW noZ´ 

or the moment of immediacy, reflected in its fascination with death, the apocalypse, and 

alienation (11). Due to what Hoeveler identifies as gothic µriffs¶, the Gothic represents 

 
9 Although working aUoXnd Ta\loU¶V fUameZoUk, HoeYeleU does not agree with his 
argument that during the late eighteenth century there existed two binary subjectivities: 
the µporous¶ Velf, Zho ZaV XnpUoWecWed fUom Whe ³anima´ oU VpiUiWXal ZoUld, and Whe 
skepticism of the µbuffered¶ self, who effectively removed any need of the supernatural. 
Hoeveler rejects this binary, arguing inVWead of an ³inWeUacWion´ oU ³oVcillaWion´ beWZeen 
these subjectivities (16-17). 
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³Whe fiUVW WUXl\ modern discourses in which individuals stand in sort of existential 

alienaWion in a XniYeUVe of WheiU oZn laUgel\ imaginaU\ making´ (15).  

If, from its early inception, the Gothic was itself a modern genre that drew out the 

uncanny through the secularization of the scared, and likewise, emphasized the concept 

of the wandering, alienated, and liminal individual, then why should we begin secularized 

modernity with Shelley¶s novel, which many critics argue as simply part of the Gothic 

tradition, or at the very least, immensely influenced by Romantic, Gothic literature, and 

even established folklore? (Haggerty 1989, Kilgour 1995, Tichelaar 2012). It must also 

be stated that although the Gothic genre has many similar literary devices and tropes as a 

whole, it cannot be classified in any exclusive way, since the µessence¶ of what ties the 

genUe WogeWheU iV YagXe oU ³mXWable´ (GoddX 266) and iWV meaningV oU inWeUpUeWaWionV 

fluctuate in accordance with the historical, cultural, and ideological environment in which 

they were created and understood (Botting 2001, 1). Still, there are multiple reasons for 

beginning the advent of secularized modernity and the modern stranger with Shelley¶s 

celebrated novel. First of all, despite its clear influences from and affiliations with Gothic 

literary conventions, it would be deceptive to simply categorize Shelley¶s masterpiece as 

part of the Gothic tradition. Frankenstein is a difficult novel to classify in any single 

genre, even transformative ones like the Romantic and Gothic, for it stands in a textual 

liminal space in of itself, as it redefines or goes beyond the previous commonly used 

Gothic and horror elements, twisting and blurring common held dichotomies, such as 

myth and reality, good and evil, light and dark, villain and hero, real and artificial, and 

even representations of the double or doppelgänger, far beyond any novel before it.  
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However, what truly distinguishes Frankenstein from previous Gothic novels, and 

what makes it a forbearer of modernism and science fiction (Reichart 1994, Stableford 

1995, Donawerth 1997, Botting 2005, McMahon 2007),10 is that it is not merely 

conceUned ZiWh Whe paVW oU Vimpl\ Whe ³jXVW noZ´, bXW inVWead ZiWh oXU paUado[ical fXWXUe 

of what is µbecoming¶. The UeaVon Zh\ GoWhic liWeUaWXUe ZaV ³an[ioXsly embracing a 

fXWXUe iW coXld noW TXiWe enYiVion,´ aV HoeYeleU aUgXeV, had Wo do ZiWh iWV adheUence Wo 

past traditional dichotomies it was trying to reject, such as in Catholicism, while 

championing a more rationalist view of Christianity that ultimately upheld the same 

binaries.11 On the other hand, by looking toward a prophetic future, Frankenstein is 

curious and troubled with the uncertain society that is forming, perhaps more so than the 

one it is leaving behind. It is first to envision a world where science, technology, and 

secular knowledge look towards and succeed in, replacing ancient beliefs, customs, and 

previously held social constructions. Whereas the supernatural undertaking of the Gothic 

was still reliant on the recognizable characteristics, symbols, and dualities found in 

Christianity, Frankenstein borrows but blurs the lines of these universally recognized 

moral symbols. The supernatural and the uncanny are no longer located in the feudal and 

religious past but instead in the conceptualization of secular knowledge and a scientific 

 
10 Shelley was influenced by the science of her age as much as Gothic and Romantic 
literature. Jasia Reichardt (1994) aUgXeV WhaW Whe noYel ³iV noW a VWoU\ aboXW alchem\ and 
magic but science, or more precisely, about natural philosophy, chemistry and galYaniVm´ 
(136-137). 
11 As Hoeveler explains, although most Gothic literature was a result of Protestantism¶s 
attempt to remove the irrational elements found within medieval Catholicism, the 
otherness of Catholicism was still an intrinsic and uncanny component within 
Protestantism, leaving Gothic literature fractured between a thirst for the modern and 
nostalgia for the early Catholic traditions. As a result, the Gothic attempt to secularize the 
Xncann\ iV a ³ha]\ one´, Vince WheVe eaUlieU beliefV hold aV mXch poZeU aV Whe UaWional 
ones that looked to eliminate them (30-31). 
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view of progress that gave humanity its hegemonic belief in the future can be molded and 

controlled. Published at the cusp of the Gothic tradition, Frankenstein reconstructs the 

liminal text or bridge between the secular uncanny of the early Gothic tradition and the 

rising modernist one caught in a battle of the artificial and natural, which would endure 

well into the twentieth century. It does not contemplate the past while standing in the 

present as the Gothic genre formally subsisted, but rather, it resides in the modern liminal 

state where past, present, and future collide with one another, leaving the stranger in a 

very ambiguous position of struggling to find meaning or remnants of the sacred in the 

intensifying cold and calculated world.  

The future God in Frankenstein is not an omnipotent being removed from our 

society but instead, the ambitious man, symbolized by Victor Frankenstein, who is 

immersed, though detached from society. Frankenstein¶s secularized and liminal stance 

of creator and created is even furthered by the act of secrecy. Whether Frankenstein 

should have shared his creation, his secret, with the rest of humanity, and whether his 

silence demonstrates an abuse of power are questions that have lingered throughout the 

history of the novel. His whole experiment is shrouded in mystery and secrecy from 

beginning to end as one secret consequently leads to another; at first to hide his 

controversial research and to maintain his authority and power over unearthing science¶s 

³XnknoZn poZeUV´ and ³deepeVW m\VWeUieV´ (Shelle\, 1831 49), but then continuing in 

order to protect his family and more importantly, modern secular society. If we examine 

the Augustinian understanding of secrecy, it paradoxically shifts from a divine element to 

one of Vin, diYided b\ Whe VacUed/pUofane binaU\, in Zhich ³God bUingV aboXW WhiV VXdden 

conversion away from worldly values by acting on and through the hidden, concealed 
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depths of man¶V coUUXpWion´ (Vance 13). Consequently, the paradox of secrecy goes 

beyond a sacred and profane perspective and encompasses the idea itself, since in order 

for a secret to be recognized, there must also be knowledge of the concealment by 

another person, which simultaneously reveals and conceals the unknown information 

(Bellman 2).  

Nevertheless, secrecy opens up the opportunity of two different worlds. The 

secret world actively affects the ³obYioXV ZoUld´ (Simmel 462). The second world of 

ambiguity that Victor witnesses through the Creature¶s eyes puts the µobvious¶ world 

based on science and linear progress into serious doubt. Modernity¶s secret now becomes 

Victor¶s once he becomes creator: one of a liminal future that cannot be controlled by 

humanity even though it now has gained agency in its own history. The responsibility of 

secrecy falls upon Frankenstein, which forces him into concealing his creation in order to 

protect himself and the people he loves, even though in the end it ironically leads to his 

and his family¶s downfall. Frankenstein¶s narrative is structured around what Freud 

(1900/1965) VWaWed aV Whe modeUn and ³Whe VecXlaU adYance of UepUeVVion in Whe emoWional 

life of mankind´ (298), as the more religion wanes in everyday life, the more repressed 

we become.12 To FrankensWein, hiV VecUeW iV a bXUden WhaW cannoW be UeYealed: ³I aYoided 

explanation, and maintained a continual silence concerning the wretch I had created. I 

had a feeling that I should be supposed mad, and this for ever chained my tongue, when I 

would have given Whe Zhole ZoUld Wo haYe confided Whe faWal VecUeW´ (Shelle\ 190). The 

Creature is kept a secret because Victor does not know what he created, opening up 

 
12 To fXUWheU Whe UelaWionVhip beWZeen VecXlaUi]aWion and neXUoViV, FUeXd aUgXeV ³[\]ou 
cannot exaggerate the intensity of man¶s inner resolution and craving for authority. The 
extraordinary increase in the neuroses since the power of religion has waned may give 
\oX Vome indicaWion of iW´ (³FXWXUe PUoVpecWV´ 290). 
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modernity¶s Pandora¶s box. Frankenstein understands that the second liminal world 

hidden within modernity has a detrimental effect on the ideals that are supposedly going 

to take human history towards a utopia here on earth, where the world is no longer 

believed to be mysterious or subjected to Fate but instead controlled by the human 

endeavor towards utopian perfection. In the end, the real secret Frankenstein is trying to 

protect is that human creation is no better than God¶s, when modern science promised so 

much more.  

THE HISTORICAL SHIFT OF THE MONSTROUS 
 

For most of history, monsters have been represented as symbolic and liminal 

beingV, ofWen connecWed Wo boWh godV and VWUangeUV, aV WheVe ³figXUeV of OWheUneVV [WhaW] 

occXp\ Whe fUonWieU ]one ZheUe UeaVon falWeUV and fanWaVieV floXUiVh´ (KeaUne\ 3). The 

monster has always been a representational being that transcends the borders of 

sacred/profane, and in turn, as a representation of chaos, irrationality, and disorder, acts 

as a warning for both the individual and society at large. However, as liminal creatures, 

monsters simultaneously, and paradoxically, become symbols of a return to order once 

they are defeated at the hands of a heroic figure. The slaying of the monster in most quest 

fiction completes the rite of passage for the hero¶s journey, moving from the liminal 

phase to the phase of inclusion that ultimately restores order for both hero and society, 

and the realms of the sacred and profane. During the Middle Ages, the monster¶s 

sacred/profane relationship was strengthened, as was its function of being a 

exemplification of divine admonition, in which their deaths reinforced the glory and 

sacredness of God and the Catholic Church. Outside the oral tradition of fairy tales, 

monster lore during the Middle Ages did not really exist in literary popular culture and 
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was predominantly controlled by the ³leaUned claVVeV´ (SmiWh 16). It was largely the 

saints and clergymen that took up the heroic mantle of monster slayers in medieval 

literature, as much of the literature and folklore of the time looked to reinterpret classic 

monsters symbolically through a biblical and Christian lens (Huet 89; Kearney 29; Bovey 

27). Even the early oral Latin fairy and folk tales of the time were shaped by the themes 

of Christian doctrine, morality, and ethics (Zipes 8-9), while the presence of God was 

usually found in the background of most medieval fables (J. Ziolkowski 196). 

 Beginning with the Renaissance, monsters slowly began to be categorized much 

more scientifically, often seen as abnormalities surviving outside the laws and course of 

nature, although initially, still co-existing with its earlier theological construction 

(Ghadessi 19). It was Fortunio Liceti (1616) who began the long secularization process of 

Whe monVWeU WhaW moYed iW aZa\ fUom iWV diYine oUiginV aV ³poUWenWoXV heaYenl\ VignV´ 

(ibid. 21), grounding it in more of a physical and medical teratological classification and 

away from the religious, supernatural, and metaphysical realms of the Middle Ages. As 

European history shifted to the early modern period and the Enlightenment, the fear of 

the monster had transformed into curiosity, creating a far more relaxed outlook towards 

them as the Age of Reason began to take hold over society (Hagner 175). However, the 

monster and supernatural as a whole, seems to return to popular culture during the 

eighteenth century with the rise of the Romantic and Gothic literary movements. 

Although it kept the monster as a secularized figure, the Romantic and Gothic 

movements challenged reason not through religious means but rather through an 

examination of an excess of emotions and desires. The monsters in Gothic fiction 

frequently became a symbol of the inability to control or suppress these desires, while 
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also continuing its usage as a critique against the monstrous superstition that many 

Protestants argued Catholicism had attached to Christianity, and in doing so, retain the 

monster¶s symbolic nature as a warning. A significant change, nonetheless, is that the 

borders that the monster traversed on, no longer exist in far away lands that the hero must 

travel to, but instead are located in the shadows of the modern city and the human psyche. 

As with the stranger, as society approached the modern age, the topographical location of 

the monster is far closer than previously in history. 

 Despite this, the monster still retains its liminal character of being both a symbol 

of chaos and also a return to order. Originally, Gothic literature was generally expressed 

through two subgenres.13 In µGothic terror¶, which was popularized by Ann Radcliff in 

novels such as The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794/1987) and The Italian (1797/1968), the 

monster, and all supernatural occurrences for that matter, are not slain by the hero but 

nonetheless retain a return to order through its elimination. Instead of the hero defeating 

the monster with strength and courage, the tools of reason and rationality are now used to 

dispel the monster as an element of superstition, and thereby, continue the symbolic 

representation that the monster¶s demise leads to a return or restoring of order. µGothic 

horror¶, originally materializing in Matthew Gregory Lewis¶ The Monk (1796/2004), 

broke away from Radcliff¶s dispelling of the supernatural through reason. Although 

 
13 In her eVVa\ ³On Whe SXpeUnaWXUal in PoeWU\´ (1826), Ann Radcliffe first distinguishes 
between µhorror¶ and µterror¶. Horror is the fear of something tangible, exhibited through, 
repulsion, shock, and violence, while terror is channeled through anxiety, a fear of the 
unknown, and is characterized, according to Radcliff, as ³XnceUWainW\ and obVcXUiW\´ 
(150). Radcliff saw horror as inferior as it was unable to conjure up a sense of the 
VXblime: ³TeUUoU and hoUUoU aUe Vo faU oppoViWe, WhaW Whe fiUVW e[pandV Whe VoXl, and 
awakens the faculties to a high degree of life; the other contracts, freezes, and nearly 
annihilaWeV Whem´ (ibid.) 
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retaining the trope of monstrosity as a characteristic of Catholicism and the human 

psyche, the supernatural instances in Lewis¶ work go unexplained and unexamined. The 

supernatural for Lewis was an extension of reality, and although he himself was a skeptic, 

the monsters and the supernatural as a whole in his stories, reflected the hysteria, 

irrationality, and superstition of the many people who did believe in them (Lewis, 

³PoVWVcUipW Wo The Castle SpecWUe´ 198). Lewis¶ µhorror¶ novels went beyond the stories 

of µterror¶, as they were not only a critique of Catholic mania but likened the same 

hysteria towards the French Revolution, social change, and the ensuing chaos it would 

bring. Although containing a much more tragic ending than novels in the µterror¶ genre, 

Lewis¶ The Monk still restores a sense of order and normalcy at the novel¶s conclusion 

(Haggerty, ³The FailXUe´ 131).  

 The recognition of the Creature as something real, an emphasis on violence, and 

its apparent anti-Jacobin stance, may seem to link Shelley¶s Frankenstein firmly with the 

horror classification of Gothic fiction; however, as with its treatment of the uncanny and 

Gothic genre in general, Frankenstein transcends these binaries by borrowing but also 

subverting these classifications, residing in between both definitions of horror and terror. 

Shelley displays both by exercising many common horror tropes but still applying an 

overarching sense of an uncertainty and terror through the anxiety of an unknown future, 

which dictates of the story¶s use of fear. More importantly, unlike previous Gothic fiction, 

Frankenstein is reluctant in restoring order with the novel¶s conclusion. Frankenstein 

may very well be the first µhero¶ who is unable to restore order since he fails to tame or 

slay the monster he created nor can he dispel it as illusionary through reason since it was 

created through scientific reason itself, leaving us to contemplate a liminal and unknown 
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future. While these reasons do separate Shelley¶s handling of the monster from previous 

Gothic fiction, her most significant act is making the Creature have its own conscience, 

desires, emotions, and most importantly, a voice. It is the first monster that is allowed to 

speak, to tell its own story, and as a result, the first monster that readers truly sympathize 

with. With the birth of Frankenstein¶s creature, Shelley begins to distance monstrosity 

away from an interpretation that simply sees it as an extension of evil and instead 

produces a reading that is far more ambiguous. With Frankenstein, the monstrosity 

contained in humans is not restricted to specific evil people or demons, but instead is 

something ubiquitous that lives within human, or rather male, excess and hubris. 

MODERNITY’S MONSTROUS SECRET 
 
In heU ³InWUodXcWion´ Wo Whe 1831 ediWion, Shelle\ declaUeV a feaU ³of an\ hXman 

endeaYoXU Wo mock Whe VWXpendoXV mechaniVm of Whe CUeaWoU of Whe ZoUld´ (9), 

solidifying the novel¶s discernible warning against an unrelenting thirst for knowledge 

and human progress in divergence of God¶s perfect creation. However, her anxiety 

continues with the terrifying thought of the µmocker¶s¶ ³VXcceVV´ in achieYing God¶s 

work (ibid), which seems to build a sense of dread more from an uncanny fear in the 

monstrous achievement than any attempt, or µfailure¶, at playing God. The uncanny fear 

of the novel comes from Victor¶s triumph, for it brings to light the anxieties surfacing as 

a result of humanity¶s progress in the modern world. The imagination, agency, and thirst 

for knowledge that surges through Frankenstein during the process of creation and 

discovery, dissipates once he is triumphant in creating life from nothing. The originally 

beautiful physical image of the Creature alters only when it is finally animated, resulting 

in an uncanny terror that illuminates itself afterwards through reflection and not during 
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Whe pUoceVV; ³«noZ WhaW I had finiVhed, Whe beaXW\ of Whe dUeam YaniVhed, and bUeathless 

hoUUoU and diVgXVW filled m\ heaUW´ (Shelle\ 58). The perspective of the Creature¶s 

ph\Vical appeaUance changeV Zhen VicWoU ga]eV inWo iWV hoUUible ³watery, clouded eyes´ 

(186), and since the eyes are traditionally known as a gateway to soul,14 the soul of 

humanity is no longer masked by its physical beauty but rather through eyes that reveal a 

horrific truth. It is through the action of reanimated life that the internal horror has 

projected and manifested itself onto the physical appearance of the Creature.15  

Here again, Shelley reverses the typical dichotomy of dark (evil) and light (good). 

In Frankenstein, light symbolizes knowledge, birth, and the Enlightenment ideals, yet it 

becomes a threatening aspect to our existence. The Creature¶s eyes blend into the 

whiteness of the sockets, giving a lack of contrast and a terrifying sense of ambiguity. As 

SlaYoj äiåek (1993) ZUiWeV of WhiV Vcene; ³[W]he nonWUanVpaUenW, µdepthless¶ eye blocks out 

our access to the µsoul,¶ to the infinite abyss of the µperson,¶ thus turning it into a soulless 

monster: not simply a nonsubjective machine, but rather an uncanny subject that has not 

yet been submitted to the process of µsubjectivization¶ which confers upon it the depth of 

µpersonality¶´ (240, noWe 2). In this instance, the eyes are rendered malevolent not 

because of the a typically dark and light juxtaposition that would historically define evil 

with good but due to a liminal and abject character that subsequently reveals an uncertain 

truth of the contemporary secularized world controlled by modern man. It is through the 

 
14 ³The eye is the lamp of the body. So if your eye is healthy, your whole body will be 
full of light. But if your eye is evil, your whole body will be full of darkness. Therefore, 
if Whe lighW ZiWhin \oX haV WXUned inWo daUkneVV, hoZ gUeaW iV WhaW daUkneVV!´ (MaWWheZ 6: 
22-23). 
15 The 1831 edition contained the first image of the Creature, depicting the Creature after 
animation. As Turnley acknowledges, the image does not really portray the Creature as 
having any monstrous features outside of its large stature (Image I). 
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eyes of the modern creation that the manifestation of the uncanny unveils the absurdity of 

modernity¶s belief in linear progress: they reveal nothing except an ambiguous future in 

which human agency does not translate into control. The abject Creature or monster 

therefore becomes the symbolic representation of this lack of control. 

Shelley unearthed or brought to light the anxious modern feeling of being 

simultaneously fascinated and repulsed by the world forming before her eyes. Once light 

is cast upon secular knowledge and human potential, how can it ever remain hidden from 

humanity again, regardless how horrifying it may be? The modern terror witnessed 

during the artificial creation of life comes from a µsuccess¶ that cannot be prevented nor 

actively controlled, making Shelley¶s warning against the act of playing God to be a 

futile one. The conception of her story emphasizes both her fear and fascination of 

science and progress, as she was simultaneous attracted and disgusted with the world that 

was forming,16 a sentiment that appears in both the µrebellious¶ 1818 edition and the 

µconservative¶ 1831 edition.17 Shelley herself alludes to this when addressing the many 

alWeUaWionV in heU ³InWUodXcWion´ Wo Whe 1831 ediWion, VWaWing WhaW Vhe haV ³changed no 

poUWion of Whe VWoU\, noU inWUodXced an\ neZ ideaV oU ciUcXmVWanceV«leaYing Whe coUe 

and VXbVWance of iW XnWoXched´ (10). However, according to Mellor, Shelley¶s 

 
16 As Julia Kristeva explains in Powers of Horror (1982), ³[o]ne WhXV XndeUVWandV Zh\ Vo 
many victims of the abject are its fascinated victims - if not its submissive and willing 
ones. We may call it a border; abjection is above all ambiguity. Because, while releasing 
a hold, it does not radically cut off the subject from what threatens it²on the contrary, 
abjecWion acknoZledgeV iW Wo be in peUpeWXal dangeU´ (9). FXUWheUmoUe, in WeUmV of abjecW 
liWeUaWXUe; ³aV Whe VenVe of abjecWion iV boWh Whe abjecW¶s judge and accomplice, this is also 
true of Whe liWeUaWXUe WhaW confUonWV iW´ (16). 
17 Anne Mellor attributes this pessimistic transformation to the turmoil that Shelley 
experienced in her personal life between both publications (1988, 170-76). 
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announcement is simply a lie that, as with Victor, disclaims any responsibility to her 

creation, itself a victim of Fate (1988, 176).  

Although Mellor is correct in arguing that the sense of agency and moral choice 

does essentially evaporate in 1831, I do agree with Shelley¶s statement that the essence of 

the novel, especially regarding its uncertain moral stance and problem of agency, does 

not necessarily change; the ambiguity of agency simply becomes more transparent in the 

1831 edition than in 1818. The freewill Victor evidently nurses in the first edition is 

virtually illusionary, not necessarily in terms of his ability to make individual actions or 

choices, but rather in that the consequences of these choices are purely left to Chance. 

Later in the twentieth century, Jacques Monod (1970/1972) famously argued that the 

scientific pursuit of knowledge disengaged the connection between humans and Nature, 

subsequently leaving us all in the hands of Chance and a world without intrinsic meaning. 

PUioU Wo modeUn WhoXghW, ³oXU anceVWoUV«peUceived the strangeness of their condition 

only very dimly. They did not have the reasons we have today for feeling themselves 

VWUangeUV in a XniYeUVe Xpon Zhich Whe\ opened WheiU e\eV´ (Monod 29). DeVpiWe ZhaW Whe 

group he refers to as the animists believed, such as religions to theorists such as Hegel 

and Marx, for Monod the world does not contain a teleonomic principle, plan, or a 

haUmonioXV conVWUXcWion bXW UaWheU WhaW ³[p]XUe chance, abVolXWel\ fUee bXW blind, «iV 

today the sole conceiYable h\poWheViV´ (112-3). The novel Frankenstein seems to predict 

this same existential theory for modern individuals as a result of the ascent of the 

scientific pursuit, which creates and propels the modern stranger into the chaos of liminal 

uncertainty.  



 58 

Despite Frankenstein¶s experiment coming to fruition, he is nonetheless subjected 

to a world of Chance, as the modern world is still doomed to proceed towards a world 

governed by the principles of scientific rationalism. Victor, as a representation of modern 

humanity,18 essentially has no choice but to proceed forward, as if it is his and 

humanity¶s Fate to accelerate civilization to its fullest potential. Frankenstein may regret 

certain actions he has committed but he does not regret his vigor and passion for 

scientific discovery. When addressing Walton¶s men at the end of the novel, who wish to 

abandon their Captain as his expedition has become extremely dangerous, Frankenstein 

VeemV Wo once again locaWe Whe ³UeYeUieV Zhile Whe ZoUk ZaV incompleWe´ (214), Zhich he 

was unable to recall after his experiment was completed, and once again defends a 

scientific pursuit of knowledge and discovery despite being conscious of the 

consequences of his own experiments:  

Are you then so easily turned from your design? Did you not call this a glorious 
expedition? and wherefore was it glorious? Not because the way was smooth and 
placid as a southern sea, but because it was full of dangers and terror; because, at 
every new incident, your fortitude was to be called forth, and your courage 
exhibited; because danger and death surrounded, and these dangers you were to 
brave and overcome. For this was it a glorious, for this was it an honourable 
undertaking. You were hereafter to be hailed as the benefactors of your species; 
your name adored, as belonging to brave men who encountered death for honour 
and Whe benefiW of mankind«. \e need noW haYe come WhXV faU, and dUagged \oXU 
captain to the shame of a defeat, merely to prove yourselves cowards. Be steady 
to your purposes, and firm as a rock (217). 

 
Frankenstein, like the modern world, is unable to go or look back towards the past, 

regardless of the consequences and mistakes he has made. For Frankenstein, and many 

other moderns, the idea of progress is dependent on a severing of a past founded on 

 
18 To be clear, by humanity, Shelley is certainly addressing a patriarchal society 
dominated by male ambitions. This topic will be examined further in Chapter 6.  
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myths, while focusing on the truths of the objective world, regardless of how ugly it may 

turn out to be.  

Nonetheless, once Frankenstein¶s eyes lock upon modernity¶s monstrosity, no 

matter how hard he tries to ignore it, it haunts him until his death, like an unconscious 

fear he is unable to repress. Similar to what Shelly said of her inability to get rid of her 

³hideoXV phanWom´ (9) WhaW haXnWed heU afWeU Whe fiUVW inclining of heU VWoU\ came Wo heU in 

a dream, the novel¶s ending ultimately leads to the lingering of modern liminality. 

Frankenstein has become the modern socio-cultural spectre that has haunted us ever since. 

In Specters of Marx (1993), JacTXeV DeUUida deVcUibeV Whe VpecWUe aV ³a kind of ghoVW Zho 

comes back or who still risks coming back post mortem´ (59). Derrida¶s description of 

the spectre is extremely reminiscent of Frankenstein¶V CUeaWXUe, a liminal figXUe WhaW ³iV a 

paradoxical incorporation, the becoming-body, a certain phenomenal and carnal form of 

Whe VpiUiW. IW becomeV, UaWheU, Vome ³Whing´ WhaW UemainV difficXlW to name: neither soul nor 

bod\, and boWh one and Whe oWheU´ (ibid. 5).  

If we examine Mary Shelley¶s original ending,19 in which the Creature is 

³pXVhing himVelf off´, UaWheU Whan Whe paVViYe ³boUne aZa\´, Zhich iV foXnd in Whe final 

version, the Creature¶V VenVe of agenc\ VWill leadV him Wo ³be caUUied aZa\ b\ Whe ZaYeV´ 

 
19 The final lines of the novel are some of the many revisions Percy Shelley contributed 
to the novel before its initial publication. The original being:  

He sprung from the cabin window as he said this upon an ice raft that lay close to 
the vessel & pushing himself off he was carried away by the waves and I soon lost 
sight of him in the darkness and distance (qtd. in Mellor 1988, 68) 

PeUc\ Shelle\¶V Uevision: 
 He sprang from the cabin window as he said this, upon the ice raft which lay 
close to the vessel. He was borne away by the waves and lost in darkness and 
distance (ibid). 
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and ultimately leads to the same outcome. Mellor argues that Percy Shelley¶s revision of 

CapWain WalWon loVing VighW of Whe CUeaWXUe in Whe oUiginal Wo being ³loVW in daUkneVV and 

distance,´ iV boWh ³a defenViYe maneXYeU Wo ZaUd off an[ieW\ and aVVeUW final aXWhoUial 

control over his wife¶V VXbYeUViYe cUeaWion´, in an aWWempW Wo poVWXlaWe ³a comfoUWing 

UeaVVXUance´ (1988, 68). However, the revised ending reflects the liminal and existential 

condition of modernity in a much greater degree and also emphasizes and links both 

Walton and the Creature¶s sense of alienated perspective in one sentence. What also 

makeV Whe CUeaWXUe an Xncann\ VpecWUe iV WhaW iW iV VWill becoming, Xnnamed and ³loVW in 

daUkneVV and diVWance,´ encompaVVing a VhadoZ\ VecUeW ZiWhin WhoVe depWhleVV and 

watery eyes. 

More importantly, the ending¶s apparent µcomforting reassurance¶, leads us to an 

uncanny false sense of security. As Freud writes, the author of the uncanny is ³betraying 

us to the superstitiousness which we have ostensibly surmounted; he deceives by 

promising to give us the sober truth, and then after all overstepping it´ (³Uncann\´ 250). 

The novel¶s ending lulls the reader into a false sense of security when the Creature states 

that it will take its own life and thereby removing itself from society, repressing the 

uncanny beyond the border of darkness, however the novel has already established what 

³oXghW Wo haYe been kepW concealed bXW Zhich haV neYeUWheleVV come Wo lighW´ (ibid 14). 

Therefore, placing the Creature back into the security of darkness is ineffective as a 

palliative outcome, especially since the story lives on to haunt us, underlining one of the 

main premises of the novel: the impossibility to repress the uncanny into darkness once it 
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has come into light. Examining the ending of Freud¶s essay20, Nicholas Royle (2003) 

argues that the uncanny has a paradoxical role where it not only manifests itself in light 

but also remains uncanny within darkness, aV ³VomeWhing conVWanWl\ deVWined Wo UeWXUn´ 

(109), and similar to the ending of Frankenstein, iW iV daUkneVV ³Zhich finall\ haXnWV hiV 

pUojecW´ (110). If the Creature is uncanny because it initially represents the µreturn of the 

repressed¶ in creation, it is equally uncanny in its dissolving back into darkness, in the 

miscarried attempt to once again repress the repressed and return us back to a dissipated 

past.  

THE END OF THE NATURAL AND THE BEGINNING OF ARTIFICAL REALITY 
 

The spectre in Frankenstein is not a supernatural entity from the past but a hybrid 

being representing an ambiguous future, one that moves away from Nature towards a new 

and artificial reality. In Frankenstein, the uncanny spectre materializes into a cyborg-like 

entity, a physical and tangible specimen signifying the transition of the spiritual and 

supernatural to the material, scientific, and disenchanted world. This evolution away from 

the supernatural does not necessarily lead to the arrival of the purely natural, nor does it 

remove itself from myth. It essentially means that a movement towards disenchantment 

or secularization paradoxically leaves us on an oscillating liminal path towards re-

enchantment or re-VacUali]aWion. AV DaYid KeWWeUeU (1997) e[plainV, ³alWhoXgh 

Frankenstein supposedly eschews the supernatural, magic, or alchemy in favor of modern 

science as a means of instilling life into dead tissue, the distinction between natural magic 

and alchemy on the one hand and natural philosophy and chemistry on the other, and that 

 
20 ³ConceUning Whe facWoUV of Vilence, VoliWXde and daUkneVV, Ze can onl\ Va\ WhaW Whe\ aUe 
actually elements in the production of that infantile anxiety from which the majority of 
hXman beingV haYe neYeU become TXiWe fUee´ (FUeXd, ³Uncann\´ 252). 
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beWZeen Ueligion and Vcience, iV blXUUed aW eYeU\ VXUYiYing VWage of Whe We[W´ (61). PUioU Wo 

Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno writing of the mythological reverberation of the 

Age of Enlightenment in Dialectic of Enlightenment, Shelley explored the same themes 

in Frankenstein, where the ideals that looked to dispel myth simply produced their own. 

Here myth is no longer allocated or represented by a feudal or even the natural world but 

rather falls into the space of science and rationality.  

The NeZWonian LaZV of NaWXUe ZeUe Veen aV ³e[emplaUV of ReaVon´ (SmiWh 41) 

and although they were permanent and represented God¶s perfection, at the same time, 

Whe\ alVo e[emplified a conWUaVWing ³ChUiVWian accepWance of hXman impeUfecWion, 

manifested in sin and suffering, disease and death, with a presumptuous conviction that 

nature¶V impeUfecWionV coXld be made peUfecW b\ hXman geniXV´ (ibid. 53). Victor, by 

ways of modern science, looks to reverse Nature¶s fixed state and advance the refining of 

man through the perfecting of Nature. Shelley explicates this premise through Professor 

Waldman¶V Vpeech, Zhich alloZV FUankenVWein Wo appUehend hiV ³chimeUaV of boXndleVV 

gUandeXU´ (48) ZiWhin a modeUn UealiW\, VomeWhing he Ueali]ed, alWhoXgh UelXcWantly, that 

he was unable to do through the ancient proto-science of alchemy:  

µThe ancient teachers of this science,¶ said he, µpromised impossibilities, and 
performed nothing. The modern masters promise very little; they know that 
metals cannot be transmuted, and that the elixir of life is a chimera. But these 
philosophers, whose hands seem only made to dabble in dirt, and their eyes to 
pour over the microscope or crucible, have indeed performed miracles. They 
penetrate into the recesses of nature, and show how she works in her hiding places. 
They ascend into the heavens; they have discovered how the blood circulates, and 
the nature of the air we breathe. They have acquired new and almost unlimited 
powers; they can command the thunders of heaven, mimic the earthquake, and 
even mock the invisible world with its own shadows¶ (Shelley 49). 
 

Here, the power of controlling or commanding Nature lies in replicating or mimicking it. 

The ³XnlimiWed poZeUV´ WhaW Whe modeUn VcienWiVW poVVeVVeV, comeV noW fUom oUiginal 
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creation, but through artificial reproduction. Frankenstein examines the equivocal 

boundaries between natural and artificial, machine and human in such a way that its 

³bUilliance«iV noW Vo mXch Wo poinW oXW WhaW aUWificial life and inWelligence aUe poVVible, 

but that human life already is this artificial intelligence´ (Morton 47). It is through our 

imaginative potential to dream and realize the unknown or the not-yet that distinguishes 

us as human beings from animals.  

By presenting us with a negation or a lack, what currently does not exist, our 

imagination tens to lead us to a utilitarian belief in changing the world for the better by 

giving us alternative worlds that we can strive for (Dahlbom 89). Frankenstein unearths 

and examines the artificial nature of human beings, both through Frankenstein¶s drive of 

progress and also doubled through the hybrid Creature. However, our artificial potential 

is threatened by the natural process of life and death, and by creating life through 

scientific means, Frankenstein attempts to overcome the natural course of existence by 

cheaWing deaWh; ³bXW ZhaW gloU\ ZoXld aWWend Whe diVcoYeU\, if I coXld baniVh diVeaVe 

fUom Whe hXman fUame, and UendeU man inYXlneUable Wo an\ bXW a YiolenW deaWh!´ (Shelle\ 

42). Losing his mother at an early age, Frankenstein is overwhelmed with the anxiety of 

mortality and attempts to conquer his existential unease in order to create a new path 

towards a better future for humanity. Unwilling to be confined to Nature¶s course, or the 

decaying prison of the human body, Frankenstein tries to replace and take on her function 

of giving birth, while at the same time, commences a process that still lives with us  

today21: the possibility of cheating death.  

 
21 With companies such as Alcor Life Extension Foundation and The Cryonics Institute, 
people have started to seriously believe in the idea of µimmortality¶ through the scientific 
methods of cryonic suspension.  
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Life and death appeared to me ideal bounds, which I should first break through, 
and pour a torrent of light into our dark world. A new species would bless me as 
its creator and source; many happy and excellent natures would owe their being to 
me. No father could claim the gratitude of his child so completely as I should 
deserve their¶s. Pursuing these reflections, I thought, that if I could bestow 
animaWion Xpon lifeleVV maWWeU, I mighW in pUoceVV of Wime « UeneZ life ZheUe 
death had apparently devoted the body to corruption (ibid. 55). 

 
Frankenstein¶s deViUe Wo ³bUeak WhUoXgh´ Whe ³ideal boXndV´ of Whe hXman bod\ and 

Nature itself is driven by his struggle of cheating or denying death, which ultimately 

becomes his downfall. WiWh Whe UemoYal of God, Whe biUWh of a neZ being, and ³a WoUUenW 

of lighW´ cUaVhing through the traditional ignorance, Frankenstein must come to terms 

with the resulting amputation of an afterlife from the new modern human consciousness. 

Death, now being final in the modern world, leaves us with an existential void or 

emptiness that Frankenstein looks to refute through a complete denial of death itself 

(McMahon 2007). However, Frankenstein¶s attempt to end the uncertainty that comes 

with death, ironically leads to more, once again exhibiting a lack of control that human 

agency is unable to subvert.  

Victor Frankenstein, however, is not a one-dimensional individual, and does not 

fully abandon nature for scientific pursuit. Principally a paradoxical character, he is as 

much of a Romantic, as he is a µmad¶ scientist. In fact, his fascination and complete 

reliance on science and nature mirror one another. Victor connection¶s to both science 

and nature become an obsession, which he uses to abjure from humanity and his family. 

WheUeaV hiV YieZ of hiV faWheU iV diVheaUWening; ³I Vee him noZ, e[cellenW and YeneUable 

old man! HiV e\eV ZandeUed in Yacanc\, foU Whe\ had loVW WheiU chaUm and WheiU delighW´ 

(Shelley 201), Frankenstein looks towards Nature¶s cold immortality for comfort far 

 
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/life/health-and-fitness/health/can-cryonic-therapy-
literal-brain-freeze-allow-people-to-live-forever/article26703024/ 
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more than the eyes of his father, which simply speak of death. Even after the death of 

Elizabeth, Victor only attempts to find a sanctuary in Nature, which identical to his 

scientific pursuits, ultimately fails him: 

What then became of me? I know not; I lost sensation, and chains and darkness 
were the only objects that pressed upon me. Sometimes, indeed, I dreamt that I 
wandered in flowery meadows and pleasant vales with the friends of my youth, 
but I awoke and found myself in a dungeon. Melancholy followed, but by degrees 
I gained a clear conception of my miseries and situation and was then released 
from my prison. For they had called me mad, and during many months, as I 
understood, a solitary cell had been my habitation (ibid. 202). 
 

Nature, which in many respects replaced God for many Romantics of the time, is 

extremely indifferent toward Victor. In a similar way to how the Creature searches for its 

identity and meaning in relation to its creator, Victor positions his sense of meaning and 

sacredness in something that is completely detached from him. In Frankenstein, God, 

Nature, and Victor are all interrelated by being silent creators, and while we know that 

out of those three, Victor is definitely not indifferent, he is still rendered helpless since he 

stands or oscillates within a liminal position of creator/created, Satan/God, or rebel/lord. 

It is also no coincidence that the Romantic elements, especially in regard to 

Frankenstein¶s experiences with nature and love, become much more problematic as the 

novel progresses, juxtaposing the scientific warning with one of Romantic excess. Victor 

represents the nightmare of both scientific and Romantic intemperate idealism.  

Through the birth of Frankenstein¶s Creature, this idealism is potentially 

superseded in the modern world with a liminal permutation between the two. The 

µartificial¶ Creature is depicted as more passionate and human-like than Frankenstein, 

making the formally distinguishable binary of artificial and natural much more 

complicated, giving way to an uncanny world where µartificiality¶ has become the new 
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µnatural¶. While modernity attempts to categorize everything into binaries such as natural 

and artificial, Shelley shows us that modernity paradoxically subverted these very same 

binaries. Following Jentsch, Freud argues Whe Xncann\ ³iV cUeaWed Zhen WheUe iV 

intellectual uncertainty whether an object is alive or not, and when an inanimate object 

becomeV Woo mXch like an animaWe one´ (³The Uncann\´ 233). By the early nineteenth 

century, Shelley was able to prophesize what Donna Haraway (1985/2004) argued in the 

laWe WZenWieWh cenWXU\: WhaW ³machineV haYe made WhoUoXghl\ ambigXoXV Whe diffeUence 

between natural and artificial, mind and body, self-developing and externally designed, 

and many other distinctions that used to apply Wo oUganiVmV and machineV´ (11).22 Monod 

suggests that the differences between the natural and artificial were always misleading to 

begin with and that the two can no longer be regarded as opposites, as it is impossible to 

differentiate between natural or artificial characteristics, even in human beings. What 

distinguishes the natural from the artificial is that the natural contains in-of-itself what it 

needs to develop, while the artificial depends on external influences and is designed for a 

purpose (Monod 3-4). However, what blurs this distinction for Monod, is that the 

teleonomy, or the apparent internal purposefulness, recognizes no difference between 

living and non-living organisms, therefore, the natural is dependent on external forces as 

mXch aV Whe aUWificial and ³endoZed with a purpose or project, which at the same time 

Whe\ e[hibiW in WheiU VWUXcWXUe and caUU\ oXW WhUoXgh WheiU peUfoUmanceV´ (9). Taking WhiV 

into account, what Frankenstein argues is not that modern society leaves us dislocated 

from Nature, which itself is alienating, but rather that what is in fact alienating is our 

inabiliW\ Wo accepW boWh oXU iVolaWion, XnnaWXUalneVV, and VWUangeneVV: ³man mXVW aW laVW 

 
22 The relationship between Frankenstein and HaUaZa\¶V ZoUk Zill be fXUWheU e[amined 
in Chapter 6. 
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wake out of his millenary dream; and in doing so wake to his total solitude, his 

fundamental isolation. Now does he at last realize that, like a gypsy, he lives at the 

boundary of an alien world. A world that is deaf to his music, just as indifferent to his 

hopes as Wo hiV VXffeUing oU hiV cUimeV´ (ibid 172-3). However, although Mary Shelley 

seems to acknowledge the connection between Nature and the artificial, the novel still 

seems to try to, not necessarily to deny, but nonetheless internalize this knowledge, 

putting it back into the uncanny darkness from which it came. 

THE UNCANNY STRANGER IN A SECULAR VOID 
 

As I have argued, Frankenstein is not a novel that contemplates the past while 

standing in the present as the Gothic genre formally subsisted, but rather, it resides in the 

modern liminal state where past, present, and future become something far more 

uncertain, leaving the stranger in a very lonely and unclear position of trying to find 

importance in life. The freedom given or forced onto the Creature, emulates the new 

found independence that humanity must face that renders the Creature to contemplate its 

e[iVWence: ³I ZaV dependenW on none, and UelaWed Wo none. The paWh of m\ depaUWXUe ZaV 

free;¶ and there was none to lament my annihilation. My person was hideous, and my 

stature gigantic: what did this mean? Who was I? What was I? Whence did I come? What 

ZaV m\ deVWinaWion? TheVe TXeVWionV conWinXall\ UecXUUed, bXW I ZaV Xnable Wo VolYe Whem´ 

(131). As Northrop Frye (1983) notably argues, Shelley¶V noYel ³iV a pUecXUVoU«of Whe 

existential thriller, as such a book as Camus¶s L¶Étranger. The whole point about the 

monster is not a machine, but an ordinary human being isolated from mankind by 

e[WUeme XglineVV´ (122). Looking back, it is possible to see the Creature as simply 

µordinary¶ as our society becomes much more oriented around the liminal, but at the time 
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it was something entirely new; it was the birth of the modern stranger that continues to 

preoccupy our existence. Unlike Victor, whose existential crisis revolves around the 

ominous cloud of death, the Creature¶s existential malaise is situated within the menacing 

idea of modern life, existence, and problematic notion of freedom. The Creature is an 

uncanny representation of the modern individual born with the burden of freedom, 

lacking any form of an established identity and tradition to tie oneself to. With no nation 

or family to belong to, the Creature is forced into a series of newfound questions that it 

struggles to find answers for. Marginalized from society, the Creature as stranger, must 

become a voyeur; a fly on the wall that observes without being seen but is still 

nonetheless there. Being a modern liminal figure, Victor¶s doppelgänger cannot be fully 

absent and must exist. As he explains to FrankenVWein, ³I admiUed YiUWXe and good 

feelings and loved the gentle manners and amiable qualities of my cottagers, but I was 

shut out from intercourse with them, except through means which I obtained by stealth, 

when I was unseen and unknown, and which rather increased than satisfied the desire I 

had of becoming one among m\ felloZV´ (Shelle\ 124). The CUeaWXUe¶s melancholic 

alienation sweeps in like a plague to the people around him. At the moment right before 

Frankenstein confronts the Creature on the mountain for the first time since it was created 

in the laboratory, the path up the mountain instantly becomes lonely and desolate as 

Shelley¶s links the Creature and Frankenstein by painting the estranged spirit of the 

modern condition: 

The ascent is precipitous, but the path is cut into continual and short windings, 
which enable you to surmount the perpendicularity of the mountain. It is a scene 
terrifically desolate. In a thousand spots the traces of the winter avalanche may be 
perceived, where trees lie broken and strewed on the ground, some entirely 
destroyed, others bent, leaning upon the jutting rocks of the mountain or 
transversely upon other trees. The path, as you ascend higher, is intersected by 
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ravines of snow, down which stones continually roll from above; one of them is 
particularly dangerous, as the slightest sound, such as even speaking in a loud 
voice, produces a concussion of air sufficient to draw destruction upon the head of 
the speaker. The pines are not tall or luxuriant, but they are sombre and add an air 
of severity to the scene. I looked on the valley beneath; vast mists were rising 
from the rivers which ran through it and curling in thick wreaths around the 
opposite mountains, whose summits were hid in the uniform clouds, while rain 
poured from the dark sky and added to the melancholy impression I received from 
the objects around me. Alas! Why does man boast of sensibilities superior to 
those apparent in the brute; it only renders them more necessary beings. If our 
impulses were confined to hunger, thirst, and desire, we might be nearly free; but 
now we are moved by every wind that blows and a chance word or scene that that 
word may convey to us (100). 
 
Although both Frankenstein and the Creature are stuck in between the realms of 

Chance and Fate, the main difference between their liminal positions is that Frankenstein 

oscillates between the extremes of science and Nature, compliance and rebellion, while 

the Creature is a product of them and subsequently, is trapped in between them, unable to 

move. While Frankenstein oscillates between the either/or, the Creature does not live by 

the either/or binary but the hyphenation between it where even a correlation with John 

Milton¶V UebellioXV SaWan iV loVW: ³SaWan haV hiV companionV, felloZ-devils, to admire and 

encoXUage him; bXW I am VoliWaU\ and abhoUUed´ (ibid. 133).23 Even the allusions of Christ 

ultimately fail, as the Creature, µGod¶s favourite son¶, is neither redeemed nor saves 

anyone at the end of the novel. For Jerrold E. Hogle (1998), the Creature represents µthe 

absolutely Other¶, the other¶s other or the more specifically, a more liminal other, 

repositioning the Creature from the uncanny towards the abject: 

The creature is a µmonster¶ in that it/he embodies and distances all that a society 
refuses to name ² all the betwixt-and-between, even ambisexual, cross-class, and 
cross-cXlWXUal condiWionV of life WhaW WeVWeUn cXlWXUe ³abjecWV´, aV KUiVWeYa ZoXld 
put it ² . . . IW/he iV ³the absolutely OWheU´ . . . poinWing immediaWel\, aV Ze haYe 
just seen, to intermixed and repressed states of being, the divisibility of the body, 

 
23 1818 edition: ³Yet even that enemy of God and man had friends and associates in his 
deVolaWion; I am TXiWe alone´ (242). 
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µthrown-down¶ social groups, class struggles, gender-confusions, birth-moments, 
and death-drives . . . as well as to a cacophony of ideological and intertextual 
differences. All the while, though, he/it both re-presents each of these alterities 
and keeps them at a great remove by being quasi-human yet strictly artificial 
(Hogle 185-7). 
 

Interrelated with the uncanny, as both concepts revolve around the paradoxical, the 

liminal, and Whe confUonWaWion ZiWh Whe oWheU, Whe abjecW iV diVWincW in WhaW iW iV ³moUe 

YiolenW´ Whan Whe Xncann\ and ³iV elaboUaWed WhUoXgh a failXUe Wo Uecogni]e iWV kin; 

nothing is familiar, not even the shadow of a memor\´ (KUiVWeYa 5).24 According to 

Hogle, abjection becomes a more significant characteristic after the publication of 

Frankenstein due to the fact that the eighteenth-cenWXU\ GoWhic ³pUoYideV Whe V\mbolic 

means for that very construction of ³Velf´ YeUVXV ³aUchaic oWheU´ (179), Zhile 

³Frankenstein offers the Gothic ghost of the counterfeit in its most achieved, complex, 

and influential form up to 1818, using what is most fundamental in the Gothic to alter and 

deepen (UaWheU Whan Vimpl\ UeYeUVe) iW´ (203). Frankenstein¶s Creature is uncanny because 

 
24 AlWhoXgh, JXlia KUiVWeYa aUgXeV WhaW abjecWion iV ³[e]ssentially different from 
³XncannineVV,´´ (5), there is a strong correlation in terms of their connection to 
modernity and the secular. WiWh ChUiVWianiW\, Whe abjecWion of Whe Velf, Whe ³UecogniWion of 
Whe ZanW´ (ibid), ZaV abVoUbed b\ UeligioXV VcaUed UiWe and Whe ³XlWimaWe pUoof of hXmiliW\ 
befoUe God´ (ibid). While religious abjection solidifies oU ³pXUifieV´ (ibid. 7) the subject 
at one point, boarder, or limit, the secular abject places the subject in a place of ambiguity 
or liminality, further breaking down the binary distinctions between self and other. 
Similarly, the uncanny seems to be a by-product of a teleological and secularized modern 
world. Mladen Dolar, 1991; Terry Castle, 1995: Anthony Vidler, (1992) all argue that the 
invention of the uncanny is directly related to secularization and modernity. Prior to 
modernity, the supernatural was something that existed solely to the world of religion and 
spirituality; however, this spectrality becomes secularized in the modern age and 
transforms into the uncanny, becoming the paradoxical mark of modernity by 
encompassing the ambiguity and uncertainty entrench in the modern mind. The uncanny 
arose from out of the Enlightenment and modernity¶V ³pV\chic and cXlWXUal 
WUanVfoUmaWionV´, iWV ³aggUeVViYel\ UaWionaliVW impeUaWiYeV«(Zhich) alVo pUodXced, like a 
kind of toxic side effect, a new human experience of strangeness, anxiety, bafflement, 
and inWellecWXal impaVVe´ (CaVWle, 8). AV ZiWh liminal oU abjecW Vpace, Whe Xncann\ alVo iV 
not unified or harmonious but is a continuous alienated and ambiguous state caught in a 
tension with the boundaries of self and other.  
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it is a foreign other but nonetheless indicates a monstrous familiarity with the human 

subject: ³God, in pity, made man beautiful and alluring, after his own image; but my 

foUm iV a filWh\ W\pe of \oXUV, moUe hoUUid eYen fUom Whe YeU\ UeVemblance´ (Shelle\ 

133); however, it paradoxically also embodies the abject since it is inauthentic, 

genderless,25 and leads to disgust and horror. Like the abject, the CUeaWXUe ³diVWXUbV 

idenWiW\, V\VWem, oUdeU´ and ³doeV noW UeVpecW boUdeUV, poViWionV, UXleV´ (KUiVWeYa 4). IW iV 

a V\mbol of a ZoUld ³ZheUe meaning collapVeV´ (ibid 2) and UeVXlWV in Whe cUeaWion of Whe 

modern secularized stranger, a liminal character that unlike the rebel who is at odds with 

society, is an individual that was born displaced from both rebellion and submission. 

Another aspect Frankenstein inimitably separates itself from previous literature, 

especially the Gothic genre, is by creating far more existential and moral ambiguity 

between the protagonist and its doppelgänger, to the point where binaries such as good 

and evil blur and no longer serve any purpose. Although Frankenstein¶s doppelgänger 

represents the monstrosity within him and human nature, he does not necessarily 

represent the naturally evil, dark aspect of the self, but rather a secularized and 

ambiguous un-evil monstrosity, one that lies between the binaries of good and bad, which 

is found in humanity, modernity, and the quest for secular knowledge. This in turn raises 

more questions than answers, such as the infamous and unresolvable question that has 

resonated with the tale until today: µwho is in fact the real monster?¶ Yet, to choose one 

entirely misses the point of the novel. As ReichaUdW mainWainV, ³onl\ a hXman being oU 

hXmanoid can be a WUXe monVWeU«Whe eVVenWial condiWion foU a monVWeU iV WhaW Whe hXman 

chaUacWeUiVWicV iW poVVeVVeV mXVW noW be changed Woo faU´ (139). ThiV goeV aV mXch foU Whe 

 
25 The concept of abjection in relation to Frankenstein and gender will be discussed in 
Chapter 6. 
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monstrous attributes as it does for the benevolent ones, making Victor as much as the 

Creature¶s double as it is Frankenstein¶s. The humanism displayed by the Creature, as 

much as its monstrosity, shows that the dialectical essence of humanity vacillates 

between our experiences and actions. Therefore, the projection of blame cannot solely 

fall on the shoulders of Frankenstein, for the Creature is rejected by everyone in the novel, 

not just Victor, making the responsibility not just of its creator but everyone¶s, including 

the De Lacey family and even the Creature itself.  

With the insertion of the character of Captain Walton, Frankenstein even goes 

beyond the simple blurring of the doppelgänger as merely being a double of the 

protagonist. By creating a third µdouble¶ or doppelgänger, Shelley creates a universality 

of the double or shadow motif, which further encompasses the other into the self. In 

addition to all three characters being explorers, wanderers, and isolated individuals in 

their own right, both the Creature and Frankenstein can only reveal their stories and 

secrets to Walton and it is he who is able to channel this modern feeling to others through 

his writings. Through Captain Walton¶s letters, the modern and liminal spectre lives on 

haunting society in a frightening manner, resulting in the inevitability of truth turning into 

myth and vice versa. As Lee Sterrenburg argues, beginning with Frankenstein, 

«Ze aUe pUeVenWed ZiWh Whe confeVVional of iVolaWed pUoWagoniVWV Zho aUe, aW leaVW 
symbolically, reenacting heroic and messianic quests from a previous 
revolutionary age. Political themes are translated into private and psychological 
terms. The messianic struggles of the hero are presented subjectively, in an 
autobiographical confession we cannot fully trust, and surrounded by equally 
subjective editors, interlocutors, and interpreters, whose presence further 
complicates our hope of finding a simple ideological meaning. The identity of the 
demonic forces is no longer clear. The specter haunting Europe is no longer the 
monster Jacobin. The messianic impulse remains, but its political content has 
been called into question (145-6). 

 



 73 

Despite the progressive uncertainty of the messianic spectre, we still can learn from it; we 

can learn from what is haunting us. Walton abandons his quest because he was able to see 

the uncanny and abject horror of his pursuit through Victor¶s story and through the 

manifestation of the Creature itself. Although Walton¶s abandonment of his exploration 

of the North Pole does not end modern history¶s relentless pursuit of secular knowledge 

and discovery, it still advances an optimistic perspective because it allows us, if not to 

correct our mistakes, at the very least to realize them. Yet, even in in this regard, the 

liminal essence of Frankenstein holds power, for Shelley is unwilling to lay all the cards 

on the table, as the story once again ends ambiguously. Regardless of the fact that Walton 

saves himself and his crew from the unknown, will his sister Margaret, and subsequently 

the reader, believe his story or will it be simply dismissed as nonsensical science fiction? 
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III: LEOPARDI AND BAUDELAIRE: KINDRED SPIRITS OF THE 
MODERN STRANGER 

 
The ancient covenant is in pieces; man knows at last that he is alone in the universe¶s unfeeling immensity, 
out of which he emerged only by chance. His destiny is nowhere spelled out, nor is his duty. The kingdom 
above or the darkness below: it is for him to choose 

 -Jacques Monod, Chance and Necessity  
 
Ah! qu¶aimes-tu donc, extraordinaire étranger? 
J¶aime leV nXageV« leV nXageV qXi paVVenW« lj-baV« lj-baV« leV meUYeilleX[ nXageV! 
Well then! What do you love, extraordinary stranger? 
I loYe Whe cloXdV « Whe paVVing cloXdV « oYeU WheUe « oYeU WheUe « Whe maUYeloXV cloXdV!] 

