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ABSTRACT 

This essay explores paradoxes surrounding queer abjection by examining two 

novels which dwell on both the pleasures and pains of alterity. Both Djuna Barnes’s 1936 

Nightwood and Jordy Rosenberg’s 2018 Confessions of the Fox posit an intensely 

ambivalent notion of queerness, one which embraces transgressive possibilities and desires 

at the same time as it registers horrifying social and semiotic heteronormative violence. In 

particular, these novels feature queer figures who navigate abjection through metaphorical 

identifications with animals which are sometimes erotic, other times troubling, and very 

often both at once. Barnes and Rosenberg also interrogate the role of traditional narrative 

forms in reifying queer abjection by employing self-reflexive narrative disruptions. For 

their queer figures as for Barnes and Rosenberg themselves, narrating from a position of 

abjection necessarily encompasses negative and positive affects, a combination which 

complicates theoretical debates in the fields of queer studies, modernism, and postcolonial 

studies alike. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In a panel discussion on “The Antisocial Thesis in Queer Theory” at the 2005 MLA 

convention, four preeminent queer theorists discussed how “queer unbelonging” is to be 

understood politically and ethically (Caserio et al. 819). The panel was largely responding 

to Lee Edelman’s influential book No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive, which 

provides a radical reconceptualization of queerness within the category of the inhuman. As 

the abjected and gloriously wasteful negation of heteronormative sociality, queerness “in 

its excess, in its unintelligibility, exposes the human itself as always misrecognized 

catachresis” (152). Echoing Leo Bersani’s approbation of Genet’s and Beckett’s 

“culturally threatening” negativity, Edelman valorizes literary works which evoke 

queerness as humanity’s subversive Other (Bersani 180). On the other side of the debate, 

José Esteban Muñoz pejoratively characterizes Edelman’s position and others like it as 

“romances of negativity” (Cruising 12). If, as Jack Halberstam asserts, Edelman “ascribes 

to queerness the function of the limit,” then Muñoz theorizes queerness as an ever-

expanding horizon of social possibilities (“Antisocial Thesis” 824). Muñoz shares concerns 

about posthumanism with scholars of postcolonial and critical race studies who resist the 

latent Eurocentric transcendentalism of theories that seek a “beyond” to notions of 

humanity which already, from their inception, inscribe Black and brown people as inhuman 

(“Sense” 210). Instead of reveling in the destruction of heteronormative social logic, 

Muñoz’s queer utopianism involves expanding the category of the human, toward a 

concept of the queer “human that is not yet here” (Cruising 25-6). 

Within literary studies these divergent schools of thought have proven productively 

problematic. In particular, scholars of queer modernisms foreground literatures which span 
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manifold confrontations of abjection, many of which vacillate in-between or fall outside 

the theoretical paradigms of hope and negativity. Most queer modernist criticism accords 

with Benjamin Kahan’s provisional definition of queer modernisms as delineating 

“sexually transgressive and gender deviant energies that help fuel modernism’s desire to 

thwart normative aesthetics, knowledges, geographies, and temporalities” (“Queer 

Modernism” 348). Heather Love, for example, discusses Walter Pater’s quietism as a queer 

reaction to modernity which emphasizes passive apprehension over political agency 

(“Forced” 39). Love’s work is consonant with many other critical studies which 

contemplate how queer writers refuse exclusive affirmative politics by developing 

subversive aesthetic modes for negotiating social violence. Although this might reflect 

what Love describes as an “immoderate passion for the bad”—that is, a tendency to 

valorize abjection as innately defiant much in the way Edelman does—critics have 

increasingly sought to articulate nuanced alternative positions (“Modernism at Night” 

746). Love has further argued for the need to combine close textual analysis with the 

descriptivist practices of social-scientific criticism, and many literary critics have indeed 

seized on this suggestion (“Close” 375).1 Benjamin Bateman’s The Modernist Art of Queer 

Survival provides one of the most recent examples of critical descriptivism which aims to 

show the place of both “death drives and utopian hopes” in queer experience (18). Bateman 

reads queer modernist texts which emphasize “weakness, frangibility, indistinction…and 

even morbidity” as integral to the variegated “feelings of aliveness” experienced by queer 

subjects (Bateman 4). Such insights are invaluable to a discussion of abjection in queer 

 
1 See Kahan’s “Queer Sociality After the Antisocial Thesis” for a follow-up to Love, as well as an 
overview of several exemplary books. 
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literature, for they encourage richer analysis which need not subsume inherently complex 

and paradoxical affects into theoretical programs. 

Djuna Barnes’s Nightwood is a quintessential example of a queer modernist work 

which neither valorizes nor recuperates the abject. As Len Gutkin observes, Barnes’s 

decadent aesthetics create a narrative that is so profoundly ironic as to elude 

straightforward interpretation (344). Brian Glavey accordingly argues that Nightwood 

offers a “vocabulary for talking about queerness…that is less Manichean, and consequently 

more useful, than much of the current critical discourse” drawing on queer theory (751). 

Its complex depictions of abjection are a case in point: throughout the novel, queer figures 

identify with captive animals, sometimes erotically, but often fearfully. While many critics 

have highlighted the novel’s beast-turning-human motif as emblematic of an undecidable 

tension between transcendence and “abject breakdown and madness,” few have holistically 

analyzed Nightwood’s ubiquitous metaphors of abject animality (Miller 159). Rather than 

merely registering Barnes’s decadent stylistics or constituting a symbolic critique, 

animality serves as a heuristic for Nightwood’s queer figures who grapple with desiring 

and being what master narratives inscribe as forbidden. Even as these animal metaphors 

trouble heteronormative notions of the human, they also affirm the power of dominant 

narratives to abject queerness. Barnes scholar Ery Shin remarks that such tensions are 

characteristic of “paradoxical queer modernisms” which carry the “transgressive potential” 

of critique but nonetheless “do not offer a definitive way out for the queer” (“History’s 

Elsewhere” 21). As opposed to offering a “way out,” Nightwood’s scenes of abjection 

dwell on what it is like to be in the violence of heteronormativity. Suffering and 

dehumanization are crucial dimensions of queer modernity which Barnes refuses to 
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transcend artificially through narration. Indeed, in its final chapters, the novel self-

reflexively critiques the act of narration itself as metaphors for hunted animals come to 

describe how stories objectify queer figures to harvest their tales of suffering.  

