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THESIS ABSTRACT 
 

 The thesis contests that the physical body is insignificant and temporary: 

whereas consciousness is invaluable and boundless. All forms of consciousnesses, 

human or not, are valid regardless of the physical form. However, human society has 

consistently used physical bodies to determine the validity of a being’s consciousness. 

The presence of a physical body is not enough to identify a human experience and 

cannot be the sole factor determining one’s humanity. The recognition and acceptance 

of one’s humanity is vital for the success and happiness of a person. Without which, 

the person is unable to establish its own agency. The solution to such a dissociation is 

to recognize and incorporate the experiences of textual representations into one's 

own. Textual representations allow for the ultimate freedom by giving a person the 

ability to explore all embodied human experiences regardless of their physical 

representation. The permeability of human experiences through textual 

representations makes the physical body irrelevant when determining one's humanity. 

Through personal narrative and theoretical analysis, this thesis redefines “human” 

beyond the obsolete paradigm of gendered humanity to include all consciousness 

without conformity to bodily representations. 
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Intro: The Deviance in Me: Theoretical Background and Context 
 

I have provided below the definition of human established through the textual 

medium that connected to me the most throughout my lifetime. Experiences and texts 

work in conjunction to establish an understanding. In order to truly dive into this 

thing called human, I have created a hybrid thesis that blends personal narratives, 

theoretical discourse, and textual analysis.  By including personal narrative, I embed 

the definition of human in a human experience. In my graduate courses, I have been 

continually introduced to writings and assignments that involved looking at one's own 

life through theory and analysis. Additionally, theory may also incorporate creative 

writing elements such as with Gloria Anzaldua’s Borderlands/La Frontera or even 

Plato’s The Death of Socrates. Throughout my academic experience, I have learned to 

seek out other texts whenever faced with situations for which I had no frame of 

reference and could not understand. In doing so, I was hoping to find an explanation 

for such an experience. My thesis crosses  the praxis by blending two stylistic 

elements in order to demonstrate what I have learned in my academic career: that 

theory is not detached from us, and it is a part of understanding our own lives.  

 

As a child, I had always known that I was slightly different from every other 

human boy and girl. I did not know precisely what it was and, at the time, the 

terminological word did not exist in my repertoire yet. So, at least to me, I was an 
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undesignatable human-like being. Even at a young age, I would often find myself 

having to explain my perspective of the world. My physical body was insignificant 

and temporary while my consciousness was invaluable and boundless – the only true 

indication of my perception and conception of the world and my humanity. I 

recognized that all forms of consciousnesses validated the experiences of one’s life 

regardless of the physical form. I was naive to the fact, however, that my genderless 

mentality was very strange in a society where male and female are the only gender 

norms that are allowed to emerge in a polarized position.  

One’s physical form is limited to a specific consciousness. Rene Descartes 

formulated such concept in his Meditations on First Philosophy. In “Meditations on 

First Philosophy in Which the Existence of God and the Distinction Between the Soul 

and the Body are Demonstrated,” Descartes identifies that the forced consciousness 

established by the body is limited to a singular consciousness, as he states: “By 

‘body,’ I understand all that is capable of being bounded by some shape, of being 

enclosed in a place, and of filling up a space in such a way as to exclude any other 

body from it” (19).  After birth, the creature will always be “the creature”. The being 

shall always exist as its own singular consciousness: 

Am I so tied to a body and to the senses that I cannot exist without 

them? But I have persuaded myself that there is absolutely nothing in 

the world; no sky, no earth, no minds, no bodies. Is it then the case that 

I too do not exist? But doubtless I did exist, if I persuaded myself of 
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something. But there is some deceiver or other who is supremely 

powerful and supremely sly and who is always deliberately deceiving 

me. Then too there is no doubt that I exist, if he is deceiving me. And 

let him do his best at deception, he will never bring it about that I am 

nothing so long that I shall think that I am something. Thus, after 

everything has been most carefully weighed, it must be finally 

established that this pronouncement ‘I am, I exist’ is necessarily true 

every time I utter it or conceive it in my mind. (Descartes 18) 

Descartes theory of subjective consciousness solidifies the belief that once an 

individual is aware of their cognitive consciousness, they will forever be that 

consciousness. For instance, the cognitive awareness of my own being solidifies my 

existence. I could not be aware of myself if I did not exist. Even if my existence was a 

lie, because I could think that it was a lie, I can still believe it to be truth. Descartes 

addresses the body by explaining that the mind applies value to the body. In current 

society however, bodily representations have already been pre-established regardless 

of the subjective input of the mind. Therefore, how can I apply Descartes’s concept to 

a world where bathrooms are distinguished by signs wearing pants and skirts? How 

can I apply such a concept to bodies when my peers segregate themselves at dances 

according to gender? With the existence of such gendered constructions, how can my 

interpretation of the world and my humanity be valid in a pre-established context?  
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There are exceptions, however, to Descartes subjective consciousness theory 

such as neurological diseases, psychological disorders, and mental illnesses. With 

such examples, individuals with neurological afflictions are no longer themselves and 

are trapped in their current bodies. Though scientists have begun experimenting with 

the concept of 'body swapping' through virtual reality experiments, there has yet to be 

a permanent implantation of an individual's consciousness into another body1. A 

successful body would be one which enables the sentient being to establish its own 

life purpose. Furthermore, a person's very existence gives them a direction and 

purpose; this need to establish a specified purpose, in turn, eliminates the possibilities 

for all other purposes that may have been available.  

 The aforementioned human emphasis on individual existence through 

direction and purpose is referred to as human agency. Jean-Paul Sartre in his text 

Existentialism is Humanism defines the concept of human agency as an individual’s 

ability to interpret the world while journeying through it. Sartre argues that no value 

system is above the individual and their interpretation of their existence. An 

individual’s interpretation defines their existence so that “there is no human nature 

superior to his, but he is endowed with a specific existence at a particular moment” 

(Sartre 59). Sartre’s concept of individual identification and interpretation argues that 

                                                
1 BeAnotherLab, at the University Pompeu Fabra in Barcelona, is utilizing Oculus Rift Virtual Reality goggles to stimulate 

living in another body. The team has recently began conducting “gender swap” experiments in order to promote “empathy 
among individuals of different social, cultural, and ideological contexts …  [by] creat[ing] performances addressing issues 
like prejudice and ideological conflicts” (“The Machine: Methodology”). According to BeAnotherLab, the goal of such 
experiments is to establish awareness and allow for “discussions about one's own perception of identity after experiencing 
the world through the eyes of another” (“The Machine: Methodology”).  
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the individual has a choice when recognizing their own critical inquiry. The 

recognition of choice, consequently, carries a weight of responsibility for each 

individual. Sartre argues that both action and inaction are an absolute freedom 

because subjective choice is an expression of free will.   

 In The Phenomenology of Mind: Translated with an Introduction and Notes 

by JB Baillie, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel argues that, contrary to Sartre’s theory, 

even the concept of choice and free will are illusions. Since “the Idea of the 

absolutely free will ... is abstract … and its embodiment is an immediate external 

thing,” our physical bodies must interact with the world in order to better understand 

our own critical perspectives (Hegel 20). Though Hegel addresses the concept of the 

physical body in conjunction with subjectivity, he never identifies the effects of the 

physical form’s interactions as a translatable vessel between the mind and the world.  

Additionally, Jacques Derrida’s text Of Grammatology criticizes the notion of 

“human agency” by stating that direction and purpose are theoretically irrelevant 

concepts and argues that components of language make all intentions unknowable, as 

all “natural and universal writing … is thus named by metaphor” (Derrida 15). 

Language is the symbolic representation of thought having “a relationship of essential 

and immediate proximity with the mind” (Derrida 11). Humans are dependent on 

speech and writing to relay one's thoughts, however, “written language [also] 

establish[es] conventions [by] interlinking other conventions with them” (Derrida 11). 

The establishment and perpetuation of conventions through the use of language 
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causes people to misrepresent their cognitive thoughts: “We are disturbed by that 

which, in the concept of the sign ... It is there that the concept and above all the work 

of deconstruction, its 'style,' remain by nature exposed to misunderstanding and 

nonrecognition” (Derrida 14). By expanding Derrida's linguistic theory, it can be 

argued that the misrepresentations inherent in language makes all human intentions 

unknowable. This decentering of the individual through language leads to a complete 

absence of human agency. Recollection is of itself a linguistic process as language is 

the continual use of recalling. Through reconstructing our memories with language, 

we further displace ourselves from the reality we assume to believe exists.  

Human dependency on language falsify our own assumptions and beliefs. The 

assumption that we have purpose and direction is complicated by the limitations of 

our own linguistic spectrum. I mention all of this because I understood these concepts 

at the age of 62. Though I could not aptly name them, I understood the limiting of 

existences. I had an intuitive cognition; a conceptual understanding due to my 

intuitive sentience. The lack of purpose and direction caused me to seek out books, 

films, and other texts that had the ability to transport me to another world. As I 

consumed a variety of texts, my own agency was beginning to establish and solidify. 

The texts exposed me to new concepts, terms, and ideas. This exposure caused my 

own belief system and life purpose to begin shifting. I also recognized, however, that 

                                                
2  Obviously, I could not really comprehend such philosophical linguistic theories at such a young age. Perhaps, the 
reflection of my past is altering the perception of memories. Is it then not also possible to believe an altered memory? By 
utilizing the recollection of language, are we not reconstructing reality? 
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my path and direction in life were not entirely my having been affected and 

constructed by the very texts I consumed. By moving beyond Derrida’s linguistic 

theory, my decentering, or recentering around such texts did not eliminate my own 

agency. Rather, the recentering around texts solidified my own experiences and 

memories in the conventions presented in language. True, the more I learned the 

language the more dependent I became on using such conventions to express myself. 

Though I can not accurately represent my own critical inquiry, I can use the texts and 

expressions that came before me to act as metaphoric representations or as – allusions 

to my own experiences and memories.  

Thinking about all the stories and texts I had read, I would begin diagramming 

all possible plot lines that could have existed. However, as time passed, my mother 

believed that it was no longer healthy for me to remain in my imaginary world of 

textual fantasies. Often spending days alone in my room, I would enact various 

imaginative scenarios with my plastic animals not communicating with anyone unless 

they would approach me. I would, of course, occasionally trot downstairs limp-

limbed and speak to my mother and siblings in the kitchen. But even while I spoke to 

them, my imagination would wander to the realm I had created in my mind or visited 

in a text. It was like dual-citizenry and, even if the conversation with my mother was 

enjoyable, I always wanted desperately to go back home; This distraction, this 

constant day-dreaming, this need to be somewhere that didn’t exist, lead my mother 

to believe that I was lonely.  
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Schooling provided me with a pool of socializing opportunities. With a variety 

of personalities, perspectives, and backgrounds, I had to be able to find another 

daydreamer. Initially, making friends at such a young age was easy as kids were still 

untainted by television, peers and parents. I made friends quickly and found many of 

my classmates fascinating. I would make it a goal to learn every classmates’ name 

and something interesting about them. I found the exposure to such a variety of 

personalities fascinating, and I had to know all about all of them.  Though not all of 

my classmates reciprocated the niceties, I did not mind. I still found each of them as 

fascinating as any character in any book. Like the characters in the stories I had read, 

the personalities and characters of my peers became interactive texts. 

I always looked forward to the beginning of the year and would often lie in 

bed awake until I had to go to school the next day unaffected by sleeplessness. The 

next grade level meant new classmates and new histories to discover. The curiosity to 

discover my classmates' personalities would eventually cause me to inevitably leave 

my old friends behind. On many occasions, when I tried to return to my old friends, 

something felt strange. I had listened so much and had been exposed to so many 

perspectives that the limited singular perspectives of my previous friends made them 

appear stagnant, unchanged. The dawning of this idea frightened me; Will this be an 

eternal personality trait of mine? Will I always eventually grow bored of someone 
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because they do not have a blossoming curiosity of the world? Do not others like this 

exist? Why is this pond so small? Will this make me unlovable?   
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Chapter 1: The Metamorphosis of Memory: The Textualization of Experience 
 

The rumors of my strangeness and inability to partake in the socially inclusive 

act of school caused me to seek out a very different group of friends. A group of three 

who would spend their time playing Magic the Gathering in the library preferring the 

leather bound silence of books. My lisp and heavy Persian accent were welcome in 

this band of social outcasts. One of the girls had asthma causing her to wheeze like a 

saw cutting wood. One of the boys in the group proudly asserted that he too was 

unusual as he was allergic to nearly everything. The boy directed me to the last group 

member inhaling a gelatinous glob, “And this is my brother Kevin.” 