- ChaUleV BaXdelaiUe, ³L¶eWUangeU´ (³The SWUangeU´) 
 
Che fai tu, luna, in ciel? dimmi, che fai, 
Silenziosa luna? 
Sorgi la sera, e vai, 
Contemplando i deserti; indi ti posi. 
Ancor non sei tu paga 
Di riandare i sempiterni calli? 
(What are you doing, moon, up in the sky; 
What are you doing, tell me, silent moon? 
You rise at night and go,  
observing the deserts. Then you set. 
Aren¶t you tired 
Of plying eternal byways?) 

- Giacomo LeopaUdi, ³Canto notturno di un pastore errante dell¶Asia´ (³NighW Song of A 
 WandeUing SheppaUd in AVia´) 

 
I¶m a pessimist because of intelligence, but an optimist because of will 

 - Antonio Gramsci, Prison Notebooks  
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

While Frankenstein was being published in 1818, in the small provincial Italian 

town of Recanati located in the central province of Macerata, the Italian poet, philologist, 

and literary critic, Giacomo Leopardi (1798-1837), was developing his own related, 

although unique, opinions regarding the monster of modernity. Although they never met, 

Shelley herself resided in various parts of Italy during this time (1818-1823), continuing 

to focus on the premise of the dark and problematic side to imagination and desire 

explored in Frankenstein with her second novel, the historical romance Valperga: or, The 
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Life and Adventures of Castruccio, Prince of Lucca (1923)26. Unlike in Frankenstein, the 

µmonster¶ of Valperga is no longer ambiguous in nature but is clearly destructive with no 

utopian character (Blumberg 76), and in a sense, Shelley¶s second novel restores morality 

back to its dualistic beginnings of good and evil that her first novel infamously 

challenged. What Leopardi and shortly after, French poet Charles Baudelaire (1821-

1867) brought to the prevailing modern conundrum is a further plunging into the uncanny 

nature of modernity, in an effort to truly understand its paradoxes and alienating factors 

in its most complex and contradictory aspects, thereby advancing the liminalizing of the 

dialectical binaries that were thought to structure and unify morality, time, and the 

character of modernity itself. 

 There is no longer an attempt to repress the uncanny monster; the poets believed 

that one must now heroically stare directly into its ambiguous eyes and not run away in 

horror, as Victor Frankenstein had, who struggled to suppress the idea of cosmicism27 

back into the void he had let it escape from. By confronting this cosmic horror directly, 

Leopardi and Baudelaire believe that it was the only genuine, although paradoxical, way 

to locate any remnants of Beauty or meaning contained within a calculating and 

unsympathetic modern world. They sought meaning in the modern void rather than resent 

any real or imaginary creators for humanity¶s predicament. This chapter, which centres 

on the poet-philosophers Leopardi and his kindred spirit Baudelaire, examines the 

 
26 As Daniel E. White (1997) poinWV oXW, ³Zhile there is neither evidence nor likelihood 
that Shelley read Leopardi while she was in Italy, in many respects Valperga was a  
production of the same cultural climate in Zhich aXWhoUV VXch aV LeopaUdi« voiced 
opposition to past and present histories of foreign domination in IWal\´ (8). 
27 Cosmicism is the literary philosophy established by the American author H P Lovecraft, 
which argues that in the face of no identifiable divine presence in the world, humanity 
has become fleeting and insignificant in regard to the cosmos. 
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advancing secularization of modern life, in which the mystery and myth of modernity 

founded on a reliance of reason that was assessed in Frankenstein, dissipates further into 

the hellish realm of monstrosity, illusion, and artificiality.  

In Frankenstein, Mary Shelley had presented to the world a difficult problem or 

question regarding the idea of progress, whereas Baudelaire and Leopardi try to provide 

us with a difficult answer. What we see in Leopardi and Baudelaire is that the battle 

between Nature and the spirit and the effects of this struggle, led them to step beyond the 

scientific aspect of secularized modernity. Instead, their emphasis is not on a menacing 

though preventable future based on science, but on the repetitive and cyclical past and 

present that have already become our future. The modern situation forces them to explore 

the pains of unhappiness that come with existential boredom, the problem of desire as a 

secular form of hell, a complete renunciation of the myth of progress, and moreover, the 

poet or artist¶s role within secularized modernity, consequently making them two of the 

most truly original thinkers of the modern era. There is also a shift in regard to the 

alienating factors of modernity: the Creature¶s existential anguish came from being 

removed from society, whereas anguish for Leopardi and Baudelaire no longer originates 

from being detached from society but, from being immersed in it. While Leopardi is 

slightly detached from the advent of modernity since he was living in rural Italy for much 

of his life, acting essentially as a pansophical modern stranger, Baudelaire pushes these 

ideas into the modern urban streets of Paris, the location the modern stranger must escape 

to in order to live and breathe. With Baudelaire, the stranger no longer removes themself 

from society but instead plummets into it, bringing us closer to Simmel¶s definition of the 

VWUangeU aV Vomeone ³Zho comeV Woda\ and VWa\V WomoUUoZ´ (402).  
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I will continue to address the concept of the monster or spectre of modernity that 

lives within a messianic or utopian notion of time, which becomes more liminal in regard 

to Leopardi and Baudelaire. In Leopardi¶s writings, the idea of the monster or the 

monstrous became a recurring theme that according to Fabio Frosini (2016), represented 

a ³paUado[ of e[iVWence´ (113) WhaW had a WZofold meaning. FiUVW, Whe monVWUoXV ZaV Veen 

by Leopardi as an aberration from Nature and secondly, as something that reflects foreign 

values and principles that belong to a different era or place (ibid. 107). Leopardi¶s liminal 

view of the monstrous therefore encompasses both the rising modern world that deviates 

from Nature but likewise, the ideals that no longer have a place in the contemporary age 

yet still exist (ibid.). Originally, Leopardi became famous or infamous, for his pessimism 

(Nietzsche, Schopenhauer, Croce,)28, a label obtained through the anti-philosophical 

ideas found in his Operette Morali (Moral Tales) (1824/1983) and in the various 

aphorisms found in the Pensieri (Thoughts) (1845/1981). The neo-Marxist theorist 

Antonio Gramsci argued that Leopardi was in a continuous state of uncertainty because 

of his inability to transcend his pessimism (Prison Letters 236). Nevertheless, in spite or 

even due to Leopardi¶s nihilism, Gramsci recognizes the liminal and modern character of 

 
28 Schopenhauer wrote that Leopardi presented Whe ³mockeU\ and ZUeWchedneVV of WhiV 
e[iVWence« yet with such a multiplicity of forms and applications, with such a wealth of 
imagery, that he never wearies us, but, on the contrary, has a diverting and simulating 
effect´ (588). 
Nietzsche was influenced by Leopardi and shared many ideas, such as an interest in the 
Copernican revolution and an admiration with ancient Greek civilization, along with 
ambivalent feelings towards reason and abhorrence for religion (Rosengarten 162-63). 
Nonetheless, Nietzsche criticized Leopardi as a µsuprahistorical¶ WhinkeU, Zho accoUding 
to him only saw the nausea and decline in humanity (Untimely Mediations 66). Nietzsche 
would regard this type of pessimism aV µZeak peVVimiVm¶ and his own as µpessimism of 
strength¶ (Birth of Tragedy 3-4). 
Although Benedetto Croce (1923/1935) praises Leopardi as a great poet, he completely 
rejects Leopardi as a thinker and philosopher due to LeopaUdi¶V pessimism and 
outsiderness (98-99). 
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Leopardi¶V ZoUk, aUgXing WhaW ³[i]n LeopaUdi one findV, in an extremely dramatic form, 

the crisis of transition towards modern man; the critical abandonment of the old 

transcendental conception but not as yet the finding of the new moral and intellectual ubi 

consistam which would give the same certainty as the jetWiVoned faiWh´ (236). To be 

certain, Leopardi¶s writings are crowded with cynical and melancholic opinions and 

observations. However, more recently, scholars have been reluctant to continue to label 

Leopardi as an outright pessimist and are beginning to see a certain optimism in the 

Italian¶s work, even in regard to his later, more negative writings. Cesare Luporini 

(1947/1993), who did categorize Leopardi as a nihilist, was nevertheless one of the first 

to argue strongly in favour of a progressive reading of Leopardi¶s work that saw the 

Italian poet as a moralist thinker whose ideas were closer to the socio-political ideals of 

the French Revolution than originally perceived (48-9).  

Luporini¶s progressive and rationalist reading of Leopardi induced a more 

positive view of Leopardi, including the analyses of Walter Binni (1947/1978) and 

Antonio Negri (1985/2010, 1987/2015). Nonetheless, although Negri follows Luporini 

and Binni in not identifying him as a pessimist, he does go against their notion of 

LeopaUdi aV a pUogUeVViYe WhinkeU. AccoUding Wo NegUi, LeopaUdi ³iV noW Ueall\ a 

progressive but a libertarian in flight. Leopardi builds on disenchantment with progress 

and on the joy of liberation´ (Diary, 26). Negri restrains himself from the progressive 

label because it advocates a dialectical movement that is in contrast with both Leopardi¶s 

anti-dialectical and anti-idealist arguments and likewise, his notion of time. Negri¶s book 

on the Italian poet, Lenta Ginestra (Flower of the Desert) (1987/2015), focuses on 

Leopardi¶s materialist ontology and largely goes against much of the previous Leopardi 
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scholarship. He argues that with Leopardi there is a radical break from the mechanistic 

and physicalism of the Enlightenment, whereas Leopardi¶s materialism is critical or post-

cUiWical, ³liYing´, and ³aVVeUWV a negaWiYe VolXWion Wo Whe pUoblem of Whe dialecWic, ZiWh 

e[WUaoUdinaU\ foUce´ (Desert 94). As Timothy S. Murphy (2015) states in the 

³TUanVlaWoU¶V InWUodXcWion´, NegUi VeeV LeopaUdi aV a faVcinaWing ³pUecXUVoU Wo NieW]Vche´ 

dXe Wo hiV ³XnWimelineVV´ (xiv). Living within the untimely or crisis of modernity, Negri¶s 

Leopardi provides a new path or alternative response to it, thereby giving the Italian poet 

an atemporal and paradoxical messianic character in his writings that make them still 

significant in our own contemporary modernity.  

Leopardi was also a great influence on the work of Walter Benjamin, who acts as 

a post-historical link between the two poets. Benjamin¶s life-long project, Passagen-Werk 

(Arcades Project) (1999), is an assortment of strategically scattered quotes collected from 

various authors, further emphasized with Benjamin¶s own evaluations. Leopardi¶s 

Zibaldone (1898/1981), meaning miscellany, shows many similarities with Benjamin¶s 

work and in a way even acted as an inspiration for the German philosopher¶s own 

project.29 Even before Luporini and Negri, Benjamin was one of the first to refute the 

pessimistic label carried by Leopardi¶s legacy and asserts that there is a revolutionary and 

heroic aspect to the Italian poet¶V ZoUk, UefeUUing Wo him aV a ³paUado[ical pUagmaWiVW´ 

and ³iUonic angel´ (Rennie 140 n46).  

The influence of Baudelaire is more transparent in Benjamin¶s writing, as it is an 

easy assertion to say that Baudelaire is the centre piece that the Passagen-Werk formed 

 
29 Benjamin never read the Zibaldone but did read translations of Leopardi¶s Pensieri 
(Rennie, 140 n46), which was a posthumously published book of aphorisms that were 
drawn from the pages of Zibaldone (Negri, Flower 190). 
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itself around. Benjamin continued his deep fascination of Baudelaire by writing various 

essays that confirms the French poet as a truly modern writer completely submersed in a 

struggle against modernity and commodification that was emerging in mid-nineteenth 

century Paris. Benjamin¶s use of Baudelaire in his materialist assessment of nineteenth 

century Paris has been extremely important in progressing Baudelairean studies by 

altering many previous perceptions of Baudelaire as a tasteless decadent and a scandalous 

or immoral poet. Benjamin also does not view Baudelaire through a Freudian lens as Leo 

Bersani (1977) does, whose poetic reading of Baudelaire¶s work argues that the 

jouissance of narcissism leads to self±shattering. Nor does he partake in a psychoanalytic 

approach that renders Baudelaire as a poetic or late-Romantic idle dreamer, an argument 

later advocated by Jean-Paul Sartre in his book Baudelaire (1947/1950).  

With Benjamin, Baudelaire becomes more situated in the realm of modernity and 

iV Veen aV WUanViWional WhinkeU Zho ZaV noW inacWiYe bXW inVWead ZaV Vomeone Zho ³baWWled 

the crowd í with the impotent rage of someone fighting the Uain oU Zind´ (Writer 176, 

210), the shock experience of urban living at the centre of his work. According to Susan 

Blood (1997), post-Benjamin scholarship of Baudelaire has broadly been divided into 

two spheres: the historicist criticism that focuses on Baudelaire¶s work in context to the 

socio-political changes and thought that occurred in the mid-19th century, exemplified by 

the work of Richard Burton (1991) and Marshall Berman (1988); and the allegorical 

strain of Baudelairean scholarship associated with Hans Robert Jauß (1982), Paul de Man 

(1969/1971), and Blood herself, which takes, albeit in different directions30, a more 

 
30 Blood argues that Jauß¶ allegoUeiViV iV a UeadeU UeVponVe WhaW meUgeV Whe aeVWheWic and 
poeWic; hoZeYeU, de Man¶V XVe of allegory splits these two elements favours a more 
language-oriented conception of allegory (17). Blood, on the other hand, supports a more 
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aesthetic approach to socio-hiVWoUical TXeVWion, Vince allegoU\ ³inYolYeV a diVWXUbance of 

hiVWoUical caWegoUieV´ (ibid. 14). However, as Joseph Acquisto (2015) points out, an 

e[clXViYe Ueading of BaXdelaiUe WhaW focXVeV on modeUniW\ laUgel\ miVVeV Whe ³Wheologico-

eVWheWic ZoUldYieZ´ (57) of Whe FUench poeW. LikeZiVe, claVVif\ing Benjamin¶s analysis of 

Baudelaire as purely materialist misses the theological aspect of Benjamin¶s own work.  

Despite the slight pigeonholing of Baudelaire into an either/or classification by 

some academics, Baudelaire is nevertheless widely known as the poet who encompasses 

all the complexities of modernity, regardless whether through an allegorical, historical, or 

psychoanalytic reading of his work. As argued by Michel Foucault (1984), ³BaXdelaiUean 

modernity is an exercise in which extreme attention to what is real is confronted with the 

practice of a libeUW\ WhaW VimXlWaneoXVl\ UeVpecWV WhiV UealiW\ and YiolaWeV iW´ (41). He 

conWinXeV, ³[m]odeUn man, foU BaXdelaiUe, iV noW Whe man Zho goeV off Wo diVcoYeU 

himself, his secrets, and his hidden truth; he is the man who tries to invent himself. This 

moderniW\«compelV him Wo face Whe WaVk of pUodXcing himVelf´ (42). ThiV UXpWXUe WhaW 

has occurred in history forces the individual not to find an historical self within past 

illXVionV bXW inVWead Wo cUeaWe oU cXlWiYaWe oneVelf, ZhaW FoXcaXlW callV ³heUoi]aWion´ (ibid), 

which becomes the prevailing new form of re-sacralization for the modern world. For 

instance, German critic Benjamin Fondane (1947), champions a secularized theological 

experience as the main component of Baudelaire¶s work. Fondane structures the 

viewpoint of Baudelaire on the metaphysical anxieties that manifest in the urban 

 
complex and composite model of Baudelairean allegory than Jauß¶V oU de Man¶V, in 
Zhich ³Whe UepeWiWion of Whe allegory makes it both less readable and more aesthetically 
powerful. All this boils down to saying that a radical mode of allegory may be cut off 
from the symbolic synthesis of meaning and representation and still involve the aesthetic 
and the phenomenal in Vome Za\´ (20).  
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nightmare of modernity, especially in regard to the French poet¶s concept of boredom, 

rather than a materialist perspective.  

In the work of Ulrich Baer (2000), we see that much of Baudelaire¶s work 

contains a synthesis of the metaphysical and materialist assessment of modernity. Baer 

argues that Baudelaire is the first modern poet due to his synching of the disparity 

between immaturity and sophistication that captured the shock-like trauma and 

experiences of modernity (4). Moreover, his discussion of the stranger in Baudelaire¶s 

prose poem of the same name is very important in linking the concepts of the modern 

poet and the modern stranger within a liminal space outside of meaning, yet as someone 

who is also dependent on locating it. AV BaeU conWendV, ³L¶eWUangeU´ (³The SWUangeU´) is 

a poem aboXW VeaUching foU neZ beginningV, ³fUeedom and diVinWeUeVWedneVV´ (57). It is a 

poem conWaining ³neiWheU a VWoU\ noU an aUgXmenW´ (ibid 58) but does comprise of a 

VWUangeU WhaW iV ³Whe pUoWoW\pical modeUn poeW Zho UeViVWV Whe logic of e[change and pUofiW 

ZiWhoXW pUeWending WhaW aUW UemainV Zholl\ oXWVide WhaW logic´ (ibid 59). Here we see with 

Baudelaire, as with Leopardi, the approach to poetry and philosophy is also grounded on 

a liminal space that encompasses both an existential and spiritual platform as much as a 

materialist one, which epitomizes the character of both the modern stranger and 

modernity itself.  

In Whe eVVa\ ³VacanW Holida\V: The Theological Remainder in Leopardi, 

BaXdelaiUe, and Benjamin´ (2006), J. M. BakeU, JU. e[ploUeV Whe comple[ VecXlaU and 

theological relationship between the three thinkers through a study of holiday and leisure 

time in their works. Baker describes the holida\ in liminal WeUmV, aV ³a Vpace on Whe 

calendar once reversed for ritual recollection, but a space that has since lost its 
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ceUemonial fXncWion and declined inWo leiVXUe Wime´ (1190). The Yacanc\ oU Yoid of 

holida\ and leiVXUe Wime ³admiWV a poWenWially new meaning: it is the remembrance of not 

only of what once was but what of what lost its chance to be in the great deluge of 

pUogUeVV´ (ibid. 1214). More importantly, Baker describes the theological spirit in their 

works with a passage from one of Benjamin¶s letters, ZheUe he e[plainV ³Whe UelaWion of 

his work to theology as like that of a blotter to ink: from the point of view of the blotter 

he would gladly forget what was written there, and nevertheless it was saturated with it. 

Theology in this sense is the remainder that involuntarily returns even when one wishes it 

aZa\´ (ibid. 1190).  

My work wrestles this complex relationship of the secular and the sacred by 

grounding my study on the spirit of secularized modernity as a whole, while engaging 

deeper in the subjects of the modern stranger, liminality, and the resacralization of the 

modern age through the paradoxical means of Kierkegaardian µrepetition¶, and 

subsequently the concepts of noia and ennui. I argue that Leopardi and Baudelaire do not 

try to recede from imagination and illusion; nor do they simply accept them as ultimately 

fatal. They plunge into both the internal and external voids in an attempt to define 

individuals, and to remarkably find a new paradoxical form of imagining and even the 

resacralizing of modern society, through its own fragmentation.  

 

THE MONSTROSITY OF THE LIMINALIZING SPACE OF SECUALR MODERNITY 
 
Leopardi¶s unceasing shift in his philosophy began with his correspondences with 

the liberal intellectual Pietro Giordani, resulting in a political and religious break from his 

family¶s conservative ideals that in turn led to Leopardi¶s unsuccessful attempt to flee 

Recanati and his father¶s domineering character in 1818. The following year, Leopardi 
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contracted a severe eye disease from extensive reading that would alter the way he 

viewed the world (Rosengarten 121) and together with a development of scoliosis, these 

physical ailments seemed to push him towards seeing the hidden dark shadow of 

instrumental Reason. Many of his contemporary critics, including Alessandro Manzoni 

and Niccolò Tommaseo, believed his pessimistic thoughts simply were a reaction to his 

diseases, famously epitomized as µI am hunchbacked, therefore there is no God¶ (Origo 

222), which Leopardi considered highly offensive to his philosophical work.31 What 

these critics neglected to understand was that, like Frankenstein¶s Creature, Leopardi¶s 

µmonstrosity¶ and his strangeness allowed him to see past the utopian images of progress 

that modernity and its adherents promised. He acknowledged the monstrosity found 

within modernity. In fact, Leopardi actually regards the monster as a liminal essence that 

balances the ³peUfecWion´ of Whe hXman VpiUiW. Fabio FUoVini conWendV WhaW 

«Whe noWion of monVWeU/monVWUoXV iV Whe chain WhaW linkV µreal¶ and µimaginary¶ 
because on the one hand it is the µimage¶ of a Ueal eUUoU ௅ mankind¶s abandonment 
of naWXUe ௅ and, on Whe oWheU, Whe UeVXlW of a miVcalcXlaWion WhaW makeV a meUe 
partial viewpoint absolute. If the second moment is applied to the comprehension 
of the first, the result is that every monster must be considered as something 
perfect, including the µmonstrous¶ separation of human race from nature. The 
institution of what is µrelative¶ thus corresponds with the origin of history, and 
monVWUoViW\ appeaUV aV (and WheUefoUe iV) Whe idenWificaWion maUk of hXmaniW\´ (1). 
 

Therefore, we see how for Leopardi, the monstrous is contained within modernity since it 

abhors Nature, but also for maintaining certain habits and ideas that contradict any 

modern or progressive thinking and governing.   

 
31 In response to a German critic who panned him in a similar vein, Leopardi laments: 
³[b]efore dying, I wish to protest against this invention of weakness and vulgarity, and 
beg my readers to try to controvert my remarks and my arguments, rather than accuse my 
ill-healWh´ (ciWed in OUigo 265 (Epistolario, VI, 24 May 1832)). 
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Leopardi sees monstrosity as an essential product of human nature and evolution: 

³L¶esistenza, per sua natura ed essenza propria e generale, q un¶imperfezione, 

un¶irregolaritj, una mostruositj´ (Zib1095) (³[e][iVWence, b\ iWV naWXUe and eVVence and 

generally, is an imperfection, an iUUegXlaUiW\, a monVWUoViW\´) (Z 1822). While humans are 

naturally perfect specimens in nature, it is because of this perfection that humanity is 

alloZed Wo become impeUfecW and monVWUoXV ³come TXelle macchine o TXei laYoUii 

compitissimi e perfettissimi, che per esser tali, sono minutamente lavorati, e quindi 

delicatissimi, e per la somma delicatezza pi� facilmente degli altri si guastano, e perdono 

l¶essere e l¶XVo loUo´ (Zib 829) (³like those most refined and perfect machines or devices 

which, in order for them to be such, are intricately tooled, and hence most delicate, and 

on account of their supreme delicacy more easily break down than others, and lose their 

eVVence and XVe´) (Z 1201). As Victor Frankenstein realizes after creating his Creature, 

outside of Nature, our quest for perfection, our messianic insistence that the future is 

utopian, paradoxically makes us imperfect and monstrous. Moreover, our desire to cheat 

death and to remove human suffering, to go beyond nature, is what ultimately makes or 

allows humans to acknowledge our monstrosity.  

As with Leopardi, in Baudelaire¶s poetry there is no spiritual journey upwards to a 

better place, just as there is no discernable progress of modernity. Instead his poetry 

contains images portrayed as a fragmented journey of repetition, memories, boredom, 

wonders, fleeting dreams, and endless nightmares. His hell is not a future place only seen 

when one dies but a present one; a hell where death becomes more of an escape than the 

beginning of a horrific afterlife. In his introductory poem in The Flowers of Evil entitled 

³AX LecWeXU´ (³To Whe ReadeU´), Baudelaire criticizes his audience as hypocrites (6), 
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accepting false illusions of progress and perfection, and unwilling to accept that we are 

Vimpl\ pXppeWV, aV ³[c]¶est le Diable qui tient les fils qui nous remuent!/ Aux objets 

répugnants nous trouvons des appas;/Chaque jour vers l¶Enfer nous descendons d¶un 

pas,/ Sans horreur, à tUaYeUV deV WpnqbUeV TXi pXenW´ (³Whe DeYil pXllV on all oXU VWUingV!/ 

In most repugnant objects we find charms; Each day we¶re one step further into 

Hell,/Content to move acroVV Whe Vinking piW´) (4;5). However, as Jonathan Culler (2008) 

argues, in Whe poem ³L¶IUUpmpdiable´ (³The IUUemediable´), Baudelaire casts doubt on 

the notion of Satan being an external entity that conWUolV oXU acWionV: ³EmblqmeV neWV, 

tableau parfait/D¶une fortune irremediable/Qui donne à penser que le Diable/Fait toujours 

bien tout ce qu¶il faiW!´ (³Pure emblems, a perfect tableau/ Of an irremediable evil,/ 

Which makes us think that the Devil/Does what he chooses to do!) (ibid. 160;161). Culler 

aUgXeV WhaW Whe phUaVe ³makeV XV Whink´ cUeaWeV ambigXiW\ of ZhaW iV WUXl\ UeVponVible foU 

this evil (xxxiv). In both the Christian tradition and in Flowers of Evil, Whe DeYil iV ³an 

agent or personification ZhoVe abiliW\ Wo acW iV eVVenWial´ ([[[Yi), WhoXgh foU BaXdelaiUe, 

acting out our µevil¶ temptations, is a manifestation of our psychological and uncanny 

desires (xxxvii). In the Flowers of Evil, evil and the devil are symbolic representations of 

the human ability to act and to choose, which is at the same time continuous and 

irremediable, and human action can only guide us closer and closer to hell.  

 Despite its secular underpinning, modernity is a spiritual journey and undertaking 

in Baudelaire¶s eyes, becaXVe iW giYeV XV Whe abiliW\ ³Wo e[ploUe Whe foUbidden Uealm of evil´ 

and alloZV Whe aUWiVW Wo WUanVfoUm banal UealiW\ WhUoXgh Whe imaginaU\ ³ZheUe 

ephemeUaliW\ and eWeUniW\ aUe one´ (CalineVcX 54). AlWhoXgh BaXdelaiUe VepaUaWeV Whe 

poems in his famous work into two sections, Spleen and Ideal, the poems do not 
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necessarily separate these two concepts, but instead blend them into one another, they 

become essentially the same, as one could not exist without the other: ³je ne conooiV 

guère (mon cerveau serait- il un miroir ensorcelé?) un type de Beauté où il ny ait pas du 

Malheur´ (Journaux 22) (³I can VcaUcel\ conceiYe (iV m\ bUain become a ZiWch¶s 

mirror?) a type of Beauty which haV noWhing Wo do ZiWh SoUUoZ´) (Intimate Journals 43-

4). For Baudelaire, this Sorrow is an uncanny strangeness that allows one to acknowledge 

something as beautiful:  

Le beau est toujours bizarre. Je ne veux pas dire qu¶il soit volontairement, 
froidement bizarre, car dans ce cas il serait un monstre sorti des rails de la vie. e 
dis qu¶il contient toujours un peu de bizarrerie, de bizarrerie naïve, non voulue, 
inconsciente, et que c¶est cette bizarrerie qui le fait être particulièrement le Beau. 
C¶est son immatriculation, sa caractéristique. (Curiosités 216) 
 
Beauty always has an element of strangeness. I do not mean a deliberate cold 
form of strangeness, for in that case it would be a monstrous thing that had 
jumped the rails of life. But I do mean that it always contains a certain degree of 
strangeness, of simple, unintended, unconscious strangeness, and that this form of 
strangeness is what gives it the right to be called beauty. It is its hallmark, its 
special characteristic. (Selected Writings 119) 

 
Here, Baudelaire points to a paradoxical sense of beauty: it can only exist when a form a 

strangeness shades it, becomes one with it. What is interesting is that Baudelaire 

peculiarly claims this relationship is not a µmonstrous¶ and disjointed experience, even 

though for Baudelaire, the monstrous is an uncanny result of joining together two 

oppoViWeV oU Whe fXVing of ³diYeUgenW peUVpecWiYeV´ (M. Scott 71). As with his concept of 

evil, monstrosity seems to have a double connotation for Baudelaire; as an undesirable 

experience in regard to ennui, but also as a creative practice belonging to the liminal 
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realm of art and imagination32. He directly connects monstrous to beauty and sacredness 

in Whe poem ³H\mn Wo BeaXW\´ (³H\mne j la BeaXWp)´,33 even suggesting a correlation 

beWZeen monVWUoViW\ and God in ³MademoiVelle BiVWoXUi´.34 It is why many of the 

women in his poems are often regarded as monstrous, not necessarily as a criticism but 

almost as a sign of admiration and accomplishment (Stephens 146). Therefore, despite 

what Baudelaire claims in the previous passage, monstrosity, strangeness, beauty, and the 

divine all seem to be interconnected for him.      

 This paradoxical relationship must be why Baudelaire struggled with these 

uncanny feelingV WhUoXghoXW hiV life, foUeYeU pXlled beWZeen Whe ³deX[ poVWXlaWionV 

VimXlWanpeV´ (Journaux 62) (³WZo VimXlWaneoXV allegianceV´), between the God and 

Satan that exist within everyone (Intimate Journals 73). He does not try to answer a 

mystery but sees this as a fact or detail, an entanglement due to the consequences of 

modernity and disenchantment. It is not that those are opposites in the sense that one 

needs the other to exist; rather, they both are virtually the same thing. The positions of 

both good and evil are presented allegorically through his depictions of urban life while 

exploring the newly paved boulevards of nineteenth century Paris. It becomes a place 

where the lines between Heaven and Hell, dream and nightmare begin to blur, where 

 
32 ³La naWXUe eVW laide, eW je pUpfqUe leV monVWUeV de ma fanWaiVie j la WUiYialiWp poViWiYe´ 
(Curiosités 263) [³NaWXUe iV Xgl\, and I pUefeU Whe monVWeUV of m\ imaginaWion to the 
WUiWeneVV of acWXaliW\´] (BLC 180). 
33 ³QXe WX YienneV dX ciel oX de l¶enfer, qu¶importe, Ô Beauté! monstre énorme, 
effUa\anW, ingpnX!´ [³WhaW diffeUence, When, fUom heaYen oU fUom hell, O BeaXW\, 
monVWUoXV in VimpliciW\?´] (Flowers 44; 45). 
34 ³Ð CUpaWeXU ! peXW-il exister des monstres aux yeux de Celui-là seul qui sait pourquoi 
ilV e[iVWenW, commenW ilV Ve VonW faiWV eW commenW ilV aXUaienW pX ne paV Ve faiUe?´ (Spleen 
204) [³O CUeaWoU, can WheUe be monVWeUV in Whe e\eV of Him Zho alone knoZV Zhy they 
exist, how they came into being, how they might not have come into being?´] (Paris 93) 
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demons and angels soar to such an intensity that the poet and reader cannot tell them 

apart, making the distinction between these realms no longer substantial. 

For both Leopardi and Baudelaire, the removal of humanity from the natural 

definitely revolves around the artificial. Leopardi eventually comes to the conclusion that 

all life is artificial, even Nature, which gifted us illusions that give life meaning. The 

illusions of modernity are not able to hold up to the ancient illusions that connected both 

human and Nature. In Leopardi¶s poetry, the moon is often seen as a final representation 

of enchanWmenW and VacUedneVV, VWanding alone aW nighW, pUojecWing ³Whe VhadoZ of iWV 

abVence´ (CalYino 24) WhaW ³alloZV foU a ceUWain inWeUdeWeUminac\ and openneVV Wo illXVion´ 

(Galassi xx). In this instance, Baudelaire¶s philosophy is slightly different. He sees 

Nature in humanity as something disgusting and evil and the artificial that separates us 

from it as something good and beautiful. The absence of stars in Baudelaire¶s poetry 

UHacKHV LWV cXOPLQaWLRQ LQ ³LH CUpSXVcXOH dX VRLU´ (³DXVN´) (Buck-Morss 193), as they 

fail to equal the artificial light brought on by the city¶s illumination, which gives power to 

WKH SURVWLWXWLRQ WKaW ³bOa]HV LQ WKH VWUHHWV´ (Flowers 193). The beauty of modern life must 

be found within artificial reality for Baudelaire, and that is why the majority of his work 

focuses on the modern city. What Baudelaire and Leopardi acknowledge, in a greater 

degree than we saw with Shelley, is that the artificiality of humanity and even Nature 

itself furthers the destruction of the dialectical synthesis between nature and unnatural: 

reality and illusion. This monstrous artificiality, unnaturalness, or being out of place is far 

more entertaining and adventurous for Baudelaire than the modern monster that is ennui, 

once again expressing monstrosity¶s paradox: ³QXelleV bi]aUUeUieV ne WUoXYe-t-on pas 

dans une grande ville, quand on sait se promener et regarder? La vie fourmille de 
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monVWUeV innocenWV´ (Spleen 204) (³The VWUange WhingV one encoXnWeUV in a ciW\ Zhen no 

one knows how to move around it and look! Life is Weeming ZiWh innocenW monVWeUV´) 

(Paris 93).  

AV Benjamin poinWV oXW of Whe BaXdelaiUe poemV ³TX meWWUaiV l¶XniYeUV enWieU´ 

(³YoX¶d enWeUWain Whe XniYeUVe«´) and ³L¶AYeUWiVVeXU´ (³The CaXWioneU´), Baudelaire 

³haV loVW himVelf Wo Whe Vpell of Whe e\eV Zhich do not return his glance, and submits to 

WheiU VZa\ ZiWhoXW illXVionV´ (³MoWifV´ 190). The ambigXoXV e\eV WhaW UeVemble ³a 

mirror-like blankneVV´ (ibid) do not cause terror for Baudelaire as they did for 

Frankenstein when he first gazed into the watery eyes of the Creature. Instead, it is 

VWaUing inWo Whe e\eV WhaW ZeUe ³illXminpV ainVi TXe deV boXWiTXeV´ (Flowers 52) 

(³illXminaWed like boXWiTXeV´) (ibid. 53), which plunge him further into an enchanted 

state. For Baudelaire, a secularized modern hell is the only possible place for the re-

sacralization of the modern world. What matters to Baudelaire is our engagement in our 

own heavens or hells that exist within both the depths of modernity and our psyche. In 

Whe poem ³Le Vo\age´ (³Vo\ageV´), Beauty is found in both moral binaries but only 

when diving into the new and unknown: ³[Y]eUVe-nous ton poison pour qu¶il nous 

réconforte!/Nous voulons, tant ce feu nous brûle le cerveau,/Plonger au fond du gouffre, 

Enfer ou Ciel, qu¶importe?/Au fond de l¶Inconnu poXU WUoXYeU dX noXYeaX!´ (³[V]eUYe XV 

your poison, sir, to treat us well!/ Minds burning, we know what we have to do,/ And 

plunge to depths of Heaven or of Hell,/ To fathom the Unknown, and find the new!´) 

(ibid. 292; 293). The µnew¶ does not only relate to the contemporary, novel, and fleeting 

elements of modernity but likewise a form of creation of the self that exists within each 

individual. 
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THE MODERN DANTES: WANDERERS OF A MODERN AND LIMINALIZING HELL 
 
Another notable connection between the two poet-philosophers conceivably stems 

from their relationship with the works of the celebrated Italian poet Dante Alighieri. 

What both Leopardi and Baudelaire took from Dante was an acknowledgement of the 

limits of reason, something that was far more substantial to them after the Enlightenment 

and French Revolution, alongside a blending of mythic and religious themes with present 

and historical reality (Barricelli 74). More importantly, both sought to describe a 

secularized allegorical interpretation of Dante¶s La Divina Commedia (The Divine 

Comedy) (1320/1998), or to be more specific, his Inferno. While the thought of bringing 

heaven to earth was being championed by the materialists and modern utopians, 

Baudelaire and Leopardi saw fit to look for the hell, or monstrosity, that came with it. 

This tradition, starting with Leopardi and Baudelaire, continued well into twentieth 

century modernism with the works of Samuel Beckett, Eliot, Joyce, and Virgina Woolf, 

aV man\ modeUnV VaZ DanWe Wo be ³eminenWl\ modeUn in VenVibiliW\ and in manneU´ 

(Hiddleston 78).35 Leopardi, Baudelaire, as well as Frankenstein¶s Creature, share an 

affinity of being modern Dantes, and their alienation from travelling in an unknown 

world is all encompassing. Throughout their journeys within secular hell as flâneurs or 

voyeurs, they are left ultimately alone with neither a Virgil to guide them, nor having a 

concept of absolute and lasting Beauty in Beatrice as a goal to reach.36 In ³La TUomonWo 

 
35 Moreover, Erich Auerbach claims in his famous book Dante: Poet of the Secular 
World (1929/1961) that this extremely religious poet, paved the way for imagination for 
the secular world through Mimesis.  
36 In ³Le PeinWUe de la Yie modeUn´ [³The PainWeU of ModeUn Life´] (1863), Baudelaire 
explains that modern beauty is something that is unstable and always in flux. Beauty 
itself is made up of dual components; ³Xn plpmenW pWeUnel, inYaUiable« eW d¶un élément 
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Della LXna´ (³Whe SeWWing of Whe Moon´), Leopardi describes the wanderer within secular 

modernity:  

Van l¶ombre e le sembianze/Dei dilettosi inganni; e vengon meno/Le lontane 
speranze,/Ove s¶appoggia la mortal natura./Abbandonata, oscura/Resta la vita. In 
lei porgendo il guardo,/Cerca il confuso viatore invano/Del cammin lungo che 
avanzar si sente/Meta o ragione; e vede/Che a se l¶umana sede,/Esso a lei 
veramente è fatto estrano 
 
(The shadows/And the shapes of glad illusions/Flee, and distant hopes,/That prop 
up our moral/nature up, give way./Life is forlorn, lightless./Looking ahead, the 
wayward traveler/Searches unavailing/for goal or reason on the long/road he 
senses lies ahead,/and sees that man¶s home truly has become/alien to him, and he 
to it.) (Canti 282; 283) 

 
This poem was written while Leopardi was caught in the threshold of his forming 

secular thoughts and his religious upbringing (Canti 480), where his soon to be 

annihilated Christian beliefs were juxtaposed with an idea of death as oblivion and 

nothingness (Rosengarten 150). Dante at least had a Hell that served justice and provided 

order but modern hell was a place of nothingness and boredom, to such a point that 

LeopaUdi WellV Whe VpecWUe of DanWe in ³A Angelo Mai´ (³To Angelo Mai´) (1820) ³BeaWo 

te che il fato/A viver non dannò fUa WanWo oUUoUe´ (³YoX ZeUe lXck\ faWe did noW condemn 

you to live among these hoUUoUV´) (Canti 18; 19). Leopardi describes traditional Hell as a 

VancWXaU\ fUom oXU ZoUld, fUom oXU modeUn noWion of hell: ³Eran calde le tue ceneri 

sante,/Non domito nemico/Della fortuna, al cui sdegno e dolore/ 

 
UelaWif, ciUconVWanciel´ (L¶art 54) [³an eWeUnal, inYaUiable elemenW« and a UelaWiYe, 
ciUcXmVWanWial elemenW,´] (³Painter´ 3) and although it does contain an element that is 
constant and universal, it is only through the second element that humans are able to 
recognize beauty, for the first eternal and infinite constituent of beauty would be 
³indigeVWible, inappUeciable´ (L¶art 54)) [³be\ond oXU poZeUV of digeVWion oU appUeciaWion´ 
without the second (³Painter´ 3). Furthermore, Leopardi¶s poem ³A Sylvia´ [³To S\lYia´] 
and Baudelaire¶s ³À une passante´ [³To a Zomen paVVeU b\´], arguably the poets¶ most 
famous poems, are about the inevitability of unobtainable or unrequited love. 
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Fu più l¶averno che la terra amico./L¶averno: e qual non è parte migliore/Di questa 

nostra?´ (³YoXU hol\ aVheV VWill ZeUe ZaUm,/XndefeaWed enem\ of foUWXne,/Wo WhoVe ZhoVe 

disdain and pain/ hell was friendlier than earth./ Yes, even hell: for what place isn¶t 

pUefeUable Wo oXUV?´) (ibid. 32; 33). The ZoUld iV foUeYeU condemned and ³Vomiglia a Xn 

YeUo infeUno´ (Zib 115) (³UeVembleV hell iWVelf´) due to the implementation of reason over 

imagination (Z 113). 

The influence of Dante on Baudelaire¶s own work has been well documented, 

especially by the twentieth century moderns and equally by Walter Benjamin throughout 

his Passagen-Werk (233-4,247, 251, 267, 271, 275, 289, 295, 305, 324, 363), even 

though the degree of Dante¶s direct influence on the French poet is debatable.37 Barbey 

d¶Aurevilly labeled BaXdelaiUe aV a ³defoUmed DanWe´ (Raine\ 157), UegaUding him aV ³a 

modeUn and aWheiVW´ YeUVion of Whe IWalian poeW, boUn aV a UeVXlW ³of a fallen age´ (Raine\ 

157, n. 4), while, later, T.S. Eliot emphasized Baudelaire¶s modern qualities by referring 

Wo BaXdelaiUe aV Whe ³fUagmenWaU\ DanWe´ (Selected Essays 336) and as a Christian and a 

ClaVViVW ³boUn oXW of hiV dXe Wime´ (Essays Ancient and Modern 72). Although 

Baudelaire focused on sin, morality, and spiritual death, as did Dante, the structures of 

the worlds in which they exist differed prominently. Whereas Dante¶s spiritual universe 

was divided clearly and separately into Hell, Purgatory, and Heaven, in Baudelaire¶s 

world, the division between each realm is far more ambiguous. Morality has become 

uncannily unhinged and displaced in the modern world, becoming a place where good 

and evil have, copulated, giving birth to a new liminal form of thought that existed 

between ancient moral boundaries. Modernity and secularism culminate in a hellish 

 
37 See ³BaXdelaiUe¶V KnoZledge and UVe of DanWe´ b\ JameV S. PaWW\. 
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existential boredom for the stranger, resulting from the limitlessness of desire and the 

inability to cure it. Replacing a religious or mythological place where sins are punished, 

hell has become a psychological response to the ascending secularized world that forces 

individuals to place their dependence of abstract concepts such as happiness and joy onto 

material and physical pleasures and desires that ultimately leave one in a state of 

perpetual weariness. Modernity is characterized by its boredom, which itself is connected 

to a negation of lived experience and action, two fundamental attributes needed for the 

pursuit of linear progress.  

Although, not exactly the same thing, both Baudelaire¶s usage of ennui and 

Leopardi¶s treatment of noia can be roughly translated as a mixture of both melancholia 

and boredom. Moreover, both are ailments that cannot be alleviated as a result of a 

forever present and reoccurring sense of consciousness that comes from a desire of living 

a happy or joyous life in a secular world based on pleasure. Each individual, according to 

Leopardi, is given the two-edged gift of self-love from Nature. This is the reason why 

every person seeks out good, which is nothing more than the search for pleasure, and 

since desire is superior to pleasure, pleasure can only satisfy desire in fleeting moments 

(Z 333). Our desire for the infinite happiness, keeps desire in the realm of impossibility 

becaXVe infiniWe deViUe cannoW be VaWiVfied b\ pleaVXUe, WhXV ³WXWWi i piaceUi debbono eVVeU 

misti di dispiacere´ (Zib135) (³all pleaVXUeV mXVW be mingled ZiWh diVpleaVXUe´) (Z 130). 

We can see that the relationship between pleasure and desire for Leopardi, which is 

comparable to Jacques Lacan¶s (1977) psychoanalytic relationship between being, desire, 
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and lack38, does not actually lead to happiness because it lacks any positive qualities. 

FXndamenWall\, iW iV onl\ ³pUiYa]ione´ (Zib 818) (³pUiYaWion´) (Z 1136). While 

Leopardi¶s conception of pleasure and desire is temporal and therefore an indication of 

consciousness, it likewise implies a succession or chain of signifiers that both Lacan and 

Freud argue that make up the unconscious (Rennie 199-200). Both Lacan and Lepoardi 

see desire and lack fundamentally bound together in an endless series of unfulfilled 

pleaVXUe Veeking. FoU Lacan, deViUe ³iV caXghW in Whe UailV of metonymy, eternally 

e[Wending WoZaUd Whe deViUe foU VomeWhing elVe´ (ecrits 431). The metonymic desire is 

never satisfied but always deferred, flowing from one to another (ibid. 379). Therefore, 

desire is a liminal process with no beginning or end. In the case of Leopardi, the modern 

ciWi]en iV becoming VpiUiWXall\ empW\ and ³q tormentato da un desiderio infinito del 

piaceUe´ (Zib 247) (³iV WoUmenWed b\ an infiniWe deViUe foU pleaVXUe´) (Z 229). Similar to 

Lacan¶s psychoanalytic description, Leopardi philosophical understanding of pleasure, 

which for him is everything that we desire, is never existing in the present moment, but 

meUel\ VXcceVViYe hinWV oU an ³idea del fXWXUo´ (Zib 306) (³idea of Whe fXWXUe´) (Z 290). 

Although desire for pleasure is innate in human beings, for the modern individual that is 

alienated from nature, happineVV iV noW poVVible afWeU haYing acTXiUed knoZledge of ³le 

illXVioni e il nienWe di«piaceUi naWXUali (Zib 57) (³Whe empWineVV of WhingV and Whe 

illXVoUineVV and noWhingneVV«of naWXUal pleaVXUeV´) (Z 63). As a result, noia 

psychologically envelops the self once the individual acknowledges the futility of trying 

to satisfy infinite desire.  

 
38 In ³The Ego in FUeXd¶V TheoU\´ Lacan argues that ³[d]esire is a relation to being to 
lack. The lack is the lack of being properly speaking. It iVn¶W the lack of this or that, but 
lack of being ZheUeb\ Whe being e[iVWV´ (223). 
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Noia is an existential pain brought on by reason and uniformity, even from a 

uniformity of pleasure, and essentially engrained within homogeneity itself (ibid. 1085), 

making iW ³la paVVione la pi� conWUaUia e lonWana alla naWXUa´ (Zib 732) (³Whe paVVion moVW 

contraU\ Wo and faUWheVW fUom naWXUe´) (Z 952). Conversely, it is Leopardi¶s concept of 

noia, which continuously emerges throughout the Zibaldone that led to his shift in seeing 

Nature as evil. Noia is what allows reason to destroy the illusions created by Nature, and 

therefore, is essential in what removes humans from Nature. Since human nature is finite, 

it is unable to satisfy our pleasure and desire, which is ultimately infinite, thus giving us 

eternal sorrow in exchange for fleeting happiness. As Leopardi maintains, 

La noia q manifestamente un male, e l¶annoiarsi una infelicitj. Or che cosa q la 
noia? Niun male nq dolore particolare, (anzi l¶idea e la natura della noia esclude la 
presenza di qualsivoglia particolar male o dolore), ma la semplice vita pienamente 
sentita, provata, conosciuta, pienamente presente all¶individuo, ed occupantelo. 
Dunque la vita q semplicemente un male: e il non vivere, o il viver meno, su per 
estensione che per intensione q semplicemente un bene, o un minor male, ovvero 
preferibile per se ed assolutamente alla vita ec. (Zib 1061) 
 
(Boredom is clearly an ill, and the experience of boredom brings unhappiness. 
Now what is boredom? No particular ill or suffering (in fact the idea and nature of 
boredom excludes the presence of any particular ill or suffering) but simply life 
itself fully felt, experienced, recognized, life fully present to the individual and 
taking him over it¶s everywhere, it saturates an individual. Life therefore is simply 
an ill: and not to live, or to live less; whether in duration or in intensity, is simply 
a good, or lesser ill, rather absolutely and in itself preferable to life, etc.) (Z 1719) 

 

Noia is virus-like, a self-creating and self-feeding emotion based on nothingness that 

VpUeadV and conWaminaWeV ZheUeYeU iW goeV: ³La noia q la pi� sterile delle passioni umane. 

Com¶ella q figlia della nullitj, cosu q madre del nulla: giacchq non solo q sterile per se, 

ma rende tale tutto ciz a cXi Vi meVce o aYYicina ec.´ (Zib 656) (³[b]oUedom iV Whe moVW 

sterile of human passions. Born of nothingness, it gives life to nothing. Not only is it 

sterile in itself, it also makes whatever it mingles with, whatever it draws close to, sterile, 
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eWc.´) (Z 818). Since noia is a never-ending feeling even worse than despair, Leopardi 

acknowledges a heroic quality in being able to inhibit its liminality on daily basis (ibid. 

186), thereby making it the most tragic, yet inspiring emotion since it places the human 

spirit, although fragile and uncertain due to modernity, as more important than the rest of 

the universe (Svendsen 58). While many things may have led to Leopardi¶s theory of 

pleasure and noia, such as his ailments and strict upbringing, the existential 

disillusionment and moral indifference that was encircling modernity induced an creative 

outlook on the world that would linger within the modern age.  

Ennui too was a result of a spiritual malaise in the modern world; however, 

Baudelaire emphasizes its development as a by-product of over-stimulation even more 

than Leopardi. Baudelaire saw ennui, which he also refers to as Spleen, as the greatest 

flaZ of Whe modeUn age if noW XWili]ed pUopeUl\. In ³To Whe ReadeU´, boredom is seen as 

humanity¶V gUeaWeVW ZeakneVV; ³[c]¶est l¶Ennui! L¶oeil chargé d¶un pleur involontaire,/II 

rêve d¶échafauds en fumant son houka./Tu le connais, lecteur, ce monstre délicat,/- 

Hypocrite lecteur, - mon semblable, - mon fUqUe!´ (³He iV EnnXi! - with tear-filled eye he 

drams/Of scaffolds, as he puffs his water-pipe./Reader, you know this dainty monster 

too;/-Hypocrite reader,-fellowman,-m\ WZin!´) (Flowers 6; 7). Fondane argues that the 

Wheological malaiVe BaXdelaiUe iV WUapped in iV Whe ³boUedom of Whe coVmoV´ (63), the 

boredom that represents all modern civilization, stimulating us to blindly proceed through 

the void. Although the abyss and ennui are existentially bound and should be a concern 

for all individuals, it is the stranger that forces herself to gaze into it and not to turn away, 

something Baudelaire accuses his readers of being incapable of at the beginning of his 

most famous work. Baudelaire¶s µintroduction¶ to The Flowers of Evil brings all of 
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humanity into the same modern world where boredom has made urban society take on a 

state of insomnia. Elund Summers-Bremner argues in her intriguing book Insomnia: A 

Cultural History (2008) WhaW modeUniW\ ³like inVomnia´ iV ³akin Wo haYing a menWal iWch 

one cannot reach, a state of conscious enjoyment one can imagine but cannot get to. And 

insomnia, while frequently companioned by anxiety and conflict, is reliably an 

e[peUience of boUedom´ (75). NoW onl\ doeV SXmmeUV-Bremner relate boredom to 

insomnia, she argues that modernity and insomnia are uncannily interrelated because they 

³VhoZ hoZ XnknoZn Ze can be Wo oXUVelYeV, and XnknoZable WhingV ofWen Veem Wo come 

fUom oXWVide´ (ibid. 31-32). However, this liminal and almost unnatural state is where the 

Stranger feels natural and thrives in. Navigating in the realm of boredom, in the unknown, 

is where the Stranger begins to finally know itself. 

Baudelaire¶s pUoVe poem ³ChacXn Va chimeUe´ (³Wo each hiV oZn ChimeUa´) 

shows how each individual has a monster that imprisons and guides them without 

knowing, ³poXVVpV paU Xn inYincible beVoin de maUcheU´ (Spleen 46) (³impelled b\ an 

impeUioXV need Wo adYance´) (Paris 112); hoZeYeU, ³V¶enfonça dans l¶atmosphère de 

l¶hoUi]on´ (³loVW in Whe aiU of Whe hoUi]on´) (ibid.) the poet is weighed down by 

³IndiffpUence´ (ibid.) (³IndiffeUence´), and finding the mystery of each person¶s monster 

becomes a pointless endeavor for him. Baudelaire¶V capiWal ³I´ indiffeUence UeVXlWV in hiV 

alienation from a world that solely believes in an aimless sort of progress, where the 

purpose of the movement is simply movement itself. The idea of alienation from 

indifference later became an important theme for modernists such as T.S. Eliot and 

Robert Frost who were influenced by their predecessors of the fin de siècle (Gray 2005, 

11), where alienation is derived from the paradoxical notion of being detached from a 
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world with entrenched meaning and yet still having a direct, albeit a self-protective 

relation to that world (Jaeggi 150). Addressing Benjamin¶s Passagen-Werk, Susan Buck-

Morss (1991) claims, 

 
«naWXUal hiVWoU\ aV pUehiVWoUic and modeUniW\ aV Hell ± the nineteenth-century 
origins of the most recent historical phenomena, when named as reincarnations of 
the most archaic, open themselves up to critical understanding. Both images 
contain the same conceptual elements ± history and nature, myth and 
transitoriness ± but in configurations so different that their meanings pull in 
opposite directions. If after a century the original arcades appear prehistoric, it is 
because of the extremely rapid changes which industrial technology has wrought 
upon the urban landscape. But the experience of time brought about by this rapid 
change has been precisely the opposite: hellish repetition (184). 

 
Nonetheless, ennui is still a feeling that the modern artist or stranger must 

embrace to understand the world and ourselves within it. Like the uncanny, ennui and 

noia have manifested themselves to us through secularized modernity, revealing to us a 

monstrous aspect of society that is no longer subjugated. In showing us the hellish truth 

of the boredom and repetition of modern capitalist life, ennui becomes almost a 

revolutionary aspect of modernity. Benjamin wanted to use the Passagen-Werk to show 

how the contemporaries of nineteenth century Paris, which he felt mirrored his own age, 

experienced their age as exhausting, disillusioning, and boring, where in spite of the 

massive movement towards technology, secularism, and the reshaping of the city that 

usually defines the characteristics of progress, nothing new seemed to be emerging. In 

The Communist Manifesto (1848/2005), Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels state that the 

³[c]onVWanW UeYolXWioni]ing of pUodXcWion´ foXnd in capiWaliVm and modeUniW\, leads to the 

disenchanWmenW of eYeU\da\ life and coUUoVion of VacUaliW\, in Zhich ³all WhaW iV Volid 

melWV inWo aiU, all WhaW iV hol\ iV pUofaned´ (7). Both modernity and capitalism do an 

effective job of exploiting our ability to both live in repetition, yet simultaneously give us 
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illusionary-like instances of new. With every product bought or every new boulevard 

created, the same repetitive joy is once again experienced as new. However, as the 

illusion begins to fade for some or the repetition becomes one of emptiness, the 

receptiveness of modern life slowly leads the individual into a state of existential 

boredom and malaise. Marx (1844/2007) characterized the alienation of the worker from 

Whe ³pUodXcW of hiV laboXU´ as an µalien God¶, where the more one puts into it, the less it 

belongs to them (Manuscripts 70). Conjuring an image akin to Frankenstein¶s Creature, 

capital for Marx, is the prevailing and alienating power over labour that assumes the form 

of an iVolaWed and animaWed ³mechanical monVWeU´, demonicall\ poVVeVVed Wo µwork¶ 

through this alterity (Capital 302, 503). 

In this regard, we can see that this vision of history is in many ways akin to Søren 

Kierkegaard¶s concept of Gjentagelsen (repetition), Zhich meanV ³Wo Wake again´ (A. 

Lewis 79). Conceptually, recollection (Erindringen) and repetition are paradoxically the 

same movement, merely in opposite directions; one moves backwards where the latter 

moves forwards; one might be seen as inauthentic, while the other can be regarded as 

authentic movement. If modernity becomes an existence of simply recollecting, the 

indiYidXal ma\ fall inWo a mXndane, ³meaningleVV noiVe´ (KieUkegaaUd 149). Unlike Marx, 

Kierkegaard however does not only see a negative stance in recurring alienation, but also 

recognizes it as something that can be positive and spiritual. Whereas recollection looks 

backwards, repetition is an action, µto take back again¶; therefore the action becomes 

something new and always moving forward. Repetition can become a spiritual or sacred 

VWUXggle aV in being boUn again, ZheUe ³in Whe momenW of deVpaiU a change WakeV 

place«and fUeedom WakeV on a UeligioXV e[pUeVVion, b\ Zhich UepeWiWion appeaUV aV 
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aWonemenW´ (ibid. 320). Engaging ZiWh WhiV paUado[, UepeWiWion becomeV an indication of 

spiritual intelligence and strength for Kierkegaard: 

The person who has not circumnavigated life before beginning life will never live; 
the person who circumnavigated it but became satiated had a poor constitution; 
the person who chose repetition - he liYeV«Indeed, ZhaW ZoXld life be if WheUe 
were no repetition? Who could want to be a tablet on which time writes 
something new every instant or to be a memorial volume of the past?...If God 
Himself had not willed repetition, the world would not have come into 
e[iVWence«TheUefoUe, ZoUld conWinXeV, and iW conWinXeV becaXVe iW iV a UepeWiWion. 
Repetition - that is actuality and the earnestness of existence (132-3). 

