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Mekonnen Tesfahuney and Richard Ek 
 

 
Abstract 
In this paper we address the contemporary interest for the monstrous and non-
human beings in popular culture, fiction as well as in academia, make some 
speculations about its popularity and ask ourselves what Zarathustra would say? 
Jameson remark that it is easier to imagine the end of the world rather than the end 
of capitalism (1998) – itself a précis of the monstrous condition we find ourselves 
in – serves as a door opener for our deliberations. Agamben’s claim that the human 
and the non-human are positioned on a threshold rather than on either side of the 
walls of polis, allows us to imagine monstrous geographies’ topological spaces that 
fuse the human/non-human, bios/zoē and biopolitics/thanatopolitics. The 
monstrous, in other words, is the doppelganger of the human. Out of this we make 
two tentative inferences regarding the current popularity of the monstrous. First, an 
increasing awareness in the collective cultural imaginary that the corporeal, 
psychological and cognitive capacities of the human will soon be inadequate to live 
up to the demands of ‘turbo’ capitalism, a capitalism on steroids so monstrous that 
we do not see its monstrosity any longer. Secondly, predatory capitalism follows 
the logic of active nihilism, one that relies primarily on topological rather than 
Euclidian spatial logics. As such it is ‘blind’ to ontological distinctions (gender, 
race, human, non-human). Thirdly, this does not imply that passive nihilism is no 
longer relevant for the logics of predatory capital. Indeed, monstrous figures may 
embody passive nihilism more fully than the non-monstrous. For if capitalism is 
the true monster, then monstrosity – in its active and passive guises – is now banal. 
Is not the monstrous, then, really the non-monstrous? We conceive the tree 
interpretations as interrelated and central to the post-political condition. Post-
politics can thus be conceived as the era of banal monstrosity, a nihilistic condition 
in which the whole world is being violently subdued by predatory capitalism. Does 
this presage the dawn of the higher men, a post-nihilist era? What would 
Zarathustra say?  
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machine, biopolitics. 
 

***** 
 

1.  Introduction  
Why the contemporary fascination bordering on obsession with the monstrous? 
Not only in popular culture, but increasingly so in academia as well. Monsters, as 
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the ontological non-human companion to the human have always been around 
taking different ontic shapes. Lilith is an early example – a strong and resourceful 
woman – monstrous! Lilith, the very first creature of the night of a long series of 
inhuman creatures, one recent one being Edward Cullen, the vampire hunk from 
the Twilight Saga. We argue in three steps. First we will claim that this popularity 
is because humans are increasingly aware that as a species, they will not last in an 
extrapolated capitalism. The second step of argumentation is to claim that monsters 
actually is not deviant, it is capitalism that is monstrous. More precisely the 
capitalist logic is monstrous and the Sovereign (the capitalist apparatus) does not 
give a shit who or what secures profit – humans or nonhumans. In this regard, 
through its active nihilism, the Sovereign is indifferent. The third step is to argue 
that the monstrous can also embody passive nihilism more fully than the non-
monstrous. The monster is not the monster, we are. To wrap it up we ask ourselves 
what Zarathustra would have said if he suddenly materialised in our contemporary 
post-political world obsessed with the monstrous  

 
2.  The Unsustainable Human 
Is it not the case that the human as a species is not sustainable in a capitalistic 
system that runs amok and we are aware that we are about to become obsolete? Do 
we not already know that the requirements of a future capitalist apparatus will be 
too much biologically, mentally and emotionally for us to measure up? Could this 
be the unspoken awareness and reason behind the widespread interest in non-
human figures in popular culture and imagination? 

What we are discussing here is the spillover-creatures of the discursive 
mechanisms that Giorgio Agamben (2004) conceptualizes as an anthropological 
machine, the dispositifs or apparatuses (Agamben 2009) that frames what is to be 
regarded as human, and consequently also what is to be seen as non-human, the 
monstrous. Hovering about outside polis, the non-human creatures constantly keep 
haunting “us”, the humans crouching down inside the walls, reminding us/them 
that the walls of polis in no way are eternal barriers but a threshold humans and 
non-human is placed upon, side by side. Whenever a sovereign power (here the 
capitalistic apparatus) finds it suitable, humans and non-human may very well 
change positions. Perhaps it is because of that zombies, vampires, cyborgs and 
super heroes are such returning figures in pop culture media, in movies, TV-series, 
novels, cartoons? Perhaps it is because of that the scholarly interest has risen the 
last decade or so?  