Kevin had the most personality of anyone in the group. He was funny and 

incredibly knowledgeable for an elementary schooler. He had a great laugh that 

sounded like a kick-starting old timey car. He cared for the well-being of every living 

creature and would often interject into fights he knew he couldn’t win. “The 

underdog,” he once said, “always support ‘em. Because whenever there is someone in 

the underdog’s corner, underdogs are unstoppable. I hope that someone would stand 

in my corner so that I could be unstoppable one day. But,” Kevin had perfected the 

dramatic pause, “I wouldn’t expect anything out of other people. As long as I was 

good and helped people, I think I would still have a fighting chance.”  
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“I would be your official banner carrier,” I would joke, “I would make it 

myself with your wheel chair and all. Though, I’m more of a Picasso than a DaVinci3 

so your body might be a little warped.” 

“I already am.”  

We both laughed. One a kick-starting car, and the other a hissing teapot.  

 

The more I discovered about Kevin, the more I enjoyed being in his presence. 

Kevin was a genuinely good human being. Kevin often had difficulty communicating 

with other human beings; at least in forms that were “socially recognizable” to said 

humans. Having been friends for most of the year, it became easier for me to 

understand his speech patterns. In public, however, individuals around us would 

equivocate Kevin’s stutters and spasms to the barking of a dog. Individuals would 

become so distracted by Kevin’s speech that they would dismiss him every time he 

attempted to communicate. The quick dismissal of Kevin’s ideas and perspectives 

infuriated me. Furthermore, I had observed that Kevin’s treatment by others caused 

him to feel ostracized from normal functioning society. Kevin would be treated like 

furniture, “moblea xhounae”4, blending into the background until someone would 

accidentally bump into him. After the physical exchange, the person would say 

nothing either not realizing that Kevin was there or wrongfully believing that Kevin 

                                                
3  Papa taught me how to paint before he had his hips replaced and couldn’t go down to the basement and paint 
anymore.  
4  “Moblea xhounae” is a Persian colloquialism referring to an individual who blends into the furniture of a home 
becoming both immovable and without an identity. 
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was in their way. As the fourth grade progressed, Kevin became more and more 

ostracized. He found sanctuary in the library surrounded by other fictitious beings and 

beasts that were deemed incommunicable with humans. 

When Kevin would emerge from the library, it was a spectacle. The other kids 

would stare at him like cats tracking prey in flight. Though communication with his 

peers had all but ceased, the stares Kevin received were so unwelcoming that he 

believed he no longer belonged with the other kids. In her text Staring: How We 

Look, Rosemarie Garland-Thomson explains disability identity formation in relation 

to the potency of stares and the social relationships established between participants. 

Garland-Thomson begins her text by explaining the social purpose of staring as “a 

conduit of knowledge” providing humans with the ability to “recognize one another 

in new ways” (15). Garland-Thomson explains that the role of the body “affects how 

we see each other” and plays a key component in the “presentation of a normative 

standard” which in turn affects the ability for others to recognize a fellow human 

(37). Unfortunately, as Garland-Thomson explains:  

The uprights among us usually do not know how to read or what to 

make of a wheelchair user of the person of small stature who is waist-

high in the world … The sight of an unexpected body -- that is to say, 

a body that does not conform to our expectations for an ordinary body 

-- is compelling because it disorders expectations. Such disorder is at 

once novel and disturbing. This interruption of expectations, of the 
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visual status quo, attracts interest but can also lead to disgust .. 

Furthermore, social scientists agree that disability is a visual cue for 

lower expectations and discomfort for those who identify as non-

disabled. (37-38) 

Garland-Thomson’s theory best explains Kevin’s perpetual mistreatment and 

ostracization. Being in a power wheelchair, Kevin’s presence created a sense of 

discomfort around his non-disabled peers. Whenever he left the library, he was 

inevitably disrupting the status quo and disordering his peers’ normative expectations. 

Furthermore, even though the kids did not pick on Kevin, they hid behind the solace 

of their group stares; their ‘solution’ to Kevin’s presence was to not “engage with 

[him], to notice [him] as little as possible unless necessary, and to surround 

[them]selves with shields of privacy” (Garland-Thomson 35). However, the peers’ 

visual engagement was so potent that they were able to “convey hostility, create 

tension, elicit avoidance, and propel escape” just by maintaining visual contact 

whenever Kevin was out on campus (Garland-Thomson 39). Garland-Thomson 

recognizes the potency of staring by explaining that, “A harsh stare can do the work 

of a foot on the neck because the subordinate accedes to the system of domination 

that is in place” (41). Kevin’s confinement to the library perpetuated the system of 

domination. The ostracization of his peers caused Kevin to begin losing his own sense 

of humanity viewing it as an unattainable entity bestowed upon the characteristic few 
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that met the criteria. To my underdog, he now believed that he could only ever be a 

freak, a robot, a demon, a beast, an inhuman, anything but human.   

 

On a white hot afternoon, the sun illuminated my friend captivatingly, and I 

felt the need to express to Kevin that he too was beautiful. Bending down, I kissed 

him on the cheek. My kiss crackled across the cement and lit rumors like wildfire. At 

lunch, Kevin’s brother pulled me aside saying that I would need to speak to their 

mother after school. Befuddled, I remember walking up to the car suffering from a 

painful stomach ache brought on by this dreaded meeting.  

“Is this her?” the woman in the passenger seat craned her flabby neck towards 

Kevin and his brother as they loaded up into the backseat. Receiving nods of 

affirmation, Kevin’s mom turned back around and lifted up her daisy shaped 

sunglasses, “Hi sweetie. Look, it’s not funny. We appreciate you being so sweet with 

Kevin and all, but I know what you’re up to. And even if you are a nice girl, you’re 

just going to break his heart when you find a normal boy. So, this just needs to stop.” 

“Our friendship? Why does our friendship have to stop?” 

Her eyebrows rose high into her hairline as her tone increased with 

condecention, “A kiss is more than a friendship girly. I don't know if people in your 

culture are more expressive or whatever. But here, what you just did could be 

considered a violation of someone’s personal space. When people here kiss each 

other, it actually means something.”  
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I wished I could have understood what Kevin was feeling. In my mind, I had 

narrated a whole cataclysm of obscenities that I could have screeched at this ignorant, 

cruel woman. But at age 9, one isn’t supposed to heave such offensive insults at 

adults, especially when the adult is the mother of two friends. So, I just ground my 

teeth and spoke truthfully, “You are a horrible person.” 

“Excuse me?” she puffed swelling with anger.  

“You are a horrible person. You would rather hide your son than let him have 

connections with people. You are a horrible person and a terrible mother. You’re 

worse than the bullies. You are the bully.” She would have slapped me in the face if 

the act itself didn’t significantly increase her chances of cardiac arrest5. The boys 

stared faces stricken yellow with shock.  

“You know what Kevin has right sweetheart? You know that he has a brain 

disorder right sweet-”  

“Why does it matter what we call it?  

“Now you shut up little girl. You are not allowed to hang out with my boys. 

You are a bad influence and I don’t know what kind of upbringing you had, but I 

don’t want my boys to be anywhere around anyone like you!” She emphasized the 

last word by stabbing her finger towards me.  

                                                
5  I once got slapped in the face for asking a question. It was at an Iranian school a very long time ago. My father had 
stormed into the place demanding the teacher’s resignation. My face was swollen with her hand print. After that moment, I 
vowed to never allow anyone to stifle my curiosity for the comforts of being quite.    
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My tears poured out. Not for me but because a fearful mother like that would 

never let anyone else see the beauty of Kevin. Kevin grew upset, and his brother 

called their mother a bitch from the back seat of the car. Before his mother wheeled 

around to deal with her son, she glared at me, “See what you did. I’m going to have to 

clean up such a mess when I get home. And you’ve upset everyone.” A mousy man in 

the driver seat waved helplessly as his wife rolled up the window. Gulping painfully, 

the mousy man drove his family away.  

The fear of Kevin being further hurt overwhelmed a mother so much so that 

she severed all ties to his friends and completely limited her son’s world. Kevin’s 

mother perpetuated the cycle of isolation and ostracization. I was more upset by 

Kevin’s family than with my own emotional response. A kiss is just another 

expression of closeness and companionship and is not always sexual6. Every 

connection Kevin attempted to initiate was either dismissed entirely or forcibly 

severed by his mother. Kevin was being both protected and further alienated. Kevin 

was losing his sense of humanity by being unable to ground it in any human 

relationship. The exception being Kevin’s mother whom did not pay him half as 

much attention as she did her afternoon television programming. Perhaps to his 

mother, it was easier to severe connections to avoid the mess and hurt that she 

believed would imminently arise. Regardless, her consequentialist rationale was 

irrelevant as Kevin’s humanity was no longer attainable for him, and Kevin spent the 

                                                
6  In Iranian culture, cheek kisses are often a sign of respect and care. 
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duration of his school years heavily medicated on anti-depressants. At least, the last I 

had heard.    

 

Kevin reemerged to me at the age of 23. Not literally of course, I had not 

spoken to Kevin since the incident with his mother in 1999, but the memory of him. 

He was so vivid that I could hear his laugh resonate in my cochleas. I remained in this 

moment of cognitive reminiscence until I remembered the incident with his mother. 

Even in adulthood, I cried. It was so strange that this seemingly forgotten memory 

had gained such vivacity. An experience that had shaped my susceptibility to 

understand the sufferings of the ostracized who were categorized as such due to their 

physical and linguistic differences. 

The memory of Kevin and my emotional response appeared random, but, 

upon looking down in my lap, I realized the perfect timing of the moment. As if 

Kevin had reappeared as a different text saying, “here my friend. Here is a form to 

help you understand why I was ostracized.” My friend had revisited me in actuality: 

his experiences, his ostracization, his inability to communicate, even the isolation 

caused by his family. His name was no longer Kevin, it was Gregor, and he was born 

a very long time ago as a scarab.  

 

Perhaps it is not appropriate to refer to Franz Kafka’s character Gregor Samsa 

as “Kevin” as it denotes the magnificence of Kafka’s writing and equates him to 
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another more current human being. Additionally, I did not personally know Gregor as 

I did Kevin. Nonetheless, “Gregor Samsa” was, to me, Kevin. The defined artistic 

connection and memoric overlapping had caused Gregor to embed himself into my 

memories leading me to believe that I had shared experiences with him in our shared 

window of time. I realized that in actuality, my imagination had connected these texts 

together like pieces of a quilt separate but meant to be stitched. Derrida had once 

advocated the validity of all texts and their various representations stating, “There is 

nothing outside of the text … we have access to their so-called ‘real’ existence only 

in the text and we have neither any means of altering this, nor any right to neglect this 

limitation,” and, therefore, it can also be said that everything has the possibility of 

being a text as nothing is beyond said possibility (Derrida 158). I wanted to see if 

anyone had experienced such a sensation. I did not want to feel alone in connecting 

with an artistic text that mirrored the sufferings of a once dear friend of mine. A 

combination of texts: Kevin, Gregor, and my memories of both. I also hoped that in 

discovering such a connection, the perpetuation of mistreatment towards individuals 

who are physically different would decrease.  

My childhood curiosity had inevitably translated to an adult love for 

researching. The search for a specific instance of artistic connection and memoric 

overlapping lead me to Beyhan Bolak Hisarligil.  Beyhan Bolak Hisarligil received 

her PhD in architecture from Istanbul Technical University and is currently teaching 

as an architectural theorists at Meliksah University in Turkey (Hisarligil 9). In her 
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article “Franz Kafka in the Design Studio: A Hermeneutic-Phenomenological 

Approach to Architectural Design Education,” Hisarligil conducted an experiment 

with her students using architectural design to demonstrate literature’s ability to be a 

productive role in the design process. Specifically, Hisarligil “tests the use of 

literatures as a verbal form of art and design and the contribution it can make to 

imaginative design processes” (1). Hiarligil tasked her students with creating a 

Kafkaesque museum that provided visitors with the experience of Kafka’s narrative 

worlds specifically The Metamorphosis, The Trial, and The Castle. However, could 

Hisarligil’s hypothesis also be applied to my imagination’s ability to connect texts 

such as Gregor and Kevin? Could her experiment truly demonstrate the 

connectedness a reader feels with a text? Hisarligil articulates her hypothesis as 

follows:  

It has been observed that a person reading a novel can choose to 

suspend their disbelief and become entangled in the events of the book 

-- where they become involved with the art not only subjectively, but 

also as a form of play. In the words of Hans-Georg Gadamer: 

‘understanding occurs in interpreting.’ … The students found 

themselves drawn into numerous worlds that they were compelled to 

play along with. (Hisarligil 1) 

Hisarligil’s pedagogical experiment was a success proving that “Kafka [is] not only a 

text, but also a phenomenological experience” (257). Visitors were able to “suspend 
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their disbelief[s] and become interwoven in the events of the text” (Hisarligil 258). 

