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The Construction of the Monstrous

Super-Human and Sub-Human Identity
Holly Fleischer ’02

Identity in our contemporary society has been
established on principles of otherness. We study his-
tory to gain the knowledge of what we have surpassed
as a society, and thus, we understand our modern soci-
ety by knowing what we are not. However, the notion
of examining our current society’s ideologies and ac-
tions has been deemed a more complicated and intan-
gible mode of study. This same concept may be ap-
plied to our postmodern construction and comprehen-
sion of identity. Our understanding of self becomes an
understanding of what we are not, a mere establish-
ment of a dichotomy that works to situate one identity
against another. This notion of otherness has perme-
ated the very foundations of our society. It has done so
by establishing a hierarchical system that prioritizes one
identity over another. Who, then, is subjected to being
seen as an aberration or monster in this hierarchical
system? When examining this ideology, the question
arises as to how this hierarchical system is conceived.
Who decides our culture’s conception of normalcy and
otherness and how has this ideology permeated into
our everyday existence?

In the following pages, I will present my own
understanding of the aforementioned questions that I
have raised. After studying a variety of “monster texts,”
I have developed a generalized theory that demonstrates
how the workings of our hierarchical society gives rise
to two forms of monsters and an identity in the middle
that is left in search of the dictated notion of normalcy.
This dictated notion of normalcy is conceived by the
super-humans in our society, those of the first mon-
strous descent. These super-humans live a life of privi-
lege and power and create a notion of normalcy. This
concept of normalcy is based on the attainment of
middle-class economic status, the ability to exercise
the standardized language, and staying in one’s prede-
termined position based on racial and gender identity.
Ironically, their own over-achievements and privilege
ostracize the super-humans from society. The super-
humans, from their conception of normalcy, create a
second type of monster, one that I refer to as the sub-
human identity. The sub-humans are the one’s that can-
not or will not fit into these notions of normalcy, and
thus are left to exist in the margins of society. After
these two monstrous identities, all that is left is the hu-
man identity; however my usage of the term “human”
does not refer to the biological definition of humanity,

but instead, to a socially constructed definition. This
definition is socially constructed by the super-humans,
and the humans remain the only subjects who can and
will carry out this ideology. In the following pages, I
will thoroughly examine this theory. I will utilize vari-
ous notions of monster theory from Jeffrey Cohen,
Barbara Creed, and Michael Foucault, which aided my
construction of this theory. Next, I will apply this hier-
archical monster theory to two films. The first film
that I will examine is Thelma and Louise and next [
will analyze the construction of the monstrous in the
film Fight Club.

The first monster that I would like to examine is
the super-human. The super-human is the creator and
the disciplinarian. He or she is the creator of normalcy,
and thus the creator of otherness. These super-humans
are the authors of the sub-human identity as an inferior
being. Their own monstrous identity is conceived from
the notion that they do not live the life of normalcy that
they have determined. Instead, they live a life beyond
their own notion of normalcy, attaining more than
middle-class status and enabling themselves to secure
positions of power over the human and sub-human per-
sons. In a consumer culture, such as our modern soci-
ety, the one who has the most buying power simply has
the most status. Thus, the super-humans are able to
sustain their power by continuing the existence of a
consumer culture. Their dominance of the market is in
contrast to their notions of normalcy, which includes
the participation in, but not dominance over such an
economic system. Thus, they are feared anomalies of
the system, but ones who still attain positions of power
and wealth. In order to secure this position of power
and instill their notions of normalcy into the fabrics of
society, they have developed a system of surveillance
and discipline that resembles Foucault’s understand-
ing of Bentham’s Panopticon. This system allows them
to ensure the humans and sub-humans are not attempt-
ing to attain more than the status of normalcy.

Foucault chooses the Panopticon as a metaphor
of restraint to express the power that resides over mass
society, the humans and sub-humans, in order to attain
a sense of control. He uses Bentham’s notion of indi-
vidual panoptic establishments, which reside in every
institution of society. This “Panopticon” refers to a
surveillance system which is organized architecturally,
consisting of a circular building containing the humans
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and sub-humans. In the middle of this circle is an ob-
servation tower where the inspectors are housed. This
higher tower residing over the cells of the masses cre-
ates a feeling of an omnipresent spectator. As Foucault
states, “The major effect of the Panopticon: to induce
in the inmate a state of conscious and permanent vis-
ibility that assures the automatic functioning of power”
(470). Thus, the humans and sub-humans begin to
monitor their own behavior and conform to standards
that the super-humans have determined, so that they
won’t be caught committing acts of deviant behavior.

