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Abstract 

Meaning-making dynamics within and across workgroups: An inquiry into the 

creation and movement of usable knowledge in a long-term care facility in 

Ontario  

 

 

Julio Lombardo, M.A . 

Concordia University, 2025 

 

 This thesis explores the putative correlations between the modes of criminality and its 

correlations of historically depicting autism on screen in a negative light. By analyzing pro 

eugenic propaganda films, the essay argues there has been a consistent pathology which has over 

time developed into a caricature common described as the ñcreepò. The Thesis demonstrates how 

this unique trope continues to negatively influence the way we see autism in films and media by 

exploring different film representations which involve autistic coded characters.   
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Prelude: A br ief confession from the author before we depart 

 

 

Above are the names bestowed on the children time has forgotten. These labels have 

dwelt among us for a long time, and have been the result of much prejudice. They have also 

historically contributed to mass exterminations of thousands of innocent lives. All because of a 

label, or as I will soon argue in my thesis, an assumption.   

There has also been an idea that has been propagated through western media, that neurodivergent 

people are fruitful, prolific, and are accepted within mainstream society. The assumption is that 

because autistic diagnose have been increasing within the past couple years, eventually there will 

be more tribes of neurodiverse individuals than, there will be of neurotypicals.  

I must confess to the reader, being diagnosed as an autistic individual; I have hesitated writing 

this prelude out of fear that I will somehow be labeled and put in a box that I do not identify with 

anymore. If anything, I sincerely hope my research can offer something new in the ever-growing 
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discussions surrounding neurodiversity representation. Perhaps one of the reasons I still feel this 

hesitation stems from constantly being pathologized by my neurological condition, my autism 

used to explain underling issues at odds with the normopathic public.  

I would like to propose an idea. Below I have left a relic from my past which carries a 

stigmatization which has pathologized me for years. Such a label has benefited me while also 

inclosing myself from ever extending the barriers of who I can become.  Below I have left my 

official ASD diagnoses which I received when I was 11 years old. It is five pages. Five pages 

that claim to know who I am. Some see it as a blessing, others as a prison sentence. If there is 

anything I wish to prove throughout my thesis, it is that a diagnosis has the power to either 

benefit or as we will soon see, stereotype every facet of your entire autonomy. It is with this 

spirit that I gladly share my diagnoses, as I would like the reader to see how I do not identify 

with the symptoms this label entails. Inspired by one of my favorite biblical verses from the book 

of Exodus, I have dedicated my thesis on the bases of asking the reader, ñWho gives one person 

speech? Who makes another mute or deaf, seeing or blind? Is it not I, the LORD?ò (Exodus 4:11, 

USCCB). This is not to say I donôt identify as being neurodiverse, rather I want to assert that just 

like any other body, I too have changed and have grown into different modes of being. Like a 

faint whisper, I can still hear the proliferated assumptions of my identity call meé  

 

éHere I am. 
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Introduction:  
 

Fred Durstôs latest thriller film The Fanatic (2019) starring, John Travolta, Devon Sawa, 

and Ana Golja is a controversial film that attempts to display the relationship between celebrities 

and fans. Travolta plays the filmôs protagonist named ñMooseò, an obsessed stalker who also 

displays neurological symptoms of autism spectrum disorder. Throughout the film, it becomes 

abundantly clear that Mooseôs only objective in life is to obtain an autograph in hopes to become 

best friends with his B horror film hero, Hunter Dunbar (Devon Sawa). Accompanying Moose 

on his quest is his friend Leah, (Ana Golja) a paparazzi photographer who helps him stalk his 

favorite celebrity. Mooseôs stalking eventually turns violent, as he accidently kills Dunbarôs 

maid, takes photos of himself with Dunbar while he is sleeping, and during the climax of the film 

is tortured by Dunbar by having his eye stabbed and part of his hand shot off. The filmôs 

catastrophic ending leaves viewers with the ultimate impression that the violence committed and 

received by Moose was due to his inherent neurological nature of being a dangerous and 

aggressive creep. On August 22 2019, the cast of Durstôs film hosted an early screening which 

later was accompanied by a Q&A. The panel consisted of Travolta, Sawa, and Golja, along with 

Durst himself. During the Q&A Durst went into detail on how Travolta originally received the 

script and prepared himself to play the role of Moose. As Durst states, when he ñégave the 

script to John, heôd called me back the same nightéand he was just in love with the character 

and he said óit brought tears to my eyesô and he said óFred, I relate to this guy and thereôs a little 

bit of Moose in all of usôò (Nico7 Films,  00:03:12 ï 00:03:19). Although Travolta tries to 

display a level of sentimentality towards this character, one cannot be shaken by the filmôs final 

result. The filmôs reception can be best summed up by Brian Tallericoôs review: ñFred Durstôs 
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óThe Fanaticô hates fans. It hates actors. It hates tourists, shop owners, and servants. It really, 

really hates autistic people. And it hates you. Itôs a movie that thinks youôre an idiot, someone 

who wonôt see through its shallow provocations, illogical behavior, and vile misanthropyò 

(Tallerico). Tallericoôs review best exhibits the frustration that ensued within the ASD 

community after the filmôs initial release. Travoltaôs depiction becomes even more of a blatant 

insult once one considers that his real life deceased son was also autistic. Unfortunately, 

depictions of such characters that are coded autistic are not unfamiliar within the realm of 

cinema and media. This ultimately leaves us to some important questions, how did we get to this 

point of representation towards autistics? Is criminality inheritable to autistics, or is it solely due 

to environmental factors which enable them to commit crimes? What sorts of narratological 

methods and discourses are being used to reinforce this ideology? Finally, is this argument that 

autistics are inherently violent still happening today? If there are so many films which are 

claiming to be inclusive to the way they portray autism, why are there films that still proceed to 

display these types of caricatures within our current social discourse of cinematic representation?    

In this thesis I explore putative correlations between the modes of criminality and its 

negative depictions of framing autism on screen. To be more specific, I explore how pro eugenic 

propaganda films have played a consistent role in influencing the pathological development of a 

caricature that I will describe as the ñcreepò. I argue that this trope not only continues to 

negatively influence the way we see autism in media and films, but also has been the direct cause 

of the social stigmatization that has lead to the deaths of thousands of disabled individuals.  A 

creep as defined by Cambridge.org, is ñan unpleasant person, especially a manò 

(dictionary.cambridge.org) which exhibits behaviors that are unnatural to societal norms. The 

example within the same database describes as follows, ñHe was such a creep - he was 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/unpleasant
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/person
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/especially
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always staring at me...ò (dictionary.cambridge.org). The ñcreepò tropeôs connection to the autism 

community is one that has been developed throughout the past century through eugenic 

propaganda seen in multiple films and other forms of media. My first encounter of the existence 

of this trope which also furthered my investigation came from a YouTube video titled ñAutism 

Tropes in Media [CC]ò which covered a variety of stereotypical character archetypes around 

autism representation in film and media. Youtuber Jessica Kellgren-Fozard, describes in her 

video that the trope of the creep is often used to describe autistic characters which are 

ñéportrayed as lacking emotion, empathy and compassion. Everyone acts like heôs so totally 

weird and incredibly annoying and a complete burdenéò (Kellgren-Fozard, 00:08:21-00:08:32). 

Kellgren-Fozardôs definition sparked a curiosity in me to explore where this caricature originated 

from and how it still manifests itself in film and media today. Although there are some portrayals 

of autistic creeps that fit within the realm of non-violence as described by the two definitions 

above, I am more curious to explore the historical stigmatization behind the ones that do 

associate violence as a key character trait within this trope.  

The representation of those with autism spectrum disorder has become a critical topic 

within the realm of cinema over the past decade. Despite narrative films and media platforms 

embracing characters who fall under the spectrum, much exposure of the autism community is 

still severely limited and misunderstood by the general public. These portrayals often lack an 

exterior ñvoiceò that can narrow down the major misconceptions that often misrepresent an 

entire community. In fact, an unbeknownst reader may be surprised to discover that there is a 

long history surrounding criminality and itôs correlation within the autism community by 

associating violence as an inherent trait of what was once called ñfeeblemindednessò.  

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/staring
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History shows us that this ideology of the feebleminded ñcreepò committing criminal acts 

can be linked to its earliest on screen depictions which emerged during the early 1900s America. 

These depictions were mainly influenced by the eugenic rhetoric that emerged during the 

zeitgeist of late 1800ôs. Eugenics as famously coined by the anthropologist Francis Galton, 

concerns modifying and preserving the more desirable genes of oneôs anatomy. Eugenic 

movements split themselves into two camps, positive and negative eugenics. Positive eugenics 

consists of the idea that one could build an elite society by maintaining certain desirable genes 

through the method of selective breeding, while negative eugenics consists of the notion that this 

could be achievable through the methods of euthanasia and segregation of less desirable peoples 

(Kevles, 436).  As we will see in the coming chapters of my thesis, these ideologies of producing 

superior beings would later go on to produce the fundamental blocks of scientific racism and 

become a major contribution towards the development of Nazi ideology. In particular, eugenics 

experts often promoted the idea that disabled individuals were the biggest threat to their cause, as 

many believed that this community was far more likely to engage in criminal activity solely 

based around there genetic features. As one text states,    

ñThe experts raised the spectre of social degeneration, insisting that ñfeeblemindedò people (the 

term then commonly applied to people believed to be mentally retarded) were responsible for a 

wide range of social problems and were proliferating at a rate that threatened social resources 

and stability. Feebleminded women were held to be driven by a heedless sexuality, the product of 

biologically grounded flaws in their moral character that led them to prostitution and producing 

illegitimate children. óHereditarianô biology attributed poverty and criminality to bad genes 

rather than to flaws in the social corpus.ò (Kevles, 435) 
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A solution that was most commonly promoted during this era was to euthanize these types of 

ñcriminalsò before they had the chance to grow up and multiply. Many eugenic films promoted a 

similar solution as scholar Martin Pernick is noted in David T. Mitchell and Sharon L. Snyder 

Narrative Prosthesis Disability and the Dependencies of Discourse that eugenic propaganda 

films rationalized the ñémedical murder of disabled infants, ultimately premise the 

determination of expendability upon an aesthetic criterionò (Mitchell, Snyder, 28 and 29). These 

films were produced as a means to sway the general public in favoring the extermination of those 

they thought would be a great burden on society. This thesis will not only expand on the 

historical impact these representations had on the disability community, but also demonstrate 

their long lasting effects that continue to reemerge today in the ASD community.   

Durst is not alone when it comes to these portrayals of coded autistics being associated 

with criminality, as there have been other films within the horror and thriller genre that have 

capitalized on this ideology of the ñcreepò trope in the past century. Films like, Lew Lehmanôs 

The Pitt (1981), Vincenzo Nataliôs The Cube (1997), Charles Russellôs Bless the Child (2000), 

Pete Riskiôs Dark Floors (2008), Carlos Brooks Burning Bright (2010), and Jacob Chaseôs Come 

Play (2020) all depict characters who display symptoms of ASD or other neurological disorders 

which are often presented as, creepy, demonic, and typically commit acts of stalking or violence 

towards their neurotypical counterparts. Although these films present many different versions of 

the creep figure in the media, my thesis will explore the specific historical correlation between 

criminality and autism to better understand how we evolved to these modern depictions.   

Since 2013, autism has become regarded as an umbrella term for many other former 

neurological conditions that were once considered a separate neurological condition. The 

diagnosis seen in my prelude categorized my neurological conditioned being under the title of 
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pervasive development disorder not otherwise specified (PDD-NOS). Generally, individuals who 

received this diagnosis were framed as having milder symptoms of autism, as they did not match 

the complete diagnostic criteria. While others have categorized PDD-NOS as being a form of 

mild Aspergerôs syndrome, or mild/high functioning autism, the diagnosis became invalid and 

was removed since the release of the fifth edition of the diagnostic and statistical manual of 

mental disorders (DMS-5). Since this time anyone who was formally diagnosed with PDD-NOS 

would now fall under the guise of autism spectrum disorder (ASD) (Seladi-Schulman).  

Considering how the definition of my own diagnosis had rapidly changed within the span of a 

couple of decades, it is important to note that while I am analyzing my selected examples which 

represent the creep trope within my filmography, I will be using a mix of DMS-5, along with 

other formal and colloquial terms that were commonly used during these selected time periods. 

Terms like, ñfeeble-mindednessò and ñautistic psychopathyò were all once considered legitimate 

terminologies in psychology that would describe figures which fell under the definition of the 

creep caricature. It is important to note to the reader that over the 20
th
 century what we now call 

autism was not always seen as a social impairing neurological disorder. Rather early eugenic 

movements framed mental health and neurological disorders as a slip in the genetic pool that 

either could be altered by oneôs environment or needed to be eliminated from society as a whole. 

As we will see in the coming chapters of my thesis, such key terms that were mainly used to 

dehumanize neurodiverse individuals grew in popularity from the eugenic films and media 

propaganda that were being exposed to the general public. As such, these films serve as a base to 

expand upon the characteristics of how a creep figure became to be. Thus, although many of the 

terms that I will be using, like ñfeeble-mindednessò do carry the weight and negative 
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connotations of historically prejudice rhetoric, it is important to note they were also once 

considered a widely acceptable and legitimate medical terminology.  

With these terminologies in mind, I will now describe the symptoms that one may use 

when diagnosing someone for ASD. The DMS-5 describes someone with autism having a delay 

in three areas of social communication and public interaction. These consist of ñ(i) social-

emotional reciprocity; (ii) developing, understanding, and maintaining relationships; and (iii) 

nonverbal communicationò Furthermore the DMS-5 also states that someone with autism must 

also demonstrate two of the four behaviors within their social interacts like, ñ(i) inflexible to 

changes in routine; (ii)  restrictive or fixated interests that may be abnormal in focus or intensity; 

(iii) hypo- or hyperactivity in response to sensory input or abnormal fixation with sensory 

aspects of the environment; and (iv) repetitive movements, speech, or use of itemsò (Lordan, 

Ronan, et al, 20-21). Not every single person diagnosed with ASD will display all the symptoms 

listed above, but it is important to note that each autistic person is an exception to the rule and 

should not be pathologized under one set label.  Furthermore, I will also be using terms like 

ñnon-speakingò autistics rather than ñnon-communitiveò/ñnon-verbalò autistics to describe some 

of the artists mentioned particularly in the second chapter of my thesis. This is due to the fact 

that the definition of ñnonspeakingò is not only a more inclusive terminology, but has also played 

a critical role in sparking numerous conversations around the fundamental aspects of how 

language is constructed  and the boundaries which encompass speech as a whole. Many autistic 

advocacy centers like ASAN (Autistic Self Advocacy Network) and The Guild for Human 

Services have acknowledged and promoted the recent attempts to educate the public on these 

inclusive terms. As Senior Clinical Advisor Corrina Riggs, from the Guild Team states, many 

self-advocates, ñéfeel that the term nonverbal is stigmatized because the general population 
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equates nonverbal to not having or receptively understanding language. Many advocates want to 

change the narrative on that. Semantically speaking, the word nonverbal means without words, 

and thereôs pushback to say that nonspeaking individuals have words, but they cannot speak 

them.ò (guildhumanservices.org) 

There is also an urgent need for conducting research on the historical representation of 

neurodiversity within the realm of cinema, especially within the confines of the autism 

community. Although there has been an increase of scholarship over the years which have 

explored autism on the silver screen, there is still little written on the correlation of eugenics 

remerging within the realm of autism representation. One can argue that this is due to the lack of 

social awareness many are unfamiliar with when discussing the history and development around 

the pathology of the autism community. To further this point, there is also very little written 

about autism representation from the perspective of someone who is autistic themselves and has 

been associated within this community throughout their entire life. I will argue that this is 

because there are aspects of negative eugenic propaganda that still remains present within the 

zeitgeist of our society and cinematic consumption. Take for example; the discussions in recent 

times around the idea that science can one day hope to genetically modifying the human anatomy 

through technologies of artificial wombs. Such concepts are not new within the realm of science 

fiction, as there have been films over the decades which have explored this premise to the extent 

of seeing what sorts of obstacles a society can find itself in if it were to live in a deterministic 

society that sees little to no value in disabled individuals and dehumanizes them to a category of 

being a second class citizen.  

One of the main reasons for conducting my research stems from the influence that 

eugenics still holds on the structure of our society, especially in the realm of cinema. Although 
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there are plenty of films that expand upon this idea, none come close to examining the intricate 

debate around the morals of artificial genetic selection like Andrew Niccolôs debut film Gattaca 

(1997). Niccolôs film takes place in a not so distant dystopian future completely structured 

around the politics of eugenics. The film shows what would happen if society were to genetically 

select favorable genes and create a new class of people which dominates every asset of society. 

The film shows that those who are born from natural conception are ostracized and segregated 

for their genetic imperfections.  The plot of the film expands on the extent of this genetic 

discrimination as the protagonist Vincent, played by Ethan Hawke, must disguise himself as a 

genetically ñvalidò candidate in order to achieve his dream of venturing into space. Since the 

time of its release, the film has grown a cult following for being one of the most realistic science 

fictions films to have ever been created. In fact, the filmôs depiction of a eugenic future seems so 

tangible, that in 2011 NASA claimed that the world of Gattaca was arguably the most realistic 

science fiction film to likely become a reality in our near future. NASAôs statement was a result 

of a conducted list which sought to find the best/ worst sci-fi films that our society was most 

likely going to progress into in the near future. Although the list mentions that other films like 

Robert Zemeckis Contact (1997) and Fritz Langôs Metropolis (1927) could be plausible realities, 

Gattaca was still selected as the most likely science fiction film to become a reality in the not so 

distant future. This is because Gattacaôs concepts parallel the incredible advancements genetic 

science has accomplished in our society over the past twenty-seven years since the filmôs initial 

release. To further this point, ñthis concept aligns with current research in medical genetics, 

which focuses on studying hereditary diseases within families. According to the Commissariat à 

l'énergie atomique (CEA), our increasing understanding of human DNA could indeed lead to the 

identification of individual genetic predispositionsò (msn.com).  It is for this reason that I will 
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argue throughout my thesis that if we do not explore this specific topic more in depth, there will 

unfortunately be more potential aspects of negative eugenics that will slowly remerge within our 

society again in the near future. In fact, some concepts of genetic segregation have become fully 

prevalent in our society and have been a point of contention against the disability community for 

decades. Take for example the increased number of abortions committed from women who are 

pregnant with babies who have Down syndrome. A 2022 report by The Joint Economic 

Committee Republican confirms that about, ñé60 percent to 90 percent of children diagnosed 

with Down syndrome are aborted in the U.S., compared to 18 percent of all pregnancies ending 

in abortionò (Lee, 1). Despite this incredibly high statistic, it fails in comparison to how high the 

percentage has grown in Europe over the past three decades, since prenatal screenings have 

become more of a common necessity for women. One of the European countries who have the 

highest pregnancy terminations for Down syndrome individuals is Iceland with an almost 100 

percent pregnant termination (Quinones & Lajka). It is unclear if this is solely due to it being a 

strictly political or cultural endeavor, however these statistics affirms the notion that parents 

would prefer to terminate their pregnancy as a way to modify ones genetic selection, rather than 

allow a child to be born with Down syndrome.  

