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In Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray, two monsters haunt 
Dorian’s soul.1 Both are legible on the surface of Basil Hallward’s 
flawless painting of the young man. The first writes in blood those 
tempting sins of the senses that Dorian is destined to yield to. This 
temptation articulates Dorian’s sexuality in the miscegenated oth-
erness of the East End. In the moral world of the diegesis, it is the 
monstrosity of degraded civilization coming face to face with the 
multiplicity of a body given over to “unrestrained expenditure.”2 
It is the eternal present of the sensual animal. The degraded mon-
ster is a body satisfying its hunger for sensation without any regard 
to the future.

At least twice, Dorian actively wrestles with this monster on 
the plane of conscience: if victorious, he would become “better,” 
he says to himself. It is this monster that the 1945 Hollywood ver-
sion has the tragic but victorious Dorian (Hurd Hatfield) defeat in 
the climactic death scene. But in the novel, there is another mon-
ster who writes its effects through shade and lines: the figure in the 
painting, quite aside from decaying due to sin, is disintegrating 
due to the simple march of time. How can Dorian wrestle with the 
monstrosity of the future? In the novel, it is by sacrificing himself; 
in the film, it is by overcoming the self. In either case, both texts 
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seem to say, the monstrosity of the future is audible in the infinite 
movement of time constantly and insistently announcing our own 
mortality. This same monstrous future — that is, the monstrosity 
of an inevitable yet unpredictable death — brings with it the pos-
sibility of transcending the monstrous body: time is the currency 
of the body.

In the history of Western thought, the future has often 
been presented as an absolute monstrosity.3 The strange positivity 
of this ugly monstrosity, however, has been signaled by the inevi-
tability of death, an inevitability that, with the advent of regimes 
of normalization and control, supposedly brings “home” to us the 
necessity of saving the soul by correcting an always already abnor-
mal body: thus “the soul is the prison of the body.”4 This body: we 
have yet to acknowledge its potential becomings, but biopower and 
necropolitics have unlocked its most monstrous traumas, estab-
lished entire archives of pain on its surfaces, in its flesh. Whether 
one refers to them as human rights, trauma portfolios, or literary 
and filmic testimonios, these discursive and material renderings of 
seared subaltern flesh betray the body’s monstrous affects, that 
body which is irreducible to and in excess of all productive expen-
diture. This is the body, in other words, as a center of indetermi-
nation whose presensate affects loop from actual past to actual 
future in an unending circuit of virtual incipiencies;5 these move-
ments establish new contagious connectivities in excess of the 
body’s functional presence: from being to becoming.6 Ironically, 
it is precisely this excess that serves as a metonym for the classed, 
sexed, and raced other: the abnormal other as excess is a warning 
(one of the etymological roots of monster) to us all. Thus death, 
monstrosity, the body and its racialized, sexualized, animalized 
others have come to prefigure both the risky future and the pres-
ent to be transcended.

These biopolitical practices normalize the self’s nonhu-
man becomings as the decisive technology of risk management 
in the time of counterterrorism.7 Giorgio Agamben maps the 
zone of exception as internal to the logic of sovereignty, with the 
body of the quarantined detainee both instrument and target of 
its operations.8 Such operations spatialize time, democracy, the 
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human, and indeed the subject itself: the quantification of qualita-
tive difference as navigable space data.9 But what of the becomings 
spawned with the coming of the risky future, of the return of the 
body to its own neural zones of indetermination, its incipiencies? 
What of its monstrosity, its newness, its potentialities? Is the future 
a remainder that any self-constituting act of sovereignty must both 
calculate on and insure itself against?

There are vibrant lines of contemporary criticism converg-
ing in the ongoing confrontation with the legacies of Dorian’s 
twin monsters. Feminist critiques of technoscience,10 postcolonial 
biograms of necropolitics,11 genealogies of normalized sexual-
ity form assemblages, collective enunciations, and in the process 
become what they are not. If, as both Donna Haraway and Judith 
Halberstam suggest, the “promises of monsters” are that they are 
constantly in motion, constantly becoming, certainly the future of 
criticism must be animated by a ghost still to come — the promise, 
that is, of its own death-becoming.12 This promised death, rather 
than being thought of as lack or absence, or even a tragic event, 
proceeds from those monstrous potentialities exceeding all actu-
alization, where a change in one element of the critical assemblage 
is not a change in quantity — a subtraction or addition to its pow-
ers, its capacities — but a decisive change in the nature or force of 
criticism itself. A criticism of becoming must occupy the borders 
between systems of sensual organization — between, say, popular 
Bhangra club music, virtual-reality war games, and patriotic sexu-
ality, where “two or more cultures edge each other, where people 
of different races occupy the same territory, where under, lower, 
middle and upper classes touch, where the space between two indi-
viduals shrinks with intimacy,” as the late Gloria Anzaldúa once 
wrote of the borderlands between being and monstrous multiplic-
ity.13 A criticism of becoming returns us to a human no longer 
haunted by his or her monsters, but, rather, inside-outed: inde-
termination as the event horizon of the bodily interface with pro-
pioceptive biomedia.14 At these limits where we must renounce all 
claims of mastery, criticism promises as well a politics yet to come.15 
It is a criticism that must — and for essential reasons — engage with 
the contemporary biomedia assemblage of technologies and bod-



ies, risking its own necropolitics in multiple and sometimes unde-
termined strategies. A kind of monstrous criticism that diagrams 
its own relationship to an assemblage of power, discourse, flesh, 
affect, and intensity — and through that diagram seeks another 
becoming. Even now, after 9/11 — after the worldwide webbing of 
the photos from Abu Ghraib — there can be no guarantees in the 
monstrous promises of criticism.
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