A more recent novel, Jordy Rosenberg’s 2018 Confessions of the Fox, even further 

complicates the problem of abjection in queer literature.2 While Nightwood can be thought 

of as anticipating and disrupting contemporary theoretical debates, Rosenberg’s academic 

background makes for an even more complex engagement with queer theory and its often-

ignored postcolonial critiques. Like Barnes, Rosenberg employs human-animal metaphors 

to represent queer abjection. In this case, however, the abject also characterizes novel’s 

rendering of transgressive, hybrid cultural and narrative forms. In both Nightwood and 

Confessions, metaphors of animality sustain an indelible tension between the perils as well 

as the subversive potential of narrating queer abjection, encompassing violent 

dehumanization and erotic, revolutionary dreams alike. But unlike Nightwood, whose 

queer figures appear trapped in oppressive socio-linguistic and narrative structures, 

Confessions proposes a longue durée of decolonial narration, of queer and post/colonial 

stories that do not end merely with the capture or death of any one person, but which persist 

over centuries through intersubjective narration.   

That a novel like Nightwood, an inter-war modernist work, and one like 

Confessions of the Fox, a revolutionary queer metafiction of the 21st century, both seem so 

intent on queering the definition of the human and rendering the complex affective and 

 
2 While this paper does not discuss modernism per se so much as it models the aforementioned 
methodological concerns within modernist studies, it is worth noting that Confessions readily fits into 
newer, more expansive definitions of global modernisms despite its recent publication. Susan Stanford 
Friedman’s “Periodizing Modernism” offers a thoughtful argument for not prematurely closing the curtain 
on modernism; Aarthi Vadde’s Chimeras of Form: Modernist Internationalism Beyond Europe, 1914-2016 
similarly advocates for a concept of ongoing global literary modernism which spans writers from 
Rabindranath Tagore to Zadie Smith. 
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psychological realities that result makes them well suited for comparison. As interest in 

against-the-grain ontology surges to the forefront of literary studies, texts which engage in 

the phenomenological frustration of dominant categories like race, gender, and, above all, 

the human itself, are invaluable. Queerness and animality are especially important concepts 

within recent posthumanist and new materialist trends in the humanities and social 

sciences.3 Of particular consequence for reading Barnes’s and Rosenberg’s queer animal 

figurations is that the commonly invoked human-animal hierarchy is a problematic analytic 

framework for studying queer, racial, and colonial matters. As Mel Chen puts it, “‘humans’ 

are not all treated one way and ‘animals’ are not uniformly treated another way…some 

dogs are treated quite well, and many humans suffer in conditions of profound indignity” 

(Animacies 89). Likewise, experiences of abjection can never be neatly sorted according 

to despair, negation, and death (be it sad or rapturous) on the one hand and hope, 

imaginative transgression, and utopianism on the other. As Barnes’s and Rosenberg’s 

novels both illustrate so vividly, living outside the traditional bounds of the human can be 

an experience simultaneously imposed upon and embraced by queer beings. Abjection may 

be experienced mundanely in fleeting moments of recognition, as one turns their gaze upon 

a caged animal at the circus, or in an onslaught of unmistakable realization, as one finds 

themselves in a cage, naked and observed by paying customers.  

 

 

 
3 Scholarship non-human matter and its relationship to dehumanized or marginalized subjects is vast, but 
some of the most prominent practitioners of this work include Mel Chen (Animacies), Dana Luciano, 
Donna Haraway (Simians, Cyborgs, and Women), Jane Bennett (Vibrant Matter), and Bruno Latour 
(Reassembling the Social), who are all concerned with the profound implications of the longstanding 
Western division between nature and culture. Chen and Luciano in particular have been among the leading 
figures in raced and queer engagements with posthumanism, a complicated intersection to which this paper 
briefly turns its attention in the conclusion. 



 

 1 

QUEER ANIMALITY IN BARNES’S NIGHTWOOD 

Nightwood’s queer figures both embrace and bemoan abjection. The novel begins 

with Felix Volkbein, an Austrian Jew who worships Christian European aristocratic 

culture. Felix’s self-effacement and his erotic relationship to authority captures the 

narrative’s larger tension between transgressive queer survival and psychological agony. 

The first and perhaps the most complex moment in which a queer figure identifies with 

animality occurs when Felix contemplates his obsession with the “decaying brocades and 

laces of the Carnavalet”:  

he loved that old and documented splendour with something of the love of the lion 

for its tamer—that sweat-tarnished spangled enigma that, in bringing the beast to 

heel, had somehow turned toward him a face like his own, but which though curious 

and weak, had yet picked the precise fury from his brain. (14) 

Felix haunts the Parisian circus scene as a way of accessing the aristocratic glamor and 

spectacle which his Jewishness denies him in polite society. As Shin argues, Felix’s 

“masochistic thrills” mark him as “a bit queer,” going beyond mere sexuality and foraying 

into broader cultural registers (“Masochism” 89). Indeed, Felix’s submissiveness channels 

“the degradation by which his people had survived” historical violence, troubling the 

dominant narratives of power that would inscribe his identity as a vanquished Jew (Barnes 

5). Felix inherits his obsequiousness from his father, Guido, who believed that fathering a 

son amounted to a “remorseless homage to nobility, the genuflexion the hunted body makes 

[…] going down before the impending and inaccessible” (5). Behind Felix’s very birth lies 

the notion of strategic capitulation to the dominant culture that is paradoxically a refuge 

from its own violence for Jews who can pass as Christian. His father ensures his family’s 
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survival to the extent that he marginally enters the aristocratic milieu by pretending to be a 

baron, collecting Hapsburg and Medici artifacts, and acquiring, to boot, a goose-stepping 

Austrian Catholic for a wife.  

Felix’s identification with the tamed lion signifies the artificiality of the master 

narrative of Christian-European cultural superiority. Just like his father’s “homage” to 

European nobility is also a “remorseless” strategy of survival in the face of genocide, 

Felix’s cringing devotion exudes irony. Felix’s “longing” for the “dramatic and monstrous” 

circus life is “evidence that something in his nature was turning Christian” (15). This 

“turning” echoes the lion’s turn toward the tamer, the pivotal moment when performance 

conjures excess signification. So, too, does Felix aspire to “dazzle his own estrangement,” 

to so thoroughly costume and perform his life as to transcend his lineage (14). His attraction 

to images of subjugation, of a wild animal brought to heel, mocks the very notion of taming 

as he pleasures in its violence. And, as the lion’s face is surprisingly recognizable to the 

tamer, so does Felix’s embrace of the artificiality and spectacle of the circus, a “reeking 

and splendid falsification” of royalty and heroic feats, recall the “charming and fantastic 

superstitions” of the Christian imagination (14; 13). Felix’s compulsion to bow down to 

the dominant culture renders naked the violence that naturalizes cultural hierarchies. At the 

same time, it brings Felix into the proximity of the power he desperately wishes to possess. 