Other conceptual ideas have sprung within the realm of eugenics and determinism 

developing in the sometime near future. A company called EctoLife released a promotional 

video in 2022 which advertised the possibility of creating genetically modified babies through 

the technological advancement of artificial wombs. The company confidently demonstrated that 

it had the proper funding from tycoon Elon Musk and will be able to hopefully produce 30,000 

wombs each year   (Gordon).  Although EctoLife seemed like an incredibly innovating 

opportunity and a great advancement in genetic selection, there is only one major issue that 
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remains in its way, the company does not exist. By this I mean, I am referring to the fact that the 

ad, as well as the supposed technology in genetic selection are all a fabrication from a German 

filmmaker named Hashem Al-Ghaili. The video in question was the subject of an overnight 

sensation in the realm of science, as his video was increasing being shared and reported on 

multiple social media sites and news outlets. The video became so big that Al -Ghaili even had to 

comment on the realities his ñcompanyôsò technology was able to do. In a MSN interview, the 

German filmmaker stated how the technology in the video was nowhere near to existing anytime 

in the near future and that his company was only in the conceptual stages of forming nuance 

discussions around societyôs relation to genetic selection. In the interview he states, "óI 

understand that the video was taken out of context and some people shared it online as if it were 

realéThe main goal of creating the video was to ignite the discussion about an emerging 

technology and to highlight scientific progress in the field of ectogenesisô"( Petersen). Despite 

the fact that the fraudulent company had no intention of mass producing its technology, it none 

the less still generated a discussion around the prevalence eugenics and determinism still holds in 

our society. Due to the large amalgamation of misinformation from news outlets, some academic 

journals also cited the fake EctoLife as a futuristic alterative to natural conception for the general 

public. In an article from the International journal of surgery titled ñArtificial womb: 

opportunities and challenges for public healthò, the authors not only confirmed that Al -Ghaili 

had the advance technology to would soon be available, but also stated that, ñIt can be a suitable 

alternative in cases of placental insufficiency, which can lead to preterm labour and intrauterine 

growth retardation.ò (Khulbe et al, 618). This means that the technology, if it were to be 

available, could ultimately prevent the growth of individuals with neurological disorders. 

Although we can rest assured that the technology of Al -Ghailiôs company is nowhere near the 
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world Gattaca, one must still question how such a eugenic concept can still entice some people 

toward a disability free society. This phenomenon is nothing new to the disability community, 

and as you will soon read from my thesis, has ultimately led to significant direr consequences 

that still loom over this misrepresented community today.    

Overall, very little has been written about the epistemological origins of these frequent 

autistic tropes that are constantly being displayed in everyday media. If my research is a success, 

my thesis will not only prove that there must be a call for critical change within the cinematic 

world as regards to how we present autism, but also provide a resource for the neurodiverse 

community. As a neurodiverse individual who grew up in this community, I have personally 

witnessed what limited resources there are for the public to be more acquired on these subject 

matters. I hope to provide more knowledge to slowly close the gap in our academic field by 

asking audiences to become more critical in the ways they view the autistic body on screen. In 

order to achieve this we must first take a step and examine where these stereotypes were once 

formulated.    
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Chapter 1: The Black Stork/Tomorrowôs Children and the Neurotypical American Family 

  

The development of the typical American family has been held as one the most important 

foundations which have contributed towards a capitalistic society. The institutionôs ideal premise 

consists around the notion that families with normative bodies could enjoy a prosperous life, if 

they are able to contribute back towards the modes of production. At the beginning of the 1900ôs, 

the ideal American was expected to fashion oneôs self around these morals. The development of 

films provided the opportunity to present and uphold the sanctity of typical families and the roles 

each had to play. Families that had members, who were considered disabled, were often left to be 

subjected to forms of isolation and humiliation. In many ways, a disabled family member often 

signified a great burden upon the family as well as society. What sorts of impact could a disabled 

body have on the establishment of the American family, if they would even have a place in the 

family at all? If the disabled body was unable to fit into the premise of American ideals, this 

often left room for others with nefarious intentions to speculate what the disabled body might do 

if left to its own ónatureô. For my first chapter, I wish to present an analytical timeline which will 

argue how the eugenic movement of the early 1900ôs proposed the notion that disabled figures 

would evolve into criminals. I wish to also demonstrate how eugenics from this time period 

proposed to fix this controversial issue through radical ideologies. In order to do this, I will be 

examining two films, Leopold Wharton and Theodore Whartonôs infamous feature The Black 

Stork (1917), and Crane Wilburôs Tomorrowôs Children (1934), which proposed two different 

eugenic ideological solutions toward disabled American family members.  
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How ñThe Black Storkò influenced politics in early 20
th

 century eugenic films: 
 

 The socio-political zeitgeist of early 20th century America was without a doubt heavily 

influenced by negative media depictions towards disabled bodies. Many states in 1920s America 

voted to ñélegislate the compulsory sterilization of criminals, the insane, and the retardedéò 

among immigrants who also did not fit the ideal American archetype (Pernick, 22). Much of this 

philosophy was based on the predication of preserving certain races in America that were 

deemed ñsuperiorò to others. From the ideologyôs earliest inception, a great sum of eugenicists 

gravely warned the dangers of having disabled family members, as their disability was often 

associated with criminality. These disabled family members were referred to asñéóthe menace 

of the feeblemindedò and the danger of órace suicideô brought on by too few births among 

ósocially inadequateôò (Lombardo, 248). This ideology can be further explored in Madison 

Grantôs pseudoscientific book called Passing of the Great Race (1916). The controversial book 

depicts racist undertones and suggests the idea that the Nordic race is superior to others due to 

evolutionary factors. In Grantôs chapter ñThe Competition of Racesò, he discusses the need for 

government intervention in regards to poverty and its relation to the ñfeeblemindedò population. 

It is important to note to the reader that during this time period, ñfeeblemindednessò would not 

only represent what we would later categorizes as part of the ASD community in the coming 

decades, but also included a larger range of other cognitive disorders that would be seen as 

inferior to the normalized development of mental cognition  (Smith,64). Grant believed the 

disabled communityôs only purpose was to be a burden upon society, including the American 

family. As a result, Grant felt the need to construct a systematical structure which would 

pathologize around the notion that disabled individuals categorized as a specific ñraceò? The 

belief consisted in the notion that this ñraceò was immorally incompatible of participating in the 
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progression and sustainability of western culture, solely due to their bodies and minds being 

unable to be exploited from a capitalistic system. Therefore, Grant proposed that those who were 

of a ñsuperior statureò have a duty to prevent these communities from overpopulating in order to 

allow for progress for the human race. As Grant states, ñéthe percentage of incompetentôs 

increases; the burden of their support will become ever more onerous until, at no distant date, 

society will in self-defense put a stop to the supply of feebleminded and criminal children of 

weaklings.ò (Grant, 49) Grant states that the only solution to avert this crisis is to get rid of 

charitable organizations that wish to relieve the suffering of these ñfeeblemindedò criminals, and 

demand governmental intervention to destroy what he refers to as, a ñdefective strainò. This 

solution can only be done through the methods of eugenics. As he writes:  

ñThe individual himself can be nourished, educated and protected by the community during his 

lifetime, but the state through sterilization must see to it that his line stops with him or else future 

generations will be cursed with an ever increasing load of victims of misguided sentimentalism.ò 

(Grant, 51) 

   These legislations were not exclusively being discussed in the United States, as many 

professionals within the medical field of Canada displayed similar interests. One figure who 

contributed immensely to this narrative was Thomas Douglas, formerly known as ñThe Father of 

Medicine,ò and responsible for the creation of the national system of healthcare in Canada. In his 

masterôs thesis The Problems of the Subnormal Family, Douglas proposes three solutions to the 

raise of welfare participants that he believes hugely went to ñimbecilesò, prostitutes, and 

criminals in lower-income households. His proposed solutions were to segregate the lower class, 

the sexes, and sterilize defective individuals, including those who are deemed ñfeeblemindedò. 

From the authorôs perspective, ñéit gives protection to society, yet it deprives the defective of 
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nothing except the privilege of brining into the world children who would only be a care to 

themselves and a charge to societyò (Douglas, 25). Douglasôs ideas are important to note here, as 

his arguments on the relation between ñfeeblemindednessò and the dysfunctional family will 

manifest themselves during in my coming chapters that explore the development of the early 

monster genre in 1930s America and how these ideologies reemerge later in contemporary 

cinema which involve critical aspects of the ASD community.    

These textual sources offer us an inside look of the state that eugenics was in during the 

early 1900s. However, no event better illustrates these ideologies than the Bollinger case of 

1915. On November 17, John Bollinger was a newborn disabled infant with no neck or right ear. 

Convinced that the child would grow up to become a burden to society, Dr. Harry J. Haiselden, 

with the permission of the childôs mother, allowed the infant to die of natural causes rather than 

preforming a lifesaving operation. The case caused an immense uproar, later sparking a debate 

on the boundaries of positive and negative eugenics and its role in legislating euthanasia towards 

the disabled American public. The case proposed the question of whether doctors had the 

superior moral right to perform such life-ending measures on newborn infants. The case was 

nowhere unique for its time, the Bollinger case grew to exponential heights making it one of the 

biggest events that would cement the moral dilemma zeitgeist of the decade. ñAlthough 

Haiseldenôs cases may not have directly influenced present debates, they illuminate that critical 

period in which many present attitudes and assumptions first took their current form.ò (Pernick, 

13) In fact, many parents of disabled youth from around the country applauded Haiseldenôs 

decision of terminating the Bollinger baby and ñéwrote moving letters of support to Haiselden 

and requested his help in allowing their children to dieò (Pernick, 5). When questioned about his 

actions, Haiselden insisted to his critics that the baby would never achieve the intellectual 
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functions of an ñordinary animalò and would go on to eventually become an impoverished 

criminal (Pernick, 72). Therefore, it is here where I wish to conduct my analysis and examine 

how figures like Haiselden would use propaganda to propagate the notion that disabled babies 

would turn into impoverished criminal if not euthanized at the time of their infancy. After 

Haiseldenôs status became an overnight national phenomenon, he would soon go on to gain 

international recognition for influencing and starring in one of the most infamous eugenic films 

to be created from the American film industry. Such a film would generate a mass ambivalence 

of discussions among the American population to what a typical eugenic family should look like.     

 The Black Stork (1917), later renamed to the title Are you Fit for Marriage (1929), bases 

a majority of its plot off the Bollinger case by depicting a hypothetical scenario in which a 

disabled newborn grows up to become a social outcast, eventually turning into a down-hearted 

criminal. The story consists of a young engaged couple named Claude and Anne, who plan on 

starting a family but ultimately come to a difficult decision on whether or not they should 

reproduce. Dr Dicky (played by Haiselden himself) on multiple occasions is critical about the 

union and reproduction between Claude and Anne, mainly due to Claudeôs unnamed inheritable 

disease. The film makes the suggestion that Claudeôs disease came from his grandfather having a 

sexual relationship with a slave woman, therefore implying that Claudeôs offspring would be 

physically and racially inferior (Smith, 18). Dr Dicky strongly recommends that the couple does 

not have children for the betterment of society. Ignoring his pleas, the couple proceeds to 

reproduce and have a baby boy; however, they soon come to discover that their newborn son is 

severely disabled and is on the verge of dying. Dr Dicky being the ñpiousò man, refuses to 

perform the lifesaving surgery on the newborn child. In that same moment, Anne is suddenly 

struck by a vision from God, in which she sees her sonôs horrific future if he were to receive the 
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lifesaving operation. The vision shows the audience the newborn growing up to become a 

crimpled hunchback that would experience a life ñéfilled with pain, madness, and crimeò 

(Pernick, 6) and eventually become a dangerous criminal who would live a life of immorality. 

Enlightened by this, she agrees to allow the doctor to terminate her baby through lethal injection, 

resulting in the newbornôs spirit to be embraced in the arms of Jesus Christ.  

Ironically, the religious components of the film sparked a major controversy among some 

religious and political groups and denominations across America. Many were split on the issue 

of whether terminating a disabled newborn was justified. The religious element of depicting 

Christ in the film was by no means unintentional, as historically the representation of disability 

has been associated on screen as either as a form of Godôs punishment or his divine love. The 

usage of religion in a film depicting disabled figures would create a major shift in the viewerôs 

experience and knowledge of disability itself. As Martin F. Nordenôs book The Cinema of 

Isolation: A History of Physical Disability in the Movies states, ñémovies that featured the 

concept of a God-delivered cure represented a major shift in moviemaker attitudes towards 

disabilityò (Norden, 38). Around the same time of the filmôs release, a poll was conducted to the 

general American public which wished to evaluate the publicôs views on the ethics around 

eugenics and the Bollinger baby (Fig. 1) (Fig. 2). The polls found that more protestant 

denominations along with Socialists groups were in favor of ñnot treatingò as well as ñkillingò 

the Bollinger baby and other disabled newborns due to their rapid growth. On the other hand, the 

poll also showed that the biggest opponents to euthanasia came from a majority of Catholics who 

due to their beliefs saw eugenics along with other forms of birth control as contrary to their faith. 

As Christine Rosen states in her book Preaching Eugenics: Religious Leaders and the American 

Eugenics Movement, a major component to this notion was the Catholic communityôs rejection 
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of modernity in North America. As she sates, ñCatholics argued that natural divine lawðnot the 

laws of biologyðgoverned human behavior and protected, among other things, the 

indissolubility of marriage, the sanctity of protection and human life (born and unborn), and the 

family. By interfering with these things, eugenicist violated natural law, and thus earned the 

censure of most Catholicsò (Rosen, 140).  Other officials of the Church like the Bishop of 

Montana, commented during this divided time by stating that disabled individuals like the 

Bollinger baby, all had the equal civil right to life as lamented through the authority of Church 

doctrine along with their constructional rights as indicated from the American declaration of 

Independence (Pernick, 75).  

 

Fig.1. A poll which was conducted in America showing the different responses each 

religions had towards treating/terminating disabled babies (Oxford University Press, USA, 

1996) 34. 

Source: Martin S. Pernick. The Black Stork: Eugenics and the Death of "Defective" Babies 

in American Medicine and Motion Pictures since 1915. 

Oxford University Press, USA, 1996. 
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Fig.2. A poll which was conducted in America showing the different responses each poltical 

affiliated parties response towards treating/terminating disabled babies (Oxford University 

Press, USA, 1996) 33. 

Source: Martin S. Pernick. The Black Stork: Eugenics and the Death of "Defective" Babies 

in American Medicine and Motion Pictures since 1915. 

Oxford University Press, USA, 1996. 

 

 

Haiselden occasionally used religious and political semantics to justify his ñnaturalisticò 

approach to the Bollinger case. When questioned about his moral obligation to the newborn, 

Haiseldenôs character states in the film, ñIt was the will of God that the child be born defective. It 

is his will that the child die. Shall I set myself up as wiser than the Almightyò (Pernick, 86)? 

Thus, depicting the termination of a disabled newborn was considered, for the most part, a 

commonly accepted solution among many different political and religious groups at the time. 

These policies, along with the national, political and religious rhetoric of the time, clearly 

demonstrate much of the publicôs view on disabled individuals and the need to eradicate them.  

This rhetoric can also be commonly found in many literary depictions of disabled 

individuals.  These stories consisted of the question of how these disabled individuals should 

interact with their neurotypical counterparts and be framed within society as a whole. Many of 
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these literacy artists as well as their methods of telling stories about disabled individuals 

eventually found their way to cinema.  For this reason it is important to note to the reader that 

such narrative structures like ñThe Black Storkò, were not new within the realm of cinema. Often 

timeôs disabled characters were written with one of two solutions to rid their disability. Scholarsô 

note that the majority of narratives would either allow those disabled characters to be ñcuredò 

(typically by some miraculous miracle, prosthetic, or sterilization) or die (murder, euthanasia, 

etc).  It would reinforce audience members that the disabled character was only used as a 

metaphorical or allegorical plot device to push the narrative forward. This is what David T. 

Mitchell and Sharon L. Snyder define as a ñnarrative prosthesisò. In their 2000 book with the 

same name, Mitchell and Snyder examine disability through different literary representations, 

and discuss how many able-bodied writers have historically relied on the disabled body as a plot 

device for their stories. As the text states, ñénarrative prosthesis is meant to indicate that 

disability has been used throughout history as a crutch upon which literary narratives lean for 

their representational power, disruptive potentiality, and analytical insight.ò In other words ñwe 

want to demonstrate that the disabled body represents a potent symbolic site of literary 

investmentò (Mitchell and Snyder, 49).  By examining these open ended narratives, the authors 

conclude that the initial goal of the disabled body is ñéto return the incomplete body to the 

invisible status of a normative essenceò thus reestablishing the normative body as the standard 

within society (Mitchell and Snyder, 8).  This narrative device will soon become a common 

theme throughout the chapter, as many readers will note that the substantial films and texts that 

will be referenced featuring characters that fall within the ASD/disability community are framed 

around this ideological structure that goes against the stereotypical American family. For 

example, The Black Stork presents a similar lesson towards audience members, as the film 
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exhibits how the cripple newbornsô hypothetical life will spiral into a life of isolation and 

criminality. Through this narrative device, the director will insist that the cause of the crippleôs 

inability to assimilate into society solely comes from his inherent genealogical nature.  

The Black Storkôs Transition from Boyhood and Manhood: 
 

Throughout The Black Stork, we are presented with two major stages that contribute to 

the crippleôs descent into criminality, ñBoyhoodò and ñManhoodò. In the first stage, ñBoyhoodò, 

we see a particular scene that demonstrates how the disabled body is not able to function within 

the filmôs structured and social norms of society. In this scene, our protagonist along with his 

mother encounter a group of boys who are playing outside which entices the cripple to want to 

join. As seen below (fig.3), the group of boys replies in a mean manner saying, ñGo awayð

youôre a jinxðyou bring bad luckò (Wharton & Wharton, 00:50:44). Rejected by his peers, the 

disabled boy isolates himself and then is seen reading the story of ñThe Ugly Ducklingò with his 

mother. The parallels of social rejection from the story become a form of comfort for the child.   

In Symbolising Boundaries: Identity and Diversity in British Cultures (1986), Allison 

James writes about a lack of ñsamenessò. In her chapter "Learning to Belong: the Boundaries of 

Adolescence,ò Allison states that adolescents socially strive to achieve a sense of physical 

ñsamenessò among their peers: ñBodies must not deviate from a median upon which they 

themselves have tacitly agreed. Those who are perceived to differ too much from this symbolic 

mean are ruthlessly identified and namedéò (James, 162). This is consistent within The Black 

Stork, as the film shows us how the disabled body is segregated due to the protagonistôs physical 

difference. Another example to illustrate this idea can come from comparing the disabled 

protagonist to another disabled literary figure from William Shakespeareôs Richard III. Mitchell 

and Snyderôs book Narrative Prosthesis cites Leonard Kriegelôs essay ñDisability as Metaphor in 
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Literatureò which examines how Richard IIIôs deformity makes him a subject of public rejection 

and pity to the reader. As the book states, ñThe cripple is threat and recipient of compassion, 

both to be damned and to be pitiedðand frequently to be damned as he is pitied.ò (Mitchell and 

Snyder, 18) Therefore on a narrative component, the crippleôs failure to achieve a sense of 

ñnormalityò creates an environment of isolation which will later be the cause for him to take 

revenge upon the world.    