 
Kierkegaard places both a liminal and religious element to repetition39 in a similar way to 

Baudelaire¶s use of the new, in that it is a type of restoration or cultivation of the self. In 

a pV\choanal\Wic VenVe, ³[W]UXe UepeWiWion iV a deViUe foU a geWWing back of Whe OWheU, 

restoration of the God relationship. It is desire for the transcendent Other but, 

paradoxically, desire for restoration of a relationship that one cannot recollect from  

acWXaliW\´ (McCarthy 91). True repetition is a movement forward, where one is the same 

yet also becomes another.40         

 
39³«it is: transcendent, a religious movement by virtue of the absurd ± when the 
boUdeUline of Whe ZondeUoXV iV Ueached, eWeUniW\ iV Whe WUXe UepeWiWion´ (Kierkegaard 305). 
40 Kierkegaard¶s repetition shares some affinity with Nietzsche concept of the eternal 
recurrence/return: 
³YoXU Zhole life, like a VandglaVV, Zill alZa\V be UeYeUVed and Zill eYeU UXn oXW again, - a 
long minute of time will elapse until all those conditions out of which you were evolved 
return in the wheel of the cosmic process. And then you will find every pain and every 
pleasure, every friend and every enemy, every hope and every error, every blade of grass 
and every ray of sunshine once more, and the whole fabric of things which make up your 
life. This ring in which you are but a grain will glitter afresh forever. And in every one of 
these cycles of human life there will be one hour where, for the first time one man, and 
then many, will perceive the mighty thought of the eternal recurrence of all things:- and 
for mankind this is always the hoXU of Noon´ (³Eternal´ 250). 
Although both concepts share a paradoxical movement forward out of nihilism, one of 
the main differences between the two concepts, as Anna Strelis Soderquist (2016) points 
out, is that while Nietzsche¶s idea is more of a thoughW e[peUimenW oU ³an e[eUciVe of Whe 
imagination, Kierkegaard¶V UepeWiWion mXVW be an e[eUciVe in pUacWice´ (39). 
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It is with this perspective that makes such pessimistic and paradoxical thinkers 

such as Baudelaire and Leopardi important to modern thought, secularization, and even 

the paradoxical notion of the resacralization. For one, they dived deep into the 

monstrosity of modern life, in order to pull out the paradoxical fragments of beauty and 

sacredness that are intertwined with it. Their plight living in liminal modernity could be 

summed up by a famous quote often attributed to Gramsci: µ[t]he challenge of modernity 

is to live without illusions and without becoming disillusioned¶. Although perhaps 

discouraging, while others were attempting to secularize the notion of heaven on earth, 

they felt it necessary to acknowledge and examine the secularized hell that is so closely 

tied to heaven, by questioning not only the rational, technological, and capitalist aspects 

of modernity, but also the false historical, spiritual, and religious ones that came with it. 

Nevertheless, Baudelaire and Leopardi exhibited an uncanny positivity, akin to 

Nietzsche¶s sense of affirmation or µtragic joy¶41, where tragedy is the experiencing of 

modern life. This paradoxical joy at the heart of their melancholic views is their 

challenge to appreciate liminal and secularized modernity for what it was. Through an 

acceptance of the paradoxical beauty found in ordinary and harsh modern experience, the 

poets look to dissuade any illusionary optimism of progress that refuses to stare in the 

eyes of its own monstrosity or fails to embrace the modern condition of estrangement and 

alienation. Failing to do so would ironically result in an age of spiritual bankruptcy. 

 
41 ³The saying of Yea to life, including even its most strange and most terrible problems, 
the will to life rejoicing over its own inexhaustibleness in the sacrifice of its highest 
types²this is what I called Dionysian, this is what I divined as the bridge leading to the 
psychology of the tragic poet. Not in order to escape from terror and pity, not to purify 
one¶s self of a dangerous passion by discharging it with vehemence « but to be far 
beyond terror and pity and to be the eternal lust of Becoming itself²that lust which also 
involves the lust of destruction´ (³Twilight´ 120). 
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Consequently, long before Camus¶ Le Mythe de Sisyphe (Myth of Sisyphus) (1942), 

Baudelaire and Leopardi strove to envision a smile on the individual that is faced with the 

uncanny absurdity of the modern age, even if it was only an ironic one, merely for the 

reason that freedom needs to be free of illusions, if not completely, then at least of the un-

nurturing ones. 

A RUPTURE IN HISTORY AND THE ILLUSION OF PROGRESS 
 

Modernity lives and breathes in a paradox of time. Born from a rupture in history 

and fostered on past ruins, it not only gazes towards the future, it continuously is being 

haunted by its ahistorical spectres. 42 Whereas the future can be considered to be utopian 

in that it contains a wealth of unknown possibilities, the disenchantment and 

demystification of modernity, paradoxically developed from a fear of the unknown,43 can 

itself become a problematic roadblock built into progress itself. While most of their 

contemporaries continued to insist on a myth of constant societal growth, Leopardi and 

Baudelaire were beginning to see through the dream of modernity and the veil of progress 

that was cast over the eyes of society, realizing that what many considered to be reality, 

was essentially artificial in nature. And yet, although the two acknowledge that there is a 

definite rupture in history with the advent of modernity, neither necessarily sees this 

disruption in history correlating to any real sort of progress.  

 
42 FUankenVWein¶V CUeaWXUe can be Veen aV epiWomi]ing WhiV noWion of a modern ahistorical 
spectre. 
43Adorno and Horkheimer aUgXe, ³Man imagineV himVelf fUee fUom feaU Zhen WheUe iV no 
longer anything unknown. That determines the course or demythologization, of 
enlightenment, which compounds the animate with the inanimate just as myth 
compounds the inanimate with the animate. Enlightenment is mythic fear turned radical. 
The pure immanence of positivism, its ultimate product, is no more than a so to speak 
universal taboo. Nothing at all may remain outside, because the mere idea of outsiderness 
is the very source of fear´ (16). 
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Leopardi saw this distinct rupture between what he deemed ancient and modern 

civilization as an irreversible separation. According to him, we must not consider 

modeUniW\ ³come Xna Vemplice conWinXa]ione dell¶antica, come un progresso della 

medeVima´ (³as a continuation of ancient ciYili]aWion, aV iWV pUogUeVVion´), but rather, 

³TXeVWe dXe ciYilWj, avendo essenziali differenze tra loro, sono, e debbono essere 

considerate come due civiltj diverse, o vogliamo dire due diverse e distinte specie di 

civiltj, ambedXe UealmenWe compleWe in Ve VWeVVe´ (Zib 1094) (³[W]heVe WZo ciYili]aWionV, 

which are essentially different, are and must be considered as two separate civilizations, 

or rather two different and distinct species of civilization, each actually complete in 

iWVelf´) (Z 1820-1). This contrast between the ancients and the moderns, spurred on by the 

Copernican and French revolutions, was a prevailing theme in Leopardi¶s work, and 

although it seems he tends to assign a superiority to the ancients and the classics, 

especially in his early, more nostalgic poems, the melancholic, yet necessary demise of 

the classical age is always prominent in his writings and would further continue and 

expand throughout his life¶s work. Furthermore, Leopardi believed that an admiration of 

classical poetry should result in the love of one¶s contemporary age, since classical poets 

were themselves writing about their own present time and not partaking in some 

anachronistic practice (Rennie 135). One of the very first canti written by Leopardi, the 

Dantesque poem ³L¶appUeVVamenWo della moUWe´ (³The AppUoach of DeaWh´) (1816), 

echoed the tyranny and horrors of the Inferno, yet one that reflected his own modern age 

rather than Dante¶s Italy of the fourteenth century (Rosengarten 142). As Leopardi 

laments in another poem dedicated to Dante, he sees historic ruins as spectres that should 

spur us on in the future: “Mira queste ruine/E le carte e le tele e i marmi e I templi;/Pensa 



 105 

qual terra premi; e se destarti/Non può la luce di cotanti esempli,/Che VWai? lpYaWi e paUWi´ 

(³Look aW WheVe UXinV,/WheVe pageV, canYaVeV, WheVe VWoneV and WempleV./Think ZhaW eaUWh 

you walk on. And if the light/of these examples fails to inspire you,/what are you waiting 

for? Arise and go´) (Canti 26, 27).       

 Leopardi¶s Italy seems to embody the turmoil and alienation of secularized 

modernity, completely caught in an illusion of progress and an undefined future.44 In 

³Dialogo di Xn VendiWoUe D¶almanacchi e di Xn PaVVeggeUe´ (³A DialogXe of an 

Almanac-seller and passer-b\´) (1832), the setting of Leopardi¶s narrative takes place in 

a modern European city and tells us of a fleeting conversation between an almanac seller 

on the street and a modern flâneur-like character. The passer-by questions the seller¶s 

belief that the future should always be better than the past simply for the fact that the 

future has yet to come and thereby contains many possibilities. But as the passer-by and 

Leopardi himself contend, this optimism in the future is based on an illusion of the 

unknown and that deeming the future better because it relies on an outlook that the past is 

simply not good enough, leads to a paradoxical position that if the past is never good 

enough how could the future ever be? The seller admits he is only willing to re-live his 

life as a different person, which Leopardi shows as modern existence¶s greatest flaw: 

reducing existence from repetition to pure novelty. By trying to evade the past, humanity 

has paradoxically continued on a cyclical path of reoccurring desire. For Leopardi, 

nothing is novel; everything is old; everything repeats.  

 
44 Interestingly, Mary Shelley saw the liminality of Italy as a result of being a fragmented 
VeW of naWion VWaWeV aV iWV gUeaWeVW hope, Vince iW had noW \eW foUmed a µnaWion¶ and 
therefore still contained in itself a possibility of creating something new. As Tilottama 
Rajan (1998) e[plainV, Shelle\ VaZ WhaW ³Whe VickneVV of conWempoUaU\ IWal\ ZaV alVo iWV 
poWenWial´ (30-1). 
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Despite history being cyclical for Leopardi, he was never a supporter of a 

restoration of the past, especially a civilization dominated by a Christian God. Leopardi 

endeavored to search out modern and secular knowledge at all costs, believing that any 

nostalgic sentiment towards the past kept modernity rooted in its current existential 

predicament. This development of thought leaves Leopardi with an extremely 

paradoxical view of modeUniW\, \eW hiV diVillXVionmenW UeVXlWing fUom Whe ³VoYUXmani 

Vilen]i, e pUofondiVVima TXweWe´ (³VXpeUhXman VilenceV, and depWhleVV clam´) (Canti 106; 

107) found within modernity directed him to an anti-Platonic and relativist stance 

concerning life that eventually led him to proclaim God¶s death45, even before Nietzsche 

 
45 ³«q chiaro che la distruzione delle idee innate distrugge il principio della bontj, 
belle]]a, peUfe]ione aVVolXWa, e de¶ loUo conWUaUii. Vale a dire di una perfezione ec. la 
quale abbia un fondamento, una ragione, una forma anteriore alla esistenza dei soggetti 
che la contengono, e quindi eterna, immutabile, necessaria, primordiale ed esistente 
prima dei detti soggetti, e indipendente da loUo. OU doY¶eViVWe TXeVWa Uagione, TXeVWa 
foUma? e in che conViVWe? e come la poVViamo noi conoVceUe o VapeUe, Ve ogn¶idea ci 
deriva dalle sensazioni relative ai soli oggetti esistenti? Supporre il bello e il buono 
assoluto, q tornare alle idee di Platone, e risuscitare le idee innate dopo averle distrutte, 
giacchq WolWe TXeVWe, non Y¶q altra possibile ragione per cui le cose debbano 
assolutamente e astrattamente e necessariamente essere cosu o cosu, buone queste e cattive 
quelle, indipendentemente da ogni volontj, da ogni accidente, da ogni cosa di fatto, che 
in realtj q la sola ragione del tutto, e quindi sempre e solamente relativa, e quindi tutto 
non q buono, bello, vero, cattivo, brutto, falso, se non relativamente; e quindi la 
convenienza delle cose fra loro q UelaWiYe«In Vomma il pUincipio delle coVe, e di Dio 
stesso, q il nXlla«CeUWo q che distrutte le forme Platoniche preesistenti alle cose, q 
distrutto Iddio´ (Zib 483-4). 
[³« iW iV cleaU WhaW Whe deVWUXcWion of innaWe ideaV deVWUo\V the principle of absolute 
goodness, beauty, perfection, and of their contraries. That is to say, the principle of a 
perfection, etc., that has a foundation, a logic, a form prior to the existence of the objects 
which contain it, and hence is eternal, immutable, necessary, primordial and existing 
before the said objects, and independent of them. But where does this logic, this form 
exist? And what does it consist of? And how can we recognize or know it, if we derive 
every idea from sensations relating only to existing objects? To assume absolute good 
and absolute beauty is to return to ideas of Plato, and to revive innate ideas after having 
destroyed them, since once they are removed, there is no other possible reason why 
things should absolutely and abstractly and necessarily be thus or thus, with these good 
and those bad, independently of every will, of every accident, of every concrete 
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famously did.46 In many of his poems, Leopardi places himself in a liminal position 

within time, space, and society, unable to find complete solace in past wisdom, the 

present reality, or the µpromising¶ fXWXUe ahead of him; ³Non io d¶Olimpo o di Cocito i 

sordi/regi, o la terra indegna,/e non la notte moribondo appello;/non te, dell¶atra morte 

ultimo Uaggio,/conVcia fXWXUa eWi´ (³I call noW on Whe heedleVV kingV of Ol\mpXV oU 

Cocytus,/ nor on unworthy earth, nor the night before I die;/ and not you, conscious 

future generation,/ laVW hope of lighWeVW deaWh´) (Canti 64; 65). As Fabio A. Camilletti 

(2017) claimV, ³LeopaUdi¶s style confirms this impression of immediacy, as if it aimed to 

capWXUe a fading and indefinable VenVaWion«in Zhich no chUonological pUogUeVVion can 

be deWecWed, noU an\ fXUWheU anal\ViV poVVible´ (CamilleWWi 23).  

What the ancients had over the moderns, according to Leopardi, and the essential 

difference that defines this historical rupture that is modernity, was the ancients¶ ability to 

nurture strong and life-giving illusions, while in the modern age, these illusions have 

become ultimately empty and baseless due to the absolute implementation of both reason 

and truth over Nature. By stressing the idea of illusion, Leopardi rejects the 

mythologizing of human history and develops an animosity towards the notion of 

Christian perfection that, has been secularized, and in turn resacralized, into modern 

 
circumstance, which in reality is the sole reason for everything, and is therefore always 
and only relative. Hence everything is not good, beautiful, true, bad, ugly, false except 
UelaWiYel\, and hence Whe pUopUieW\ of WhingV ZiWh UeVpecW Wo one anoWheU iV UelaWiYe« « 
In VhoUW Whe pUinciple of WhingV, and indeed of God iV noWhingneVV«WhaW iV ceUWain iV WhaW 
once the Platonic foUmV pUee[iVWing WhingV aUe deVWUo\ed, God, Woo, iV deVWUo\ed´ (Z 368-
369) 
46 AlWhoXgh NieW]Vche ZaV an admiUeU of LeopaUdi, calling him one of Whe foXU ³maVWeUV 
of prose´ (Gay Science 146), he could not have known of the reference to God¶s 
destruction, since Zibaldone was not published until after Nietzsche¶s death. However, 
Nietzsche¶s ridiculed madman, whom Nietzsche gives his famous quote to (Zarathursta 
59; Gay Science 181), ended up being an apt voice to paraphrase Leopardi. 
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society¶s concept of progress. As a result, Nature/God turns into something imperfect at 

the expense of the illusion of humanity¶s perfection (Z 235). In developing an attitude of 

secularization that is inadvertently similar to Charles Taylor¶s, Leopardi argues that 

Christianity helped destroy these classical illusions through a championing of Reason 

over Nature, the same conception the Age of Enlightenment had ironically used to 

destroy the illusions that had been shaped by Christianity. As it was later for Nietzsche, 

Christianity is a primary cause of nihilism in the modern world. The problematic 

combination that came with Christianity¶s influence of searching for happiness from a 

world outside of our own and scientific reason¶s emphasis on demystifying the natural 

world that surrounds us, has led humanity into a liminal state in which our world has 

become remarkably unhomely for us: ³Non q egli Xn paUadoVVo´ (³IV iW noW a paUado[,´) 

LeopaUdi aUgXeV, ³che la Religion CUiVWiana in gUan paUWe Via VWaWa la fonWe dell¶ateismo, o 

generalmente, della incredulitj religiosa? Eppure io cosu la penso. L¶uomo naturalmente 

non q incredulo, perchq non Uagiona molWo, e non cXUa gUan faWWo delle cagioni delle coVe´ 

(Zib 432) (³WhaW Whe ChUiVWian Religion haV in laUge paUW been Whe Vource of atheism or 

more generally of religious unbelief? Yet I think this is the case. Man is not naturally 

incredulous because he does not reason much and does not care a great deal about the 

caXVeV of Whing´) (Z 502). This historical process leaves modern Europe in a continuous 

liminal position in which the re-enchantment brought on by the Enlightenment, which 

paradoxically co-exists with its rationalizing and disenchanting element, puts society in a 

problematic situation where it is in a constantly oscillating between enchantment and 

disenchantment: past, present, and future. 
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For Leopardi, the modern world, in comparison to the traditional, is akin to adults 

growing up from their childish past; however, he laments our inability to fear the 

supernatural as we did previously as children:  

Lascio stare il timore e lo spavento proprio di quell¶etj (per mancanza di 
esperienza e sapere, e per forza d¶immaginazione ancor vergine e fresca): timor di 
pericoli di ogni sorta, timore di vanitj e chimeUe«WimoU delle laUYe, Vogni, 
cadaYeUi, VWUepiWi noWWXUni«. L¶idea degli spettri, quel timore spirituale, 
soprannaturale, sacro, e di un altro mondo, che ci agitava frequentemente in 
quell¶etj, aveva un non so che di su formidabile e smanioso, che non puz esser 
paragonato con verun altro sentimento dispiacevole dell¶uomo. Nemmeno il timor 
dell¶inferno in un moribondo, credo che possa essere cosu intimamente terribile. 
Perchq la ragione e l¶esperienza rendono inaccessibili a qualunque sorta di 
sentimento, quell¶ultima e profondissima parte e radice dell¶animo e del cuor 
nostro, alla quale penetrano e arrivano, e la quale scuotono e invadono le 
sensazioni fanciullesche o primitive, e in ispecie il detto timore. (Zib 305-6) 
 
(To say nothing of the fear and terror typical of that age (due to a lack of 
experience or knowledge, and to the power of our imagination, still fresh and 
YiUgin): feaU of dangeUV of eYeU\ kind; feaU of figmenWV and chimeUaV«feaU of 
ghoVWV, dUeamV, dead bodieV, noiVeV in Whe nighW«The idea of VpecWeUV, WhaW 
spiritual, supernatural, sacred, otherworldly fear, which frequently gripped us at 
the age, had something so dreadful and frenzied about it that it cannot be 
compared to any other pleasurable feeling felt by human beings. For childhood or 
primitive sensations, and this fear in particular, reach, assail, penetrate, and 
overwhelm the ultimate and deepest part and root of our mind and heart, which 
reason and experience render inaccessible to any kind of feeling.) (Z 289-90) 
 

Although the modern world has predominately extinguished its sense of supernatural fear, 

it has to deal with a new and subtle kind of terror. µTerrore¶ for Leopardi, takes on an 

Xncann\ aVpecW in Whe modeUn ZoUld WhaW ³deWeUmineV an ambigXoXV feeling of VXUpUiVe 

and Vhock´ (CamilleWWi 126), Vince iW ³e molWo pi� avvilitiva dell¶animo e sospensiva 

dell¶uso della Uagione´ (Zib 822) (³iV faU moUe likel\ Wo caXVe Whe use of reason to be 

VXVpended´) (Z 1160). This uncanny and monstrous terror is a form of fear that results 

from the post-Enlightenment. Reason thrusts us towards a terror brought on by an 

acceptance of a greater insignificance, a fear that even goes beyond the boundaries of the 
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courageous individual or trailblazer. Leopardi contends that, while the courageous or 

ZiVe man ³non Weme mai«VempUe eVVeUe aWWeUUiWo´ (Zib 822) (³iV neYeU afUaid«he can 

always be terror-VWUXck´) (Z 1160.). With fear, one can still be led by imagination and 

spirited action, whereas with terror, the individual becomes paralyzed. We see this 

distinction of fear and terror also in Frankenstein: Victor¶s fear of death propels him to 

create life but the terror witnessed afterwards paralyzes him from action for a large 

portion of the remainder the novel.  

Leopardi similarly rejects the utopian enthusiasm of modernity¶s rational 

ideologies, arguing those are inauthentic forms of life. In Whe poem ³La GineVWUa O, Il 

FioUe Del DeVeUWo´ (³The BUoom, oU Whe FloZeU of Whe WildeUneVV´) Leopardi disparages 

Whe idea of pUogUeVV Veeing iW aV UegUeVViYe: ³QXi miUa e TXi Wi Vpecchia,/Vecol VXpeUbo e 

sciocco,/che il calle insino allora/dal risorto pensier segnato innanti/abbandonasti, e vòlti 

addieWUo i paVVi,/del UiWoUnaU Wi YanWi,/e pUocedeUe il chiami´ (³Look heUe and Vee \oXUVelf 

reflected, proud and foolish century,/ who gave up the way forward/ indicated by 

resurgent thought,/ and having changed course,/ boast of turning back/ and call it 

pUogUeVV´) (Canti 290, 291). In regard to spiritual evolution, Leopardi argues it stems 

fUom ZhaW Ze do noW knoZ; ³nel diVimpaUaUe´ (Zib 1104) (³in XnleaUning´) (Z 1832). 

What the scientific method has shown us is that in actuality, we do not understand the 

laZV of NaWXUe. The moUe Ze diVcoYeU, Whe moUe Ze Ueali]e WhaW Ze ³VapeU VempUe meno´ 

(Zib 1104) (³knoZ leVV and leVV´) (Z 1823), and ³l¶apice del sapere umano e della 

filosofia consiste a conoscere la di lei propria inutilitj´ (Zib 211) (³Whe peak of hXman 

knowledge or philosophy is to Uecogni]e iWV oZn XVeleVVneVV´) (Z 195). Leopardi argues 

that the need to discover brought on by scientific process, the rational ideals of the 
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Enlightenment, and the French Revolution, although reliable, had nonetheless weakened 

and challenged our profound notions of faith and meaning, leaving us with an 

insurmountable void to battle due to the deterministic and materialistic features of 

modernity, while still trying to satisfy the need for spiritual fulfillment. Leopardi does not 

completely refute the idea of progress, advocating the notions of the social constructs 

designed by humans such as civilization that ultimately led to the constructions of cities. 

It is only when it is recognized as linear progress or historical optimism that progress, as 

an all-encompassing project, begins to fail. 

BATTLING THE STORM THAT IS MODERNITY IN THE STREETS OF PARIS 
 

A similar anti-utopian shift can be seen in the writings of Charles Baudelaire. The 

optimism of revolution and progress¶V cUeaWiYe VpiUiW foXnd in ³AX[ BoXUgeoiV´ (³To Whe 

Bourgeois)´ (1846) slowly dissipates in his writings after the 1850¶s (M. Berman 138). In 

eVVa\V VXch aV ³De l¶idée modern du progrès appliquée aux beaux-aUWV´ (³On Whe ModeUn 

Idea of ProgreVV aV Applied Wo Whe Fine AUWV´) (1855) and throughout his later journal 

entries, Baudelaire moves towards the notion of the absurdity of infinite human progress: 

³[l]a cUo\ance aX pUogUqV eVW Xne docWUine de paUeVVeX[´ (³[W]he belief in PUogress is a 

docWUine foU idleUV´) foU ³Il ne peXW \ aYoiU de pUogUqV (YUai, c¶est-à-dire moral) que dans 

l¶individu et par l¶individu lui-mrme´ (Journaux 60) (³[W]heUe cannoW be an\ pUogUeVV 

(true progress, that is to say, moral) except within the individual and by the individual 

himVelf´) (Intimate Journals 71-2). Here, Baudelaire¶s concern is with an internal and 

spiritual rather than an external or socio-political perspective of advancement, rejecting 

any illusionary ideas of progress based on modernity¶s teleological, scientific, materialist, 

and technological innovations that have become for him, dazzling spectacles used to 
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cover up the dark void existing within modernity¶s attractive façade. Baudelaire¶s 

writings begin to question humanity¶s messianic belief in unending progress and 

seriously consider whether this belief is humanity¶s greatest downfall: 

Je laisse de côté la question de savoir si, délicatisant l¶humanité en proportion des 
jouissances nouvelles qu¶il lui apporte, le progrès indéfini ne serait pas sa plus 
ingénieuse et sa plus cruelle torture ; si, procédant par une opiniâtre négation de 
lui-même, il ne serait pas un mode de suicide incessamment renouvelé, et si, 
enfermé dans le cercle de feu de la logique divine, il ne ressemblerait pas au 
scorpion qui se perce lui-même avec sa terrible queue, cet éternel desideratum qui 
fait son éternel désespoir? (L¶art 220)  
 
(I am leaving out of the account the question whether, in making humanity more 
sensitive in proportion as it adds to the sum of possible enjoyment, unending 
progress would not be humanity¶s most ingenious and cruel form of torture; 
whether by this process, which is a stubborn negation of itself, progress would be 
a constantly renewed form of suicide, and whether, imprisoned within the flaming 
circle of divine logic, progress this eternal desideratum, which is humanity¶s 
eternal despair, would not be like the scorpion that stings itself with its own tail.) 
(Selected Writings 122) 
 
Instead of containing any substantial growth, the historical process outlined by 

Baudelaire is self-defeating and a representation of the decline in human history, 

especially in regard to the moral and spiritual being. According to Jean-Paul Sartre, 

progress for Baudelaire was ³a conWinXoXV decline Zhich ZaV VXch WhaW eYeU\ momenW 

ZaV infeUioU Wo Whe one WhaW pUeceded iW´ (168). FoU SaUWUe, BaXdelaiUe¶s pessimistic 

experience of modernity and his abhorrence of the idea of positive and effective progress 

was a circumstance of hiV age WhaW ³VnaWched him aZa\ fUom Whe conWemplaWion of Whe 

past and compelled him to turn his eyes towards the future. In this way he was made to 

live his age backwards; and in such a situation he felt as clumsy and embarrassed as a 

man who was being made Wo Zalk backZaUdV´ (ibid.). Sartre seems to depict Baudelaire 

in a similar vein as Benjamin¶s analytic account of Paul Klee¶V dUaZing ³AngelXV NoYXV´ 
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(1920),47 as someone swept backwards against the wind of progress. Yet, this description 

goes against the poet¶s emblematic liminal stance on life that juxtaposes binaries in order 

to fully experience the present-day. Baudelaire was unable to gaze in one direction for 

too long and was far more Janus-faced than Sartre wants to admit. Progress and 

modernity were simply constant change for Baudelaire and although change signifies 

something new, he understood that it also encompasses something that has been lost or 

has decayed. In Baudelaire¶V famoXV poem ³Le C\gne´ (The SZan), faced ZiWh Whe XUban 

restitution of Paris, the poet gazes into the face of progress, ripping away its utopian 

faoade: ³PaUiV change! maiV Uien danV ma mplancolie/N¶a bougé! palais neufs, 

échafaudages, blocs,/Vieux faubourgs, tout pour moi devient allégorie/Et mes chers 

souvenirs sont plus loXUdV TXe deV UocV´ (³PaUiV ma\ change, bXW in m\ melanchol\ 

mood/ Nothing has budged! New places, blocks, scaffoldings,/Old neighbourhoods, are 

allegoUical foU me,/And m\ deaU memoUieV aUe heaYieU Whan VWone´) (Flowers 174; 175), 

onl\ Wo conclXde WhaW ³¬ Tuiconque a perdu ce qui ne Ve UeWUoXYe/JamaiV, jamaiV!´ (³[o]f 

all those who have lost something they ma\ noW find/ EYeU, eYeU again!´) (ibid. 176;177). 

While Baudelaire is confronted with a physical and structural change of Paris, his 

thoughts flow towards the people, liminal figures that are captives but also historical 

 
47 Benjamin ZUiWeV of Klee¶V painWing:  

A Klee painting named Angelus Novus shows an angel looking as though he is 
about to move away from something he is fixedly contemplating. His eyes are 
staring, his mouth is open, his wings are spread. This is how one pictures the 
angel of history. His face is turned toward the past. Where we perceive a chain of 
events, he sees one single catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage upon 
wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet. The angel would like to stay, awaken the 
dead, and make whole what has been smashed. But a storm is blowing from 
Paradise; it has got caught in his wings with such violence that the angel can no 
longer close them. The storm irresistibly propels him into the future to which his 
back is turned, while the pile of debris before him grows skyward. This storm is 
what we call progress (³TheVeV´ 257-8). 
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e[ileV and oXWcaVWV. FUom OYid, Wo AndUomache, Wo an AfUican ³negUeVV´ (ibid), and Whe 

poem¶s allegorical swan, Baudelaire¶s historical journey of change is paradoxically 

caught in its static motion. According to RichaUd TeUdiman (1993) ³[W]he pUoceVV of 

memory carries an uncanny danger, which emerges in the paradigm of dispossession that 

organizes Baudelaire¶V poem. FoU Whe e[ileV of ³Le C\gne,´ foU Whe diVpoVVeVVed, 

memory stages not recovery but deficiency«memoU\ figXUeV Whe inaXWhenWiciW\ of 

pUeVenWneVV, Whe WUaXmaWic peUViVWence of an iUUeYeUVible e[peUience of loVV´ (108). While 

all µprogress¶ signifies loss to Baudelaire, being a captive of memory and nostalgia is 

equally as damaging to the internal self, since both a total belief in progress and a 

clutching of the past imprisons the individual into a false sense of reality.   

The poems in Les Fleurs du Mal (The Flowers of Evil) (1857/2008) depict much 

more than historical outsiders. They are littered with uncanny characters of his present 

time. For Baudelaire, the strange characters that inhabitant the modern city, such as 

gamblers, prostitutes, alcoholics, and drug addicts, his true heroes of modern life, become 

the uncanny allegories of modernity. Although the uncanny is best elucidated in literature, 

it was the metropolis that allowed it to surface into the public realm of everyday 

experience, looming through the void in urban space; a space ideal for the stranger who is 

alienated, estranged, and experiences homesickness due to the modern condition, which 

allows the uncanny to surface within the self and most notably in modern and avant-garde 

art (Vidler, 5-13).48 Baudelaire¶s allegorical use of his heroes of modern life was a violent 

 
48 In The Architectural Uncanny (1992), Anthony Vidler claims that space is inheritably 
inherently uncanny since  

[s]pace, in the contemporary discourse, as in lived experience, has taken on an 
almost palpable existence. Its contours, boundaries, and geographies are called 
Xpon Wo VWand in foU all Whe conWeVWed UealmV of idenWiW\«.Vpace iV aVVXmed Wo hide, 
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PHaQV WR dHVWUR\ WKH PRdHUQ P\WKV WKaW HQcaVHd KLP, aV ³[W]KH LPaJHV dLVcORVHd bHKLQd 

WKLV IaoadH bHcaPH HPbOHPV RI KLV RZQ LQQHU OLIH´ (Buck±Morss 182). Along with using 

allegory as a subtle weapon against his capitalist age, Baudelaire uses it as a means of 

reading the world in order to understand the emotional and psychological aspects of the 

inner person through plunging oneself into the physical world. The reason why 

Baudelaire¶s heroes of modern life are uncanny is because they should not exist in a 

utilitarian and Bourgeois-utopian world built upon the idea of progress. The backdrop of 

many of his poems, are the newly constructed long and wide boulevards that were being 

developed in Paris during the time Baudelaire was writing. Commissioned by Napoleon 

III, Georges-Eugène Haussmann, also known as Baron Haussmann, set out to reconstruct 

and modernize Paris between 1853 and 1870, in an attempt to clear out slums, create 

³bUeaWhing Vpace´, and faciliWaWe Whe WUaffic floZ WoZaUdV Whe cenWUe of Whe ciW\ (M. 

Berman 150). In the process of leveling and destroying the old medieval city, 

Haussmann¶s renovation of Paris destroyed many arcades, the favourite home of the 

Baudelairian flâneur, which consisted of shopping malls made of glass and steel that had 

been created before the Second Empire while Baudelaire was growing up as a child. The 

arcades represented to Baudelaire the dream of modernity and the possibilities and 

wonders that it could provide. With the destruction of these arcades and his childhood 

fantasies, along with the failed revolution of 1848, Baudelaire quickly learned that 

 
in its darkest recesses and forgotten margins, all the objects of fear and phobia 
that have returned with such insistence to haunt the imaginations of those who 
haYe WUied Wo VWake oXW VpaceV Wo pUoWecW WheiU healWh and happineVV« In eYeU\ caVe 
µlight space¶ is invaded by the figure of µdark space¶, on the level of the body in 
the form of epidemic and uncontrollable disease, and on the level of the city in the 
person of the homeless (167-8). 
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modernity was a fleeting dream of destruction, failure, repetition, and boredom. The 

metropolis was a modern image of the chaotic flux of sensation into which the bourgeois 

rational dream world was beginning to be dissolved (Ferguson 19, 31). However, thanks 

to the new modern reconstruction of Paris witnessed by Baudelaire, society was able see 

these marginalized figures now more than ever, as the boulevards created more social 

contact between people of different classes.  

Baudelaire¶V pUoVe poem ³LeV \eX[ deV paXYUeV´ (³E\eV of Whe PooU´) perfectly 

captures this confrontation and we are able to see how these new boulevards forced 

people to confront and deal with the image of the poor because they were no longer 

segregated in the underprivileged quarters of Paris, a monster that modernity could not 

cover up. ³The E\eV of Whe PooU´ VhoZcaVeV BaXdelaiUe¶s social consciousness and 

critique of what Benjamin calls µhigh capitalism.¶ It is one of the poems that asserts 

BaXdelaiUe ³aV one of Whe gUeaW XUban ZUiWeUV´ (M. Berman 147). The narrator of the 

poem takes us back to a memory, which we discover is the cause of the hatred he feels 

towards the woman he once loved. The memory takes place in a café at the corner of the 

new boulevard. The narrator describes the scene in the café with dream-like quality, 

conWaining ³nappeV pbloXiVVanWeV deV miUoiUV´ (³da]]ling miUUoU poolV´) and ³leV 

n\mpheV eW leV dpeVVeV´ (Spleen 122) ³n\mphV and goddeVV´ (Paris 52). A poor family 

walks up to the window, spell-bound by the beauty they witness inside. At this moment, 

the narrator feels both guilt and shame and looks at his lover expecting her to feel the 

same thing. When Vhe UeplieV, ³CeV genV-là me sont insupportables avec leurs yeux 

ouverts comme des portes cochères ! Ne pourriez-vous pas prier le maître du café de les 

éloigner d¶ici?´ (Spleen 123) (³I cannoW beaU WhoVe people ZiWh WheiU e\eV oXW on VWalkV! 
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Tell Whe ZaiWeU Wo geW Uid of Whem´), (Paris 53) the narrator realizes that his dream of 

³deX[ kmeV dpVoUmaiV n¶en feraient plus qu¶Xne´ (Spleen 121) ³WZo VoXlV ZoXld be aV 

one´ (Paris 52), died along with that dream. The new boulevard not only creates an 

enYiUonmenW of ³VplendeXUV inacheYpeV´ (Spleen 121) ³XnfiniVhed VplendoU´ (Paris 52) in 

the modern city but also has brought the poor family to the window of the café, and 

consequently face to face with the young bourgeois couple. As a result, both the dream of 

progress and the feeling of guilt and shame begin to crack through the recently paved 

boulevards of Paris (M. Berman 152). While the woman continues to repress these 

feelings or rather is unable to see them with her own prejudice eyes, the narrator is no 

longer able to ignore them, which leads to both his bitterness towards her and his 

questioning of himself. Whereas he originally saw her eyes as beautiful, in the end, they 

become a symbol of the inability to communicate, and UepUeVenW ³a VhifW fUom loYe Wo haWe, 

fUom fanWaV\ Wo UealiW\, fUom cloVeneVV Wo alienaWion´ (Rice 35). The movement or 

breakdown in their relationship pushes the narrator to acknowledge that it is the woman 

he loves whose eyes are truly poor. 

Although this poem does show the class division and inequalities that occur in the 

capitalist hub, it also shows Baudelaire¶s tendency to blur the lines between reality and 

dream. The tale is told through the memory of a couple inside the modern café, where the 

modern bourgeois reality is described by Baudelaire in dream-like fashion. The line 

between dream and reality becomes instantly blurred. When the narrator looks outside of 

his dream and into the harsh reality of the µeyes of the poor¶, he realizes that this µutopian¶ 

experience is just a bourgeois modern dream but also that this dream, and the dream of 

eternal love, are illusions and do not truly exist. On the other hand, the poor family on the 
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other side of the glass window is standing within the harsh reality of modernity yet 

looking into the modernist dream living inside the café, believing in all its wonders. 

Baudelaire therefore, creates a liminal world where both parties are caught within reality 

and dream simultaneously, encompassing the fragility of both. The narrator is first 

recalling a memory, in the same the way one recalls a dream. However in this dream, he 

sees the failure of the modern one and recognizes that we repress what makes us feel 

uncomfortable in our own skin. The narrator acknowledges his strangeness, locating the 

dark aspects that exist within both his dreams and his reality. Although he has seen the 

death of the modern dream and likewise, modern love, he nonetheless furthers his 

understanding of both his internal and external worlds as being interconnected, albeit 

fractured.  

While Baudelaire is often seen as a precursor for the decadence of the nineteenth 

century fin de siècle, he, as with Leopardi, also foreshadow the fragmented, opposing, 

and chaotic beginning of the next century that will plunge the world into its µgreatest¶ war 

yet, and bring the modern stranger into a whole new realm of liminality and violence.  
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IV: VIOLENCE, THE GREAT WAR, AND THE MODERN 
STRANGER  

 
 
Do not think that I have come to bring peace to the earth; I have not come to bring peace, but a 
sword. 
 - Matthew 10:44 

 
La salute non analizza se stessa e neppur si guar- da nello specchio. Solo noi malati sappiamo 
qualche cosa di noi stessi. 
 (Health doesn¶t analyze itself, nor does it look at itself in the mirror. Only we sick people know 
something about ourselves) 
 - Italo Svevo (Zeno¶s Conscience) 

 
LeW XV Uemain VoldieUV eYen afWeU Whe ZaU«foU Whis is not war against an eternal enemy, as the 
newspapers and our honorable politicians say, nor of one race against another; it is a European 
civil war, a war against the inner invisible enemy of the European spirit. 

- Franz Marc 
 

³When Whe ZoUld ZaV in darkness and wretchedness, it could believe in perfection and yearn for it. 
But when the world became bright with reason and riches, it began to sense the narrowness of the 
needle¶V e\e, and WhaW Uankled foU a ZoUld no longeU Zilling Wo belieYe oU \eaUn´  

- Walter M. Miller Jr., A Canticle for Leibowitz 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Three men, resembling military soldiers and officers, are torturing a man, raping 

his wife, and holding their small child captive in a small attic. The executioners look 

calm and unemotional, as if mad scientists of pain and torture performing a sensible 

experiment. A dog is seen howling away for help but is ultimately unheard, as a 

phonograph plays hiding the screams of the helpless victims. The noise of technological 

modernity, of the city, is drowning out the violence that is taking place. This violent and 

grotesque scene is an illustration of Max Beckmann¶s post-WWI Expressionist painting 

The Night (1919). The work, which was not only influenced by the terrors of WWI but 

also by the outbreak of the November Revolution of 1918 in Germany, exemplifies a life 

ruled by violence, chaos, and murder. There is no purpose to the suffering shown in this 

painting, only senseless and meaningless violence, executed from a source of perpetual 
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boredom if anything else. In the painting¶s background lie another man and woman: the 

next victims or curious voyeurs? The answer is uncertain, but nonetheless, the painting 

implicates the viewer¶s scopophiliac attraction to violence with the horrific scene. Even 

the face on the child being carried away seems to have conflicted emotions. Clutching 

onto one of the murders, the child¶s eyes seem to express a dejected state but the smirk on 

its face gives away a hint of pleasure. In the background is a window, which seems to be 

the victims¶ only way of escape. However, one of the killers is about to close the blinds, 

signifying that modern society has little time left before it is able to detect, or even more 

frightening, finally consents to the horror that has entered it. The moonlight shinning in 

bears a resemblance to a detached eye looking in on this ghastly scene, and despite the 

fact that the blinds are closing, it has already witnessed and observed enough; the viewer 

has not just but rather was a part of the scene, and therefore, lives in its memory. The 

painting is not a genuine account of a specific attack, but instead represents all of 

humanity caught in a vicious maelstrom of monstrosity and violence.  

After the First World War, the modern stranger begins to become a more 

prominent figure in the literary and visual art world, but more importantly, starts to move 

from its individualistic and outsider beginnings and more into the collective sphere. Prior 

to WWI, modern strangers only manifested themselves in a handful of works by novelists, 

poets, and philosophers, and therefore, was still a peripheral and uncanny character in 

secularized modernity. After the war, the philosophical and intellectual landscape of 

modernity changed, ushering in innovative or transformed avant-garde and literary 

movements such as Expressionism or the µLost Generation¶ of the 1920s. These literary 

and art movements epitomized the returning soldier of the trenches that embodied this 
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new chaotic and ambiguous mindset, alongside the monster of modernity. These themes 

would once again manifest after WWII with the existentialism of Camus, Celine, de 

Beauvoir and others, and further into late modernity, when the concept of the modern 

stranger would be more properly defined in works of philosophy and critical theory by 

thinkers such as Zygmund Bauman (1991), and Julia Kristeva (1991). The relationship 

between war and the modern stranger put greater emphasis on violence as an essential 

characteristic of secularized and liminal modernity, and can be seen as an examination of 

why in contemporary film and literature, the modern stranger is usually represented as the 

violent anti-hero. World War I created an upheaval like no other and along with its 

postwar peace settlement, resulting in a global revolution (Sondhaus 2011), not just 

geographically and politically but also psychologically and artistically.  

 This chapter will predominantly focus on the time period in and around WWI, 

emphasizing the development and rise of the modern stranger during the early twentieth 

century culture and its continued foregrounding of the relationship between monstrosity 

and violence. In exploring these theories, I center my study on the modernism of the early 

twentieth century; through avant-garde art movements such as Expressionism and 

Futurism, primarily focusing on the significant painter Max Beckmann and filmmaker 

Fritz Lang. Moreover, the literature of Erich Maria Remarque, Robert Musil, , and Italo 

Svevo will also be addressed to examine the indirect influence of the modern stranger on 

these themes of violence, irony, utopia, and the paradoxical connection between them. 

Elizabeth Ziolkowski¶s ³SYeYo¶s Uomo Senza Qualità: Musil and Modernism in Italy´ 

compares and contrasts two of Svevo¶s and Musil¶s most celebrated characters, Ulrich 

and Zeno, who have been historical linked as being µmen without qualities¶. Both Ulrich 
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and Zeno aUe boWh aWWUacWiYe, iUonic, inWelligenW men, Zho aUe ³open Wo a Uange of 

peUVpecWiYeV, neYeU commiWWing«Wo jXVW one´ (89), even morally ambiguous ones (94). 

While the men do contain qualities, just indistinct ones, they are contrasted against the 

µmen with qualities¶ that falsely believe that they possess control over their lives, a trait 

that ultimately leads to their hubris and failure.  

As Ziolkowski proclaims, ³[b]oth narratives suggest that the only genuine choice 

in the modern world is to be a man without qualities, a reflection of the crisis experienced 

during modernity in general and also of the crisis during the dissolution of Austria-

HXngaU\, ZheUe idenWiW\ ZaV eVpeciall\ in flX[´ (95). NoWZiWhVWanding Whe compaUiVonV, 

Ziolkowski argues that the continuous and strong link between Zeno and Ulrich has a lot 

to do with the strong Austro-Italian literary relations of the time, especially since the term 

inetti (inept, passive, weak) that typically emphasizes Svevo¶s characters, is not 

necessarily the best to describe Urlich (84). Nonetheless, I will build on the connections 

between the two, through a more comprehensive examination of irony, violence, and 

liminality. Naomi LeboZiW] (1978) alVo diVWingXiVheV Whe WZo b\ aUgXing WhaW ³Whe 

presence of historical contemplation in Musil¶V noYel iV VWiUUed Wo a high allegoUical piWch´, 

Zhile ³Zeno, VWill boXnd b\ sociability and his psychology, lives in historical comfort, 

despite all that rages around him (204). Therefore, while both are modern strangers 

caught in the same historical and liminal time period, the two operate in different 

inside/outside thresholds though bounded by the same chaos. While Ulrich is situated in 

the Eye of a hurricane, Zeno sits in the in the Eye of the storm looking outwards.  

Although, this chapter focuses primarily on pre-WWII work, Walter M. Miller 

Jr.¶s science fiction novel A Canticle for Leibowitz will also be discussed alongside the 
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notion of divine violence, repetition, and messianic time, outlined by the works of Ernst 

Bloch, Walter Benjamin, and Giorgio Agamben. By doing so, I hope to shed light on the 

development and the difficulties of the modern stranger within secularized modernity 

upon the monstrousness of violence and war entering into the collective conscience of 

society, and whether it is possible to define violence as messianic or is the modern era 

simply caught in a cycle of destruction?  

THE GREAT WAR, IRONY, & DARK UTOPIAS 
 

The Great War and Modern Memory by Paul Fussell (1975) examines the 

literature of World War I, studying the various myths, writing styles, and consciousness 

that had been transformed as a result of the war. Although it was the Romantics that first 

revolutionized irony from a literary device into a new form of consciousness of seeing the 

contradictions of everyday life, twentieth century romantic irony went further by focusing 

on the ambiguity of modern life by taking a more versatile, critical, and existential form, 

forming a perspective that would dominate most of early to mid-twentieth century art and 

literature (Berg 53-56). As Fussell argues, the modern use of irony began to change after 

WWI as many of the meta-narratives of the nineteenth century began to crumble under 

the weight of modern warfare. The ascendancy of irony in the 1920s according to Fussell 

and Susanne Christine Puissant (2009) is directly associated with the outbreak of WWI, 

which ushered in a world of irony that completely altered both literature and the modern 

consciousness Modris Eksteins¶ remarkable book Rites of Spring: The Great War and the 

Birth of the Modern Age (1989) studies the cultural history of World War I and its 

aftermath. Eksteins also places WWI as the threshold of the changing ideological 

landscape but his study of the war is inserted between an examination of the disordered 
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society waiting to shatter and the postwar era looking to reassemble it itself. Eksteins¶ 

book is extremely useful in constructing a correlation between the modern stranger, 

liminality, and WWI, as he defines the solider battling in the liminal chaos of No Man¶s 

Land as the representation of the new modernist era that is built on a paradoxical and 

iUonic XWopia gUoXnded on hopeleVVneVV and faiWh. EkVWeinV declaUeV Whe VoldieU ³noW jXVW a 

harbinger but the very agent of the modern aesthetic, the progenitor of destruction but 

alVo Whe embodimenW of Whe fXWXUe´ (213).  

 In regard to this sentiment, I will also explore how new modern forms of irony 

stimulated by thinkers such as Leopardi and Baudelaire discussed in the previous chapter, 

were able to reshape and resacralize the utopian spirit and its relation to violence. By the 

twentieth century, the monster of modernity had mutated into a disease, an uncanny 

sickness epitomized by violence that had been spreading throughout the world. While the 

Creature in Frankenstein personified monstrosity in its totality, especially for its creator, 

who falsely believed that the monster was something external from him, monstrosity 

becomes consciously acknowledged as part of humanity, yet something that is still 

foreign and invading. Rendering it a human sickness implied that it could be cured, a 

perspective that further allows for the monster to be something external and alien even 

though it belongs to the human self, and therefore, is still able to be removed. However, 

the µsolution¶ was as problematic as it was simple, and in the face of remedies conducted 

through modern science and psychoanalysis that looked to cure society, an ironic reading 

of post-WWI life challenged the rational binaries of sickness/health. Almost a century 

earlier, Kierkegaard (1841/1989) rightfully saw irony, as he did with despair, residing on 

a liminal plane between sickness and health, positivity and negativity, faith and 
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incredulity, and the divine and secular.49 This existential battle would become the 

stranger¶s most enduring war within the secularized modernity of the twentieth century, 

ZheUe a cXUe foU WhiV VickneVV coXld onl\ emeUge fUom a ³maVWeU\ oYeU iUon\´ WhUoXgh a 

pUoceVV of ³diYing inWo Whe Vea of iUon\, noW in oUdeU Wo VWa\ WheUe, of coXUVe, bXW in oUdeU 

Wo come oXW healWh\, happ\ and bXo\anW´ (KieUkegaaUd, Irony 326, 327). Faced with the 

outbreak and aftermath of the First World War, many saw that looking into both societal 

sickness and the self¶s monstrosity was the best way to overcome its power over us, in an 

ironic and liminal space between the impulse of the utopian spirit and succumbing to 

nihilism, boredom, and dread. Shelley, Leopardi, and Baudelaire¶s monstrous modernity 

had finally exploded onto mass society.     

 Though the ironist may laugh at the absurdity of what the world holds sacred, 

iUon\ doeV noW neceVVaUil\ negaWe WhUoXgh laXghWeU bXW iV UaWheU ³[W]he Vaid and XnVaid 

ZoUking WogeWheU Wo cUeaWe VomeWhing neZ´ (HXWcheon, Edge 61). In Hutcheon¶s seminal 

book Irony¶s Edge (1994/2003), she defines irony in liminal, oscillating terms, where 

³meaning iV simultaneously doXbled (oU mXlWiple)´ (58), and noW a UejecWion of Whe liWeUal. 

Since irony is saying opposing meanings at once, the ironist is never truly removed from 

the sacred while uttering the profane but balances on the edge of the secular and sacred 

binaU\. IUon\, eVpeciall\ modeUn iUon\, e[iVWV in liminaliW\, beWZeen ³Whe Vpace beWZeen 

face and maVk´ (HeUmanV 79) and eYen haV Whe XWopian abiliW\ Wo open Xp ³neZ Vpace, 

literally beWZeen oppoVing meaningV, ZheUe neZ WhingV can happen´ (HXWcheon, Double 

 
49 ³Irony is healthiness insofar as it rescues the soul from the snares of relativity; it is a 
sickness insofar as it cannot bear the absolute except in the form of nothing, but this 
sickness is an endemic disease that only a few individuals catch and from which fewer  
UecoYeU´ (Kierkegaard, Irony 77-8). 
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31). D. C. Muecke (1969) similarly argues that there is a transcendent element to modern 

irony, creating a liminal space between the spiritual and moral spheres of heaven and hell. 

Containing both a complete sense of freedom and an element of destruction, modern 

iUon\ blXUV Whe lineV of ³aboYe´ and ³beloZ´ and WheUeb\ cUeaWeV a Yoid oU ³boWWomleVV piW´ 

in the realm of ethics and morality (Muecke 229-30). Yet, located in the darkness of this 

black hole, a new concept of utopia is able to develop after the First World War, indebted 

to the works of German philosopher Ernst Bloch and his paradoxical vision of utopia. 

Published in the immediate aftermath of WWI, Ernst Bloch¶s The Spirit of Utopia 

(1918/2000) moves away from the blueprint form of utopia that has become analogous 

with totalitarian thought, in favour of a more radical and iconoclastic usage based upon a 

strong and critical form of irony. Influenced by two major events of the early twentieth 

century, WWI and the Russian Revolution, Bloch¶V noWion of XWopian hope iV boUn ³in Whe 

daUkneVV iWVelf´ (201). UWopia, accoUding Wo Bloch, iV inheUenW in Whe XnhappineVV, deVpaiU, 

and frustration found in the present; This internal darkness manifests itself from what is 

missing in each individual and it is in this internal darkness where the µspirit of utopia¶ 

offers us hope that precisely fuels or inspires our movement towards a better future. 

Bloch argues that it is through the µsomething missing¶ within our present world, the lack 

or blind spot, which subsequently shows us a better future by imagining or attempting to 

fill what is absent in our present. Therefore, the lived experience of the present is utopian 

in itself, given that it exposes what is lacking in our present world by showing us an 

opposite or an alternate vision of the future outside of one curated by linear progress. 

Here Bloch distances himself from Hegel, and even Marx, in favour of the subjectivity 

found in the philosophy of both Kant and Kierkegaard. He supports Kant¶s pursuit of the 
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secret of ourselves; a process of ongoing deepening or self-encounter, for it is in this self-

encounter where the utopian spirit is created through an absence (ibid. 3; 187). 

Nonetheless, Bloch does not completely dismiss Hegel but rather believes in a synthesis 

of both Kant¶s and Hegel¶V philoVoph\ oU aV he e[pUeVVeV in Whe phUaVe ³KanW bXUning 

WhUoXgh Hegel´ (ibid. 187), ZheUe Whe VpiUiW of XWopia conWained ZiWhin each indiYidXal 

channels itself inWo Whe e[WeUnal ZoUld oU Whe ³Whe ZoUld of Whe VoXl´ (ibid. 3). 

Together with Ernst Bloch¶s iconoclastic utopian theory, I will examine 

anthropologist Maurice Bloch¶s re-evaluation of liminality, which states that two 

different thresholds of violence define one¶s rite of passage. In Prey Into Hunter: The 

Politics of Religious Experience (1992), Maurice Bloch further expands the liminal 

structure by magnifying the theme of violence that Van Gennep and Turner only allude in 

their liminal theories. Bloch claims that for Van Gennep and Turner, violence is only 

found in the initial transcendent stage of passage from the everyday world into the liminal 

Vecond VWage, ZheUe he claimV Whe ³naWiYe YiWaliW\´ of Whe peUVon iV ³V\mbolicall\ 

YanTXiVhed´ (37); hoZeYeU, for Bloch, violence becomes a double passage that reoccurs 

in the last stage of the religious ritual as well, where the individual reintegrates herself 

back into the mundane world without cancelling the transcendental, making violence for 

Bloch, ³a UeVXlW of Whe aWWempW Wo cUeaWe Whe WUanVcendenWal in Ueligion and poliWicV´ (7).  

Finally, this dialectical oscillation consisting of utopia and violence culminates in the 

question of mystic violence and divine violence. The problem is first raised by Walter 

Benjamin in ³CUiWiTXe of Violence´ (1921/1986), in which he defines and structures the 

various discretions concerning violence and law. The difference between mythic and 

divine violence for Benjamin is that ³mythic violence is lawmaking, divine violence is 
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law-destroying; if the former sets boundaries, the latter boundlessly destroys them; if 

mythic violence brings at once guilt and retribution, divine power only expiates; if the 

former threatens, the latter strikes; if the former is bloody, the latter is lethal without 

Vpilling blood´ (ibid. 297). With mythical violence, Benjamin claims it is impossible to 

VepaUaWe Yiolence fUom laZ, in WhaW ³Yiolence«iV eiWheU laZmaking oU laZ-pUeVeUYing´ 

(ibid. 287). In contrast to mythical violence is what Benjamin regards as divine violence, 

which exists outside of the legal sphere and is a violence of µpure means¶, or means 

without ends. To differentiate the two, Benjamin uses the examples of the political strike 

as mythic law and the general strike as divine law. The political strike looks to change 

law in the existing social structure, therefore is still lawmaking, while the general strike is 

revolutionary and looks to destroy state power and existing social order, thereby making 

it more anarchist in nature (ibid. 291-2). Benjamin¶s resacralized notion of divine 

violence resembles that of God¶s because it both protects the sacredness of human life 

and is beyond the realm of human law. Benjamin¶s equivocal concept of divine law is 

nonetheless problematic, as the ambiguity in what Benjamin constitutes as divine law is 

subject to various interpretations, including ones that can lead to horrible consequences. 

 Benjamin¶s notion of divine violence is closely tied to his idea of µmessianic time¶, 

which is in contrast to the ³homogeneoXV, empW\ Wime´ of human history (³TheVeV´ 261). 