This panoptic model is utilized in a multitude of
public institutions. For instance, one may want to re-
fer to the public education system in America to under-
stand how this surveillance system sustains the hierar-
chical notions that I have described. The state man-
dates a multitude of standards that teachers must imple-
ment in their classroom. The people who develop these
standards are politicians, ones of the super-human iden-
tity. The teachers and students, who follow these stan-
dards diligently, play the role of the humans. The ques-
tion is how does this system operate to ensure that the
humans follow these rules. It does so, by implement-
ing a fear in the teachers and students with a surveil-
lance system similar to that of the Panopticon. The
establishment of administrative positions, such as the
principal and other authority figures, plays the role of
reminding the teachers and students that they must fol-
low the standards that the super-humans have decided
are essential to a student’s public education. Itis those
students and teachers who question the super-humans’
notion of a public education that are given the sub-hu-
man identity and are treated as mere anomalies caus-
ing them to have subservient status in our society.

In this hierarchical system, it is the people who
blindly accept the super-human’s notion of normalcy
that are deemed “human.” The humans work the
middle-class jobs, where they diligently follow the or-
ders of their bosses, while not questioning their author-
ity. The humans participate in the market system where
they sustain the economy, while not dominating it. They
establish their identities by what they own, and sepa-
rate themselves from the super-humans with the dream
that their diligence may someday allow them the buy-
ing power to be placed amongst the high status of the
super-humans. They separate themselves from the sub-
humans, with the knowledge that they are given power
over the sub-humans. Humans remain in the status of
mediocrity, and their existence is based on the dream
of attaining more. Their identities are shaped and con-
structed by the super-humans, and put in contrast to
the anomaly of the sub-human identity.

The second monstrous identity is that of the sub-
human identity. This identity is found in the large
masses of contemporary society, and yet they are given
the lowest status in the hierarchy. The sub-human iden-
tity is the most fearful to the super-humans because it
threatens the power structure through its large num-
bers, and its resistance or inability to conform to the
constructed notions of normalcy. The sub-human’s
existence reigns as the abject. Barbara Creed defines
the abject as

“The place where ‘I’ am not. The abject threat-
ens life; it must be radically excluded from the
place of the living subject, propelled away from
the body and deposited on the other side of an
imaginary border which separates the self from
that which threatens the self...Although the
subject must exclude the abject, it must, none-
theless, be tolerated, for that which threatens
to destroy life also help defines life” (38).

The sub-human’s position as the abject allows the
super-human and the human to define itself by what it
is not, which is the sub-human. Thus, the sub-human
identity is based upon an otherness that is given a sub-
ordinate value. As the super-humans are given the
power to create and to see, the sub-humans are only
created and seen. The super-human determines the sub-
human’s monstrous creation, in that the sub-human
cannot attain or adapt to the notion of normalcy that
the super-humans have conceived. In light of this sen-
timent, the human is many times transformed into the
sub-human when he or she cannot uphold the positions
that they are supposed to hold in society. For example,
when a man is not attracted to a woman and does not
fit into the super-human’s notion of masculinity, his
homosexuality is cause for his sub-human status, and
consequent alienation from society.