Hisarligil’s students were able to mirror the suspended disbelief that is normally 

experienced when reading a text. Though her students could not possibly have 

replicated every visitor’s unique interpretation and connection to the text, the ability 

to replicate the “fusion of horizons, an interaction between the expectation of the 

reader/interpreter and the meaning of the text” is obviously demonstrated (Hisarligil 

257). Nonetheless, the most significant impact of Hisarligil’s project was the 

“understanding achieved through the fusion of horizons in the dialogue between 

reader and text” (Hisarligil 258). Through architectural design, Hisarligil and her 

students were able to replicate suspended disbelief. Not only are the emotions and 

connections felt between a reader and a text valid, but they are replicable.  

After I finished The Metamorphosis, the mistreatment of Gregor Samsa had 

resurfaced my memory of Kevin. Gregor’s experience, which as stated by Hisarligil, 

became part of my own imaginative experience and initiated a dialogue with my 

memory of Kevin. Reflecting on the mistreatment and struggles of Kevin, I realized a 

pattern emerging. Both Kevin’s experience and Kafka’s text were demonstrating how 

society defines human inclusion. Participation in the human experience is determined 

by a physical communicable body. Determining the validity of a human experience in 

such a way causes a diminishing and eventual dismissal of one’s humanity. Our 

susceptibility to each others feelings are heightened by a singular universal concept: 

In order to be seen and treated as human, one would first have to be acknowledged as 
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such. Both Gregor and Kevin’s experiences reflected the previously mentioned 

concept. Gregor and Kevin were both humans trapped in bodies perceived as 

incommunicable. Furthermore, the heightened spectalization of Kevin’s presence and 

dismissal of his linguistic form isolated him from social interactions. This caused 

Kevin to be viewed as an object, a form of entertainment, an outcast, a nonhuman. 

Gregor Samsa’s form and linguistic difference also causes isolation. The social 

isolation and lack of acknowledgment from their peers causes Kevin and Gregor to 

become further isolated; they are no longer recognized as beings involved in the 

human experience because they do not fit the criteria. Though both are cognitively 

human, neither are acknowledged as such and, thus, their loss of humanity causes 

their eventual decline.  

In Franz Kafka’s The Metamorphosis, Gregor Samsa awoke one morning to 

find himself turned into a giant scarab: 

He was lying on his hard, as it were armor-plated, back and when he 

lifted his head a little he could see his dome-like brown belly divided 

into stiff arched segments on top of which the bed quilt could hardly 

keep in position and was about to slide off completely. His numerous 

legs, which were pitifully thin compared to the rest of his bulk, waved 

helplessly before his eyes. (1) 

Due to his transformation, Gregor is unable to communicate with his family, “the 

change in his voice … tumbling out pell-mell … ‘was no human voice’ … [and] the 
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words [Gregor] uttered were no longer understandable” (Kafka 10-11). Throughout 

the novel, Gregor's family continually wonder if he is in fact Gregor, “can't it be 

Gregor,” but dismiss the possibility based on Gregor's physical body and speech, 

"You must just try to get rid of the idea that this is Gregor" (Kafka 48).  

In The Metamorphosis, Kafka continually expresses Gregor’s sentience7 

throughout the story, however, the mere presence of sentience is not enough for an 

individual or being to feel truly human. Sentient beings need to communicate their 

cognition with other communicable beings, and, through that communication, they 

must also be recognized and accepted by a larger context than themselves.  

Gregor’s abnormal embodiment transforms him into an incommunicable 

being that is practically unrecognizable to his own family. But why a bug form rather 

than a disabled human form? In “Bestial Representations of Otherness: Kafka's 

Animal Stories,” Richard Powell argues that the use of scarab allows Kafka “to 

explore the nature of Otherness in the modern Western world” by utilizing a 

“grotesque” form (Powell 130); and further this form allows for the separation of the 

                                                
7  Sentience is the cognitive recognition of one’s  ability to experience subjectivity. In Existentialism is Humanism, 
Sartre references sentience as an individual’s identification and interpretation of their existence, known as subjectivity, and that 
the individual has a choice when recognizing their own critical inquiry referred to as sentience.  
 There are varying levels of sentient awareness. For example, both dogs and humans are sentient beings. Dogs 
understand that they are a member of a social context beyond their individual selves, their family or their pack. Dogs experience 
regret, such as destroying an object, though it is momentary and in no way reflects the level of regret that humans will carry with 
them for years. Finally, dogs have a concept of time; their conception of time is quite different from our own as we have 
measurable devices used to track time, minutes, seconds, hours, days, etc. Dogs do not have these measurable tools and thus do 
not understand time like a human. However, dogs do understand that time passes and that the previous minutes are different 
from the current and future minutes (The Science of Dogs). For this reason, the misconception that when an owner leaves and 
returns the dog believes that the owner was “gone forever” is incorrect. The dog knows that you have not been gone it’s entire 
span of existence, otherwise it would not have established a familial contextual relationship with the owner in the first place. 
Dogs are unique in that they are sentient beings that were bred and have evolved due to human interference developing a degree 
of sentience which allows them the ability to communicate with other sentient beings (barks, yelps, body language, reading 
human facial expressions etc.) Dogs and other nonhumans can be sentient beings as exhibited by the character Gregor Samsa in 
Kafka’s The Metamorphosis. 
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representative human body from the sentient being that is Gregor. But, nothing is 

further from human than scarab. In essence, Gregor is freed from the human trappings 

associated with the physical form. In doing so, the tension between the family 

establishes the distinction between human and nonhuman. In this distinction, “Kafka 

finds the opportunity to explore the tension between human and nonhuman – the 

same tension that exists between self and other” (Powell 130). The tensions between 

these dichotomies, human/nonhuman, self/other, allows for the understanding that 

dichotomies should not and must not exist. The separation between nonhuman and 

human is an imaginary divide. Powell utilizes Egon Schwarz’s theories to speculate 

the indistinction between animal and man in Kafka's work: “Egon Schwarz argues 

[that Kafka’s has] roots in a prehistory when consciousness had not yet learned to 

distinguish between man and animal, when people still believed the possibility of 

slipping from one to the other, entirely according to desire or need'” (Schwarz 84; 

Powell 130). Schwarz clearly articulates that there is no defined separation between 

the human and nonhuman but rather a blending of the two. More importantly, 

slipping between forms requires a personal level of consciousness known as 

sentience. The scarab is sentient since Gregor has the ability to recognize both his 

scarab form and his lost human form, “he was eager to find out what the others, after 

all their insistence, would say at the sight of him” (Kafka 10). However, Gregor does 

not have the ability to slip in and out of forms according to his wants or desires. He is 

trapped in his current form causing him to become a bug trapped in a human 
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situation. Powell explains “the projection of animal characters onto human situations 

and predicaments allows for a measure of clarity on our own existential dilemmas by 

the displacement of human desires and weaknesses” (Powell 130). Gregor’s 

predicament and, more specifically, his treatment by his family members allows for 

the existential dilemma to become illuminated. The nonhuman form and its inability 

to communicate with humans is used as a definitive factor when acknowledging the 

existence of sentience. Without the acknowledgment and acceptance of a being’s 

sentience, Otherness occurs.  

Gregor is physically trapped in a bug like form, but he is also trapped within 

his own mind being unable to communicate his thoughts to those around him. His 

silence solidifies his embodied entrapment: 

One's silence expresses, for Kafka, an inability to engage the world as 

anything other than other. It is a sign of chronic failure to bridge the 

gap between self and other through an expression of what amounts to 

one's particular selfhood. (Powell 137)  

Gregor is separated from the context he had once known. He is no longer human and, 

thus, he can no longer belong in the human family unit. He has been forced into a 

duality of self/other that should not exist because it eventually destroys Gregor's 

selfhood; Kafka highlights this ethical dilemma through Gregor’s grotesque 

embodiment. Cary Wolfe explains in "Flesh and Finitude: Thinking Animals in (Post) 

Humanist Philosophy" that “our ethical response to nonhuman animals: namely, how 
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our shared embodiment, mortality, and finitude makes us, as Diamond will put it, 

‘fellow creatures’ in ways that subsume the more traditional markers of ethical 

consideration” (Wolfe 8). Gregor’s family continually attempts to isolate and separate 

him from the rest of the house by confining him to a small room. In doing so, the 

entire family is being assimilated into the tumultuous ethical dilemma. Gregor’s 

family are “fellow creatures” and their responses to Gregor’s incommunicable form 

expresses that Gregor is Other and, therefore, not a “fellow creature”. Diamond, 

however, argues that it is not possible to separate “fellow creatures” because all 

creatures are embodied participants in a larger context whether familial, social, or 

global. And yet, Gregor’s family does so regardless.  

The family's inability to communicate with Gregor is used as a definitive 

factor to establish his Otherness and separation from the family. But how could 

Gregor ever rejoin human society when he cannot communicate with them in a 

recognizable form? Gregor continually attempts to communicate and participate in 

the human social context. Kafka describes Gregor’s communication as follows: "he 

stopped speaking ... 'Did you understand a word of it?' [asked] the chief clerk ... The 

words he (Gregor) uttered were no longer understandable" (Kafka 11). Gregor’s 

language is incomprehensible to the humans around him. Gregor’s linguistic 

difference and beetle form constructs barriers that create a further division between 

his sentient human self and his new scarab self. Curiously, Gregor recognizes this 

difference and thinks, “since what he said was not understood by the others it never 
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struck any of them, not even his sister, that he could understand what they said” 

(Kafka 22). Yet, later in the story, the family acknowledges that “Gregor was a 

member of the family, despite his present unfortunate and repulsive shape, and ought 

not be treated as an enemy, that, on the contrary, family duty required the suppression 

of disgust and the exercise of patience, nothing but patience” (Kafka 36). This 

epiphany only occurs after inflicting harm onto Gregor at which point the feeling of 

guilt and regret seep into the families consciousnesses. Only after inflicting harm 

does the family recognize that they are in fact “fellow creatures”. Nonetheless, the 

inability to communicate combined with the human inability to recognize Gregor’s 

linguistic form causes devastating consequences.  

But why would the family so willingly mistreat and dismiss Gregor after 

recognizing him as one of their “members”? Even the phrase “member of the family” 

implies an inclusiveness only bestowed upon those accepted by the members of the 

family themselves. The involvement of the tenants in the later chapter implies that the 

family's treatment of Gregor is dependent on the opinions and views of outsiders 

which adds to the spectalization of Gregor’s physical body – similar to Kevin’s 

ostracizing experience with his peers. The family is highly dependent on the tenants 

for the additional income that Gregor would have otherwise provided had his 

‘condition’ not limited his ability to do so. The family admits their fear of the tenants 

finding that there is scarab in their home, for what proper landlord would have a 

beetle running amok? Rightfully so since after discovering Gregor, the lodgers 
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"began to be really a little angry, one could not tell whether because of the old man's 

behavior or because it had just dawned on them that all unwittingly they had such a 

neighbor as Gregor" (Kafka 45). Notice, however, the uncertainty of the tenants 

directed anger. It is unclear as to whether Gregor is entirely responsible or his father. 

The ambiguity seems to imply that the family is just as much a part of Gregor's 

“condition” as his physical metamorphosis; their treatment of Gregor defines his 

“condition”. The father’s reaction to Gregor fuels the responses of the tenants by 

creating an escalating effect that ends with the tenants leaving. The family completely 

loses their additional income and Gregor is shunned to his room once more. Even 

when his family supposedly accepts him, it is conditional in that he is only accepted 

in so far as he does not influence their normal human needs. In this incident, it is the 

flow of income. Because Gregor is inhibiting their cash flow, his father treats Gregor 

with disdain by projecting his own frustrations on his son.  