 

Fig. 3. Still from The Black Stork (00:50:48). A group of kids mock the crippled protagonist 

calling him a jinx. 

 

In the next stage of ñThe Black Stork,ò ñManhoodò, we see a continuation of isolating the 

cripple, as Claude and Anne try their best to hide the disabled child from the public. Even when 

the protagonist manages to run away to the bustling streets, ñwhere bodies may be straight but 

minds are crooked--ò (Wharton & Wharton, 00:58:49) the film goes out of its way to 

demonstrates how little use the disabled body is in society. One such example includes the 
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protagonist realizing he would be rejected from the army due to his disability as, ñéUncle Sam 

demands perfection.ò (Wharton & Wharton, 00:59:44) Another example can be seen when the 

cripple gets into a bar fight over his appearance (fig. 4).  Being of no use to his country and 

unable to establish normal relationships among his peers, he vows to take revenge against his 

parents for fostering a life of isolation. When the moment finally arises, the protagonist is taken 

back to see that his parents are in a constant state of grief and guilt for giving him life. (fig.5) 

Unable to kill his parents, he realizes the real person responsible for his tortured life is, Dr Dicky. 

Thus the disabled protagonist vows to kill the doctor for performing the lifesaving operation on 

him. When he finally encounters an old Dr Dicky, ashamed of what he has allowed to live, the 

protagonist states, ñYou are the man who condemned me to this life of torture and shameðSee 

what you have saved me for! Now you will pay!ò (Wharton & Wharton, 1:10:46). The cripple 

then proceeds to murder the doctor and goes to prison. Eventually he is freed and meets his 

future spouse leading to a cue card that states, ñThe horrible evil grows and grows--ò (Wharton 

& Wharton, 01:13:41) suggesting to the audience that the criminal will spread his seed like a 

disease eventually leading to a total collapse of society.         
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Fig. 4. Still from The Black Stork (01:02:14). The crippled protagonist gets into a bar fight 

after being made fun of his appearance. 

  

 

Fig. 5. Still from The Black Stork (01:06:30). The crippled protagonist attempts to murder 

his mother as an act of revenge for her giving him life. 
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The ending of the film proposes upon audiences that, the only solution to stop this 

newborn cripple from turning into a criminal and depleting society is to kill him through lethal 

ejection. In this instance, the narrative prosthesis reaffirms to the audience that an abnormal 

person (in both body and mind) will never be able to be integrated within society. Rather than 

suggesting a cure through sterilization, the film proposes that the only solution to this abnormal 

body is to eliminate it before it rapidly spreads.  

Although The Black Stork was highly influential for creating mass hysteria regarding the 

relationship between disability and criminality, its success would be short lived as the American 

public would momentarily see a rapid decline in feature films that promoted eugenic ideologies. 

A contributing factor behind this major shift within the realm of the American zeitgeist came 

from the film industry censoring and banning eugenic medical procedures from being depicted in 

public theaterôs. Suddenly films like The Black Stork were moved from the silver screen and 

shown in ñéclassrooms, road shows, and other marginal locationséò all in hopes to codify the 

eugenic frame work to promote euthanasia to poor and underprivileged communities. (Pernick, 

160). Another major contributing factor came from American medical professionals who were 

highly critical and constant in boycotting and interfering with Haiseldenôs pseudoscientific 

campaign. Pernick also suggests that Haiseldenôs lack of academic scholarship, along with his 

reserved and isolating character of being a loner, ultimately saw the demise of this self-made 

entrepreneur fade into obscurity within the realm of medical academia (Pernick, 162). It would 

seem that euthanasia in America was slowly becoming a footnote in the long complex history of 

disability studies. Although no longer being promoted within mainstream theaters, other eugenic 

procedures like sterilization, were still very present and accepted within the realm of the 

American public as a means to protect the typical American family. For the moment, it would 
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seem as though America had moved on and forgotten this bit of dark history of promoting 

negative eugenics within the realm of cinema. This unfortunately would not last long as the 

coming decades would see a revival in the promotion of such negative eugenic ideologies, now 

refined in a new cinematic light.         

Eugenics Debates within the Studio Hollywood era of Cinema (Tomorrowôs Children): 

  

Although there was a short period of time where eugenics did not dominate mainstream 

theaters, the golden age of cinema ushered in a new age for many studios to incorporate different 

arguments around the promotion of positive and negative eugenics. The film industry which 

historically built narratives around conservative ideologies, insisted on upholding able and 

normative bodies and minds as a standard when constructing narratives structured around the 

representation of disabled characters. Although films during this time had disabled characters 

who could now voice their own opinions, much of these big budget narratives were still being 

constructed around the approval of able bodied figures who found more capital off exploiting 

disabled bodies for storylines that were associated with tragedy. Euthanasia had also made a 

popular come back as ñéthe mid-1930s, American newspapers and magazines resumed 

extensive coverage of mercy killing, and by the late 1930s, both topics returned to the screen.ò 

(Pernick, 160) As reiterated from my last chapter, early 1900ôs eugenics was divided into two 

subgroups which proposed different solutions to the spread of ñbadò genes, in favor of a 

preserving and maintaining a normative society. Endorsements of positive eugenics meant that 

doctors had the moral superiority to manipulate a personôs heredity through means of breeding in 

order to produce a superior race. Meanwhile negative eugenics still prompted the idea of ómercy 

killingsô as a solution to improving the conditions of society by eliminating and or sterilizing 

those deemed a burden on society as a whole. (Kevles, 436) Now, 1930s cinema saw one camp 
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primarily focused on aspects of societal regulations, while the other camp continued to embrace 

extreme alternatives as the ultimate solution to the disabled community. Despite euthanasia 

becoming popular again, many studio directors chose to critique the realm of negative eugenics 

as it allowed room for more public discussions on the usage of medical procedures like 

sterilization. Therefore, films that criticized the early 1900s era of negative eugenics often 

evoked open ended discussions on the validity and role of sterilization and euthanasia in the 

public domain. Since the heyday of The Black Storkôs overnight popularity, the American 

government solidified its stance on mandatory sterilization and institutionalization, policies that 

segregated many disabled Americans (Smith, 36). Previous policies surrounding the sterilization 

of the criminally insane had existed in numerous states during the 1920ôs, and by the end of the 

1930ôs the number of Americans forced to be sterilized was approximately 30,000 individuals 

(E. Evans, 107). Even though these laws were clearly meant to discriminate against the disabled 

community, these laws were considered a far better solution as the thought of euthanasia had 

now become a more taboo subject within the public perception.  During the time these mandates 

were active, there were plenty of opportunities for individuals in the film industry to construct 

arguments critiquing the legitimacy and effect these laws would have on the balance and 

structure of society. Some studios thus shifted their focus on producing films that questioned the 

extension these mandatory sterilization and institutionalization laws had on the general American 

public.   

Films like Crane Wilburôs Tomorrow's Children (1934) proposed an open ended 

discussion on the effects these mandatory sterilization laws had on the typical American family.  

Continuing on the nature vs. nurture narrative trope, the film presents Alice Mason, who wants to 

marry her fiancé Jim and start a family. Her dream comes to an abrupt end when her 
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impoverished and alcoholic parents are forced to undergo sterilization due to their reckless 

lifestyle. Being the only member of her entire family to financially support her physical/mentally 

disabled siblings, she is deemed too much of a liability to reproduce, and therefore must also 

undergo the sterilizing procedure along with her family. Alice is then arrested and prosecuted as 

a criminal by a corrupt judicial system, solely due to her inherited genes. Her fiancé Jim makes a 

bold case to Dr. Brooks, the familyôs social worker, but it is of little use as Alice is soon 

sentenced to be sterilized along with other criminals and ñfeeblemindedò individuals. The film 

then presents a new revelation, which proves Alice was never biologically related to her 

alcoholic ñparentsò, but rather a part of an elaborate ruse to make Alice the sole financial 

provider off the laziness of the Mason family. Thankfully Aliceôs fiancé along with their priest 

Father OôBrien manage to stop the procedure before it is too late. The film ends with Alice and 

Jim walking out of the hospital ready to begin their new lives.  

Wilburôs film aims to create an open dialogue which critiques the power dynamics of the 

corrupt medical and legal institutions and their associations with negative eugenics. This debate 

focuses on the necessity and legitimacy of mandatory sterilization laws. The film assesses the 

fragility and exploitive nature these mandates can have on the general public if governed by the 

wrong people. To further this point, the film depicts a scene in which Dr. Brooks is having an 

open debate with Dr. McIntyre, the surgeon who will soon perform the sterilization procedure on 

Alice. Both doctors present opposing arguments on whether Alice should proceed with the 

operation. The scene emphasizes the level of skepticism as regards the scientific legitimacy that 

sterilization has had on the prevention of criminality and the ñinsaneò as a whole. As the 

discussion unfolds Dr. Brooks argues,  
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Dr Brooks: ñéis science always right? Well your proceeding on a trial and error basis, is that 

fair? Well look at all the great men in the world that may be classified as having been insane or 

some other way unfit. Well look at Nietzsche, Dostoevsky, Edgar Allen Poe. Suppose their 

parents had been sterilized.ò 

To which Dr. McIntyre responses,  

Dr McIntyre: ñI admit these men are not what we call normal. Did any of them have insane 

parents? Were any of them fatherôs to a genius? Listen Brooks; in most cases these operations 

are justified. The benefits are so great; we can take a chance for an occasional mistake. I donôt 

think weôve made one yet.ò (Wilbur, 00:39:32-00:40:06) 

To further engage with this discussion, it will be of great importance to note to the reader 

how individuals could be medically exploited and labeled as insane criminals to begin with. In 

order to understand the role of these horrific institutions which are being depicted on screen, we 

therefore must examine the epistemology and immoral exercise of power one possessed to 

bestow such labels upon individuals who may have been categorized as ñmadò. In Michel 

Foucaultôs Madness and Civilization (1961), the author examines the history of how madness 

and reason were interlinked without distinction between one another. During the enlightenment 

era, madness and reason slowly diverged into two separate categories. Since then, madness 

(which Foucault connects to array of neurological conditions) became distinctly molded around 

different modes of societal constructs. In his chapter, The Birth of the Asylum Foucault explores 

the history of Samuel Tuke, a philanthropist and mental-health reformer whose methods of moral 

treatment generated the post-modern approach to institutional asylums. Tuke describes insanity 

as a disease which disrupts any form of agency a patient has with respect to his or her capacity to 
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function within the ñnormativeò realms of society. Tuke saw insanity as something that needed 

to be cured and, ñébelieved that insanity consisted of only a partial óloss of reasonô; thus, he 

said that the insane person's óintellectual, active, and moral powers are usually rather perverted 

than obliterated.ô This allowed for a balance between exonerating the insane of full responsibility 

for their behaviors and thoughts, on the one hand, and retaining some room for freedom of 

choice and moral autonomy, on the other.ò (Raad & Makari)  

Tukeôs psychiatric methods created an inherently exploitive power dynamic between 

psychiatrists and their patients. The pathology is exclusively seen through the doctorôs 

authoritative position, and it is only he who is capable of diagnosing an individual as ñmadò. It 

follows that it is the doctorôs power which also has the ability to gate-keep the barriers of reality. 

To elaborate this point further, Foucault argues that after the 18
th
 century the medical certificate 

became a powerful tool for doctorôs to mandate an undisputed diagnosis. Such power allowed 

doctors to turn the asylum into a medical area, and individuals as patients. However, Foucault 

states that doctorôs moral obligations are, ñénot made by virtue of a medical skill or power that 

he possesses in himself and that would be justified by a body of objective knowledge. It is not as 

a scientist that homo medicus has authority in the asylum, but as a wise man. If the medical 

profession is required, it is as a juridical and moral guarantee, not in the name of scienceò 

(Foucault, 281). In The Birth of the Clinic, Foucault reiterates this point again through what he 

calls ñthe medical gazeò. This ógazeô is explained as an excess of power relation which pertains, 

ñThe absolute eye of knowledgeò constructing itself around a biomedical paradigm, and filtering 

out non-biomedical material. Therefore, the ñéógazeô is an act of selecting what we consider to 

be the relevant elements of the total data stream available to our senses. Doctors tend to select 

out the biomedical bits of the patientsô problems and ignore the rest because it suits us best that 
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wayò (Misselbrook, 1). If we apply Foucaultôs observations to Dr. McIntyreôs position on 

sterilizing Alice, we will see a similar ómedical gazeô taking place which insists that the leaders 

of the medical system know better, solely due to their superior knowledgeable power dynamic. 

Considering that eugenics was a main proponent that was found in many hospitals and asylums 

during this time, one can only imagine what sorts of falsehoods were justified in the name of 

subjective truth.  

Another example of this scenario in full force can be found from the writings of English 

philosopher G K Chesterton, who similarly commented on the severities such subjective criteria 

could have on a society who blindly diagnosed eligible individuals as ñfeeblemindedò or ñmadò. 

Chestertonôs book, Eugenics and Other Evils (1922) was produced as a means to critique The 

Mental Deficiency Act (1913) which pushed through the United Kingdomôs Parliament. The Bill 

sought to implement institutional treatment for people deemed "feeble-minded" or "morally 

defectiveò, similar to the scenario of Wilburôs film. Like Foucault, the definition of what the 

parliament considered feebleminded was ñé much looser and vaguer than the phrase ófeeble-

mindedô itselféò (Chesterton, 24 and 25) and therefore could be applied to anyone who was 

struck by poverty or happened to have a history of criminality. Chestertonôs book empathized 

that anyone, disabled or not, was vulnerable to be subjected to such inhumane punishments. In 

his famous quote Chesterton states, ñEvery tramp who is sulky, every labourer who is shy, every 

rustic who is eccentric can quite easily be brought under such conditions as were designed for 

homicidal maniacs. That is the situation and that is that pointò (Chesterton, 25). Foucault and 

Chestertonôs analysis applies to the doctors of Wilburôs film, as both exhibit the same positions 

of subjective morality over Aliceôs body and other ñcriminally-insaneò patients. In the filmôs 
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case, Alice is solely deemed defective due to her inheritable genes, and therefore must be 

institutionalized and become sterile in order to become ñcuredò of her stand in life.  

Wilburôs film critiques another institution responsible for mislabeling criminals on the 

groundsô of subjective truth. Tomorrowôs Children argues on multiple occasions that the corrupt 

legal system depicted in the film, is another establishment which exploits innocent victims like 

Alice towards a greater eugenic ideology. Through these legal exploitations we will be able to 

examine aspects of the ñCreepò trope the depiction throughout the film. Disabled Criminals are 

grouped into two categories within Wilburôs film, those who are victims of environmental 

circumstance, and those who are protected due to their relations to political intervention. To 

examine how criminals are described within the first group we will explore the filmôs 

pathological components that frame disabled figures to be categorized as automatic criminals. 

During the court scene of the film, for instance, audiences see Judge Beakin determining which 

criminals should or shouldnôt be sentenced to sterilization. Within the opening moments of this 

scene, audiences see a non-communitive feebleminded character played by Schlitzie (fig. 6) an 

American actor and sideshow performer who starred in films like, Tod Browningôs Freaks 

(1932). Within minutes of the scene we learn though the prosecution of this muted disabled man 

that he was abandoned from his parental figure and therefore has no one to defend the 

accusations. With no one to defend the disabled man, the judge speaks on his behalf and 

sentences him to be sterilized. In a later scene we see the same disabled man ready to be operated 

in the hospital ward, (Fig. 7) (Fig.8) a result of Dr Brookôs comments on the unjustified 

punishment that was ruled by the court. When questioned if the judge should have released the 

criminal on the streets, Brooks states,  

https://www.google.com/search?sa=X&sca_esv=586734894&rlz=1C1CHBD_en-GBCA739CA739&biw=1536&bih=755&sxsrf=AM9HkKn4BY3PxlyNHzSC-b48ywyL1ihRfg:1701377863875&q=Tod+Browning&si=ALGXSlZS0YT-iRe81F2cKC9lM9KWTK4y0m5Atx8g9YliNNw2mV4Ib_caZVCtIhgo2pMCYJVP4eUCjG_ymj-6DCcc-61VOEJcpTgIf-E4QNDsbU8ij0lUGOXJ-rBV868K1Whk0lSyxBiligxDGpNf5_1_MkzENrO4LKfw5qB5ezSRuO9-SjqdGdkYoke5Zz1Kh40KwBytOzJ5&ved=2ahUKEwjvv9G5zuyCAxWoEFkFHbhsD6UQmxMoAHoECBsQAg
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Dr Brooks: ñOf course not, but why sterilize them. If they are dangerous they should be locked 

up for the rest of their liveséyou really think an operation will help in most cases like that?ò  

Doctor: ñIn most cases a mental condition is frequently improved. Itôs worth the experiment.ò 

Dr Brooks: ñYes thatôs just what it is, an experiment.ò (Wilbur, 00:31:21-00:31:40) 

 
 

Fig. 6. Still from Tomorrows Children (00:21:51). American actor and sideshow performer 

Schlitzie is being prosecuted for their feeblemindedness. 
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Fig. 7. (Left) Still from Tomorrows Children (00:31:42). Dr Brooks saying ñYes thatôs just 

what it is, an experimentò. 

Fig. 8. (Right) Still from Tomorrows Children (00:31:13). Shot of Schlitzie being pre-

examined before sterilized surgery. 

 

Later in the same scene, the film reiterates this point once again, when we encounter another 

criminal patient named Spike who will be going through the same sterilization process. Spike by 

no means is a coded disabled character but rather a depiction meant to represent the common 

thug who happens to get mixed up with the law. Despite his asserted criminality, Spike makes a 

comment on the validly of the operation will have on preventing him from committing future 

crimes. Spikeôs monologue with Dr. Brooks reflects the ethos of Wilburôs argument as he states, 

ñHowôs this operation going to keep me from stealing? Or packing a rod to use if I get caught in 

a jam? Well it wonôt. Just wait till I get out of stir somedayéThey havenôt made me lose 

something Iôm really going to misséOkay Doc, you may be finished. But you got to do more 

cutting than that to stop me.ò (Wilbur, 00:36:39-00:37:07) Spikeôs comments are monumental 

here, as they provide a legitimate argument against the sterilization mandates and the role they 

are presumed to have on the rate of criminality. Although Alice, Spike, and the disabled figure 

are all arguably victims of a system which believes to have the moral right over their bodies, we 

will now explore how this same corrupt system depicts the protection of what Wilbur deems as 

the true villain of the plot.     

During the court scene discussed earlier, we are presented with another non communitive 

ñfeeblemindedò character named Mr Whitley, who is accused of committing a crime (Fig. 9). We 

later find out that Whitley is the son of a very influential doctor, and is exonerated from the 

sterilization operation. This is solely due to the fact that a senator intervenes on behalf of 

Whitley by exploiting his political power during the court hearing. By doing this, Wilbur makes 



 

36 | P a g e 
 

a clear point that any ñfeeblemindedò criminal can be absolved of their operation, if they are of a 

higher class status. Therefore, the film argues that politicians, along with other corrupt 

systematic figures, would never allow their own children to go through such a barbaric operation, 

despite their ñdisturbedò nature.  