Masochism involves a certain degree of strategic power, for it involves “the 

disappearance—and controlled reappearance—of the subject” (Noyes 4). Most of the time, 

Felix’s elaborate aestheticism and historicism maintains his stable relationship to the 

dominant authority of European culture. However, by the end of the novel, Felix 

apprehends the disaster which European decline portends to his grand dreams of 
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aristocracy. His last appearance in the novel finds him just as he feels his life has entered 

a “curve of joy” thanks to the birth of his son, when suddenly he drunkenly contorts into 

his patterned genuflection upon seeing a man he believes to be the Grand Duke of Russia 

in a Viennese café (125). When he realizes it is just another man, Felix exits the narrative 

in “mortal shame,” his half-bowed head swinging away from the man “as an animal will 

turn its head away from a human” (131). Felix’s self-effacement lacks erotic appeal when 

the ideology that enables his subjectivity—his self-conception as a Baron, as a noble—is 

shown to be illusory. Consequently, Felix fails to reappear out of masochistic destruction 

and instead disappears altogether from the novel. 

Felix’s ultimate abjection is also the fate of the novel’s more explicitly queer 

figures, those who cannot even attempt to claim the cultural forms of power and autonomy 

to which Felix aspires. The collapse of Felix’s masochistic pleasure brings him down to 

the level of other queer figures like Robin Vote, a wayward polyamorous woman, and 

Matthew O’Connor, a cross-dressing, impoverished con-artist who yearns to be a woman. 

Robin and Matthew never have so much control over their degradation as the “straight” 

Felix, whose legible masculinity and inherited wealth imbue him with patriarchal power. 

To Robin, whom Barnes famously describes as a “beast turning human,” Felix represents 

patriarchal, heteronormative narratives of gender and sexuality that perform violent 

objectification akin to the tamer’s whip. He sees Robin as a “‘picture’ forever arranged,” 

languishing in her hotel room, which is like a “jungle” or, more aptly, a “set, the property 

of an unseen dompteur, half lord, half promoter” (41; 38). In the absence of this tamer 

figure, Felix steps in and assembles an idea of Robin out of primitive images which 

comprise  
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a mirage of an eternal wedding cast on the racial memory; as insupportable a joy as 

would be the vision of an eland coming down an aisle of trees, chapleted with 

orange blossoms and a bridal veil, a hoof raised in the economy of fear, stepping in 

the trepidation of flesh that will become myth …. (41) 

Felix later observes that Robin “carried the quality of the ‘way back’ as animals do,” the 

precultural wildness that preceded the power and symbolic objectifications that Felix so 

adores in European aristocracy and in the grotesque image of the lion and tamer. Robin, 

however, is as yet uninitiated into culture, for her eyes are like those of “wild beasts who 

have not tamed the focus down to meet the human eye” (41). Felix’s fantasy fittingly 

revolves around an “eternal wedding” in which an eland impossibly acts like a human 

bride. Already, then, Felix understands Robin as a woman whom he can groom to be his 

spouse, as he hopes to capitalize on her “Christian proclivities” and make her his Baronin 

(48). Thus, Robin’s animalism expresses not so much the fantasy of precultural and 

premarital human sexuality, but rather the process by which masculine hegemonic culture 

interprets women in its gaze as wives, as signs of male status. Like the lion’s “fury,” those 

aspects of Robin that suggest anarchy and primitive transgression amount to a foil for the 

triumph of dominant cultural hierarchies. Thus, in Felix’s vision, an “economy of fear” 

delimits the eland’s animalism. The animal’s raised hoof is a futile defense against its 

“flesh” turning into “myth,” its assimilation into the hegemonic narrative of culture and 

sexuality. As a result of this same fear, Robin turns tail and flees her marriage to carry on 

a romance with Nora Flood, a woman whom she meets at a circus of all places. 

Kenneth Burke’s observation that Nightwood fixates on motions of “turning 

towards or turning away” to evoke sexual perversion and inversion hints at the novel’s 
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ambiguous posture toward queer abjection more generally (Burke 243). Whereas Felix 

obsesses over scenes of animal taming, Robin dreads them. For example, as she sits next 

to Nora at the Denckman circus, she cannot bear to see a lioness in her cage. Though the 

“withheld strength” expressed by the lioness’s “furious great head with its yellow eyes 

afire” signifies power, the animal ultimately “went down…and, as she regarded [Robin], 

as if a river were falling behind impassable heat, her eyes flowed in tears that never reached 

the surface” (Barnes 60). Whereas Felix fixates on the suspended moment in which the lion 

reflects the tamer’s power, Robin apprehends the ineffable abjection of the lioness, her 

subdued animalism that reduces to sorrow. “Turn[ing]” her head, the lioness transforms 

from a spectacle of tamed power into an utterly vanquished beast. This transformation, this 

“turning,” recalls the language of the lion turning to face its tamer, and of Felix’s 

“nature…turning Christian.” Further, it points toward one of the novel’s defining 

metaphors: Robin as “a woman who is a beast turning human” (41).  

As Dana Seitler maintains, Nightwood’s evocations of animalism as a figure for 

sexual alterity reflects deep-rooted anxieties about atavistic perversity and the need to 

police sexual deviance (Seitler 99). But Barnes subverts the normative concept of 

degeneration by depicting Robin’s animality as both a symptom of oppression and, further, 

as suggestive of her desire for sexual freedom. Unable to abide the sight of the lioness, 

Robin declares to Nora, “‘I don’t want to be here.’ But it was all she said; she did not 

explain where she wished to be” (Barnes 60). This is one of the very few moments in which 

Robin actually speaks. Rather than a symbolic regression to infantility, as Burke believes, 

Robin’s silence results from the impossible forms of her desires (Burke 244). As Nora all 

too quickly discovers, Robin wanders incessantly, always seeking new lovers and new 
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settings. It is this wandering, the refusal to remain in place, which prompts others to view 

Robin as primitive; she is nomadic, pre-agricultural and pre-civilizational, pre-historic and 

thus abject to humanistic modernity. And yet, Robin’s desires may not be merely primitive, 

for she also seeks something else, something unspeakable, somewhere not “here.” One 

even hears Muñoz’s utopianism of the queer future that is “not yet here” in this formulation 

(Cruising 26).  