While Whe VecXlaU Wime of pUogUeVV iV empW\ and UepeWiWioXV, meVVianic Wime, Whe ³Wime of 

Whe noZ´ (ibid. 263), iV a monadic and momenWaU\ Wime WhaW VhaWWeUV Whe UepeWiWion of 

history and connects past, present, and future. This moment seems to be where both 

messianic time and divine violence intersect with one another to become whole (Butler, 
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Parting 218). Judith Butler (2012) reaffirms Benjamin¶s argument in her assessment of 

³CUiWiTXe of Violence´, b\ aVVeUWing WhaW  

[t]his sacred or divine sense of life is also allied with the anarchistic, with that 
Zhich iV be\ond oU oXWVide of pUinciple« Whe anaUchiVm oU deVWUXcWion WhaW 
Benjamin refers to here is to be understood neither as another kind of political 
state nor as an alternative to positive law. Rather, it constantly recurs as the 
condition of positive law and as its necessary limit. It does not portend an epoch 
yet to come, but underlies legal violence of all kinds, constituting the potential for 
destruction that underwrites every act by which the subject is bound by law (85-6). 
 

Benjamin¶s concepts of the messianic and divine violence have likewise been very 

influential in the work of Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben. For Agamben (2005), 

messianic time is not necessarily removed from secular time but  

is that part of secular time which undergoes an entirely transformative 
cRQWUacWLRQ« This is not the line of chronological time (which was representable 
but unthinkable), nor the instant of its end (which was just as unthinkable); nor is 
it a segment cut from chronological time; rather, it is operational time pressing 
within the chronological time, working and transforming it from within; it is the 
time we need to make time end: the time that is left us [il tempo che ci resta] (The 
Time that Remains 64, 67-8). 

In regard to divine violence, Agamben (1995/1998) expands on Benjamin¶s theory by 

interjecting his own concept of sovereign violence and the figure of the homo sacer. 

Although not exactly the same, there is a liminal correlation between the two because  

sovereign violence, like divine violence, cannot be wholly reduced to either one 
of the two forms of violence whose dialectic the essay undertook to define. This 
does not mean that sovereign violence can be confused with divine violence. The 
definition of divine violence becomes easier, in fact, precisely when it is put in 
relation with the state of exception. Sovereign violence opens a zone of 
indistinction between law and nature, outside and inside, violence and law. And 
yet the sovereign is precisely the one who maintains the possibility of deciding on 
the two to the very degree that he renders them indistinguishable from each other 
(Sacer 64). 

 
Agamben¶s sovereign, who is both inside and outside the law, acts as the liminal link 

beWZeen Whe diYine Yiolence and Whe poliWical, foU ³Whe VoYeUeign iV Whe poinW of 

indistinction between violence and law, the threshold on which violence passes over into 
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law and laZ paVVeV oYeU inWo Yiolence´ (ibid. 32). The protagonist of Agamben¶s study, is 

the abstruse Roman figure homo sacer (sacred man), who was a criminal that was both 

excluded from and included in law, as he could be both killed by anyone, yet could not be 

sacrificed because he was considered sacred. Here the sacred oscillates between the pure 

and impure, which creates a liminal and ambiguous atmosphere where the impure is 

made from the pure, and vice versa (ibid. 77). Since the sacred man is outside both divine 

and profane law, it allows for the possibility of the homo sacer to become the threshold 

where sovereign violence and law are able to interconnect. Agamben concludes that with 

the indistinctness of the sacred, this stranger has entered the collective VocieW\ in WhaW ³Ze 

are all virtually homines sacri´ (ibid. 115). Despite his post-911 critics (äiåek 2002, 

Butler 2004; Connolly 2005; Kalyvas 2007) concerned with the apolitical, totalistic and 

XniYeUValiVm of hiV claim, b\ VWaWing ³YiUWXall\´, Agamben iV poinWing Wo Whe poVVibiliW\ oU 

potential of the homo sacer existing within everyone, as a hovering spectre of the modern 

age political and secular age. Agamben¶s stranger is a reflection of modernity¶s liminality, 

aV Vomeone WhaW iV ³fUom Whe UemoWe paVW Zho bUingV inWo focXV a diVWXUbing elemenW in 

our political present ± and poinWV WoZaUdV a poVVible fXWXUe´ (de la DXUanWa\e 211). YeW, 

both the opportunity and problem lie in that the possibility that exists in statelessness is 

not actually defined, and as a result can manifest itself in violent extremes or even in an 

impasse.  

 From this perspective, Benjamin¶s ambiguity in completely outlining the idea of 

divine violence has also led to a problematic discussion of what represents violence that 

could be defined as sacred. For instance, Derrida (1990/1992) argues that the uncertainty 

of Benjamin¶s essay and ambiguity surrounding the secularized concept of divine 
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violence could lead to the µtemptation¶ to regard the Nazi final solution as divine violence. 

On the other hand, Slovenian theorist SlaYoj äiåek (2009) XlWimaWel\ diVagUeeV ZiWh 

Derrida¶s assessment, arguing that Nazism simply represented mythical violence as he 

infamoXVl\ claimV ³Whe pUoblem ZiWh HiWleU ZaV WhaW he was not violent enough, that his 

violence was not µessential¶ enough. Nazism was not radical enough, it did not dare to 

disturb the basic structure of the modern capitalist social space (which is why it had to 

focXV on deVWUo\ing an inYenWed e[WeUnal enem\, JeZV)´ (151). AlWhoXgh äiåek ma\ be 

right in a traditional understanding of Hitler and Nazism as fascist and nationalist forces, 

the compelling recent work of Timothy Snyder (2016) has challenged this conventional 

assessment by arguing that Hitler¶s plan was to completely destroy the existing social 

structure through the final solution by creating a liminal world based on chaos and 

Yiolence. AccoUding Wo S\ndeU, HiWleU ZaV a ³biological anaUchiVW´ (52) who sought to 

destroy ideas such as the State, nationalism, capitalism, communism, and monotheism by 

eliminating what he believed to be the artificial culture or µnon-race¶ of the Jewish people, 

deeming them a universal enemy that created the new artificial world that surrounded 

him. At the very least, Synder¶s new assessment of the final solution and WWII creates a 

new discourse on the subject that still makes Derrida¶s deconstructive criticism of 

Benjamin¶s essay a valid one and encourages certain understandings of the destructive 

forces of the present. 

THE STRANGER IN NO MAN’S LAND 
 
Max Beckmann once said that the purpose of painting, especially after the war, 

was to show humanity their horrible fate (Elger 209), a fate maybe unknown to the 

general populace, but to the WWI solider, it was a doom that was ever present in 
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everyday modern life. The Night moves beyond time by encompassing the Europe¶s past, 

present, and future of violence; the past through the imagery of the WWI solider, who 

still shows the wounds from battle; the present is depicted by the violence that is 

currently happening, while the future is shown through the hint of pleasure we are 

subconsciously gaining that is being carried off with the child. Beckmann went to war 

with patriotic enthusiasm, as did many young men all across Europe who quickly enlisted 

to serve their countries; however, once he experienced the violence and horror of modern 

warfare, he suffered a nervous breakdown and was invalided out of the military (Beckett 

26). Like many artists of his day, Beckmann ingenuously believed that the war would be 

both a coming of age ritual process and a positive inspiration for his artistic work. In 

some sense, Beckmann was half right. The war failed him in his ritual process towards 

manhood, a failure that would see him fleetingly place that sacredness into the god-like 

chaUacWeU and ³Vocial and poliWical XWopianiVm´ of Whe aUWiVW (Clair112). The sentiment 

would not last, as he would eventually mock himself as a messianic figure in 

Selbstbildnis als Clown (Self-portrait of a Clown) (1921)50, as the war ultimately left him 

spiritually in the liminal planes of the WWI battlefield. Nonetheless, the experience of 

modern trench warfare, although not the courageous and heroic experience the young 

German artist expected, significantly influenced his work through the haunting 

nightmares that remained. Suffering from the traumatic µshell shock¶ (PTSD), 

Beckmann¶s new µattraction¶ to violence seemed to be a search for an identity, as a way 

 
50 The description of the painting in the book The Great Parade (2004) argues that 
³[h]eUe Whe pUopheW iV UeYealed aV bXffoon, Whe gXide aV maUW\U. Beckmann¶V image aV 
himself as clown is presented in a pose borrowed from gothic renderings of the mocking 
of ChUiVW«foU UealiW\ iV impeUYioXV Wo XWopianiVm; Whe aUWiVW iV condemned to be the 
ephemeUal diVVipaWeU in hiV oZn ine[oUable ennXi´ (ClaiU 112). 
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of ³e[oUciVing VomeWhing ZiWhin himVelf´ (Beckett 21-2). The ³VWUange, and fatalistic 

feeling of VafeW\´ WhaW VXUUoXnded him on WhaW fiUVW da\ (Beckmann163) diVVipaWed da\ b\ 

day as the excitement of warfare gave way to the monotony of violence. The First World 

War was originally thought as a meliorist war of progress, but ironically became the 

culmination of modernity¶s technological utopian values failing (Fussell 8), becoming a 

blatant example of the return to barbarism that Leopardi had warned of. Although 

Expressionism retained its focus on the individual, the war nonetheless turned it from a 

private, egocentric art movement to one that encompassed a social and revolutionary 

atmosphere (Elger 205). Beckmann¶s works, like many postwar Expressionist art, now 

examined humanity as made of strangers, helplessly caught in a changing world of 

technological violence and absurdity. (ibid. 211). The WWI solider entered a war that 

began traditionally on horseback though quickly transformed into a modern horror of 

trenches, tanks, planes, Zeppelins, and gasmasks, while its aftermath marked the end of 

many European Empires. As with the French Revolution, WWI was an irredeemable 

break from history, which exposed the monster lurking along the borders of optimism, 

rationalism, and scientific discovery. 

 Notwithstanding the pivotal change in modern warfare, the war may have not 

ushered in a new age but rather was the illuminating event of the chaotic modern world 

that led up to it. Philipp Blom (2008) argues that the time period between 1900-1914 was 

far less optimistic, enthusiastic, and naïve of the monster of modernity than many like to 

believe. It was an age characterized by velocity and the vertigo that came with the 

exhilarating and frightening nature of the modern age (Blom 2). Although the turn of the 

century was met with technological wonder and amazement, the years leading to WWI 
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were also defined by a multitude of theories clashing against the bedrock of positivism, 

leading to feelings of uncertainty, while the rational was challenged by Sigmund Freud¶s 

theories of the unconscious and the modernist and avant-garde art movements (ibid. 403-

6). In response, young men like Beckmann were trying to solidify their identities and 

reestablish the gender binaries, battling the rising suffragette movement with the 

traditional idea of masculine courage (ibid. 398-400). Soldiers looked to complete their 

rite of passage to manhood through warfare and patriotism and conclude their sacred 

journey by coming out of the war as masculine heroes. But the war seemed to just 

reemphasize the ambiguity, liminal, and violent nature of the modern world for these 

young men. 

The soldiers that were µlucky¶ to survive and return to civilian life became 

extremely alienated and detached from their fellow citizens, unable to re-assimilate into 

regular society. In essence, post-war soldiers became a unified though unorganized front, 

as there seemed to be more of an affinity through isolation and existential anguish among 

each other than to their nation states. In spirit, the soldiers remained in No Man¶s Land 

long after the war. The liminal battlefield located between the two trenches of rival 

nations or empires, ended up embodying a group that would forever be referred to as µthe 

lost generation¶. British officer and author Charles Edmund Carrington argued that the 

VoldieUV UeWXUning fUom ZaU VhaUed a ³VecUeW bond´ WhaW ³coXld neYeU be commXnicaWed´ 

(cited in Leed 12, 13). The unsettling image of No Man¶V Land and ³Whe XnknoZn ZoUld 

be\ond iW´ (Leed 14-15) became something that was eternal for Carrington and most 

soldiers. Caught between two binary trenches, the violent space of No Man¶s Land is 

where the soldiers became modern strangers. If war was a rite of passage for these young 
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men, it was one where they remained liminal, unable to fulfill the third and final 

reaggregation phase of the passage to manhood. Despite being driven into that void by 

their respective countries, the nationalism that was enforced in the trenches became 

suspended in No Man¶s Land. At that moment, they become strangers to the reasons of 

the conflict, leaving them with the struggle to survive and constantly toeing the line 

between life and death. By 1916 the fraternization between fronts, exemplified by the 

Christmas truce of 1914, had dissipated. Soldiers were no longer under the illusionary 

perception of being heroes. Instead they lost their identities and individuality and became 

nameless and unknown, completely alienated from their commanding officers. For the 

soldier caught in No Man¶s Land, the war had lost its original cause and the lines of 

heroism become blurred or essentially destroyed, a sentiment that quickly seeped into the 

trenches, which no longer held any distinction from No Man¶s Land as the war went on. 

British artist and solider Paul Nash perfectly captures this uncanny space in his painting 

The Void (1918) as he depicts the hellish desolation of war, where the lines between 

trench and No Man¶s land are virtually erased by all the carnage.  

While Britain fought to preserve balance, order, and social values, for Germany, 

the war was touted as a spiritual conflict, a chance to change the world and to liberate it 

from a reality that had been fashioned up to that point, a reason why many German artists 

fully backed the war when it originally began (Eksteins 118-9). If the war originated as a 

spiritual conflict for many, it continued as such once it was finished, taking on a new 

identity as the war progressed. Historian Modris Eksteins examines how Remarque¶s 

novel Im Westen nichts Neues (All Quiet on the Western Front) (1929/1984) created both 

a spiritual affiliation between soldiers and a reactionary attempt to destroy that 
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connection. All Quiet, which follows German solider Paul Bäumer and his fellow 

combatants¶ passage from students to killing machines, is a novel more about the post-

war disillusionment of the individuals in the trenches, even though it focuses on the 

experiences and events of the war that ultimately ruined them.51 By 1916, many believed 

the war would be endless (Fussell 71), and although the conflict did end two years later, 

in many regards, those soldiers were quite accurate. As Eksteins argues of Remarque¶s 

noYel, ³[o]nl\ Whe fUaWeUniW\ of deaWh UemainV, Whe comUadeVhip of Whe faWed´ (281). Upon 

its release, the book was an accomplishment and enjoyed great success. It unified the 

spirit of the soldiers through the mutual horror they suffered, regardless of what side they 

foXghW on, Wo Zhich ZaU YeWeUan and poeW HeUbeUW Read acknoZledged iW aV ³the Bible of 

Whe common VoldieU´ (ibid. 286). WiWh All Quiet, Remarque was able to describe the war 

and the soldier¶s experience of it better than any historian or politician, since the new 

horrors of trench life, the actual experienced war, was something completely foreign to 

the outside observer.  

The novel exemplifies this theme at the point when Paul returns home on leave 

and feels estranged from his family, unable Wo geW Uid of WhiV ³Befangenheit´ (³sense of 

VWUangeneVV´) that overcomes him and the ³SchUiWW´ (³distance´) and ³SchleieU´ (³veil´) 

that exists between him and the rest of society (Im Westen 138; All Quiet 160). While on 

leave, he is ultimately excluded from a war discussion, and his experiences are dismissed 

by his old head-master as merely individual or subjective (ibid. 142; 167). He is accused 

of being unable of seeing the bigger picture. Here, Paul is removed from a war he faces at 

 
51 The postwar consciousness of the novel was missed by many critics, which ultimately 
led Remarque to write a sequel Der Weg zurück (The Road Back) (1831) that clearly 
addressed the sentiment of the µlost generation¶ (Eksteins 283).  
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every waking moment, furthering his alienation from society, which sadly leads to his 

acknowledgment that the only home he has left is on the front with his fellow soldiers, 

with both friend and enemy. Only a few hundred miles away, the world of µnormal¶ 

society becomes completely alien and strange for Paul, while the war slowly became 

strangely familiar. As a result, the novel¶s destruction of national boundaries, and 

subsequently, blame and fault, became extremely problematic for many nationalists, 

politicians, and traditionalists, who tried to reinforce these divisions and binaries and 

reaffirm the war guilt of their former enemies, which ultimately led to numerous critical 

attacks by various journalists and politicians (Rites 293-9). Carl Gustav Jung (1946/2014) 

argues that the war did not end with the battles of 1914-18 but continued on to embody 

the other, the uncanny, and the unconscious of human psyche still lingering in a liminal 

battle (2-3). The hollow-spiritual war would continue to endure in the soldier; however, 

once they were returned to ordinary society, there was no liminal void to exercise these 

demons in, leaving them in a difficult position of understanding the fragility of life but at 

the same time, also the complete meaninglessness of it.  

TRENCHES, VIOLENCE, AND THE CITY 
 
Remarque¶s All Quiet and Beckmann¶s The Night reflect on the continuing 

violence in soldiers¶ everyday lives; however, Beckmann allocates or transmits the 

violence of postwar consciousness specifically inside the modern urban space. The Night 

carefully indicates how the violence of the war has entered the city¶s streets, home, and 

private lives of Europeans, though the painting could even be interpreted as arguing that 

it was the chaotic and artificial city that had entered the war. Commenting on his first day 

at the front, Beckmann uncannily connects its VpecWacle Wo ciW\ Vpace: ³[X]nfoUgeWWable 
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and strange. In all those holes and sharp trenches. Those ghostly passageways and 

aUWificial foUeVWV and hoXVeV«VWUangle XnUeal ciWieV, like lXnaU moXnWainV´ (163). While 

No Man¶s Land represents the spiritual battle and the liminal void embodied by each 

individual solider, the trenches uncannily represent the chaotic urban space of the modern 

city. The association of trenches with city streets has been well documented, from the 

British armies that allocated English street names to their channels (Fussell 42-3; Gilbert 

x; Pike 286), to the trenches¶ structure and atmosphere reflecting each country¶s culture 

(Fussell 44-5). Although it may have been done to give the trench a sense of home, the 

ambiance of modern warfare was closer to urban life than the soldier originally thought. 

Like the congested city, the trenches were made of twisting corridors and labyrinth-like 

streets and tunnels that a µman without a map¶52 can easily become lost in. Just as 

Baudelaire brought the uncanny from the Parisian underworld out into the consciousness 

of iWV ciWi]enV, ³Whe ZaU Vignaled an XnaYoidable VhifW fUom conceiYing Whe XndeUgUoXnd aV 

a distinct space, either hidden in a world of metaphors or a separate physical realm, to 

accepWing iW aV a dominanW feaWXUe of eYeU\da\ life´ (Pike 301). While the majority of 

people were well removed from the war, WWI lessened the distinction between warzone 

and normal society. Although nowhere near the extent of WWII, violence entered the 

cities like never before, as demonstrated with the German Zeppelin raids over London.  

 
52 I am evoking the structure of feeling the city that James Donald explores in Imagining 
the Modern City (1999): for him, the city does not consist of the objective/subjective 
binaries. He UaWheU VeeV iW faU moUe ³abVWUacWl\ concepWXal and inWenVel\ peUVonal´, 
VomeWhing WhaW linkV all ciWieV WogeWheU: ³[i]W iV the city, not a ciW\´(x). This, along with 
Donald¶V interesting view of city exploration is similar to the morally ambiguous WWI 
VolideU caXghW in No Man¶V Land, where the experience of city dwelling is like the film 
Moetsukita chizu [The Man Without a Map] (1968). Based Abe¶V noYel of Whe Vame name 
[The Ruined Map] (1967/2011) the film follows a detective who cannot solve a case 
because he does not know what the case actually is anymore. 
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Not only did the trenches have an uncanny relation to the modern city, 

conVWUXcWing a ³paUod\´ of them (Fussell 43), but they also reflected the conspicuous fast-

paced and ferocious atmosphere of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century 

metropolis. While the Crimean war gave Europe a glimpse of a modern and meaningless 

war, by the time of WWI, the technological age had already cemented itself, and the 

notion that warfare could remain traditional, pure, and even spiritual, was now impossible. 

Years before the war, the Futurists had already amalgamated human and machine in their 

revolutionary and utopian ideal. Their µartificial optimism¶ (Poggi 2009) celebrated 

technology through symbols of cars, machines, and cities, containing a resacralized 

spirituality in which the machine was able to transcend the desires and limitations of the 

human body and mind (Poggi 241). The horrific aftermath of the war did little to 

discourage most Futurists, even reinforcing their attitudes, despite the war altering the 

perception on a grand scale in regard to the relationship between human and machine. 

Despite having its critics from its inception, futurism had a profound influence on the 

pre-WWI avant-garde art movements across Europe. It was after the war that the first 

phase of Futurism began to decline, largely due to their utopian vision of violence 

(Bondanella & Bondanella 242), the synergizing of human and machine, and the its 

newfound affiliation with Italian fascism. English painter Wyndham Lewis critiqued the 

Futurism¶s romanticism of machines as simply melodramatic or misguided (Ray 338; 

Rabaté 36). His depiction of war in A Battery Shelled (1919), presents soldiers as 

dehumanized killing machines, depicting the µcult of machine¶ in far grimmer and 

circumstances, while removing the glamour of violence that found in Futurism in favour 

of UepUeVenWing ZaUfaUe ³aV an oUdinaU\ affaiU´ (Mao 251). The sentiment of Futurism¶s 



 140 

µExtended Man¶ would continue to be critiqued in postwar films such as Fritz Lang¶s 

Metropolis (1927/2002) and Charlie Chaplin¶ Modern Times (1936/2010), which showed 

humans as becoming virtually enslaved by advancing technology. Shelley¶s cyborgian 

nightmare and anxiety of humanity obtaining too much knowledge fulfilled its prophecy 

after the turn of the century in the modern city and culminated horrifically with WWI, 

two sentiments that Robert Musil¶s novel Der Mann ohne Eigenschaften (1943/1967) 

(The Man Without Qualities) (1995) further explores.  

The novel¶s protagonist, a modern stranger and ex-soldier named Ulrich, is an 

intellectual and alienated individual, caught in a time of rising uncertainty, largely due to 

a world of increasingly divided ideologies and illusions. Musil, who began writing the 

uncompleted novel in 1921, sets the story¶s beginning in 1913 Vienna and opens with the 

line ³[�]beU dem AWlanWik befand Vich ein baUomeWUiVcheV MinimXm´ (9) (³[a] baUomeWric 

low hung over the AWlanWic´) (3), foreshadowing the war that was hanging over, what 

Musil represents, as an increasingly divided Europe that was ignorant of the violence that 

was fast approaching. The novel¶s beginning also shows how this technological violence 

had already emerged before the war from the city streets. The chaotic hustle and bustle of 

the modern city closely resembles the structure of both a machine and chaotic modern 

warfare: 

Autos schossen aus schmalen, tiefen Straßen in die Seichtigkeit heller Plätze. 
Fußgängerdunkelheit bildete wolkige Schnüre. Wo kräftigere Striche der 
Geschwindigkeit quer durch ihre lockere Eile fuhren, verdickten sie sich, rieselten 
nachher rascher und hatten nach wenigen Schwingungen wieder ihren 
gleichmäßigen Puls. Hunderte Töne waren zu einem drahtigen Geräusch 
ineinander verwunden, aus dem einzelne Spitzen vorstanden, längs dessen 
schneidige Kanten liefen und sich wieder einebneten, von dem klare Töne 
absplitterten und verflogen. (Der Mann 9) 
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(Automobiles shot out of deep, narrow streets into the shallows of bright squares. 
Dark clusters of pedestrians formed cloudlike strings. Where more powerful lines 
of speed cut across their casual haste they clotted up, then trickled on faster and, 
after a few oscillations, resumed their steady rhythm. Hundreds of noises wove 
themselves into a wiry texture of sound with barbs protruding here and there, 
smart edges running along it and subsiding again, with clear notes splintering off 
and dissipating.) (Qualities 3) 

 
This tumultuous scene ends with a fatal car crash, thereby foretelling the violence of the 

impending war, but more importantly, the spectacle it creates and the question of guilt 

and responsibility it leaves the reader with: 

Diese beiden hielten nun plötzlich ihren Schritt an, weil sie vor sich einen Auflauf 
bemerkten. Schon einen Augenblick vorher war etwas aus der Reihe gesprungen, 
eine quer schlagende Bewegung; etwas hatte sich gedreht, war seitwärts gerutscht, 
ein schwerer, jäh gebremster Lastwagen war es, wie sich jetzt zeigte, wo er, mit 
einem Rad auf der Bordschwelle, gestrandet dastand. Wie die Bienen um das 
Flugloch hatten sich im Nu Menschen um einen kleinen Fleck angesetzt, den sie 
in ihrer Mitte freiließen. Von seinem Wagen herabgekommen, stand der Lenker 
darin, grau wie Packpapier, und erklärte 
mit groben Gebärden den Unglücksfall. Die Blicke der Hinzukommenden 
richteten sich auf ihn und sanken dann vorsichtig in die Tiefe des Lochs, wo man 
einen Mann, der wie tot dalag, an die Schwelle des Gehsteigs gebettet hatte. Er 
war. durch seine eigene Unachtsamkeit zu Schaden gekommen, wie allgemein 
zugegeben wurde. Abwechselnd knieten Leute bei ihm nieder, um etwas mit ihm 
anzufangen; man öffnete seinen Rock und schloß ihn wieder, man versuchte ihn 
aufzurichten oder im Gegenteil, ihn wieder hinzulegen; eigentlich wollte niemand 
etwas anderes damit, als die Zeit ausfüllen, bis mit der Rettungsgesellschaft 
sachkundige und befugte Hilfe käme. (Der Mann 10-1) 

 
(The pair now came to a sudden stop when they saw a rapidly gathering crowd in 
front of them. Just a moment earlier something there had broken ranks; falling 
sideways with a crash, something had spun around and come to a skidding halt ± a 
heavy truck, as it turned out, which had braked so sharply that it was now 
stranded with one wheel on the curb. Like bees clustering around the entrance to 
their hive people had instantly surrounded a small spot on the pavement, which 
they left open in their midst. In it stood the truck driver, gray as packing paper, 
clumsily waving his arms as her tried to explain the accident. The glances of the 
of the newcomers turned to him, then warily dropped to the bottom of the hole 
where the man lay there as if dead had been bedded against the curb. It was by his 
own carelessness that he had come to grief, as everyone agreed. People took turns 
kneeling beside him, vaguely wanting to help; unbuttoning his jacket, then closing 
it again; trying to prop him up, then laying him down again. They were really 
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only marking time while waiting for the ambulance to bring someone who would 
know what to do and have the right to do it). (Qualities 4-5) 

 
The role of responsibility keeps being passed on, only to finally rest on the deceased 

victim, because in actuality, no one knows whom to blame. Later, Musil broadens the 

violent spectacle of modern culture and the problem of guilt with the story of Christian 

Moosbrugger, a condemned man on trial for the murder and raping of a prostitute. Ulrich, 

like many other people in Vienna, becomes completely fascinated with Moosbrugger, a 

seemingly gentle and friendly man who commits a grizzly and shocking murder. The 

character Clarisse takes her fascination with the murderer past a mere interest to 

something far more obseVViYe and XnhealWh\, ZheUe ³Anziehung und Abstoßung 

mischten Vich daUin ]X einem VondeUbaUen Bann´ (144) ³[a]WWUacWion and UepXlVion 

blended inWo a pecXliaU Vpell´ (152). BecaXVe of hiV liminal diVpoViWion in VocieW\, aV a 

result of his rebellious act against order, Clarisse places a heroic, even revolutionary 

quality upon him. Therefore, Moosbrugger represents not just Ulrich¶s doppelgänger but 

also modern society¶s uncanny and irrational underbelly and liminal disposition; 

Moosbrugger, like Frankenstein¶s Creature, becomes the novel¶s uncanny other or 

stranger. Suffering from hallucinations, Moosbrugger is unable to distinguish illusion 

fUom UealiW\, inVide and oXWVide, and WheUefoUe, cannoW eVWabliVh a fi[ed idenWiW\, ³ZaU daV 

Zie helleV WaVVeU ]X beiden SeiWen eineU dXUchVichWigen GlaVZand´ (239) ³like cleaU 

wateU on boWh VideV of a WUanVpaUenW VheeW of glaVV´ (258). AV SWefan JonVVon (1996) states, 

³MooVbUXggeU VignalV Whe end of chaUacWeU, an e[WUeme e[ample of a peUVon Zho iV no 

longer one, the opposite of order, stability, unity, coherence, and reliability. He is an 

incarnation of all conceivable terrifying qualities that a community would like to imagine 
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WhaW iW haV XndeU conWUol´ (51). ThUoXgh hiV pUeVence, Whe noWionV of cUiminal and YicWim 

blur to similar effects as in Frankenstein.  

As in the opening scene of the novel, in which the accident¶s onlookers look to 

project blame upon either the victim or chance, Moosbrugger, who lacks any moral 

understanding, is now seen as the victim by many; a victim of the modern experience. He 

becomes problematic scapegoat, as society projects its monstrosity on to the murderer, 

though paradoxically reflecting a sense of victimhood back towards the same society. 

Ulrich sees a correlation between society and the ambiguous darkness within 

MooVbUXggeU aV a collecWiYe enWiW\: ³Das war deutlich Irrsinn, und ebenso deutlich bloß 

ein verzerrter Zusammenhang unsrer eignen Elemente des Seins. Zerstückt und 

durchdunkelt war es; aber Ulrich fiel irgendwie ein: wenn die Menschheit als Ganzes 

träumen könnte, müßte Moosbrugger entstehn´ (76). ³[W]hiV ZaV cleaUl\ madneVV, and jXVW 

as clearly it was no more than a distortion of our own elements of being. Cracked and 

obscure it was; it somehow occurred to Ulrich that if mankind can dream as a whole, that 

dUeam ZoXld be MooVbUXggeU´ (76-77). Not only does Musil address society¶s 

enchantment towards violence, he likewise leaves us to contemplate whether 

Moosebrugger is a victim of the modern experience, simply a symbol of the modern 

experience, or both.  

The question remains unanswered, for when Moosbrugger is sentenced to death, 

Ulrich and the rest of society are able to push him and what he represents back into the 

unconscious. Nonetheless, Moosbrugger, whose story is interspersed throughout the 

novel, plays a vital part in Qualities, where the sickness of a society is not an end but 

rather a path to healing a civilization (Payne 114). With the Moosbrugger question, Musil 
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presents modern society with the problematic impasse between free will and 

responsibility, which essentially leaves us betwixted in the moral space of Frankenstein ± 

caught between causation and Chance. Philip Payne (1988) claims in his study of Musil, 

that through Moosburger, the author addresses the question of whether freedom is an 

illusion or not. Payne argues that Musil does in fact acknowledge the verity of free will as 

VomeWhing conWaining ³boWh facW and m\VWeU\´ (131). HoZeYeU, MooVbUXggeU iV alVo a 

pUodXcW of hiV enYiUonmenW, an allegoU\ of ³VocieW\¶V collecWiYe dUeam´, Zhich ³VXffeUV 

from the same unresolved WenVionV beWZeen fUagmenWaWion and XniW\´ (PiVeU 10). IW iV 

because of this uncanny representation of society that the media and citizens of Vienna 

oYeUVWaWe Whe monVWUoXVneVV of MooVbUXggeU in oUdeU Wo poUWUa\ him ³aV Whe XlWimaWe 

oWheU´ (ibid.) UaWheU Whan seeing him as the uncanny other. Musil uses the Moosbrugger 

affair as a symbol of the fascination with violence and chaos that turn-of-the-century 

Vienna, and as an extension Europe, was engulfed in.  

WWI did little to exasperate the societal unconscious desire or interest for 

violence. Depictions in art and cinema, especially in Germany, became much more 

violent in postwar Europe, not just with Expressionist painters like Beckmann and his 

contemporary Otto Dix, but also with new film directors. Along with his famous silent 

dystopian film Metropolis, Lang¶s thriller M (1931/2002) stands out as one of the 

filmmaker¶s greatest achievements. Written by his wife Thea von Harbou, M is a film 

about a serial killer who preys on little children and whose terror stretches across the 

streets of Berlin, its homes, the police department, and even the criminal underworld. 

Lang, who was greatly influenced by the Expressionist paintings of the modern city, 
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channels the same sensations of fear, violence, and city space on to the screen.53 For most 

of the film, the pathological killer is only visible as a shadow; a haunting spectre bringing 

fear to the city streets. As an unknown creature that could strike at any moment, the 

spectre rules the streets through fear and violence, affecting the everyday lives of citizens, 

police, and even criminals (Wunrow). Lang¶s technique of not showing the killer 

dislocates the shadow from the rest of humanity, though when his physical form is finally 

revealed, he is no longer the monstrous entity of the beginning of the film but simply a 

sick, pathetic, and scared human being. In actuality, this becomes a far more monstrous 

scene, as Lang removes the illusion of the supernatural other and reveals that the evil 

plaguing the city is simply a normal person. Moreover, it points to the metropolis as a 

liminal space between human and inhuman; between connectivity and the ability to be 

dehumanized within the chaotic crowd. Musil¶s and Lang¶s killers share a liminal 

strangeness. Both have fractured identities with both society and themselves. 

Moosbrugger inability to differentiate between external and internal reality (Jonsson 52), 

is similar to how society is unable to distinguish him as either victim or monster; sane or 

insane. This same ambiguity shows up at the end of M, shortly after Lang transforms the 

killer from a spectre into a human. Unlike Moosbrugger, whose crime only came to light 

for society after he had been arrested, Lang¶s serial killer Beckert is not a µmonster¶ 

locked away, whose situation can be intellectually pondered or fetishized, but rather a  

prevailing problem in the streets of Berlin, where the uncanny fear and violence that the 

killer represents cannot be repressed into a cage as with Moosbrugger. Lang reveals the 

killer¶s name quite early in the film, but the name Hans Beckert still lacks any concrete 

 
53 The VeUial killeU¶V fiUVW YicWim haV Whe laVW name of Beckmann.  
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identity or any tangible relationship with the shadow that haunts the city of Berlin. 

Through most of the film, Beckert¶s identity, for both him and society, is tied to the 

haunting spectre and not the tangible person.  

The physical Beckert is even dislocated from the shadow himself, to a point 

ZheUe Whe VhadoZ haXnWV Whe killeU: ³IW¶s there all the time, driving me out to wander the 

streets, following me, silently, but I can feel it there. It¶s me, pursuing myself. I want to 

escape, to escape from myself! But it¶V impoVVible´ (M 1:42:55 ± 1:43: 25). Lang depicts 

the serial killer not necessarily as an evil other, evoking violence on the good of the city, 

but as representing an illness, a disease of modernity that exists within society. Like, 

Moosbrugger, Beckert portrays himself as both victim and perpetrator. His defense is that 

he iV aV mXch aV a YicWim of Whe VpecWUe aV Whe UeVW of VocieW\: ³I can¶t help myself! I have 

no control over this evil thing that¶V inVide of me, Whe fiUe, Whe YoiceV, Whe WoUmenW!«Who 

knows what it¶V like Wo be me?´ (ibid. 1:42:25 - 1:44:33 ). Maria Tartar (1995) has stated 

that by the film¶V end, BeckeUW WUanVfoUmV fUom a ³cold-blooded murderer to abjecW YicWim´ 

(161). Alternatively, Stephen Brockmann argues in A Critical History of German Film 

(2010) that Lang makes it difficult to completely sympathize with Beckert, or with either 

the criminal underworld or the police, who exercise their own rational sense of judgment, 

leaving ³iWV YieZeUV pUofoXndl\ XnVeWWled ZiWh no eaV\ anVZeUV´ (126). BUockmann 

presents a strong argument, in that Lang makes it quite equivocal, since it is never 

UeYealed, aV Wo ZheWheU if an\ ³capiWal pXniVhmenW, impUiVonmenW, oU institutionalization 

in a pV\chiaWUic ZaUd´ iV Whe beVW VenWence aW aWWaining jXVWice, eVpeciall\ Vince neiWheU 

choice is able to expunge any of the crimes committed (ibid.). Moreover, like 

Moosbrugger, Beckert is the uncanny representation of his society and is therefore unable 
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to be truly judged by a society that is both fascinated and responsible for him. The ending 

of M is terrifying and unnerving because it leaves both the individual and society once 

again in a liminal state with no one to turn to, and no real sense of order or judgment to 

cling Wo. ³Who knoZV ZhaW iW¶V like Wo be me?´ becomeV Whe manWUa WhaW can epiWomi]e all 

of modernity 

SICKENSS AND IRONY: ZENO’S IRONIC UTOPIA 
 

The world after 1918, cast from its illusions, was facing a very grim reality; yet 

out of this chaos, new forms of utopia still managed to smolder hope in the modern era by 

paradoxically diving into its terror rather than ignoring it. Chaos turned utopia, or at least 

the hope of it, continues secularized modernity¶s act of resacralization within its uncanny 

and liminal nature, between what is said and unsaid. Restoring of irony leads a utopian 

viewpoint that essentially rises from the ashes of violence, and also one based on the 

internal darkness of the modern stranger. The returning soldiers of the Expressionist 

movement began a paradoxical messianic drive that was biopolitical but strictly formed 

through an internal void. However, this resacralizing messianic spirit was not just a 

characteristic of the Expressionist art movement. Lisa Marie Anderson (2011) uses the 

WeUm ³E[pUeVVioniVW MeVVianiVm´ Wo bXild Xpon Whe VWXd\ of e[pUeVVioniVm and Whe 

messianic (Sokel 1959; Vietta & Kemper 1997) by arguing that the messianic spirit not 

just found in a branch of, but a representation of all of Expressionism54, but more 

impoUWanWl\, alVo Whe configXUaWion modeUn age aV Zell. FoU heU, Whe ³UeconVWUXcWion of 

 

54 By Expressionism, Anderson follows the claim by expressionists such as Walter 
Rheiner (1919) and Iwan Goll (1921) that it is more of a worldview [weltanschauung] 
(12) oU a ³deVignaWion of an aWWiWXde (Gesinnung) UaWheU Whan an aUWiVWic configXUaWion´ 
(13). 
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JeZiVh and ChUiVWian MeVVianic iV a paUW of all modeUniVm´ and ³e[pUeVVioniVm aV a 

Zhole UepUeVenWV modeUn eUa´ (10, 11). I agUee with Anderson¶s comprehensive definition 

of Whe meVVianic Zhich I haYe aWWempWed Wo oXWline in WhiV ZoUk, in WhaW meVVianiVm ³iV 

not always characterized by an outward turn to the socio-political, but sometimes 

involves the process strictly internal too the aUWiVW oU hXman being´ and WhaW iW VignifieV, ³a 

paUWicXlaU conVWellaWion ZiWhin Whe ModeUniVW UeZoUkingV of Whe VacUed´ (11). AV ZiWh Whe 

modern stranger, post-WWI messianism in particular, operates in an internal/external 

paradox of self and other, between the spiritual becoming of the individual and the world 

at large.  

The postwar Expressionists quickly located themselves and their mission in the 

ciW\, foU Whe ³VickneVV, cUime and Vin´ (ibid. 168) WhaW Whe ciW\ VhaUed ZiWh Whe ZaU alloZed 

for a space that embodied the struggles they had experienced on the front. The anti-

bourgeois and metropolitan fascination seemed to once again give the modern stranger 

the early urban spark that was originally unearthed in the Flowers of Evil. Returning from 

the war, Beckmann channels the creative spirit that he expected to gain from the war back 

to the modern city streets that symbolically spawned modernity¶s violence. In the spirit of 

Baudelaire, Beckmann argued that the rightful place of the artist is in the city and in its 

crowds:  

But right now, perhaps more than before the war, I need to be with people. In the 
city. That is just where we belong these days. We must be a part of all the misery 
that¶s coming. We have to surrender our heart and our nerves, we must abandon 
ourselves to the horrible cries of pain of a deluded people. Right now we have to 
get as close to the people as possible. It¶s the only course of action that might give 
some purpose to our superfluous and selfish existence±that we give people a 
picture of their fate. And we can only do that if we love humanity.  

Actually it¶s stupid to love humanity, nothing but a heap of egoism (and 
we are a part of it too). But I love it anyway. I love its meanness, its banality, its 
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dullness, its cheap contentment, and its oh-so-very-rare heroism. But spite of this, 
every single person is a unique event, as if he had just fallen from Orion (184). 

 
In this passage, Beckmann admits to the inanity of hope in a world of nothingness but he 

nonetheless still opts for choosing to see its beauty and sacredness through an ironic 

perspective. The contradictory axioms of WWI such as µthe Great War¶ and µThe War to 

End All Wars¶ allowed for effortless ironic criticism from many postwar writers and 

artists who had fought in the trenches. The anti-modern element of modernity could no 

longer be suppressed, allowing for an intensification of modernity¶s µwaste¶: ambivalence 

and chaoV (BaXman 1991). AV FXVVell VWaWeV, ³[W]he iUon\ Zhich memoU\ aVVociaWeV ZiWh 

the events, little as well as great, of the First World War has become an inseparable 

elemenW of Whe geneUal YiVion of ZaU in oXU Wime´ (33). IUon\ ZaV one of Whe feZ poVVible 

ways for soldiers to cope with or protect themselves from the meaninglessness of modern 

warfare, and also an outlet to critique the violence engrained in liminal modernity.  

In Italo Svevo¶s third and final novel La coscienza di Zeno (1923/2015) (Zeno¶s 

Conscience) (2000), the author constructs an ironic position encompassing themes of 

identity, sickness, science, and progress through the eyes of an elderly stranger 

UeminiVcing aboXW hiV paVW life and e[peUienceV. SYeYo, a ³maVWeU iUoniVW´ (Molone\ 311), 

produces a protagonist in Zeno Cosini, who becomes a modern twist or ironic use of 

Stoic philosophy. Reflection and meditation are mirrored through a lens of the 

psychoanalytic practice of free association, resulting in an ironist conclusion that is both a 

positive and negative assessment of modern science. There is an insurmountable division 

for SYeYo, beWZeen hiV paUWialiW\ WoZaUdV ³depWh pV\cholog\´ and Whe pV\choanal\Wic 

principle of curing disorders (ibid. 312). Through his own introspection, Zeno¶s irony 

comes to its most devastating, yet utopian conclusion in the closing of the book, when he 



 150 

imagines a superbomb exploding at the centre of the earth. Besides foreshadowing events 

that would take place during the world¶s second µgreat¶ war, Zeno transforms the 

destruction of the world as the only possible way to remove the sickness from humanity:  

Forse traverso una catastrofe inaudita prodotta dagli ordigni ritornerem alla salute. 
Quando i gas velenosi non basteranno più, un uomo fatto come tutti gli altri, nel 
segreto di una stanza di questo mondo, inventerà un esplosivo incomparabile, in 
confronto al quale gli esplosivi attualmente esistent saranno considerati quali 
innocui giocattoli. Ed un altro uomo fatto anche lui come tutti gli altri, ma degli 
altri un po¶ più ammalato, ruberà tale esplosivo e s¶arrampicherà al centro della 
terra per porlo nel punto ove il suo effetto potrà essere il massimo. Ci sarà 
un¶esplosione enorme che nessuno udrà e la 
terra ritornata alla forma di nebulosa errerà nei cieli priva di parassiti e di malattie. 
(La coscienza 480-1) 
 
Perhaps, through an unheard-of catastrophe produced by devices, we will return 
to health. When poison gases no longer suffice, an ordinary man, in the secrecy of 
a room in this world, will invent an incomparable explosive, compared to which 
the explosives currently in existence will be considered harmless toys. And 
another man, also ordinary, but a bit sicker than others, will steal this explosive 
and will climb up to the center of the earth, to set it on the spot where it can have 
maximum effect. There will be an enormous explosion that no one will hear, and 
the earth, once again a nebula, will wander through the heavens, freed of parasites 
and sickness (Zeno 436-7). 

 
Zeno is not advocating a senseless destruction of the world but in its inevitability, sees it 

as the only way to free humanity from its inherent sickness, as an apocalyptic remedy for 

a fractured and unsettled modernity. Living on the brink of WWI, Zeno affirms the 

material victory of the not necessarily the weak, but the µthe man with ambiguous 

qualities¶, or as James Joyce¶s brother Stanislaus argues, a weakness that has nothing to 

do ZiWh inepWneVV bXW inVWead a deWached VkepWiciVm WhaW alloZV foU ³Whe obWXVeneVV of 

cUiWicV´ (ciWed in LeboZiW] 208). AfWeU gaining Velf-consciousness of his µweaknesses¶, 

Zeno begins to understand where truth and strength truly lie for him. Brian Moloney 

(1972), argues that Zeno¶s irony exists within his own self-deception, for like many 

modeUnV, ³Zeno haV Wo pa\ a pUice foU hiV hope: WhaW pUice iV Velf-decepWion«.IW ma\ Zell 
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be that we have no freedom, that our behaviour patterns are predetermined, but it may 

Zell be Woo WhaW oXU illXVionV aUe oXU pUoWecWiYe deYiceV´ (318). ThUoXghoXW Whe noYel, 

Zeno is able to build and simultaneously cast-off his own illusions with his use of irony, 

which allows him to make sense of the absurd world surrounding him.  

Throughout his confessions, we see that Zeno¶s ironic disposition towards himself 

is a result of placing a sort of perfection on certain people around him, which leads him to 

both inaction and a lack of responsibility. HiV ³[V]elf-deprecating Irony is designed to 

exculpate him, by making him appear to be the buffoon or blunderer who has in no way 

been responsible for what has happened, the perpetual victim either of circumstances or 

his own good intentionV´ (ibid 312). HoZeYeU, aV he gUoZV oldeU, Zeno iV able Wo Ueali]e 

that all the people in his life that he thought to be stronger or better than him were 

actually just as weak or strange. Once he is able to see the sickness in that image, he 

begins to feel more comfortable within his own self. Zeno now begins to realize that the 

perfect image of health he has sought after his whole life has been merely an illusion 

based on utilitarian and rationalist ideas about progress. In contrast to a world built upon 

specialization, Zeno¶s inability to be interested in one idea or profession alienates him 

from family and society. As with Musil¶V UlUich, hiV ³openneVV Wo all peUVpecWiYeV cUeaWeV 

Whe poWenWial foU moUal ambigXiW\´ (SchZaUW] 94), Zhich leadV Wo a meWaphoU of humanity 

where sickness exists at every position: 

ad un capo della quale sta la malattia di Basedow che implica il generosissimo, 
folle consumo della forza vitale ad un ritmo precipitoso, il battito di un cuore 
sfrenato, e all¶altro stanno gli organismi immiseriti per avarizia organica, destinati 
a perire di una malattia che sembrerebbe di esaurimento ed è invece di 
poltronaggine. Il giusto medio fra le due malattie si trova al centro e viene 
designato impropriamente come la salute che non che una sosta. E fra il centro ed 
un¶estremità ± quella di Basedow ± stanno tutti coloro ch¶esasperano e 
consumano la vita in grandi desiderii. ambizioni, godimenti e anche lavoro, 
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dall¶altra quelli che non gettano sul piatto della vita che delle briciole e 
risparmiano preparando quegli abietti longevi che appariscono quale un peso per 
la società. Pare che questo peso sia anch¶esso necessario. Lasocietà procede 
perché i Basedowiani la sospingono, e non precipita perché gli altri la trattengono. 
Io sono convinto che volendo costruire una società, si poteva farlo più 
semplicemente, ma è fatta così, col gozzo ad uno dei suoi capi e l¶edema all¶altro, 
e non c¶è rimedio. In mezzo stanno coloro che hanno incipiente o gozzo o edema 
e su tutta la linea, in tutta l¶umanità, la salute assoluta manca. (La coscienza 358) 
 
(At one end is Basedow¶s disease, which implies the generous, mad consumption 
of vital force at a precipitous pace, the pounding of an uncurbed heart. At the 
other end are the organisms depressed through organic avarice, destined to die of 
a disease that would appear to be exhaustion but which is, on the contrary, sloth. 
The golden mean between the two diseases is found in the center and is 
improperly defined as health, which is only a way station. And between the center 
and one extreme ± the Basedow one ± are all those who exacerbate and consume 
life in great desires, ambitions, pleasures, and also work; along the other half of 
the line, those who, on the scales of life, throw only crumbs and save, becoming 
those long-lived wretches who seem to burden on society. It seems this burden, 
too, is necessary. Society proceeds because the Basedowians push it, and it 
doesn¶t crash because the others hold it back. I am convinced that anyone wishing 
to construct a society could do so more simply, but this is the way it¶s been made, 
with goiter at one end and edema at the other, and there¶s no help for it. In the 
middle are those who have either incipient goiter or incipient edema, and along 
the entire line, in all mankind, absolute heath is missing.) (Zeno 316) 

 
As critics have argued (Saccone 66; Minghelli 196), Zeno¶s Conscience is a novel 

about the sickness and disease found in modernity. In the previous quote, Zeno¶s dream 

sees humanity being pulled between two extreme diseases. On side there is what Zeno 

regards as the Basedowians, who push society toward a future of technology and science, 

while its religious and conservative counterpart pulls it back in order to keep things from 

collapsing. Not only does sickness reside in both extremes, but also in a life of the 

VWUangeU liYing beWZi[W and beWZeen Whem, making VickneVV e[iVW ³along Whe enWiUe line´ 

and therefore, removing the notion of perfect health for all of humanity. Therefore, 

strangerness is still a sickness according to Zeno, but is also something unique that allows 

him to distinguish and understand the absurdities and illness of modern society, rather 
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than being unaware of them. If initially Zeno was a stranger because he rejected the 

values and ideas that were conjured up in the modern world, which made him 

subjectively sick, he nonetheless continues to remain a stranger by not only accepting this 

sickness, but also taking pleasure in it. 

Zeno refuses to define life as strictly progressive, and instead describes it as 

something in constant motion. In order for one to appreciate it, they must be in a constant 

motion themselves: Già credo che in qualunque punto dell¶universo ci si stabilisca si 

finisce coll¶inquinarsi. Bisogna moversi. La vita ha dei veleni, ma poi anche degli altri 

veleni che servono di contravveleni. Solo correndo si può sottrarsi ai primi e giovarsi 

degli alWUi´ (La coscienza 359) (³I alUead\ belieYe WhaW aW an\ poinW of Whe XniYeUVe ZheUe 

you are settled, you end up being infected. You have to keep moving. Life has poisons, 

but also some other poisons that serve as antidotes. Only by running can you elude the 

former and take advantage of Whe laWWeU´) (Zeno 317). Zeno¶s deluded and self-conscious 

world ends up being a microcosm of the world that surrounds him, and only when he 

acknowledges this does he begin to turn his attention from his own small world to the 

vast one that surrounds him. Zeno comes to recognize that humanity can only conquer the 

world by conquering itself. He comes to this conclusion once he is able to conquer, or at 

least understand, his own fears and sicknesses as well as those that reflect the 

characteristics of a world he once deemed as strong. The novel¶s final chapter sees Zeno 

connect the inner world and outer world through the outbreak of World War I, as the 

absurdity of humanity now comes crashing against the absurdity of his own world. The 

only antidote for this poisonous world, outside of its pure annihilation, is paradoxically 

found within, as other poisons, such as self-consciousness, allow the individual to explore 
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the beauty and originality of life. As with Beckmann turning violence, demons, and 

nightmares into captivating works of art that question the modern world¶s thirst for 

violence, the poisons and diseases of modernity ironically become moments of 

resacralization for Zeno, and a possible element for transcending oneself beyond the 

same poisons. In the early twentieth century, irony acts as a replacement for spirituality 

and sacredness in secularized modernity, based on the analogous character of divine God-

like language and irony (Berg 54; Booth 737). As with the clouds in Baudelaire¶V ³The 

SWUangeU´ WhaW VhoZ XV ZhaW iV abVenW oU lacking in Whe pUeVenW ZoUld, WhiV iUonic VpiUiW 

allows us to imagine a better future by trying to fill in what is absent and wrong in 

modern society. As with Zeno¶s Basedowian utopia, Blochian utopia begins in the 

darkness and must manifest internally, within the individual, beginning as something 

spiritual and subjective before it is able to spread across the collective.  

However, creating a utopian vision based on the ephemeral and fragmented 

aspects of the modern stranger and an ironic use of despair can be problematic. Even 

though Bloch¶s view is not a cynical one, if despair is necessary in realizing hope and a 

spirit or vision of utopia, then a utopian world will always be paradoxical since it must 

continuously be flawed. How can we achieve the best possible world when we are reliant 

on not just a flawed world that lacks something, but also one that needs to reach total 

darkness and desolation, in order to see it? A continuous process of the utopian spirit 

must consist of a state of despair and as a result, motion can paradoxically become 

stagnation. An ironic utopian vision based on the gaze of the modern stranger, transitory, 

ironic, and even malicious, may have saved the utopian spirit for the modern age but 

nonetheless can lead to questions that recognize it as ultimately self-defeating. What does 
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this alternative and modern notion of utopia say about the violent ways that one will use 

to engage with it, in order to realize their imaginings? This problematic tension may have 

been why Baudelaire, Leopardi, Beckmann, and Svevo through Zeno, distanced 

themselves from ever coming to terms with utopian progress. In the poem the 

³L¶AlbaWUoV´ (³AlbaWUoVV´), Baudelaire captures the essence of what he felt utopian ideals 

amount to. Whereas the albatross flies powerfully and gracefully in the sky, on land, in 

the space of lived experience, it transforms into an awkward and clumsy animal that 

becomes easily susceptible to human violence.  

DIVINE VIOLENCE & MESSIANIC TIME IN MILLER’S LEIBOWITZ  
 

It may be one thing to situate a utopian µspirit¶ in despair, but utopian and 

revolutionary ideals tend to become an excuse for violence. The relationships between 

the two became so strong that after witnessing the atrocities of WWII, Karl Popper 

(1950) ultimately declared that the two were inseparable. However, if modern society 

cannot remove violence from its existence, is it truly wrong to attempt a resacralization of 

it? In consideration of Maurice Bloch¶s notion of rebounding violence, the outsider not 

only consumes the world left behind but also expends the liminal violence of the rite of 

passage. Bloch¶s theory of violence creates a more cyclical journey instead of the 

individual following on a complete linear departure from their original starting point. It is 

at this stage of µrebounding violence¶ that Bloch argues the religious turns into the 

political, and the individual must recognize the collective and the other (6). It is 

³V\mboliVm of UeboXnding Yiolence, Zhich aW boWWom iV conceUned ZiWh Whe XniYeUVal 

social, political, intellectual and emotional problem of hXman flXidiW\´ (ibid. 98).  
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Although Bloch¶s study focuses on the religious ritual outside of modern Western 

culture, his theory can be applied to secularized modernity and the process of 

resacralization, especially as he claims that this idea of reboXnding Yiolence iV ³TXaVi-

XniYeUVal´ (1), Vince iW aWWempWV Wo VolYe Whe inWUinVic impaVVe of Whe hXman condiWion, WhaW 

iV ³hoZ hXman beingV can be Whe conVWiWXenW elemenWV of peUmanenW inVWiWXWional 

VWUXcWXUeV´ (19). For Maurice Bloch the idea of µrebounding violence¶ allows the human 

to become political. These ruminations on a form of violence that remain with the 

individual allows them a transformed vivacity because the second stage of violence 

becomes something external. This notion of the other differentiates the first violent stage 

fUom WhaW of Whe Vecond in a UiWe of paVVage, in WhaW Whe Vecond VWage inclXdeV an ³alien´ oU 

³e[WeUnal´ YalidiW\. The UeboXnding Yiolence manifeVWV afWeU Whe UiWXal iV compleWed eiWheU 

aV ³V\mbolic conVWUXcWion of a peUmanenW oUdeU´, oXWZaUd aV a miliWaU\ conTXeVW, oU 

finally, culturally inwards towards people of a lower class (81). According to Bloch, the 

individual therefore retains a spiritual and violent facet of the past, and in turn creates 

new ones during the violent liminal phase. Therefore, the question arises: how do we 

extrapolate this µintrinsic¶ violence into everyday life? These biopolitical and spiritual 

elements of violence become the core of messianic time and of the problematic dilemma 

of divine vs. mythic violence. The messianic drive of modernity may very well be why 

PaXl de Man (1971) chaUacWeUi]eV modeUniW\ aV being obVeVVed ZiWh ³Uadical UeneZal´ 

and ³neZ beginningV´ (150, 152). ThiV obVeVVion coXld poWenWiall\ lead Wo a pUedicamenW 

that holds humanity in a perpetual state of negative liminality, a series of repetitious 

violence of destruction and rebirth, and apocalyptic repetition. 
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 In contrast, Agamben, paraphrasing Gianni Carchia, argues that messianic time 

cannoW be apocal\pWic Vince Whe ³messianic is not the end of time, but the time of the 

end«WKH WLPH WKaW UHPaLQV bHWZHHQ WLPH aQd LWV HQd´ (All that Remains 62; Carchia, 144). 