 
 

Fig. 9. Still from Tomorrows Children (00:24:21). Shot of Mr Whitley staring menacingly at 

the judge. 

 

The filmôs incentive becomes clear; those who are disabled and are of a poorer status are deemed 

a burden on society and must be sterilized for the greater eugenic cause. Those who are disabled 

and happen to be part of a wealthy influential family, can be absolved from their horrific destiny 

and continue to freely commit crimes. Wilbur thus demonstrates how class dynamics become a 

major factor in the ensuing hypocrisy that follows these eugenic laws. The film states that 

systematic corruption is still liable even if these laws were ñfairlyò mandated. The film also 

depicts elements of what will later evolve into the ñCreepò figure that I further explore in the 

coming chapters. As we can see from the photo above, the actor playing Whitley has more 
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resemblance to a demonic monster, rather than a human being. Similar to the ñcrippleò 

protagonist in the Black Stork, Whitley is depicted as a figure that cannot be rehabilitated to the 

norms of society. An example of this can be seen when Whitley sexually assaults a nurse 

minutes before his repeal court case. (Fig. 10) His gruesome appearance is compiled of, pale skin 

tone, bushy eyebrows, dark lipstick, and dark circles under his eyes. All of these makeup 

prosthetics choices are meant to reinforce one thing; Whitley is an evil creature that should not 

be rehabilitated back in our society.  Along with his deviant actions will later reaffirm a 

stereotype which will be further expanded upon in the coming chapters which explore the 

relation between the creep and the establishment of the early monster film genre.  

 

Fig.10. Stills from Tomorrows Children (00:22:53-00:22:58). Shots of Mr Whitley 

demonstrating that he is a criminal by sexually assaulting a nurse moments before his court 

hearing. 
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Conclusion: 

The archetype of the American family during the early 1900ôs consisted around the 

eugenic premise that only able-bodied individuals were deemed acceptable within ideal 

American homes. As we have seen throughout this chapter, disabled bodies that could not 

conform into this idealized institution were deemed a burden upon their families. Figures like 

Grant and Douglas believed that segregation and sterilization were suitable solutions in order to 

prevent disabled bodies from rupturing the establishment of the neurotypical family. Other 

extremists like Haiselden, believed the only solution to prevent a society filled with criminal 

infested disabled bodies, were to euthanize them before they had the chance to multiply. As we 

will see in the coming chapters, eugenic ideologies from Grant and Haiselden will eventually 

become commonly cited as key factors to the establishment of the Nazi T-4 programs. These 

programs sought to eliminate anyone that was deemed unfit to be a part of the Arian race. Psych 

wards that not even Wilberôs Tomorrows Children could imagine will become the center stage of 

what horrors await a community that was guilty for simply existing.  

Although many of the cinematic examples I have brought up so far ultimately 

demonstrate a pattern of cruelty and violence towards their fellow counterpart, if there is any 

form of consolation that I can offer the reader, it would be a stern belief that not every family 

subscribed to these eugenic ideologies. Some families did not see their ñfeeblemindedò members 

as a burden or nuisance upon the family dynamic. There were some who did not believe their 

children would grow up to be become indoctrinated into a world of crime, rather the opposite. 

When rereading Eugenics and Other Evils, I often ponder the observation Chesterton makes 
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around the important role ñfeeblemindedò family members have to the suitability of their 

families:  

ñNow, even if I could share the Eugenic contempt for human rightsé I should not begin  

by removing feeble-minded persons. I have known as many families in many classes as 

most men; and I cannot remember meeting any very monstrous human suffering arising 

out of the presence of such insufficient and negative types. There seem to be 

comparatively few of them; and those few by no means the worst burdens upon domestic 

happiness. I do not hear of them often; I do not hear of them doing much more harm than 

good; and in the few cases I know well they are not only regarded with human affection, 

but can be put to certain limited forms of human use. Even if I were a Eugenist, then I 

should not personally elect to waste my time locking up the feebleminded. The people I 

should lock up would be the strong-mindedò (Chesterton, 65-66).           

Chestertonôs statement combats against the stereotypical notions surrounding criminality and 

ñfeeblemindedò individuals. His statement is one of the few that humanizes neurodiverse 

individuals and clearly demonstrates that disabled individuals could not only be of use in a 

capitalistic society, but also be capable of being loved from their family members. When I read 

this statement, I gain some form of comfort that there were individuals from back then who saw 

us as humans. 

Overall eugenic films like Wilburôs Tomorrows Children, allowed many filmmakers to 

create content to promote open dialogue on the state of euthanasia and sterilization laws in 

America. The mass distribution of these films would be short lived, as The National Film Board 

would implement the Motion Pictutre Production Code, otherwise known as the Hays code, 
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which would censor films that portrayed immorality, criminals, and dysfunctional bodies. The 

majority of complaints around the depiction of such grotesque bodies stemmed more from 

audience members then production executives. Many spectators feared that consuming such 

films which openly depicted disabled bodies along with the horrific eugenic operations that 

followed, would ultimately damage the national health of the country. The consensus behind 

segregating these disabled bodies was done to ensure that the American public would uphold its 

productive modes of capitalism, all the while promoting a morality strictly linked to eugenic 

ideologies (Smith, 20). As censorship began to take effect in Hollywood and disabled bodies 

became more segregated in mainstream cinema, some production companies attempted to get 

around these laws through different means of presenting these undesirable grotesque figures.  
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Chapter 2: The Creature and the Crime against humanity   

In regards to 1930ôs cinema, eugenics would continue to impact the representation of 

disabled individuals, only through more subtle means. In this chapter, I wish to explore the 

history and socio political impact one particular monster film has had on the autism community. 

James Whaleôs 1931 classic Frankenstein is a story that is riddled with much eugenic themes 

that presentôs Frankensteinôs Creature as a pitiful criminal to be feared. My goal in this chapter 

will not only be to research a more in depth history on the production and influence eugenic had 

on Whaleôs film, but also explore the ways the original novel by Mary Shelley incorporated 

aspects of disability politics in her story of the same name. Particularly I will be focusing more 

on Shelleyôs usage of the Creatureôs voice, or lack thereof, and how it connects to the politics of 

blackness and ñnonspeaking autisticsò. This section of my thesis will be the most vital as I will 

be examining how aspects of language and body politics still have a negative impact on the ASD 

community by enforcing eugenic rhetoric through the mode of whiteness. By exploring the 

connections between Frankenstein and autism, I will demonstrate how both iterations continue to 

transcend and negatively impact the ASD community.    

Eugenics Influences within the Monster/Horror Genre and Frankenstein:  

Much of the early monster films were inspired and constructed around eugenic 

ideologies, thus allowing production companies to promote more pseudo-scientific theories to 

mass audiences. Production companies like MGM and Universal Pictures were finding new 

avenues to present disfigured bodies on screen due to the suggested mandates of the pre Hays 

Code era and the Ugly Laws. Film directors like James Whale had the chance to construct many 

of their horror ideas for features like Frankenstein. The majority of Pre-code Hollywood did not 
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abide to these suggested mandates that asked production companies to reframe from explicitly 

depicting films that featured the usage of sex, violence, or disabled figures. (Doherty) Another 

mandate which affected the development of many horror films was the Ugly Laws were a set of 

mandates that existed as far back as the late 1800ôs, and sought to arrest and institutionalize 

disabled members solely due to their aesthetic features. In Katherine Fuscoôs article ñFeast Your 

Eyes, Glut Your Soulò, the author explores the impact these laws had on the production of many 

horror/monster films during this era of cinema. As Fusco states ñéhorror films of the 1920s and 

early 1930s foregrounded their presentation of criminality and gruesome visages, offering up 

spectacles of nonnormativity that flouted regulations seeking to remove visible difference from 

public view. In particular, the so-called ugly laws, which criminalized visible disability, and the 

Hays Code, which forbade violations of the laws of both man and nature, effectively limited the 

variety of people who might appear in public view.ò (Fusco, 54)  

To further examine this phenomenon, the introduction chapter of Angela M Smithôs 

Hideous Progeny disability, Eugenics, and Classic Horror Cinema critiques how many early 

horror films produced between the 30s and 40s depicted grotesque images of monsters which 

were meant to resemble eugenically societal fears. The pathologies that emerged from this genre, 

revolved around the depiction of bodily and behavioral traits that were representative of different 

outcast and minorities. This would reinforce the establishment and justification of governmental 

intervention which included the option of institutionalization, sterilization, and euthanasia. Thus, 

ñé Hideous Progeny uncovers the filmôs pervasive and often óablestô exploitation of unusual 

bodily forms, however, it also demonstrates that the films complicate, diffuse, and even vilify 

eugenic messages.ò (Smith, 2 and 3) Hideous Progeny, as Smith argues, challenges film scholars 
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not to overlook the genreôs underlining history of disability politics: it encourages readers to 

rethink how eugenics played a role in the aesthetics and production of such classic horror films.  

Pseudo-scientific theories of the late 19
th
 century had a dramatic impact in the field of 

criminology. One popular theory mentioned by Smith is the massive influence biological 

determinism had on assessing the disability community. ñDegeneration theoryò proposes the idea 

that one can determine if a person will become a criminal from birth simply due to their behavior 

and bodily structures. Originally derived from the studies of physiognomy and phrenology, the 

theory insists that one could determine if a ñcriminalò will commit crimes solely from the 

examination of their facial features and skull measurements.  Experts of the time believed that 

examining specific physical abnormalities in the head could determine different aspects of a 

personôs personality, allowing criminologist to speculate how one would act. (DrBSully, 

00:01:29-00:02:05) This theory was mostly used to solidify a terrible form of racism that 

suggested that smaller heads, mainly from visible minorities like African Americans, equated to 

them having lesser intelligence. This is one of the ways racism and disability coincided with one 

another, particularly through the elements of anti-black racism. ñédegeneration theory 

maintained that there was an original and superior white race, and that this group of humans 

moved about the globe and mutated in different climates. These morphological and pigmentation 

changes were not seen as adaptations or the results of natural selection; they were explained as a 

perversion or deterioration of a higher archetype.ò (Curran) I will further expand on this 

commonality between both minority groups in the next subchapter of this section. My goal will 

be to dedicate a thorough analysis which will articulate how the creation of blackness connects to 

neurodiversity through colonial whiteness.     
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Smith introduces Cesareôs Lombroso, a eugenic researcher and criminologist who argues 

that there are important interconnections between crime and the ñfeeblemindedò community. In 

his book The Criminal Man, Lombroso expands on what biological qualifications would make 

someone a criminal. Taking heavy inspiration from the fields of physiognomy and phrenology, 

Lombroso writes that ñéanomalies in the limbs, trunk, skull and, above all, in the face, when 

numerous and marked, constitute what is known to criminal anthropologists as the criminal type, 

in exactly the same way as the sum of the characters peculiar to cretins form what is called the 

cretinous type.ò  (Lombroso, 24)  This cretinous type, as Lombroso states, was solely determined 

by a criminalôs physical attributes, leading the ñcretinò to be destined to societal degeneracy and 

deviancy. As a result Lombroso proposed that such cretinous types be emphatically incarcerated 

or exterminated. (Smith, 8) Similar to the pseudo-scientific observations of Harry John Haiselden 

in my first chapter, Lombroso also concluded that such speciesô physicality and intellectuality 

were comparable to that of an undeveloped animal. As he states, ñThe Idiot is prompted by 

paroxysms of rage to commit murderous attacks on his fellow-creatures. His exaggerated sexual 

propensities incite him to rape, and his childish delight at the sight of flames, to arson.ò 

(Lombroso 74 and 75) Therefore these pseudo-scientific theories would slowly redirect their way 

to the mainstream cinema and find a home within the horror/monster genre. The ñCreepò would 

find itself displayed as a character that resembles the Lombrosian άcretinous typeò.  

In the subchapter ñBrain Damage: Frankenstein,ò Smith argues that the assessments of a 

feebleminded individual from Lombrosoôs eugenic theory, would later go on to be a critical 

inspiration for the pathological framework that went into the development of ñThe Creatureò in 

James Whaleôs classic film Frankenstein (1931). Smith argues that Frankensteinôs creation is a 

metaphorical gesture that is meant to represent the feebleminded as a cause to the dysfunctional 
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family. (Smith, 59) Adapted from Mary Shelleyôs novel, The Modern Prometheus (1831) the 

iconic horror film follows an ñinsaneò scientist named Dr. Henry Frankenstein, who attempts to 

revitalize life into a creature composed of dead body parts. Once he succeeds, the creature is then 

subjected to months of torture by his hunchback assistant Fritz. Eventually the creature breaks 

free, murdering Fritz, and proceeds to venture into a local village where he accidently drowns a 

little girl. This leads the local villagers to retaliate by hunting the creature and burning it in a 

windmill. Perhaps one of the most distinguishing aspects one encounters while comparing 

Shelleyôs novel to Whaleôs film, is the nature of the creatureôs abnormal brain. Shelleyôs novel 

makes no reference to the nature of the creatureôs brain in Victor Frankensteinôs personal journal 

entries, leading to the conclusion that the creatureôs revenge arc comes from environmental 

factors. In the film adaptation, Whale makes a strong emphasis through eugenic ideologies that 

the creatureôs inherent nature is solely due to its abnormal brain of a criminal. Smith elaborates 

to the production choices behind the film: ñéFrankenstein mobilizes tropes of bodily and mental 

debility to affirm, through disability, the degeneracy of óinferiorô classes. The filmôs rhetoric of 

abnormal and criminal brains references a eugenic discourse of ófeeblemindednessô, in which 

inferior intelligence, lower class status, and criminality are consolidated in and confirmed by the 

monster aberrant bodily appearance and behavior. As we have seen, the monsterôs abnormal 

brain constitutes proof of the aberrance of the reproductive method that brings him into beingò 

(Smith, 62 and 63). This can be seen in one of the first scenes of the film where Dr Waldman 

addresses an entire classroom about an abnormal brain that would later be implanted into the 

creatureôs body (Fig.11). The implication of this scene, informs audiences that the abnormal 

brain demonstrates characteristics of the dead criminal ñéwhose life was one of brutality of 

violence and murderò (Whale, 00:07:11-00:07:46). 
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Fig. 11. Still from Frankenstein (00:08:59). Abnormal brain for the creature in 

Frankenstein (1931). 

  

The scene exhibits a language reflective of Lombrosian science. Similar to the film, Lombroso 

was quite well known for his antics of displaying severed heads and brains of hundreds of 

criminals in large jars for public amusement. In his museum located in Turin, Italy, visitors can 

still see these remnants of criminals including Lombrosoôs head as well (Fig.12) (Fig.13). 

Convinced that his skull was of the acceptable kind, Lombroso allowed his colleagues to perform 

an autopsy on his body after his death, attempting to prove his own theory that his brain was 

superior to the average criminal. Therefore the film makes a direct connection between 

Lombrosoôs pseudo-scientific theory and the creatureôs inheritable nature to be bound to a life of 

crime. Therefore Lombrosian pseudoscience is clearly demonstrated throughout Whaleôs film. It 

is not hard to believe that Lombrosoôs theories could have impacted the development of the 
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production of Frankenstein considering that it was produced within a span of twenty two years 

after his death. Furthermore, there is a rise of other contemporary scholars who are noting the 

similar characteristic the ñcretinous typeò attributes to the depiction of the Creature from 

Whaleôs film.              

ñLombrosoôs born criminal was a simple-minded monster, the offshoot of a biological disorder. 

An aberrant Frankenstein figure within the otherwise comprehensibleðbecause culturalðworld 

of villainy, the criminal man was unsalvageable, and therefore should be exterminatedò (van 

Zuylen) 

 
 

Fig.12. (Left)  Romano Cagnoni. ñHead In A Jar.ò Photo of spectators looking at a 

Lombrosoôs head in a jar at Lombrosoôs museum, 1978.  

 

Fig.13. (Right) Cabinet of Curiosities. ñLombrosoôs Museum of Criminal Anthropology.ò 

Cesare Lombrosoôs head on display at his museum.  

 

 

It is also important to note the extensive impact negative eugenics like Lombrosian 

pseudoscience may have had after the filmôs initial release.  Similar to Lombrosoôs experiments, 

the extensive analyzation between human brains and criminality would manifest itself again in 
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Nazi Vienna. However, now it would expand its efforts to systematically target and exterminate 

a large number of the neurodiverse community. To reiterate from my introduction, the Nazi 

Euthanasia Programme, otherwise known as the Aktion T4 campaign, was established in 1939 

with the sole intention of slaughtering individuals who the Nazi party deemed unworthy of life 

and unable to participate in the volk. As a result, doctors would conduct obscene experiments 

upon the cadavers of neurodiverse subjects with the intent to expand the research of negative 

eugenics. One of the most infamous names to conduct such inhumane experiments was Dr. 

Heinrich Gross, otherwise referred to by the children of his ward as the óGrim Reaperô (Sheffer, 

140). The nickname became a fitting epithet, as similar to Henry Frankenstein, Gross had 

extensively gone out of his way to collect and preserve the brains of over four hundred disabled 

children in Spiegelgrund, leaving him with an abundance of material to experiment on far after 

the war had ended. Another prominent Nazi figure was Dr Julius Hallervorden who collected 

hundreds of brains from disabled individuals, often times being delivered by the truckloads 

(Suzanne, 52). Childrenôs brains were often preserved and labeled in jars that stated their 

neurological diagnosis prescribed by Nazi physicians. Many of the deceased childrenôs brains 

were harvested for ñéfeeblemindedness, epilepsy, or schizophreniaðthe three diagnoses that 

autistic children were most likely to receive in the days before autism was an accepted diagnostic 

category.ò (Silberman, 133) Unfortunately the brains were not the only body parts to be collected 

in the T4 program, as just like Frankenstein, many of the other Nazi physicians collected other 

body parts of exterminated children. In fact, a variety of these body parts were distributed to 

other Nazi researchers after the war was over as a way for them to continue their own personal 

research around eugenics (Sheffer, 196). Many of the other corpses were harvested for their 

organs sold to universities for pseudo-scientific research purposes (Suzanne, 57).  
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One cannot help but see the uncanny connection between these horrific events to the 

aesthetical choices that were present in Whaleôs film. As I will later elaborate in the next chapter 

of my thesis, there was strong evidence of German and American eugenicists having some 

frequent forms of inner dialogue among one another during the early 1900ôs. Much of the 

exchange consisted around the different theories and policies that would have been passed 

through eugenic films which inspired German race hygienists to slowly implement similar 

American policies in their own country. (Pernick, 162-163).  Much of these policies found in 

American eugenics would go on to manifest fully in the Nazi regime. As Smith adds, ñénot 

only did American eugenic policies and actions provide a blueprint for Nazi Germanyôs rounding 

up of óinferiorô groups, medical experiments and torture, and mass killings, but American 

eugenicists directly collaborated with and praised Germanyôs embrace of eugenicsò (Smith, 234). 