Queer proximity to the abject looks both backward and forward temporally, toward 

the primal and the futuristic, toward the “way back” of animality as well as the “not here” 

of forbidden queer desire. Before Nightwood’s rapid denouement, the notion of queer 

desires which are not only forbidden but inarticulable develops even more explicitly, and 

again with recourse to metaphors of animality. In a vivid lamentation, Matthew O’Connor, 

an eminently queer cross-dressing “gynecologist” and an incessant talker, demonstrates 

that it is Robin’s very wish to move beyond normative gender and sexual identity which 

assures her suffering, just as it does his own. As he reflects on Robin’s short-lived and 

violent affair with another woman, with whom she cheats on Nora, Matthew blames 

himself for bringing them together: 

I began to mourn for my spirit, and the spirits of all people who cast a shadow a 

long way beyond what they are, and for the beasts who walk out of the darkness 

alone; I began to wail for all the little beasts in their mothers, who would have to 

step down and begin going decent in the one fur that would last them their time. 

(112) 

Matthew begins with an image of human excess, of beings with experiences “beyond” their 

mere external appearance. Matthew himself exemplifies this excess, as he expresses at 
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various moments his desperate desire to be a woman—an impossibly womanly one at that, 

“with a womb as big as the king’s kettle” (97). Robin, too, embodies excess desire, and 

even prefigures Matthew’s shadow metaphor when, while pregnant with Felix’s child, she 

“throw[s] a shadow” that is “monstrously unfulfilled” (50). Matthew’s slippage from 

“people” to “beasts” maps queerness onto animality, with the ambiguous term “beast” 

corresponding to transgressive sexual excess at the same time as it evokes abject suffering. 

This beast life is bound by the “darkness” of the mother’s womb which Matthew cannot 

possess and, on the other end, by linear temporality which Matthew figures as “going 

decent” toward the grave, moving away from the originary, natal moment of pleasure. 

In another of Matthew’s monologues, the source of his understanding of queerness 

is revealed to be partly a product of Catholic ontology, a narrative of humanity which 

inscribes him as abject. When Nora begs for his help in getting Robin back after she leaves 

for America, he recalls desperately praying and masturbating in a church as a child. Father 

Lucas had told him to “read” the “open book” of life, “read and be simple as the beasts in 

the field” (139-40). This confounds Matthew, and as he prepares to pray for clarity, he 

becomes frustrated and pulls out his penis, which he personifies as Tiny O’Toole: 

I was crying and striking my left hand against the prie-dieu, and all the while Tiny 

O’Toole was lying in a swoon. I said, “I have tried to seek but I only find.” I said, 

“It is I, my Lord, who knows there’s beauty in any permanent mistake like me […]. 

But,” I says, “I’m not able to stay permanent unless you help me, O Book of 

Concealment! C’est le plaisir qui me bouleverse! The roaring lion goes forth, 

seeking his own fury! So tell me, what is permanent of me, me or him?” (141) 
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The tension between human and animal, between reading and thinking on the one hand and 

on being “simple” on the other, translates into Matthew’s apprehension of his excessive 

desires and his sexed body. He longs for a consolidated identity, but he cannot figure out 

who or what he is. He points to his penis as if to ask, “Is that me, or do I exist beyond my 

body”? The “fury” that is decidedly contained in the novel’s previous figures of tamed 

lions appears here as unleashed desire that cannot keep up with itself. Matthew offers one 

last summative question: “Have I been simple like an animal, God, or have I been 

thinking?” Yet the animal metaphors Matthew always returns to are not simple but 

“monstrous” like the lion seeking his own fury.  

As opposed to permanence and simplicity, Matthew’s body signifies, in 

Halberstam’s words, a queer “refusal of legibility, and an art of unbecoming” (Failure 88). 

Matthew experiences a bouleversement which is at once a crisis and a momentary erotic 

transcendence of gendered identity—a sensation which can only be expressed, if at all, 

through an image of abject animal fury. Moreover, this sensation subverts Christian time 

by bringing apocalypse into the present moment of orgasmic, death-driven rapture. In the 

aftermath of this moment, though, Matthew’s thinking nonetheless reverts to Catholic 

logics which abject him. Matthew is a “mistake,” and can feel pleasure only insofar as he 

apprehends “beauty” in his proclivity for the profane. Matthew “approaches suffering as 

an art form,” conceiving of queerness as the story of the lion seeking its fury, suggesting 

Satan as a perverse idol he both worships and dreads (Shin “Masochism” 91).  

Matthew’s discursive “art” of suffering makes clear that narrativity and abjection 

go hand in hand when it comes to queer desire. Even when Matthew does not “undo” 

himself, he is still violently abjected within narratives over which he has no control. For 
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example, when Nora accidentally catches Matthew dressed in a woman’s nightgown, she 

imbues his “rouged” and “painted” face and his wig of “long pendant curls” with 

mythological significance: “‘God, children know something they can’t tell: they like Red 

Riding Hood and the wolf in bed!’” (85-6). In her study of literary transvestism, Marjorie 

Garber identifies the Red Riding Hood story, and especially Barnes’ rendition, as 

emblematic of how cross-dressing “is itself a primal scene […] that which—like parental 

coitus—seems inexplicable, unimaginable, fascinating, taboo” (Garber 389, emphasis 

original). Nora apprehends this breakdown of sexual meaning and identity as a state of 

abjection in which, as Julia Kristeva avers, “man strays on the territories of animals,” of 

sex and murder unleashed (Kristeva 239). Thus, for Nora, Matthew’s cross-dressing 

associates him with the inhuman, registering dominant cultural phobias of queer sexual 

excesses, such as bestiality and pedophilia, linked to atavism. Moreover, her gaze defangs 

Matthew, taming his queer, hybrid appearance into heteronormative legibility by 

metaphorizing cross-dressing in the monstrous figure of the wolf who pretends to be, but 

never truly is, human. 

Roman Catholicism and Red Riding Hood are not the only narratives which 

inscribe queer abjection, for Nightwood itself sublimates transgressive queerness to render 

a “prose poem of abjection” designed to dazzle (Marcus 97). Katherine Fama provides a 

brilliant reading of Nightwood as narrative theory, citing Matthew’s rambling disruptions 

in particular as subversions of the omniscient authority of the indirect libre narrator. 