As Cohen describes the sub-human’s position on
the margins of society, he says, “The monster is the
difference made flesh, come to dwell among us” (7).
Thus, the sub-human identity is one to be feared and
desired. The sub-human is feared because he or she is
unlike the standards of normalcy in the culture. He or
she may be of a different race than the race of power or
a different gender than the gender of power and not fit
the molded stereotype that the super-humans have cre-
ated for him or her. It is also possible that the sub-
human might, at some point, reject the decreed nor-
malcy and live under an altered value system, thus
transitioning from a human identification into sub-hu-
man status. Regardless, this rebellion is perceived as a
threat to the power of the super-humans. They fear
that the sub-humans may rise up and take over their

positions of power. They also fear that more and more
humans will renounce their standards and thus, their
power would slowly be relinquished diminished. The
sub-human can also be seen as desirable because of his
or her ability to break free from the standards of soci-
ety. However, the sub-human’s freedoms are very lim-
ited, for the only true control they possess is over their
own existence. Sometimes the sub-human takes the
life of another in an attempt to gain control, only real-
izing that they are left to pay the price under the sur-
veillance of the super-humans’ Panopticon. Sometimes
the sub-human establishes their own true control by
taking their own life, which is referred to by Marx as
“false freedom.” Marx spoke about this notion in ref-
erence to the workers quitting their jobs or taking ac-
tion that in reality jeopardized their own success, but
felt as though it was an exercise in control.

Jeffrey Jerome Cohen in his article entitled “Mon-
ster Culture (Seven Theses)” explains that a

Monster is born...as an embodiment of a cer-

tain cultural moment—of a time, a feeling, and
aplace. The monster’s body quite literally in-
corporates fear, desire, anxiety, and fantasy
(ataractic or incendiary), giving them a life and
an uncanny independence. The monstrous
body is pure culture. A construct and a projec-
tion, the monster exists only to be read: the
monstrum is etymologically ‘that which re-
veals,” ‘that which warns,’ a glyph that seeks a
hierophant (4).

In the simplest terms of applying this notion to
my theory, what the super-human monsters have is too
much, and what the sub-human monsters have is not
enough. In order to understand contemporary Ameri-
can culture, it is necessary to look at society’s allow-
ance of those who have too much to reign, while disal-
lowing those who do not have enough the ability to
participate in the society as valued beings. It is also
important to examine the role of humans, and their blind
acceptance of the super-human’s values, while being
ignorant of the super-human’s monstrous identity.

The first text to which I will apply this theory is
the film Thelma and Louise. This film is easily under-
stood, in light of the aforementioned monster theory.
The two dominant sub-humans in the film are the title
characters, Thelma and Louise. First, I will examine
the creation of both Thelma’s and Louise’s sub-human
monstrous identities. Thelma'’s creator, the person that
causes her transition from human to sub-human status
is her husband Darryl. Darryl is constantly treating
Thelma like a child, expecting her to play the role of a
submissive wife. At the beginning of the film, the au-
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dience gets the sense that Thelma is slowly realizing
that the way her husband treats her is unfair. On a mi-
cro-level of the monster theory, Darryl, playing the role
of super-human, has constructed a notion of normalcy
for his wife to follow. This notion includes her blind
acceptance of his position of authority and her compli-
ance to play the traditional female role as a subject to
be viewed and valued for her submissiveness. Thelma
takes the first step to defy her compliant human status
when she decides not to ask him if she can go on a road
trip with Louise.

The construction of Louise’s monstrous identity
is also attributable to the super-human males that she
has encountered. These men have treated her as a sec-
ondary human. Her only reason for existence is to sat-
isfy their needs. The super-human man, who created
her monstrous identity, violently displayed his need for
control over her when he raped her. This is alluded to
throughout the movie as the primary reason Louise dis-
trusts men. She gives men a second chance, in her re-
lationship with Jimmy, but he demonstrates similar is-
sues with control. Thus, after these experiences have
demonstrated the male social construction of normalcy
as the subservient female, she begins to defy this ste-
reotype and move into the realm of sub-human. The
primary action that moves her into sub-human status is
the shooting of Harlan, the man who is raping Louise.
In this scene, she uses the same mode of violent action
that has been practiced against herself and Thelma. In
this instance, she is displaying her ability to take vio-
lent, aggressive actions. The superhumans have his-
torically constructed these kind of actions as “mascu-
line.” Thus, her resistance of the socially constructed
norm of femininity creates her identity as a sub-hu-
man.