There is also strong evidence that suggest that Whaleôs Frankenstein may have been influenced 

by depictions of Jewish folklore that came from German expressionism during the exchange of 

such ideologies a decade before the Nazi regime. Lester D. Friedmanôs article ñThe Edge of 

Knowledge: Jews as Monsters/Jews as Victimsò explores how both Shelley and Whale were 

inspired by Germanyôs portrayal of the Jewish folklore of the monster called golem. The article 

argues how the mythological story of the golem, a nonspeaking clay monster brought to life by 

kabalistic magic, most likely had a pivotal point of influence which helped the development of 

Shelleyôs Creature. Friedman also argues that the film adaptation titled The Golem: How He 

Came into the World (1920) is noted as being an important form of inspiration towards Whaleôs 

version of the Frankenstein creature. As the text states, ñSome writers have noted how both 

Frankenstein director James Whaleéwere influenced by Wegener's direction and performance 

(he played the golem), much as Mary Shelley ï who devoured German ghost stories - was no 
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doubt hereself influenced by versions of the golem legendò (Friedman, 51). Thus the creatureôs 

cultural and eugenic influences demonstrate a complex narrative that can be widely signified as 

either being a positive or negative influence to different audiences.   

One of the more widely accepted interpretations comes from the creature being a 

symbolic gesture which represents the dysfunctional family solely due to it being an unnatural 

offspring of Henryôs likeness. Smith reiterates this point by analyzing how the film on multiple 

occasions discusses the need for Henry to have a son to expand the family of Frankenstein. 

Through Henry conducting his dark act, the film shows audience memberôs the disruption of the 

nature of the heterosexual relationship between him and Elisabeth. By creating a being that has 

an abnormal brain it ñéconfirms the degeneracy of any product of a non-heterosexual, non-

natural, and thus non-eugenic act of procreation, initiating an explicitly eugenic narrative of 

biological determined characterò (Smith, 61). Similar to Douglasôs thesis on the dysfunctional 

family, Whaleôs film makes a subliminal suggestion that a similar fate awaits for feebleminded 

individuals who disrupt the natural order of the world. Considering that the creature is unable to 

reproduce, one can see a similar pattern of sterilization and societal isolation as a solution to 

destroying this unnatural creature. When the creature is slain by the end of the film, Henry and 

Elizabeth are able to reproduce a healthy son, thus restoring all aspects of unnatural hierarchies 

that were once disrupted by the creatureôs life. Smith concludes by noting that the 

reestablishment of the house of Frankenstein reminds audiences of their social, hierarchical, and 

eugenic status. This is reiterated by the familyôs wealth, respected status, and the protagonistôs 

ability to reproduce a healthy male offspring (Smith, 62). The film also reaffirms that 

ñéLombrosian science ópasses throughô bodily forms, quite literally looking into the ómaw of 

disabilityô in order to consolidate its expert status and maintain social hierarchies.ò  (Smith, 8)  
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Similarly to the previous chapter, Whaleôs film also exhibits aspects of the ñmedical 

gazeò and its relationship between the patient and cinemaôs history of mad doctors. Henry, along 

with the townôs people objectively pathologize the creature as a criminal due to its inheritable 

nature. This imposes a gaze that results in the village destroying the destructive monster. Smith 

also argues that Henryôs mad nature threatens the medical gaze, as his intelligence is also 

responsible and a threat to the balance and normativity of the townôs people. ñThis dualityðthe 

intimate relationship between the medical gazer who projects and directs the disability spectacle 

and the monster or patient whose body constitutes the star attractionðis nowhere more evident 

than in films where doctor or scientist quite literally makes himself into a monsterò (Smith 175).  

Considering that Smith argues that the creature is supposed to subliminally represent Henryôs 

offspring, we can conclude that this duality between creation and creator is meant to represent 

Henry seeing himself in the monster. In other words, perhaps Henryôs madness in creating such 

monstrosity alludes to his own hidden potential to manifest evil and animalistic tendencies on a 

society that neglects him for his intelligence. This suggested theory makes sense when we 

consider that the creature in its entire form is a literal representation of everything Henry is not. 

Therefore their duality is not something that can be measured on an external level, but rather I 

suggest a shared dual nature that clearly obstructs the balance of normality.    

Just like The Black Stork, there is also a spiritual component that is found reaffirming 

these social hierarchies. In the filmôs opening monologue, the announcer tells audiences that 

Frankenstein is, ñéa man of science who sought to create a man after his own image, without 

reckoning upon Godò (Whale, 00:00:20-00:00:25). The film reaffirms a message that such 

abnormal ñcreaturesò are curses from God and should never be mixed into a neurotypical 

society. Overall, Whaleôs Frankenstein is a film that exhibits many of the moral and social 



 

52 | P a g e 
 

dilemmas that surrounded the horror genre and its relationship to eugenics.  As we will see in the 

next section, I will attempt to analyze how these structured hierarchies find their way to isolate 

characters who display ASD coded symptoms as ñothersò. 

 

Blackness, Frankenstein and the ñvoiceò: 

 

Fig. 14. Shimichi Sawada. Anthropomorphic  clay sculpture of a mythological creature with 

description below it, (2007-2010) 11.   

 

ñHow many critics does it take 

to screw in a stereotype? 

 

The autistic cannibal, 

the ignoble savage 

 

beating his drumð 

not even the Other. 

 

Iôd rather live in the dark 

than endure 

 

such smug illumination. 
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Electricity be damned!ò 

 

THE HORNS OF A DILEMMA- (DJ Savarese, 11)  

 

 

 Now I believe it is worthwhile to pause the thesis in order to explore what significance 

Shelleyôs work, both novel and film adaptation, may provide a glimpse into a larger discussion 

involving the complex relation between ASD and its underlining themes of ñothernessò. That is 

to say, how can we as film theorists analyze Frankensteinôs creature through a more 

contemporary lens, in order to relate its manifestations to what we now call autism. Perhaps a 

fundamental factor will be to regard the creatureôs similarities to autism through aspects like 

speech to the conceptual formulation of blackness. By analyzing these specific topics, we will 

not only be able to understand the devastating generational trauma that has been presented in the 

last section of this paper, but also understand what awaits the ASD community in my final 

chapter which explores more contemporary themes around autism and blackness.  

Despite its initial terminology, the conceptual view of blackness is not limited to the skin 

color. As discussed in the previous section, ñdegeneration theoryò was responsible for racially 

categorizing different minorities, mainly African Americans, as a less intellectually evolved 

species compared to the white race. In the introduction of her book Pragmaticôs of the Useless 

(2020) Erin Manning expands on the comparable dimensions of anti-black racism and the 

neurodiverse community. By referring to a quote from cultural theorist Fred Moton which states, 

ñéall black life is neurodiverse lifeéò or ñéblack life is always neurodiverseò (Manning, 1) 

Manning suggest we juxtapose blackness and neurodiversity. What Moten is proposing within 

this statement is the hypothesis that all black life is neurodiverse life not within a metaphorical 

context, but rather through the means of infrastructures constructed around the modes of colonial 

whiteness. In fact, there is strong evidence to support this overlapping history between blackness 
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and the neurodiverse community within the realm of cinema. In a later deleted scene of 

Haiseldenôs The Black Stork (1917), audiences would have seen a black disabled child 

interacting with the disabled protagonist as a way to connect typical bad genesô and race 

inferiority (Pernick, 57). Pernick also notes that Haiseldenôs film also used the term ñBlacknessò 

to invoke negative connotations towards audience members, and would often associate it with 

ñóWeaknessðPainðDiseaseðDegeneracyðViceðCrimeðFilthðLoathsomeness--

éUglinessôò (Pernick, 57) as ways to describe the crippled protagonist, along with many other 

patients euthanized.      

Blackness is further explored in Motenôs terminology of neurotypicality in Manningôs 

previous book The Minor Gesture (2016). Moten, in Manningôs words, insists that 

neurotypicality ñéis another name for antiblackness. The neurotypical stages the encounter with 

life in such a way as to exclude what cannot fit within its order, and blackness, or what Moten 

describes as óblack sociality,ô always ultimately exceeds captureò (Manning, 4). Manning 

therefore is interested in exploring how both minority communities struggle to conform to 

colonial whiteness due to presubscribed gestures. In particular, Pragmaticôs of the Useless argues 

that neurodiverse gestures are mainly dictated within the realm of neurotypicality, which mainly 

consists around the notions of unspoken categories around movement and existence. Manning 

states that neurotypicality has the capability to fortify and manifest itself in every aspect of every 

day experience. She calls this normopathy. Thus neurotypicality presents itself as a standard 

which determines who can be considered and distinguished as Manning says, ñtruly humanò 

(Manning, 4). In her work, blackness, following Moten, is defined as the ethos or generative 

capacity of the more-than of neurotypical existence. The textôs study of blackness aims to 
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explore the full proximity that lies underneath black life, in order to compare and contrast its 

similar structures to the neurodiverse community.  

How can we expand on Manningôs statement through the guise of cinema and 

neurodiversity representation? Motenôs chapter ñThe Case of Blacknessò argues that the best 

course of action to investigate the ontology of blackness must first start by investigating the daily 

lived experiences of black life. Moten states that by exploring black life as a collective field of 

sociality, we may be able to uncover why whiteness fears it so much. As Moten phrases it, 

ñWhat is it to be an irreducibly disordering, deformational force while at the same time being 

absolutely indispensable to normative order, normative form?ò (Moten, 180) It is here, where I 

will insist we analyze the relation between the aesthetics and social gestures Frankensteinôs 

creature presents within the functionality of the ñcretinous typeò and blackness itself.  

As reiterated from my previous chapter, the golden age of cinema allowed studios more 

opportunities for producers to adapt literary works featuring disabled bodies constructed around 

narratives that have a more independent voice. The horror/monster genre was no exception: 

Wallace Worsleyôs The Hunchback of Notre Dame (1923) was ñéone of the first feature films 

of physical disability to replicate a disabled personôs point of viewò while still presenting the 

disabled Quasimodo as ñéan object of spectacle.ò (Norden, 91) Other early monster films like 

The Sea Beast (1926), adapted from Herman Melvilleôs novel Moby Dick, present the ñmonsterò 

of Ahab within a relation between the world of normality encompassed by the mode of 

whiteness. Both films challenge audienceôs perspectives on how we see the isolated worlds the 

disabled characters are forced to inhabit. Both films also reaffirm eugenic stereotypes that 

present disabled characterôs as being unable to be rehabilitated within the normalities of their 

societies.  
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A contributing factor to this narrative structure comes in the form of agency, or lack 

thereof. One can acknowledge how these narratives demonstrate a shift within the public 

perspective of humanizing disabled figures from the time these films were released. At the same 

time, we can now acknowledge from a critically analytical perspective, that these films reaffirm 

stereotypes formulated around the disabled figures being framed within the constructs of 

neurotypicality. The transparent act of neurotypicality inducing itself within the concept of 

agency still inflicts members of the disabled community to this day, especially within the realm 

of cinema. Agency still enacts as a conflicting endeavor as Manning states:  

ñEven when we give voice to those silenced, even when we speak in the name of the multitude, 

even when we talk about the ñagencyò of an artistic process, even when we try to give agency to 

an oppressed people, we assume a mediation between an act and its unfolding, most often 

attributing the push to action to ourselves as a species, while still retaining a strong sense that 

the world is ultimately led and enhanced by the neurotypical few. This is the problem with 

agency: it makes the subject the subject of the action.ò (Manning, 16) 

Therefore, even though the golden age of cinema may have presented disabled bodies with a 

more ñindependent voiceò, it ultimately failed to undermine that fact that its ñagencyò was built 

around an industry constructed around colonial whiteness.      

  Within recent years, autistic poets have taken it upon themselves to revisit these classic 

narratives as a way to invoke self-agency, or, even more interestingly, to trouble the very idea of 

agency to open the way toward more neurodiverse (infra-agential) ways of connecting. This 

connects to a concept of Motenôs that Manning takes up: an aesthetic of black sociality. Black 

sociality is not limited to Black people coming together.  It is a way of being in the world, what 
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Edouard Glissant would call ña poetics of relation.ò  Glissant defines this terminology through 

the everyday experiences and identities that are shaped and encompassed by the rhizomatic 

thought of the African Caribbean community.  As Glissant argues, ñRhizomatic thought is the 

principle behind what I call the Poetics of Relation, in which each and every identity is extended 

through a relationship with the Otherò (Glissant, 11). Although Glissantôs work mainly centered 

on the different oral histories and aspects that surrounded the creolization of many languages and 

cultures of the Antilles, I argue this is what I see in much of contemporary autistic writing. Their 

contemporary pieces are attempts to reflect the uniquely daily experiences disabled individuals 

go through. Their goal is to examine how neurodiveristy opens the way for new forms of 

sociality through the disabled characterôs perspective.  

Ralph Savareseôs See It Feelingly: Classic Novels, Autistic Readers, and the Schooling of 

a No-Good English Professor, is a book that best exhibits this perspective of neurodiverse 

perspective through the analyzation of classic literature. In his book, Savarese is in discussion 

with several autistics around specific literary textsô, reading together, is an example that features 

a variety of classic texts like Melvilleôs Moby Dick, and encompasses voices of autistic readers 

who interpret their own critical analysis of these literary works. Much of the critical analysis in 

the book is composed around the concept of what Manning calls ñautistic perceptionò. By its 

definition, ñautistic perceptionò is a mode of perception that precedes categorization into subjects 

and objects. It is what might be called a direct perception of the world forming itself. Autistic 

perception is not restricted to autistics. Autistics are simply the ones who most emphatically 

embody it, and especially in the ñnon-speakingò autistic realm, write about it. Manningôs 

research demonstrates how autistics, especially nonspeaking autistics, encounter the world 

perceptually in a nonhierarchical way, living it in and through relation.  As Manning states, 
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ñThere is here as yet no hierarchical differentiation, for instance, between color, sound, light, 

between human and nonhuman, between what connects to the body and what connects to the 

world.ò (Manning, 14) 

Therefore ñAutistic perceptionò allow ñnon-speakingò autistic poets like Tito 

Mukhopadhyay, the opportunity to be in conversation with Ralph Savarese about the 

neurotypical undertones found in literary works like Moby Dick, and the personal daily struggles 

that could be abstracted from the zeitgeist of the ASD community. In particular, Mukhopadhyay 

strongly relates to the unhealthy obsession Captain Ahab has towards killing the notorious white 

whale, linking it to a similar obsession neurotypicals have with eradicating autism. In his chapter 

ñFrom a World as Fluid as the Seaò Ralph Savarese expands on the ways literature can be 

interrupted in multiple ways from an autisticôs sensory system. Savarese even goes as far as to 

state that while engaging with Mukhopadhyay on Melvilleôs novel Tito, ñéidentified with the 

creature whose liquid life seemed analogous to his own sensory one, he, too, felt hunted. 

Encountering Ahab, he compared the captainôs obsession with killing Moby Dick to our cultureôs 

obsession with vanquishing autism. Just as Ahab believes that the white whale maliciously took 

his leg, so people believe that autism maliciously takes their childrenò (Savarese, 49-50). 

Inspired by Titoôs analytical interpretations of Moby Dick, I wish to dedicate the next portion of 

this subchapter to an analysis of Frankensteinôs creature in a similar manner through my own 

ñautistic perceptionò in hopes of unraveling the hidden eugenic ideologies that lie in Shellyôs 

book by connecting them to concepts of blackness.  

In order to closely examine what sorts of elements of whiteness lie in Shelleyôs novel, we 

must first explore the socio-political context that was formulated around these eugenic 

ideologies. By comparing and contrasting the parallel worlds that both Frankenstein and his 
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creature are forced to coexist in, I will argue that the creature exhibits similar gestures of autistic 

ñbehaviorò. It is important to note to the reader before we proceed that Shelley never explicitly 

stated whether her work was influenced, or meant to combat against eugenic ideologies. 

Contemporary scholars like Smith are reluctant to place Shelleyôs novel in such light due to the 

lack of information about Shelleyôs life. Hideous Progeny asserts that Shelly was more interested 

in critiquing the urge human beings have when interacting with uncharted territories within the 

realm of scientific discovery. The novel thus serves as a warning that these uncharted avenues 

could lead to paths of self-destruction if one is not careful. Despite this, Smith argues that the 

character of Frankenstein exemplifies multiple aspects of eugenic ideologies:  

ñWhether Shelleyôs Frankenstein is a figure whose anti eugenic actions and their terrible results 

reinforce notions of proper procreation or a eugenic figure whose horrific actions suggest the 

monstrosity of eugenics itselfé the novel suggests that the conditions of the monsterôs 

conception and birth are less important than formative events such as his abandonment, his 

observation of the de Lacey family, his education in literature and history, and his repeated 

rejections by prejudiced individuals.ò (Smith, 59 and 60)  

Contrary to Smithôs argument, I will  argue that Shelleyôs design towards the creatureôs 

social hierarchy most likely came from the influence of the early prototypical mandates of what 

would later be known in America as ñThe Ugly Lawsò. In America, these mandates were mainly 

targeted to prevent street beggars and vagabonds, particularly those with physical disabilities, 

from wandering on the public streets in search of money. Susan M. Schweik notes in her book 

The Ugly Laws (2009) that before the existence of the American ñUgly Lawsò, England had 

previously implemented similar restrictions in 1729 that caused discrimination towards the 

disabled community. This often led to disabled beggars to be jailed and fined for their physical 
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or disfigured bodies (Schweik, 4). The 18
th
 century in England would become more complicated, 

as early institutions were also beginning to emerge but without the problematic structures that 

would later be critiqued by Foucaultôs Maddens and Civilization. Rather the opposite was 

happening: as disabled people were still capable of integrating in neurotypical society as a large 

sum had families that they could live with. The initial cause of these prototypical British ñUgly 

Lawsò seems to suggest that they may have come from a place of social endearment towards the 

disabled community, rather than a place of stigma and discrimination. However, it should be 

noted that some English citizens would still have harsher feelings towards the disabled 

community, and would often result in mocking disabled individuals (Shakespeare, 1039). With 

this in mind, one can draw a conclusive argument that Shelley most likely was critiquing these 

social taboos which would have been the norms of her time. This theory becomes more evident 

when we consider the creature was forced into social isolation and harshly discriminated for its 

deformity.  Another interesting argument that supports this theory, which I will go into more 

details later on, is how Shelley uses a hierarchal system contrasted by the mode of whiteness 

which determines the creatureôs societal value. This is best exemplified when the creature gains 

his voice and begins to talk to another disabled character forced to live apart from society in the 

novel, the blind father of the De Lacey family. Now that we have established a case to the social 

relationships and dynamics that contribute to the development of the creature, let us now explore 

the ways eugenics and whiteness may exhibit itself within the realm of Shelleyôs novel.  