Yet, earlier instances in the story complicate the theory of the family’s 

acceptance of Gregor and his dismissal due to outside perceptions. Perhaps it is the 

fear of Otherness. Or perhaps it is the fear that Gregor has no role or place within the 

human context any longer. According to Freud’s The Uncanny, sentient nonhuman 

beings maintain an air of familiar-unfamiliarity causing a cognitive dissonance within 

the being or subject to its surrounding context. Being designated as ‘uncanny’, these 

beings are both “new and unfamiliar” thus “belonging to the realm of the frightening” 

(Freud 123-125). Gregor’s uncanniness explains the family’s complicated treatment 
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of Gregor and full dismissal of his humanity. The only way to further Gregor’s 

cognitive dissonance is to remove Gregor’s humanity and view him as a pest that 

must remain confined to a small room. When Gregor attempts to cross the forbidden 

barrier to join his family in the living room, “Pitilessly Gregor’s father drove him 

back, hissing and crying ‘Shoo!’ like a savage” (Kafka 16). Kafka’s choice of diction 

expresses the Otherness of Gregor. “Drove him back” implies a beast or creature that 

must be restrained or confined – similar to a lion tamer who uses their authority to 

restrain the lion into submission. The use of “savage” not only implies that Gregor is 

is unlike his own father but that his father is a savage which emphasizes the savage 

animosity that the father feels towards Gregor. Even the simple phrase “Shoo!” 

implies annoyance and disgust which is often used towards nonhuman creatures that 

must be shunned or pushed out. Kafka’s diction defines Gregor’s Otherness while 

highlighting the tension between nonhuman and human. Even his sister dismisses 

Gregor crying out, “‘He must go … that’s the only solution, Father. You must just try 

to get rid of the idea that this is Gregor. The fact that we’ve believed it for so long is 

the root of all our trouble’” (Kafka 48). Gregor is no more than an idea easily wiped 

from human consciousness. In removing the idea of Gregor, he too is eliminated. The 

dismissed recognition of Gregor is just as devastating as the physical abuse he 

receives by ruining his self-hood, establishing his Otherness, and crushing him like a 

bug. Because Gregor is viewed as an uncanny being, he is dependent on contextual 

affirmation to ground his familiarity and humanity which merely solidifies his own 
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suffering and mistreatment. Eventually, Gregor can no longer live in a world where 

he has no presence, no language, no recognition, no context, and he dies. “‘Just look 

at this, it’s dead; it’s lying here dead and done for!’” (Kafka 50).  

Communication, verbal, visual, or physical, is the human expression of 

cognitive thoughts and reflections. In this case, Gregor is dependent on his family to 

acknowledge and determine whether he is still a sentient being. The recognition of 

cognition causes humans and other sentients to become dependent on the response of 

outside stimulus like the responses of family members. Gregor is highly dependent on 

his family, specifically his sister, to take care of him. Without the care of these 

individuals, “the isolation and confinement that dominates the experience of Kafka's 

animals [such as Gregor] suggests that self-understanding and one’s sense of others, 

self-identity and others' identities, are necessarily defined in terms of the relationship 

between individuals and the socio-historical structure that traps them” (Powell 132). 

Gregor’s relationship with his sister establishes his own identity and creates an 

understanding of his relationship towards others. Without his sister, as she had grown 

“tired of looking after Gregor” (Kafka 40), Gregor begins to slip into depression – 

“being sad and weary to death, he would lie motionless for hours … He was left 

entirely to himself” (Kafka 49). At this point in the story, it is also unclear if Gregor’s 

inner dialogue has fully ceased as the inner monologue that had narrated Gregor’s 

thoughts previously in the story completely disappear. Nonetheless, Gregor still 

clings to the hopes of his familial recognition, but, at every opportunity, he is shunned 
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and shooed away. His father pelts Gregor with apples, “The small red apples rolled 

about the floor as if magnetized and cannoned into each other … [an apple] landed 

right on his back and sank in; Gregor wanted to drag himself forward, as if this 

startling, incredible pain could be left behind him; but he felt as if nailed to the spot 

flattened himself out in complete derangement of all his senses” (Kafka 35). Between 

the neglect and the violence inflicted on him, Gregor decides “that he must disappear 

[a belief] that he held to even more strongly than his sister” (Kafka 49). Gregor 

accepts his Otherness realizing that he no longer has a place within society. If his 

family cannot accept him, then how could he? This recognition is necessary for a 

creature’s sentience to transcend social expectations.  

  In order to transcend social expectations, a being could have the capacity to 

establish and create its own context. Perhaps then, Gregor is able to create his own 

context in which his sentience can be recognized. In order to do so, however, Gregor 

would have to dismiss his current context; In this case, his household and his family. 

In “Culture in the Disk Drive: Computationalism, Memetics, and the Rise of 

Posthumanism”, Stephen Dougherty utilizes the theory of memetics to express “the 

complex reality of human embodiment” by dissecting the “occult tendencies that are 

endemic” to such embodiments (Dougherty 87). Before discussing Dougherty’s 

theory further, however, allow me to define ‘meme’. The term ‘meme’ was first 

coined by Richard Dawkins in his theoretical text The Selfish Gene. Dawkins uses the 

term ‘meme’ to designate “units of cultural information” which can be transmitted 
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from one mind to another in a manner analogous to genes. Dougherty uses Dawkins’s 

term to identify that memes transmit cultural beliefs “in terms of the principle 

causation governing physical bodies … memetics is the process of telling 

contradictions” (Dougherty 87). Dougherty criticizes memes because they are “a 

dense web of metaphorical and analogical associations that [have] become an 

obdurate fantasy” (Dougherty 89). The stubbornness inherent in memes implies that 

cultural information and cultural contexts are inherently inflexible. Therefore, a new 

cultural context is unable to be established and the culture associated with the 

represented meme is perpetuated. For this reason, it would be unrealistic for Gregor 

to attempt to establish his own cultural context. Gregor is confined to the culture of 

human bodied world and is unable to establish a meme of his own. His physical form 

had been so jarring that his own family could not maintain the family meme with the 

new Gregor included. His family was a component of his functioning parts, and, as 

they dismissed him, he broke down. Gregor’s dependence on his familial context 

limits his capacity to create a context of his own. Gregor breaking down suggests that 

an attempt to reestablishment a context of one's own leads to devastating 

consequences on the character himself.  

However, this should not be the case. Gregor’s inner monologue and the 

presence of his human logic would prove that the connection with his family and 

possibility of transcendence could exist. Since “bits of matter (incarnated as symbols) 

transported into our minds” such as thoughts or logical reasoning can make “belief[s] 
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truly exists” (Dougherty 92). Based on the Descartian theory that Dougherty 

mentions, if I believe myself to be human then I am human. If I believe there is a 

context for me, a place in this world where my embodiment and form of sentience can 

exist, then it can.  But can this Descartian logic be applied to the nonhuman? A 

cognizant human trapped in a nonhuman body would constitute the requirement of a 

transcendental organism. External sociological dependencies and constructions cause 

a disparagement between the fluidity of self/other, human/nonhuman. As stated 

earlier, however, this separation is entirely imaginary as Dougherty argues: “We are 

constituted by culture; the integral ego, the ‘I,’is an illusion; there is nothing but the 

text” (Dougherty 94). The outside forces, the culture, the society, and the family 

cause a psychological “identity crisis”. The “I” is merely an illusory construction so 

too is the context surrounding the self. This construction allows for the fluidity of 

one’s identity and the freedom to establish one’s own context. By eliminating his 

familial context and sense of self, Gregor should have survived regardless of his 

family’s recognition and acceptance. Kafka, however, seems to suggest that contexts 

are not permeable. Social context is entrenched as a component of an individual’s 

identity so that one is unable to separate from them. A nonhuman could be recognized 

as a sentient being if the society could eliminate its own constructions. As 

demonstrated through Kafka’s depiction of Gregor, humans are continually bound to 

their human necessities and physical forms and is unable to eliminate its own 

constructions.  
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As stated in my introduction, it is necessary for beings to acknowledge 

themselves within a larger context in order to be identified as a sentient being. Susan 

Blackmore best defines the term “self-text” in her essay The Meme Machine. In 

Meme Machine, Blackmore applies Dawkins’ definition in order to explain her 

concept of self-text8:  

Memetics provide a new way of looking at the self. The self is a vast 

memeplex ...perhaps the most insidious and pervasive memeplex of 

all. I shall call it the ‘selfplex.’ The selfplex permeates all our 

experiences and all our thinking so that we are unable to see it clearly 

for what it is -- a bunch of memes. It  comes about because our brains 

provide the ideal machinery on which to construct it, and our society 

provides the selective environment in which it thrives. (231)   

In essence, memes act as relays of information that are used to perpetuate cultural 

ideas, assumptions, and, unfortunately, stereotypes. Because of the presence of 

memes, humans pass along their social constructions to the next generation. This 

construction is witnessed in the changing attitude of Gregor’s sister who, at first, is 

understanding of his transformation and attempts to provide for him. Later in the 

story, however, she despises him as much as his parents. By utilizing the theory of 

memetics, the self can be recontextualized within a larger context so as to understand 

                                                
8  Throughout the The Meme Machine, Blackmore uses her term ‘selfplex’ rather than self-text. However, both terms 
reference the same theoretical concept.  
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the influences that would affect the actions and responses of the characters in Kafka’s 

text.  

According to Blackmore, the selfplex, the constructed “I”, bleeds into all 

components of human existence and influences our beliefs and interpretations of the 

the world around us. Gregor’s selfplex is being deconstructed as the removal of his 

humanity and his human identification disappears. The objects around Gregor confine 

him to the constructed memes of society. The selfplex is not too different from the 

very room that Gregor finds himself trapped in. Both are human constructions, 

literally and figuratively, that act to confine Gregor in his nonhuman non-sentient 

role. Even Gregor’s new form forever confines him to a body that does not look 

human, cannot speak human, and yet so obviously thinks like a human. Because of 

this tension that is established between Gregor's and his family, he is stuck between 

self and other. And yet, what could be the benefit of restricting a character in such a 

way?  

Both the self and the other feel trapped within the worlds that seek to 

confine every aspect of their existence. Both also feel trapped within 

identities that distinguish them. Moreover, relationships between 

external sociological constructs and internal psychological constructs 

define the existential condition of self and other in terms of obsessive 

need to maintain those constructs as a sole source of safety and solace. 
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In this way, a feeling of being trapped becomes determinative for 

existential truth. (Powell 132)  

The embodied entrapment that Kafka depicts establishes the existential truth that 

sentience is supreme and that sentient beings must be recognized in order to eliminate 

dualities. Kafka also seems to imply that though the attainment of this existential truth 

is necessary, human memes and social confines would never allow for the recognition 

of sentience in a being that does not have a human body. So, how could Gregor 

Samsa ever be accepted as a sentient being? Could his unique form of embodiment 

ever allow for the recognition of his sentience? Only if Gregor can transcend the 

belief that a human must maintain its human form.  

Gregor is outside traditional human embodiments and cultural constructs. 

Memetics and his metamorphosis have changed him into something entirely unique:  

The goal of transformation is really just an insatiable desire to become. 

It is a hope for process, for progress, for change. As an 'other,' the 

individual is a static construct incapable of becoming. It is the fixed 

point of reference whereby the self establishes its contrastive identity. 

Again, Kafka's stories post the difficulty of grasping a possible 

transformation whereby self and other can mutually become a 

resolution of antithesis. (Powell 139) 

Though Gregor’s family attempts to confine him to the designation of the Other, he 

has become something entirely different that simply cannot be re-designated into a 
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constructed category. As I have demonstrated and Powell explains, when a fixed 

identity is pushed onto a character, a contrasting identity is created which Kafka 

demonstrates as destructive. If a transformation can occur whereby the self and other 

are not separated by defined dualities, the being could become what it was meant to 

be and existential transcendence can occur.  

 Donna Haraway’s theory of post-humanist cybernetics in her foundational 

text, “A Manifesto for Cyborgs: Science, Technology, and Socialist Feminism in the 

1980’s,” provides a possible theoretical answer to Gregor’s transcendental problem. 