Thelma and Louise’s existence as sub-humans is
one of resistance and crime. After Louise shoots Harlan,
Thelma urges her to go to the police and explain their
predicament. However, Louise, recognizing the
women'’s inferior status explains, “But we don’t live in
that kind of world. They saw you dancing cheek-to-
cheek all night. No one will believe that you were
raped.” Louise recognizes the fact that, as a woman,
she will be blamed for whetting the man’s sexual appe-
tite. Thus, they begin literally to run from the law, which
is simultaneously a metaphor for their escape from the
super-humans’ chains. They begin to commit crime
after crime in search of a means of survival. They also
engage in this unlawful behavior as an act of revenge
for all of the years they remained submissive, blindly
following the super-humans’ construction of feminin-
ity as weak, passive, and subservient, and an entity with
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which to only “be seen.”

Throughout the movie, Thelma and Louise begin
to challenge the notion that women can only be “seen”
and are restricted from engaging in the act of seeing.
The irony lies in the fact that they are able to “see”
themselves in the role of the abject only after they be-
come sub-human. They are then made aware that their
identities are defined by mere appearance and that they
are alienated by society, as if they were put upon a wall
to be forever gazed upon. At the commencement of
their road trip, their appearances are adorned with make-
up and jewelry. This is in contrast to the moment be-
fore their death during which there is the apparent ab-
sence of any jewelry and make-up; it is evident that
they have transformed their appearances into asexual
entities. At the beginning of the rode trip, the film points
to various moments when Thelma is looking at herself
in the mirror. She is constantly looking to see how she
is being seen. Immediately after she has killed Harlan,
she gazes into the mirror and sees a spot of blood on
her face. Upon this realization, she scrubs until the
spot comes off. It is as if the actions that are important
are only those that can be seen, thus, if she wipes the
blood off of her face maybe she can ignore her mis-
take. As the film continues, the women begin to worry
less and less about their outside appearances, and their
eyes become more and more open to the world around
them. This notion is best demonstrated when, at the
end of the film, the cinematography captures the sweep-
ing landscape encapsulating the two women'’s journey.
The same car mirror that Thelma has used to inspect
her appearance is utilized as a looking glass into the
world around her. They are suddenly the ones who
have their eyes open.

When Thelma and Louise become sub-human,
they begin to reject the need to conform to the way in
which the super-humans in the society want them to be
seen. Throughout the movie, the two women are con-
stantly being honked at while on the road; this is most
often done by one truck driver who makes crude and
demeaning sexual advancements towards them. The
progression of their reactions to the truck driver is sym-
bolic of their progression into sub-human status. The
first time that the truck driver makes these crude mo-
tions, the two women are revolted and disgusted. The
next time that they see him, Louise suggests that they
just ignore him. However, the last time that they en-
counter him, they decide to teach him a lesson. They
seduce him until he agrees to pull off onto a field on
the side of the road. He mistakenly comes under the
assumption that they have yielded to his advancements,
and can’t suppress their sexual desire for him. When

he arrives, the women engage in an intervention of sorts,
explaining to him that his actions were crude and that,
if he knew what was best for him, he should immedi-
ately apologize. However, he stubbornly refuses, so
they blow up his truck. In this scene, they are demon-
strating their refusal to exist for the purpose of being
seen.

Unfortunately, as I have stated in my monster
theory, the sub-humans may become aware of their own
oppressive status and attempt to reject it, but in the end
they are still subjected to the constraints of society. The
women feel more and more free as they go against so-
cietal laws and the super-humans’ constructed notions
of normalcy, but in the end they are still subjected to
the super-humans’ rules and punishments. At the end
of the film, the humans and the super-humans have
caught up to Thelma and Louise, and they are ready to
exercise any necessary disciplinary actions. Under the
same gazing eyes that they had been escaping through-
out their journey, they decide to exercise the sole mode
of control that they have, and kill themselves.

Since I have discussed the role of the super-hu-
mans and sub-humans in the film Thelma and Louise, 1
would like to take a moment to focus on the human
influence in the film. The main human identity that is
found in the film is the detective. He is the man who is
assigned to their case, after Harlan is murdered. He
embodies the human identity because he is sensitive to
the predicament of the women, but his actions are ulti-
mately governed by the super-humans’ constraints. He
is genuinely concerned for the well being of the women,
and he is convinced that their actions were determined
because of the need for self-defense. The detective is
the only one who treats them as human beings, even
after their move into sub-human status. However, this
sensitivity is clouded by his constant reference to the
women as being “girls.” As much as he is sensitive to
the submissive and disrespectful manner that they have
been treated, he is demeaning in his notion that that
these “girls” should not be subjected to the same treat-
ment as regular criminals. He holds the same notion of
the weak female as predicated by the super-humans.
He may be the only character who is sensitive to their
condition, but he also remains in the super-humans’
chains through his unwillingness to reject the super-
human’s authority and help the women as well as in his
notions of femininity.