Take the Twilight Saga, just to take one movie series. The teenager Bella falls 
in love with the vampire Edward and wants to be a vampire herself, not only 
because that she will be with Edward for eternity, but, it is revealed, also because 
she has always felt desynchronized with the world. The good vampires in this 
series are nevertheless outside the society, not political beings living in the 
community but creatures of the oikos, a family of vampires that comes today and 
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stays tomorrow. Then we have the super heroes – movies that with few exceptions 
defends the polis (Batman, Superman, Spiderman, the list goes on) even if it 
usually implies destroying the whole city in an ecstatic showdown of destruction 
(Avengers, Transformers 3). Finally, we have the zombie renaissance in popular 
culture (Walking Dead). Zombies are beings that can be killed without punity and 
simultaneously a trope of and a critical metaphor of a consumer society that is 
increasingly labeled as zombie economy, going back to Marx (1867/1976: 342).    

These figures are all non-human creatures that in different ways outdo the 
human. The robot-like cyborgs, as well as “pure” machines, are able to work 
forever, having an inexhaustible working capacity and no problem to function as a 
slave in a crystallized service/slave – economy. The zombie is the ideal consumer, 
with a never-ending hunger for consumption. The vampire is an ideal neoliberal 
creature, a truly nihilistic experience- and pleasure seeker, global, mobile, only 
preoccupied with his or hers needs, just passing through places without 
attachments to the physical surroundings and social contexts. 

The alternative is to imagine that the capitalistic system itself changes or 
disappears, but already in the early 1980’s Frederic Jameson (1998) argued that it 
seems easier to imagine the complete deterioration of the Earth and its nature than 
the breakdown of late capitalism. If we count movies that visualize the end of 
civilization and compare to movies that depict the end of capitalism it is safe to say 
that his interpretation is valid today. 

One key aspect is the tendency of violence inherent in all the non-human 
figures, a violence that usually is directed towards the human. This violence is 
compatible with the violent nature of capitalism, including neoliberal postpolitics. 
Within neoliberalism, what falls outside the postpolitical arena is put in a state of 
exception, and the exceptional violence towards this naked life is transformed into 
exemplary violence (Springer 2012), as illiberal practices and deeds in the defense 
of neoliberalism status quo. At the same time, people that are recognized and 
included in the postpolitical are submitted to an authoritarian-liberal regime (Dean 
2007) which practices a forceful bio-philosophy of hospitality – the ontological 
violence of enclose that is unfolded as the world is framed as a neoliberal world-
picture (Joronen 2011), with the spatial logic of the camp as its template (Agamben 
1998). Not only is neoliberalism dominant in the ontic, but increasingly so as well 
in the ontological or metaphysical sense. Even philosophically, neoliberalism is put 
as the sole alternative. 

 
3. The Monstrous Capitalist Logic 
As Marx famously noted capital is a monstrous thing. Capital is a vampire. Capital 
is dead labour living off/sucking living labour (Marx 1867/1967). Capital drips 
literally in blood. What could be more monstrous than that? Is not the current 
fascination with vampires therefore the sublimation of our status as capital’s 
fodder?  
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Monstrous: “unnatural, deviating from the natural order, hideous”, from Latin 
monstruosus. Monster: from Latin monstrum, abnormal shape, abomination, a 
warning sign of impending evil, extended, according to Online Etymology 
Dictionary, by late 14 Century to include imaginary animals of vast size. 
Capitalism is monstrous:   

 In September 2011, Forbes magazine reported that the first ever audit of the 
Fed showed that 16 trillion dollars was allocated to corporations and banks 
internationally, purportedly for financial assistance since the 2008 financial crisis1 
- that would translate into 2,000 US $ for every single person today. Or how about 
Oxfam’s latest report on the rapid increase in economic inequality such that almost 
50% of the world’s wealth is owned by just 1%; that the bottom half of the world’s 
population (3.5 billion people) owns less than the richest 85 people in the world.2 
More money is spent on weapons of destruction and death than on life sustaining 
programs, such as the millennium goals set up by the UN. In 2013, world debt 
stood at 233.3 trillion dollars3, which would mean that every single living person 
owes ca. 45, 000 US$. 