In a posthumanist world, an entity is “no longer structured by the polarity of public 

and private, the cyborg defines a technological polis based partly on a revolution of 

social relations in the oikos, the household” (Haraway 192). How appropriate for 

Gregor who is confined to the structures of his household and is forced into a polarity 

within himself as he grapples with his new identity. Haraway does distinguish 

between animal-human and cyborg, however, explaining that the polarity that once 

existed between the two was used to define and set one (animal-human) as the basis 

for Other (cyborg or other nonhuman). However, those who are familiar with 

Haraway's texts also understand that this polarity was immediately argued against 

later in Haraway's essay, “Cyborg imagery can suggest a way out of the maze of 

dualisms in which we have explained our bodies and our tools to ourselves” (223). 

She argues that the dualisms and designations disappear in  posthumanist cybernetics. 

Thus, for Gregor to eliminate the duality he is experiencing, he would have to become 
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a cyborg. Before going further, I must explain that a cyborg is not a robot9. However, 

Kafka does not depict a cyborg in his text but scarab. Furthermore, could Haraway’s 

cybernetic concepts really fix the issues that faced Gregor throughout the story? 

In her text, Haraway dissects the defined boundaries between cybernetics and 

humanism and expresses that the separation between the two is irrelevant as both 

struggle for similar recognitions. Haraway explains that, “Cyborg politics is the 

struggle for language and the struggle against perfect communication, against the one 

code that translates all meaning perfectly, the central dogma of phallogocentrism” 

(218). Gregor’s inability to communicate with his family is analogous to the 

cybernetic dilemma that Donna Haraway addresses. Both the cyborg and Gregor 

struggle with the representations of cognizant thoughts through the use of a 

recognizable language. Haraway is critical, however, of this form of communication 

because there is no perfection inherently present in communication or language. 

Similar to Derrida’s theory of language, communication is messy, confusing, 

isolating, and often loaded with memes. Therefore, Haraway would argue that the 

dependence on communication is not necessary as it impairs the empowerment of the 

being. She states, “A stressed system goes awry; its communication processes break 

down; it fails to recognize the difference between self and other” (Haraway 206). 

Additionally, Haraway even mentions the significance of labor; a concept that Gregor 

is constantly reminded of as he is inhibiting his family’s income. The responses of the 

                                                
9  A cyborg is a cybernetically enhanced organism whose “physiological functioning is aided by or dependent upon a 
mechanical or electronic device” (“Cyborg”). 
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family towards Gregor’s inability to support them further alienates him. Haraway 

explains that “labor is the humanizing activity that makes man; labor is the 

ontological category permitting the knowledge of a subject, and so the knowledge of 

subjugation and alienation” (200). Without Gregor’s ability to labor, he is 

dehumanized and dismissed as a ‘useful’ member of the family that leads to his 

alienation and eventual demise. Therefore, the only way for Gregor to combat these 

issues is to become something more than scarab. However, Gregor will always be 

scarab and his treatment in the novella furthers the notion that transcendence and 

acceptance are not an option for him. Haraway recognizes the inability to change a 

being from human to animal into a cybernetic transcendent form, but Haraway 

acknowledges the significance of such struggles, “We can learn from our fusions with 

animals and machines how not to be Man, the embodiment of Western logos …. [for] 

why should our bodies end at the skin or include at best other beings encapsulated by 

skin?” (215, 220). 

Kafka’s memes, perceptions, and ideals are transplanted into the reader’s 

mind. The transplantation embeds Gregor within the reader’s own schematic 

concepts. Sadly, neither Kafka nor even Gregor himself is responsible for lifting 

Gregor beyond his dualities. In the mind of the reader and in the shared experiences 

of being introduced to Gregor’s existential dilemma, only the reader is able to destroy 

the social constructions that confine Gregor. In “Samsa and Samsara: Suffering, 

Death, and Rebirth in ‘The Metamorphosis,” Michael Ryan argues that, based on 
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Kafka’s diaries, Kafka’s familiarity with samsara made him knowingly utilize 

Gregor’s experiences as a means of transplanting himself into the minds of the reader. 

According to Ryan, samsara is “this world of craving, lust, suffering, death, rebirth, 

and disease. Indeed, anything that could be considered objectionable in our lives is a 

part of Samsara” (Ryan 133) .  In transplanting himself into the minds of the reader, 

Kafka “transcends his existence as merely the author; it is a transmigration of his 

'soul' into new lives and bodies” (Ryan 137). By mitigating his soul into the mind of 

the reader, Gregor too is transformed into any imaginable possibility living and 

metamorphosing in human thoughts. Only in the mind of the reader can Gregor 

achieve transcendence; Only in the mind of the reader can Gregor be accepted as 

human.  

Gregor’s transcendence and humanity could only be reconfigured in the mind 

of the reader. By remembering a text, a reader re-contextualizes experiences within 

their own understanding that allows for the freedom of the being. It is apparent then 

that the recognition and acceptance of one’s humanity is vital for the success and 

happiness of a being. Recognizable communication and the physical form should be 

irrelevant when an understanding is established within the reader. Yet, as 

demonstrated through both Gregor Samsa and Kevin’s experiences, human society 

will continue to use physical bodies and communicable forms to determine one’s 

humanity. My memory of Kevin opened my susceptibility to understand such an 

ostracized creature as Gregor. Nonetheless, it is the individual’s interpretation and 
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memory that has the potential to redefine and recognize one’s humanity instead of 

one’s fleeting physical form.  
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Chapter 2: The Confinement of Social Contracts: Socialization and the Need for 
a Human Connection 

 

Through schooling and acts of human socialization, I continued to experience  

betrayal. My mother had told me that making friends would cause one to socially 

mature and eventually feel less lonely. However, my elementary school experience 

demonstrated that it would be best to remain in my fictitious texts. The loss of 

Kevin's friendship had caused me to stop attempting to make friends. My mother 

recognized my sadness and attempted to comfort me by explaining that many 

individuals had similar experiences to that of my own. By the end of the discussion, 

my mother and I had both concluded that the goodness of an individual should be the 

only significant characteristic. Unfortunately, however, humans are continually 

compared to existing cultural values which cause people to act horribly towards one 

another.  

 

The treatment of others being determined by value systems is ridiculous. Was 

it not the individual and the individual experience that defined each human being? 

Sartre’s concept of humanism allowed for the inclusion of all individuals regardless 

of value systems. However, my experiences with my peers would prove otherwise. In 

an attempt to understand the confinement of value systems, I sought out Friedrich 

Nietzsche. Friedrich Nietzsche had dissected the restrictions of value systems with 

relation to the confinement of the human experience. Nietzsche’s “Genealogy of 
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Morals” criticizes Sartre’s form of humanism for failing to look at the already 

established human value systems. Nietzsche believes that value systems are 

implemented as a means of dictating the direction and progression of society. Before 

addressing value systems, Nietzsche begins by arguing that in order to be a true 

humanist an individual must continually seek knowledge. In searching for knowledge, 

“We [become] 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? … our treasure is where the beehives of our knowledge are” (Nietzsche 

451). A cyclical process of discovery, self-epiphany, and  continued knowledge 

consumption, solidifies the notion that cognition is humanity’s most valuable asset. 

Furthermore, the process conjoins all of humanity with a common human experience. 

Ideally, Nietzsche believed that this journey of self-discovery was the only 

component necessary to bind humanity together, but Nietzsche was not an idealist. He 

argued that no matter how hard one may try, “our ideas, our values, our yeas and 

nays, our ifs and buts, grow out of us with the necessity with which a tree bears fruit-- 

related and each with an affinity to each, and evidence of one will, one health, one 

soil, one sun” (Nietzsche 452). Therefore, oneness and unity are achieved through the 

comforts of values. Values are theoretical concepts that have no power except for that 

which is given to them. The issue with values is that they limit the ability for humans 

to see an act of human progression as only the either good or evil. Nietzsche explores 

the concept further in order to understand precisely “under what conditions did man 
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devise these value judgments good and evil? and what value do they themselves 

possess?” (Nietzsche 453). Nietzsche argues that values make individuals complacent 

and quick to accept duality without pondering complexity: 

One has taken the value of these ‘values’ as given, as factual, as 

beyond all question; one has hitherto never doubted or hesitated in the 

slightest degree in supposing ‘the good man’ to be of greater value 

than ‘the evil man,’ of greater value in the sense of furthering the 

advancement and prosperity of man in general. (Nietzsche 456) 

Nietzsche observes that values are not critically examined and are quickly designated 

as either good or bad. Instead, the action should be designated according to its ability 

to advance society. By using a theoretical example, Nietzsche is able to critically 

examine the value of morality concluding that morality and, in essence, all values 

have become a dogmatic system of beliefs that conflict with the Sartrean philosophy 

of humanism. Furthermore, values have created a consequential set of vices that 

confine the progression of society. Vices, such as guilt or pity, limit one's critical 

interpretation of the world and creates an addiction to such vices. Vices are often 

misconstrued as coming from an area of genuine human advancement, but Nietzsche 

goes on to argue that, regardless, all values are merely hidden vices:  

Man, the bravest of animals and the one most accustomed to suffering, 

does not repudiate suffering as such; he desires it, he even seeks it out, 

provided he is shown a meaning for it, a purpose of suffering. The 
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meaninglessness of suffering, not suffering itself, was the curse that 

lay over mankind so far-- and the ascetic ideal offered man meaning! 

It was the only meaning offered so far; any meaning is better than 

none at all; the ascetic ideal was in every sense the “faute de mieux” 

par excellence so far. In it, suffering was interpreted; the tremendous 

void seemed to have been filled; the door was closed to any kind of 

suicidal nihilism. This interpretation-- there is no doubt of it-- brought 

fresh suffering with it, deeper, more inward, more poisonous, more 

life-destructive suffering; it placed all suffering under the perspective 

of guilt. (Nietzsche 598)  

Society adheres to values, however, we limit our own advancement with a 

“will[ingness] to misunderstand” by accepting the vices disguised beneath the virtues 

(575). Because humans define things in polarity, like good and evil, the labeling of 

such titles on physical actions are always “at the expense of the future” (456). It is 

better to dismiss polarity. Binaries are unnecessary. There is no black and white only 

“gray” (457). This way, the goodness of an individual would no longer be significant.  

However, such is not the case with humans. Our value systems confine by 

categorizing and polarizing us from one another so that we mistreat, abuse, and 

ostracize one another dismissing a “benevolenc[y] toward one’s fellow man”10. 

                                                
10  The concept of humanism has been present since the early second century when Latin grammarian Aulus Gellius 
used the term as a synonym for, roughly, “benevolence toward one’s fellow man” (Holford-Strevens 154).  However, Gellius’s 
concept of humanism revolved around the physical actions expressed towards others and the emotional reactions that would be 
elicited from those actions.  
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For the duration of my elementary school years, I was left alone free to absorb 

all the texts I could find. Once I transitioned into middle school, however, my mother 

began asking about my lack of friends. Thankfully, my attempts at making friends in 

middle school had begun far more positively than in my elementary school years. 

After a couple classes together, a classmate invited me to join a table at lunch that 

soon accepted me as one of their own.  

As the school years progressed, my friends began reiterating the same gossipy 

jargon as all the other kids. Those around me would giggle and swell with excitement 

about discussing who would like to kiss whom; I grew increasingly bored by the 

conversation.  Most social gatherings outside of school were often focused around 

how someone felt about so-and-so. Birthday parties and slumber parties were 

miserable experiences. Inevitably at some point in the night, the conversation would 

become forever fixed on the topic of crushes. One girl would start drolling about who 

she liked and why she liked them while having never actually spoken to the person. 

Meanwhile, all the other girls would sit in a circle around the speaker twirling their 

hair and giggling naughtily. As if by uttering his name, the boy being pined for would 

hear their flattering wishes and come running. After listening to this garrulousness, I 

would unavoidably interject, “How can you feel something for someone when you’ve 

never even spoken to them?” 

“Because he’s sooo cute!” 
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“How do you know?” 

“What?” 

“How do you know he’s cute? 

“Well, he’s got green eyes and black messy hair that is adorable. And, he gets 

a little dimple on his cheek when he smiles. See? Cute.” 

“How do eyes, hair, and dimples make someone cute? Wouldn’t their 

personality affect how you see them or how cute they are?” 

The question baffled everyone and they all stared at me with concerned 

scrunched up eyebrows. I sighed and realized I had done it again. My interjections 

would often cause me to make an embarrassing recurring phone call to my mom, “Hi 

mom, can you pick me up? I pissed everyone off and ostracized myself again. Yeah, 

yeah, maybe next time I can shut up and just mindlessly listen to ‘girl talk’. I’m sorry. 