Next, I will apply this monster theory to a film
entitled Fight Club. Fight Club’s main character ex-
emplifies the human’s attempt to conform to the dic-
tated notions of identity that the super-humans have
constructed. The main character lives the human’s

“middle of the road” life. He works in a good job and
obeys his boss, and he fills his apartment with furni-
ture from Ikea in order to build a respectable identity
for himself. His only problem is insomnia. It is later
in the movie that the audience understands that his in-
somnia is a symptom of his multiple-personality disor-
der. The difficulty in discussing the main character is
that the film never grants a name to this character. The
character creates names for himself to serve as various
aliases. He does so, to disguise himself when he goes
to the various help groups. He goes to these help groups
in order to cry, and thus have a chance to sleep. His
character’s lack of name is appropriate symbolism for
the human’s faceless and nameless identity. The hu-
man merely follows orders from the super-humans, and
he or she attains what he or she has been told will lead
them towards living a happy life. In order to lessen
the confusion, throughout the rest of this examination I
will refer to his character under one of his aliases,
Cornelius.

To the audience, it seems that Cornelius is living
the ominous, human life, until he befriends a sub-hu-
man and super-human hybrid. However, at the end of
the film, it becomes evident that Cornelius has sub-
consciously created this alter ego, referred to as Tyler
Durdan, to escape the constraints of the human iden-
tity. Tyler’s identity has been constructed at night, when
Cornelius’s mind shuts down from lack of sleep and
allows for Tyler to take over. By creating another iden-
tity of the ultimate monstrosity, Cornelius is attempt-
ing to mobilize himself into super-human status. In
this fashion, he becomes the creator or the super-hu-
man. Also, in his rejection of his role as the compliant
human, he also becomes sub-human. The monster that
Cornelius creates embodies “everything that he wishes
he could be.” Tyler is free in all of the ways that
Cornelius wishes he was. Unlike Cornelius, Tyler does
not feel the need to control everything in his immedi-
ate proximity because Tyler’s identity is not being con-
trolled by the super-human upper class. Tyler, embod-
ies the sub-human by rejecting the people of power and
the lifestyle they dictate, but at the same time he cre-
ates his own army of men that follow his own con-
structed notions of living, thus personifying the super-
human.

Tyler is a man that has rejected all material pos-
sessions. He explains that, “what we own, ends up
owning us” and he encourages Cornelius to “let that,
which truly does not matter, slide.” Cornelius is tired
of simply being submissive to his material possessions
and to his boss, and Tyler demonstrates that Cornelius
has a choice in these matters. Cornelius’s alter ego,
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Tyler, has burnt down his apartment to show him that,
contrary to what the super-humans say, the possessions
that he owned did not construct his identity. It instead
held his identity captive. Tyler lives in a broken down
home that contains only what is necessary to survive
on. In every element of Tyler’s existence there is a
rejection of the super-human’s power and construction
of normalcy. Tyler works the human’s professional
position, but in his every move, he is abusing the power
systems. For instance, he excretes bodily fluids into
the food he serves to the rich, and he implements frames
into children’s movies that are explicitly R-rated. Tyler
is trying to get Cornelius to help him in his efforts to
reject the super-humans. As time goes by, Cornelius
increasingly becomes Tyler, and relinquishes his past
banal, perfunctory, and submissive existence.