The violence of monstrous capitalist logic then hits us all, humans as non-
humans. The monstrous is us! 

 
4. Nihilism and the Anti-terra, Anti-human and Anti-life Monsters 
Nihilism, a doctrine that holds existence meaningless and stands for “the radical 
repudiation of value, meaning and desirability” (Nietzsche 1968: 7), is the crucial 
to understanding the monstrous geographies of the post-political contemporary.  

Following Nietzsche, one may distinguish between two senses of nihilism - 
passive and active. Passive nihilism stands for ideas and beliefs relating to “another 
world, a super-sensible world (God, essence, the good, the truth)” (Deleuze 1963: 
147). Passive nihilism negates the earth, life and humanity in the name of 
metaphysical ideals and otherworldly values. Passive nihilism invents “a world 
beyond, as a true world to pass sentence on this whole world of becoming” 
(Nietzsche 1968: 12-13, emphasis added). It posits an apparent world and opposes 
it to the real world – and finds it wanting. The world is always already a dreadful 
place, a dystopia and a monstrous space, where humans have to endure a dreary 
existence for the paradise to come. Central to passive nihilism is “the idea of 
values superior to life”. It seeks a meaning in events, life and the world, etc., “that 
is not there”. Passive nihilism ascribes existence. “some sort of unity, some form of 
‘monism’: this faith suffices to give man a deep feeling of standing of standing in 
the context of, and being dependent on, some whole that is infinitely superior ...” 
(ibid.). Passive nihilism devalues “life in the name of higher values”, which 
implies the denial of this world and life by juxtaposing it to values and 
transcendental worlds (Deleuze 1963: 148). ) Put differently, passive nihilism is 
the realm of credo – otherworldly values, beliefs, norms and ideals. As such, 
passive nihilism accepts what is, existing state of affairs, whatever is, is ordained 
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and everything is as it should be. In the words of Badiou (2009: 331), “the passive 
nihilist is already a realist, packing his bags for the posts and places of social fate”.  

In contrast, active nihilism disavows supernatural beliefs and values. It stands 
passive nihilism on its head, so to speak. “The active nihilist inherits nothing. He 
never believed, and therein lies all his strength ... he is a traveller without luggage” 
(Badiou 2009: 330). Hence, active nihilism “valorizes only itself” (ibid). In as 
much as active nihilism “includes disbelief in any metaphysical world” (Nietzsche 
1968: 13), it signifies the “devaluation of higher values” per se – denial of God, the 
good or the truth (Deleuze 1963: 148). Henceforth “... man takes the place of God: 
... progress, happiness for all and the good of the community; the God-man, the 
moral man, the truthful and social man. These are the new values that are 
recommended in place of higher values, these are the new characters that are 
proposed in place of God” (ibid: 151). Yet, the rise of secularism does not imply 
the end of nihilism since escapism can take non-religious forms as well. Nietzsche 
traces the historical roots of science in the religious belief. For “Christianity is but 
Platonism ‘for the people’ ” (1966: 193) and as such “modern science”, is a species 
of theology, “a shadow of the Christian God” (Haase 2008: 107). Hence, “faith in 
the categories of reason is the cause of nihilism”, Nietzsche reminds us (1968: 13). 
Why? “We have measured the value of the world according to categories that refer 
to a purely fictitious world” (ibid., emphasis original).  

To Nietzsche, upholding utility maximization as the supreme value epitomizes 
nihilism (1966, 396). The credo of utility maximization subordinates all other 
values, nature and life itself, to the narrow calculus of economic profit and gain. 
Nihilism is, thus, is inimical to nature and life, to the human and non-human alike. 
Nature, life and humanity become mere addenda to the logic of the market, credit 
and speculation. Active nihilism is the realm of credit, debt and speculation.  

Common to active and passive nihilism is the devaluation of humanity and life. 
Whereas passive nihilism denigrates life and humanity in the name of world to 
come, values without a world (Diken 2009), active nihilism devalues humanity and 
life by negating all higher values, a world without values (ibid.). In both variants of 
nihilism, life and humanity lack intrinsic worth, are bereft of value and existence is 
devoid of meaning, purpose and significance.  