I’ll try and stay the whole time next time. (If there is one.) Please come and get me 

soon.” 

The stunned girl regained her composure and snarkily responded, “Because 

they’re green eyes and black hair. It’s the perfect cutie combo. How do you not get 

that? Don’t you know a cute boy when you see one? Or, do you prefer blondes or 

something? Is that it?”  

“No. I don’t see why someone’s hair color or the way they look would 

determine whether or not I liked them or whether or not the person is cute.” 
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Wide eyes and stares. “Wait, so you’re saying that the way someone looks 

isn’t important to you? So you could totally like a brace face covered in pimples?” 

“Well, only if they had a good heart and an interesting personality.” 

“Heart and personality? But toootally ugly? You’re weird. What about you 

girls? Could you date someone who was ugly?” All the girls shook their heads back 

and forth in robotic unison. “Wait,” she grinned with the possibility, “so what about if 

they looked like Quasimodo?” 

“Ooh, yeah,” one of the other girls chimed in. “Yeah, what if he had like a 

hump and the face you had to kiss every single day was all bumpy and gross 

looking?” 

“Yeah!” Another girl jumped up, “Yeah and he wasn’t very smart either.” 

“You mean like a retard,” A frumpy girl in monkey pajamas laughed.  

“Yeah,” the leader agreed pointing, “Could you date a guy who was ugly like 

Quasimodo and totally retarded?” 

“It would depend on who he or she was,” Shit! I had slipped. I exposed too 

much of myself to a group of people who clearly could not have understood and were 

raised by the American nuclear family. Such a simple pronoun just threw me into a 

whole whirlwind of stabbing questions. 

“WHAT!” All the girls rose to their feet in shock. “A GIRL?” 

“You could date-,” the frumpy girl started. 
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“A Quasi-retard-boy-girl if they had a good heart and an interesting 

personality? Oh my god! That’s so gross. Shim would slobber all over you. Think 

about it, what about kissing shim? What about their parts? What about the 

embarrassment? What about? What about? What about?” The voices blended together 

and I was unable to distinguish my verbal combatants any longer.  

“Please Mom,” I whispered to myself, “please pick me up soon. And never 

make me do this again.” An epiphany dawned on me; I was lonely, I did not fit the 

normative standards, and I was not a heterosexual11.  

 

The awkwardness at social events continually reminded me that my attraction 

to other people was non-traditional, different. My attraction to other people was not in 

any way determined by their physical form, sex and gender included. Personalities 

were the determining factor in attractiveness, and I found interesting humans 

attractive. But in middle school, body and gender constructions exist in order to 

create a false heir of superiority. My “gender blindness” obstructed the accepted 

social construction and my peers shunned me. A non-heterosexual, for, at the time, I 

had not discovered the word for my sexual orientation. My interests in other people 

were kept to myself. Whenever I had attempted to express interests in other people, 

                                                
11 Are you there Judith? It's me Allia. They told me to be a girl Judith. They told me that I was playing it wrong. They told me 

I was saying it wrong. But I was not born this was I? I chose girl didn't I? Hadn't you told me that, “We act as if that being 
of a man or that being of a woman is actually an internal reality or something that is simply true about us, a fact about us, 
but actually it's a phenomenon that is being produced all the time and reproduced all the time, so to say gender is 
performative is to say that nobody really is a gender from the start” (Miller). I'm done performing now. Though, I'd like to 
play with being happy.  
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my peers would disgrace my attraction with a joke – “you could fall in love with an 

animal if it had the right personality.”  

I wanted desperately not to care about the slumber parties and birthdays I was 

no longer invited to. My loneliness, however, caused me to seek out the affirmation 

of others which I had not needed in elementary school. I was unable to understand the 

social emphasis on physical attraction and heterosexual coupling, and I desperately 

wanted to have my attractions and opinions validated. Though homosexual pride had 

begun gaining support, there was yet to include a designation for someone who was 

neither lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, or queer12. There was yet to include an 

undesignation.  

 

In her “Manifesto for a Cyborg”, Haraway explains that because the physical 

body is a sexual being, bodies will be continually distinguished into two roles, male 

and female. Haraway theorizes that “the close ties of sexuality and instrumentality 

views the body as a kind of private satisfaction and utility-maximizing machine 

[establishing the] inevitable dialectic of domination of male and female gender roles” 

(211). The inevitability of domination perpetuates the social belief that specific 

gender and bodily representations are more highly valued than others. The 

establishment of a gender dichotomy supports the Sartrean and Nietzschean definition 

of humanism while combating the posthumanist belief of genderlessness. Haraway’s 

                                                
12  The term queer is used as a general designation for other sexual orientations not already mentioned.  
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genderlessness theory arises from the conflicting values of society and the continually 

upheld gender role disparities. She demonstrates this assertion through the 

representation of a cyborg: 

The cyborg is a creature in a post-gender world; it has no truck with 

bisexuality, pre-Oedipal symbiosis, unalienated labor, or other 

seductions to organic wholeness through a final appropriation of all the 

powers of the parts into a higher unity. (192) 

However, the presence of a cyborg does not eliminate these “human conditions”. 

Instead, the cyborg illuminates the “permeability of boundaries [of the human] body 

in the body politic” (Haraway 212). The attribution of genderlessness to posthumanist 

cybernetics creates an analytical space in where “cyborgs might consider more 

seriously the partial, sometimes fluid, aspect of sex and sexual embodiment” while 

criticizing the social values in which the conscious being is confined (Haraway 222). 

According to Haraway, the physical form is a computational anomaly, neither good 

nor evil, but rather an abstraction that interferes in the interpretation of one’s 

surroundings “textualiz[ing] our bodies as code problems” (217).  

 

My inability to see my gendered physical form made it difficult to understand 

my peer’s perspectives. My “gender-blindness” applied to myself as well. As I 

became more involved in school, I learned how to be a girl and the gendered 

expectations that were associated with adopting such a designation. I did not 
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understand why an individuals’ physical body made them attractive rather than their 

consciousness. I did not understand why attractions were bestowed to certain 

combinations of genders rather than all humans. I did not understand why I could not 

find another social context, another definition, where my designation could exist.  

I desperately wanted to connect with someone, yet I was shunned by my 

peers. I needed to feel that my attractions were valid. By attempting to ignore my 

loneliness, I became restless which merely fueled my insomnia. No longer able to 

sustain my grades on a complete lack of sleep, I revisited the library which I had not 

done since the beginning of my sixth grade year – the place where all texts 

harmoniously exist in silence. At least if anyone had experienced similar 

uncertainties, I could find some kind of solace in a relatable text. However, the 

amount of LGBTQ texts was limited and the only selections available were Young 

Adult Lesbian Romantic novels. Upon seeing the selection of texts, I felt further 

isolated. The texts seem to reiterate the value of romance and the physical body rather 

than consciousness. I felt strange; A deviant confined to a human skin13.  

My feeling of deviancy caused me to seek out the stories of other social 

deviants, outcasts, Others. I was faced with an abundance of texts. Since I did not feel 

like I could connect to humans, I could not pick a story with a human outcast. The 

feeling of isolation forced me to choose different texts depicting beings and creatures 

who were Othered and unable to fit into the socially accepted definition of human. I 

                                                
13  Do not others like this exist? Will this make me unlovable? 
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needed to understand how the significance and importance of the physical body could 

also be an isolating experience. I needed to understand how the interpretation of the 

body and its effect on consciousness inhibited the progression of our being and 

limited our ability to transcend social expectations and restraints.  

 

Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein: Or the Modern Prometheus is a key text in 

demonstrating a sentient, communicable, human-like body and its rejection from 

society. The creature hopes that its intelligence and linguistic knowledge would be 

sufficient enough to establish a human connection. Yet, it still acknowledges the 

possible rejection of such a connection due to its physical form, “I applied my whole 

mind to the endeavour … I had first become master of their language; which 

knowledge might enable me to make them overlook the deformity of my figure” 

(Shelley 117). Regardless of the creature’s cognitive intelligence, its physical form 

inhibits its ability to connect with other humans. Instead, the being is judged based on 

its physical representation. The creation’s friendship with the blind cottage dweller 

DeLacey demonstrates such judgment. When Delacey’s family arrives home and 

views the creature’s physical form, his friendship with the man is extinguished: 

Who can describe their horror and consternation on beholding me? 

Agatha fainted; and Sofie, unable to attend to her friend, rushed out of 

the cottage. Felix darted forward, and with supernatural force tore me 

from his father, to whose knees I clung … he dashed me to the ground 
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and struck me violently with a stick … they had spurned and deserted 

me. (Shelley 142, 146)  

The reaction to the creature’s physical form is shocking. The creature is so cognizant 

that it is able to recognize its hideous form and understand the violent reactions of the 

humans.  Though the creature communicates in a recognizable form, he is always 

outside the human experience continually “spurned and deserted” for his physical 

form. Subhumans are beings that are ostracized from society because of their physical 

rather than their cognitive representation. Subhumans are constructed from both 

humans and animals; For Victor’s creation, “the dissecting room and the 

slaughterhouse furnished many of [it’s] materials” (Shelley 48). As implied by the 

prefix sub-, subhumans are placed below the status of humans but above the status of 

animals due to their cognitive intelligence. Shelley’s text proves valuable in 

establishing a bridge between the animalistic, incommunicable body to a 

communicable, humanlike body. Subhumans are categorized as neither human nor 

animal, therefore, their human experiences should be more easily accepted and 

recognized.  

Unfortunately, Victor’s subhuman creation is doomed from the very because 

Victor is a presumptuous mortal who is fallible and driven by established social 

designations. Roger Shattuck, in his text Forbidden Knowledge: From Prometheus to 

Pornography, expresses the inevitability of creature/creator's destruction due to the 

production of artificial life. Shattuck's idea is founded on Shelley's modernization of 
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the Prometheus legend and the textual allusions to Adam represented throughout the 

text. Shattuck begins his essay by articulating that “[Shelley] imagined not only a new 

Adam as creature monster driven to despair and depravity but also the Promethian 

hubris that led to his creation not by a god but by a presumptuous mortal” (93). 

Unlike the infallible Prometheus, the presumptuous mortal is fallible and driven by 

hubris, so the creature is inevitably driven to misery. Furthermore, the hubris of the 

creator, specifically Victor's, dehumanizes his creation based on its physical 

attributes:  

How can I describe my emotions at this catastrophe, or how delineate 

the wretch whom with such infinite pains and care I had endeavored to 

form? His limbs were in proportion, and I had selected his features as 

beautiful. Beautiful! -- 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 51).   

As a creator, how can one assume that separate pieces will look the same when put 

together? Additionally, Victor uses human body parts as well as animal body parts 

and, yet, still judges his creation based on physical human standards. A creator must 
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recognize that when creating something subhuman, both animal and human, one 

cannot judge the creation based on human attributes. Instead, a separate designation 

must be created in which different, though similar, needs and judgments can be made. 

The creation recognizes the need for this designation “[finding] myself similar yet at 

the same time strangely unlike to the beings concerning whom I read and to whose 

conversation I was a listener. I sympathized with and partly understood them, but I 

was unformed in mind; I was dependent on none and related to none” (Shelley 124). 

Shattuck, however, believes that Shelley is expressing that all artificial life “carries 

dire consequences. [As] immediately after Frankenstein has animated the 'creature,' 

an operation bringing into being a 'wretch … monster … daemonical corpse” (94). 

Shattuck also recognizes the presence of the monster’s humanity in relation to its 

subhuman form, when “the role of suffering Prometheus from the man who created 

him. Little wonder that in the resulting myth and in popular parlance the name 

Frankenstein is often transferred from creator to creature” (95). The permeability of 

title expresses the permeability of the monster’s place in society. In doing so, 

Shattuck seems to imply that Shelley is establishing a space to acknowledge the 

existence of a new hominin species by creating a dichotomous relationship between 

creator/creation and subhuman/inhuman. 