HHUH, AJaPbHQ LQcRUUHcWO\ aUJXHV WKaW ³[W]KH aSRcaO\SWLc LV VLWXaWHd RQ WKH OaVW da\´, 

because the apocalyptic can likewise be viewed the same way that Agamben views 

PHVVLaQLc WLPH, aV ³WKH WLPH WKaW UHPaLQV bHWZHHQ WLPH aQd LWV HQd´ (LbLd). IQ A Canticle 

for Leibowitz, Miller blurs the lines between messianic and apocalyptic time, while divine 

violence can be either seen as remaining in its ambiguous state or not existing at all. 

Situated in an environment of a post-apocalyptic world, Canticle focuses on the Abbey of 

Saint Leibowitz, which duplicates and archives the scientific and cultural knowledge of 

the pre-apocalyptic twentieth century, hoping that humanity can once again learn and 

progress through experience and knowledge. What makes Miller¶s apocalyptic/post-

apocalyptic work so distinctive is that the novel is separated into three new yet familiar 

epochs, each VSaQQLQJ 600 \HaUV: ³Fiat Homo´ (MHdLHYaO/DaUN AJHV), ³Fiat Lux´ 

(RHQaLVVaQcH/EQOLJKWHQPHQW), ³Fiat Voluntas Tua´ (IQdXVWULaO AJH/MRdHUQLW\). TKH bRRN 

ends with a new apocalypse that either represents the messianic coming through an act of 

divine violence or the continuous apocalyptical cycle of destruction and rebirth with no 

end in sight. Similar to Benjamin and Agamben, Miller¶s messianic time exists in 

conjunction with the empty, homogeneous time that is waiting to manifest itself. This is 

shown through the character of the nomadic Jewish wanderer, who Miller alludes to as 

living through all three epochs, just under different names Although it is never stated 

whether or not it is the same man throughout the whole novel, the fact that the three men 

look familiar, seemingly know information from past epochs that would be impossible 
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otherwise. Moreover, in the second epoch, this wandering nomad regards himself as 

immortal and is seemingly waiting for the messiah.55 Living in secular time, the wanderer 

waits for the messianic moment to uncannily manifest itself as either disastrous or 

illuminating; it either continues the cycle or breaks it. As Ralph C. Wood (2001) explains, 

Canticle ³LV QRW aSRcaO\SWLc PHUHO\ bHcaXVH LW cRQcHUQV WKH ILQaO cXOPLQaWLRQ RI WKLQJs in 

an atomic holocaust. Rather it is an apocalypsis LQ WKH OLWHUaO VHQVH: aQ ³XQYHLOLQJ,´ a 

UHYHOaWLRQ RI WKH dHHSO\ dHVWUXcWLYH XUJHV aW ZRUN LQ OaWH PRdHUQ OLIH´, ZKLcK LV abOH WR 

³XQYHLO aQd bULQJ WR OLJKW ZKaW LV RWKHUZLVH KLddHQ - not only the causes of our culture¶s 

deep self-dHVWUXcWLYHQHVV bXW aOVR LWV cXUH´ (27, 29).  

The novel¶s open ending leaves us with two possibilities of hope: the first 

possibility comes from the monastery leaving the planet before the end of the world with 

all the knowledge it has accumulated in the last one thousand years or so. This offers a 

glimmer of hope as humanity looks to reestablish itself far away from Earth, in an 

attempt to break the apocalyptic cycle. However, humanity escaping this Earth in search 

of another does not allow humanity to escape from itself. With the monastery bringing 

with it all the knowledge that arguably led to its destruction, what makes this attempt to 

escape the cycle any different than previous ones? As the Abbot Zerchi asks 

God/himself: ³Listen, are we helpless? Are we doomed to do it again and again and 

again? Have we no choice but to play the Phoenix in an unending sequence of rise and 

fall? Assyria, Babylon, Egypt, Greece, Carthage, Rome, the Empires of Charlemagne and 

Whe TXUk«Are we doomed to it, Lord, chained to the pendulum of our own mad 

 
55 The character refers to himself as Lazarus, who Jesus raised from the dead, and is also 
alluded to the mythical figure of the wandering Jew, a Medieval Christian folklore of a 
Jewish man who is cursed by Jesus with immortality when he is unwilling to help Jesus 
while carrying the cross.  
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clockwork, helpless to halt its swing?´ (Canticle 266-7). This possibility of escape does 

not exclude the disillusionment that may come with the failure of realizing the messianic 

moment. After WWI, the Expressionists¶ understanding of violence as a sense of renewal, 

faith, and hope quickly faded to disillusionment, which essentially ended their messianic 

vision and the movement itself (Anderson 176-7). Somewhat similarly, Futurism¶s love 

of the artificial came to its ironic apex when the prewar ideology of man over machine 

changed into a divination of machine under fascism. Hollow and artificial Catholic 

messianic symbols were secularized into futurist art under fascism, and as a result, 

destroyed its original ideology, while its revolutionary movement of speed slowed under 

its political alignments (Poggi 244-5). The notion of waiting for a messianic moment in 

Wime oU foUcing iW WhUoXgh an confXVing noWion of diYine Yiolence haV UecenWl\ led äiåek 

(2016) Wo giYe XV a VobeUing meVVage: ³ThiV, peUhapV, iV Whe moVW depUeVVing leVVon of 

horror and suffering: there is nothing to be learned from it. The only way out of the 

vicious circle of this depression is to change the terrain towards concrete social and 

economic anal\ViV´ (42). Redemptive violence is a myth based on artificially constructed 

binaries of good and evil, and instead increases violence through the amplifying and 

exchanging of irrational fears.  

 The novel¶s second messianic possibility exists in the character of Rachel. Rachel 

is the conjoined dead twin of the poor tomato farmer Mrs. Grales, who is constantly 

seeking Rachel¶s baptism that the Abbott Zerchi is hesitant to perform. During the 

climactic new apocalyptic, Mrs. Grales¶ death comes the birth of Rachel, who exhibits a 

new child-like personality upon re-animation. Ironically, the radiation that will eventually 

eliminate humanity is what brings Rachel to life, which gives her a transcendent, divine, 
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and eternal quality. Rachel becomes a particularly symbolic representation of the modern 

stranger or even homo sacer, for she is beyond human, both pure and impure, neither 

dead noU liYing: ³Who, When, ZaV Rachel? And WhaW?´ (Canticle 334). Rachel, animated 

from the nuclear fallout, is born out of the darkness and violence of our world but 

becomes a true messianic figure when she rejects Zerchi¶s baptism. She does not require 

either the old world¶s religion or scientific discovery. Even when she gives the Eucharist 

to Abbott Zerchi, it is for his salvation rather than hers and as a result, breaks away from 

the previous cyclical world. ³AV a cUeaWXUe neiWheU conceiYed in Vin noU haYing had an\ 

occaVion foU Vin´ (Wood 40), Rachel UepUeVenWV ³a pUomiVe of UeVXUUecWion´ (Canticle 

336), a meVVianic figXUe WhaW iV a ³diVpenVeU UaWheU Whan a UeceiYeU of gUace´ (Wood 40). 

Miller seems to be reversing Bloch¶s spirit of utopia in that society¶s collective violence 

and darkness is manifested within the individual rather than the other way around. 

Canticle¶s ending still leaves us with an uncanny monster created out of scientific 

deVWUXcWion and Yiolence, alWhoXgh Vhe iV boUn oXW of Whe ³ImmacXlaWe ConcepWion´ 

(Canticle 279) and is removed from the original sin of the society that created her, 

allowing us a new form of hope. Rachel therefore, becomes the new uncanny creature 

without having to deal with the patriarchal, imposing, and detrimental figure of a 

Frankenstein, and at least at some level she is free to cultivate herself on the liminal 

world that is made up of the ruins of the past but is also on renewed ground.  

The book must end there for the utopian character to exist. Just as Musil¶s Man 

Without Qualities, which has critics divided on whether a finished novel would have 

produced a utopian vision of a different outcome to history or simply end in the historical 

failure of WWI (Grill 162), the book ends in liminality, with an ambiguous, 
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sideshadowing possibility rather than having an either/or utopian or anti-utopian vision. 

By sitting between the said and unsaid, Miller gives humanity the free will to ultimately 

choose for itself. Through the monster/spectre Rachel who ends the novel standing over 

the ashes of a failed world, Miller ultimately leaves us with the ironic hope to transcend 

the past through the µmonstrous¶, though still acknowledging that humans may very well 

choose a cyclical repetition of violence and µmonstrosity¶. De Man is correct in 

diagnosing modernity¶s obsession with new beginnings, even violent ones; yet, in a 

liminal and fragmented world of conflicting perspectives and moral ambiguities, it seems 

that the two are inseparable. Reminiscent of Baudelaire¶s albatross, Musil¶s Ulrich aptly 

argues, ³Roheit und Liebe nicht weiter von einander entfernt seien als der eine Flügel 

eines großen bunten stummen Vogels vom ändern´ (29) (³bUXWaliW\ and love are no 

faUWheU apaUW Whan one Zing of big, coloUfXl, VilenW biUd iV fUom Whe oWheU´) (25).  

As we have seen, the stranger is often associated with dread, violence, and a fear 

of the unknown; frequently represented by a shadowy figure lurking in alley ways, the 

dark corners of city streets, and our unconscious imagination. Yet, the modern stranger 

more often than not offers us an ironic and paradoxical perspective that challenges the 

Yiolence of modeUniW\ WhUoXgh a coXnWeU oU ³UeheaUVal of Yiolence´ WhaW ³openV Xp a Vpace 

for the critique and resignification of accepted cultural pUacWiceV´ (San\al 30). The 

modern stranger¶s use of irony as a counterviolence to violence itself, allows us to expose 

modernity¶s violent tendencies through self-reflectivity, both internal and societal, 

creating a liminal space of violence and nonviolence, of action and inaction.  
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V: BOREDOM ʹ AN INFINITE EPILOGUE TO THE MODERN 
STRANGER 

 
  
Boredom is an experience of modernity, of modern temporality  
  - Elizabeth Goodstein, Experience Without Qualities: Boredom and Modernity 
 
At first boredom drove me to despair, but then, as it increased instead of diminishing, habit little by little 
made it less frightening to me and more susceptible to patience. My patience with boredom finally  became 
really heroic  

- Giacomo Leopardi, Zibaldone 
 
Boredom is the threshold to great deeds. - Now it would be important to know: What is the dialectical 
antithesis to boredom? 

- Walter Benjamin, Passagen-Werk 
 
A utopia cannoW, b\ de¿niWion, inclXde boUedom, bXW Whe µutopia¶ we are living in is boring 

- Lars Fr. H. Svendsen, A Philosophy of Boredom 
 
 

INTRODUCTION  
 

AcWion filmV, pUedominanWl\ ³chaUacWeUi]ed b\ pUopenViW\ foU spectacular action, a 

narrative structure involving fights, chases, and explosions, and in addition to the 

deployment of state-of-the-art special effects, an emphasis in performance on physical 

feaWV and VWXnWV´ (Neale 48), have become a cornerstone of not just Hollywood but in 

films across the world (Artz 196), usually dominating the highest grossing films of the 

year. Action, as a film genre, is a relatively new phenomenon, evolving around the 1980s, 

when its entertainment factor was fixated typically on glorifying violence (Kendrick 83). 

Up until it then, action was simply an XmbUella WeUm conYe\ing ³a VenVe of moYemenW, of 

YelociW\, of WhUillV´ (ibid. 82), a fXndamenWal elemenW WhaW iV foXnd in moVW, if noW all filmV 

(ibid. 83). Action, therefore, is a result of µsomething happening¶ in a story; the more 

something happens, the more the narrative is established and the less boring we tend to 

find the film, novel, or show. Consequently, the more we tend to view movies as 

entertainment rather than art, as embarking on µa thrill ride!¶, the more action we require 

https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/3032835.Lars_Fr_H_Svendsen
https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/253524
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within them. Yet, in regard to the films of Michelangelo Antonioni, words such as µaction¶ 

µadventure,¶ and µviolence¶ become radically different and take on new meaning. 

Ironically, these new meanings are intertwined with one of action¶s antitheses; boredom.  

What is boredom? Answering this question is both extremely important and 

challenging, since the word has a lot of weight today, yet it is still an extremely vague 

mood. Its usage is gravely dependent on subjective feelings and opinions, 

notwithstanding its shifting definitions throughout time. Boredom¶s equivocal nature has 

been examined and debated by philosophers in some aspect or other for centuries. From 

Isocrates to Plutarch; from Pascal to Schopenhauer, Leopardi, Baudelaire and Nietzsche; 

from Kierkegaard to Russell, to Heidegger, Satre, Camus, and Eric Fromm, the topic has 

been endlessly debated, yet it has never been pinned down to any sort of clear designation. 

Despite the subject¶s apparent exhaustion, it has not diminished in contemporary 

discussions (Svendsen 2005; Toohey 2011; Schneider 2016), although one might ask if 

boredom is still a significant problem in our society. Is it even possible to be bored 

anymore, since socio-technological advancements have given us the opportunity, or at 

least the illusion, to escape boredom whenever possible? Asking such questions of 

boredom might be considered gratuitous in comparison to more troubling societal 

questions that we are currently facing, yet as I have established, especially in regard to 

the modern stranger, uncanny and liminal struggles that may haunt us from the shadows 

may point to larger problems that exist in society. In this concluding chapter, I would like 

to reexamine this µexhausted¶ concept that was touched upon when discussing Baudelaire 

and Leopardi in Chapter 2. There, I discussed how boredom (ennui and noia) for the two 

poet-philosophers is an intrinsic and melancholic characteristic of modernity itself. The 
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world for them was an incessant theatre of dreams and illusions that in turn plays out as a 

repetitious boredom bordering on tragedy. As argued by Baudelaire and Leopardi, 

boredom was not an ailment that could be easily cured or forgotten, but was something 

that was entrenched in, even intrinsic to the human spirit. It was a forever present and 

reoccurring sense of consciousness that comes from a both a desire of living and, as Luce 

Irigaray (1977/1985) maintains, an impulse for death (115). The connection between 

boredom and secularized modernity is apparent through the fact that it has been largely 

discussed in philosophy and literature since the advent of modernity to our present day; 

nonetheless, it would be imprudent to think that it is a mood that is precisely restricted to 

the modern age.  

Instead of distinguishing boredom into categories or binaries, I am arguing that 

the modern age actually creates a more ambiguous and fragmented understanding of 

boredom as an uncanny and liminal state of in-betweenness and displacement that shares 

the burden of being part of the encompassing and significant aspects that define 

secularized modernity. I shall encounter this enigma by examining the films of Antonioni 

and the writings of contemporary American author Tao Lin, from post-war µennui¶ to 

contemporary µboredom¶. Antonioni¶s masterful existential µtrilogy¶ of L¶Avventura 

(1960), La Notte (1961), and L¶Eclisse (1962), along with the appendage Il Deserto 

Rosso (The Red Desert) (1964) are connected not only through actress Monica Vitti but 

likewise through the examination of an alienated society located in a postwar 

Italy/Europe, where the lingering horrors of WWII were mixed with the µeconomic 

miracle¶, resulting in an apathetic hangover that underscores the contemplative triviality 

of secularized modernity and the difficulties of interconnecting with one another in said 
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world. Lin tackles the same themes of alienation and boredom as Antonioni. Although his 

novel Taipei (2013) partly takes place in the Taiwanese capital, Lin¶s stories are 

predominantly located in contemporary America and focus on a generation that is 

ingrained in a technological world where communication is dominated by social media 

and technology. Both artists assess similar themes that simultaneously express the various 

types of boredom and show how these tend to also blend into one another, defining the 

modern experience of the stranger. Boring is never a positive attribute one would assign 

to a film or novel, yet both Antonioni and Lin force the reader and viewer into a state of 

boredom, to fully experience the sensation, and as a result, connect the audience and 

characters in innovate ways. Notwithstanding that both exclude any spiritual or 

transcendental aspects from their work, it is through this void or exclusion that they 

paradoxically move towards the threshold of sacredness. By adding the work of Sara 

Ahmed, I shall also discuss how mood and boredom in the twenty-first century are still 

tied to a tradition or spirit of the modern stranger, yet look to re-imagine the figure for an 

every changing modernity.   

THE DIFFICULT TASK OF DEFINING BOREDOM  
 
One of the challenges of analyzing boredom stems from the issue that boredom, 

and moods WhemVelYeV, aUe ambigXoXV and aUe ³XVXall\ deVcUibed aV ambienW, YagXe, 

diffXVe, ha]\, and inWangible´ feelingV Ze Wend Wo fall inWo, UaWheU Whan obWain (Ahmed, 

³Mood´ 13). In A Philosophy of Boredom (2005), Lars Svendsen asserts that ³moodV, 

generally speaking, are seldom intentional subjects as far as we are concerned ± they are 

pUeciVel\ VomeWhing one findV oneVelf in, noW VomeWhing one conVcioXVl\ lookV aW,´ eYen 

moUe Vo ZiWh boUedom, Zhich iV a ³mood WhaW iV W\pified b\ a lack of Tuality that makes it 
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moUe elXViYe Whan moVW oWheU moodV´, Wo Whe poinW ZheUe one mighW noW eYen knoZ Whe\ 

are actually bored or have any direct reason for their boredom (14). Ambiguity has not 

stopped individuals from trying to understand the different types of boredom one may 

encounter in life. One of the most famous and often cited twentieth century theories of 

mood and boredom comes from Martin Heidegger¶s lecture-course The Fundamental 

Concepts of Metaphysics (1929-30). Heidegger sees mood (Stimmung) as something that 

iV defined fUom oXU aWWXnemenW WoZaUdV Whe ZoUld and iV ³noW VomeWhing meUel\ aW hand. 

They themselves are precisely a fundamental manner and fundamental way of being, 

indeed of being-WheUe´ (67). In regard to boredom, Heidegger also characterizes its 

liminal naWXUe b\ deVcUibing iW aV ³a silent fog in the abysses of Dasein´ (77), although he 

does compartmentalize its ambiguous essence into three different forms, each becoming 

more µprofound¶ or deeper. The first form of boredom Heidegger discusses is when an 

individual is bored by something, as in waiting for something, which is a type of boredom 

that depends on the spatiotemporal situation, and not the individual¶s place in the world. 

The second form is when one is bored with something, and although this form is less 

intense than the first and may not be acknowledged by the individual at the time, it is 

more lasting and troubling because it is essentially about being bored with the ways we 

alleviate boredom. Lastly, and most importantly, is what Heidegger refers to as 

³pUofoXnd boUedom´, a feeling of empWineVV ZheUe all WhingV aUe enYeloped in 

indifference and seem to lose their meanings. This form of boredom is immeasurable and 

endless and is not confined to certain situations. Profound boredom iV ³being held in 

limbo,´ ZheUe Xnlike Whe oWheU WZo, iW iV Whe fXndamenWal aWWXnemenW of Whe modeUn age 

(164). Boredom as indifference may seem to fall under what Heidegger categorizes as a 
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lack of aWWXnemenW, hoZeYeU, Vince ³Ze aUe neYeU ZiWhoXW an aWWXnemenW´, a lack of 

aWWXnemenW iV VWill an aWWXnemenW bXW one WhaW iV Xncann\ Vince iW ³UemainV concealed oU 

hidden fUom XV´ bXW iV noneWheleVV pUeVenW (68).  

As Heidegger argues, boredom becomes a µtelling refusal¶ where a lack of 

possibilities enables an understanding that this (non)attunement points to our very 

existence and also our own possibilities. Heidegger¶s concept of a µlack of attunement¶ is 

reasonably very ambiguous, since its basis is of a liminal understanding. Sara Ahmed 

defines Heidegger¶s lack or non-attunement as an experience of ³hoZ Ze can be in a 

world with others where we are not in a responsive relation, where we do not tend to 

µpick up¶ on hoZ Whe\ feel´ (³Mood´ 18). Ahmed appropriately likens this vague 

aWWXnemenW of ³noW being in haUmon\´ Wo WhaW of Whe VWUangeU in WhaW ³[V]WUangeUV«appeaU 

aW Whe edgeV of a Uoom, diml\ peUceiYed, oU noW TXiWe peUceiYed, lXUking in Whe VhadoZV´ 

(ibid.). The link between the two is prominent enough that one may even argue that 

without some sort of modern understanding of boredom as emptiness, the concept of the 

modern stranger, and modernity itself, could not even exist.  

This does not mean that there was no understanding of an existential boredom 

until secularized modernity. Christianity, for example, understood acedia, a form of 

spiritual boredom or apathy of the soul, as a significant problem of the Middle Ages. The 

sentiment reappears in modernity with thinkers such as Kierkegaard who famously 

aVVeUWV WhaW ³boUedom iV Whe UooW of all eYil´ (Either/Or 285), while Baudelaire, as does 

Walter Benjamin (Arcades Project, ³ConYolXWe D´), linkV ennui as a secular and modern 

form of acedia, UefeUUing Wo iW aV ³Whe malad\ of MonkV´ (Intimate Journals 42). In 

mapping out a complicated history of boredom, Patricia Meyer Spacks (1995), however, 
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maintains that there is a delicate distinction between boredom and ennui/acedia. To begin 

with, Spacks states that the English word µbore¶ did not exist until the late seventeenth 

century, while µboredom¶ was not widely used until the early beginnings of nineteenth 

century modernity (8). Spacks determines a continuing shift of boredom due to 

secularization and a collapse of the Christian worldYieZ (11), UeVXlWing in a ³change fUom 

a moUaliVWic Wo a Vociological YieZ of boUedom´ (21). Following Seán Desmond Healy¶s 

(1984) division of boredom into µsimple¶ and µhyper¶, Spacks examines how boredom 

breaks away from the French ennui that was used XnWil When: ³BoUedom´ accoUding Wo 

SpackV ³ZaV noW (iV noW) Whe Vame aV ennXi, moUe cloVel\ UelaWed Wo acedia. EnnXi implieV 

a judgment of the universe; boredom, a response to the immediate¶ (12). Spacks goes on 

Wo aUgXe WhaW ³[e]nnXi belongV Wo WhoVe ZiWh a sense of sublime potential, those who feel 

WhemVelYeV VXpeUioU Wo WheiU enYiUonmenW« If onl\ becaXVe iW VeemV moUe dignified, 

many people would rather suffer ennui than boredom, despite its presumably greater 

miVeU\´ (ibid.). Spacks¶ analysis is a crucial addition to the long history of work on 

boredom, yet her linguistic interpretation tends to eliminate the ambiguous nature of the 

word¶s meaning. Although useful, there is a problem when trying to compartmentalize 

boredom into various categories because boredom operates in the realm of liminality. 

Seeing that words such as ennui and noia in their native languages of French and Italian 

retain boredom¶s ambiguity and multifaceted definitions, it is difficult to preserve the 

nineteenth century uses of the words boredom and ennui as the defining differences 

between them, since the meanings of these words alter depending on context. Explicitly 

separating boredom from ennui is also problematic, since it was also in the nineteenth 

century that Baudelaire reinvented the word ennui by connecting boredom with 
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melancholy, thereby changing it into something far more existential than its meaning 

during the Middle Ages. Furthermore, since the word boredom is virtually the only word 

we presently use for the mood in the English language, could it not be argued that the 

word µboredom¶ has now gained the same liminalness and ambiguity that ennui and noia 

retained in their native languages? 

 Nonetheless, these divisions, or lack thereof, in boredom are still continuously 

debated. In Boredom: A Lively History (2011), Peter Toohey, working from Spacks and 

Healy, separates boredom into the binaries of simple and existential; however, the 

separation is actually a ruse, as he essentially argues that existential boredom is a myth of 

modern society in that it is not really boredom at all but part of depression. Like Spacks, 

Toohey argues that for nineteenth and twentieth century writers, existential boredom is 

³deVcUibed aV a kind of µemptiness¶ resulting from the sufferer¶s seeing him- or herself as 

iVolaWed fUom oWheUV´, ZheUe ³VXch indiYidXalV aUe liYing in a VecXlaUi]ed ZoUld ZheUe 

religion no longer offers solace. They inhabit a fragmented and divided world where 

regional and even personal lo\alWieV haYe been loVW´ (196). In contrast, Toohey claims 

WhaW oXU cXUUenW VocieW\ iV one in ³Zhich WUadiWion and commXniW\ haYe diVappeaUed´ 

(ibid). Toohey deceptively solves the problem of ambiguity in boredom by shifting 

existential boredom into another ambiguous term - depression, though he fails to 

acknowledge any connection between the two56. Neither does Toohey examine any 

correlation between hopelessness, permanent liminality, and boredom (Szakolczai 2000; 

 
56 In contrast, Reinhard Kuhn (1979) aUgXeV WhaW Whe diVVimilaU W\peV of boUedom«aUe 
often confused with ennui because they can never be completely divorced from it. They 
do contain certain elements of ennui, they often coexist with ennui, and they sometimes 
eYen bUing aboXW ennXi´ (9). MoUe UecenWl\, Michael Raposa (1999) reestablishes the 
UelaWionVhip beWZeen Whe WZo b\ defining ennXi aV ³boUedom coloUed b\ melanchol\´ (34).  
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Thomassen 2016) and how these relate to secularized modernity. For instance, in 

Liminality and the Modern: Living Through the In-Between, Bjørn Thomassen claims 

WhaW ³[W]he inciWaWion of conVWanW and inVWanW liminal e[peUience WhaW Vo chaUacWeUi]eV 

cultural life in our contemporary period easily turns into nullifying boredom, 

VenVeleVVneVV and noUmaWiYe nihiliVm´ (2). A more interesting re-examining of boredom 

comes from Sianne Ngai (2005) with her concept of µstuplimity¶, what she describes as 

³a concaWenaWion of boUedom and aVWoniVhmenW ± a bringing WogeWheU of ZhaW ³dXllV´ and 

ZhaW ³iUUiWaWeV´ oU agiWaWeV; VhaUp, VXdden e[ciWaWion and pUolonged deVenViWi]aWion, 

e[haXVWion, oU faWigXe´ (271). AccoUding Wo Ngai, Whe paUado[ical fXVion of boUedom and 

VXblime ³holdV oppoVing affecWV WogeWheU´ (ibid.), and although she does set up a binary, 

she nonetheless keeps boredom in a more ambiguous and liminal light. Keeping with the 

more recent examination of boredom, Ngai places the shift in boredom as part of the of 

the secularization process of the modern age in that it removes the sacred transcendence 

of Whe VXblime in faYoXU of UepeWiWion oU ³a VeUieV of faWigXeV oU minoU e[haXVWionV, UaWheU 

Whan a Vingle, majoU bloZ Wo Whe imaginaWion´ (272).  

The major separation between boredom and existential boredom seems to exist 

for many scholars (Spacks, Toohey, Ngai, and Elizabeth Goodstein (2005)) because it is a 

historically specific experience. Even though boredom is not exclusively a modern 

characteristic, with the advent of secularized modernity it does gain a shifting importance 

as it moves from a metaphysical problem to a psychological one and from the individual 

Wo Whe maVVeV. AV Eli]abeWh GoodVWein ZUiWeV, iW ³iV noW WhaW boUedom aV VXch iV Whe ke\ Wo 

theorizing modernity, but rather the problems of theorizing boredom are the problems of 

WheoUi]ing modeUn e[peUience moUe geneUall\´ (407). Although I agree with these 
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arguments, due to boredom¶s liminal essence, and since the sacred can equally exist in 

the profane world, I do not necessarily believe that these occurrences result in a clear 

dislocation between boredom and ennui, or a total removal of the sacred, as Toohey and 

Ngai suggest. As Mladen Dolar argues of boredom¶s liminal companion, the uncanny, the 

scared or spiritual aspects are not necessarily removed but instead distilled into profane 

existence, remaining hidden in society¶s shadows but not complexly absent. Either as a 

part of the spiritual or as a psychological understanding, sacredness has become a spectre 

with secularized modernity or what Tillich (1965/1987) describes as µsacred emptiness¶ 

or the µsacred void¶. In a world where God is absent (non-existent) and religious 

traditions and symbols have lost meaning, a void or empty space has occurred that 

defines our contemporary world entrenched in ennui/boredom. Yet paradoxically, it is the 

same space where the sacred resacralizes into new ideas.  

THE (IN)ACTION FILMS OF MICHELANGELO ANTONIONI 
 
Speaking of Russian filmmaker Andrei Tarkovsky, philosopher Thorsten Botz-

Bornstein (2007) describes the director¶V XVe of acWion in hiV filmV aV ³no acWion´ oU 

UaWheU ³[W]he kind of acWion WhaW cannoW be Veen´ (6). This uncanny form of action that 

Tarkovsky implemented was highly influenced by the works of Antonioni. Beginning 

with his 1960 breakthrough film L¶Avventura (The Adventure), Antonioni deconstructed 

the concept of both action and plot and marked both a stylistic shift that better captured 

the psychological elements of modern ennui than his previous films had. This lack of plot 

and slow pacing in his films may estrange many viewers, but this is precisely why his 

films succeed in capturing the film¶s subject matter of alienation and boredom in a much 
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more captivating and satisfying way. The dissolving of action, its inaction, is what 

constructs the action of the film. 

As Seymour Chatman (1985) argues, anxiety in Antonioni¶V filmV ³occXUV in 

visual details of plot, behavior, and composition so veiled and subtle that Antonioni risks 

making Whe aXdience impaWienW and boUed´ (66); hoZeYeU, b\ bringing the audience into 

the same physiological and emotional state of the characters, the more boring the film 

becomes, the more interesting it turns out to be. For example, L¶Avventura is about a 

young woman¶s (Anna) disappearance during a boat trip in the Mediterranean with her 

lover (Sandro), best friend (Claudia), and a group of friends. While searching for the 

vanished woman, Sandro and Claudia become attracted to one another, yet at the same 

time, this µplot¶ has little to do with what the film is about; it is neither a murder-mystery 

nor really a romantic love story. This groundbreaking film lacks any real plot or focus 

and instead is pulled along by the human situation or inner turmoil and relationships (or 

lack of) of the film¶s main and peripheral characters. The µadventure¶ that the characters 

embaUk on iV inWeUnal, ³an emoWional adYenWXUe«a ph\Viological and moUal adYenWXUe 

which makes them act different to the established conventions and criteria of a now 

oXWmoded ZoUld´ (AnWonioni in ChaWman & Duncan 71). Action in Antonioni¶s films 

establishes revolutionary ideas through invisible and uncanny conduct; action is 

recognized through the characters¶ emotions in a modern age where people have become 

³VpiUiWXall\ adUifW´ (ChaWman & DXncan 71) and feaUing Whe ³moUal XnknoZn´ (AnWonioni 

33). 

By distancing the film¶s meaning from narrative plot and thereby dissolving the 

naUUaWiYe iWVelf, ³AnWonioni¶s camera often lingers on temps morts or dead time, where the 
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central element in the camera¶V focXV iV Whe lighW oU Whe Wone of objecWV´ and ³inYiWeV 

viewers to collaborate in the film¶s creation of meaning, which remains, however, far 

fUom aUbiWUaU\´ (CaUloUoVi 61, 63). Doing so makes Antonioni a master of deconstructing 

the MacGuffin distinct from that of Alfred Hitchcock, who used objects as false plot 

motivators in order to establish the plot, while Antonioni uses the plot itself as a 

MacGuffin, and as a result, undermines the narrative itself rather than using it to establish 

one. In this regard, while greatly influenced by the filmmaker, Antonioni can likewise be 

seen as an µanti-Hitchcock¶. Instead of using the MacGuffin to create suspense, his usage 

gradually removes any suspense in the film (Chatman & Duncan 75), leaving the 

audience pondering an unsolved crime, or whether there was any crime to begin with. As 

the film progresses, Anna is slowly forgotten, and her disappearance becomes less 

important to both the characters in the film and the audience watching it. This allows 

Antonioni to show the inner turmoil of human relationships and of the self and other, not 

through dialogue or narration but instead through the cinematic image and µinaction¶ 

between characters.  

The inaction or slow movement of both plot and Antonioni¶s camera, what David 

BoUdZell (2005) deVcUibeV aV ³dedUamaWi]aWion´ (152), replicates the boredom and 

alienation of Antonioni¶s characters. Antonioni uses dedramatization to great effect as the 

more µboring¶ the film becomes, the more interestingly both his film and characters 

develop. Unlike his contemporary Federico Fellini¶s La Dolce Vita (1960), who used the 

exhaustion of the spectacle to reach similar themes, Antonioni explores ennui through 

tediousness, as the more time passes with µnothing¶ happening, the more we feel 

connected to the characters¶ state of anxiety and alienation. It is no wonder Antonioni¶s 
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work is shrouded in ambiguity. His characters lack traditional film development but are 

rather used as cinematic devices latched onto their surrounding landscapes, allowing for 

symbolic expressions and explorations of the philosophical dilemmas and questions that 

humans endure within the confines of modernity. In The Material Ghost: Films and Their 

Medium (1998), GilbeUWo PeUe] aUgXeV WhaW ³[p]lace UaWheU Whan acWion, ViWXaWion UaWheU 

than event, is Antonioni¶V chief conceUn´ (370). Even this form of symbolic alienation is 

hard to pin down in Antonioni¶s films, since it is done predominantly through landscapes 

that offer differing, often contradicting, interpretations. For example, the volcanic Island 

of Lisca Bianca that is the setting for Anna¶s disappearance near the beginning of the film 

and the image of Mount Etna that makes up the foreground of the film¶s final shot 

bookend L¶Avventura with landscapes that simultaneously reflect beauty, terror, infertile 

violence, and a sensuousness that exists within the human condition; though like the 

volcanoes themselves, they remain dormant or silent within us.  

As stated, one of Spacks¶ defining distinctions between boredom and ennui is 

how boredom does not place the individual above or superior to their environment. The 

deserted and lonely settings and landscapes in Antonioni¶s films mirror the characters¶ 

psyche, blurring the characters into the landscapes that surround them. Antonioni 

achieYeV WhiV b\ XVing faU VhoWV, giYing XV a diVlocaWed and alienaWed ³VWance of cUiWical 

deWachmenW´ (PeUe] 90), and WheUeb\ linking ³Whe idle peUiodV of eYeU\da\ banaliW\´ and 

the µdehumanizing¶ of both the characters and landscapes (Delezue, Cinema 5). Gilberto 

Perez brilliantly aligns Antonioni¶s camera with the perspective of the stranger: 

The paths of strangers in Antonioni, the paths of the stranger that is his camera, 
are an unsettling relativistic geometry mapping the space and time of modern life, 
a web of lines of orientation and disorientation that come together at unexpected 
meeting points and drift apart in directions unforeseen. (382) 
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Describing the scene in L¶Eclisse, where Monica Vitti¶s character Vittoria stares out of 

her window only for her gaze to come upon a stranger watching her from his window, 

Perez describes how all the strangers¶ gazes (Vittoria, the stranger watching her, the 

cameUa, and Whe aXdience) cUeaWe ³Whe effecW«of oXU VXddenl\ Veeing oXUVelYeV aV Whe 

ZoUld diVWanWl\ VeeV XV´ (379). ThiV iV Waken Wo iWV limiWV aW Whe end of Whe film, Zhen all 

the humans completely disappear from the film¶s final shots, although the removal of 

characters does not necessarily diminish their presence. In L¶Avventura, Anna¶s 

disappearance is foreshadowed even when she is in the film through her attitude. The 

little time she is on screen, Antonioni makes it transparent that Anna is both emotionally 

and spiritually absent. We instantly see that Anna wishes to be alone and is bored with 

heUVelf, heU fUiendV, and heU UelaWionVhip ZiWh SandUo. Anna eYen annoXnceV heU ³noia´ 

with the whole trip and leaves to swim on her own (0:14:20). When everyone joins her, 

Anna lies about a shark swimming around that ends the fun. Although she states to 

Claudia that she did not know why she made up such a story, Anna¶s malaise suggests 

that she is wishing for either some kind of excitement or possibly even death to 

extinguish her anguish. The main thing that separates Anna from her friends is not 

necessarily her ennui but the fact she acknowledges and to some extent embraces it. Yet, 

once Anna disappears, she becomes the film¶s spectre that haunts the rest of the cast, 

especially Sandro and Claudia.  

In Cinema 2: The Time-Image (1985/1989), DeleX]e aUgXeV WhaW ³in The 

Adventure, the vanished woman causes an indeterminable gaze to weigh on the couple - 

which gives them the continual feeling of being spied on, and which explains the lack of 

co-ordination of their objective movements, when they flee whilst pretending to look for 
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heU´ (8). However, Anna¶s haunts the others through the ennui and existential boredom 

that infects both Sandro and Claudia, who appeared cheerful prior to her disappearance, 

then slowly become alienated and bored with modern life and its relationships.  

Paradoxically, by making his characters fade into their environments, Antonioni 

simultaneously dislocates the viewer from the same environment or space. Even if 

boUedom iV a ³UeVponVe Wo Whe immediaWe´ aV SpackV claimV, in film and liWeUaWXUe, aUWiVWV 

still tend to place their characters above the environment (Lundin 240, n31). A 

paradoxical combination of Antonioni¶s dislocation and absorption leads us back to a 

connection with ennui, where the individual is both part of the immediate and the infinite, 

placing humanity in an exterior/interior state of a liminal environment. This is especially 

evident in Red Desert, a film whose landscapes are dominated by grand images of 

industrialization and technology, a symbolic image of human achievement and modernity 

over Nature. The factories represent the world the characters have been absorbed into, but 

one that at the same time signifies humans¶ abiliW\ Wo pUodXce WheiU oZn enYiUonmenWV: ³I 

think the complex horizon filled with factories is much more beautiful, even esthetically, 

than the uniform green line of the pine forest. Because behind the factories, you sense the 

presence of human beings. They¶Ue aliYe´ (AnWonioni 1964, 00: 03:38 ± 00:03:57). 

Antonioni now points to a world where the sublime has been technologized and produced 

by humanity instead of God or Nature. Antonioni¶s changing landscapes juxtapose 

humanity¶s natural and artificial characters, symbolizing both what we cannot escape and 

what we can modify within ourselves.      

 Antonioni¶s films may dwell on the theme of a sacred void within a modern 



 177 

technologizing world57, but he does not place blame on it. Antonioni¶s themes of 

boredom and alienation are a reflection of our ambiguous and liminal world, where a 

nostalgic view of the past and tradition collides with optimism for the future, leaving us 

with the inability for action and communication. In a statement released during Cannes in 

1960, Antonioni argued that  

we make use of an aging morality, of outworn myths, of ancient conventions. And 
we do this in full consciousness of what we are doing. Why do we respect such a 
morality? The conclusion which my characters reach is not that of moral anarchy. 
They arrive, at best, at a sort of reciprocal pity. That too, you will tell me, is old. 
But what else is theUe lefW Wo XV?´ (AnWonioni 144). 

 
For Antonioni, the temporal-liminal enigma of secularized modernity has resulted in the 

inability to properly communicate with one another and has also become a catalyst of 

alienation and boredom. The result is an indication of the frailty of modern love, one of 

secularized modernity¶s last standing habitats of secularized sacredness. The fleeting 

moments of connection in L¶Avventura and L¶Eclisse may ostensibly point to a difficulty 

or even inability of achieving modern love and communication for extended periods of 

Wime, leaYing XV ZiWh a VenVe of ³VolipViVm´ (Brunette 47), ZheUe Whe ³failXUeV of hXman 

connecWion emphaVi]e Whe deaWh impXlVe foXnd in boUedom´ (Paliwoda 166). Although 

the genuine connection between the two modern strangers Giuliana and Corrado in Red 

Desert does in fact dispute this idea of solipsism as an explicit theme of Antonioni¶s 

films, and despite both characters finally meeting someone who may truly understand 

their strangerhood, this relationship does not lead to any form of sustainable happiness or 

 
57 Speaking of Red Desert, Cooper and Skrade (1970) claim WhaW he ³cannoW conceiYe of a 
more powerful, gripping, unrelenting illustration and experience of Tillich¶s analysis of 
the sources and reality of contemporary man¶s dilemma than Antonioni¶V [film]´, in WhaW 
the individual¶V ³place doeV noW knoZ him an\moUe´ (8,9). 
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love, since it is difficult for even a substantial connection in liminal space to solidify into 

promising or utopic resolutions.  

DIGITAL BOREDOM  
 

Bertrand Russell commented in The Conquest of Happiness (1930/2015) that 

³[Z]e aUe leVV boUed Whan oXU anceVWoUV ZeUe, bXW Ze aUe moUe afUaid of boUedom. We 

have come to know, or rather to believe, that boredom is not part of the natural lot of man, 

but can be aYoided b\ a VXfficienWl\ YigoUoXV pXUVXiW of e[ciWemenW´ (37). This fear of 

boredom has been exacerbated since Russell¶s statement rather than alleviated, even 

leaving us with a fear of becoming bored with what we use to alleviate boredom, which 

could result in a transition from simple boredom into a profound, more existential 

boredom. This is where the writings of Tao Lin can be situated, with stories that carry the 

torch of the modern stranger living in ennui in much the same vein as Antonioni did with 

his films. Despite using a different medium, Lin¶s work seems to continue and develop 

these lingering themes of boredom, unhappiness, and the hardships of communication. 

Lin takes his contemporary generation and links them to the early modernist 

existentialists of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, who are suffering from a form of 

ennui and meaninglessness that manifests itself in the bombardment and totalizing 

discourse of information rather than an onslaught of the modernist spectacle. His themes 

rest on millennial boredom and laziness told through µplotless¶ and detached narratives 

that can unquestionably result in a hypnotic and frustrating reading experience. In 

focusing on the boredom of daily activities, Lin¶s µKmart realism¶ shadows Jean Paul 
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Sartre¶s famous novel Nausea (1938)58, what many consider the cornerstone novel of 

existential sickness and boredom. Although Sartre¶s first novel is possibly a significant 

inspiration for Lin¶s work, Lin advances Sartre¶s novel by focusing on modern strangers 

rather than outsiders. Whereas Sartre¶s protagonist Antoine Roquentin is mainly a recluse 

in the mold of Fyodor Dostoevsky¶s Underground Man, someone who abhors the contact 

of others, Lin¶s characters are highly social beings; contemporary flâneurs that are both 

engaged yet, simultaneously, feel removed from their physical and digital surroundings, 

which in many cases become hard to distinguish from one another. Due to its permanent 

liminal characteristics, cyberspace no longer has the ability to dislocate someone from the 

physical world, since being in a state of dislocation has become commonplace.  

While Lin¶s early work, such as Eeeee Eee Eeee (2007), Shoplifting from 

American Apparel (2009), or his short story collection Bed (2007), showcase a promising 

talent in modern literature, his last novel Taipei (2013) establishes him as one of the great 

voices of contemporary America. Taipei, like most of Lin¶s writings, focuses on the 

current generation born into Internet culture, social media, and smart phones, immersed 

in tools that, at least initially, cast away boredom at will. It also emphasizes the struggle 

for meaning in a modern age while containing the lingering discontent of generations past. 

Lin however, shows how monotonous alleviating boredom can become, pointing to an 

 
58 Lin¶s most obvious Sartrian allusion of boredom and absurdity may come in the short 
VWoU\ ³LoYe IV a Thing on Sale foU MoUe Mone\ Than TheUe E[iVWV´ fUom Bed:Stories 
(2007), although a lot more playful:  

People began to quit their jobs. They saw that their lives were small and 
threatened, and so they tried to cherish more, to calm down and appreciate things 
for once. But in the end, bored in their homes, they just became depressed and 
susceptible to head colds. They filled their apartments with pets, but then 
neglected to name them. They became nauseous and unbelieving. They did not 
believe that they themselves were nauseous, but that it was someone else who was 
nauseous²that it was all, somehow, a trick. A fun joke. (10) 
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uncanny unhappiness that we should not be feeling anymore. As the main tool we use 

when trying to hastily end boredom, and with our ability to accesses it at any place and 

any time, the Internet has led many people to assume that we have ended, or at least 

reduced the amount of boredom we have to endure (Mann 115). Lin¶s portrayal of 

chaUacWeUV conVWanWl\ Ueaching foU Vocial media iV neYeU faU aZa\ fUom Whe ³boUed 

e[pUeVVion´ (Taipei 5, 8, 27, 29, 138, 157, 170) that dominates their emotions. Lin likens 

the world of social media to drug use, something that can create excitement and an 

altering of reality but can also lead us into a perpetual liminal state, back into boredom if 

overused, as his characters live constantly within a social media or drug induced tedium. 

The Internet, or more specifically, the language of social media, seamlessly 

blendV inWo oUdinaU\ life aV ZoUdV VXch aV ³XnfUiendable´ (ibid. 15) interchange between 

online life and ordinary life. This alters even what his main protagonist Paul, who is 

strongly based on Lin himself, believes an intimate and physical relationship should be: 

something that is simply just around or being on in the background; something that is 

always there and used but not necessarily something to be fully engaged with. Paul 

continuously associates his life and humans with computers, compares the lights of the 

city to GIF files, and obsesses over a girl¶s Facebook page but never shows the same 

obsession with the physical girl herself. In Paul¶s Internet life, conversations are to be 

stored and returned to later, or possibly never, all the while spending his day doing 

pUeVcUipWion dUXgV and ³UefUeVhing TZiWWeU, TXmblU, Facebook, Gmail in a conWinXoXV 

cycle²with an ongoing, affectless, hXmoUleVV Ueali]aWion´ (ibid. 76), thereby making the 

two indistinguishable. The Internet easily blends into Paul¶s life and does not need to be 

e[WenViYel\ UefeUUed Wo Vince iW iV alZa\V WheUe. AV PaXl himVelf VWaWeV, ³Wechnolog\ 
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seemed more likely to permanently eliminate life by uncontrollably fulfilling its only 

function: to indiscriminately convert matter, animate or inanimate, into computerized 

matter, for the sole purpose, it seemed, of increased functioning, until the universe was 

one compXWeU.´ (ibid. 166-7). B\ being omnipUeVenW bXW alVo ³an abVWUacWion XndeWecWable 

in concUeWe UealiW\´ (ibid. 167), technology, dominated by the Internet, is able to 

subversively control one¶s perception or attitude towards life, without allowing for any 

sacred space. While floating in the background, virtually unseen, the Internet is not 

something you necessarily need to activate, like the jacking in and out as described in 

William Gibson¶s cyberpunk novels. There is no action; there is no immersing yourself in 

it and then getting out.  

Boredom takes on a similar liminal stance for Paul and his social group, in that its 

continuous presence makes it seem it is not even there; when it completely surrounds you, 

boredom becomes something hard to acknowledge: 

PaXl became aZaUe of himVelf VWaUing, ³WUanVfi[ed,´ aW Whe cenWeU of Whe VcUeen, 
with increasing intensity and no thoughts. He focused on resisting whatever force 
was preventing him from moving his head or neck or eyeballs until finally²
suddenly, it seemed²he calmly turned his head a little and asked if Erin was 
bored. 
³I don¶W knoZ. AUe \oX?´ 
³I can¶W Well,´ Vaid PaXl. ³AUe \oX?´ 
³Ma\be a liWWle. Do \oX ZanW Wo go?´ 
³Yeah,´ Vaid PaXl, and VloZl\ VWood. (Ibid. 214) 

 
Boredom also seems to be a result of too much information and a lack of mystery. 

Everything is out in the open in Paul and his friends¶ lives; nothing is secretive from his 

love life to his drug use, but unlike Frankenstein, who was horrified by learning the truth, 

Paul¶s group is simply bored. Paul and Erin may have a relationship of full disclosure but 

in the end fail to communicate meaningfully and also lack a mysteriousness to be excited 
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about; there is never anything they could learn from each other in the future of their 

relationship. And although total disclosure allows them to understand more about 

WhemVelYeV and WheiU fXWXUe, aV BUian WilliemV (2015) Va\V of Whe noYel, ³[W]he 

enXmeUaWion of poVVible fXWXUeV cloVeV doZn fXWXUe poVVibiliWieV´ (232). Echoing 

Leopardi, since the possibility to a better future is always in the cards, the present 

becomes worthless, and as a result so does the future, therefore keeping Paul in a 

continuous process of permanent liminality and boredom. However, as with Antonioni, 

Lin does not seem to portray social media (technology) as the cause of his generation¶s 

ills but rather more of a catalyst in understanding the void left by modern existence.  

This critique does not come from an outsider, from an older individual who 

cannot understand modern technology. Like all modern strangers, the critique comes 

from within, from someone born into its world. This is the reason why as much as 

boredom and even a breakdown of communication is allocated to social media use, Lin 

does not shy away from showing us that Paul and Erin¶s µdigital¶ relationship also 

flourishes in both communication and creativity as much as it seems to be damaged by it. 

The problem comes from the fact that young people like Paul and Erin are not allowed to 

be bored, where the fear of boredom has forced them to constantly seek entertainment, 

which eventually leaves them exhausted with the concept of constantly trying to entertain 

themselves. While seeing his reflection in his computer screen, Paul links humanity and 

technology together within a liminal space, as a place of both utopian imaginary and a 

place of the secular void:  

He minimized Safari and saw his face, which seemed bored and depressed, his 
default expression. He maximized Safari and imagined millions of windows, 
positioned to appear like one window. He closed his eyes and thought of the 
backs of his eyelids as computer screens; both could display anything imaginable, 
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so had infinite depth, but as physical surfaces were nearly depthless. (Lin, Taipei 
170) 

 
It is a profound boredom that allows Paul to witness a lack that in turn serves as a thirst 

for desire. Paradoxically, it also serves as knowledge that desire is perpetually 

unquenchable, thereby leaving Paul in a state of inaction and boredom. According to 

Ahmed in The Promise of Happiness (2010), since µ[h]appiness is an expectation of what 

folloZV´ and ³[W]he YeU\ e[pecWaWion of happineVV giYeV XV a Vpecific image of Whe fXWXUe´, 

iW acWXall\ ³pUoYideV Whe emoWional VeWWing foU diVappoinWmenW´ (29), eVpeciall\ if Ze 

continually wait for happiness or if we continuously feel that the future is lost for us.  

The fear of the future, of modern boredom¶s µimmortality¶ (Goodstein 6), pulls 

Paul into the µpast¶, possibly in an attempt to find remnants of the sacred. His family¶s 

Taiwanese culture and his racial background are a part of, yet also detached from his 

identity, since Paul is very much a modern American product. Lin seamlessly brings the 

modern stranger into his protagonist through a liminal interpretation of Paul¶s social, 

racial, and geographical character. Paul lives in a world where the traditional myths have 

fractured and crumbled but like Antonioni¶s films, are still spectres haunting us in the 

background. He is being pulled apart from the present/future of his current life of friends, 

drugs, social media that defines his contemporary New York existence, along with the 

cultural and traditional values of his parents, represented by Taipei, which, although it 

does not directly speak to him, nonetheless preoccupies him continuously. Paul is caught 

in a liminal sphere of past/future and tradition/advancement, where falling back into 

tradition paradoxically allows him the illusions of new sensations. This is something that 

Antonioni¶s characters are unable to achieve because tradition for them is repetition of 

their daily lives. As for Paul, who lives a stereotypical New York lifestyle, in order to 
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³feel ³oXW of chaUacWeU,´´ in a ZoUld WhaW iV iWVelf oXW of chaUacWeU, oU Wo e[perience 

³blandl\ oWheUZoUldl\ e[ciWemenW´ (Lin, Taipei 41), which a modern stranger such as 

Paul needs, he must go visit his parents in Taipei, the only place where he is able to feel 

this uncanny displacement. Visibly belonging yet socially estranged, Paul begins to 

e[peUience Whe Xncann\ Zhen he YiViWV TaiZan, aV Taipei iV able Wo ³diVUXpW Whe oXW-of-

conWUol foUmaWion of Vome incompUehenVible ZoUldYieZ´ (Lin, Taipei164). Although he 

used to never leave his parents¶ or uncle¶s apartment on previous visits, he begins to 

³inWeUnali]e´ and YieZ Whe µforeign¶ TaiZaneVe capiWal in VXbVeTXenW WUipV aV ³leVV like a 

ciW\ Whan iWV oZn ZoUld, Zhich he coXld leiVXUel\ e[ploUe «foU \eaUV, oU ma\be 

indefiniWel\´ (ibid). In Taipei, his displacement is far more uncanny than it is continual, 

as life is for him in New York, allowing Paul to experience some sort of sacred or utopian 

perspective removed from social media and the Internet, yet linked through exploring the 

physical city itself. While back in New York and looking at the movies that he and his 

neZ Zife EUin filmed WheUe, ³Taipei Veemed goWhic and lXnaU«ZiWh Whe VpaUe acWiYiW\ and 

structural density of a fully colonized moon that had been abandoned and was being 

recolonized; its science-fictional qualities seemed less advanced than ancient, haunted, of 

a fXWXUe daUk age´ (ibid. 240). Taipei is able to reveal uncanny truths not only about his 

own life but also about his relationship with his casual friend turned wife. 

 Yet a modern stranger in liminalness cannot simply fall back into tradition as a 

solution, especially with customs that no longer fit the fleetingness of the modern world. 

FoU e[ample, PaXl and EUin bUing WheiU ³NeZ YoUk¶ life of computers, social media, and 

drug use to Taiwan, something he tended to exclude on previous visits. Even though 

these are not exclusive to New York, and very well exist in modern Taiwan, Paul is no 
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longer able to coagulate his spatio-temporal binaries, as his New York life and Taiwanese 

life become the same. The illusion has only lasted so long for Paul, until he comes to 

WeUmV, aV AdoUno (1991) once claimed, ZiWh Whe noWion WhaW ³diVWanW placeV aUe no longeU 

± as they still were for Baudelaire¶s ennui ± diffeUenW placeV´ (191). AddiWionall\, PaXl 

and Erin subscribe to the old tradition of marriage simply because it is still customary for 

a relationship to end there in our society, not necessarily out of a want or desire. A 

marriage ceremony is supposed to complete the rite of passage from child/adolescence 

into maturity and adulthood, yet Erin and Paul¶s relationship is grounded too much on a 

liminal plane for it to succeed in such a way. Their relationship, which is originally µsolid¶ 

or working in its liminalness, does not change after marriage, yet it is the expectation that 

something should and it failing to do so that proves to be the demise of their relationship. 

Lin argues that although revisiting the past and tradition can lead one to experience 

emotions and feelings that seem uncanny and therefore exciting, nevertheless, relying on 

or conforming to traditions and customs that no longer speak to our needs, without at 

least a reimagining of them, can no longer advance or save us from our liminal existence, 

and aV a UeVXlW, aVViVWV Whe modeUn VWUangeU in a ³defaXlW e[pUeVVion´ of ennui.  

A HEROIC LACK OF ATTUNEMENT 
 

As we see with the work of Lin, Antonioni¶s expressions of modern malaise still 

remain significant problems in contemporary and modern times. It is true that stories 

about bored well-to-do white people, as in Antonioni¶s films, are not as attractive as once 

perceived, especially in world where far more significant social injustices have become 

more present. But that argument would be misleading, especially if we ignore the ironic 

and spiritual spark that exists within those stories. William Pamerleau (2011) recognizes 
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ZhaW Tillich UegaUded aV ³VacUed empWineVV´ in AnWonioni¶s films, where the absence of 

God, Whe VpiUiWXal, oU UaWheU Whe ³aZaUeneVV of Whe loVV of meaning´ (47). The VcaUed Yoid 

epitomized by existential boredom, identifies a moral or existential problem or void that 

essentially becomes spiritually substantial in the modern world (ibid. 5-6). Although 

stating a materialist argument, Henri Lefebvre¶s (1974/1991) claim WhaW ³Vpace iV neYeU 

empty: it alZa\V embodieV a meaning´ (154), noneWheleVV applieV Wo Tillich¶s ironic and 

paradoxical understanding of empty space because even nothing must contain something. 

Metaphorically, we can compare Tillich¶s view of empty space with a quantum theory of 

empty space in that it is not really empty but bursting with energy (Habegger 92). The 

idea of sacred emptiness is acknowledging that there is a sacred spark or energy in 

emptiness; energy in boredom.  