Mary Shelleyôs Frankenstein (1831) presents the reader with detailed passages that 

suggest Victor Frankensteinôs childhood was molded around high class sophistication. In 

Victorôs journal entries, he relays to the reader that he was born and raised in an esteemed and 

wealthy family, thus invoking a sense of white privilege. As Victor illustrates, ñI am by birth a 
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Genevese; and my family is one of the most distinguished of that republic. My ancestors had 

been for many years counsellors and syndics; and my father had filled several public situations 

with honour and reputation.ò (Shelley, 18). Other renditions of Shellyôs novel like Junji Itoôs 

Frankenstein (2018), further illustrate the high-class environment Victor grew up in. As we see 

in the comic strips below (Fig. 15) (Fig. 16) Victor has a rather privileged childhood upbringing, 

which mainly consists around his love for scientific discovery. Shelleyôs text reconfirms the 

notion of Victorôs fascination for science as he states, ñThe world was to me a secret which I 

desired to divine. Curiosity, earnest research to learn the hidden laws of nature, gladness akin to 

rapture, as they were unfolded to me, are among the earliest sensations I can rememberò 

(Shelley, 23). As we can see from Junjiôs panels below, the manga emphasizes that Victor grew 

up in an estate and was taken care by a maid named Justine. Victor is also seen having the 

opportunity and capability of interacting with other children his age, as well as being surrounded 

by loving family members who encourage Victorôs passion to explore the scientific realm of the 

unknown.   
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Fig.15. Junji Ito. Frankenstein, A comic panel demonstrating the lavish childhood, and 

later love interest of Victor Frankenstein  (VIZ Media LLC, 2018) 21. 

Source: Junji Ito. Frankenstein. 

VIZ Media LLC, 2018. 
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Fig.16. Junji Ito. Frankenstein, two comic panels demonstrating the lavish childhood of 

Victor Frankenstein and how he become obsessed with science (VIZ Media LLC, 2018) 22-

23. 

Source: Junji Ito. Frankenstein. 

VIZ Media LLC, 2018. 

 

Eventually Victorôs privileged upbringing allows him the opportunity to venture into one of the 

most sophisticated universities in Ingolstadt, where he encounters the different methods of 

natural science that would later contribute his obsession to reanimate life.  From these examples, 

we can see that Victor passes the basic formalities that contribute towards the structure and 

concept of whiteness: he has the kind of access to dominant structures that speak of white 

privilege.  

Shelley makes it undoubtedly clear to the reader that Victorôs character was brought up in 

a high class, well-educated, and loving environment. If we compare Victorôs childhood to the 
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reanimation of his creature, we see a stark difference in its environment. Compared to Whaleôs 

1931 film adaptation of Shelleyôs work, the novel depicts Victor as being a reluctant guardian 

who ultimately abandons his creation solely due to how dreadfully ugly and deformed it looks. 

The creature discovers that he is destined to live alone without the nourishment of an intimate 

family, as well as slowly realizing that he will never be able to integrate within society. As the 

creature proclaims, ñ'Hateful day when I received life!' I exclaimed in agony. 'Cursed creator! 

Why did you form a monster so hideous that even you turned from me in disgust?ò (Shelley, 

112). Thus the creatureôs abandonment can be seen as symbolic form of exclusion, as the 

creature is forced to live a life of solitude and social isolation due to its appearance. Here, 

Shelley does not exemplify blackness and neurodiversity through the creatureôs generational 

trauma or skin color. Rather, blackness and neurodiversity is exemplified through the creatureôs 

lived experience and systemic treatment that is similar to how disabled individuals, as previously 

stated, would have been treated during Shelleyôs lifetime. Their many different overlapping 

aspects that one can explore of the creaturesô mode of potential between neurodiversity and 

blackness, however for the sake of my argument I will be focusing on one of the fundamental 

overlaps that encompasses the ñotheringò of both communities, language.   

Frankenstein, Blackness, and the use of Language:   

Aspects of autism present themselves throughout Shelleyôs novel. In particular, the novel 

frames the creature having two of the most commonly associated elements that can be found in 

the diagnosis of classical autism, limited speech and social isolation.  In Julia Miele Rodasôs 

book titled Autistic Disturbances: Theorizing Autism Poetics from the DSM to Robinson Crusoe, 

the author critiques the ways autistic language can be found and associated through the analysis 

of different literary figures. Rodas argues that use of autistic language in classical literary texts 
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like Frankenstein, helps modern scholars understand contemporary literary aesthetics that are 

often associated with it. In her and Melanie Yergeau chapter titled, ñThe Absence of the Object: 

Autistic Voice and Literary Architecture in Mary Shelleyôs Frankenstein,ò Roda presents readers 

with a complex framework which aims to comprehend the selective aesthetics that 

Frankensteinôs creature exhibit through the perspective of autistic language. Rodaôs chapter 

focuses on the comparative ways the creature learns how to speak to the contemplative ways an 

autistic may find themselves in the modes of speech and social isolation: ñIn Frankenstein, the 

interrelationship between ómutenessô and óverbal precocityô is evident at a number of levels, 

embodied most dramatically in the Creature himself, whose articulation of his earliest self 

describes a being utterly without languageéò (Roda & Yergeau, 148) One example of the 

creatureôs speech both authors focus on is when the Creature seeks refuge in a hut, and begins to 

slowly incorporate the ability to speak by spying on the De Lacey family that is located next to 

him (Fig. 17) (Fig. 18). Through multiple time-lapses, the reader begins to see how the creature 

formulates the ability to speak while isolated from social interaction with the outside world. Thus 

the creatureôs social isolation ironically acts as a self-guide to slowly becoming more ñhumanò. 

Roda argues that this private space allows the reader, ñéto carefully consider the architecture of 

the Creatureôs sanctuary, and to note that the privative space is anchored by a common wall, 

connecting the Creature by a ósmall and almost imperceptible chinkô to the social and linguistic 

life of ordinary humanityò (Roda & Yergeau, 148). By examining the creatureôs ability to slowly 

incorporate vernacular speech from his hidden proximity, the authors argue and compare this 

method of incorporating verbal practices and social cues similarly to the ways autistics may 

incorporate aspects of neurotypical language through masking. 
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Fig.17 (Left). Junji Ito. Frankenstein, Comic panel of Frankensteinôs creature spying on the 

De Lacey family from a tiny hut (VIZ Media LLC, 2018) 96. 

Source: Junji Ito. Frankenstein. 

VIZ Media LLC, 2018. 

 

Fig.18 (Right). Junji Ito. Frankenstein, Comic panel of Frankensteinôs creature 

incorporating the mode of language from the De Lacey Family (VIZ Media LLC, 2018) 

100. 

Source: Junji Ito. Frankenstein. 

VIZ Media LLC, 2018. 

  

Therefore the hut also enacts as a symbolic womb that not only nourishes the creature, but 

becomes a source of self-protection from exposure to the social norms of the outside world. 

Here, the creature is deprived of personal interactions with the world, but ultimately gains 

authentic experience that will later contribute to the development of his dialogue. In other words, 

ñThe fortress wall serves as a connective bond just as the word articulates silence.ò (Roda & 
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Yergeau, 149) Thus the hut symbolically becomes a learning tool in which the creature can 

safely exhibit the world, without being condemned by it.  

Shelleyôs novel suggests the creatureôs ability to construct language relies on his 

environmental field of relation. Roda points how the interrelationship between ñmutenessò and 

ñverbal precocityò is most present in Shelleyôs novel when the creature is struggling to utter the 

ñsong of the birdsò, eventually resulting in the creature to retreat into the domain of silence. 

(Roda & Yergeau, 148). The creatureôs struggle to communicate is reminiscent of the 

environmental mode of relation that ñnon-speakingò autistics describe through their unique 

multisensory nature. Ralph Savarese even theorizes a similar environmental mode of relation that 

may exist when ñnon-speakingò autistics analyze different forms of literature through their 

ñautistic perceptionò as an attempt to conduct their form of language in the world. As Savarese 

states, ñLiterature is our linguistic lifeline to the body: it not only simulates the real, but it also 

re-presents it in ways that disrupt our habits of perception. We might even say that literature is 

the autistic version of language, whose spoken and written forms become more abstract as the 

typical person ages. (Savarese, 40)  

An example of this environmental mode of relation being manifested through the mode 

of language can be analyzed through Mel Baggs short film called ñIn My Languageò. Baggs film 

explores the way language can be composed from the angle of ñautistic perceptionò. The entire 

video consists of Bagg, a ñnon-speakingò autistic, interacting with her environment through 

multisensory gestures. Bagg demonstrates how they feel the world, and shows that their own 

language is mainly constructed around her relationship with her environment. As they state: 

ñMany people have assumed that when I talk about this being my language, that means that each 

part of the video must have a particular symbolic message within it designed for the human mind 
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to interpret. But my language is not about designing words or even visual symbols for people to 

interpret. It is about being in a constant conversation with every aspect of my environmentò 

(silentmiaow, 00:03:14-00:03:44). Although a person steeped in neurotypicality might claim 

what Baggs is doing is completely incompatible to the typical mode of language, Baggs argues 

that they are ñopening up to a true interaction with the worldò through stims and a constant 

connection to their environment. Ultimately, the video asks the viewer if language is a main 

component to identify someone as truly human. If true, where does Baggs fall under this 

category of the human, if at all? Baggs, along with the creatureôs struggle to grasp traditional 

neurotypical thought, asks the viewer/reader to rethink the ways we encompass the standard 

modes of language, and who is left out when we do.  

 It is here where the mode of blackness and language overlap with one another, as both are 

built on the presupposition of colonial whiteness. The colonial function of what is normal, must 

always construct itself around the predication that considers what is linguistically compatible or 

acceptable in order to evaluate if a person is considered, as Manning stated before, ñtruly 

humanò. In Frantz Fanonôs Black Skin, White Masks (1952) in the chapter, ñNegro and 

Language,ò the author recounts a specific encounter he once had while examining an old 

disabled woman with dementia whose ñmind was never strongò (Fanon, 20). Fanon compares the 

humiliating ways white men would talk down to Black individuals, to the similar way he once 

talked down to an older disabled patient. As Fanon states: ñThe fact that I adopt a language 

suitable to dementia, to feeble-mindedness; the fact that I ótalk downô to this poor woman of 

seventy-three; the fact that I condescend to her in my quest for a diagnosis, are the stigmata of a 

dereliction in my relations with other peopleò (Fanon, 20). As Fanon argues, we can see an 

identical use of whiteness being weaponized through the mode of language in order to 
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dehumanize a disabled individual. Fanonôs segment illustrates a daily struggle many ñnon-

speakingò autistics as well as Black individuals face, as society dictates the sum of both 

communities worth from their capability to speak in a neurotypical manner. It is this violence 

coded by whiteness, which ultimately presumes that both communitiesô gestures and modes of 

language are not only less than ñhumanò, but systemically assume that both have nothing of 

value to contribute or say. Manning expands this argument in her chapter, 

ñbackgroundingforgroundingò in which she explores how society imposes itself upon ñnon-

speakingò autistics with the belief that their ñnon-thinking bodiesò means they have no ñvoiceò. 

She later goes on to compare this disavowing treatment of the disabled body to the 

discrimination that black or brown bodies face on a daily basis due to societal prepositions 

(Manning, 112). If we apply Fanon and Manningôs arguments for blackness within the 

neurodiverse community to Shellyôs work, we can see a similar pattern emerging from the 

creatureôs inability to compose speech to indicate his societal value.  

This is best exemplified when the creature attempts to form paternal bonds with a 

member of the De Lacey family.  Once the creature develops a mode of language that is suitable 

to neurotypical speech, Shelly presents the creatureôs first interaction with another disabled 

outcast, the blind father from the De Lacey family (Fig. 20). As seen below from a recreation 

from Junji manga, the creature presents itself as a weary traveler who longs for a companionship 

and accompaniment towards the blind father, but its potential is stagnated to formulate such 

bonds due to its appearance. 
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Fig.19. Junji Ito. Frankenstein, Comic panel of Frankensteinôs creature talking to the blind 

father of the De Lacey Family (VIZ Media LLC, 2018) 104. 

Source: Junji Ito. Frankenstein. 

VIZ Media LLC, 2018. 

 

The conversation exchanged between the two, reinforces the notion that both are outcast for 

crimes they did not commit. As the creature states, 

ñéóI am an unfortunate and deserted creature; I look around, and I have no relation or friend 

upon earth. These amiable people to whom I go have never seen me, and know little of me. I am 

full of fears; for if I fail there, I am an outcast in the world for ever.ôò (Shelley, 116) 

To which the old blind man replies,  
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"óHeaven forbid! even if you were really criminal; for that can only drive you to desperation, and 

not instigate you to virtue. I also am unfortunate; I and my family have been condemned, 

although innocent: judge, therefore, if I do not feel for your misfortunes.'ò (Shelley, 117) 

As we can see from the interaction, both characters are framed as disabled criminals who can 

never integrate into neurotypical society. This interaction does not last long as the creature is 

soon driven out of the cabin from other members of the De Lacey family, thus indicating to the 

reader that the creature is not welcome even to the lowest status of neurotypical society. From an 

autistic perspective, the creatureôs failure to develop normative bonds is seen as a far too 

common of an occurrence within the mode blackness. Ultimately, the exchange between the 

creature and the blind father shows how Shelleyôs creature has potential to try and express 

himself, but ultimately fails when neurotypical violence interceded from other non-disabled 

members of the De Lacey family.  

In contrast to the creatureôs speech, Whaleôs Frankenstein (1931) presentôs the Creatureôs 

ability to construct language in a way which categorizes ñfeeblemindednessò in relation to 

autism by constructing a flat artificial being that has no potential. Whaleôs film exhibits this 

connotation, as the creature is presented as having the inability to conduct a basic function of 

formulating language among his peers. Rather, the only sounds that the creature generates come 

in the forms of grunts, moans, or screams in order to express what he is feeling. Smith argues 

that Whale made a conscious decision to make the creatureôs inherent nature resemble the 

embodiment of a childlike state in order to justify its neurological ñfeeblemindednessò. This 

choice allowed audience members to feel more empathetic towards the creatureôs lack of 

parental nourishment from Henry, and to be a misunderstood as a criminally neurological deviant 

(Smith, 68).  
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Presumptions connecting ñfeeblemindednessò to a mind of a child were not uncommon 

within realm of films depicting eugenic pseudo-science. Haiseldenôs The Black Stork (1917) 

presents a scene where Dr Dickey (played by Haiselden himself) displays a variety of different 

mental patients, one of which being a teenage woman ñwith the mind of three year old childò 

(Pernick, 144) (fig. 21) (fig. 22).  

 

 
 

Fig. 20 (Left). Still  from The Black Stork (00:21:30). Text which says ñHereôs a sixteen-year 

old girl with the mentality of a three-year old childò. 

 

Fig. 21 (Right). Still from The Black Stork (00:21:34). Frame of a ñfeeblemindedò girl who 

has the mind of three-year old. 

 

Another example of this eugenic legacy associating a monsterôs inability to conduct a 

basic function of formulating language due to its childlike nature can be seen developing in the 

slasher genre with a the character like Leatherface in Tobe Hooperôs classic film The Texas 

Chain Saw Massacre (1974). It has been well researched that the director of this infamous film 

deliberately made his main villain neurodiverse to spark more fear from audience members. In 

his autobiography titled Chain Saw Confidential: How We Made the World's Most Notorious 
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Horror Movie, Gunnar Hansen, the actor who played the iconic villain, recounts the extensive 

sources that went into making Leatherface come alive. In the book he states: ñTobe explained 

that LeatherfaceðI loved the idea of having the title roleðwas retardedéIn fact, Leatherface 

was so retarded that he didnôt really talk, though he did grunt and squeal like a pig at 

timesé.Tobe added that Leatherface was insane in a way that made him unpredictable and 

extremely violent. All this made for a very dangerous manò (Hansen, 17). Although this 

recounting is problematic on its own, Hansen would go as far to take it a step further by 

researching other forms of neurodiversity to create a more authentic portrayal of his character. In 

an article released shortly after his death, it was revealed that Hansen had spent an extensive 

amount of his time observing the gestures of multiple individuals with intellectual disabilities in 

order to develop the mannerisms of Leatherface (Cwik).  

If we compare these pseudo eugenic rhetoric of childlike wonderment through the mode 

of constructing language demonstrated in Whaleôs film to Fanonôs previously mentioned 

theoretical chapter on the relation between Black individuals and language, we will see a stark 

overlap between the two. In one section of his chapter, Fanon stresses how white Europeans 

would often associate Black individuals use of creole and slang words to that of an unintelligible 

status. This ñjabberò as Fanon articulates, can be perceived and used from a white supremacist 

perspective to persecute Black individuals by theoretically comparing them to the intelligence of 

a little child. As Fanon argues, ñéThe Negro loves to jabber, and from this theory it is not a long 

road that leads to a new proposition: The Negro is just a childò (Fanon, 16). With this in mind, I 

will argue that Whaleôs film incorporates the function of a sort of ñchildlike jabberò which 

consists solely of the creatureôs grunts, moans, and screams, preventing him from being 

identified from the rest of normative society.  Whaleôs creature has become immortalized in the 
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realm of cinema for its use of distinct grunts, moans, and screams that have become a staple in 

signifying a demonic figure. Similarly to creole, these forms of language have been used to 

stereotype a perceived negative image that is often associated with otherness and Lombrosoôs 

theory of the ñcretinous typeò.  

The move Manning makes, following Moten, from Black individuality to blackness is 

important here. Blackness, as an aesthetic sociality, is not reducible to the individual. Similarly, 

in Manning, neurodiversity exceeds the individual: autistic perception demonstrates this 

exquisite quality of feeling-into the world, of not assuming a world-body separation. To further 

this analysis of Whaleôs film back to the relation of blackness and disability studies, we must 

explore a mode of communication that questions the formalities of language itself. Manningôs 

chapter ñbackgroundingforgroundingò explores a technique that alludes to the concept around 

the mode of communication that is not recognizable to a neurotypical mode of speech. 

Contemporary poet Adam Wolfond calls this ñlanguaging,ò in which he specifies through his 

work how the noises and movements ñnon-speakingò autistics make are seen as taboo, compared 

to if neurotypicals were to make those similar gestures. In his poem called ñBody of knowing is 

the relation of atmospheres opening the language,ò (Fig. 23) Wolfondôs poem wishes to explore 

the inherent systemic violence that is ensued through whiteness on ñnon-speakingò autistics. The 

author argues how a neurotypical perceptive views movements and grunts that come from ñnon-

speakingò autistics having little value, when in reality they are meant to project a far deeper 

meaning that goes beyond the boundaries and structure of neurotypical language.  



 

75 | P a g e 
 

 
 

Fig.22.Adam Wolfond. Frankenstein. ñBody of knowing is the relation of atmospheres 

opening the language.ò (Toronto, punctumbooks, 2023) 11. 

Source: Adam Wolfond. Open Book in Ways of Water. 

Toronto, punctumbooks, 2023. 
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  Furthermore, aspects of ñlanguagingò exist within the anthropology sounds of blackness, 

as both communities have been politically chastised and demonized from the domains of 

whiteness for using non-communitive sounds like grunts or moans. Blues legend Blind Willie 

Johnsonôs song Dark was the night/cold was the ground is an excellent example of the sound of 

blackness encompassing past the barriers of language and formality. Originally based off a hymn 

written by Thomas Haweis titled with the same name, the lyrics describe the famous agony in the 

garden of Gethsemane in which Jesus Christ was conflicted with the excruciating pain that he 

would soon face at his crucifixion. However, Johnsonôs song has a deeper connotation which is 

strongly connected to the African American community.  