The dichotomous relationship between the creator/creation further distances 

the ability to recognize the mind of a subhuman. Since subhumans are not quite 

human, they are assumed to revert to their more animalistic nature. Though 
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Frankenstein’s creation enacts vengeance and violence towards the end of the story, it 

is only after experiencing Victor's rejection. Prior to Victor’s final dismissal, the 

creature continually “desire[d] to become an actor in the busy scene where so many 

admirable qualities were called forth and displayed” such as “benevolence and 

generosity” (Shelley 133). The creature does not appear to want to be in an 

animalistic state after receiving such an elevated state of consciousness. Even so, 

Victor’s creature does admit in being able to delve into its more animalistic nature, “I 

could have torn him limb from limb, as the lion rends the antelope … [and] glutted 

myself with their shrieks and misery” (Shelley 142-143). He quickly quells such 

thoughts of violence by admitting that he is “unable to injure anything human” 

(Shelley 146). The creature’s consciousness and its observations of human 

experiences has caused it to develop an appreciation for life: “Life, although it may 

only be an accumulation of anguish, is dear to me, and I will defend it” (Shelley 101). 

In a final attempt to resolve its isolation, the creature requests that Victor create a 

mate. Victor refuses and the creature is “content to reason” rather than enact violence 

on Victor (Shelley 153). It is only after the destruction of the mate that the creature 

enacts violence and murder. In the eyes of the creation, Victor had eliminated the 

possible agency of another creation contradicting the human values the creature had 

witnessed.  

Through the portrayal of a subhuman creation, Shelley demonstrates the 

necessity for the recognition of a sentient being’s experiences and the consequences 
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of its dismissal. Since subhumans have no social designation and no others exist, they 

often cling to human social contexts as validation for their experiences and 

consciousness. Society’s rejection of the subhuman causes it to descend into a state of 

vengeance becoming no more than a monster, a demon ostracized from human 

society. Society assumes that the forthcoming descent invalidates every subhuman 

experience and legitimizes the mistreatment of the species. According to society, a 

subhuman's agency must be restricted in order to ensure safety. As subhumans are 

neither human nor animal, they attempt to connect to the species that is consciously 

similar. To us, subhumans are the ‘uncanny’: The familiar yet unfamiliar. By 

allowing for subhuman agency “whose joint wickedness might desolate the world”, 

we fear the loss of our own  (Shelley 153). Since “the human senses are 

insurmountable barriers to [such] union,” human emphasis on the body hurts the 

progression of such creatures by causing a further disparity between the two species  

(Shelley 154). Consequently, both species will be consumed by vengeance and hate 

towards each other for “we are enemies” (Shelley 101).  

Even with the potential descent into the unfamiliar, the experiences and 

sufferings of a subhuman deserve equal validation and acceptance. The creature 

questions the sufferings it has experienced crying out for acknowledgment, “how, 

then, must I be hated, who am miserable beyond all living things!” (Shelley 95). 

Through the validation of their suffering, subhumans are able to establish their own 

agency. Martha Nussbaum’s text Frontiers of Justice: Disability, Nationality, Species 
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Membership validates the personification of the subhuman experience through her 

theories of social justice. Though Nussbaum does not make the connection explicitly, 

her parallel appreciation for the justice and value of all animal life with relation to 

human life creates a space for the appreciation of subhuman life. Nussbaum begins by 

connecting the Aristolian notion of humans as ‘political animals’ seeing “rationality 

and animality as thoroughly unified. Taking its cure from Aristotle ... it sees the 

rational as simply one aspect of the animal, and, at that, not the only one that is 

pertinent to a notion of a truly human functioning” (159). Nussbaum asserts that 

cognitive rationality functions in unison with our animalistic tendencies. Nussbaum 

diminishes the fear that animalistic irrationality will inevitably overtake humanistic 

tendencies. The animal aspects are not the sole determinant of human experience, but  

a component of a more complex experience. Therefore, animals and subhumans could 

have rational humanistic tendencies and consequently function as human. However, 

can Nussbaum’s theory of social justice be in fact applied to a creature that is both 

human and animal?  

In “Flesh and Finitude: Thinking Animals in (Post)Humanist Philosophy,” 

Cary Wolfe connects Nussbaum’s  theory of animal/human social justice to include 

all sentient beings. Wolfe connects Nussbaum’s theory of the utilitarianistic approach 

towards animals and applies it further:  

utilitarianism provides no way for animals to be direct subjects of 

justice: [quoting from Nussbaum] ‘it seems that the best reason to be 
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against slavery, torture, and lifelong subordination … is a reason of 

justice, not an empirical calculation of total or average well-being’ that 

might or might not entail the maltreatment of a particular sentient 

being. (Nussbaum 343; Wolfe 10)  

By applying Nussbaum's concept of justice towards the treatment of all sentient 

beings, Wolfe foreshadows the possible mistreatment and abuse of nonhuman 

sentient sentients for the betterment of society. Wolfe argues that utilitarianism does 

not allow for the equitable justice of all sentient beings: “but rather the embodiment 

and finitude of creatures of whatever species who may be deemed (to use Tom 

Regan’s term14) the ‘subject of life’” (Wolfe 12). Wolfe identifies that humans 

engage in contractual justice by judging various sentient embodiments. Social 

judgments influence the treatment (or mistreatment) of all beings. Furthermore, 

Wolfe argues that the most important component in determining the treatment of a 

being should be whether or not the species should be allowed to ‘flourish’: “a 

flourishing based upon a more or less empirical assessment of the capabilities, needs, 

characteristic behaviors, and so on of the particular being in question” (Nussbaum 

349; Wolfe 12). In order for a sentient species to flourish and attain its own “human 

agency”, society must be willing to allow it to flourish. Consequently, the social 

acceptance of one’s sentience is invaluable when establishing and legitimizing one’s 

own “human agency”.  

                                                
14  From Tom Regan’s, The Case for Animal Rights (1983). 
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Nussbaum's philosophy of social justice lays the foundation for recognizing 

the experiences and sufferings of subhumans. Wolfe then utilizes Nussbaum’s 

previously stated theory to argue that when a species emerges, an agreement must be 

made between humans and the arising species. The formulation of this agreement 

affects the treatment of the species, positively or negatively, and determines whether 

or not the species is able to flourish and establish its own agency.  

 

Mary Shelley’s novel exhibits subhuman agency in relation to its ability to 

flourish under a human contract. Through the relationship of Victor Frankenstein and 

his creation, Shelley’s text demonstrates the negative consequences of  dismissing a 

creature’s ability to 'flourish' under social contracts. Such consequences include the 

confinement of the creation's agency. The consequences of restricting a being’s 

agency is the destruction of other human agencies – such as with the death of Victor’s 

entire family. Victor and his creation are both involved in the creator/creation and 

father/son contracts. By complicating traditional components of both, their unique 

relationship could allow for the flourishing of a new species under a new social 

contract. Nonetheless, Victor despises the creature's physical representation and 

constantly compares his ‘uncanny’ creation to the familiar, the human, rather than a 

being that is very different and equally beautiful.  

Victor Frankenstein fails to uphold the responsibilities of a creator and 

dismisses all obligations for the establishment of a new social contract. He does not 
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allow his creation to flourish. When Victor admits he is responsible for his creation’s 

flourishment – “I felt what the duties of a creator towards his creature were, and that I 

ought to render him happy,” he previously dismisses those very responsibilities based 

on the creature’s physical appearance:  

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 … I beheld the wretch-- the 

miserable monster whom I had created” (Shelley 51-52, 103).  

Even the creation recognizes Victor’s failure as a supportive creator and its own 

detachment from humanity by shouting:  

All men hate the wretched; how, then, must I be hated, who am 

miserable beyond all living things! Yet you, my creator, detest and 

spurn me, they creature, to whom thou art bound by ties only 

dissoluble by the annihilation of one of us. (Shelley 95)  

The creature's detest towards its creator emphasizes the recognition of the monster’s 

broken social contract. Throughout the lifespan of the creature, it continually attempts 

to engage with other humans as a means of mending its broken agency. By observing 

the behaviors of humans, the creature begins adopting human values. For example, 
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benevolence and an appreciation for human life were initially adopted as a means of 

understanding human social values. Whenever it engages with humans, however, the 

creature is either shunned or injured due to its physical form. The creature explains 

that, “When the man saw me draw near, he aimed a gun, [omit] at my body, and fired 

… This was then the reward of my benevolence! I had saved a human being from 

destruction, and, as a recompense, I now writhed under the miserable pain of a 

wound, which shattered the flesh and bone” (Shelley 149).  

Whenever the creature attempts to establish its own agency, it is shunned and 

must return to Victor. In yet another attempt to establish its own agency, the monster 

requests the creation of a mate so as to have a female companion. In doing so, the 

creature will abandon human society all together. Victor retorts, “[but] how can you, 

who long for the love and sympathy of man, persevere in this exile?” (Shelley 155). 

Even with the creation of a subhuman mate, Victor assumes that the creature will still 

require the acceptance and recognition of humans, or, worse still, it will create a 

society of its own where subhumans can establish their own agency. Shelley's text 

illustrates the concept that all sentient creatures require agency. If agency cannot be 

validated by the creator itself, creations will seek out affirmation by other members of 

society or attempt to establish their own. However, if a being’s agency is denied, the 

being will develop its own form of justice as a means of retaining some form of 

control.  
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Continually depending on the acceptance of Victor, the creature is forever 

‘uncanny’ and can never move from the familiar to the realm of the unfamiliar where 

it may have the possibility of establishing its own agency. The creature establishes its 

own form of justice due to its continued rejection and inability to create a human 

contract. The creature's established form of justice is annihilation. The concept of 

annihilation and destruction are not put forth until the creature’s final attempt to 

reconcile its contract by returning to its creator. Through its violent and destructive 

acts, the creature is attempting to regain its own agency by destroying the agency of  

of others. Victor’s dismissal of his creator role and the treatment of his creation 

causes the creature’s agency to become unattainable. Therefore, the creature attempts 

to create define its own social contract by identifying a new role. The monster 

recognizes Victor’s dismissal of his creator role by forcing him to adopt a new role, 

“You are my creator, but I am your master;-- obey!” (Shelley 179). However, the lack 

of support and the continued confinement of the creature’s agency inevitably means 

that one or the other must be destroyed. Otherwise, the creator’s interference will 

continue to affect the creature’s attempt to regain its agency.  

The dismissed contractual obligations causes the creation to establish its own 

form of justice. In turn, the creator establishes its own reciprocal justice which 

exacerbates the dilemma established by the initial dismissal. Victor Frankenstein 

creates a recursive pattern of injustices masked as justice. In “Responsible Creativity 

and the ‘Modernity’ of Mary Shelley’s Prometheus,” Hustis focuses on Shelley’s 
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exploration of “the ethics of a male creator's relationship to his progeny by 

questioning the extent to which he incurs an obligation for the well-being and 

happiness of that creation” (849). Hustis explains that an offspring requires “sustained 

guidance, influence, pity, and support from its creator” (847). Hustis argues that the 

lack of responsibility exhibited by Victor “suggests that (male) participants in a moral 

conflict may invoke ‘justice’ and insist on theoretical objectivity simply to avoid 

acknowledging responsibility for the dilemmas they have created, conflicts which, 

when neglected, take on a life of their own” (Hustis 850). Victor Frankenstein is 

morally conflicted having released a neglected creation into the world. Victor’s 

internal conflict causes him to adopt his own theory of justice in order to dismiss the 

injustice he has caused. Victor’s creates an 'emotionless' perspective towards his 

creation by invalidating the possibility for it to establish its own agency.  

However, Hustis’s concept of theoretical objectivity is difficult to apply 

towards a character who is not ‘devoid of emotion’. Victor Frankenstein and the 

creature are both very emotionally expressive characters. With Victor, his 

emotionality causes him to adopt a role of helplessness rather than objectivity. Victor 

continually adopts the title of creator while establishing a sense of omnipotent 

helplessness. Victor asks, “Did anyone indeed exist, except I, the creator, who would 

believe, unless his sense convinced him, in the existence of the living monument of 

presumption and rash ignorance which I had let loose upon the world?” (Shelley 78). 

Victor acknowledges that he has caused the death of his loved ones, so his emotions 
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cause him to deem his creation as immoral and monstrous stating, “Its gigantic 

stature, and the deformity of its aspect, more hideous than belongs to humanity, 

instantly informed me that it was the wretch, the filthy daemon, to whom I had given 

life … Nothing in human shape could have destroyed that fair child” (Shelley 74). By 

pushing his own lack of responsibility and moral blame onto the actions of his 

creation, Victor is able to develop an unnatural hate towards his creature. Victor’s 

hate binds the agency of himself to that of his creation, “My abhorrence of this fiend 

cannot be conceived. When I thought of him, I gnashed my teeth, my eyes became 

inflamed, and I ardently wished to extinguish the life which I had so thoughtlessly 

bestowed” (Shelley 92).  Frankenstein’s emotional response and lack of objectivity 

intensifies the conflict between creator and creation causing both to be consumed by 

vengeance and the needed destruction of each other.  