However, in addition to offering an “alternative, melancholic narrative of loss,” the novel 

also self-reflexively critiques itself by bringing animal metaphors to bear on the nature of 

narration (Fama 46). Later in the novel, observing that Nora compulsively writes letters to 



 

 10 

Robin despite the end of their relationship, Matthew pleads repeatedly, “can’t you rest now, 

lay down the pen?” (Barnes 135). Matthew’s plea intensifies as he reflects on his 

embroilment in Nora’s troubles: “Can’t you let any of us loose? […] You write and weep 

and think and plot” (134). Matthew compares Nora’s oppressive “writing” of Robin as a 

“pet name” to his own caricatured representation in cultural master narratives. Likening 

himself to John of Patmos, Matthew cries, “Haven’t I eaten a book too? Like the angels 

and prophets? […] The archives of my case against the law, snatched up and out of the 

tale-telling files by my high important friend” (135). The legal archive’s “tale-telling” 

implicitly aligns Nora with the legal and religious narratives which criminalize cross-

dressing and sodomy.4 At the end of the chapter, Matthew extends his anger with Nora to 

the whole world, or perhaps more accurately, to the novel’s readers: “Now that you have 

all heard what you wanted to hear, can’t you let me loose now, let me go?” (175). The 

metaphor of animal captivity lingers in Matthew’s desperate wish to be “let loose” from 

his narrative function as tale-teller as well as his role as a perpetually suffering queer sage.  

For Matthew, stories are like traps that cannot be slipped by even the cleverest of 

animals. All talking, writing, and plotting inevitably return to the plain fact that “wrath and 

weeping” awaits the poor, queer beasts who long for freedom they cannot have (175). Thus, 

in the novel’s final chapter “The Possessed,” Robin appears to momentarily attain freedom 

from the oppressive paradigms of her previous relationships, only to be once again caught 

in the narrative’s trap. Growing tired of her flight from Nora, she wanders far and wide in 

the U.S., “speaking in a low voice to the animals,” mimicking them in a “sensual 

 
4 See Garber’s seminal study Vested Interests: Cross-Dressing and Cultural Anxiety for histories 
of Western sumptuary laws and other modes of policing gender performance across the early 
modern and modern periods. 



 

 11 

communion” the likes of which she never attains with her human lovers. Robin becomes 

as anonymous in nature “as a drop of water in a pond,” and even begins to resemble a 

snarling wolf as if reversing the “beast turning human” procedure and becoming primal 

again (177-78). However, Robin inexplicably begins to “circle closer and closer” to Nora’s 

home, as if bound in gravitational orbit. Nora’s dog sniffs Robin out in a nearby chapel, 

and as Nora faints upon finding her, Robin goes down with the dog, “whimpering” and 

“barking” as if she were another dog attempting to play. But the dog is profoundly afraid, 

crying and running away, until Robin finally “gives up” the act and succumbs to “weeping” 

(179-80). This moment is central to Carrie Rohman’s chapter on Barnes in Stalking the 

Subject: Modernism and the Animal, which represents the most extensive, and possibly the 

only, study of animalism as such in Nightwood. Rohman reads Robin’s barking as a refusal 

to accept definitions of the human which enforce a repressive sexual symbolic (Rohman 

26-7). In a similarly positive vein, Erik Fuhrer interprets these moments as a queer cross-

species kinship (Fuhrer 84). But these readings posit a level of subversive success which 

the text simply does not abide. For example, while much remains illegible, Robin’s 

encounter with the dog is highly grammatical in the sense that gendered pronouns stabilize 

Robin’s and the dog’s distinct identities. This distinction underscores that communication 

between these two separate entities is never fully achieved, for the dog fails to register 

Robin’s attempts at play, interpreting them instead as a threat. In the end, Robin’s recourse 

to animalism cannot insulate her from the wrath and weeping that accompanies human 

sexuality for those with forbidden and excessive desires. However ambiguous this final 

passage is, its imagery is stark: Robin is “lying out” on the floor, “her face turned and 

weeping” just like the lioness at the Denckman circus.  
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Jane Marcus interprets such unremitting depictions of beaten down queer figures 

as a critique of fascistically upright forces of oppression. But in the end, what is left for (or 

even of) the novel’s queer sufferers? Shin offers one summation: “Barnes points out that 

those who lead a different way of life may exist in torment, yet such torment is not without 

value” (99). Accordingly, she takes up Burke’s observation that Nightwood conjures 

readers’ sympathy by way of depicting “tragic dignification” (Burke 253). In attempting to 

draw out what sort of “dignification” is actually accomplished, Shin presents a troubling 

binary: there is, on the one hand, the masochistic “fuck you mentality” exemplified by Felix 

and Matthew, but on the other hand there is a “more disquieting self-immolation” which 

follows (Shin 99). Immolation, however, may be too strong a word to describe what 

actually happens to Nightwood’s queer figures. After so much bowing down, Felix bows 

out of the narrative altogether, as does Matthew after he prophesies the dies irae; their 

disappearances are not glorified, for they go out not with a bang but a whimper. The novel’s 

plot then devolves into the fragmented scenes of “The Possessed,” in which Barnes 

represents the aftermath of narrative disaster. Just as Felix and Matthew collaborate with 

the spiritual and cultural narratives that undo them, Robin, too, finds herself shackled to a 

story, a romance. And like Nora, Barnes’s own “writing and thinking and plotting” ensures 

that Robin does not walk away into nature, but rather returns to the story. 

Barnes’s queer figures are transfigured by their grief and perhaps even ennobled at 

times. But in the end, they conjure neither Hell nor Utopia as they roam through the 

“intermediary,” seeking what wild ecstasies they can find. Brian Glavey is right to lean so 

heavily on the novel’s phrase “dazzling estrangement,” for alienation is always integral to 

Barnes’s art, and it is wise to avoid merely sublimating it, as Felix tries to do, without also 
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heeding the violence which conditions Nightwood’s subversive pleasures. As Shin sees it, 

the “long narrative of [queer] suffering” of which Nightwood partakes serves to complicate 

the contemporary “Gay Pride” and “Gay Shame” binary (99). Indeed, we might go further 

and think about how Nightwood intervenes in theoretical debates. On the one hand, the 

novel’s barrage of abject imagery and negative affect may reinforce Edelman’s conviction 

that queerness embodies the Death Drive, an enemy which “keep[s] on coming” to negate 

heteronormative futurity (No Future 154). And what is reproductive futurity but another 

dominant narrative? In the end, Barnes lets go of plot altogether, a move that Lara 

Trubowitz sees as achieving Barnes’s narratology, in which the “‘sum total’ of the act of 

narration” involves relinquishing control and allowing the story to disintegrate (325). On 

the other hand, there are certain moments in Nightwood that gleam with ecstasy, when 

suffering is momentarily sidelined in favor of hope. Matthew’s monologues in particular 

are difficult beasts, for even as he mourns his beleaguered life, he also accomplishes 

incredible aesthetic and affective feats as he perceives the “beauty in any permanent 

mistake like me” (Barnes 141). At one point, Matthew even utters an explicitly utopian 

sentiment, albeit a gloomy one: “life is but the intermediary vice. There is eternity to blush 

in” (135). This may be Matthew’s Catholic sensibility speaking, but it nonetheless contains 

an affirmative quality, especially as blushing refers to his desire to not just dress as but to 

be a rouged and painted woman.  