Originally produced as a ñcall and responseò, a tradition formulated from West Africa 

and would later go on to contribute to the birth of genres like Southern Gospel and Blues, the 

hymn has been associated with many tragedies that involved anti-black racism in the south. From 

being sung on southern slave plantations, to it being recited after tragic events like a lynching, to 

its religious use on Good Friday services, the song carries a collective narrative that is embedded 

within the black community of America (Ford, 2). Johnson reimagines this song by excluding the 

lyrics and instead chooses to only hum and moan along with his Stella guitar. This haunting 

version invites the listeners to feel the collective generational trauma through Johnsonôs personal 

agony of living in constant poverty and not having a place to sleep. It is for this reason that we 

can stipulate that Johnsonôs song evokes the usage of Wolfondôs theory of ñlanguagingò as 

Johnsonôs grunts and moans ñétranscends language, straddling the abyss that lies between 

feeling and expression. In here, one can trace the words of the original hymn as Johnson hums 

and moans in the voice of his ancestors, while also constructing a new language, distilling the 

song to strictly emotional measures, and by not singing he is able to free it from categorization. 
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In the hands of Johnson, this is not only about the particular death and eventual redemption of 

one man but of a people, a universal moan.ò (Ford, 3) Johnsonôs song becomes an encoded 

message that signifies blackness to other African Americanôs who would understand the hidden 

meanings of the song. As an act of artistic solidarity, I cannot help myself but truly express my 

emphatic wonder that comes from Johnsonôs religiously themed song. The heart wrenching 

grunts and moans, all expressed through a blind man, display how ñé it is so that the works of 

God might be made visible through himò (John 9:3, USCCB).   

 If we apply this expression of constructing language to Adamôs poem, we will see a 

similar phenomenon taking place within the realm of blackness. Adam carries with him the 

grunts, moans, and hums that have historically stigmatized many ñnon-speakingò autistics from 

being seen as human beings. This violence of colonial whiteness becomes reflexive of how 

society should see and treat ñnon-speakingò autistics like Adam, as there are seen as having 

lesser value then someone who can produce neurotypical language. I personally know Adam, 

and Iôm honored to call him a fellow research colleague. But I also know far too well that if the 

general public saw Adam without his chat box, or not having any prior knowledge of his 

published books, they would assume that he was incapable of producing works of art that touch 

the human soul. In fact Iôm quite positive there are people in this world who most likely donôt 

believe Adam has a soul, or at least one that is equated to a neurotypical. Yet, Adam does, and 

just like Johnson, Adamôs hums, moans, and body gestures continue to be reflexive of a speech 

that also transcends neurotypical language.  It is for this reason that we as film scholars should be 

more indicative of how Whale presents the creatureôs moans and grunts in a childlike manner, as 

they carry a eugenic history that still stagnates a community till this day.   
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Conclusion: 

 There are a plethora of other monster films which involve undertones of eugenic 

ideologies, much of which I believe still need to continually be carefully examined for their 

socio-political impact on the disability community and how it can still contribute to stereotypes 

towards disabled individuals today. Much of the eugenic ideologies that are found in 

Frankenstein are still apparent within zeitgeist of our cultural influence. The concept of 

reconstructing a body and molding it to fit into a neurotypical society is a common sentiment that 

is shared within many psychotherapeutic institutions that practice ABA therapy. Perhaps an eerie 

example of this reconstruction of the human body and mind can be seen in the real life events 

that draw similar themes to Frankensteinôs creature. An example of life imitating art could be 

seen in experiments of American psychologist Charles Fester, who was known for paving the 

path in using applied behavior analysis (ABA). Fester conducted an experiment in which he 

believed he could alter the behavior of an autistic child who had tantrums by locking it in a small 

room for a year straight. Similarly to the creatureôs isolation within the hut, the child eventually 

came out and was ñcuredò of any future tantrums from arising (Silberman, 284). Another 

example comes from the psychoanalytical methods of clinical psychologist Ole Ivar Lovaas. 

Although Lovaas is regarded as a major figure within the development of ABA therapy, his 

horrifying philosophy interjects a disturbing nature that one could compare to Victor 

Frankenstein. As Lovaas once stated in a clinical magazine about treating autism, ñóYou see, you 

start pretty much from scratch when you work with an autistic child. You have a person in the 

physical senseðthey have hair, a nose, and a mouthðbut they are not people in the 

psychological sense. One way to look at the job of helping autistic kids is to see it as a matter of 

constructing a person. You have the raw materials, but you have to build the personôò 

(Silberman, 285).  Lovaasôs concepts of constructing a human in order for them to be accepted 
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within neurotypical society can be juxtaposed alongside Manningôs argument that autistics are 

forced to integrate within neurotypical society in an attempt to be deemed ñtruly humanò. As 

someone who has heard personal horror stories of the hut, who has known family and friends in 

my elementary school who would be subjected to Festerôs technique of locking autistic children 

in a small dark room, or worst the janitors closet. I can only state that the voices that do merge 

from the departure of that dark void are not the ones that are accepted. In fact, just like the 

creature, many will have to wander in the world seeking companionship while cursing the ones 

who gave them their ñvoiceò.  We are only free from being condemned behind the confine of our 

own isolated huts.  

 

Electricity be damned!  
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Chapter 3: How Lack of Gemüt Still Presents Itself in Modern Filmôs Featuring ASD  

Although one may argue that this history of eugenics, which took place decades ago, 

bears no resemblance to the current stigmas which the ASD community is facing, I would like to 

argue a different perspective that explores the (infra-agential) ways Nazi eugenics, (through its 

combinations of other previously stated eugenic influences) can still be seen in contemporary 

films and media depictions of autism today. That is to say, I would like to explore the structural 

elements that are at play that associate criminality to autism. To do so, I will focus on 

contemporary films which involve the characteristic aspects of autistic coded figures that feature 

aspects of the ñcreepò trope, primarily those that match the diagnostic criteria of someone who 

ólacks Gem¿tô, a German concept popularized in Nazi Germany which I will soon explore more 

in depth. My goal for this chapter will be to show how the ñcreepò trope has not only been 

influenced by some of the socio-political events of the past century, but continues to emerge in 

modern films which feature autistic representation. In order to do this, I will be analyzing two 

contemporary films, Fred Durstôs The Fanatic (2019) and Michael Cristoferôs The Night Clerk 

(2020) and argues how both films perpetuate the viewpoint that autistics are criminals. This has a 

great impact on real life events that can end in detrimental consequences for the ASD 

community. By analyzing these films and their infras, we will be able to have a better 

understanding of which elements of criminality and mass violence are still currently being 

portrayed in the public view. 

As mentioned briefly in my previous chapters, eugenic policies from the Third Reich 

owed a great debt to the pseudo-scientific ideologies that were popularized from American 

eugenics. Many American and German eugenicists exchanged theories among one another 

decades before the rise of the Third Reich. One of the main contributing factors came from Adolf 
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Hitlerôs admiration for many of the previously stated eugenic theories and policies. After taking 

full control over Germany in 1933, Hitlerôs dictatorship would go on to implement eugenic 

policies similar to the ones that were still being debated in America. These policies were aimed 

towards ñéPrevention of Hereditarily Diseased Offspring, or Sterilization Law, authorising 

compulsory sterilisation of people said to be afflicted with congenital epilepsy, feeble-

mindedness, mental diseases such as schizophrenia, alcoholism, and other supposedly heritable 

afflictionsò (Rafter, 296). As a result, many American eugenicists were beyond enthusiastic to 

hear that their ideologies, which were always a point of contention of debate in American 

society, were finally being manifested to their fullest extent (Black). I wish to reanalyze the 

connections and causalities which involve my previously investigated research around negative 

eugenics, and explore how these theories may have played a direct and influential role on the 

development of Nazi eugenics.  

Madison Grantôs Passing of the Great Race (1916) was known for being one the biggest 

contributions to Hitlerôs ideological development of the ñmaster raceò, eventually going on to 

promote and incorporate the fundamentalist view of Aryanism in Nazi Germany. Scholars have 

also noted that Grantôs book had a fundamental role in shaping the mindset of Hitlerôs views on 

the disability community. In fact, the book had such a pivotal impact on the dictator, which 

Hitler would later go on to personally; write a thank you letter to Grant stating that his book was 

his personal ñbibleò (Black). Therefore it is not hard to believe that much of Grantôs views on 

disabled individuals would manifest themselves in Hitlerôs personal manifesto titled Mein Kampf 

(1925). In this book, the soon to be dictator described a similar solution to Grantôs book 

suggesting that the state should neutralize the neurodiverse community:  
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ñThe demand that defective people be prevented from propagating equally defective offspring is 

a demand of the clearest reason and if systematically executed represents the most humane act of 

mankind. It will spare millions of unfortunates undeserved sufferings, and consequently will lead 

to a rising improvement of health as a whole.ò (Hitler, 255).  

The passage eerily resembles Grantôs sentiments in the first chapter of my thesis, calling for the 

state to intervene and eliminate defective offspring for the betterment of society.  

Another eerie yet indirect correlation between German and American eugenics could be 

found in the similar campaign slogans that were publicly used towards the disabled community. 

Pernick notes that Hitlerôs slogan of ñlife unworthy of lifeò bears a striking resemblance to 

Haiseldenôs euthanasia campaign which would promote the phrase ñlives of no valueò and 

therefore, ñéhelped promote concepts and catch-phrases that became central to the legitimation 

of genocide. Thus part of Haiseldenôs historical importance derives from the light his actions 

shed on the way in which ideas and images later used by the Nazis first took shape.ò (Pernick 

165) Oddly enough, the Nazis would also start producing their own eugenic propagandic films 

with the sole purpose to promote and reinforce negative eugenic awareness towards the German 

public.  

Wolfgang Liebeneinerôs Ich klage an (I Accuse) (1941) follows the story of a young 

woman named Hanna who is diagnosed with multiple sclerosis. After contemplating the 

magnitude of her disease and seeing no purpose left in her life, Hanna asks her husband Dr. 

Thomas Heytôs and her family doctor Dr. Lang to end her life through the method of assisted 

suicide. After many failed attempts at finding a cure, Hannaôs husband comes to a similar 

conclusion and assists in Hannaôs suicide in order to spare her of her tragic fate. Eventually 
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Thomas is arrested and is persecuted by Hannaôs brother. The rest of the film develops into a 

court room drama, with Thomasôs only defense being that he ended his wifeôs life because he 

loved her. Much of the filmôs propagandic elements begin to emerge in the next scene when the 

counsel deliberates amongst one another, debating if a doctor should have the medical rights to 

perform a mercy killing if that patient is suffering from an uncommon or incurable disease. The 

debate soon becomes one sided as some of the members invoke emotional reasoning to justify 

why Thomas should not be sentenced for murder. It is here that film projects its arguments 

towards mandating a state law that would allow euthanasia towards those deemed unworthy of 

life, as Liebeneinerôs film centers on the notion that, ñéDr. Heytôs mercy killing of his wife is 

according to the law a crime. However, he argues from a moral standpoint to affect a change in 

the existing law, to legalize euthanasia so as to reach acceptance in the viewers for the National 

Socialistsô plan to do precisely that. The moral question Ich klage an purports to raise on the 

surface is whether euthanasia should be legal. And the film affirms itò (Steitz, 315). Unlike other 

eugenic films like Wilburôs Tomorrows Children (1934), which presents scenes that show the 

positive and negative repercussions forced sterilization policies can have on the general public, 

the goal of Liebeneinerôs film was intended for the Socialist party to use Ich klage an to gain the 

general publicôs admiration towards euthanasia while the Nazi T4 program was starting to 

systematical assess and eliminate the disabled community for the volk (Steitz, 314).   

If we compare Liebeneinerôs film to the rhetoric Haiselden promoted in The Black Stork, 

we will not only see a stark overlap between both films similar overtones towards empathetically 

killing those who are deemed unworthy of life, but also systematic comparisons between 

disabled people and animals. As previously iterated, Haiseldenôs followed a eugenic philosophy 

which compared the Bollinger babyôs human status to that of less than an ñordinary animalò 
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(Pernick, 72). This sentiment can be similarly reflected in Liebeneinerôs film during the 

deliberation scene where one of the judges emphatically compares Hannaôs mercy killing to the 

euthanization of an animal. (Fig. 24): 

 

Fig. 23. Still from Ich klage an (1941), (01:43:51). Frame of jury deliberating on the fate of 

Dr. Heyt. 

 

 Jury 1: ñégentlemen just a few weeks ago I had to give my old hound the mercy shot. He was 

blind and lame. But otherwise, he had faithfully served me his entire life. And if a hunter doesnôt 

do that, then heôs a harsh fellow, not an honorable huntsman.ò 

Jury 2: ñYes but those are animalsò   

Jury 1: ñYes, but are people to be treated worse than animalsò  

(Liebeneiner, 01:43:29-01:43:55)         
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Although there is no clear evidence of direct correlations between Haiseldenôs film which 

promoted his euthanasia campaign and Liebeneinerôs film which was supposed to distract the 

German public from the T4 programôs which were responsible for murdering thousands of 

disabled individuals (Pernick 166), Pernick argues how one cannot help but spot the similar yet 

eerie philosophies that emerged from both directors. 

Finally, one of the last yet significant connections that formulated Nazi criminology came 

from the National Socialist partiesô being heavily inspired by Lombrosoian pseudoscience. The 

fascist state was so inspired by the methodologies of Lombroso that the Nazis would go on to 

secretly establish an independent Gestapo which would systematically target and round up 

criminals/mentally disabled individuals who best exemplified the narrow terminologies that were 

defined in The Criminal Man. In particular, Nazi psychiatrists would adopt a similar perspective 

to Lombrosoôs view on biological determinism, as many child psychiatrists assessed disabled 

children predicting that they ñéwould grow up to be unproductive, criminal, or harmful to 

societyò (Sheffer, 122).  The Nazis also particularly admired Lombrosoôs concept of a ósocial 

defenseô society, which consisted in the philosophical view that the state should be allowed 

ñéto defend itself, even with the death penalty, just as a man defends himself from wild 

animalsò (Mazzarello, 100). However, this form of ósocial defenseô as defined by Lombroso, 

would go to manifest itself under the Nazi regime to harsher forms of brutality that went far 

beyond what Lombroso could have ever imagined. Criminals would soon be systematically 

collected in droves and subjected to harsh living conditions where they would either starve to 

death, or eventually be euthanized. Thus, ñThe Nazis carried Lombroso's 'social defense' position 

on criminal justice to an extreme that would have horrified the Italian liberalò (Rafter, 296).  
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It is here that I wish to conduct my final analytical argument in the investigation between 

criminology and its stereotypical correlations with the ASD community. During the T4 

programs, Nazi child psychology played a major role in determining whether or not a child was 

acceptable to participate in the Volk. As similarly mentioned, in the mental deficiency act 

protested in G K Chestertonôs Eugenics and Other Evils (1922), the criteria of diagnosing a 

childôs fit for the Nazi Volk was incredibly vague and solely determined by the interpretations of 

child psychologists. Many of the children were not only tested to meet the standard criteria for 

the typical body and mind that was expected in the Nazi party, but also the spirit that was 

connected to the Volk. This meant that children needed to act and behave in a way that unified 

their characteristics to a sense of social adherence which demonstrated superiority over other 

racial and social classes (Sheffer, 67). The term that was often used to describe this collective 

social consciousness was called Gemüt.  

Edith Shefferôs Aspergerôs Children: The Orgins of Autism in Nazi Vienna explores how 

this terminology was used to diagnose and systematically murder disabled children who were 

shown to have symptoms of ñlacking Gemütò or what we now recognize as autism spectrum 

disorder (ASD). Nazi child psychologists also used the definition of Gemüt as a core hypothesis 

within the development of Nazi criminology (Sheffer, 70). The definition of Gemüt is 

unfortunately hard to pin down, as Sheffer notes that the untranslatable German word can stand 

for multiple ideas and expression that has to do with oneôs personal role and responsibility within 

the community. Collinsdictionary.com associates the word with other connotations like, mind, 

nature, and soul (collinsdictionary.com). Sheffer notes that in Nazi Germany Gemüt alluded to 

ñéoneôs fundamental capacity to form deep bonds with other people. It had metaphysical and 

social connotationséò and it ñéwas essential to oneôs worth as an individual, and to the health 
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of the Volkò (Sheffer, 69). Therefore, one can see how an autistic child who ñlacked Gemütò due 

to their difference would be targeted as a threat towards the Nazi partyôs vision of what can only 

be described as a neurotypical standardization of the Volk.               

This is not to say that terminology of autism didnôt exist prior to Nazi Vienna. On the 

contrary, the term ñAutism psychopathyò was originally understood to be a condition that was 

thought to be a symptom of severe schizophrenia. In fact, Sheffer notes in one of her public 

presentations ñThe Origins of Autism in Nazi Viennaò that a majority of Nazi child 

psychologists would associate the language of Gemüt around the definition of autism to mean 

ñécommunity, adverse, and weak.ò (Talks at Google, 00:07:33-00:07:35). One of the earliest 

uses of ñautismò in Germany came from a Swiss psychiatrist named Eugen Bleuler. During the 

1908 German Psychiatric Association, Bleuler would introduce the term ñschizophreniaò in a 

lecture he was conducting among his colleagues (Fusar-Poli & Politi, 1407). He would later go 

on to categorize the symptoms of severe schizophrenia in his book Dementia Praecox or the 

Group of Schizophrenias, where he would present the neurological condition under the guise of 

ñautismò.  In his subchapter ñRelation to Reality: Autismò Bleuler describes the neurological 

condition as follows:  

ñThe most severe schizophrenics, who have no more contact with the outside world, live in a 

world of their own. They have encased themselves with their desires and wishes (which they 

consider fulfilled) or occupy themselves with the trials and tribulations of their persecutory 

ideas; they have cut themselves off as much as possible from any contact with the external world. 

This detachment from reality, together with the relative and absolute predominance of the inner 

life, we term autismò (Bleuler, 63) 
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 Other Nazi physicians like Hans Asperger, were major figures during the T4 Program 

where they developed Gemüt as a precursor in measuring the different degree of ñautism 

psychopathyò. Sheffer notes that Aspergerôs definition of Gemüt was heavily inspired by a 

childôs impulsive ñreadiness to serve their communityò, otherwise phrased Volksgemeinschaft 

(Sheffer, 72). Aspergerôs research surrounded the philosophy of positive eugenics as his research 

on the correlation between autism and criminology seemed to have a more sympathetic tone 

towards mentally ñdisturbedò children. In his journal article entitled Das psychisch abnorme 

Kind [The psychically abnormal child] (1938) the physician states,   

 ñAnd if we help them with all our devotion, we will also do our people the best service; not only 

by preventing them from making the people victims of their anti-social and criminal actions, but 

also through our attempt to achieve that they find their place as hard working people of the 

Nation.ò (Asperger, 1)  

As we can see from the text above, Asperger believed there was a need to rehabilitate autistics 

into the Nazi Volk, in order for them to not give into their anti-social personalities and commit 

crimes. It should be noted that some of Aspergerôs research on autism was met with much 

skepticism among his peers. This of course does not mean that Aspergerôs did not participate in 

the systematic extermination of disabled children despite the evidence that suggests that 

Asperger was never a member of the Nazi party, even going as far as to be remembered as the 

ñOskar Schindlerò of rescuing autistic children (Thomson). Throughout her book, Sheffer argues 

a different perspective. She suggest that there is concrete evidence which states that the 

psychologist would refer children with severe autistic traits to be transferred to the Spiegelgrund 

compound to be exterminated, while protecting the so-called ñhigh functioningò autistics he 

found could be rehabilitated into the Volk (Sheffer, 230). One cannot help but emphatically see 
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how the conceptual development of Nazi eugenics had an impactful role in igniting the social 

stigmas which harshly associated autistics with the assumption that they would more than likely 

commit criminal acts due to their neurological differences.  