Not only is Tyler created as a sub-human, due to
his rejection of the super-humans’ socially constructed
notions of normalcy, he also holds various attributes of
a super-human. The other humans of the world begin
to admire Tyler’s rebellion. The humans are attracted
to the establishment of his fight club. They are attracted
to this raw, violent behavior because it makes them feel
real. Their strength and identity is tested based on its
raw and natural abilities. Thus, their worth is not mea-
sured by their buying power or their ability to fit into
society. This notion is attractive to the humans who
are accustomed to their human worth being measured
merely by how much they produce or own. This “fight
club” begins as a violent release of anger, and becomes
a “fight” against the super-humans and against the capi-
talist system. Tyler starts by giving them homework
assignments, and ends up building an army of resis-
tance. Cornelius begins to “sleep longer” as Tyler takes
over.

Tyler awakens the oppressed identities in the hu-
mans, and encourages them to use their otherwise in-
significant existence for the greater good. He does not
want them to see themselves as special, but instead, as
a mere entity of the mass that is working towards end-
ing the hierarchical system in society. This human
awakening embodies all that the super-human fears.
The movie contemplates the important, and yet deval-
ued, role that the human plays in our society. For in-
stance, Tyler and other members of his army harass the
mayor until he agrees to call off the search for the cul-
prits of the city’s recent vandalism. While doing so he
explains, “the people you are after, are the people you
depend on.” The film contemplates what would hap-
pen if “the all-singing, all-dancing, crap of the world”
refuse to remain apathetic towards their inferiority. The
army’s ultimate goal towards destruction is to dissolve
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the credit card companies, and allow everyone’s worth
to start at zero, disallowing people to have more based
on mere privilege. Tyler explains, “If you erase the
debt record, then we all go back to zero.” However,
before this destruction takes place, Cornelius begins to
realize that Tyler is a mere self-created alter ego. Al-
though Cornelius has been adapting to Tyler’s ideolo-
gies and lifestyle, his conscious is still in place and he
cannot allow Tyler to cause so much destruction. Fi-
nally, he decides to shoot himself, to rid himself of
Tyler’s influences. His wound is symbolic of the handi-
cap that he will have to bear as he tries to “piece him-
self together” and reconstruct his identity. It is obvi-
ous that he will not be able to go back to human status,
and instead he will remain in sub-human status. How-
ever, he has gained a clairvoyance that will allow him
to survive and reconstruct his identity based on his natu-
ral being and not based on what he owns. In its sim-
plest terms, the movie becomes a lesson to both the
human and the super-human. To the super-human, it is
a warning. To the human, it is a lesson that serves to
invoke an illumination of their own lifestyle, subservi-
ence to those in power, and construction of identity.
The monster theory that I have laid out and ap-
plied to Thelma and Louise and Fight Club, is a gener-
alized notion of the monsters that are created by our
hierarchical consumer culture. The hierarchy that I have
proposed is one where the super-humans create a no-
tion of normalcy for the humans to blindly follow. The
super-humans live a life of wealth and power beyond
that of which they have prescribed as “normal” or hu-
man. This aberrance leads to their monstrous identity
as super-human. However, the super-human identity

is ostracized because these people are placed on pedes-
tals and given power over others. Those who follow
the super-humans’ construction of normalcy, are the
humans. The human identity is one that is based on the
participation in, but not dominance of the market sys-
tem. The super-humans have deemed the material pos-
sessions that the humans own, as measures of their
human worth. The only reason that the humans persist
in this existence is because they dream of moving into
super-human status. From the super-humans’ creation
of the norm, there grows a mass that I have termed the
sub-human. These people cannot or will not fit into
the constructed standards of normalcy, and thus are left
as anomalies and consequently become alienated from
society. The super-human fears this group most. The
sub-humans are the ones with the ability to take the
super-humans’ power away. Thus, the super-human
has permeated a deep surveillance system into every
mass institution of the society. It is important to note
that in this hierarchy each level contains its own sys-
tem of hierarchy.

As Cohen suggests, looking at the monsters that
have been created in any given society will allow for
insight into the culture and values of that society. In
the aforementioned system, it is obvious that the soci-
ety values wealth and ownership. The texts that I have
analyzed have demonstrated how a super-human can
create an inferior, sub-human identity. The films have
also shown how easy it is for the human to begin to
open his or her eyes and reject the super-humans, thus
placing himself or herself in sub-human status. In a
hierarchical society, such as this, the people on top don’t
realize that their very existence as a person in a posi-
tion of power is dependent upon those underneath them.
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