Antonioni¶s films are also important because they predominantly deal with female 

protagonists and therefore µfemale¶ boredom, especially in the Red Desert, which 

highlights what Ahmed (2010) and Betty Friedan (1963)59 claim as the 1960s myth of the 

happy housewife. Even prior to the optimistic economic boom of the postwar years, 

women were not allowed to be happy, let alone bored, and therefore, their boredom 

ZoXld noW be Waken VeUioXVl\, Zhich foU Zomen ZaV XnfaiUl\ connecWed Wo ³VelfiVhneVV aV 

oppoVed Wo Whe beneYolence WhaW engageV one in meaningfXl acWion´ (Spacks x). For the 

most part, historically boredom or ennui was considered as an unacceptable trait for a 

woman to possess, commonly disregarded as superficial or lacking any self-reflection or 

 
59 In the revolutionary book The Feminine Mystique (1963), FUiedan XneaUWhV ³Whe 
pUoblem ZiWh no name´, a XnVpoken and ZideVpUead ennXi WhaW hoXVeZiYeV endXUed 
dXUing Whe poVWZaU \eaUV WhaW conViVWed of a ³VWUange VWiUUing, a VenVe of diVVaWiVfacWion, a 
yearning that Zomen VXffeUed in Whe middle of Whe WZenWieWh cenWXU\ in Whe UniWed SWaWeV´ 
(57). 
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soulful weight (Pease 22-3). Where male ennui was regarded as VoXlfXl and ³ennoblingl\ 

indiYidXali]ed´, Zomen faced a doXble VWandaUd aV boUedom foU Whem ZaV a V\mpWom foU 

the lack of self (ibid 23). Yet, in spite of this, it was the upper class women of the 

eighteenth century, most notably in Britain, that transformed boredom into a literary 

endeaYoU, aV ³boUedom haXnWV Whe maUginV of mXch Zomen¶s fiction´ (Spacks 70). This 

however did nothing to transform the misconception of bored women throughout 

modernity. By the nineteenth and early twentieth century, boredom became 

predominantly generalized as an upper class woman¶s problem or experience, either 

romanticized or portrayed as a mental illness (Pease 25). The doctors and psychologists 

of the time blamed these discontents with women¶s inability to cope with modernity (ibid. 

30), when the problem was simply because they were not allowed to partake in it. Even 

when the newly educated New Woman rose in society at the end of the nineteenth and 

early twentieth century, modernist texts rarely showed women struggling for 

independence in the workplace but instead portrayed as bored characters stuck at the 

typist desk and lacking agency (ibid. 21).  

This is a reason why women have been frequently overshadowed by men as 

modern strangers or outsiders in both literature and film, despite continuously being 

³affecW alienV´ (Ahmed, Happiness 49). In 1888, BUiWiVh ZUiWeU Am\ LeY\ aUgXed, ³[W]he 

female club-lounger, the flâneuse of St James Street, latch-key in pocket and eye-glasses 

on Whe noVe, UemainV a cUeaWXUe of Whe imaginaWion´ (cited in Elkin 11), largely due to the 

fact that women were not allowed the freedom and independence to access public space 

in the same way as men (Wolff 34-5). Levy¶s statement is somewhat ironic because the 

flâneuse, alWhoXgh peUhapV ³inYiVible´ (Wolff 1985/1990; Gleber 1999), did exist. The 
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rise of the shopping malls allowed the women to experience the art of flânerie in public 

space (Wilson 101), while George Sand (born Amantine Lucile Aurore Dupin), who 

dressed as a man in order to experience the freedom of modern urban space, the 

quintessential space of modernity, offers a more radical example of the flâneuse. Deborah 

Parsons (2000) claims that women were able to bring something different to the act of 

flânerie: 

A female observer corresponding to the social figure of the 
 flâneur can be found in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
when women were achieving greater liberation as walkers and observers 
in Whe pXblic VpaceV of Whe ciW\«WheUeaV Benjamin¶s flâneur increasingly 
becomes a metaphor for observation, retreating from the city streets 
once the arcades are destroyed to a place of scopic authority yet static 
detachment, women were entering the city with fresh eyes, observing it 
from within. It is with this social influx of women as empirical observers 
into the city street that aesthetic, urban perception as a specifically 
masculine phenomenon and privilege is challenged. (6) 
 

While traditionally modern strangers or boredom with µweight¶ has been a dominated by 

the male perspective, authors such as Virginia Woolf, or filmmakers such as Agnès 

Varda and Chantal Akerman, continued to challenge and push the boundaries of 

patriarchal society by focusing on the women strangers of modernity. 

Antonioni¶s bored female characters carry with them the soulful and 

individualistic ennui that was wrongly only associated with men, and while a feminist 

critique of boredom exists in these films, Antonioni does not divide boredom into male or 

female but instead uses these women characters to represent the bored individual, the 

µeveryman¶ so to speak, of secularized modernity. Regardless of whether Antonioni¶s 

films were intentionally feminist or not60, the heroines played by Monica Vitti helped 

 
60 AV PeWeU BUXneWWe aUgXeV, AnWonioni ³genXinel\ VeemV Wo haYe mi[ed feelingV WoZaUdV 
men as men, toward the male way of being in the world. (Or do we read the films this 
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change the dynamics of how women can be portrayed in films by both shedding light on 

a growing, unspoken problem for women but likewise how that problems connects to 

everyone. This brings us to the question of µcan it be revolutionary or heroic to be bored 

oU Xnhapp\?´ PUedominanWl\, boUedom iV deVcUibed aV a negaWiYe mood oU e[peUience, 

usually referring to a lack of something: spiritual sacredness, meaning, or simply 

entertainment/enjoyment. All forms of boredom contain their own nuisances; however, 

all seem to be defined as a mood or disposition that was measured as negative. From the 

sinful, evil, or as a slothful device of the devil that characterized acedia, to the 

contemporary nihilism that is attached to modern equivalent, boredom seems to lack any 

positive elements. The fact that boredom or µnot being in the mood¶ is so closely tied to 

evil or nihilistic predispositions compels us to render it as a negative and unfortunate, 

though necessary µside effect¶ of modern secular life, similar to the way Durkheim 

(1897/1975) alignV VXicide ZiWh Whe ³fUee inTXiU\´ of PUoWeVWanWiVm. Nonetheless, 

boredom can still be seen as a catalyst for change, creativity, and progress. A 

pV\chological VWXd\ in 2011 VhoZed WhaW ³[p]eople Zho feel boUed e[peUience WhaW WheiU 

current situation is meaningless and are motivated to reestablish a sense of 

meaningfXlneVV´ (Yan TilbXUg & IgoX 1790), and WheUefoUe aWWempW Wo eVcape fUom. 

Ironically, escapism lies in the similar liminal realm as boredom, and likewise, shares a 

negative and passive undertone to it, as it is often seen as an immature stance of being 

unable to cope with reality. If boredom is an over-dwelling on reality, and escape a 

rejection, a combination of the two can be seen as a movement in liminal space that is 

 
way because feminism has altered our interpretive frame? Certainly our reading of 
L¶avventura¶V gendeU d\namicV ZoXld haYe been diffeUenW in 1960)´. HoZeYeU, BUXneWWe 
goeV on Wo Va\ WhaW eYen ³[Z]hen men become Whe cenWUal chaUacWeUV«Whe critique 
becomeV VXbWleU and moUe conflicWed, bXW iW doeV noW diVappeaU´ (34).  
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able to create a realm of possibility, both permanent and temporary. In his study of 

escapism, Ty-Fu Tuan (1998) VWaWeV WhaW eVcapiVm alloZV XV Wo do ³VomeWhing 

e[WUaoUdinaU\, namel\ ³Vee´ ZhaW iV noW WheUe. Seeing ZhaW iV noW WheUe lieV aW Whe 

foundation of all hXman cXlWXUe´ (6). As with liminality, both boredom and escapism can 

therefore be positive elements in one¶s life, though can become problematic if either is 

prolonged or perpetual, resulting in unhappiness. 

DeVpiWe haYing UeVeUYaWionV of pUodXcing ³a heroic model of the unhappy 

UeYolXWionaU\´ (Happiness 169), Ahmed does see a politicized notion of unhappiness and 

the stranger, which seem to be intrinsically related: 

The history of the word unhappy might teach us about the unhappiness of the 
hiVWoU\ of happineVV. In iWV eaUlieVW XVeV, Xnhapp\ meanW ³caXVing miVfoUWXne oU 
WUoXble.´ Onl\ laWeU, did iW come Wo mean ³miVeUable in loW oU ciUcXmVWanceV´ oU 
³ZUeWched in mind.´ The ZoUd ZUeWched alVo haV a suggestive genealogy, coming 
from wretch, referring to a stranger, exile, or banished person. The wretch is not 
only the one driven out of his or her native country but is also defined as one who 
iV ³VXnk in deep diVWUeVV, VoUUoZ, miVfoUWXne, oU poYeUW\,´ ³a miVeUable, Xnhapp\, 
oU XnfoUWXnaWe peUVon,´ ³a pooU oU hapleVV being,´ and eYen ³a Yile, VoUU\, oU 
deVpicable peUVon.´ Can Ze UeZUiWe Whe hiVWoU\ of happineVV fUom Whe poinW of 
view of the wretch? If we listen to those who are cast as wretched, perhaps their 
wretchedness would no longer belong to them. The sorrow of the stranger might 
give us a different angle on happiness not because it teaches us what it is like or 
must be like to be a stranger, but because it might estrange us from the very 
happiness of the familiar. (ibid. 17) 

 
The µsorrow of the stranger¶, living in a liminal or sacred void allows us an alternative 

view or shadow of modernity even while modernity itself was establishing. The same 

spectre that has haunted secularized modernity, that haunts the ending of Frankenstein 

through ambiguity, has remained, although mutated, altered, or adapted to the uncertainty 

and liminalness that is modernity. Ahmed gets closer to the idea of boredom and even 

inaction when discussing moods, specifically the concept of non-attunement in her essay 

³NoW In Whe Mood´ (2014). In Whe face of a ficWional pXblic mood of happineVV and 



 191 

naWionhood, Ahmed claimV ³[n]oW Wo be made happ\ iV Wo UefXVe Whe pUomiVe of WhiV 

conYeUVion´ and Wo ³ZiWhdUaZ fUom Whe ViWXaWion´ oU ³noW being in Whe mood foU happineVV 

becomeV a poliWical acWion´ (28). Once again, Ahmed brings in the concept of the stranger, 

the person who is out of place or alienated from their surrounding environment, however 

one that has shifted with the consequences of modernity, becoming radicalized.  

Ahmed may have concentrated her analysis of the stranger to simply indicate migrants, 

TXeeUV, and Zomen, ZhaW Vhe UegaUdV aV ³affecW alienV´, a definiWion WhaW goeV be\ond Whe 

modern stranger. However, Ahmed¶s work channels the same essence of the monstrous, 

uncanny, and liminality that has defined the concept of the modern stranger throughout 

secularized modernity.  

There is a correlation between Ahmed¶s relationship between non-attunement, the 

stranger, and political action, and Adorno¶s arguments of boredom and political 

indifference. Although I am not entirely convinced of Adorno¶s argument that 

³[Z]heneYeU behaYioXU in VpaUe Wime iV WUXl\ aXWonomoXV, deWeUmined b\ fUee people foU 

themselves, boredom rarely figXUeV´, since it is arguable if truly autonomous time is even 

achievable, and that no matter how free people are, repetition is unavoidable, as is the 

boredom that will ultimately be a part of it, I do agree that boredom and political apathy 

can be closely related (192). On the other hand, in Happiness Ahmed warns us against 

viewing unhappiness as a heroic stance because it can lead to indifference (169), but 

neither inaction nor boredom necessarily means µdoing nothing¶, just as not selecting a 

side does not automatically result in indifference. The liminal space between an attitude 

of µyou are with us or against us¶ can be considered a political action in itself. The 

inaction of not standing for a national anthem by black American athletes, for example, 
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becomes a political action that while stems from violence and treatment of black 

Americans, eventually works as a protest by exposing the singing of the national anthem 

before sporting events as a boring symbol of a the recurrent, illusionary, and repetitive 

mythos of a happy and united nation. The ironic statement is not necessarily against the 

idea of a united and happy nation but what the currently belief of a united and happy 

nation is. People may argue that nothing is held sacred anymore and tradition no longer 

matters but protests such as these are not against the secularized sacredness of nationhood, 

but a protest against a failing illusion of sacredness; in a way, sacredness can only be 

challenged by sacredness itself.  

Boredom is an essential and ineradicable aspect of modern life, especially since 

contemporary ways of evading it, through tools such as the internet and social media, 

have paradoxically also allowed for its perpetualization. It therefore depends on how we 

navigate and channel the liminal mood of boredom, both internally and externally, while 

likewise being cautious circumnavigating through the fascinating new digital 

technologies, which are liminal in themselves.  
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VI: THE SACREDNESS OF DIGITAL LIMINALITY 
 
 
³And ZheUe doeV Whe neZboUn go fUom heUe? The neW iV YaVW and infiniWe´ (Major Motoko Kusanagi) 
  - Ghost in the Shell (1995)  
 
Men seldom moved their bodies; all unrest was concentrated in the soul  
  - ³The Machine SWopV´, E.M. FoUVWeU 
 
³µIf God made anything better, he kept it for himself.¶´ (Peter Riviera) 
  - Neuromancer, William Gibson 
 
There is no such thing as either man or nature now, only a process that produces the one within the other 
and couples the machines together. Producing-machines, desiring-machines everywhere, schizophrenic 
machines, all of species life: the self and the non-self, outside and inside, no longer have any meaning 
whatsoever. 

- Anti-Oedipus, Deleuze & Guattari, 

INTRODUCTION  
 

Werner Herzog¶s documentary Lo and Behold, Reveries of the Connected World 

(2016) begins with computer scientist and internet pioneer Leonard Kleinrock taking us 

WhUoXgh ZhaW HeU]og VWaWeV aV ³gUoXnd ]eUo of one of Whe biggeVW UeYolXWionV Ze aV 

hXmanV aUe e[peUiencing«Whe biUWhplace of Whe inWeUneW´ (0:00.56 ± 0:01:05). Opening 

Whe dooU Wo Whe Vmall compXWeU lab, KleinUock lookV inWo Whe cameUa and claimV, ³[Z]e aUe 

noZ enWeUing a VacUed locaWion«iW¶V a hol\ place´ (ibid. 0:01:34 ± 0:01:38). This sacred 

space, preserved, or rather re-assembled to its 1969 aesthetic, is a secular shrine 

venerating the advent of the sacred and liminal space of our contemporary world - the 

threshold between reality and virtuality; between the physical and the digital worlds that 

is the Internet. Many scholars and academics have labeled, both positively and negatively, 

the internet or virtual space as liminal (Madge and O¶Conner 2005; Yang 2006; 

Pimenova 2009; Holt 2011), in that it dissolves various boarders but also signifies the 

main source of a shift of uncertainty in how we define the human. Cyberspace uncannily 

blurs the lines of what is alien and what is familiar in an entirely new way, especially in 
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regard to the human consciousness. While the cyborg is the technological transformation 

of µmeat¶ to metal or the breakdown of such binaries, cyberspace dissolves this material 

relationship altogether, establishing something more abstract and immaterial. 

In a similar sense, the Internet has even replaced God as our source of a spiritual 

mechanism. The self-pUoclaimed Wechnopagan MaUk PeVce belieYeV WhaW ³compXWeUV can 

be as sacred as we are, because they can embody our communication with each other and 

with the entities ² the divine parts of ourselves ² WhaW Ze inYoke in WhaW Vpace´ (cited in 

Davis 176). William Indick similarly claims in The Digital God: How Technology Will 

Reshape Spirituality (2015), 

[t]he internet has already been compared to God. Like the monotheistic God, it is 
abstract and distant; yet, simultaneously, it can be personalized and contextualized 
into the present. In its own way, the internet shares with God the same divine 
qualities of omniscience, omnipresence, and possibly even omnipotence. It is 
quite possible that the internet will give rise to a new form of spiritual perception 
« a DigiWal God. (206) 

 
This new µDigital God¶ is paradoxical because unlike spiritual insight, which is internal, 

Whe neZ VacUed Vpace iV an ³e[WeUnal VenVaWion«a place ZheUe eYeU\one iV peUpeWXall\ 

³online.´ FoU man\ people, being connecWed Wo Whe InWeUneW aW eYeU\ momenW haV become 

a pV\chological neceVViW\, an e[iVWenWial lifeline´ (ibid.). Seeing God ZiWhin Whe InWeUneW iV 

part of the ongoing process of secularization/resacralization that largely epitomizes 

modernity. In ³The InWeUneW aV a MeWaphoU foU God?´ (2000), ChaUleV HendeUVon VWaWeV 

WhaW ³[i]f Whe InWeUneW iV coming Wo be Veen aV a meWaphoU foU God, iW iV noW becaXVe Whe 

new metaphor dropped magically from heaven, but by the same process through which 

most religious symbols have been born: naturally out of the everyday experience of real 

people´ (80). Oliver Krueger (2004) uses Thomas Luckmann¶s individual and modernity 

induced theme of ³inYiVible Ueligion´ Wo aUgXe WhaW Whe InWeUneW can acW aV a pUoYideU bXW 
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alVo a miUUoU of Ueligion, aV ³Whe InWeUneW UeYealV noW onl\ Whe deYelopmenWV of 

institutionalized religions like Christianity but also, in an extensive way, of the individual 

constellations of Thomas Luckmann¶s invisible religion or the so-called individual 

³paWchZoUk-UeligionV´ in EXUope, NoUWh and SoXWh AmeUica, and Japan´ (184). The 

Internet is not an entity of mythical perfection and flawlessness as God has been 

perceived by traditional monotheistic religions but instead can be seen as an even more 

liminal representation of Frankenstein¶s Creature, a reflection that conceptualizes the 

fractured modern human existence. Cyberspace, therefore, seems to further challenge the 

idea of the unitary self by dissolving the binary of both self and other, alongside the self 

and self, in that unlike the cyborg that is still confined to the idea of the corporeal, 

cyberspace predominately removes or at least manipulates the use of the physical body. 

Yet, although we seem to have a complex situation where individual and community are 

intertwined online, we have also seen an intensification of surveillance and loss of 

privacy as a consequence.  

The Internet has further infringed on our private space, more than any metropolis 

could ever imagine. Whereas one lost one¶s privacy in a city simply during social 

interactions, the Internet haunts us like a spectre by recording and remembering 

everything about us, making social and public life a continuous experimentation and 

spectacle that never ends, all this despite the internet¶s paradoxical anonymity, thus 

making it just as secretive and mysterious as it is revealing. As a result, the Internet Age 

seems to have placed us deeper in a realm of permanent liminality. Arpad Szakolczai 

designates this liminal ³condiWion Zhen an\ of Whe phaVeV in WhiV VeTXence becomeV 

frozen, as if a film stopped at a particular frame. This can happen both with individuals 
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undergoing an µinitiation rite¶ and with groups who are participating in a collective ritual, 

µa social drama¶´ (212). S]akolc]ai XVeV Whe e[ample of monkV liYing in monaVWeUieV Zho 

conWinXoXVl\ peUfoUm UiWeV foU a ³peUfoUmance Zhich Zill onl\ be giYen in Whe ne[W ZoUld´ 

(ibid.). The most unlikely of the differenW foUmV of peUmanenW liminaliW\ iV Zhen ³[W]he 

VWage of pUepaUaWion can be pla\ed endleVVl\ Zhile Whe peUfoUmance iV poVWponed foUeYeU´. 

Szakolczai points out that the opposite is also true in that ³[o]ne can alVo imagine 

situations in which it is the performance that is being staged endlessly, and all the actors 

become pinned doZn oU idenWified b\ WheiU UoleV´ (214). Szakolczai seems to find this 

VWaWe ³leVV belieYable´ eYen WhoXgh he acknoZledgeV WhaW in Ulysses (1922), James Joyce 

uses the individual who iV ³ZoUn oXW b\ Whe dXW\ of peUmanenW peUfoUmance´ aV 

³aUcheW\pe foU Whe modeUn condiWion´ (ibid). Joyce¶s representation seems more in line 

with the modern stranger of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, since his two 

main characters in the novel were outsiders to the rest of their social environment rather 

than part of the norm; however, the notion of a permanent performance being staged 

endlessly as an archetype seems to be more indicative of the current Internet Age.  

This chapter focuses on the literary interpretations of cyberspace, the symbolic 

space of the Internet, from incarnations of cyberpunk, beginning with Gibson¶s Sprawl 

trilogy and the Ghost in the Shell series to more current and µrealistic¶ depictions of 

social media and online life in literature such as The Circle (2013) by Dave Eggers. What 

we notice is that there is, at least initially, a continuation of similar themes of 

secularization/resacralization. However, there seems to be more of a negative shift in how 

we ultimately view the Internet, the more entrenched it becomes in our reality. Both the 

concept of the Internet as a resacralized source of the divine and that of the modern 
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stranger were resurrected and intertwined in the early nineteen eighties through the 

fascinating literary and film movement of cyberpunk. Ridley Scott¶s Blade Runner 

(1982/2007), Neuromancer (1984), and Ghost in the Shell (1995/1998) are three of the 

most widely known cyberpunk works and can be seen a sort of µholy trinity¶ of the 

science fiction subgenre. What these three major works have in common is that they are 

all influenced by noir crime fiction, they describe worlds in which the divisions between 

West and East in one way or another are beginning to break down, they deal with the 

uncanny relationship between humans and technology and self, and finally, they all in 

some way deal with the concept of the modern stranger. However, since the main topic 

on the chapter is the Internet and cyberspace, I will concentrate on William Gibson¶s 

µSprawl¶ trilogy (Neuromancer, Count Zero (1986), and Mona Lisa Overdrive (1988)) 

and the Ghost in the Shell series.  

The dystopian settings of these two future universes take place in similar, post-

WW-III, balkanized worlds, where the United States has fractured into various sections 

or urban city-states and where Japan has become the strongest and most stable economic 

nation in the world. More importantly, they are worlds in which these nation states are 

continuously subjugated by corporations and more importantly, pervasive technology, 

where both cybernetic implants and artificial intelligence culminate in the creation of 

cyberspace. With all the similarities these stories share, they ironically differ from one 

another by focusing on contrasting perspectives of a similar world. While Ghost in the 

Shell follows a group of individuals that try to uphold the Law, the Sprawl novels 

concentrate on the Underworld of crime and the personalities that navigate within it. The 
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Sprawl novels¶61 emphasis is on one of the fracture sections of the Unites States known 

as the Boston-Atlanta Metropolitan Axis, a µsprawling¶ mega-city that encompasses most 

of the eastern American Seaboard. The Sprawl¶s influence on the novel is overshadowing. 

While only Count Zero¶s setting is located there, as Tom Henthorne (2011) argues, it 

³VeUYeV aV an emblem´ foU GibVon¶s concept of the universal cityscape and his fictional 

ZoUld aV a Zhole, Vince Whe ³enWiUe ZoUld VeemV Wo be deYeloping a VpUaZling 

monoculture that incorporates into itself elemenWV fUom moVW of Whe indXVWUiali]ed ZoUld´ 

(114). Several critics (McHale 1992; G. Miller, Jr. 2016; Rapatzikou 2004) reference 

Foucault¶s heterotopia62 when describing both cyberpunk and the Sprawl, rightly 

directing us away from seeing Gibson¶s world as simply dystopian, including Wendy Hui 

Kyong Chun (2006), who makes convincing claims of seeing it as a heterotopia since it 

³VimXlWaneoXVl\ UepUeVenWV, conWeVWV, and inYeUWV pXblic VpaceV and placeV´ (52). This is 

also emblematic of the main characters that Gibson centres his stories on, as its criminals, 

mercenaries, hackers, and drug addicts have almost a physical and even a transcendent 

connection to the Sprawl¶s fragmentation either through cyberspace or the sub-cultures 

found within the city¶s streets. The Sprawl becomes an overarching symbol of the 

fragmented self of the modern stranger, and not just of the world that constantly 

surrounds them.  

 
61 This chapter will focus on the three novels, although the Sprawl universe was 
inWUodXced aV eaUl\ aV 1981 in Vome of GibVon¶V VhoUW VWoUieV WhaW ZeUe laWeU complied in 
the collection Burning Chrome (1986). 
62 Foucault (1970/2005) argued that unlike utopias¶ chaUacWeUi]aWion of being a Vpace WhaW 
iV an oUdeUed and a coheUenW Zhole, heWeUoWopia iV a VWaWe oUgani]ed ³in ViWeV Vo YeU\ 
different from one another that it is impossible to find a place of residence for them, to 
define a 
common locus beneath them all´. TheVe aUe diVWXUbing and diVTXieWing We[WXal VpaceV 
³becaXVe Whe\ VecUeWl\ XndeUmine langXage« diVVolYe oXU m\WhV and VWeUili]e Whe 
lyricism of our sentences (xix) 
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The setting of Ghost in the Shell, on the other hand, predominately centres on the 

economically and nationally sound country of Japan, mostly through the perspective of 

the members of Section 9, an anti-terrorist and intelligence department that is led by the 

series¶ main protagonist, the cyborg Major Motoko Kusanagi. Section 9 was established 

in order to stop the criminal cyber-hackers that Gibson¶s novels tend to romanticize. 

However, their independence from government supervision likewise removes them from 

the nation state and establishes them within their own liminalness. Although it can be 

argued that the two stories examine two different sides of the same cyberpunk coin, it is 

through the use of the Internet that the two worlds traverse one another, as cyberspace 

acts as a liminal space where one is able to gain control that one normally would not have 

held but is also a space where that freedom can be regulated and controlled, allowing for 

both perspectives to intersect with one another, thereby continuously blurring the lines 

between restriction and liberation. 

   Mike Featherstone and Rogers Burrows (1996) define c\beUVpace aV ³an 

information space in which data is configured in such a way as to give the operator the 

illusion of control, movement and access to information, in which he/she can be linked 

together with a large number of users via a puppet-like simulation which operates in a 

feedback loop Wo Whe opeUaWoU´ (2). In UegaUd Wo c\beUpXnk, FeaWheUVWone and BXUUoZV 

emphasize the relationship between human and technology:  

The term cyberpunk refers to the body of fiction built around the work of William 
Gibson and other writers, who have constructed visions of the future worlds of 
cyberspaces, with all their vast range of technological developments and power 
struggles. It sketches out the dark side of the technological-fix visions of the 
future, with a wide range of post-human forms which have both theoretical and 
practical implications; theoretically, in influencing those who are trying to 
reconstruct the social theory of the present and near future, and practically, in 
terms of those (largely young people) who are keen to devise experimental 
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lifestyles and subcultures which aim to live out and bring about selected aspects 
of the cyberspace/cyberpunk constellation. (3) 

 
ThiV ³illXVion of conWUol´ VeemV Wo become eYen moUe common and VignificanW Wheme in 

contemporary literature regarding cyberspace than it does with the early depictions in 

c\beUpXnk. AlWhoXgh c\beUpXnk doeV concenWUaWe on ³Whe daUk Vide of the technological-

fi[´, iW iV aV mXch aboXW iWV XWopian and UeVacUali]ed aVpecWV aV iW iV of iWV Wechnophobic 

ones. According to William Covino (1998), cyberpunk exercises an uncanny association 

of Whe VacUed and pUofane aV iW conWainV ³an impXlVe WhaW locates magico-religious 

behaYioU in Whe VecXlaU Uealm´ eYen WhoXgh ³iW alVo UepUeVenWV Whe impliciWl\ VacUilegioXV 

aWWiWXde of Whe VociocXlWXUal Uebel´ (41), WhoXgh, aV I haYe aUgXed, WheVe WZo aUe noW aV 

mutually exclusive as once thought. Silvio Gaggi argXeV in ³The C\boUg and Whe NeW´ 

(2003) that 

[n]ovels like Neuromancer and films like Ghost in the Shell contain examples of 
such entities [having a will of their own different from their creators] ± 
Wintermute and Neuromancer in Neuromancer, Whe ³PXppeW MaVWeU´ in Ghost in 
the Shell. Such entities present themselves as hostile forces, though in the end, as 
is the case in these instances, they may reveal themselves to be quasi-religious 
higher beings, the next stage in an evolutionary process towards a higher form of 
conVcioXVneVV.´ (135)  

 
Similarly, Frank McConnell (2009) connects religious spiritualism with Gibson by 

arguing that the novel Neuromancer iV a ³gnoVWic VkeZing of Whe Divine Comedy´ (149), 

thereby continuing secularizing/resacralizing the tradition of the modern stranger that was 

laid out by Baudelaire and Leopardi in the early nineteenth century. This liminal 

perspicacity of secular/sacred process with regards to technological media, interestingly 

enough, was carried out by nineteenth century Evangelical Christians in Antebellum 

America. In John Lardas Modern¶s absorbing work Secularism in Antebellum America 

(2011), he examines the resacralization process behind the evangelical passion of media 
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technology and commXnicaWion neWZoUkV: ³[W]he diffeUence WhaW neZ media WechnologieV 

and semiotic strategies made in recasting the production, distribution, and reception of 

eYangelical ZoUdV ZaV VXbVWanWial in making VecXlaUiVm a meWaph\Vical VolYenW´(9). AV 

Modern descUibeV, Whe VecXlaUi]ing UeligioXV moYemenW belieYed in a ³V\VWem´ of 

eYangelical media WhaW ZaV cUXcial in UegaUdV YieZing Ueligion aV a ³peUVonal conceUn´ 

(65). By incorporating scared Biblical text with not just ordinary life, but secular reason 

and technological progress of mass media, the evangelical Christians of Antebellum 

AmeUica VaZ WhiV paUado[ical mi[ing of VacUed and VecXlaU aV ³WUXe Ueligion´, Zhich 

³UeYolYed aUoXnd YolXnWaU\ aWWenWion and V\VWemaWiciW\´ (11). SacUaliW\, WheUefoUe, ZaV 

merged with a semiotic belief of technological progress, social connectivity, and media 

circulation. Evangelical secularism, as with cyberpunk depictions of cyberspace, saw the 

WUanViWoU\ poZeU of Wechnological media aV an ³[e]nd Wo bondage´ and Whe beginning of 

individual freedom and belief (112). 

The central difference between cyberpunk and previous works regarding 

resacralization and the modern stranger, therefore, is not necessarily a breaking away 

from Judeo-Christian teachings, since cyberpunk is laden with its symbolism, but due to 

cyberpunk establishing itself within a world of post-globalization. Cyberpunk 

amalgamates Christian mythos with other religious and sacred imageries. This is why the 

Internet plays such a powerful and important role in cyberpunk, as Ronald Cole-Turner 

ZUiWeV in ³Science, Technolog\, and Whe MiVVion of Theolog\´ (2001): ³foU man\, Whe 

InWeUneW iV noW meUel\ Whe ke\ V\mbol of globali]aWion; iW iV iWV dUiYing foUce«Ze mXVW 

recognize that the Internet links but does not homogenize or reduce cultures to a common 

global cXlWXUe«iW bUingV Whe diYeUViW\ of Whe ZoUld Wo conVcioXVneVV´ (147). EVpeciall\ 
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when it still encompasses an element of science fiction, cyberspace was a hybrid utopia 

of interconnecting knowledge and values, having the uncanny ability to blur borders and 

binaries and still being the perfect representation of both society and the individual in a 

liminal modern age. This immaterial, even spiritual value of globalization is 

differentiated from the more dystopian, physical or material aspects of globalization 

found within the technological cities and the dehumanizing multinational corporations 

that control these cyberpunk worlds.  

Cyberpunk depictions of technology and cyberspace are as much about autonomy 

as they are about control and addiction. As Chun points out, cyberpunk is more than 

fiction dealing with the technological fetishism of society. Equally, it is about self and 

oWheU, aV iWV ³global YiVion«VWemV fUom iWV conflaWion of Uacial oWheUneVV ZiWh localneVV´ 

(29). Chun states that the cyberpunk classics like Neuromancer and the Ghost in the Shell 

film embod\ a VenVe of ³high-Wech oUienWaliVm´, Zhich ³enableV a foUm of paVVing²

invariably portrayed as the denial of a body rather than the donning of another²that 

relies on the oWheU aV diVembodied UepUeVenWaWion´ (177-8), leading to a process of self-

alienation but also a source of sexual fetishizing. Both novels, according to Chun, 

orientalize the other, Japan in Neuromancer and Hong Kong in the case of Ghost in the 

Shell, which thereby configures the Internet as a space of escape from these locations. As 

ChXn aUgXeV, ³c\beUVpace alloZV foU piUac\ and aXWonom\´ and ³alloZV Whe hackeU Wo 

aVVXme Whe pUiYilege of Whe impeUial VXbjecW´ (187-8). Chun¶s assessment, which does 

well in arguing for cyberspace as a space of control over the colonized other, however, 

overreaches with its Orientalizing claims, especially in regard to Ghost in the Shell. Since 

director Mamoru Oshii chose Hong Kong as the main inspiration for his unnamed Asian 
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metropolis because he felt it represented an optical representation of information, making 

it a perfect visual companion to the invisible cyberspace, Chun argues that Oshii 

fetishizes Hong Kong as a city of data, seeing it as a disorienting city with no past and 

future. However, Oshii was also heavily influenced by the cities of Europe, particularity 

Eastern Europe, especially for the second film of the series, Ghost in the Shell 2: 

Innocence (2004) and his live-action film Avalon (2001), which takes place in a 

comparable universe (Hanson 161). Therefore, Oshii¶s films, like other cyberpunk works, 

portray a sense of futuristic universalism and even normalness through their depictions of 

urbanism, while containing the idea of being a tourist or alien within this normalness. 

Although these cyberpunk works address the concept of the other, they ultimately destroy 

these binaries to establish a more post-globali]ed and ³cXlWXUall\ ambigXoXV´ (DoUman 

43) philosophy of self/other than critics such as Chun acknowledge. 

 Relatedly, Andrew Ross (1991) famously critiques cyberpunk as a genre that 

fanaWici]eV Whe male, ³ZhiWe middle-claVV concepWion of inneU ciW\ life´ (146) and WhaW 

³c\beUpXnk Zas a tale about the respective psychogeographies of country (suburb) and 

ciW\´ (147). According to Ross, cyberpunk¶V ³main claim Wo poVWmodeUniW\ la\ in iWV 

treatment of the less geographically distinct realm of space and time that was now 

available through information technologies, the cartographic coordinates of 

WechnoVimXlaWed Vpace WhaW haYe no fi[ed geogUaphic UefeUenW in Whe ph\Vical landVcape´ 

(ibid.). Despite this critique, there is a direct link to the global cities that span Gibson¶s 

and Oshii¶s work, and their unique visions of the Internet that cannot be ignored, in that 

both seem to tear down boundaries in favour of a universalism. Samuel R. Delany (1994) 

rightly sees Ross¶ cUiWiTXe aV VXggeVWing ³Whe ZeaUing aZa\ of Whe UXUal/XUban diYide´ aV 
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³[t]he microtechnology, that in cyberpunk, connects the streets to the multinational 

structures of information in cyberspace also connects the middle-class country to the 

middle-claVV ciW\´ (cited in Dery198). While Chun and Ross¶s arguments examine the act 

of racial, class, and gender displacement in cyberpunk, the major emphasis of the chapter 

is the act of displacement in regard to resacralization and in relation to the modern 

stranger within cyberspace.  

HYBRID RELIGIONS OF CYBERPUNK 
 
  The Sprawl trilogy and the Ghost in the Shell series are witnesses of cyberpunk¶s 

liminal world of cyberspace, which, although it removes the physical property of the city, 

nonetheless retains, and in fact, supersedes its uncanny and liminal characteristics of 

fractured and technological space. The genre¶s assessment of progress takes a similar 

approach to Frankenstein, in that social evolution, most notably technology, is far too 

complex to designate any indication of linear progress. Although technology is ever 

present and dominaWeV WheVe fXWXUe ZoUldV, Whe\ aUe alVo conWinXoXVl\ haXnWed b\ iW: ³In 

stories and films like Neuromancer, Ghost in the Shell, and Blade Runner, spectral 

entities unleashed by the modern machine haunt dark cities teeming with nocturnal life. 

The future they evoke is obscure and unknown, totally unlike well-illuminated destinies 

gXaUanWeed b\ Whe pUedicWable maUch of pUogUeVV´ (GUeenVpan 76). Yet in this case, the 

worlds in cyberpunk fiction are liminal in their totality. Traditional boundaries are broken 

down on every level in worlds where humans are machines, technologies are human, and 

coUpoUaWionV appeaU Wo be boWh: ³PoZeU « meanW coUpoUaWe poZeU. The ]aibaWVXV, Whe 

multinationals that shaped the course of human history, had transcended old barriers. 

VieZed aV oUganiVmV, Whe\ had aWWained a kind of immoUWaliW\´ (Neuromancer 203). This 
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is not to say that cyberpunk¶s defining theme is centered on a negative perspective of the 

technological progress of humanity, for at times it also argues that it is its uncanny 

salvation. If corporations are liminal and therefore immortal, the humans in cyberpunk 

seem to be fairly influenced by them and also look towards the liminal in order to gain 

immortality. That being said, what is most interesting in regard to the topic of this study 

is that these tales of futuristic underworlds of crime, deceit, and technology alternatively 

consist of themes regarding the sacred and human connection. It is these human qualities 

of resacralization, such as human connection, which tend to be at odds with their 

technocratic world that propel most of the outsiders forward into a cybernetic world, and 

not only a sense of the power and money that control or define their societies.  

 Cyberpunk may seem to be anti-religious, especially in regard to Christianity. 

However, this is a symptom of its anti-authoritarian character rather than any abhorrence 

towards anything of a religious nature. To be certain, Christianity as an organized 

religion is continuously portrayed negatively in Gibson¶s Sprawl novels whenever 

mentioned. However, its symbolism formidably survives, which seems to be a common 

theme in a lot of cyberpunk, despite Samuel R. Smith¶s (2003) arguing that cyberpunk 

never portrays Christianity in a positive light (245).63 For instance, Neuromancer both 

revitalizes Christianity¶s apocalyptic focus (Di Tomasso 482) and its messianic mission, 

while also addressing the Christian dualism of body and mind presented through the AIs 

WinWeUmXWe and NeXUomanceU: ³WinWeUmXWe ZaV hiYe mind, decision maker, effecting 

change in the world outside. Neuromancer was personality. Neuromancer was 

immoUWaliW\´ (269). The division between the two AIs also indicates a semblance to the 

 
63 For example, other cyberpunk films such as Blade Runner and The Matrix series are 
extremely transparent when using positive Christian metaphors and allusions.  
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hybridity of Christ, in that Wintermute elicits a God-like entity especially through its 

omnipresence, though it needs to merge with Neuromancer in order to establish a 

personality and unite with humanity through a resurrection of sorts.64 Gibson warps these 

biblical metaphors in a similar way as Shelley does in Frankenstein. Wintermute 

ironically references the biblical God when he sarcastically asks the novel¶s main 

pUoWagoniVW CaVe if iW VhoXld appeaU Wo him in Whe maWUi[ like a ³bXUning bXVh´ 

(Neuromancer 169), oU Zhen iW WellV CaVe ³I am WhaW Zhich knoZeWh noW Whe ZoUd´ (ibid. 

173), symbolizing a fractured God. If God¶s word, through scripture, is complete and 

final, Wintermute acknowledges that without Neuromancer, it is incomplete and really no 

different from humans: a fractured god that is unable to fully understand itself. 

Neuromancer, on the other hand, through individuality, is likened to Milton¶s Satan. 

When Wintermute is able to finally integrate with Neuromancer at the end of the novel, 

despite the latter¶s unwillingness, it claims a sense of unity, of completeness through 

oWheUneVV: ³I¶m Whe maWUi[, CaVe.´ CaVe laXghed. ³WheUe¶V WhaW geW \oX?´ ³NoZheUe. 

Everywhere. I¶m Whe VXm WoWal of Whe ZoUkV, Whe Zhole VhoZ.´ (ibid. 269). When CaVe 

asks, somewhat ironically, if this means it is God, the newly amalgamated digital deity 

UeVpondV, ³ThingV aUen¶W diffeUenW. ThingV aUe WhingV.´ (ibid. 270). CaVe e[pecWV 

something to change65; he expects something different even though he is only able to 

appreciate Wintermute-Neuromancer in a familiar or traditional Western religious 

understanding. However, the Wintermute-Neuromancer entity understands that nothing 

 
64 ³I die Voon, in one VenVe. AV doeV WinWeUmXWe´ (Neuromancer 259) 
65 ³I goW no idea aW all ZhaW¶ll happen if WinWeUmXWe ZinV, bXW iW¶ll change VomeWhing!´ 
(Neuromancer 260). 
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has changed and it is simply continuing a secularizing-resacralizing process that motors 

throughout secularized modernity.  

Even in a Japanese anime like The Ghost in the Shell, Christian references are 

extremely prominent and are an important aspect of both films¶ philosophy, as director 

Mamoru Oshii was greatly influenced by the religion and often includes many references 

in his films (Ruh 43). This is most evident with the many biblical passages that the 

characters quote throughout both films. The most important occurs when the first film¶s 

complex villain, The Puppet Master, quotes Paul in 1 Corinthians 13:1266 to the series 

main protagonist Major Motoko Kusanagi, insinuating that, although powerful, both 

Major and The Puppet Master are incomplete, what they know is partial. However, like a 

possible Wintermute-Neuromancer merging, once they unite, they will be whole and all-

knowing. At the end of the film, the Major-Puppet Master creation references the 

Corinthians¶ passage that precedes it67 to Major¶s partner BatÙ, completing both the 

biblical quote but more importantly, acknowledging that the fusion of the two into 

cyberspace transcended them to a higher spiritual level of consciousness. In Innocence, 

BatÙ¶V ³gXaUdian angel´ (1:09:45) no longeU needV a Vhell Wo hoVW heU ghoVW, VimilaUl\ Wo 

Jesus, who no longer needed his human body after rising from the dead. 

  However, Christianity¶s vital, yet understated role in cyberpunk only tells us half 

the story. When examining the divine/human hybridity of Christology in cyberpunk, it is 

 
66 ³FoU noZ Ze Vee WhUoXgh a glaVV, daUkl\´ (Ghost in the Shell 0:32:39 ± 0:32:40). 
67 ³The natural childhood and manhood of this life are analogous to the spiritual 
childhood of this life and the spiritual manhood of the life to come.´  
³When I ZaV a child, m\ speech, feelings, and thinking were all those of a child. Now 
WhaW I am a man, I haYe no moUe XVe foU childiVh Za\V´ (Ghost in the Shell 1:16:48 ± 
1:17:00). 
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evident that it is more complicated than simple references to Christian thought and 

mythos. For one thing, in Ghost in the Shell and Neuromancer there is a reluctance of one 

of the entities that must merge with the other, essentially because one of the beings is the 

other to the other¶s self. The fusion of the two in both instances does not seem to be two 

halves of one thing uniting in perfection but is far more symbiotic as two µothers¶ uniting 

into hybridity. This is also reflected in the most prominent religion in the Sprawl novels, 

most notably in Count Zero, being Vodou. In comparing Vodou to Christianity and 

Scientology, the matrix cowboy Beauvoir likens it to the streets because it re-focuses life 

back towards the physical and material world instead of otherworldly phenomena. The 

sacred must live within the Earth and community: 

³Vodou isn¶W like WhaW,´ BeaXYoiU Vaid. ³IW iVn¶t concerned with notions of 
salvation and transcendence. What it¶s about is getting things done. You follow 
me? In our system, there are many gods, spirits. Part of one big family, with all 
the virtues, all the vices. There¶s a ritual tradition of communal manifestation, 
understand? Vodou says, there¶s God, sure, Gran Met, but He¶s big, too big and 
too far away to worry Himself if your ass is poor, or you can¶t get laid. Come on, 
man, you know how this works, it¶s street religion, came out of a dirt-poor place a 
million years ago. Vodou¶V like Whe VWUeeW.´ (76-7). 

 
Gibson¶s vision of the urban streets is similar to Baudelaire¶s poetry and Lang¶s M, 

depicting it as a complex fragmented space, consisting of different individual lanes that 

intersect with one another, a ³paWchZoUk´ (Neuromancer 48, 103, 176) that determines its 

own liminal understanding. Beauvoir is effectively linking religion and the sacred to the 

streets in a similar perspective as Michel de Certeau¶V (1980) YieZ of ³Whe ciW\´. 

Referencing Certeau, Scott Bukatman (1993) aUgXeV WhaW ³[c]\beUpXnk naUUaWiYeV 

construct trickster tactics within the µmachineries¶ of c\beUneWic cXlWXUe´ (212). 

One viewpoint is created by the strategists consisting of institutional bodies who 

have a synoptic view of the city as a unified whole. The city dweller, on the other hand, is 
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far more tactical and is never completely controlled by the strategies of these 

organizations. On a literal level, the Vodou disciples and the corporations create this 

division in the actual physical city. However, this conflict is also noticeable in how they 

deal with the sacred and God. For Beauvoir, trying to find God or transcending into one 

is impossible or at the very least, a futile endeavor. To them, the matrix or µGod¶ 

UepUeVenWV ³Whe ZoUld´ (Count Zero 114). As we find out in Count Zero, the Wintermute-

Neuromancer AI that united in Neuromancer has fragmented into many different Vodou 

deities and ZaV noW ³Whe Zhole VhoZ´ aV iW VWaWed iW ZaV; WheiU XnificaWion Vimpl\ led Wo 

even further distortion and fragmentation. But Gibson¶s use of multiplicity is what 

separates his work from the binary structures that de Certeau engages in, as the lines 

between tactics and strategists in regard to the scared use of space are not clearly defined. 

It is the notion of hybridity that made Vodou have a lasting impression on Gibson and 

why it is such a powerful and essential theme of his Sprawl novels. After reading an 

article on Haiti¶s Vodou¶s beliefs, Gibson was greatly affected when learning that it was 

a hybrid faith made up of West African ancestral religions and Roman Catholicism, in 

which theologies intersect and saints and ancestral gods unite, resulting in a third religion, 

a Ueligion of inWeUnaWional diYeUViW\ oU ³VpiUiWXal collage´ (OlVen 305). Vodou becomes 

the trilogy¶V moVW impoUWanW UeligioXV V\mbol, noW onl\ becaXVe iW iV ³an oXWlaZ Ueligion, 

cUeaWed b\ WhoVe Zhom Whe dominaWed VocieW\ maUginali]ed´ (ibid.), a perfect 

representation for the cyber cowboys that dominate his stories, but moreover, because 

supposedly, it is a liminal religion that transcends boundaries and borders, especially in a 

fictional world where nations, and therefore traditions, do not seem to exist anymore, 

surpassed by the matrix, which goes beyond any illusionary borders that are remaining.  
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Ghost in the Shell similarly extracts the idea that a fragmented world is defined by 

its greatest technological accomplishment, that is, the Internet. In this futuristic world, 

society has become heavily balkanized. Even what has been the United States is no 

longer united but fractured into various sections. On the other hand, Japan¶s borders 

remain intact: an island unified, yet seemingly isolated from the rest of the world. Still, in 

a world dominated by cyberspace, Japan¶s notion of strongly defined borders is also 

highly illusionary. Within the future society of Ghost in the Shell, ³Uecogni]able JapaneVe 

urban characteristics are difficult to distinguish among the intricate sprawl of multiple 

langXageV of eWhniciWieV´ (DoUman 43). ThiV XVe of mXlWicXlWXUaliVm goeV be\ond Whe 

notion of immigration and merging cultures that is common inside a global city space. 

The merging in cyberspace of Major Kusanagi, a Japanese cyborg, and The Puppet 

Master, an American sentient computer, bypasses any designated national or cultural 

boundaries. No matter how much Japan deems itself to be secluded, the Puppet Master¶s 

infiltration of Japanese cyberspace, and subsequently the Major, liquefies the once 

considered strong boundaries of the nation-state that Japan believes are still intact. In fact, 

even the idea that the Puppet Master is American and the Major is Japanese is equally 

dissolved. Likewise, in the second film, BatÙ becomes almost a quoting apparatus, 

frequently referencing various religious and cultural traditions, from the Bible to 

Buddhism, from Weber and Descartes to Saito Ryokuu, indicating that knowledge and 

culture have become universal, intersecting, and globalized, predominantly due to the 

Internet Age. More so than during the advent of modernity, everyday life continuously 

becomes more liminal and culturally ambiguous, as both the cyborg and cyberspace go 

beyond notions of race, culture, and knowledge. 
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GOD IS (IN) CYBERSPACE  
  
  Despite the fact that Gibson¶s novels portray a world where Nature is dead, 

leaYing ³a bleak fXWXUe ZheUe hXmanV can be cloned, cU\ogenicall\ fUo]en, oU VXUgicall\ 

manipXlaWed Wo UeVemble compXWeUV´ (SWileV 186), technology actually plays a far more 

multifaceted role in cyberpunk, offering just as many possibilities of freedom and notions 

of the sacred as it does of corporate control or secularization. Gibson¶s novels are not 

simply cautionary tales about a possible future where the escaping of reality has taken 

over most people¶s lives but rather explore how one will navigate and find meaning in 

such a world. This is done by continuously alluding to cyberspace as a religious space of 

salvation and transcendence of the spirit, removed from the human body (what the 

hackers consider µmeat¶).68 In On Belief (Thinking In Action) (2001), äiåek VWaWeV WhaW ³in 

c\beUVpace, Ze UeWXUn Wo Whe bodil\ immediac\, bXW Wo an Xncann\, YiUWXal immediac\´ an 

thereby linking it to a W\pe of ³VpiUiWXali]ed maWeUialiVm´ foXnd in GnoVWiciVm (54). The 

moYemenW WoZaUdV a ³higheU´ BODILY UealiW\, a pUoWo-reality of shadowy ghosts and 

Xndead enWiWieV´, XlWimaWel\ leaYeV XV Wo digeVW Whe idea WhaW WhUoXgh Whe UemoYal of a 

corporal body, we must realize that such a body must have never existed in the first place 

and WhaW ³oXU bodil\ Velf-experience was always±already that of an imaginary constituted 

enWiW\´ (ibid. 55). HoZeYeU, Whe chaUacWeUV in Whe SpUaZl noYelV aUe endleVVl\ oVcillaWing 

between both bodily entities. The physical body that is a cage of the self, and the cyber-

 
68 The concepWV of µmeaWZaUe¶ oU µZeWZaUe¶ aUe XVed in c\beUpXnk liWeUaWXUe Wo define 
both an organic computer system, such as the human brain, and humans in general. 
GibVon XVeV Whe WeUm µmeaW¶ in Whe Neuromancer, as the term wetware was not used in 
cyberpunk literature until Michael Swanwick¶s Vacuum Flowers (1987/2016), and not 
popularized until Rudy RXckeU¶V noYel Wetware (1988) (Rucker 2016).  
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body that lacks any corporeal restraints of the self, are constantly being exchanged 

whenever the hacker jacks in and out of the Matrix.  

  For the cyber hacker Case, the restriction from cyberspace and the subsequent 

imprisonment to one¶s body is likened to Adam and Eve¶s banishment from the Garden 

of Eden, where in both cases they are punished for breaking the one rule: the theft of 

knowledge. 

He¶s made the classic mistake, the one he¶s sworn he¶d never make. He stole from 
hiV emplo\eUV«SWUapped Wo a bed in a MemphiV hoWel, hiV WalenW bXUning oXW 
micron by micron, he hallucinated for thirty hours. The damage was minute, 
subtle, and utterly effective. For Case, who¶d lived for the bodiless exultation of 
cyberspace, it was the Fall. In the bars he¶d frequented as a cowboy hotshot, the 
elite stance involved a certain relaxed contempt for the flesh. The body was meat. 
Case fell into the prison of his own flesh. (Neuromancer 6) 

 

In a world where knowledge is power, the multifaceted character Case equally represents 

Adam and Eve, but also Prometheus, or in modern terms, both Frankenstein and his 

Creature. Even more so than cybernetic implants, which are still just a technological 

extension of the physical body, cyberspace is an infinite realm of possibility, described as 

a ³coloUleVV Yoid´ (ibid. 5) oU ³endleVV beach´ (ibid. 258), and iW acWV aV a palpable and 

recognizable afterlife that allows hackers like Case to transcend from µmeat¶ to immortal 

beings like the AIs that live within it. Case, seeing a vision of his dead girlfriend Linda 

Lee when he jacks at the end of the novel, also alludes to cyberspace as a technological 

afterlife. Moreover, the idea of God as either living in or actually being cyberspace, 

which is expressed first in Neuromancer, becomes more blatant in Count Zero: 

³Specificall\, Whe Finn Vaid, Whe Wig had become conYinced WhaW God liYed in c\beUVpace, 

or perhaps that cyberspace was God, or some new manifestation of same. The Wig¶s 

YenWXUeV inWo Wheolog\ Wended Wo be maUked b\ majoU paUadigm VhifWV, WUXe leapV of faiWh´ 
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(121). This concept is unambiguously mentioned again in Mona Lisa Overdrive but in a 

far more liminal understanding:  

³ThaW Whe maWUi[ iV God?´ ³In a manneU of Vpeaking, alWhoXgh iW ZoXld be moUe 
accurate, in terms of the mythform, to say that the matrix has a God, since this 
being¶V omniVcience and omnipoWence aUe aVVXmed Wo be limiWed Wo Whe maWUi[.´ 

  ³If iW haV limiWV, iW iVn¶t omnipoWenW.´ ³E[acWl\. NoWice WhaW Whe m\WhfoUm doeVn¶t  
  credit the being with immortality, as would ordinarily be the case in belief   
  systems positing a supreme being, at least in terms of your particular culture.  
  Cyberspace exists, insofar as it can be Vaid Wo e[iVW, b\ YiUWXe of hXman agenc\´  
  (129).  
 
The last of the Sprawl novels suggests that cyberspace is a god, not because it can 

transcend humanity into something that can reach its limits, but because it has the power 

to propel humans to further expand their limits.   

  In Ghost in the Shell there seems to be a divergence between the cyborgian body 

and the µghost¶ or µsoul¶ that they contain within them, which is a human aspect that 

seems to be impossible to clone or replicate and allows them to retain an awareness of 

both individuality and humanity, a penetrating conflict that the series¶ philosophy bases 

itself on. Nevertheless, the notion of cyberspace seems to be a liminal sphere caught 

between these two binaries, for although it is an extension of the technological aspect of 

the cyborg, the ghost is often associated and found within cyberspace rather than within 

the mechanized body (Endo 233). Major Motoko Kusanagi conceptually dives into 

cyberspace and virtually co-exists within it, making the ghost something far more than a 

spirit being incased in a cyborgian shell. This atypical connection or relationship between 

the ghost and cyberspace, however, does make Major existentially question her own self 

and humanity, as she asks her partner BaWÔ: ³WhaW if a c\beU-brain could possibly 

generate its own ghost, create a soul all by itself? And if it did, just what would be the 

impoUWance of being hXman When?´ (Ghost in the Shell 0:42:53 -0:43:01). Major¶s ghost is 
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all that is left of her human self, and if a ghost could be generated artificially, as one 

could a human body, where does that leave humanity? A similar question is also raised if 

someone¶s cyber-brain is hacked, as the Puppet Master does, or the Laughing Man is able 

to do in the Stand Alone Complex series, where essentially they are able to hack one¶s 

ghost or soul. In Innocence, the cyber-hacker Kim suggests that mind and soul are no 

diffeUenW Vince boWh aUe inWeUconnecWed ZiWh Whe maWUi[: ³HXmanV aUe noWhing bXW Whe 

thread from which the dream of life is woven. If dreams, consciousness, even ghosts are 

no moUe Whan UifWV and ZaUpV in Whe XnifoUm ZeaYe of Whe maWUi[´ (1:11:00 ± 1:11:11). 

   There is a sense of amalgamating to form a unitary self in both Gibson¶s novels 

and in Ghost in the Shell, however in different ways. The unification of Wintermute and 

Neuromancer once again leads to further fragmentation, while in the case of Major and 

Puppet Master, the amalgamation is to achieve more of a concept of the unitary self, but 

one that still does not seem to be fixed within a single shell. However, cyberspace does 

have a more optimistic or God-like position in Ghost in the Shell than in the Sprawl 

trilogy. Whereas Gibson ultimately flirts with the idea of transcendence in cyberspace, it 

also seems to be slightly Sisyphean as a form of resacralization in Mona Lisa Overdrive. 