Victor is unable to look beyond his own pain, and he refuses to identify his 

creation as a sentient being that is participating in a human experience. Victor’s hate 

motivates his reason for extinguishing his own creature’s agency. This causes him to 

develop the most atrocious mentality of any creator: the dehumanization of his 

creation in order to rationalize its destruction15. Interestingly, Victor recognizes the 

need for such beings and their existence when he says, “Why does man boast 

sensibilities superior to those apparent in the brute; it only renders them more 

necessary beings” (Shelley 99). Yet, Victor feels the need to dehumanize his own 

                                                
15  What is this beast we call human? How dare it call itself the chosen of the divine when the gifts bestowed upon them 
are degraded and destroyed? 
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sentient creation referring to him as a ‘wretch,’ ‘daemon,’ or ‘monster’. In doing so, 

Victor is able to rationalize the mistreatment of his creation and never allowing for 

the creature to flourish and establish a human connection.  

Victor continually mistreats his creation by dismissing the validity of his 

creature’s suffering and limiting its ability to establish its own agency. Mary Shelley 

was very familiar with the complications associated with morality, suffering, and 

justice. Her own father, William Godwin, had published  An Enquiry Concerning 

Political Justice in 1793 insisting “that merits and virtues are not equally distributed, 

and that these inequalities must be recognized in the way we respond to others … 

justice could not simply be a matter of equal treatment: it had to be understood as 

appropriately responding to the individual qualities of, and differences between, 

people” (Godwin xii). Godwin's biggest intellectual competition was Jeremy 

Bentham. Both Godwin and Bentham discuss the complexities of social justice and 

equal treatment for all. However, Shelley's emphasis on the recognition of suffering is 

illuminating a key concept identified by Jeremy Bentham. According to Jeremy 

Bentham in The Principles of Morals and Legislation, the worst crime of any human 

is to deprive another being from its agency by dismissing its sympathetic connections 

with other beings: 

What else is that should trace the insuperable line? Is it the faculty of 

reason, or, perhaps, the faculty of discourse? But a full-grown horse or 

dog is beyond comparison a more rational, as well as a more 



Human (Re)Defined 67 
 

 

conversable animal, than an infant of a day, or a week, or even a 

month, old. But suppose the case were otherwise, what would it avail? 

The question is not, Can they reason? nor, Can they talk? but, Can 

they suffer? (Bentham 311)   

Before its killing rampage, Frankenstein’s creature expresses his sufferings to Doctor 

Frankenstein. Frankenstein dismisses the sufferings of his creation due to its 

monstrous form. The recognition of suffering, a basic human connection, is never 

achieved. According to Bentham, human social contract is obligated to recognize the 

sufferings of other beings. By not acknowledging such suffering, Victor is breaking 

his own social contract. In doing so, Victor is ostracizing his creation but also himself 

from human society. The broken social contract and disintegration of his body causes 

Victor to transform into a being that is physically human but no longer socially. 

Victor has lost his contract and, is thus, no longer part of human society. 

Frankenstein’s guilt and lack of acceptance causes him to become murderous and 

destructive: “I thought with a sensation of madness on my promise of creating 

another like him, and trembling with passion, tore to pieces the thing … destroy[ing] 

the creature” (Shelley 177). Victor’s final act of destruction solidifies the loss of his 

own humanity.  

In doing so, Victor’s own body recognizes the loss of his humanity and begins 

withering away. Rather than a hero growing stronger on his journey for justice, Victor 

becomes increasingly weak and finally succumbs to sickness in the Arctic. Hustis 



Human (Re)Defined 68 
 

 

argues that “Mary Shelley's reconfiguration of the legend of Prometheus” and 

creator/creation’s eventual demise “emphasizes the fact that the responsibilities of a 

creator for his progeny cannot be conceived of as a debt to be paid or an obligation 

(or ‘duty’) to be fulfilled; to do so is to misunderstand the creative act in a potentially 

disastrous manner” (856). Therefore, when Victor attempted to console his debt, he 

was inevitably doomed. His hatred in conjunction with his physical depreciation 

symbolizes the destruction of his human character. Ironically, his physical body 

cannot sustain the amount of hate that Victor has towards his creation. Frankenstein’s 

own human agency is impeded by his crippling form, and he is unable to destroy the 

creature which he brought into the world. Victor Frankenstein’s hubris as a creator 

and dismissal of responsibilities causes the dehumanization of his creation and 

himself. Therefore, new social contract must be established and validated; Otherwise 

to limit a sentient being’s agency is to limit one’s own.  
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Afterword: Abjection and the (re)Defining of Humanity 
 

After closing the leather bound novel in my hand, I cried. I cried because in 

attempting to understand my own human experience, I was further isolated; “As I 

read … I applied much personally to my own feelings and condition. I found myself 

similar, yet at the same time strangely unlike to the beings concerning whom I read, 

and to whose conversation I was listener” (Shelley 134). The text had only re-iterated 

my fear. Through the various texts I explored, it became apparent that human 

inclusion and the recognition of consciousness was in fact based on the physical 

body. The interpretation of the body continually hurts the progression of one’s being 

and limits our ability to transcend social contexts and constructions. A designation for 

me was not in my cultural spectrum, yet its presence permeated through all of my 

attempted social interactions. Realizing that my genderless orientation did not fit into 

the contract established by society, I had to hide it. I had to limit a component of 

myself, so I could fit into the current definitions and constructions of the society in 

which I lived. I believed it to be the only way a creature like me could have 

established its own human agency, its own chance at happiness.  

 

I succeeded in socializing through high school and even fell in love at the age 

of eighteen. However, as my relationship with my partner progressed, I began 

realizing that what I had hidden away so long ago was now inhibiting my ability to 
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connect with humans. I had waited many years for the opportunity to find another 

connectable consciousness. I had found someone truly beautiful, yet I was unable to 

be myself. I was always hiding the nameless component of myself, my Other, and I 

could not truly love someone when my own heart was already consumed by duality. 

It was not until reading Julia Kristeva’s Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection 

that I began realizing that my unhappiness was stemming from the very component of 

myself that I had denied for so long. For, I was “affected by what does not yet appear 

to me … because laws, connections, and even structures of meaning govern and 

condition me” (Kristeva 10). Because of the structures of meaning that exist in 

current society, I denied a component of my identity –  this denial had become my 

abjection. Kristeva defines abjection as “that of being opposed to I … a brutish 

suffering that 'I' puts up with … It is something rejected from which one does not 

part” (Kristeva 2-4). Kristeva explains that “abjection … is caused by disturbances in 

identity, system, order” (4). By hiding this component of myself, “an Other has 

settled in place and stead of what will be ‘me’” (Kristeva 10). My self-inflicted 

Othering was causing unhappiness and affecting my agency. I continued to deny 

myself the connection with a human being whom I had waited so long to meet.  

As I continued to hide my orientation, I become more emotionally expressive. 

I would grow upset quickly and it had become increasingly easier to slip into 

extended periods of depression. Kristeva theorizes that, “The body’s inside, in that 

case, shows up in order to compensate for the collapse of the border between inside 



Human (Re)Defined 71 
 

 

and outside” (53). The very body which I hated, which had caused me to adopt my 

abjection, was physiologically responding to my own self-denial. What validation 

could be found in such a physiological response? Was not consciousness supreme?  

 

In John Cohen’s critical text Human Robots in Myth and Science, he 

emphasizes the significance of the physiological interpretations of the body. Cohen 

criticizes the mind’s need for direction and purpose, the need for subjectivity, but he 

values the mind’s ability to express complex emotions:  

...mental phenomena is [omit] invariably characterized by intention. 

They are always directed towards an object. [But,] anger and love are 

not things like tables and chairs. We can only be angry with someone 

or about something. Love’s target is likewise part of love. (133)  

Complex emotions, such as anger and love, are physiological expressions that are 

linked to the psyche. In order to experience such emotions, an individual must first 

experience the emotion psychologically. Once the psychological experience is 

triggered, it manifests itself into a physiological response. The only true intention and 

purpose behind emotions is to feel them.  

The expression of emotion through physiological responses leads Cohen into 

his defined differentiation between the mind and the brain. The mind is responsible 

for representing and translating complex emotions to the brain; while the brain is 

merely an organ that physiologically responds to the conscious translation of emotion. 
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But, is the body a ‘side effect’ of the mind’s interpretation of the world? “In relation 

to the traditional body-mind problem … [the term] ‘mind’ [has become] 

epiphenomenon, a ghost in the machine,”  a secondary effect of the presence of the 

brain (Cohen 134). Cohen goes on to address the humanist value of individual 

subjectivity stating that “many who find the word ‘mind’ useful normally understand 

by it a property of individual  man” (134).  Cohen further denounces humanist 

subjectivity in that “the English word ‘mind’ happens to be the sole repository of 

truth [which is] a supremely baffling problem of philosophy and psychology” (131). 

He acknowledges that the mind is an interpretative agent believing that one’s 

subjectivity is not necessarily true but legitimate.   

My physiological responses were a reflection of the interpretation of my 

consciousness. According to Cohen, if my physiological responses were valid then 

my consciousness must be valid. If that is in fact true, then my interpretation of the 

world, my love and genderless identity were also valid. The human experience is how 

we experience being human: physically, emotionally, cognitively, and interpretively. 

Contrary to my initial beliefs, experiencing the world through both body and mind 

equally is human. Our complexity, not our duality, makes “the body-mind a natural 

and individual whole” (Cohen 132). To really dive into “the notion of human nature,” 

one would have to witness human nature in its “natural” form, specifically, across the 

spectrum of human embodiments and the interactions between said bodies.  
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I had realized through other embodied experiences that I was denying an 

important component of my own identity. I recognized that all forms of 

consciousness were valid, yet I dismissed a component of my very own. My 

consciousness was unable to connect with another human being due to my own 

internalized dismissal of it. Kristeva writes: “Abjection [is]… the crossroads of 

phobia, obsession, and perversion … The loathing that is implied in it does not take 

on the aspect of hysteric conversion; the later … turns away from it” (Kristeva 45). I 

could no longer turn away from my abjection as it had begun to affect my 

relationship.  

But, how do I face the thing that remains nameless? Kristeva states that 

abjection has the ability to transform from “the place of other” to “jouissance” 

(Kristeva 54). According to Kristeva:  

jouissance acts on the strength of its power in order to condemn, [it] 

grounds [it]self on its law to tear the veil of oblivion but also to set up 

its object as inoperative … ‘I’ does not disappear in it but finds, in that 

sublime alienation, a forfeited existence. Hence a jouissance in which 

the subject is swallowed up but in which the Other, in return, keeps the 

subject from foundering by making it repugnant. (Kristeva 9) 

I had to truly believe that consciousness was supreme. In doing so, the assumed role I 

had attributed to my physical body began to dissolve, for “fear and object proceed 

together until the one represses the other”; I was no longer going to allow fear to 
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repress me any longer (Kristeva 34). My jouissance creates a space within me where I 

can embrace myself. This jouissance creates a “heterogeneous flux [which] marks out 

a territory that I can call my own” (Kristeva 10). My Other is not a weakness but a 

continual validation that “precedes and possesses me, and through such possession 

causes me to be” (Kristeva 10). My abjection, my Other, my jouissance, has liberated 

me beyond the delimiting bounds of the obsolete paradigm of humanity. I find power 

in it, and I embrace it. 

What I have written here is the “resulting manipulation of words not an 

intellectual play but... a desperate attempt to hold on” (Kristeva 51). My last attempt 

at validating my own genderlessness. My final attempt to connect with another 

human being who may have felt similarly. My last attempt to define human beyond 

that of genders and sexes but of a greater love for humanity, the human experience, 

and human consciousness. What I have written is my definition of human. 

 

“In itself, homosexuality is as limiting as heterosexuality: the ideal should be to be 

capable of loving a woman or a man; either, a human being, without feeling fear, 

restraint, or obligation” -Simone de Beauvoir 
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