Ultimately, Nightwood’s ambivalence enriches theoretical discourse around queer 

abjection which so often gets mired in abstraction. Grounding theoretical debates in a text 

like Barnes’s forces a reckoning with abjection that precludes straightforward claims as to 

its political value. Scott Herring has discussed at length Barnes’s disdain for Parisian 
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sapphic salon culture, which makes her an all but impossible figure to claim within 

contemporary queer politics of affirmation and legibility (151). To do so would be to 

willfully elide Barnes’s lifelong misanthropy and anti-communitarianism, and to rearrange 

the text of Nightwood into an anachronistic rallying cry for queer liberation. Yet, neither is 

the novel merely solipsistic, for it unmistakably evokes the dire psychological and political 

situation of modern queer subjects caught in the whirl of historical oppression. Robin’s 

silence and constant flight from domesticity dramatizes this tension. She does not revel in 

her solitude like an Edelmanian queer antihero, for she suffers greatly on the sacrificial 

altar of alterity. But she also vehemently rejects sociality; her desires are her own, 

belonging to no collective group. For Barnes, the “excluded and abjected realm” of 

queerness is more aptly a space for the constant mediation and resignification of forbidden 

desires (Butler xxiv). Nightwood thus refuses social and anti-social logics in favor of 

disruptions and contradictions which antagonize logics that seek to stabilize the meaning 

of queer experience. That Barnes herself would not have identified as a sexual minority 

only further suggests that her texts are often stubbornly antipathetic toward theoretical or 

political schemas. What could be more queer, after all, than the refusal to accede to 

identitarian vocabularies and become subsumed in the logic of progress? 
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QUEER, POST/COLONIAL HYBRIDITY IN ROSENBERG’S 

CONFESSIONS OF THE FOX 

Like Nightwood, Jordy Rosenberg’s 2018 novel Confessions of the Fox figures 

abjection as a supremely transgressive yet problematic aspect of queer narrativity. But 

Rosenberg’s scope is more expansive, moving beyond the modernist preoccupation with 

the individual and instead imagining the global vectors of power and resistance which 

condition individual experiences of abjection. The novel retells the story of Jack Sheppard, 

the 18th-century London rogue and folk hero, as the fictive scholar R. Voth edits a newly 

discovered manuscript that contains stunning evidence that Jack was in fact a trans* man. 

As Jack gradually understands that he falls outside normative definitions of humanity, he 

explores immense pleasures enabled by eroticizing animality. Further, as a “sexual 

chimera,” Jack’s abjection also relates to figurative hybridity, which in turn parallels 

Rosenberg’s radical narrative disruptions: through various anachronisms and aporias, the 

manuscript reveals itself to be a palimpsest of numerous queer and anticolonial narratives. 

As Jack Halberstam puts it, the history of the abject is a profoundly intersectional one; it is 

queer and anticolonial at once, for both of these hermeneutics “recogniz[e] that alternatives 

are embedded already in the dominant and that power is never total or consistent” (Failure 

88). Rosenberg thus crafts an imagined yet tantalizingly possible counter-archive in order 

to reanimate the quelled transgressive potential of the past.  

As in Nightwood, the circus comes to town at a pivotal moment in Confessions of 

the Fox. Jack and his romantic partner Bess Khan, a “lascar” prostitute, visit the London 

Tower Menagerie to seek out someone called the “lion-man,” whom they know to be of 

interest to their adversary, the crooked cop Jonathan Wild, who is developing a 
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testosterone-like elixir modeled on a mysterious substance imported from South Asia. The 

lion-man turns out to be a “gumm’d up rogue” sold to a human zoo by the East India 

Company due to his ultra-masculine “burly” appearance (209). Jack’s encounter with the 

lion-man registers crucial connections between imperialism, carceral capitalism, and the 

historical narration of queerness, representing a nexus of various forces of captivity and 

liberation. But before these global significances can be appreciated, it will be useful to 

explore how Jack’s identification with the lion-man relates to his own, personal 

experiences of abjection. Ultimately, though, these scenes of abjection show the personal 

and the political to be interwoven in a collective narrative which recognizes, as Homi 

Bhabha urges us all to, the phenomenon of being “both human and historical” 

(“Conclusion” 367). 

Jack readily pities the lion-man’s dehumanization for he, too, knows what it is to 

be caged and inscribed as monstrous. Whereas the lion-man is enslaved by the East India 

Company for his specious resemblance to the “cave-dwelling apes” of Nusantara, Jack was 

given to indentured servitude by his mother, who always looked upon him with “Horror” 

due in part to his failure to act like a girl (Rosenberg 211, 215). She implores Jack, whom 

she deemed female at birth, to “walk like a lady! Try not t’stomp like an animal” (12). As 

his mother indentures him to Kneebone, a furniture maker, the animal metaphor extends 

from Jack’s gender to his status as commodified labor, for “he was a scuttling servant—a 

dog who spake English” (15). And again, as he falls asleep chained to his bed and 

contemplating the Fugitive Labor Laws that ensure his bondage, he feels himself a “dog of 

Shame and Sorrows” (21). To his mother, Jack’s heterodox gender performance makes him 

an unruly beast, but as Kneebones’ servant he becomes a domesticated, captive dog. So 
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long as he is locked up, Jack’s gender is of no matter. Although “she’s ugly,” Kneebones 

admits, “a bargain’s a bargain” (13, italics original). Likewise, when Jack is imprisoned 

by Wild and put on display to paying spectators his abnormal body prompts a bourgeois 

woman to compare him to a “dead dog” and insist that he cover his naked body (82). What 

is more, since the Tower prison overlooking the menagerie is Wild’s own human circus, a 

place to put famed rogues on display for a fee, Jack’s body is commodified again, this time 

not as labor but as a spectacle of abjection. 