In the post-political contemporary, passive nihilism has hedonism and 
enjoyment as its highest values. Commodity fetishism and consumer culture distil 
passive nihilism (Badiou 2003: 98; Diken 2009: 79). Urban and rural experience-
spaces, theme parks, and consumption spaces attuned to the needs and sensitivities 
of the “new” global leisure class of tourists and mobile elites are examples of 
passive nihilistic spaces. The injunction “Enjoy!” implies that existence is reduced 
to leisurely consumption and pleasure (Žižek 1999; Kingsbury 2005). The 
transformation of the city into a set of isolated and securitized hedonistic enclaves 
– passive nihilistic logic in action – is a part of the actualization of the camp as the 
political paradigm of the modern (Diken 2004).  
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The active nihilistic logic, wages war on all values save one: utility 
maximization. It strives to remodel society and territory to create the best possible 
material and social conditions that facilitate growth, accumulation and realization 
of monetary value. Active nihilism is firmly tied to the logic of capital. The logic 
of capital “nihilistic in its extensive form, the market having become worldwide; 
nihilistic in its fetishization of the formalism of communication; and nihilistic in its 
extreme political poverty; that is to say in the absence of any project than its 
perpetuation” (Badiou 2003: 98). “Creative destruction”, risk-taking and 
speculation are examples of the predatory active nihilistic logic. The violent 
configuration, even eradication, of urban landscapes operates “...either as a means 
to allay purported threats, or as way of clearing new space for the exigencies of 
global-city formation, neoliberal production, or as urban tabula rasa necessary for 
the most profitable bubbles of real estate speculation” (Graham (2012: 147). 
Indeed, for active nihilism, nothing has intrinsic value. Like Mephistopheles who 
proclaims, “I am the spirit that negates/And rightly so, for all that comes to 
be/Deserves to perish wretchedly:/‘Twere better nothing would begin. Thus 
everything that your terms, sin/Destruction, evil represent -/That is my proper 
element” (1963:161)”, the active nihilist maxim finds proper element in relentless 
changes, constant makeover, glamor and pageantry.  

In principle, all values that boosts profit maximization, growth and the smooth 
flow of capital. The motto of active nihilistic planning appears to be: growth for 
growth sake, economic growth per se as supreme value. All other ideas, ideals, 
values, dreams and alternatives are subordinated to the logic of neo-classical 
economic theory, the maximization of individual worth and benefit. Visions of 
creating frictionless spaces growth and capital accumulation are good and upheld 
as worthy. These are the values of the last men, values that dwarf humanity, values 
that adapt man to specialized utility, ‘a whole tremendous force, whose individual 
factors represent minimal forces, minimal values’ Nietzsche averred (1968: 462). 
What could be more monstrous than this? 

 
5. Conclusion – What Would Zarathustra Say? 
In opposition to this dwarfing and adaptation of man to specialized utility, a 
reverse movement is needed – the production of a synthetic, summarizing, 
justifying man for whose existence this transformation of mankind into am 
machine is a precondition, as a base on which he can invent his higher form of 
being (Nietzsche 1968: 462-63, emphasis in original) 

Active and passive nihilism are the two faces of the monstrous geographies of 
the post-political contemporary, whose primarily goal is the realization of the 
“utopia of endless exploitation” (Bourdieu 1998), i.e., slave morality sublimated as 
paradise. A dystopia of values without a world and a world without values! 

Nietzsche saw nihilism as a monstrous condition, “one of the greatest crises, a 
moment of the deepest self-reflection of humanity” (Haase 2008), yet he welcomed 
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its “arrival”, since it is a prelude or transition to a world of values that affirm and 
uplift life and humanity. The re-evaluation of all values, the creation of new tables 
of values and Zarathustra’s call “Man is something that has to be overcome” 
(1969), are Nietzsche’s “maps” for overcoming nihilism and its monstrous 
geographies. And therein, as they say, lies the rub. 

 
Notes 

1 http://www.forbes.com/sites/traceygreenstein/2011/09/20/the-feds-16-trillion-
bailouts-under-reported/ 
2 Oxfam 2014 Working for the few on economic inequality  
3 $233.3 Trillion: Total World Debt Load at 313% of GDP 
Read more at http://www.maxkeiser.com/2013/05/233-3-trillion-total-world-debt-
load-at-313-of-gdp/#4jBJLaCl7zVhw3fc.99 
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