In Oshii¶s Ghost films, Major is able to transcend herself past the physical body, gaining 

both omnipotence and omniscience; a soul in a computer program69. Although it borrows 

heavily from Western and Christian ideals, the notion of the soul in the series goes 

beyond these traditions in that the spirit is not confined to one µshell¶ but it is able to 

travel or coexist with another in a single vessel (Hasegawa 136), allowing it an even more 

 
69 ³She¶s gone. SomeZheUe be\ond WhaW µrift in the XnifoUm ZeaYe of Whe maWUi[.¶ She¶s 
definitely alive. Merging somewhere on the vast net, or with the entire domain´ 
(Innocence 1:13:14 ± 1:13:28). 
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liminal freedom than Gibson¶s novels. Whereas cyberspace has limits in the Sprawl 

noYelV, being Vimpl\ an e[WenVion of hXman capabiliWieV, Whe InWeUneW iV ³YaVW and 

limiWleVV´ (Ghost in the Shell 1:17:35 -1:17:37) for Major. Like God, Major tells BatÙ 

³AlZa\V UemembeU« WheneYeU \oX enWeU Whe NeW, I¶ll be b\ \oXU Vide´ (Innocence 

1:32:00 ± 1:32:09). Cyberspace can be a spiritual place, like when one prays to a God or 

a liminal space existing between heaven and earth. This is not to say that cyberspace in 

these cyberpunk works does not consist of dangers, as both have to deal with the serious 

threat of cyber hackers, although most of the time these cyber hackers tend to be far more 

multifaceted than traditional villains. As Pesce (1995) states, [a]ny discussion of 

cyberspace is a discussion about believing; if cyberspace is the imagination, then 

cyberspace contains what we believe it contains, nothing more, nothing less. Put another 

way, the only things we take into cyberspace are our preconceptions. These 

pUeconcepWionV can come in Whe foUm of pUejXdiceV, WaVWeV, oU eYen VpiUiWXal beliefV´ (287). 

Possibly due to the technology¶s infancy, cyberspace in cyberpunk tends to take on the 

uncanny role of being a secular place of the sacred; either as a spiritual place to reach 

humanity¶s limits, or one that can even to outstrip them.  

STRANGERS IN CYBERSPACE 

    The matrix in cyberpunk is a habitation for liminal characters and modern strangers 

alike. The emblematic removal of the physical body in cyberspace, a symbolic 

representation of the instability of the unitary self, allows it to be a perfect place where 

the alienated and powerless modern stranger can become powerful and controlling; a 

liminal space where one can challenge both the boundaries and authority of the 

overshadowing culture. In the spirit of Baudelaire¶s flâneur or the hard-boiled detective, 
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who, as Benjamin argued, shared a sort of metaphorical relationship,70 the cyberpunk 

criminal µhackers¶ or µcowboys¶ are active observers that describe the uncanny reality of 

their liminal surroundings. Their backdrop is the globalized technological metropolis, 

where the reason, order, and law that run through the futuristic city streets are juxtaposed 

to the uncanny shadow that it casts on its disenfranchised µlow-lifes¶, drug addicts, 

criminals, and cyborgs71. As Lance Olsen (1995) describes in relation to Gibson¶s work, 

it provides a variable utopian space for societal outsiders:  

« WKH dHILQLWLRQ RI c\bHUVSacH, WKH YLUWXaO aUHa that manifests Gibson¶s idea of 
WHUPLWH aUW, a UHaOP RQ WKH RWKHUV VLdH RI WKH cRPSXWHU NH\bRaUd«WKaW bRWK H[LVWV 
and does not exist, opens up in expectation, chance, burning bushes, voodoo 
JRdV«a ]RQH ZKHUH aQ\WKLQJ caQ KaSSHQ, HYHU\WKLQJ LV SRVVLbOH, all fences are 
dRZQ, WKH dHad caQ daQcH, WKH OLYLQJ caQ dLH«A QaUUaWRORJLcaO UHJLRQ WKaW 
continually chews away at its own boundaries and hence the reader¶s, 
problematizing everything from place to gender, identity to its own position in the 
³ZRUOd´. Cyberspace is the symbolic territory of termite art. (296)  

Cyberpunk¶s cyberspace is both a representation of the alienated Western individual of 

modernity and a reflection of the physical world around them, but equally, it offers itself 

as a place where alienation can thrive as a positive element. In the first Ghost in the Shell 

film, Major originally both allocates and contrasts the comforting alienation of being 

underwater. Similar to cyberspace, Major feels an optimistic alienation, where the 

feelings of being fearful, cold, and alone allow for feelings of hope. Within her 

cybeUneWic bod\, MajoU VWill feelV ³confined, onl\ fUee Wo e[pand«ZiWhin boXndaUieV´ 

(Ghost in the Shell 0:32:20 ± 0:32:25), whereas the alienating aspect of cyberspace comes 

from its vast and endless opportunities, something she ultimately chooses. What 

 
70 See Walter Benjamin¶V ³On Some MoWifV in BaXdelaiUe´ (1939/2007). 
71 Among oWheU VoXUceV, AckeU XVeV GibVon¶V Neuromancer as a basis in creating the 
characters in Empire of the Senseless, as a disenfranchised cyborg subculture of the future 
(Clune 116; Houen 181) 
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cyberspace offers the modern stranger in cyberpunk fiction is a place where alienation 

and fragmentation are embraced as part of a continuous process of becoming rather than a 

form of alienation that occurs when the unitary self is unachievable. Case, for example, 

rejects the Wintermute-Nuromancer¶s proposal of living in cyberspace without the 

constraints of the physical body. It seems Case is unwilling to except an either/or binary 

of meaW and c\beUVpace and finall\ comeV Wo WeUmV ZiWh Whe facW WhaW ³cyberspace is not 

the end of the human body´ (Pesce 285). With a total removal of the physical flesh, 

cyberspace lacks the liminal sphere of alienation, and therefore, the possibility of 

UeVacUali]ing, foU ³Whe concUeWe iV alZa\V pUeVenWed WhUoXgh manifeVWaWion UaWher than 

WhUoXgh eYocaWion´ (ibid.). In the technological, fragmented world, life exists somewhere 

between the worlds of reality and cyberspace. After Case rejects the µheaven¶ of 

cyberspace, this liminal state is metaphorically used to describe the transitional point of 

jacking out. It is at this moment where Case is in between cyberspace and reality that 

Gibson perfectly illustrates his and even our own world:  

There was a gray place, an impression of fine screens shifting, moire, degrees of 
half tone generated by a very simple graphics program. There was a long hold on 
a view through chainlink, gulls frozen above dark water. There were voices. 
There was a plain of black mirror, that tilted, and he was quicksilver, a bead of 
mercury, skittering down, striking the angles of an invisible maze, fragmenting, 
flowing together, sliding again.... (Neuromancer 244). 

 
While society¶s fragmentation is constantly being battled by a progression from 

transcendence into wholeness, ironically Gibson uses liminal language to describe Case¶s 

genuine moment of clarity, a phase when he is caught between the meat and the digital.  

  It was unproblematic for Gibson and Oshii to view the Internet as both liminal 

and optimistic in the early nineteen-eighties and even nineties, as it still was a form of 

technology that was more or less undetermined. Like much groundbreaking science 
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fiction, Neuromancer was both highly prophetic and erroneous in its vision of the future. 

Gibson¶s concept of the Internet is not necessarily what we have today in that it may not 

be Whe ³conVenVXal hallXcinaWion´ (ibid. 5) that we jack all our senses into, as he 

described it, although advances in virtual reality and AI may still prove him to be more 

accurate than once thought. It is nonetheless something that is omnipresent in our 

society72. We are all interconnected through it, and theoretically, it is a construct that we 

store our memories and experiences on. In another sense, it may be far more liminal than 

Gibson imagined, as we do not jack in and out of cyberspace, but instead, it has become 

something that never goes away in our lives. We are continuously µjacked in¶ even if we 

are not directly engaging with it. The Internet has become too canny in many ways, as it 

uninterruptedly lives alongside our reality, and as a result, is far more colourless than 

Gibson¶s literary interpretation. Due to the fact that the current generation has been born 

only knowing the Internet, a world in which an aspect of themselves lives constantly in 

cyberspace, the worlds of das Heimliche and Unheimliche tend to overlap.  

     Although she was centering on the uncanny as a sexual threat, Cixous argues in 

³FicWionV and iWV PhanWomV´ (1976/2011) for an instance of overlap between the canny 

and uncanny that the Internet seems Wo VhaUe, in WhaW ³Whe ZoUd joinV iWVelf again, and das 

Heimliche and Unheimliche join WogeWheU, paiU Xp«´ (20). Due to its permanent liminal 

characteristics, cyberspace no longer has the ability to dislocate someone from the 

physical world, since being in a state of dislocation has become commonplace. Life 

online has become more of a reality for many people than the reality of their physical 

world, which has increasingly become much more illusionary. When people spend the 

 
72 "Cyberspace. A consensual hallucination experienced daily by billions of legitimate 
operators, in every nation´ (Neuromancer 51). 
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majority of their time in liminal cyberspace, a sense of perpetual or permanent liminality 

or an endless performance can overcome the individual. Many individuals are using the 

Internet to experiment with their identity, either by imagining themselves as completely 

different people living a different life, even possibly in a different world, to presenting 

their µreal¶ self as something they may not actually be offline. What the Internet Age has 

done is that it has transformed the notion of the self, essentially removing it from the 

physical body. By being an omnipresent and an undetectable reality, technology 

dominated by the Internet, is able to subversively control one¶s perception or attitude 

towards life without allowing for any sacred space.  

CYBERSPACE: HEAVEN OR HELL? 
 
 There seems to be a major shift in works that deal with cyberspace from the 

eighties and nineties to more contemporary literature. One is the obvious shift from 

science-fiction to a fiction far more grounded in reality that evidently came about from 

the Internet playing a much more significant role in our lives. The other is that there 

seems to be a genuine shift from enthusiasm, or at the very least a reserved optimism, to a 

far more pessimistic interpretation of cyber-culture. This is evident in the most recent 

live action Ghost in the Shell (2017) film, in which cyberspace is viewed much more 

negatively at the film¶s conclusion than the original anime film, in which even Major 

refuses the amalgamation with the film¶s Puppet Master-esque villain on those same 

dystopic grounds. The negative aspects of the Internet were always present: hacking, 

security, privacy; however, these threats have become more realized in an individual¶s 

life, thereby altering these terrorizations from peripheral to commonplace. Although there 

are still some romantic depictions of hackers as being anti-capitalist anti-heroes, as in the 
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show Mr. Robot (2015 -), Internet culture and the µcowboys¶ that ride amongst it have 

become something ominous and alarming in a lot of contemporary literature and film73. 

Moreover, more and more contemporary authors are writing about the shortcomings and 

consequences of the Information Age and Social Media. In Gibson¶s cyberpunk universe, 

as in our own contemporary world, information is everything, but unlike our current 

reality, for Gibson¶s worlds, information remains largely secretive. 

 A world without secrets has the ability to govern itself perfectly, as Dave Eggers¶ 

The Circle argues, or rather the multinational technology company that provides the 

book¶s title. Eggers¶ novel tends to borrow heavily from what now have become cliché 

tropes of prototypical totalitarian dystopian novels such as 1984 (1949/1961) and Brave 

New World (1932/2007). Nonetheless, there are some fundamental changes in this 

dystopian society that make it resemble contemporary reality more closely than science 

fiction. The lack of individualism and privacy does not necessarily result from tyrannical 

thought control or social and biological engineering by a government or society, but 

rather by the people themselves. Yes, The Circle is a powerful Internet-based corporation 

in the mold of Google or Facebook. However, their power resides in giving the people 

the technological full disclosure that they desire, rather than through any serious form of 

propaganda, brainwashing, or torture. The Circle is represented as more of a community 

that, although it is walled off from the outside world, creates the apparatus for how 

 
73 Super Sad True Love Story by Gary Shteyngart (2010), Thomas Pynchon¶s Bleeding 
Edge (2013), Jennifer Egan¶s A Visit from the Goon Squad (2011), Nikesh Shukla¶s 
Meatspace (2014), Tim MaXghan¶s Infinite Detail (2019), and Lin¶s Taipei are just some 
of the novels that showcase a rising skepticism of not just the actualization of cyber 
threats that hackers produce, but our dependence on our online, socially mediated lives. 
Likewise, many episodes of the popular television series Black Mirror (2011-) often 
e[amine Whe daUk Vide Wo hXmaniW\¶V UelaWionVhip ZiWh Whe InWeUneW and Wechnolog\ aV a 
whole.  
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people communicate throughout the world. Through the narrator, the protagonist Mae 

Holland describes her binaural opinions between the Circle and the rest of society: 

³[o]XWVide Whe ZallV of Whe CiUcle, all ZaV noiVe and VWUXggle, failXUe and filWh. BXW heUe, 

all had been perfected. The best people had made the best systems and the best systems 

had reaped funds, unlimited funds that made possible this, the best place to work. And it 

ZaV naWXUal WhaW iW ZaV Vo, Mae WhoXghW. Who elVe bXW XWopianV coXld make XWopia?´ 

(Eggers 31). The Circle¶s goal is to communicate its utopian values to the rest of the 

world via the Internet; to integrate or make a whole of the fragmented and disconnected 

world outside; to make the world as µperfect¶ as the community of the Circle. The 

Circle¶s logo, a giant C, represents the incompleteness or fractured state of modern life as 

one of its founder¶s argues, but also the company¶s goal to connect it through the 

infoUmaWion highZa\, ³[V]o an\ infoUmaWion WhaW elXdeV XV, an\Whing WhaW¶s not accessible, 

pUeYenWV XV fUom being peUfecW´ (ibid. 289). The pUojecW beginV Zhen poliWicianV¶ lives 

become completely online and therefore accountable at all times. This mission soon 

spreads to everyone. The Big Brother of the past is no longer needed; people will watch 

themselves, confirming the transition from the panoptical gaze to that of the cyborgian 

(Vidler 1992; Willet 1996). Unlike Vidler, who argues that the cyborgian gaze is based 

Xpon fUagmenWed and ³UefUacWed lineV´ (160), EggeUV¶ take on the cyborgian gaze is far 

more totalitarian. We have become a society of the AIs once feared; we have become the 

new Wintermutes and Puppet Masters. Not joining means you are hiding something, and 

therefore, according to the people of the Circle, stealing something from the rest of 

society. Not joining in means you do not belong and therefore are shamed, a major 

concern for Mae, and the Circle itself, when she first joins the community. Mae quickly 
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finds out that fitting in and communicating with everyone about oneself is far more 

important than the actual work she is doing. As the uncanny has been removed from 

cyberspace, secrets have become either monotonous in our reality, or, as in The Circle, 

regarded as dangerous.  

The removal of the uncanny in cyberspace seems to also remove the element of 

the sacred from it, but not necessarily the religiousness fundamentalism. Some of The 

Circle¶s most zealous and faithful followers see it as a movement that is fulfilling the 

established Christian crusade of regaining a wholeness that was previously lost in the 

Fall:  

³YoX connecWed iW all. YoX foXnd a Za\ Wo VaYe all Whe VoXlV. ThiV iV ZhaW Ze 
were doing in the church²we tried to get them all. How to save them all? This 
haV been Whe ZoUk of miVVionaUieV foU millennia«NoZ all hXmanV Zill haYe Whe 
eyes of God. You know this passage? µAll things are naked and opened unto the 
eyes of God.¶ SomeWhing like WhaW. YoX knoZ \oXU Bible?´ Seeing Whe blank lookV 
on the faces of Mae and Francis, he scoffed and took a long pull from his drink. 
³NoZ Ze¶re all God. Every one of us will soon be able to see, and cast judgment 
upon, every other. We¶ll see what He sees. We¶ll articulate His judgment. We¶ll 
channel His wrath and deliver His forgiveness. On a constant and global level. All 
religion has been waiting for this, when every human is a direct and immediate 
messenger of God¶s will. (Eggers 398-9) 

 
The secularizing process of modernity¶s mission to replace God is complete. Mae and her 

collogues at the Circle react by ridiculing the fan, making him the reverse of Nietzsche¶s 

madman, one who comes, not to tell us that we have killed God, but that we have instead 

reestablished God.74 Although Mae thought him to be ridiculous, the opening line of the 

 
74 Although not exclusive to cyberspace, Whe UecenW foUming of ³The Wa\ of Whe FXWXUe´ 
by Silicon Valley pioneer Anthony Levandowski, a new church/religion that worships 
artificial intelligence, shows that this concept is not as implausible as one may think. 
Levandowski aUgXeV WhaW ³[Z]hat is going to be creaWed Zill effecWiYel\ be a god´, Zhile 
inViVWing WhaW ³[W]he church is how we spread the word, the gospel. If you believe [in it], 
start a conversation with someone else and help them understand the same things´ (Harris, 
³InVide´). 
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noYel, ³MY GOD, MAE WhoXghW. IW¶V heaYen´ (ibid. 1) VhoZV VXbconVcioXVl\ WhaW Vhe 

believes the sentiment to be true at some level. The hybridity, liminality, and uncanniness 

that once defined the sacred aspects of cyberspace have now been eliminated. The 

Internet is no longer a space of infinite possibilities but a space of closed perfection and 

regulation and has become a tool to conceal the liminal aspects of life that in its inception 

it validated. Although outlandish at times, a novel like The Circle is not alone in seeing 

the Internet Age as a new forming dystopia. The expression of individuality that 

cyberspace and social media once garnered is beginning to transform into something 

regulated, ubiquitous, and homogeneous, and as a result, begins to lose any liminal and 

utopian spirit. 
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VII: STRANGE GENDER AND POST-HUMANISM 
 
 
You only have to look at the Medusa straight on to see her. And she¶s not deadly. She¶s beautiful and she¶s 
laughing  

- Hplqne Ci[oXV, ³The LaXgh of MedXVa´ 
  
The body is not a site on which a construction takes place; it is a destruction on the occasion of which a 
subject is formed  

- Judith Butler, The Psychic Life of Power: Theories in Subjection 
 
The cyborg is a creature in a post-gender world; it has no truck with bisexuality, pre-oedipal symbiosis, 
labour, or other seductions to organic wholeness through a final appropriation of all the powers of the 
parts into a higher unity 

- Donna HaUaZa\, ³A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist- Feminism    
in the Late TwentieWh CenWXU\´ 

 
³She decided WhaW Vince Vhe ZaV setting out on the greatest adventure any person can take, that of the Holy 
Grail, she ought to have a name (identity). She had to name herself´   
   - Kathy Acker, Don Quixote, which was a dream 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

The history of the modern stranger has been dominated, much like history, by the 

masculine gaze. Things slowly began to change after WWII when the rise of second 

wave feminism erected out of the chaotic world like Canticle¶s Rachel, looking to create 

social change out of the ashes left over. Simone de Beauvoir¶s groundbreaking Le 

Deuxième Sexe (The Second Sex) (1949/1989) was the first to wage war against the 

biological determinism of Freud¶V declaUaWion WhaW ³[a]naWom\ iV deVWin\´ (46), which 

governed and enforced gender roles in a patriarchal society. Not only did critiques of the 

patriarchy arise through more self-reflective men like Antonioni, by the 1960s, the ascent 

of gender studies went further to challenge the phallocentric stance of society. While 

Antonioni¶s critical representations are essentially limited since they themselves are still 

confined to the perspective of the male gaze, the works of intellectuals such as Hplqne 

Cixous, Luce Irigaray, and Julia Kristeva, redefined gender classifications on their own 

terms. Donna Haraway pushed or blurred the boundaries even further by integrating the 
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liminal and uncanny cyborg with the rising post-gender and technocratic world, 

questioning the biological or natural principles of both the body and gender. Haraway 

looks to the biotechnological age to deconstruct the natural artificial, the human/machine, 

masculine/feminine binaries in an attempt to help usher in a rising post-gender world, 

through reinventing gender, politics, and identity. Regardless of technology¶s negative 

aspects, Haraway understands that we are not able to look backwards, since technology is 

part of our lives whether we want it to be or not. Her ³A Manifesto foU C\boUgV´ 

(1985/2004) looks towards a hybrid utopian vision that is able to exist in the present 

world by locating the beauty within the monstrous aspects of the present. As Jeanine 

Thweatt-Bates (2012) argues,  

[p]osthuman has become a way of naming the unknown, possible, (perhaps) 
future, altered identity of human beings, as we incorporate various technologies 
into our human bodies and selves. It therefore functions as an umbrella term, 
covering a span of related concepts: genetically enhanced persons, artificial 
persons or androids, uploaded consciousness, cyborgs and chimeras (mechanical 
or genetic hybrids). Thus, the posthuman is not any one particular thing; it is an 
act of projection, of speculation about who we are as human beings, and who we 
might become. Posthuman is inherently plural, a disturbing ambivalence. (1) 

 
In order for the cyborg to witness its utopian characteristics, it must not be seen as 

something to be feared but rather to be embraced. As Rod Giblett (2008) argues, 

³[Z]heUeaV Ze can UefXVe Wo be TeUminaWoUV, Ze aUe alUead\ c\boUgV´ (148). HaUaZa\¶s 

cyborg represents an open-mindedness and flexible device for an egoless and genderless 

world that dissolves hegemonic binaries and oppression. The cyborg represents the entity 

that is fully connected but removed from the outside world, blurring the lines of 

subjective and objective and re-imagining the Oedipal and Christian narratives of 

Western society.  
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Nonetheless, this new movement in feminist studies is channeling or elaborating 

on what already exists in the modern stranger, as argued from the beginning of this work, 

in that being an uncanny individual in liminal modernity positions the stranger in a 

paradoxical situation where secularization and resacralization incessantly orbit around 

one another. Many of the liminal and uncanny factors of the modern stranger found in 

Frankenstein were discussed in the opening chapter. However, I reserved the discussion 

of gender specifically for this section, which assesses the question within the subject of 

the modern stranger at its µparturition¶. Despite lacking any really strong female 

characters, Shelley¶s novel may very well be the origin of gender and post-humanist 

critique of the male dominated secularized world. Critics such as Sandra M. Gilbert and 

Susan Gubar (1979) argue, the novel embodieV ³Zoman¶s helpless alienation in a male 

VocieW\´ (247), Zhile ³Whe UepUeVVion of Zomen and, Vpecificall\, of female Ve[XaliW\ 

contributes to the novel¶s monstrousness. Victor¶s refusal to create a female reveals the 

erogeneity of the science of thaW fiUVW cUeaWion´ (Cottom 69). However, the main struggle 

concerning gender in the novel has more to do with authorship and language. Cecilia A. 

Feilla (2008) claims there is a direct connection between the Creature¶s liminality and 

hybridity and Shelley as a female author: 

Mary Shelley presents the women writer as self-poVVeVVed«UaWheU Whan imiWaWing 
or rejecting men¶s writing, she accepts her position, her text and her creature as 
monster and thus founds a place for women¶s writing in the liminal space of the 
monstrous. Like a Romantic daemon, the monster exists within the in-between, an 
intermediary between human and divine worlds, angel and devil, and, in the case 
of Frankenstein, opens a breach in the canon of literature through which the 
monsters were let in. (171) 

 
Language, monstrosity, and post-humanism are all tied to gender in Frankenstein through 

a female author and her literary and symbolic creations. The Creature, as modern stranger, 
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uncannily points to not only the hybridity of the modern world, but also the material and 

social constructs of both the body and gender. Frankenstein has influenced gender 

theorists to take the monstrous, abject qualities of the female body and resacralize them 

within the confines of secularized modernity. Critics such as Anne Kull (2001; 2003; 

2016), Elaine Graham (2002), and Thweatt-Bates ascertain a theological and sacred 

notion to Haraway¶s anti-essentialist cyborg, alongside with the essay¶s feminist 

argument According to Thweatt-Bates, 

[t]he theological conclusions generated by [the] appreciation of the cyborg¶s 
embeddedness within material creation are significant, and provide a foundation 
for an ethics of relationship that is radically inclusive, positing as it does hybrid 
kinship with both the ³naWXUal´ and Whe ³Wechnological´ cUeaWXUeV Ze inhabiW Whe 
world with. These theological engagements with the cyborg, therefore, turn to the 
ecotheological implications of the cyborg¶s hybridity, materiality, and 
interconnectedness. (142) 
 

Like many things in secularized modernity, post-humanism may seem to be at first anti-

religious and secular but it paradoxically allows for the return of the sacred, for ³[V]o long 

as religious motifs continue to inform visions of technological sublime then discourses of 

transcendence and re-enchantment must be directly confronted as part of an enduring 

V\mbolic of UepUeVenWaWion´ (GUaham 16). Existing in liminal space, the post-humanist 

cyborg blurs the boundaries of the sacred and profane through the distorting of 

human/machine and male/female dichotomies, by undressing natural identity symbols 

while simultaneously establishing technological new ones.  

A flowing link between Frankenstein¶s Creature and the Haraway¶s cyborg is 

Hélène Cixous¶ of Medusa (Clayton 136-7), which seems to connect the cyborg and 
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Medusa in the liminal space of the abyss.75 Just as Shelley gave a revolutionary voice to 

the Creature, in ³The LaXgh of MedXVa´ (1975/1976), Cixous bestows Medusa with a 

voice, in order to speak against the illusions and myths regarding the female that have 

been created by men in an attempt to control them through fear. By re-examining the 

myth of Medusa, Cixous wants us to invert the uncanny monstrousness of the female 

gender to understand that it is merely a deception developed from the uncanny fear men 

haYe of Zomen Zho haYe hiVWoUicall\ ³UiYeWed [Zomen] beWZeen WZo hoUUif\ing m\WhV: 

beWZeen Whe MedXVa and Whe ab\VV´ (885). AlWhoXgh VocieW\ haV diVplaced Zomen inWo 

the liminal sphere of the monstrous and the unknown, Cixous, like Haraway looks to an 

Xncann\ pUoceVV of ³e[Wend[ing] oXUVelYeV ZiWhoXW eYeU Ueaching an end´ (878). Ci[oXV 

removes the horrifying fear that has enveloped the myth of Medusa and has replaced it 

ZiWh Whe iUonic laXgh of Whe (poVW)modeUn VWUangeU: ³Rewriting the horrifying Medusa of a 

mascuilst mythology, Cixous creates a laughing Medusa who, in the role of the hysteric, 

resists the male view of her sexuality in becoming incomprehensible, unclassifiable, as 

one findV heU onl\ ³in Whe diYide´ (Aneja 58). QXeVWioning WheVe m\WhV b\ looking ³aW Whe 

MedXVa VWUaighW on´, Zomen Zill Ze Vee WhUoXgh Whe Yeil of Whe maVcXline Yeil and 

Ueali]e WhaW ³Vhe¶s not deadly. She¶s beautiful and she¶V laXghing´ (Ci[oXV ³MedXVa´ 

885). Important to this study of postgender and posthumanism is the correlation between 

the posthuman and concept of the abyss. Through the lens Paul Tillich¶s theological 

understanding of the abyss, alongside more secular ideas of the concept from thinkers 

 
75 Although Medusa is never mentioned in Frankenstein, in the posthumous poem ³On 
the Medusa of Leonardo Da Vinci in the Florentine Gallery´, PeUc\ Shelly captures a 
similar revolutionary beaXW\ in MedXVa¶V monVWUoXV ga]e aV Ci[oXV doeV. BoWh MaU\ 
Shelle\ and heU hXVband XVe Whe V\mbol of ³monVWUoXV«e\eV, ZhoVe VWUengWh lieV in 
Veeing aV mXch aV in being Veen´ (Cla\Won 132).  
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such as Luce Irigaray, Diane Elam, Linda M. G. Zerilli, I will look to establish a 

connecting point of the modern stranger discussed up to now with the more posthuman, 

postgender, and (post)modern version found in the latter half of twentieth century 

feminist writings.    

After establishing the connection between language, gender, liminal post-

humanism, and the abyss, I will analyze these interconnecting ideas in two works by 

Kathy Acker: Don Quixote, which was a dream (1986) and Empire of the Senseless 

(1988). The liminal act of resacralization, although not initially transparent, is an 

important aspect of Acker¶s writing, as is the notion of hybridity. Not only is it visible in 

language and genre, as Acker¶s novels consist of a rewriting or appropriation of various 

famous novels, alongside a style that jumps from fiction to the autobiographical, to essay, 

to journal, but hybridity and liminality are also focal points in regard to many of her 

characters. In both Empire and especially Don Quixote, ³dichoWomieV like male/female, 

white/black, human/animal, master/slave do not exist as such but collide in a 

caUniYaleVTXe XniYeUVe´ (Gonzilez 116). In these novels, Acker simultaneously believes 

in and critiques the ability to create one¶s own language and identity outside the 

boundaries of gender, while also attempting the modern stranger¶s inadvertent task of 

finding the sacred in a world of liminality. 

FROM SHELLEY’S ‘HIDEOUS PROGENY’ TO HARAWAY’S CYBORG 
 

Mary Shelley indicates that gender was an underlining issue in both 

Frankenstein¶s narUaWiYe and aXWhoUVhip, UeVponding ³to the question, so frequently asked 

[heU]´ Vhe VWaWeV, ³[h]ow I, then a young girl, came to think of, and to dilate upon, so very 

hideous an idea?´ (5). Although Shelley was praised for her groundbreaking novel, 
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judging from the interrogative questioning, the novel¶s subject matter was deemed to be 

inappropriate, or at the very least shocking, for any woman to be writing during the 

nineteenth century. The issue of gender as an absence is an integral theme in the novel. 

Leaving out the female voice is a deliberate act that recognizes and critiques women¶s 

status in society, both public and private, even going to the lengths of stripping away 

women¶s traditional role of child-bearers. Mother figures are non-existent, both for 

Victor and his Creature, while most of the female characters are marginalized, ignored, or 

simply disposed of.76 Victor not only seeks to replace God with the discovery of 

immorality but likewise, by creating life without a female counterpart, seeks to establish 

a world operated peerlessly by man. Victor¶s misogynist inclinations become apparent 

through his rationalizing of not creating a partner for the Creature that is essentially based 

on his opinion that a female creature would be far more horUif\ing: ³«she might become 

ten thousand times more malignant than her mate and delight, for its own sake, in murder 

and ZUeWchedneVV´ (Shelle\ 170).  

This is not to suggest that the novel entirely lacks a female voice. As Victor is the 

author or creator of Whe CUeaWXUe, Shelle\ iV Whe cUeaWoU of heU oZn ³hideoXV pUogen\´ 

(10), the novel itself. It is through authorship that the female voice continues to exist. As 

Barbara Johnson (1992) maintains, in Frankenstein ³the monstrousness of selfhood is 

intimately embedded within the question of female autobiography´ (10). Shelley 

correlates imaginative creation and the notion of the female genius with that of 

 
76 Although, the character Safie may be the exception to this argumenW. See ³³The\ Will 
PUoYe Whe TUXWh of M\ Tale´: Safie¶V LeWWeUV aV Whe FeminiVW CoUe of MaU\ Shelle\¶V 
Frankenstein´ (1991) b\ Jo\ce Zonana.  
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monstrosity and the demonic symbolism through the Creature.77 While the female voice 

is not wholly transparent in the male-dominated plot, Shelley paradoxically enforces it 

through composition, thereby exposing the dread of the µmonstrous¶ female gender as an 

uncanny feature that clouds the novel, rather than unveiling it in a more unequivocal 

manner: 

Like the monster, woman in a patriarchal society is defined as an absence, an 
enigma, mystery, or crime, or she is allowed to be a presence only so that she can 
be defined as a lack, a mutilated body that must be repressed to enable men to join 
the symbolic oUdeU and mainWain WheiU maVWeU\«HeU diffeUence placeV heU oXWVide 
culture, and her abominable presence places her within it. Mary Shelley, because 
she writes from this paradoxical position, has been accused of artistic 
failXUe«BXW heU UepUeVenWaWion of the liminal position of women -- and the 
relation of that position to sexual categories of a patriarchal culture -- is precisely 
her achievement (Hodges 162-3).  

 

It is through the connection of the two hideous progenies that Shelley is able to address 

gender and the patriarchal society. The Creature¶s realization of its ugliness, or rather the 

ugliness projected on to it by a male dominated society,78 correlates to the female 

identity/body in that women tend to see themselves as monstrous and unnatural because 

that is how society views them, due to the impossibility of living up to existing 

 
77 Feilla e[pandV on WhiV noWion, aUgXing WhaW dXUing Shelle\¶V Wime ³Zomen eiWheU 
possess (male) genius and thus are monsters or are possessed by genius (divine 
VpiUiWV)«MoUeoYeU, Whe deVcUipWion of Whe cUeaWXUe aV a daemon throughout the 1818 
edition of Frankenstein further underscores its associations with the figure of 
geniXV«Belonging neiWheU Wo Whe ZoUld of hXmans nor of the gods, daemons were outside 
the pale of human limitations ± moral, physical, social or legal ± and were generally 
conVideUed Wo be neiWheU good noU bad, neiWheU moUal noU immoUal´ (168-70). 
78 FUeXd¶V pUojecWion WheoU\ and Whe WheoU\ of Whe Oedipus complex has been adapted and 
expanded by a feminist psychoanalyst critique. In her book, The Interpretation of the 
Flesh: Freud and Femininity, Teresa Brennan (1992) argues that women sometimes take 
on the physical and psychological manifestations of men¶V pUojecWed femininiW\ ZheUe 
³[W]he deViUe of Whe oWheU, in VhoUW, embodieV an image and aWWenWion WhaW can enhance oU 
diminiVh one¶V capaciWieV´ (226). 
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conventional associations with purity (Gilbert & Gubar 240). Patriarchal history has 

positioned women as the goddess or vamp but never as an equal, which ultimately 

situates them within an abject void. When faced with the possibilities of a potential 

female creature¶s ability to reinvent social norms, Victor Frankenstein only sees the 

impending danger the female represents and disposes of the dismembered female body 

parts. By doing so, he solidifies the boundaries of the patriarchal and structured society, 

leaving the female body abject, fragmented, and incomplete. The correlation between 

cultural boundaries and that of the physical body are metaphorically found ubiquitously 

in ciYili]aWion foU ³Whe hXman bod\ iV alZa\V WUeaWed aV an image of VocieW\´ (Douglas, 

Natural 74). Similar to cultural and social bodies that create boundaries to keep out what 

iV ³oXW of place´, Whe ph\Vical bod\ likeZiVe pUodXceV maUginV, in oUdeU Wo pUodXce a 

division between dirt and purity Vince ³boundaries can represent any boundaries which 

are thUeaWened oU pUecaUioXV´ (Douglas, Purity 82). Contamination exists where there are 

ambiguities and contradictions in social systems as well as within ambiguities of the 

corporeal body, though sex µpollution¶ doeV noW Wend Wo ³floXUiVh´ ZiWhin male oUgani]ed 

societies (ibid 143).79 The completion of the female counterpart leaves too many 

uncertainties for Frankenstein, and consequently, he fears that he is unable to control the 

 
79 BXilding on DoXglaV¶ pollXWion boXndaUieV, Judith Butler uses her work in relation to 
homosexuality: 

Since anal and oral sex among men clearly establishes certain kinds of bodily 
permeabilities unsanctioned by the hegemonic order, male homosexuality would, 
within such a hegemonic point of view, constitute a site of danger and pollution, 
prior to and UegaUdleVV of Whe cXlWXUal pUeVence of AIDS. SimilaUl\, Whe ³pollXWed´ 
status of lesbians, regardless of their low-risk status with respect to AIDS, brings 
inWo Uelief Whe dangeUV of WheiU bodil\ e[changeV. SignificanWl\, being ³oXWVide´ 
the hegemonic ordeU doeV noW Vignif\ being ³in´ a VWaWe of filWh\ and XnWid\ naWXUe. 
Paradoxically, homosexuality is almost always conceived within the homophobic 
signifying economy as both uncivilized and unnatural. (Gender Trouble 168) 
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discharges from the margins of the body and society, the dirt that threatens order and 

control. Both sexes in the novel are victims of their own pre-ordained gender: the female 

characters are casualties because of their passivity; the male characters suffer due to their 

excessive determination.  

The only character that encompasses both genders is the Creature whose feminine 

gender representationally presides alongside the masculine traits inherited by 

Frankenstein, which intensifies its liminal, post-gender cyborgian stature. The cyborg 

fittingly incorporates an ambiguous notion of gender whose cyborgian and liminal nature, 

challenges the aspects of the masculinity/femininity binary, ultimately destroying any 

illusions of the unitary self. If Frankenstein¶V CUeaWXUe iV ³pUe-Ve[Xal´, iW doeV noW accoXnW 

for the basis of its identity although ³WhaW iV noW Wo Va\ WhaW Ve[Xal abeUUaWion iV miVVing 

from Shelley¶s definition of monstrosity: simply, sexuality is always a part of the other 

idenWif\ing WUaiWV´ (Halberstam 42). Despite this, in an attempt to become µnormalized¶, 

the Creature pleads with Frankenstein to repair society¶s shattered gender binary that 

conWinXeV Wo e[iVW ZiWhin iW: ³YoX mXVW cUeaWe a female foU me ZiWh Zhom I can liYe in Whe 

interchange of those sympaWhieV neceVVaU\ foU m\ being´ (147). Here we can see Bruno 

Latour¶s (1991/1993) argument that although secularized modernity continuously 

maintains a world apportioned into binaries, it still refuses to acknowledge society¶s 

cXmXlaWiYe ³h\bUidi]aWion´, Zhich iUonicall\ incUeaVeV aV a UeVXlW of WhiV ³pXUificaWion´ 

(11-12). Since society is comprised of a collective of both human and non-humans, 

representing society in a series of binaries, such as natural/artificial, it paradoxically 

clashes against modernity¶s constant attempt to rationalize everything. As Latour 

contends,  
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By rendering mixtures unthinkable, by emptying, sweeping, cleaning and 
pXUif\ing Whe aUena WhaW iV opened in Whe cenWUal Vpace«Whe modeUnV alloZed Whe 
practice of mediation to recombine all possible monsters without letting them 
have any effect on the social fabric, or even any contact with it. Bizarre as these 
monsters may be, they posed no problem because they did not exist publicly and 
because their monstrous consequences remained untraceable. What the 
premoderns have always ruled out the moderns can allow, since the social order 
never turns out to correspond, point for point, with the natural order. (42) 

 
Frankenstein¶s Creature wishes to destroy its hybrid and liminal characteristics through 

the creation of a female counterpart, thereby reaffirming modernity¶s neat binary.  

By attempting to purify society through the destruction of the female companion, 

Victor in reality solidifies the hybridization and taboo, unwilling to create an opposite 

binary for the Creature and as a result, retains and coagulates the Creature¶s liminal 

nature. The Creature¶s female companion remains dismembered and dispensable, while 

the Creature itself still exists as an illusionary whole but fundamentally remains as a 

stitched up hybrid of body parts. The Creature, the female companion, and even 

Frankenstein as a text, all express this artificial uncanny fragmentation or mutilation of 

the body (Favert 1992; Salotto 1994) that is often credited to Haraway¶s cyborg. As Julie 

Clarke (2002) poinWV oXW ³[b]oWh FUankenVWein¶s monster and the cyborg solicit the 

XncannineVV aVVociaWed ZiWh bod\ mXWilaWion and fUagmenWaWion´ (39), Zhile MaUgUeW 

Owens (2005) VeeV Whe CUeaWXUe aV ³Whe moVW endXUing nighWmaUe of WhaW age´ and a 

fundamental illustration and exploration of the fragmented body that would lead to 

fascination of the dismembered body found in twentieth century avant-garde art (12), as 

seen in Beckmann¶s The Night. This results in a predicament where secularized 

modernity¶s act of purification is paradoxically in conflict with its tendency to resacralize 

itself within its perpetual liminal space.  
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Jane Bennett (2016) sees Latour¶V concepW of h\bUidi]aWion ³aV a modeUn foUm of 

magic and a potential site of enchanWmenW´, Vince ³Whe eVVence of VXch magic ZaV 

mobiliW\ and moUphing WUanVfoUmaWionV fUom one VWaWe, Vpace, oU foUm Wo anoWheU´ (98). 

Although I agree with her statement, the same can be said of the sacred, and since 

Latour¶s thesis resolves around a constant purification, his sense of hybridization fits 

more within a secular society that tends to continuously search for the sacred, and as a 

result, the concept of the cyborg can also be considered an element of resacralization in 

the modern world. The cyborg that was born in Shelley¶s novel in order to transgress 

foUbidden boUdeUV ³haV become moUe difficXlW Wo UepUeVV in modeUn VocieW\ ZheUe ³Whe 

proliferation of monsters is indeed getting completely out of control. The processes of 

purification, which in Latour¶s opinion have always been illusory, can no longer disguise 

Whe facW´ (L\kke 17). 

 Nevertheless, Frankenstein¶s Creature as cyborg is seriously questioned by Donna 

Haraway in her canonical ³C\boUg´ eVVa\. HaUaZa\ defineV Whe c\boUg aV ³a cUeaWure in a 

post-gendeU ZoUld´ WhaW iV able Wo bUeak doZn Uigid binaUieV, bXW accoUding Wo heU, goeV 

beyond Frankenstein¶V CUeaWXUe Vince ³the cyborg has no origin story in the Western 

sense´ and ³[X]nlike Whe hopeV of FUankenVWein¶s monster, the cyborg does not expect its 

father to save it through a restoration of the garden;... the fabrication of a heterosexual 

maWe, WhUoXgh iWV compleWion in a finiVhed Zhole, a ciW\ and coVmoV´ (³C\boUg´ 9). To 

Haraway, a cyborg is only a cyborg once it extinguishes its historical weight, its 

unwinnable Oedipal battle and its hope for unity. Apprehensive of, or in contradiction to 

the idea of reproduction and (re)birth that are part of the network of what she refers to as 

³infoUmaWicV of dominaWion´ (ibid. 22, 30), Haraway¶s cyborg looks to go beyond the 
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creator/created dichotomy and even the anti-technological reading that many originally 

attributed to Shelley¶s novel. Thweatt-Bates explains that there seems to be division 

between the common portrayal of ³c\boUgV and oWheU poVWhXman h\bUidV«aV figXUeV of 

the monstrous, moral abominations resulting from the transgression of ontological 

boXndaUieV´ and Whe heUoic ³defiance of caWegoUical idenWiWieV´ WhaW ³iV Whe source of 

poZeUfXl acWion´ (ibid. 24-5). Haraway¶s postgender cyborg is therefore closer to 

Frankenstein¶s Creature than Haraway would permit, as it exists between the liminal 

plain of both characterizations of the cyborg. The two liminal symbols also share a 

conYincing connecWion aV being ³oXWVide Whe pale of hXman limiWaWionV´ (Feilla 170), 

particularly because Frankenstein is not the anti-technological novel many have labeled it 

aV, and WhaW Whe CUeaWXUe, aV GilbeUW and GXbaU claim, ³ma\ Ueall\ be a female in 

diVgXiVe´(237) The three texts80 the Creature gains its knowledge from link the Creature¶s 

plight with that of women¶V WhUoXgh ³Whe XnaWWainable glamoXU of male heUoiVm´, along 

ZiWh ³all Whe maVcXline inWUicacieV´ WhaW haYe been denied Wo Whem dXe Wo their µmonstrous¶ 

births (ibid 238). Furthermore, Susan Stryker (1994/2006) takes the Creature¶s liminal 

gendering even further by connecting the monstrousness of Shelley¶s literary Creature to 

WhaW of a WUanVgendeU, ZhoVe ³embodimenW, like Whe embodiment of the monster, places its 

subject in an unassimilable, antagonistic, queer relationship to a Nature in which it must 

neYeUWheleVV e[iVW´, a condiWion SWU\keU aUgXe WhaW XlWimaWel\ leadV Wo Uage (248). SWill, 

Stryker does not see the two related simply by a comparable problematic struggle of 

identity but likewise sees an optimistic and utopian element of constructing one¶s identity 

WhaW ³e[ceedV and UefXWeV Whe pXUpoVe of Whe maVWeU´ beWZeen Whe CUeaWXUe and Whe 

 
80 MilWon¶V Paradise Lost, Plutarch¶s Lives, and Johann Wolfgang von GoeWhe¶V The 
Sorrows of Werther. 
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transgender (ibid.). For Cathrine Waldby (2004) this is where both the cyborg and 

Frankenstein¶V CUeaWXUe aUe inWeUchangeable in WhaW boWh aUe ³Za\V Wo Whink aboXW hXman 

becoming. To reject them is to reject possible human futures, to refuse to engage with the 

consequences of shifting modeV of embodimenW, UepUodXcWion, and liYing pUoceVV´ (36). 

It is correct that in the story the Creature aspires to ³oUganic ZholeneVV WhUoXgh a 

final appUopUiaWion of all Whe poZeUV of Whe paUWV inWo a higheU XniW\´ (HaUaZa\ 9), but 

ultimately its desire is never realized, and it remains a liminal entity even when its 

fictional male creator dies. The Creature¶s search for reproduction and redemption is 

never fulfilled and is altogether abandoned at the novel¶s end, ushering the spectre of the 

cyborg that preternaturally µbirthed¶ a culture of cyborgian hybridity. This entity would 

have to go through transition, for the process of hybridization can be considered as 

cyborgian as its outcome, and as a result, one cannot appraise the first cyborg81 in the 

same way as the contemporary cyborg, for it has been assembled slowly over time 

A SPIRAL DANCE IN THE ABYSS 
 
In jettisoning the past, Haraway¶s cyborg world nevertheless retains the aspect of 

resacralization of the female gender through the uncanny, the hybrid, and the monstrous. 

Haraway admits that the cyborg is the uncanny doppelgänger to the goddess, standing 

against but also alongside the image of the spiritual deity. The difference between the two 

is that the cyborg¶s paradoxical µperfection¶ is closer to the artificial and monstrous than 

the idealistic or beautiful natural perfection of the goddess. Initially, the cyborg may 

seem to lack or reject the spiritual or sacredness of the natural body by accepting the 
 

81 While it is debatable what the first cyborg or prototype truly is, I agree with the many 
scholars (Russ 1995; Gray, Mentor, & Figueroa-Sarriera 1995; Fuller 2003; Botting 
2013) that argue that due to the biological and technological orientation of the Creature, 
Shelle\¶V noYel conWainV Whe fiUVW c\boUg.  
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artificial into it Even though Haraway chooses the cyborg over the µsacred¶ goddess, , she 

does acknowledge that they are both ³boXnd in Whe VpiUal dance´ (³C\boUg´ 39).  

Could this spiral dance in which both are entangled be in the liminal abyss of the 

resacralization? For instance, the cyborg¶V WUanVgUeVVion of boXndaUieV and ³UegeneUaWion´ 

(ibid.) of Whe bod\ foUceV one Wo e[pand ³Whe VpiUiWXal pUacWice of liVWening Wo and caUing 

for one¶V oZn bod\´ (Mercedes &Thweatt-Bates 73). The cyborg merely develops the 

technological and spiritual hybridity of bodies, and the more one understands that the 

cyborg uncannily resembles our natural bodies, the simpler it is to see the spiritual 

potential of the cyborg¶V ³bUoken boXndaUieV´ WhaW aUe able Wo ³UecUafW Whe ZoUld´ (ibid. 

77). As a technological stranger, the cyborg pushes the boundaries of sacred/secular by 

relocating, though not necessarily negating transcendence, beyond traditional hierarchical 

and hoUi]onWal conVWUXcWV inWo a ³nonbinaU\ model of inWeUUelaWion´ (Braidotti 205). 

Haraway¶s cyborg, therefore, does not reject transcendence but rather essentialism (ibid. 

83) and ³WoWali]ing naUUaWiYeV of XlWimaWe UeVolXWion and cloVXUe´ (Graham 211). The 

spiral dance82 beWZeen Whe goddeVV and c\boUg, becomeV a ³WUanVgUeVViYe boXndaU\ 

cUoVVing´ beWZeen Whe diVembodied VoXl and ³embodied UealiW\´ (ibid. ³PoVWhXman´67), 

creating a liminal coil between two liminal figures, one sacred and one profane.  

The cyborg likewise opens up possibilities in regard to gender that were once 

restricted due to its strangeness. Just as the cyborg lives in the posthuman abyss between 

human and machine, it likewise lives in the abyss between genders. Through the rejection 

of biological reproduction, the cyborg uncannily and paradoxically opens up a space for 

 
82 FolloZing Van Genep¶V claVVificaWion of Whe UiWe of paVVage, Omofolalabo Soyinka 
Ajayi (1994) states the importance of dancing as a liminal journey of ³XniWing Whe 
VpiUiWXal ZiWh Whe eaUWhl\´ (187). 
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(re)birth of societal resacralization. Likewise, by reimagining the µgoddess¶ of second 

wave feminism, Haraway does not necessarily discard the ascribed spirituality and the 

sacredness but rather seems to remodel it for the technological contemporary world that 

no longer wishes to command gender essentialism. Through a rebirth, the cyborg 

therefore allows for what JXdiWh BXWleU claimV aV Whe ³paVViYe mediXm´ of Whe bod\, Wo 

once again occur (Gender 165), allowing for it to inscribe a post-gender and anti-Oedipal 

culture or society on to it. Butler connects this tabula rasa of the body to the Christian 

and CaUWeVian noWion of Whe bod\ aV ³ineUW maWWeU´ oU aV a ³pUofane Yoid´ (ibid.) that can 

allow for a liminal space of resacralizing. We see this secularized sacredness in Butler¶s 

approach to the ritual of gender performance, where she understands Turner¶s theory of 

ritual performance almost in a Kierkegaardian terms of repetition, being boWh ³a 

reenactment and re-e[peUiencing´ (178). B\ emphaVi]ing Whe UepeaWing faceW of TXUneU¶s 

concept of the sacred ritual, Bulter liminalizes the theory by stressing the profane, 

therefore allowing us to see ritual as both a ³transgreVViYe and noUmaWiYe peUfoUmance´ 

(McKenzie 222).  

Equally, Haraway¶s techno-feminist cyborg does not entirely dissolve the Judeo-

Christian narratives of Western society that it challenges, where it seems to still be, at 

least symbolically, interconnected. Thweatt-Bates points out that there is a divine/human 

hybridity that exists within Christology that survives in the complex relationship between 

the posthumanism and spirituality of Haraway¶s cyborg thesis. The cyborg is neither 

essentially secular nor sacred, for the secular, cyborg dances with both the goddess and 
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Whe ³µCaWholic VacUamenWaliW\´,83 in Haraway¶V ZoUk, ³a peUVpecWiYe in Zhich Whe maWeUial 

becomeV Whe VacUed´ (Thweatt-Bates 82). The cyborg, therefore, disrupts the boundaries 

of the sacred and secular as it does with nature and technology, and gender. By never 

confining to themselves to either binary, this disruption forces the cyborg to live in the 

midst these often violent borders. Kull (2003) for instance, sees a connection between 

Tillich¶V aUgXmenW foU ³place of the mythos of technology´ (240) and HaUaZa\¶s cyborg. 

In comparing Tillich¶s vision of µthe technical city¶ and the cyborg, Kull sees both as 

being modern symbols in XndeUVWanding ³our time, our technologies, and ouUVelYeV´ (ibid. 

241). Modern technology, for Tillich, seems to rest with the liminal space of the abyss 

and ambiguity, between the creative human spirit of autonomy that propels us further in 

becoming, and the soulless and lifeless technological structure that looks to remove that 

freedom. Yet for Tillich, paradoxically the divine and scared are located liminally and  

V\mbolicall\ in ³Whe gUoXnd and ab\VV of being´ (Essential 147), where in the creative 

and destructive ambiguity of the holy void, every form disappears and emerges between 

these boundaries. Boundaries are not just for crossing but are spaces to oscillate and exist 

upon. µLiving on the boundaries¶ of the abyss, although difficult, allows for both the 

VancWioning of, bXW likeZiVe, Whe UXpWXUing of Whe conViVWing langXage and cXlWXUe ³Wo 

cUeaWe neZ eYenWV of diYine pUeVence´ (GXdmaUVdoWWiU 22, 59). AV EXgene Ta\loU (2009) 

 
83 Like her cyborg, Haraway herself is caught in a spiral dance of the sacred and profane. 
While claiming Vhe iV ³a committed atheist and anti-Catholic´(Reader 334), she still 
acknoZledgeV Whe inflXence WhaW heU CaWholic XpbUinging haV had on heU ZoUk: ³BXW I 
am also deeply formed by theology, and particularly by Roman Catholic 
Wheolog\ and pUacWice. I leaUned iW. I VWXdied iW. IW iV deep in m\ boneV´ (ibid. 333). In 
Manifestly Haraway (2016), although reiterating her hatred for the Catholic Church, 
Haraway likeV Wo Vee heUVelf ³aV a VecXlaU CaWholic´ (267-9).  
RelaWedl\, XVing BXWleU¶V XndeUVWanding of gendeU aV peUfoUmance, AliVon WebVWeU (1998) 
similarly argues that the Christian faith has become something you perform and create 
rather than something you obtain in the modern world. 
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aUgXeV, Tillich YiVion of ³Whe ab\VV iV a Uealm of cUeaWiYe chaoV that transcends values. It 

is transmoral. It is mystic illumination-the holy void, the tolerance of ambiguity, the, 

aWWUacWion Wo Whe gUa\ aUeaV of life becaXVe of WheiU hidden poVVibiliWieV´ (237). While 

academics (Daly 1973/1985; Ulanov 1999/2005; Althaus-Reid 2000; Gudmarsdottir 

2016) have pointed out some aspect of the untidy relationship of Tillich¶s theology and 

that of gender, sexuality, and the feminine84, the notion of the abyss itself is nonetheless a 

strong element in feminist thought.  

Feminism ³openV XnWo Whe ab\VV´ (Elam 24) and is about ³keeping sexual 

difference«open aV Whe Vpace of Uadical XnceUWainW\´ (ibid. 55), and in this sense the 

abyss should been seen as a symbolic representation of the infinite, of the unreachability 

of the limits. Diane Elam (1994) defines the liminality of the female abyss, as a space of 

creation and destruction, of support and rupture: 

On the one hand, the abyss fills up with representations of women. What it means 
Wo be oU acW aV a Zoman iV conWinXall\ moUe deWeUmined«On Whe oWheU hand, 
hoZeYeU, Whe ab\VVal opeUaWion iV infiniWe. The YeU\ filling Xp leaYeV one ³fXll of 
ab\VV.´ The VeUies of images in the mise en abyme is without end; each additional 
image changes all the others in the series without ever completely filling up the 
abyss, which gets deeper with each additional determination. (Elam 29-30) 

 
For Irigaray (1987/1993), the abyss exists in the space between men and women.85 

Irigaray argues in maintaining this otherness, otherwise the possibility of coasting back 

 
84 Exloring his ideas of abyssal boundaries, Ann Belford Ulanov notes that in his 
extensive work on the subject, gender is never discussed, however, she does argue 
WhaW´[l]aWenW in Tillich¶V docWUine of V\mbolV iV Whe meeWing, mi[ing and exchanging of 
maVcXline and feminine modeV of being´ (232) 
85 ³BeWZeen man and Zoman a VWUangeneVV mXVW VXbViVW WhaW coUUeVpondV Wo Whe facW WhaW 
they dwell in different worlds. Perceiving such a difference is more difficult than 
perceiving biological or social differences. It remains invisible, as subjectivity itself, but, 
ZiWhoXW UeVpecWing iW, Ze cannoW meeW each oWheU aV hXmanV´ (Key Writings xii). 
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towards the image of the woman in terms of the language and gaze of the man returns.86 

For women to become subjects and free individuals outside of the patriarchal construct, 

Irigaray expresses the need for the female divine: ³If Zomen haYe no God, Whe\ aUe 

unable either to communicate or commune with one another. They need«an infinite if 

they are to share a little´ (Sexes 62). The lack of Whe female diYine ³paUal\]eV Whe infiniWe 

of becoming a Zoman´ (ibid.). ThiV female diYine WhaW Irigaray calls for goes beyond a 

notion of feminine and motherhood that have become part the male hegemonic definition 

of the female. This new female divine, incorporates the infinite and ambiguity of being a 

woman, and consequently, a woman¶s potential to become a subject of her own. While it 

may be possible for one to transcend the self through the encountering of the other, the 

female subject must begin with cultivating the self in order to return to the self. Therefore, 

Irigaray sees the divine in similar terms as Bloch¶s spirit of Utopia, in that it needs the 

self needs to burn through the other, simultaneously being inside and outside the 

boundaries of the abyss.  

In more secular terms, although still allied with the idea of resacralization, in 

Feminism and the Abyss of Freedom (2005), Zerilli takes Hannah Arendt¶s theory of ³Whe 

ab\VV of fUeedom´ and applieV iW Wo feminiVm¶s call for social revolution. For Arendt µthe 

abyss of freedom¶ iV Zhen WheUe iV a momenW of paXVe oU a ³legendaU\ hiaWXV beWZeen end 

and beginning, between a no-longer and a not-\eW´ (205). ZeUilli, aV Ze haYe Veen ZiWh 

other intellectuals, perceives the abyssal liminal space as a liberating realm of 

transcendence and becoming, in an attempt to locate and recapture what she and Arendt 

 
86 ³To inclXde Whe oWheU in m\ XniYeUVe pUeYenWV meeWing ZiWh Whe oWheU, ZheUeaV 
safeguarding the obscurity and the silence that the other remains for me 
aids in discovering proximity´ (ibid. 29). 
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call feminism¶V ³loVW WUeaVXUe´, Whe Uadical imaginaU\ of poliWical, Vocial, and WheUeb\ 

gender, freedom. Zerilli¶V demand foU ³[a] fUeedom-cenWeUed feminiVm´ WhaW ³ZoXld 

strive to bring about transformation in normative concepts of gender without returning to 

Whe claVVical noWion of fUeedom aV VoYeUeignW\´(180), lookV Wo eVcape and go be\ond an 

idea of autonomy and equality that is still situated in patriarchal etymology.  