Jack’s animal associations take on even more significance as he explores his body 

and apprehends his queerness through the dominant scientific discourse of animalism as 

codification of difference and excess. Jack nearly boils over when the zookeeper invokes 

scientific language to describe the lion-man as “Anthropomorpha” according to “Ray’s 

Synopsis methodica animalium quadrupedum” (209). Jack detests “classifications” 

because he, too, has been abjected within scientific discourse. Indeed, as Mel Chen argues, 

scientific taxonomies of queer and racial others as abject are historically intertwined with 

the overdetermination of animals in the dominant human imaginary (89-90). Weeks before 

visiting the menagerie Jack finds Bess reading a chapter on “Sexual Chimeras” in 

“Chambers’ Cyclopaedia.” He flips through the book and is stunned to see a picture of a 

hermaphrodite’s genitalia. Looking “at himself. Then the book. Then himself again,” Jack 

feels the “Picture was forcing a formulation upon him.” He understands that he is not a 

man like other men, but an “Aberration” (Rosenberg 132). 

This book, this Cyclopaedia, was a book of cruel diagnoses and classifications. And 

now something clarify’d itself to him, as if out of a Fog. He was something that 
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existed only as a Scrawl on the world’s landscape […] [a] monstrous blob of shite 

splattered in the middle of a field of flowers. (134) 

To combat this self-image, Jack goes to Evans, a surgeon who frequents Bess’s brothel, 

who suggests top surgery. As he prepares to remove Jack’s breasts, Evans elaborates a 

scientific narrative of hermaphroditism that strikingly resembles Matthew O’Connor’s 

pathological narrative of queerness: “a chimera is a thing of both misery and shocking 

pleasure. A thing of intensities” (138). Like the lion-man’s hypermasculine burliness, 

Jack’s “abnormal” genitalia mark him as inhuman. 

Jack’s identification with the lion-man’s commodification brings animalism and 

queerness into conversation with empire. When the lion-man tells the story of how he, too, 

was violently converted into an abject commodity, Jack bridges his local experiences of 

captivity and abjection with the global violence of capitalism. The lion-man relates the 

story of his capture: he was indentured to the East India Company before joining a group 

of mutineers led by a man called Okoh. Somewhere off of South Asia, Okoh established a 

“Maroon Society of Freebooters,” comprised of “female pirates, some Anglo Englishmen, 

several Tahitian sailors, Africans, French Protestants, and lascars” (214). The freebooters 

notably only took livestock that accompanied them willingly, “not wanting to ‘press-gang’ 

any creatures into labor.” They identify with the lot of animals domesticated for profit, and 

their refusal to replicate those practices reflect their own transformation from abjection to 

freedom. This careful attention to not just dehumanized figures but also actual nonhumans 

may reflect an effort on Rosenberg’s part to confront anthropocentrism itself as a colonial 

discourse (see Haritaworn). The maroons do not merely seek a Fanonian rehabilitation into 

“whole men,” but rather disavow colonial logics of the human altogether. 
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Further, the maroon society’s mixed gender roles and cultural backgrounds make it 

a microcosm of all the ambivalent implications of Bhabha’s notion of hybridity, for it 

embodies a peripheral space of fluidity and exchange wherein various repressed cultural 

forms are “repeated as something different” (“Signs” 159). The maroons do not rehabilitate 

precolonial culture—for them there is no such thing—but rather invent new spiritual, 

artistic, and intellectual activities which harness apparently abject materials and desires in 

order to optimize individual and social pleasures. A group of “amateur scientists” develops 

a substance based on distilled pig urine which makes “those who took it exceptionally hell-

houndish and Free and Liberated with each other” (Rosenberg 216). So long as the maroon 

society remains hidden, this “gravel” makes animalistic libidinousness an expression of 

freedom. However, as the lion-man says, “the East India Company doesn’t forget,” and 

when the Bombay navy destroys the colony men like the lion-man are taken captive and 

commodified, thus completing an arc from subaltern, to free, to abject (216). Additionally, 

Wild catches wind of the gravel and plans to convert it into a marketable drug by 

vivisecting members of the maroon society and extracting their bodily fluids. Thus, the 

agents of what Amar Acheraïou terms “global hybridities of domination” do not recognize 

this queer and colonial animality as an expression of transgressive alterity, but merely as 

an entrepreneurial opportunity to enhance their own power—to become, as Wild says, 

“Immortalize[d]…in this town and across the Oceans, too” (Acheraïou 181; Rosenberg 63, 

italics original). The maroons’ hybrid modes of production, when viewed in the paranoid 

colonial gaze, are marked as objects to be scrutinized, classified, and controlled (Bhabha 

“Signs” 162). 
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Yet, the novel presents a strong counternarrative to hegemonic forces of abjection 

by challenging the very idea of narrative authority and subjectivity. As Voth discerns that 

the Sheppard manuscript has been heavily edited by many people over time, he notes 

moments in which the text eschews the reproduction of violence through recourse to 

figurative language. What is more, Voth concludes that these disruptions can only be the 

work of many different editors over a vast period of time. The manuscript’s 

intersubjectivity throws notions of objectification and captivity into disarray, as the text 

itself refuses to pin down any “single subject,” instead offering meanings “far in excess” 

of any individual (259-60). Voth hypothesizes that just as Okoh’s freebooters practiced 

collective storytelling and knowledge development, so, too, had various groups of queer 

and anti-imperialist writers seized on the manuscript to resist and decolonize historical and 

literary archives. Jack’s story represents “multitudes,” a type of narrative that defies 

normative narrativity altogether (259). The trappings of narration, of a single-authored and 

univocal text subject to regulation and ownership, are shattered by the notion of 

intersubjectivity that transcends the violence of dominant historical narratives. In this way, 

abject voices, however difficult to discover, remain indelibly embedded in a transhistorical 

counter-archive. 

 Among the most crucial of these radical editorial interventions involves Jack’s 

embrace of his queer sexuality through the lens of animality. This inversion of grotesque 

medicalization and classification mirrors previous editors’ envisioning of Jack’s “coming 

out” to Bess. Jack fears Bess will objectify him and regard him with horror as his mother 

did, but instead she reclaims beast metaphors from scientific writings on queerness to 

erotically excite him. Looking down at his genitals, Jack asks, “‘Do you think I’m a 
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Monster?’” to which Bess responds, as she begins touching him, “‘Well, you’re Something 

[…] A wonderful, fetching Something […] Daemon. Sphinx. Hybrid. Scitha, man-horse, 

deep-water Kraken, Monster-flower […] Cinamoli […] Man and dog, dog and—” (109-

110). Combining sexual touch with the ironic mystification of Jack’s body, Bess turns 

taxonomic language on its head, repurposing it for erotic imagination and fantasy. Voth 

notes that all of this language is atypical for 18th-century pornological texts, as it lacks 

voyeurism and instead opts for an “elegant declining-to-describe” (109). Moreover, Bess 

and Jack’s embrace of the term “Something” anticipates the Maroon Society narrative, in 

which the transformative gravel is created by irreplicable communal rituals. Thus, 

metaphors that invoke the ineffable and the indescribable mark the manuscript’s resistance 

to heteronormative containment strategies that objectify and pathologize queerness. Such 

ambiguities stymie efforts at interpretation by mystifying objects of the reader’s gaze.  

Just as the manuscript’s hybrid form rewrites queer and colonial experiences 

against dominant narratives of abjection and erasure, Jack, with Bess’s help, redefines his 

queerness as emblematic of positive political and sexual excess, a realization of the 

immense pleasures of resisting gender binarism as well as the will to fight the carceral 

state. In perhaps the most explicit and concentrated representation of queer and social 

power, “language fails” to describe Jack’s genitalia in anything but metaphorical terms:  

What was there was something of a creature—some partly mythic creature—or else 

an ordinary creature behaving mythically—a wolf emerging from the forest, 

dragging brambles, dripping fire from its teeth like blood […] strange Hopefulness, 

furious Hunger […] Wondering: Am I home? (201-2, italics original) 
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As Voth observes in a lengthy footnote, it appears as if patient at La Borde had injected 

Deleuze and Guattari into the manuscript. This scene of radical transfiguration contrasts 

sharply with Matthew O’Connor’s abjection into the tale of Red Riding Hood; here, the 

queer wolf drips fire from its maw, exuding “all the terror and possibility of the social 

world” (202, italics original). And with the unanswered question “Am I home?” this figure 

of utter transgression glances about and feels as if the revolution is come. Utopia—home—

may not be secured, but it has nonetheless been asked of the world. Desire drives the abject 

out of the woods, furious and full of hope. 

 If Barnes manages to slip through the terms of sociality and anti-sociality, then 

Rosenberg might be thought of as completely recasting them by insisting on 

intersubjectivity. Against the objectifications of zoos, prisons, and labor laws, Jack and 

Bess repurpose the metaphorical terms of dehumanization—dog, freak, chimera—toward 

“Togetherness” in social and political (and sexual) pleasure (111). As a case in point, right 

as they face perhaps the greatest threats to their lives, Bess fellates Jack in a carriage while 

he gazes at Newgate prison, quaking with “unpeaking exquisite pleasure,” bringing 

together eroticism with political action in a prelude to their subsequent plotting of Wild’s 

overthrow (205). Yet, this collective action does not ultimately rely upon Jack and Bess’s 

success alone. Confessions of the Fox is not the narrative of Jack Sheppard and Bess Khan 

alone, but also of innumerable queer subjects whose experiences comprise an ostensibly 

linear but actually transhistorical and recursive story of queer and anticolonial 

abolitionism. Even if we remember that Rosenberg himself is but one author, such a novel 

would be impossible to write without consciously absorbing and rearticulating other 

narratives, other voices. By drawing attention to this fact—one which is certainly true for 
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any text, no matter how individualistic some authors fancy themselves—Rosenberg assails 

the subjective boundaries which abject queerness to begin with.  
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HUMAN, INHUMAN, QUEER 

In 2015, Dana Luciano and Mel Chen curated a special issue of GLQ which 

introduced “queer inhumanism” as a critical approach that purports neither to move 

“beyond” the violence of Eurocentric humanism nor to remain anthropocentric. In their 

own words, “we chose inhuman for its dual temporal and historical resonances, since we 

do not as yet foresee a form of the inhuman that liberates itself entirely from histories and 

processes of dehumanization, nor one that does not risk falling back into them” (“Has the 

Queer Ever Been Human?” 196). “Inhuman” thus registers both “inhumane” histories of 

oppression as well as the paradoxical status of racial and queer Others who are “in-” as in 

“not” fully human and also still somehow “inside” the human species in limited, temporary 

ways. Contributors to the special issue such as Zakiyyah Iman Jackson and Jinthana 

Haritaworn warn of the dangers of post- and anti-humanist attitudes which reproduce the 

same telos of transcendence which undergirds racial and species hierarchies. This is not to 

deny utopian desires to achieve a world in which archaic, racist, and anti-queer conceptions 

of the human no longer delimits the possibilities of being. Rather, the case for refusing to 

move beyond human-animal, human-object, and other human-matter distinctions is that 

the nonhuman is itself encumbered with the same exclusionary logics as the human. 

Jackson, for example, reminds us that “blackness conditions and constitutes the very 

nonhuman disruption and/or displacement [post-humanist, object-oriented, and new 

materialist scholarship] invite” (216, italics original).  

 This paper began by contending that queer abjection, as it is rendered in these 

novels, is not a state to escape through critical interpretation, but rather a phenomenological 

experience to be explored in its paradoxical and diverse manifestations. Spending time with 
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literary figures whose inhumanity is simultaneously a matter of violent subjugation as well 

as a choice productively troubles haphazard academic leaps into human-less utopias. 

Nightwood’s figures exemplify the fragile and fleeting qualities of queer inhuman 

fantasies, experiencing moments of rapture and pleasurable dissolution which both disrupt 

and are disrupted by relentless master narratives of sex, gender, and race. Sitting with this 

duality of queer abjection may indeed be what opens the door to real queer futures. As Jack 

Sheppard and R. Voth’s narrative demonstrates, embracing the inhuman is but one crucial 

step in a long bid for freedom which is far from inevitable.  

Thus, the question at hand is not whether to leave oppressive notions of the human 

in the dust, but how to do it, and how to account for all the diverse ways in which queerness 

and the human interact in their affective and political dimensions. This means doubling 

down on queer theory’s fundamental ambivalence about identitarian political commitment. 

As Chen contends, the uses of “queer” have “followed the two contradictory paths of re-

animation (beautiful collectivity, assemblage, reengagement of self with animate force) 

and de-animation” (Animacies 58). The first use, and the one which most every proponent 

of queer studies purports to prize, is the vital counter to dehumanization. The latter use, 

however, refers to the propensity of “queer” to become entrenched as a particular political 

identity which upholds fixed meanings. It is impossible for anyone to totally escape the de-

animating tendencies of language. As with any term, “queer” will always be vulnerable to 

the habits, shorthands, and complacency of its wielders. But, luckily, there exists a trove 

of texts that all but force us to slow down and rediscover what queerness can be like; from 

sociality to antisociality, suffering to joy, humanity to inhumanity—and the blurry in-
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betweens of these paradigms which generate new ways of describing queer modes of being 

and acting. 
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