Haraway¶s spiral dance traverses the same abyssal tensions of finite and infinite, 

between the imaginary and the realistic. Living on the boarders of the abyss between 

profane cyborgian and sacred goddess symbolism, the cyborg both maintains and 

destroys Western and Christian symbiotic elements and thus creating a more complex 

relationship of the two. The µsacramentality¶ in Haraway¶s work is an uncanny residue 

that allows for reforming, becoming, and resacralizing the notions of gender and the body. 

Through the liminal gaze of the stranger, the cyborg transverses the liminal space of 

utopian dreams and dystopian nightmares. The infinite possibilities that the technological 

µfemale divine¶ generates must do so in the uncertain hope of technological autonomy, 

while ultimately still battling the patriarchal and capitalist society it exists in: 

The disruption of boundaries that the cyborg myth foregrounds is always, and 
necessarily, ambiguous with respect to its promise. And this ambiguity signals a 
kind of playful daring of the cyborg. Haraway¶s cyborg signals not a collapse into 
some variant of a return but an advance into the zone of greatest danger. 
Haraway¶s wager is that the cyborg can find the weak points, the points that offer 
grid of technological domination. (KXll ³TechnonaWXUe´243) 
 

The cyborg as stranger, inevitability must move through this liminal chaotic zone of 

uncertainty and danger, however, empowered by Medua¶s ironic gaze of a monstrous 

beauty, the posthuman and androgynous cyborgian looks to unfasten new ways in 

understanding the symbolic qualities of gender and the body, while navigating through its 

own abyssal vanguard; its¶no (wo)man¶s land¶. 
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CYBORGS, DOGS, AND ABORTIONS: THE ABJECT OF GENDER IN KATHY ACKER’S 
DON QUIXTOE (1986) AND EMPIRE OF THE SENSELESS (1988) 
 
 The (post)modern strangers that exist in Kathy Acker¶s novels not only belong to 

the fringes of society; anarchist punks, feminists, transvestites, and even pirates, but they 

also belong to the fringes of reality and fiction. From cyborgs to anthropomorphic and 

shapeshifting dogs, Acker constantly blurs both the gender and natural/artificial lines of 

humanity¶s dichotomy. Moreover, they are characters that are existentially homeless, 

VWUXggling ZiWh a conVWanW VeaUch foU a beWWeU place foU ³[e]ven freaks need homes, 

countUieV, langXage, commXnicaWion´ (Don Quixote 202). She speaks through her female 

protagonist in Don Quixote, VWaWing, ³[i]t is for you, freaks my loves, I am writing and it 

is about you´ (ibid.). Language plays an integral part in shaping both reality and fiction 

and Acker uses fiction as a means to reverse the myths of reality. Alex Houen (2012) 

claimV WhaW ³[i]n writing herself other, Acker frequently questions the fictionality of her 

allobiographies by tempering her creativity with plagiarism. Rather than simply willing 

wholesale belief in her fictional world, then, she often suspends the fictionality in order to 

consider how the writing relates to contexts of power´ (176). However, Acker takes an 

innoYaWiYe appUoach in ³ZUiWing heUVelf oWheU´ b\ pla\ing ZiWh gendeU binaUieV WhUoXgh 

language, inducing a desire to capture a post-gender society. Rather than tackling a new 

world in similar language, Acker challenges the old world with new language, trying to 

eVcape Whe hiVWoU\ of ³bookV´ and ³naWXUe´ (Don 14). Renowned novels and stories 

originally about male development or perseverance are reinterpreted by Acker¶s use of a 

female voice and female struggle. By placing women in celebrated men¶s roles, Acker 

blurs gender binaries rather than upholding them, more so than the recognized lens of the 

marginalized other could. In order to achieve this, she must battle with the socio-political 
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phallocentric language by simultaneously reversing it, yet still being a part of it: ³Vhe ZaV 

both a woman therefore she couldn¶t feel love and a knight in search of Love. She had 

had to become a knight, for she could solve this problem only by becoming paUWl\ male´ 

(Don 29). 

 Don Quixote is a non-linear, surrealist tale, about an originally nameless woman, 

who after having to cope with the ordeal of an abortion, sets out on a series of imaginary 

adventures that span between social-political and philosophical ponderings, dreams, and 

even madness. Searching endlessly for love and freedom, Don Quixote strives to 

transform herself beyond what a patriarchal and capitalist America is able to offer her. 

Acker¶s virtually androgynous reinterpretation of Miguel de Cervantes¶ famous character 

repurposes the myth of the quixotic knight in the secularized modern world of nihilistic 

and capitalist urges. It also allows for a woman to take on the role of the hero and knight 

that takes on the symbolic enemies of society instead of the illusionary ones of de 

Cervantes¶ tale (Worthington 245). Although it may seem an impossibility to accomplish 

in a conVXmeU and nihiliVWic VocieW\, Whe ³nighW-knighW´ (Don 10) of Acker¶s Don Quixote 

foolishly seaUcheV foU heU ³Hol\ GUail´ (Ibid. 9): love. Don Quixote pursues a form of 

love in which a woman is a subject and not an object, for according to her, ³objecWV can¶t 

loYe´ (ibid. 28). This quest for ultimate love that Don Quixote embarks on is a utopian 

pursuit for a love that is not produced and controlled my men. 

Like most liminal journeys of the modern stranger, Don Quixote¶s quest is not 

only shrouded ³in langXage WhaW YeeUV Zildl\ beWZeen Whe VacUed and the profane´ 

(O¶Donnell 528) but also language that is violent or abhorrent. As a female character, she 

is especially a witness and victim of the language of sexual violence. By embracing ³the 
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traditional oedipal narrative structure and the misogynist violence inherent in iW´ AckeU iV 

able ³to explore that structuUe foU ViWeV of feminine agenc\´ (Worthington 244), where 

violence opens up the liminal world of resacralization and becoming through a form of 

anguish. The originally nameless protagonist of Acker¶s Don Quixote is µborn again¶ 

after she goes through the procedure of an abortion. It is paradoxically through death that 

she is able to live again. Her death and subsequent rebirth allow her the freedom and 

ability to resist the social confines of the female and her maternal role as a woman, what 

Ellen G. Friedman (1989) describes as ³a precondition for surrendering the constructed 

self´ (42). Don Quixote¶s abortion places her on the road to secular µknighthood¶ because 

it allows her to become a ³hole-l\´ (Don 13) subject but still allowing for the 

transcendent act of reclaiming her body, thereby µaborting¶ her past identity. By naming 

herself, Don Quixote has the opportunity to become her own creator and authority over 

her identity. Here, Don Quixote takes the symbolic power God had gifted to Adam in her 

own hands. In the creation story of Genesis, God gives Adam the power and authority 

over the creatures around him, including Eve, through the act of naming (Schimmel 

1989; Leonard 1990; Thwaites 2017) Vince ³b\ naming Whe ZoUld Ze impoVe a paWWeUn 

and a meaning Zhich alloZV XV Wo manipXlaWe Whe ZoUld´ (Spender 163). In order to take 

back the power over her own life, identity, and body, away from the external 

monstrousness placed on her by the male gaze and a phallocentric society, Don Quixote 

must name herself.  

In ³The LaXgh of MedXV´, Cixous aUgXeV WhaW ³[b]\ ZUiWing heU Velf, Zoman Zill 

return to the body which has been more than confiscated from her, which has been turned 

into the uncanny stranger on display-the ailing or dead figure, which so often turns out to 
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be Whe naVW\ companion, Whe caXVe and locaWion of inhibiWionV´ (880). A comparable 

revolutionary Medusa briefly appears in Acker¶s novel. Unlike Cervantes¶ protagonist 

who is symbolic of Medusa¶s slayer Perseus, Acker¶s Don Quixote is closer linked with 

MedXVa. AV ³[heU VnakeV ZUiWhe aUoXnd nailV YaUniVhed b\ Whe Blood of JeVXV ChUiVW´ 

(Don Quixote 28), virtually appropriating or resacralizing the power of the messianic, 

Medusa quickly interchanges with Don Quixote as a formidable force of the feminine. In 

the face of man, represented as a dog, Medusa shouts: ³I¶m your desire¶s object, dog, 

because I can¶W be a VXbjecW«. What you name µlove¶, I name µnothingness¶«aV long aV 

you cling to a dualistic reality, which is a reality molded by power, women will not exist 

ZiWh \oX«When \oX loYe XV, \oX hate uV, becaXVe Ze haYe Wo den\ \oX´ (ibid.). This 

³dXaliVWic UealiW\´ WhaW MedXVa aUgXeV Zomen aUe WUapped in UeinfoUceV Whe gendeU 

hierarchy, places the female gender as other, and relegates the feminine to the realm of 

animals. Nonetheless, Acker¶s representation of man as dog uncannily places them on an 

equal plane, maintaining that the animal or monstrous qualities, if they exist in humanity, 

represent a hybridity that exist in both genders. Acker¶s Medusa reflects the abject back 

towards the social order, exposing its fragmentation, hybridity, and more importantly, its 

hypocrisy. Acker¶s Medusa is more liminal than Cixous¶ however, in that while its gaze 

reflects the monstrousness back on male dominated society and therefore keeping it in 

context of Cixous¶ revolutionary interpretation, Acker does not inverse Medusa as a 

representation of beauty like Cixous does. Instead, Acker retains her monstrousness terror, 

as an uncanny gaze reflected back to patriarchal society and thus rejecting Cixous¶ 

female essentialism and ubiquitousness. 
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Analogously, one of the novel¶s main protagonists in The Empire of the Senseless 

is the mixed-race cyborg named Abhor. Abhor iV an oXWcaVW, a ³conVWUXcW cXnW´ (Empire 

37) that UepUeVenWV a liminal oU V\mbolic ³ViWe of gendeU conflicW´ (PiWchfoUd 98). Abhor¶s 

tragic Oedipal story of being raped by her father is told by her male lover Thivai, at the 

beginning of the novel through his language, and not hers. Acker is not subtle in naming 

her protagonist; disgust and violence have labeled her, while her identity has been 

fashioned by language that is not her own, a language that creates a myth that confines 

one to the monstrosity they have been historically labeled as. While raping her, Abhor¶s 

father gives her sacred power by calling her his God but instantly removes it from her by 

referring to himself as God¶s creator and asserts that he boWh ³made´ and iV ³making´ 

her87. Abhor¶s father takes away her power by being in control of her body, in order to 

punish her for believing that she was the one in control of it and her sexuality. By 

creating God, he thereby controls her past, present, and future identity. Because of this 

and her mother¶s passivity, Abhor is disgusted by the word mother (15) and cannot help 

but see all heterosexual love as resembling rape to some degree. While it is a 

misconception that Andrea Dworkin or Catherine Macinnon state that µall heterosexual 

love is rape¶88, Dworkin (1987/2007) doeV aUgXe WhaW ³[v]iolation is a synonym for 

inWeUcoXUVe´(163), while MacKinnon (1989) claims that in a patriarchal society 

heWeUoVe[XaliW\ ³institutionalizes male sexual dominance and female Ve[Xal VXbmiVVion´ 

 
87 ³I KnoZ \oX¶Ue mine!!!«I made \oX!!!...I¶m making \oX«M\ father explained again, 
µI am fXcking God and I made God´ (Empire 15). 
88 Dworkin rejects this interpretation of her work VWaWing, ³[Z]hat I think is that sex must 
not put women in a subordinate position. It must be reciprocal and not an act of 
aggression from a man looking only to saWiVf\ himVelf. ThaW¶V m\ poinW´ (ciWed in Kelso 
89). Moreover, in Intercourse, she also argues that sex is also ³a commXnion, a VhaUing, 
mXWXal poVVeVVion of an enoUmoXV m\VWeU\, and WheUefoUe ³haV Whe inWenViW\ and 
magnificence of YiolenW feeling WUanVfoUmed inWo WendeUneVV´ (81). 
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(113). While all heterosexual love is not rape, as Irigaray argues, it outside the realm of 

WUanVcendence: ³Zhen a male loYeU loVeV himVelf in Whe depWhV of Whe beloYed Zoman¶s 

sensual pleasure, he swells within her as in an abyss, an unfathomable depth. Both of 

Whem aUe loVW, each in Whe oWheU, on Whe ZUong Vide, oU Whe oWheU Vide, of WUanVcendence´ 

(194). This lack of autonomy similarly forces Don Quixote to experience lesbian sex for 

Vhe aUgXeV ³Zhen I make loYe Wo a Zoman or myself, I¶m controlling the body. Loving a 

woman is controlling. Whereas, when I make love to a man, I¶m Whe oppoViWe´ (127). 

This inability or lack of control in society is at its most abject when it is endorsed during 

an act of love between two people.  

Paradoxically, it is this abjection that spurs Don Quixote¶s quest to find this 

µtaboo¶ or impossible notion of love. When it comes to the abject, Kristeva and Bulter 

both emphasize the necessity of trauma both internally and externally, between self/other; 

subject/object, as it uncannily discloses what is hidden or repulsive of the self just as 

mXch aV iW doeV ZiWh VocieW\. AV BXWleU aUgXeV, ³[W]he ³abjecW´ deVignaWeV WhaW Zhich haV 

been expelled from the body, discharged as excrement, literally rendered ³OWheU´ 

(Gender 168). This appears as an expulsion of alien elements, but the alien is effectively 

establiVhed WhUoXgh WhiV e[pXlVion. The conVWUXcWion of Whe ³³noW me´ aV Whe abjecW 

establishes boundaries which are also the first contours of the subjecW´ (ibid. 169). 

Through abjection, the destruction or blurring of boundaries allows for the abject subject 

to create individual and newly formed boundaries of the self. As Abhor¶s lover argues, 

³GET RID OF MEANING. YOUR MIND IS A NIGHTMARE THAT HAS BEEN 

EATING YOU: NOW EAT YOUR MIND´ (Empire 38). Although Thivai¶s message is 

accurate, he is also a significant part of the constructed ³meaning´ that is causing these 
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nightmares. Abhor only begins to gain her freedom when she goes off on her own 

adventure without Thivai, when she is able to gaze into the abject monstrousness and 

write her own story.  

ACKER’S RESACRLIZATION OF THE SYMBOLIC 
 
The problem that Acker and her gender defying protagonists face is that despite 

the fact that they deconstruct the language and boundaries of society, they are still 

confined to using the language and binaries given to them. As Acker states in the 

epigraph to the second part of Don Quixote, ³[b]eing dead, Don Quixote could no longer 

speak. Being born into and part of a male world, she had no speech of her own. All she 

could do was read male texts which weren¶t hers´ (39). This has led many of her critics 

(Friedman; Muth 2011; Hume 2001) to question Acker¶s linguistic goal, even calling her 

ZoUk ³a triumphal failXUe´ (Redding 301) or at the very least, problematic in that her 

ZoUk ³aWWeVWV Wo a pUioU V\VWem of oUdeU VWill YeU\ mXch opeUaWional´ (Hume 486). Acker 

herself acknowledges this through the voice of Abhor:  

Ten years ago it seemed possible to destroy language through language: to destroy 
language which normalizes and controls by cutting that language. Nonsense 
would attack the empire-making (empirical) empire of language, the prisons of 
meaning. But this nonsense, since it depended on sense, simply pointed back to 
the normalizing institutions (Empire 134). 

 
Ultimately, it is difficult to think one can simply µget rid of meaning¶ or separate 

language from its connotation, especially through the medium of literature. Acker¶s 

imaginative utopia clashes against constructed reality, resulting in Acker and her 

protagonists collapsing under the weight of their utopian values being resisted against and 

eventually pushed down on them. For instance, Abhor shares many attributes with 

Haraway¶s conception of the cyborg; however, she does not reach any µutopian¶ status 
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because of it. Technology has not changed her standing as a male object or a commodity 

but has instead strengthened it. The blurring of natural and artificial has not dissolved 

Abhor¶s Oedipal constructed past since it is consonant with the capitalistic society that 

surrounds her. With Don Quixote, the protagonist¶s rebirth does not culminate in equality 

in the outside world and as the novel progresses, Don Quixote, like Cervantes¶ character, 

is swayed back to reality at the end, and the genderless identifying of the character slowly 

fades back towards gender specific pronouns. 

However, to deem Acker and subsequently, her protagonists¶ mission as a failure 

misses the entire hybrid and liminal scope of the novels, especially since both Don 

Quixote and Empire acknowledge this µfailure¶ to some degree. Her novels take place in 

the liminal sphere of utopian dream and harsh reality, resulting in the character¶s constant 

oscillation and alienation both internally and externally. Acker¶s Don Quixote evokes the 

spirit of Cervantes¶ original character, who himself was displaced and alienated from the 

world around him; however, the chief distinction is that although Acker¶s Don Quixote, 

and for the matter Abhor, are displaced, they are modern strangers and not just 

marginalized others because they are uncanny and symbolic representations of the 

fragmented and liminal society that created and house them. New York is a paradoxical 

place that represents both the ability to find one¶s identity and simultaneously, a city that 

iV able Wo den\ iW. NeZ YoUk ZiWh ³iWV neon and street lights´ WhaW give ³out an artificial 

pollXWed lighW´ (Don 18), allows for an artificially constructed emptiness where one¶s 

expectations can be born. But, as Cristina Garrigys Gonzilez (1996) points out, Don 

Quixote ³iV a noYel aboXW loYe and violence, but it is also about the power of a city, New 

YoUk, oYeU a Zoman´ (114). One of the novel¶s outcasts discourages Don Quixote when 
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she realizes that the city is a hellish capitalist space, which only amplified the strangeness 

or abnormality that she felt from the home she previously ran away from (Don 115). Don 

Quixote¶s quest to find love is therefore even more absurd ³in Whe maWeUialiVWic, machiVW 

and sexist world in which we live. A city like New York represents all the western values 

carried Wo an e[WUeme´ (Gonzilez 116). 

Equally, the landscape of Empire¶s dystopian Paris is itself hellish, suffering from 

disease, capitalist nihilism, crime, and poverty, while the Algerian revolution that sought 

to bring about a transformation in the end ³changed noWhing´ (110). AbhoU Uecogni]eV heU 

liminal and fragmented identity being reflected by the city: ³«in WhiV PaUiV deaWh and life 

were fucking. Just like my father gave birth to me and wanted to kill me. In Paris, death 

smelled like life and vice-YeUVa, eVpeciall\ in hXman beingV´ (ibid. 82). For a male 

outcast, like ThiYai, PaUiV iV VWill ³[W]he WUXe ciW\ of dUeamV« a ciW\ in Zhich a peUVon 

coXld do an\Whing´ (ibid 147). On the other hand, for Abhor, the city is far more uncanny 

in its utopian spirit. Abhor sees herself stuck between the otherness of both men and 

women, leaving her with a fragmented and liminal identity. The men that controlled the 

ciW\, ³Whe dead´, ZeUe neYeU Veen, Zhile Whe Zomen, ³Whe mXWanWV´, were the only ones 

YiVible: ³The XUban aUeaV of Whe WeVWeUn ZoUld ZeUe noZ compoVed of dead and mXWanWV. 

I was confused to the point of psychosis because I wasn¶W VXUe ZhaW I ZaV´ (Empire 110). 

Unable to locate her identity in these binaries, her liminal existence once again brings up 

gender ambiguity, an ambiguity that is reflected in the glass buildings of the Parisian 

cityscape: 

Since I was a mutant from outer space who was living in exile in Paris, Paris 
looked as if it was made up of glass. Glass cuts through the flesh. Paris was a 
bloody city. Rectangular blocks of mirrored glass intersected tall buildings of 
black glass about a quarter wa\ doZn WheiU lengWhV«UndeU Whe bank, WheUe ZaV a 
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building of opaque grey glass which was nameless. µnameless¶ meant µuseful¶; 
WheUe ZaV no end Wo Whe depWh of Whe bXilding.´ (ibid 110) 

 
Paris¶ violent nature, which cuts symbolically through the physical body, unveils the 

indistinctness of both the body and the city. Although one could become anything within 

this emptiness, Acker conveys emptiness as an uncertainty and seriously questions 

whether any utopian reflections can grow from it. Abhor doubts the notion of being 

µuseful¶ as being a distinguishing feature of utopia, since usefulness is a sign of a 

commodity culture and objectification. According to Henri Lefebvre (1991), space is 

never neutral nor is it an empty container waiting to be filled by social human activity. 

Space in a capitalist and phallocentric society is always produced from the ideologies that 

control it. Lefebvre argues, ³Whe Vpace WhXV pUodXced alVo VeUYeV aV a Wool of WhoXghW and 

of acWion´ and ³in addiWion Wo being a meanV of pUodXcWion it is also a means of control, 

and hence of dominaWion, of poZeU´ (26). However, these spaces for Lefebvre, produce 

more than a means of control. They alVo haYe ³VWUange effecWV´ (97), which seem to blur 

the lines between the external and inner ZoUld of Whe indiYidXal. LefebYUe VWaWeV, ³[W]he 

Vpace of Whe dUeam iV VWUange and alien, \eW aW Whe Vame Wime aV cloVe Wo XV aV iV poVVible´ 

bXW noneWheleVV ³iW VWill haV a VenVXal-sensory character. It is a theatrical space even more 

than a quotidian or poeWic one: a pXWWing inWo imageV of oneVelf, foU oneVelf´ (208-209).  

 The space of the dream is analogous to the space of the city, strange and alien but 

also recognizable due to its recurring elements. Acker¶s novels exist within physical and 

imaginativH VSacH \HW aUH IRUcHd WR RSHUaWH aQd ³adhere to the oedipal rules in an 

endeavor to examine the narrative possibilities for empowerment in death´ (Worthington 

244). By obeying at the same time as resisting these narratives, Acker¶s modern strangers 

exist in a liminal zone of reality and dream, horror and beauty. JXVW aV ³[h]er father¶s 
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transgression introduces her to a complexity in the world, which is both more painful and 

moUe WUXWhfXl´ (Conte 16), the city also offers a similar backdrop for a world of 

experience and suffering that releases harsh reality from dream or illusion, and vice versa.  

Despite Acker¶s association of utopian thinking with the act of suffering, the 

torment her characters go through does not necessarily bring any sort of transcendence or 

any elucidation. Just as her characters¶ liminal identities do not bring about equality of 

the sexes, suffering likewise does not result in a utopian outcome. Instead, she 

problematizes the idea of suffering as a tool of transcendence. Throughout Don Quixote, 

Acker associates Catholicism with madness because of its belief that surrendering to 

suffering is the pathway to being healed. Although Don Quixote, like a Jesus figure, is 

attracted to µsinners¶ and loves others who suffer, thereby linking suffering and her quest 

for love, the characters are not healed by this suffering but instead continue to endure 

more. Suffering is not a requirement to reach a different plane of spiritual consciousness 

but is something one must go through simply because to love and to be human is 

grounded in suffering. Her conversation with God at the end of the novel allows her to 

realize that a quest in search of any idealism was doomed from the beginning. The 

genderless God89 she encounters is a self-proclaimed ³meal\ moXWhed h\pocUiWe, 

dishonest« µwhore¶´, Zho poinWV oXW Its monstrous imperfections and tells the µnight¶ to 

look inwards: ³God conWinXed condemning Him- oU HeUVelf: ³So noZ WhaW \oX knoZ I¶m 

imperfect, night, that you can¶t turn to Me: turn to yourself (Don 207). The ³Me´ WhaW 

God refers to, seems to be the idealistic and essential representation of God or love that 

Don Quixote chases after, which she acknowledges is impossible after she understands 

 
89 ³God conWinXed condemning Him- oU HeUVelf: ³So noZ WhaW \oX knoZ I¶m impeUfecW, 
nighW, WhaW \oX can¶W WXUn Wo Me: WXUn Wo \oXUVelf 
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that she actually is made in God¶s monstrous and fragmented image. In this sense, she 

maintains the Christian doctrine of God¶s omnipresence but deconstructs the idealism 

that has held God as superior and perfect.  

Acker does not just deconstruct the sacred into the secular but reconstructs and 

resacralizes it through the sacred self and the liminal act of becoming. Suffering and 

torment does not lead to a healed or unified self but continue in reaffirming estrangement 

from the fractured self. While the transcendence that exists in the beginning of the novel 

is one of gender, at the end Don Quixote¶s transcendence is one of perception that makes 

the quest of essentialism, heU ³VickneVV´ (18) fade away. Don Quixote neither fulfills nor 

abandons her quest, nor does she wake up from her dream and back into reality. In the 

end, she awakens to a hybrid of the two, invoking Baudelaire¶V a[iom of ³[b]e dUXnk 

alZa\V´ (73).90 Don Quixote breaks another set of chains and once again begins her life 

aneZ: ³I WhoXghW aboXW God foU one more minute and forgot it. I closed my eyes, head 

drooping, like a person drunk for so long she no longer knows she¶s drunk, and then 

dUXnk, aZoke Wo Whe ZoUld Zhich la\ befoUe me´ (Don 207). The message of Don Quixote 

might be summed up by Acker herself when speaking about creating your own values: 

³[p]eople aUe searching for their centers (be they centers of pleasure, pain, whatever) but 

really, in a way, it¶V a VeaUch foU ³God´´ (Last Interview 147). Don Quixote¶s search ends 

with finding God, but that ultimately leads to her realizing the ugly truth that perfect love, 

with another human or even God, does not really exist and that it is a complicated, flawed, 

and monstrous emotion. Yet despite Don Quixote repetitious cycle of failures in her quest 

 
90 ³Be dUXnk alZa\V. NoWhing elVe maWWeUV; WheUe aUe no oWheU VXbjecWV. Not to feel the 
grime weight of Time breaking your backs and bending you double, you must get drunk 
and VWa\ dUXnk´ (73). 
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for love, her utopian spirit is not diminished. The utopian fragments and residue from her 

quest still linger but reformed outside the realm of ideals, residing in a hybrid but 

symbolic place. For example, Don Quixote romanticizes the notion of the musician 

Prince, an artist famous for blurring the lines of gender, race, and morality, as being the 

perfect president of the United States of America (ibid. 21). Furthermore, despite what 

may be seen as failure, Don Quixote and Acker may have been triumphant in what 

Ci[ioXV mainWainV aV Wo ³ZUiWing heU Velf´, alWhoXgh in a moUe liminal XndeUVWanding of 

what constitutes the female self, and therefore, arriving much closer to Haraway¶s claim 

Wo ³liYe on Whe boXndaUieV, Wo ZUiWe ZiWhoXW Whe foXnding m\Wh of oUiginal ZholeneVV´ 

(³C\boUg´ 33). 

In Empire, Abhor correspondingly ends the novel in an ambiguous state. Abhor 

learns to ride a motorcycle, which acts as both a gender abolishing act and a mode of 

personal freedom. Not only does Abhor reject the Oedipal and capitalist culture 

surrounding her, she also refuses to join its antagonistic other in Thivai¶s terrorism or the 

typical rebellious outfit of the motorcycle gang (Horn 142). By refusing to be a slave to 

Thivai¶s violent cause or to join a gang consisting solely of men, she substitutes these 

options with her own cause: that is, becoming her own gang and as a result, allowing her 

hope despite not knowing what it is besides its existing within disgust:  

³I VWood WheUe, WheUe in Whe VXnlighW, and WhoXghW WhaW I didn¶t as yet know what I 
wanted. I now fully knew what I didn¶t want and whom I hated. That was 
something. 

And then I thought that, one day, maybe, there I¶d [sic] be a human 
society in a world which is beautiful, a society which wasn¶t just disgust. (Empire 
227)  

 
Since she is unable to put utopian ideals into words, Acker moves away from trying to 

blur binary divisions through language in exchange for symbolic representations. Tattoos 



 257 

bHcRPH WKH XQdHUOLQLQJ V\PbRO RI WKH QRYHO dXH WR WKHLU ³aPbLJXRXV VRcLaO YaOXH´ (LbLd. 

130). AccRUdLQJ WR AcNHU WKH\ aUH WKH ³PRVW SRVLWLYH WKLQJ LQ WKH bRRN´ VLQcH ³LW 

concerns taking over, doing your own sign-PaNLQJ«TKH PHHWLQJ RI bRd\ aQd, ZHOO, WKH 

VSLULW´ (Friedman, ³CRQYHUVaWLRQ´ 17-18). Abhor maintains this when claiming that early 

Christian tattoos were seen as stigmata indicating exile and tribal identity (Empire 130). 

Acker uses the tattoo¶V VacUHd aQd ³dHIaPaWRU\´ (LbLd.) HVVHQcH aV WKH OLPLQaO aQd 

resacralized symbol of the stranger, for it instantaneously represents the sacred/profane, 

masculine/feminine, dream/taboo hybridity of modern secularized life that can only be 

expressed through symbolic and liminal representations; representations that she can live 

within. In On Revolution (1963), Arendt suggests that the best way to navigate through 

WKH ab\VV RI IUHHdRP LV WR ORcaWH a IUHHdRP WKaW LV a ³YLVLbOH, WaQJLbOH UHaOLW\´ (33), RU LW LV 

at risk of collapsing under itself. To write oneself female, is to exist in the abyssal and 

liminal space between iconoclastic ambiguity and tangible reality. 
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CONCLUSION: SPECTRAL MONSTERS AND MODERN 
STRANGERS 

 
In the beginning there is ruin. Ruin is what remains or returns as the spectre from the moment one first 
looks at oneself and a figuration is eclipsed. The figure, the face, then sees its visibility being eaten away  
  - Jacques Derrida, Memoirs of the Blind 
 
Monsters are our children. They can be pushed to the farthest margins of geography and discourse, hidden 
away at the edges of the world and in the forbidden recesses of our mind, but they always return.  

- JeffeU\ JeUome Cohen, ³MonVWeU CXlWXUe (SeYen TheVeV)´ 
 
The phantom is therefore also a metapsychological fact: what haunts are not the dead, but the gaps left 
within us by the secrets of others. 
  - NicholaV AbUaham, ³NoWeV on Whe PhanWom´  
 
Thus strangely are our souls constructed, and by such slight ligaments are we bound to prosperity or ruin. 
(Victor Frankenstein)    

- Mary Shelley, Frankenstein  
 

SPECTRES AND MONSTERS 
 

Monstrosity has been discussed, and relatedly Shelley¶s Creature, throughout this 

dissertation as a sort of hauntological theme or thread across many of the modern stranger 

figures discussed. This haunting quality is why, when examining Frankenstein in the 

opening chapter, I allocated the Creature, modernity¶s first mythological monster, more 

to Derrida¶s concept of the spectre than that of monstrosity. In most cases, the 

philosophical uses of the spectre and monster is not always distinguishable, but I believe 

they exist within the same liminal and preternatural plane. The differences, if any, and 

similarities between the two can conceivably be as subtle and equivocal as Derrida¶s 

estimation of spirit and spectre91. Historically, it was corporeal and ethereal divisions that 

chiefly distinguished monsters and spectres from one another. Where the monster 

 
91 ³The VpiUiW, Whe VpecWeU aUe noW Whe Vame Whing, and Ze Zill haYe Wo VhaUpen WhiV 
difference; but as for what they have in common, one does not know what it is, what it is 
presently. It is something that one does not know, precisely, and one does not know if 
pUeciVel\ iW iV, if iW e[iVWV, if iW UeVpondV Wo a name and coUUeVpondV Wo an eVVence´  
(Specters 5). 
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exemplified something that is alive and physical, the spectre was an imaginary, 

supernatural representation of the return of the dead. ³A SpecWeU, oU AppaUiWion,´ aUgXeV 

Catholic demonologist Pierre Le Loyer in his Treatise of Specters (1586), ³iV an 

Imagination of a Substance without a Bodie, the which presenteth itself sensibly unto 

men, against the order and course of Nature, and makeWh Whem afUaid´ (1).92 This 

distinction between the two did not drastically alter during the Gothic era. Gothic 

monVWeUV UepUeVenW ³Yiolence, VadiVm, and XnVaYoU\ appeWiWe´ WhaW liYe on Whe edgeV of 

reason, whereas Gothic spectres are predominately seen as representations of the human 

imagination or illusionary supernaturalism that ultimately become discredited as 

fabrications (Brittan 30). While one entity appears to question reason from its own 

liminal surroundings, the other exists to eventually restore order and reason through the 

dispelling of superstition. It is with Frankenstein that these binaural, though delicate 

distinctions, become radically intertwined, giving us a modern experiment that results in 

creating the first spectral-monster that, as we have seen, both haunts and embodies 

secularized modernity and its uncanny strangers. Consequently, I would like to bring the 

discussion back to Frankenstein, monstrosity, and the spectral, in an attempt to µreturn to 

the dead¶, as it were.  

One way to argue the Creature, and accordingly, the modern stranger, is both 

monster and spectre is to say that it goes through its own liminal Bildungsroman, 

advancing from a teratological to a hauntological entity, originating with the monstrous 

and unnatural birth that eventually culminates with the spectral after the Creature¶s 

development and assumed death. However, this reading can be somewhat misleading 

 
92 The fiUVW Wime Whe ZoUd µVpecWeU¶ appeaUed in EngliVh ZaV acWXall\ in the 1605 English 
translation of Le Loyer¶s treatise by Zacharie Jones (Chesters 146, n. 18) 
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since it depicts a linear progress or transformation from monster to spectre, which can be 

problematic for two reasons. First, the Creature in Frankenstein is continuously both a 

VpecWUe and monVWeU fUom biUWh, VomeWhing eYen VicWoU FUankenVWein addUeVVeV: ³I When 

reflected, and the thought made me shiver, that the creature whom I had left in my 

apartment might still be there, alive, and walking about. I dreaded to behold this 

monster.... I threw the door forcibly open, as children are accustomed to do when they 

e[pecW a VpecWUe Wo VWand in ZaiWing foU Whem on Whe oWheU Vide; bXW noWhing appeaUed´ (88). 

Secondly, this interpretation in isolation puts the spectral on a higher or superior 

spectrum than that of the monstrous, indicating a movement of progress or transcendence 

from one to the other. Rather, Shelley¶s revolutionary influence on the subjects is 

achieved by making the two interchangeable by formulating the spectre into flesh, 

something also Derrida (1994/2005) acknoZledgeV b\ aUgXing, ³MaU\ Shelle\ bUoXghW 

oXU aWWenWion Wo Whe anagUam WhaW makeV Whe VpecWUe in UeVpecW YiVible again´ (288). By 

making the spectre corporal, Shelley paradoxically brings the spectre into the monstrous 

and vice versa, thereby symbolically bringing it from the realm of superstition into the 

uncanny and liminal edges of reason to stand alongside its uncanny cousin. It is with 

Frankenstein that both the spectre and monster are spoken and listened to,93 and more 

importantly, also possibly respected.94  

Returning to Derrida¶s language concerning the monster and spectre, it is obvious 

that they share many fundamental characteristics. Both operate in uncanny territories of 

 
93 ³He should learn to live by learning not how to make conversation with the ghost but 
how to talk with him, with her, how to let them speak or how to give them back speech, 
even if it is in oneself, in the other, in the other in oneself: they are always there, specters, 
even if they do not exist, even if they are no longer, even if they are not yet´ (Specters 
221). 
94 ³Respect for the spectUe, aV MaU\ Shelle\ ZoXld Va\´ (DeUUida, Politics 73). 
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liminality, exploring the unknown and indefinable, and thereby are seen as symbolic 

warnings or threats that continuously haunt us. More importantly, they are also entities 

we may be able to see but which nonetheless, through an abject absence, interrogate and 

question the notion of the self, otherness, and the concept of being present. To Derrida 

(1992/1995) and other scholars such as Jeffery Cohen (1996), monsters are fully realized 

and alive, and if they exist within our imaginaries, they do so predominately within a 

realm, though not limited to, of hybridity. Spectres, on the other hand, seem to be even 

moUe liminal Wo DeUUida, in WhaW Whe\ Veem Wo go be\ond Whe ³h\bUidi]aWion´ of 

monstrosity (Points 386). A spectre is something that is neither present nor real, but 

nonetheless, is still able to intersect itself into our present and real worlds. Although 

ghostly in nature, spectres still to some degree, exist within the visible, corporal, and 

material world, presenting themselves as an image of individuals from our past.  

The fundamental difference between the two may very well be centered on a 

negligible variation of paradox, where the spectre operates in disjunction, residing within 

the neither/nor category while the hybrid monster exists within the conjunction of the 

both and the same. However, if examined closely, there does not seem to be much degree 

of separation between the two uncanny forces, yet, although contemplated prior in an 

interview in 1990 (Points), Derrida never really brings up monsters in Specters¶ 

hauntological narrative, although many others (Shildrick 2002; Ganteau 2015) have 

written on the obvious connection. The purely monstrous is thus, for Derrida, an 

impossibility. 

Derrida must have seen Shelley¶s Creature as more in line with the spectre than 

monstrosity, especially since true monstrousness for Derrida is unable to sustain itself, 
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while his reluctance to connect the two could be accorded to the fact that monsters lose 

their monstrosity, potency, and strength over us, once they are perceived or recognized as 

monsters (Points 386) and as a result, vanquished. Regardless of its initial monstrosity 

and abjection, the uncanny monster, even though it helps alter culture, slowly dilutes 

itself into a canny familiarity, into the very thing it threatened.95 This is what Derrida 

callV ³Whe moYemenW of cXlWXUe´ (ibid. 387), a UelaWionVhip akin Wo Whe 

secularization/resacralization process. Ironically, the Creature is always regarded as a 

monster by the humans it interacts with, a projection that the monster itself is forced to 

embody, yet this does not remove the threat it poses to us. What the monster is never 

given by Victor is an identity. If to name something is to have power over it, the Creature 

may very well have retained its power over Victor because it was never named and as a 

result, remained unknown and haunting even to its creator, despite it being perceived by 

Frankenstein and as a result, itself, as a monster. Still, notwithstanding, the Creature 

never loses its hauntological threat and therefore, is never tamed.96  

SPECTRES AND PHANTOMS 
 

One discernible reason for the omission of the monster in Specters is that 

Derrida¶s spectre is largely tied to his definition of messianic time. The spectre is neither 

paVW noU fXWXUe foU DeUUida, and conVeTXenWl\, alloZV Whe ³VpecWUal momenW´ Wo ³no longer 

belong Wo Wime´ (Specters xix). Since the spectre is simultaneously revenant and arrivant, 

 
95 ³«from the moment they enter into culture, the movement of acculturation, precisely, 
of domeVWicaWion, of noUmali]aWion haV alUead\ begXn´ (Derrida, Points 386). 
96 ThiV Ueading focXVeV of Shelle\¶V noYel, hoZeYeU, WhUoXgh popXlaU cXlWXUe, VXch aV Whe 
UniYeUVal µFrankenstein¶ films (1931-39), the Creature/Monster slowly becomes tamed. 
While JameV Whale¶V 1931 film doeV noW name Whe CUeaWXUe, WhiV iV VomeWhing that 
deYeloped oYeU Wime, iW doeV begin Wo diminiVh Whe CUeaWXUe¶V inWelligence, empaWh\, and 
individualism, and as a result, its uncanniness.  
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the past is just as ambiguous or unknown as the future, and WheUefoUe, ³mXVW caUU\ be\ond 

pUeVenW life´ (ibid.). Time foU DeUUida, aV iW did ZiWh Benjamin, iV a cUXcial aVpecW of Whe 

messianic, and there seems to be a difference between the µmonstrous moment¶ and that 

of the µmessianic moment¶ that the spectre embodies. While the monster does represent 

an arrivant, a warning or threat of a possible future97, and even a questioning of 

humanity¶s traditional values, Derrida ironically does not seem to allocate any sort of past, 

and therefore any messianic character, to it. The spectre is messianic in that it disrupts 

time, epitomized by Derrida¶s use of the Hamlet TXoWe, ³Wime iV oXW of joinW´, WheUeb\ 

blurring the lines between past, present, and future. The spectre is simultaneously an 

inheritance from the paVW and fXWXUe, Zhich pUecedeV an\ e[peUience ³be\ond Whe liYing 

pUeVenW in geneUal´ (Specters xix). Time, foU DeUUida, iV a VeUieV of ³modali]ed pUeVenWV´ 

(ibid), therefore, messianic time cannot exist in the present but rather outside of it. The 

monstrous moment, on the other hand, seems to exist in instances, in the abruption of 

time directly associated with the present-future but not the past-present-future of 

disjointed time.  

Frankenstein itself, both in structure and genre, also refuses to be confined to a 

certain moment in time but nonetheless captures a moment where time has been 

disrupted; it simultaneously captures the monstrous living in the messianic. Derrida must 

have accepted a spectral element in Shelley¶s Creature specifically due to it being a 

hybridization of dead body parts. Frankenstein¶s Creature also contains a history and past 

and represents µa return of the dead¶ just as much as the spectre does, simply one that is 

more fragmented, uncanny, and subconscious. Even though it is not originally weighed 

 
97 ³A future that would not be monVWUoXV ZoXld noW be a fXWXUe´ (ibid. 387) 
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down by it, at least until it develops an obsession with its creator, the Creature still carries 

the dead with it at birth in ways that may not be so easily recognized or decipherable as 

the image of a spectre, but conveys a culturally miscellaneous past nonetheless. If the 

spectre is an image of an individual that translates it to the collective, the monster is an 

image of the collective that channels itself unknowingly in the individual; to borrow 

Bloch¶s utopian symbolism, one is Kant burning through Hegel, while the other is Hegel 

burning through Kant.  

However, for Cohen, all monsters, not just Shelley¶V, aUe ³a cXlWXUal bod\´ eYen 

in origin (4), as the monster is part of a larger cultural perspective and is neither born nor 

exists entirely in isolation. To say Frankenstein¶s Creature is free of history and is 

therefore completely free to cultivate itself (Gilbert & Gubar 1979; Armitt 2012) is a 

half-truth. Because it is made up of parts and not a solitary body, the Creature is not tied 

to anything specific, as in a spectre of communism, the French Revolution, or 

messianism, and therefore is autonomous to some extent, but it nonetheless carries the 

ruins of the past that haunt it in secrecy and silence.  

Accordingly, we could argue that it is haunting in a language that is far more 

reminiscent of Nicolas Abraham and Maria Torok¶s psychoanalytic concept of the 

µtransgenerational phantom¶98 than Derrida¶s spectre. Abraham first raised the issue in 

³NoWeV on Whe PhanWom´ (1975/1994), before further developing the concept of 

cryptonymy during his collaboration with Torok. Abraham and Torok¶s phantom may be 

 
98 The transgenerational phantom is a phenomenon where horrifying secrets are silently 
passed down from past generations to their offspring through the unconscious. However, 
aV Rand mainWainV, ³[a]VpecWV of WhiV concepW haYe Whe poWenWial Wo illXminaWe Whe geneVis 
of social institutions and may provide a new perspective for inquiring into the 
psychological roots of cultural patterns and political ideology´ (EdiWoU¶V NoWe, The Shell 
169). 
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more applicable to Frankenstein¶s Creature for a few reasons. A side, though overarching 

argument entangled in this idea is that the notion of phantasmagorical goes beyond an 

illXVWUaWion of Whe fanWaVWic bXW alVo UefeUV Wo ³a bi]aUUe oU fanWaVWic combinaWion, 

collecWion, oU aVVemblage´ (MeUUiam-Webster)99, efficiently summing up the Creature¶s 

mXlWifaUioXV makeXp. MoUeoYeU, in Whe ³InWUodXcWion´ Wo AbUaham and ToUok¶s The Shell 

and the Kernel (1987/1994), Nicholas T. Rand (1994) describes the phantom as an 

³XnfelW moXUning, XnaVVimilaWed WUaXma, Whe XnZiWWing pV\chical inheUiWance of Vomeone 

else¶s secrets ² drive a wedge between us and oXU VocieW\´ (22). Similar to Derrida¶s 

spectre, the phantom is a product of displacement and moreover, a symbol of the return 

of the dead.100 Yet, despite these eerily similarities to Derrida¶s spectre, Colin Davis 

(2007) maintains that the main separation for Abraham and Torok¶s phantom to that of 

Derrida¶s specter lies in the problem of secrecy:  

The cUXcial diffeUence beWZeen Whe WZo«iV Wo be foXnd in Whe VWaWXV of Whe VecUeW. 
The secrets of Abraham and Torok¶s lying phantoms are unspeakable in the 
restricted sense of being a subject of shame and prohibition. It is not at all that 
they cannot be spoken; on the contrary, they can and should be put into words so 
that the phantom and its noxious effects on the living can be exorcised. For 
Derrida the ghost and its secrets are unspeakable in a quite different sense. 
Abraham and Torok seek to return the ghost to the order of knowledge; Derrida 
wants to avoid any such restoration and to encounter what is strange, unheard, 
oWheU, aboXW Whe ghoVW«The VecUeW iV noW unspeakable because it is taboo, but 
because it cannot (yet) be articulated in the languages available to us. The ghost 
pXVheV aW Whe boXndaUieV of langXage and WhoXghW.´ (13) 
 

While discussing secrecy in Chapter 1, I mentioned how secrecy lies between two liminal 

worlds, and how the responsibility of modernity¶s monstrous secret sits on the shoulders 

of Frankenstein¶s human creator. The Creature may very well be Victor¶s, as well as our 

 
99 https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/phantasmagoria 
100 ³«Whe phanWom Zhich returns to haunt bears witness to the existence of the dead 
bXUied ZiWhin Whe oWheU´ (Abraham 175). 
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spectre, however in regard to the Creature, the unconscious and historical secret resides 

silently within The Creature¶s own body. Frankenstein instantly acknowledges the secret 

of secularized modernity¶s monstrous ambiguity when he witnesses the spectre¶V ³ZaWeU\ 

e\eV´. HoZeYeU, WhiV VecUeW ambigXiW\, this transgenerational phantom, haunts the 

Creature unknowingly from within. While it tries to cultivate itself in a rising secularized, 

µtechnological¶, and unrestricted world, the sacred past haunts the Creature soundlessly. 

The Creature¶s attempt to exorcise this phantom of the abyss through resacralization is 

extinguished when Frankenstein refuses its wish for love and companionship, ensuing the 

Creature¶s permanent state within liminality. Ultimately, it may have always been a false 

hope since even the Creature acknowledges this outcome would not exorcise its 

monVWUoViW\ bXW UaWheU ZoXld Volidif\ iW: ³IW iV WUXe, Ze Vhall be monVWeUV, cXW off fUom all 

Whe ZoUld; bXW on WhaW accoXnW Ze Vhall be moUe aWWached Wo one anoWheU´ (Shelle\ 148). 

The Creature wishes for a binaural utopia of monstrosity and strangerhood, completely 

removed from the rest of normal society, though it is fated to manifest itself through 

secularized modernity¶s movement of culture, as a monster, phantom, spectre, and 

modern stranger.  

ADDRESSING THE MONSTER IN THE SPECTERAL ROOM 
 
Derrida¶s hauntology has taken precedent over Abraham and Torok¶s cryptonymy 

in contemporary criticism, and if Davis¶ distinction is correct, it may be that Derrida¶s 

deconstruction theory is more influential dXe Wo iWV ³UehabiliWaWion of ghoVWV´ (DaYiV 8) 

and on its insistence that we should in fact let the dead speak and not exorcise them. This, 

however, does not explain why Derrida is extremely silent on Abraham and Torok¶s 

theory. Not only being friends with Abraham, Derrida was very much informed about 
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their theory since he wrote the foreword to The Wolf Man¶s Magic Word: A Cryptonymy 

(1977), the first time that Abraham and Torok collaborated on the subject.101 Unlike 

Davis, Zoltin Dragon (2005) does not see much difference between their works, arguing 

WhaW Whe WZo haXnWological ³WUendV«do noW e[clXde each oWheU´ (257). DUagon goeV on Wo 

argue that Derrida¶s spectre is in fact haunted by Abraham and Torok¶s silent phantom: 

Derrida thus incorporates the pivotal concepts of cryptonymy, and utilizes them to 
a deconstructive end ± thus silencing the psychoanalytic background or 
inheritance. This forms an uncanny kernel in his own discourse that gains its final 
foUmXlaWion«in hiV pUogUam of hauntology, being present via its very absence. 
Thus, the very program of hauntology or spectropoetics is already haunted by a 
silent and effective phantom, whose effect is the transmission of the Derridean 
crypt on and on. (269) 

 
I bring this up in order to re-address the monster that is hiding in Derrida¶s 

spectre/messianic theory. By saying Shelley is the first to make the spectre visible, 

Derrida must downplay the monstrousness within Frankenstein¶s Creature, and 

subsequently, his own secular idea of messianism. Derrida (1967) does not shy away 

from connecting the monster to deconstructionism (Of Grammatology 5), conceivably 

eYen ³connecWing iW ³Wo Whe cUiWiTXe of a WUadiWion defoUmed b\ a hXmaniVW YieZ´ (JohnVon, 

³LaVW´ 261). Though, by questionably ignoring the revenant characteristics of the 

monVWeU, DeUUida, like VicWoU FUankenVWein, doeV Veem Wo ³WXUn hiV e\eV aZa\´102 from the 

monstrous act that leads to the ruin and instead, focuses on the ruins that make up the 

spectre/messianic. In this sense, for Derrida, the spectre as spectator undermines the actor 

 
101 The only time Derrida mentions them is when he references his foreword, ³FoUV´ in 
Specters of Marx, but not their actual work. 
102³I employ these words, I admit, with a glance toward the business of childbearing--but 
also with a glance toward those who, in a company from which I do not exclude myself, 
turn their eyes away in the face of the as yet unnamable, which is proclaiming itself and 
which can do so, as is necessary whenever a birth is in the offing, only under the species 
of the non-species in the formless, mute, infant, and WeUUif\ing foUm of monVWUoViW\´ 
(Derrida, Writing and Difference 370).  
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that is monster, since actions can themselves be monstrous, as seen with both 

Frankenstein¶s Creature and its creator, and can be difficult to extrapolate from one 

another.  

From this perspective, it would be akin to Ernst Bloch removing the horrors of 

WWI from his utopian spirit. Although the horrors of the Great War, or any horrific event, 

are not something anyone would encourage, it would be impossible to build Bloch¶s 

utopian spirit without the monstrous event. Yet, as mentioned in Chapter 3, we run into 

problems when we base our utopian and secularized messianism around such horrific 

eYenWV of deVWUXcWion. DeUUida cannoW ³domeVWicaWe´ (Points 386) his monsters just as he 

understood we could not exorcise our phantoms and spectres. In evaluating Eliade¶s 

traditional idea that monsters are a threat to the religious and sacred order, Timothy K. 

Beal (2002) blXUV WheVe diYine binaUieV of VacUed and monVWUoXV, aUgXing WhaW ³ZhaW 

[monsters] often reveal is a divinity or a sacredness that is like many of our religions and 

like many of ourselves, caught in µendless, irreducible tensions between order and chaos, 

orientation and disorientation, self and other, foundation and abyss. Religion is never 

ZiWhoXW iWV monVWeUV´ (10). Like Whe Xncann\ WhaW iW iV Vo cloVel\ aVVociaWed ZiWh ³Whe 

monstrum iV a meVVage WhaW bUeakV inWo WhiV ZoUld fUom Whe Uealm of Whe diYine´ (ibid. 7). 

The monster might very well be the human liminal kernel that balances the flawlessness 

of the human spirit, as Leopardi believed.  

Consequently, the modern stranger can be the true spectral-monster or spect-actor, 

and therefore its uncanny role in secular messianism becomes challenging. Even though 

it is born on the ruins of the sacred and attempts in various ways to resacralize the 

spiritual gaps that secularized modernity instigated, it either may not be the most ideal 
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archetype of the messianic, something it probably does not desire to be associated with 

anyway, or more appropriately, we need to finally address the uncanny and chilling 

warning (because that is what both monsters and spectres do) that our messianic impulses, 

both as individuals and collectives, can sometimes in fact be monstrous.  

ADAPTATION AND THE FUTURE OF THE MODERN STRANGER - A CODA 
 
The uncanny spectres of modernity have left a liminal underpinning to our 

contemporary world, while its cultural monsters are still being challenged. Like humans 

themselves, traditions and cultures, whether being a well-established or a loosely 

connected concept, need to adapt to the changing world. Just as Baudelaire, who despised 

the destruction of the Arcades and the Paris he knew and loved, adapted his poetry to find 

beauty in the new µugliness¶ of the modern metropolis, traditions should also adapt. 

While, Adorno¶V aUgXmenW WhaW ³WhoVe Zho ZanW Wo adapW mXVW leaUn incUeaVingl\ Wo cXUb 

WheiU imaginaWion´ (Culture 192), rings true to some degree, adaptation does not 

necessarily mean conforming to societal conventions and expectations. Society also 

needs to adapt to involve strangers, whose feelings of boredom, alienation, ennui, and 

marginalization are largely ignored or dismissed. Inclusion is an important aspect of the 

modern stranger, as despite a close relation, strangers are not necessarily outsiders; they 

have not rejected or abandoned modern society but rather have chosen to be immersed 

within it, becoming an intrinsic part of secularized modernity itself, even if it means 

residing in the uncanny shadows and voids that modernity has created within itself. 

Baudelaire¶s flâneur, for example, is the quintessential symbol of being both 

simultaneously physically and spiritually engaged and detached within modern society, 

though this modern/anti-modern sentiment is likewise realized in Acker¶s 
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experimentation of language as being a part of, yet instantaneously disconnected from the 

society she lives in. The absence of a complete rejection of both traditional and modern 

societal norms and customs, despite one¶s disinclination towards them, leaves the modern 

stranger almost in a love-hate relationship with secularized modernity and its discontents. 

This liminal perspective allows them to criticize, from within; a panoptical gaze that 

allows for a re-imagining or a resacralizing of the past, creating a viewpoint that is 

extremely beneficial and valuable to any society, if listened to. Yet, we must ask 

ourselves, does further adapting the modern stranger to society put an end to the concept 

of modern stranger, and moreover, should it be the goal of a society to end strangerhood 

once and for all? There is a danger of excessive liminality, to be sure, though there is a 

greater danger in removing the liminality of the stranger. Making the outlook of the 

stranger the new status quo dissolves the constructive aspects that made the modern 

stranger such a valuable figure in both defining, redefining, and resacralizing secularized 

modernity in the first place; consequently, it is imperative to listen to the voices of 

modern strangers while they adapt to society, something always attempted, though 

ultimately never truly achieved.  

Yet, despite retaining a common uncanny strangeness the same spiritual and 

physiological principle, the contemporary stranger has changed into more of a visible and 

geographical entity that make up a big part of what Ahmad (2014) refers to as affect 

aliens. In many ways, the modern stranger has become more complicated and challenging, 

as its more traditional definition of binaural and fully marginalized µoutsider¶ seems to be 

in conflict with Simmel¶s more modern and liminal meaning, encompassing people who 

go beyond simply the psychological or even spiritual inability to blend in and out of 
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society as with the modern stranger. This raises questions as to whether modernity is 

truly over or is it simply continuing in its altering process. If modernity is possibly over, 

it may very well be because the stranger has altered; modernity¶s monster, its spectre, its 

resacralizing spirit, may have finally transformed beyond what modernity entails, and 

thus ultimately changing it into something new. Or are we still caught in liminal 

modernity since many aspects of our recent past seem to be repeating. Are the spectres of 

the totalitarianism and fascism of the twentieth century being renewed, or equally, the 

chaotic colliding of alternate ideas that existed at the turn of the century, as presented in 

Musil¶s Qualities, where meaning and truth are constantly being questioned. It remains to 

be seen if we have completely exhausted modernity, and as a result, the idea of the 

stranger, or has modernity itself become the spectre. Yet, whether still in modernity¶s 

changing course or not, and whether if its µmodern¶ or beyond, the uncanny stranger must 

nonetheless resist the urge to faithfully conform to any new status quo or binary, even 

ones based on them. The liminality of the stranger is too important to lose if we expect to 

acclimatize to an ever-evolving society in nourishing and introspective ways ± 

strangerness should be always protected, not abolished.  
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