In earlier chapters, I have demonstrated that the fictitious ñcreepò is a figure that was 

constructed for primarily eugenic propagandic use, and whose inability to merge into a 

neurotypical society led them to resent and even take revenge upon it for their misfortune. My 

research will now investigate how this figure continues to reemerge in contemporary films and 

affect the ASD community. 

   

The Fanatic, Horror Films , and the Subnormal Family:  

 

Fig.24. Jill Mitchell Nielsen. Nazi propaganda poster titled ñFigure 4: Nazi Propaganda for 

óuseless eatersô (n.d) 87ò, (2012). 
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As reiterated from the introduction of my thesis, Fred Durstôs The Fanatic (2019) depicts 

its autistic coded protagonist, Moose, as an obsessed fan who is infatuated with his b-horror idol 

Hunter Dunbar. Throughout the film, Moose is portrayed as not being able distinguish other 

peopleôs personal boundaries, leading him to commit acts of stalking and occasional violence 

that leave the audience to not only question Mooseôs absurd and immoral actions, but also leave 

audience members to pity Mooseôs character as a whole. Durst portrays Moose as a more 

sympathetic ñcreepò figure who is misunderstood by society, rather than a traditional criminal 

that we have seen so far in my research. However, does Durstôs depiction of Moose being a 

sympathetic criminal mean it exempts him of his immoral behavior, or does it leave the door 

open for other problematic depictions that revolve around autism and criminology?  Where does 

Mooseôs tendency to stalk and commit such creepy acts stem from? One may conclude that 

Mooseôs neurological disability is a reasonable scapegoat for explaining the crimes he commits 

due to being a victim of previous hostile interactions with Dunbar. Durstôs film seems to hint to 

audience members with a different and far more disturbing answer to this question, one that is 

riddled with a eugenic narratology that has been discussed in my research thus far. I will argue 

that Durstôs film continues to contribute to a eugenic notion which suggests that Mooseôs ñlack 

of Gemütò stems from his inability to function within the structure of a neurotypical American 

family. I also will argue that Mooseôs fixation towards horror films is a coping mechanism 

related to Mooseôs neglected childhood and demonstrate how Durst reinforces this notion that 

Mooseôs autism is a direct correlation to his absent parental figures. I will do this by showing 

how Durst justifies Mooseôs criminal actions of excessively stalking Dunbar as a means to fill 

the void of Moose having an absent father figure. This is not to say that the theories and 

methodologies that I will present in my argument are a general justification for real life scenarios 
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where autistics do commit such crimes of excessive stalking. Rather my goal is to show how 

Durstôs film justifies Mooseôs excessive stalking as a result of him wanting Dunbar to be a father 

figure he was deprived of during his childhood. I will also demonstrate how Durstôs film 

contributes to the ever-growing history of misusing autism for pseudo psychoanalytic 

entertainment.     

Mooseôs Childhood and the Subnormal Family:  

 Mooseôs obsessional love for Hunter Dunbar does not start with the celebrity himself. 

Rather, Durst presents a flashback sequence which suggests that Mooseôs fixation of horror films 

stems from being neglected during his childhood. While Moose is illegally trespassing in 

Dunbarôs house, we see a sequence in which Moose is watching a film on Dunbarôs TV which 

will later transition into a flashback sequence. During this flash back sequence seen below, (fig. 

26) we see a young Moose, who is watching George A. Romeroôs Night of the Living Dead 

(1968) while his mother is in the background inebriated and caressing a random man she has 

brought back to her home. From this scene, we can see Mooseôs unresponsive blank stare 

towards the TV screen as his mother tries to call for his attention, but is unsuccessful. This 

flashback demonstrates how Mooseôs obsession with horror films does not stem from a love of 

the genre, but is presented as a coping mechanism due to his neglected upbringing.  
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Fig. 25. Still from The Fanatic (00:52:45). A flashback of a young Moose watching George 

A. Romeroôs Night of the Living Dead while his mother is the background caressing a 

random stranger  

 

This becomes further evident in another montage where we see Moose illegally rummaging 

through Dunbarôs house and eventually cut to Moose sitting and viewing Dunbarôs cam-recorder. 

(Fig. 27) The scene then transitions into the found footage of the cam corder as the audience sees 

Dunbar and his now ex-wife interacting with one another on a beach. The video ends with 

Dunbar and his ex-wife kissing as the video cuts back to Moose tilting his head down somberly. 

The scene is juxtaposed with Mooseôs flashback: both scenes indicate to audience members that 

Mooseôs obsession with Hunter Dunbar stems far deeper than a celebrity fixation. Durst presents 

these scenes to show how Moose obsessions is in reality a deep longing for a typical American 

family that he was deprived of growing up. This family dynamic is not only present in Mooseôs 

obsession with Hunter Dunbar, but can be seen as reflective of Dunbarôs relationship with his 

family as well.  
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Fig. 26. Stills from The Fanatic (00:45:38-00:45:45-00:46:01-00:46:14).A montage of frames 

which show Moose looking at Dunbarôs camera recorder 

 

Dunbarôs character also falls within the category of an abnormal family, as throughout 

the film we see multiple instances where Dunbarôs character is unable to maintain a parental 

connection with his son, Danny (Dominic Salvatore) due to his ongoing stardom. The film 

presents Dunbar as being too career driven and unable to maintain a genuine relationship with 

his broken family. One scene offers us a glimpse into the broken dynamics around Dunbarôs 

relationship with his son. After having to step out of a sign and greet event, the scene cuts to 

Dunbar being scolded by his ex-wife for not taking responsibility and being more present in their 

sonôs life. Moose who witnessed the heated interaction presents himself in a way that suggests 

that he struggles with ñmindblindnessò, a long suspected symptom of autism that has been 

widely debunked in recent years by multiple disability scholars. Moose demonstrates that he has 
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a lack of awareness when it comes to his interactions with other people and his environments. 

Durst often presents Mooseôs ñmindblindnessò as the punchline to many of the jokes that are 

meant to show how idiotic Moose is to audience members. Although there are too many to pick 

from, one does not have to go far within the movie to spot Mooseôs ñmindblindnessò. Point and 

case, the first time we are introduced to Moose, we see him walking inside a memorabilia store 

in an augmented stride while greeting by the owner of the shop. Mooseôs first words to be uttered 

in the entirety of the film are ñHey ErnéI canôt talk to long, I gotta pooò (Durst, 00:03:08-

00:03:10). Truly Oscar worthy material, isnôt it? Another example can be seen right after Moose 

accidently kills the Hunter Dunbarôs maid, and begins to talk to her as though she is still 

conscious. Again this form of ñmindblindnessò is solely executed as a joke towards audience 

members to show how stupid and childlike Moose really is.  

Oddly enough, anytime Danny is on screen or is mentioned by other characters like 

Dunbarôs ex-wife, Moose is always juxtaposed in the frame or within the conversations that take 

place in Dunbarôs life, thus reaffirming a connection between Mooseôs childhood neglect and 

Dunbarôs lack of parental guidance. It is from these interactions that we can conclude that Durst 

is suggesting that there is an allegorical relationship between Dunbarôs inability to be a good 

father figure, and Mooseôs longing to have a father figure he was deprived of. If we reanalyze the 

cam-recorder scene, we can see that the footage being shown primarily empathizes with 

Dunbarôs wife being pregnant with Danny. The scene not only gives audience members a 

glimpse of Dunbarôs life before it being ruined by his acting career, but allows us to empathize 

with Mooseôs lack of parental figures he wishes he had while growing up. In this sense, Danny 

represents the neurotypical figure that Moose wishes he could have become due to his lack of 

childhood nurturing.  



 

95 | P a g e 
 

This allegorical relationship becomes more evident in the climax of the film when Moose 

kidnaps and ties Dunbar to the bedframe of his room as a direct act of revenge. The scene begins 

with Dunbar waking up and seeing Moose dead on the floor. Moose suddenly erupts from the 

floor in a childlike manner and shows Dunbar that he was pretending to be dead all along in 

order to scare him. Throughout the rest of the sequence Moose continues to play a similar prank 

on Dunbar by pretending to reenact multiple horror/thriller films. What is interesting is what 

Durst chooses to include in this sequence, as one of the choices can draw a deeper significance to 

the relation between the assertion of autism and its relation to criminality. In this sequence, we 

can see the fullest extent of Mooseôs obsession unfolding before our eyes as Moose dresses up as 

one character from a classic horror films as an attempt to recreate an iconic callback. Moose 

transitions from dressing up Jason Voorhees and what becomes even more interesting is the fact 

that Durst includes this particular slasher villain, as this character has been recently analyzed by 

some contemporary researchers to be part of the neurodiversity community.     

 By investigating the character traits of Jason Voorhees, we will begin to see a common 

pattern that has already been established in the second chapter of my thesis, in which I briefly 

explore the relation between the horror/monster film genre and its relation to the disability 

community. Although these films do not take place during the golden age of horror cinema, these 

B-slasher counterparts carry the legacy of ableism by reproducing tropes that are commonly 

found in the creep trope.  

In the case of Jason Voorhees, there are fewer sources to support a direct link to the ASD 

community. However, despite Voorheesôs odd and jaded nature, that has not stopped other 

sources from theorizing the neurological diagnosis that surrounds the iconic villain. Mark 

Wheatonôs blogpost entitled ñJason Voorhees: Neurodivergent Icon? On finding empowerment 
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and autistic representation in an unlikely source: Friday the 13th's iconic slasherò explores the 

variety of symptoms that may link to Voorhees to being autistic. Wheaton assesses Jasonôs 

autism diagnosis by noting his social disconnection from society, selective mutism, and 

hyperfixation on killing people. In my view, the article is not well researched and does not 

rigorously refer to the symptoms found in the DSM5, yet Wheatonôs blogpost does bring an 

interesting interpretation as regards Jasonôs neurodiversity. Wheaton notes in his blog that Jason 

drowning as a child most likely came from others neglecting the needs of his neurodiversity. The 

author points out that Jason was hydrocephalic, and that the drowning incident that would have 

shaped his villain arc would have contorted his brain due to the extensive buildup of liquid, 

causing him to look and act neurodiverse. As Wheaton proclaims, ñAll we know for certain is 

that Pamela had a neurodivergent child, his appearance was grotesque and inspired fear, and itôs 

probable that counselors ignoring his special needs led to his drowning in the first placeò 

(Wheaton). Wheatonôs interpretation, although expressed in good faith, gives us a chance to 

explore the self-serving aspects the author inserts into his own personal impartations of being 

autistic. Wheaton makes no secret throughout his blog that one the main reasons he relates 

closely to Jason is because he can see variates of autism in his persona. Although one can simply 

analyze this interpretation as a piece of fanfare, I would argue that this villain clearly display a 

ñlack of Gemütò, and demonstrates a neglected past that is synonymous with the childhood 

neglect of Moose.  

After conducting his prank, Moose reenters Dunbarôs bedroom quoting the famous phrase 

uttered in Romeroôs Night of the Living Dead: ñTheyôre coming for you Barbaraò, only to find 

out that his idol has absolutely no recollection where that cultural reference comes from.  This 

leads Moose to discover the hack Dunbar has become, as Moose reintroduces the allegorical 
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relationship that has been suggested so far in the film.  As Moose exclaims: ñIôm starting to think 

you donôt know anything about horror pictureséI think Danny is going to grow up hating youò 

(Durst, 01:08:19-01:08:33) thus rearming Mooseôs connection to envying Dannyôs childhood 

due to his own parental neglect. Moose becomes even more infuriated with Dunbar after he begs 

him not to hurt his son, which results in Moose becoming appalled by the notion that Dunbar 

would suggest such an action. This all culminates in the climax of the scene where Dunbar tricks 

Moose into participating in an acting method called ñvisualizationò, in which Dunbar talks about 

the imaginable future between Dunbar and Moose. In this exchange of dialogue the color of the 

film begins to change its shade to a bright red filter to symbolize the euphoria moment both men 

are sharing with each other as Dunbar talks to Moose in a parental tone. Dunbar explains that he 

and Moose will get ice cream and watch horror movies together as Moose lays on Dunbarôs chest 

crying and telling Dunbar that he loves him (fig. 28).   

 

Fig. 27. Still from The Fanatic (01:13:46). Tint of the film changes to rose while Moose is 

hugging Dunbar and repeatedly saying ñI love youò to him 
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The sceneôs climax clearly demonstrates the deep rooted trauma Moose faced due to the lack of a 

father figure in his life. This abruptly ends with Dunbar hitting Moose, fading to the rose tinted 

filter to go back to the somber tones of the previously established shot, allowing Hunter to 

escape and shoot Moose. I will go into more detail later on in this chapter to conduct a more in 

depth analysis on relation between autism and external abuse. With this evidence in mind, I 

would like to move on to ask if there is validity behind Durstôs inclination that suggests there is a 

direct correlation between childhood neglect and crimes of stalking or violence. Would a child 

who ñlacks Gemütò be more inclined to commit such violent crimes due to their abusive family 

structure? For Durst, these scenes seem to justify an overall probability. However, after 

analyzing some of Aspergerôs autistic clients who ñlacked Gemütò, Durstôs answer to childhood 

neglect would seem to align more with rhetoric that was promoted from Nazi child psychiatry 

and the eugenic propaganda which was prompted from this time period.  

In Shefferôs book, the author recounts the in depth profiles of 3 autistic coded teenage 

girls named Christine Berka, Elfride Grohmann, and Margarete Schaffer, who were sent to 

Aspergerôs clinic due to their ñantisocialò behaviors among their family and peers. Sheffer notes 

that all three girls ñéhad rocky relationships in their families, particularly with their mothers, 

and reportedly did not integrate into society and social norms around themò (Sheffer, 154). Each 

girl was diagnosed with a variant of ñlacking Gemütò for having generally being unresponsive 

while participating within the Volk, and their mothers were relieved that they could get rid of 

their ñburdensò by sending them away to the clinic. Aspergers would even go as far as to state 

that one of the girls, Berka, posed an issue towards the Volk due to her malice and inappropriate 

behavior and would eventually go on to develop into a ñsignificant criminal threatò (Sheffer, 

151). To further this point, women under the Nazi regime were expected to fulfil certain 
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expected social demands within the Reich. Particularly, there was propaganda about the ideal 

mother under Nazi ideology before the full on advancement of the war that encouraged girls 

toward a life of motherhood and becoming subservient towards their spouses. Wifes under the 

Third Reich were forced towards a ñéaggressive population policyéò which embraced 

ñéóracially pureô women to bear as many children as possibleéò in order to maintain the Nazi 

armyôs durability (United States Holocaust Memorial Museum). Considering these assessments 

were not meant to specifically analyze the effect and correlation of childhood neglect and the 

liability one could have in order to commit crimes in Nazi Vienna, perhaps an investigation on 

the expansion and discoveries of Aspergersô work with autism may lead us to a more conclusive 

claim.   

 Across the pond, another psychologist named Leo Kanner was independently conducting 

extensive research in America that would shape the way we view the ASD community to the 

present day. Kannerôs most well-known article entitled ñAutistic Disturbances of Affective 

Contactò (1943), was published one year prior to Aspergerôs thesis. It explores the in depth 

criteria which he found was most associated with autistic children. Despite the advancements he 

made towards the diagnostic criteria for autism, Kanner was not any less guilty of participating 

in the social stigmas which surrounded negative eugenic rhetoric of his time. In one particular 

case, Kanner strongly opposed the release of a large group of feebleminded girls to work into the 

public sector as he believed that ñéthe girlsô presence in the community encouraged 

illegitimacy, prostitution, and other social illsò (Herman). Furthermore, it is widely disputed 

among scholars that much of Kannerôs independent discoveries involving around the criteria of 

autism was most likely infringed from Hans Asperger work (Botha & Eilidh, 2).  Steve 

Silbermanôs book Neurotribes: The Legacy of Autism and the Future of Neurodiversity notes that 
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while the majority of the academic world hesitated to read Aspergerôs underwhelming research 

on autism, Kannerôs Jewish-German background posed more of an advantage to the majority of 

his other Anglophone peers, who were not fluent in German. As a result Silberman argues that 

this meant that Kanner was able to acquire different child psychiatry research papers from 

Europe due to his bilingual abilities (Silberman, 141).  

Kanner and Asperger had another indirect link between one another which was 

responsible for bringing many of the aspects of German child psychiatry into America. Anni 

Weiss and Georg Frankl were Jewish child psychiatrists who collectively worked alongside 

Asperger. Due to the fear of an impending war, which inevitably was on the rise in Europe, 

Weiss and Frankl ñéemigrated to America with Kannerôs help before the war, and were 

working with Kanner when he claimed to ódiscoverô autism in 1943ò (theguardian.com). Thus 

there is more than enough evidence to suggest that the development of what would later be 

known as early infantile autism was partly inspired by the research that was being conducted 

under the guise and linkage of eugenic rhetoric found in German child psychiatry.  

 It is here where I wish to explore a particular hypothesis that was developed by Kanner 

and would later be contorted by his Austrian-born associate Bruno Bettelheim. The theory was 

originally suggested by Kanner in his 1943 paper titled "Autistic Disturbances of Affective 

Contact" to explain why autistic children were unresponsive to their parents and surroundings. 

Kannerôs hypothesis, which would later be called the ñRefrigerator Mother Theoryò, centered on 

the notion that parental neglect, specifically mothers, was one of the contributing causes for 

autistic children. This hypothesis is an incredibly different assessment compared to Asperger, in 

which he theorized that certain genetic traits found in autistic children may be linked to that 

childôs family history (Silberman, 188) however Kannerôs research would suggest a different 
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argument. As a result Kanner would reference symptomatic elements of what would later be 

described in the 1980s as ñearly infantile autismò. Through an evaluation that occurred before a 

child was 30 months old, early infantile autism was defined as follows: ñépervasive lack of 

responsiveness to others, deviant language development, unusual responses to the environment, 

and the absence of hallucinations and delusions as present in schizophreniaò (Harris, 5). These 

symptoms would be used to directly diagnose a correlation between childhood autism and 

parental neglect. This stigma had an extremely long lasting impact on parents (especially 

mothers) who were accused of being the root cause to their childôs neurological disorder. This 

misinformed trope was mostly reconstructed for pseudo-scientific malice by Bettelheim who 

believed that autism was not innate and believed that others were the direct cause of their 

children developing autism. Kanner didnôt quite follow this psychoanalytic line. Instead, he 

presumed that autism was innate and ñéfound no evidence of parental abuse, and noted that the 

majority of these children lived in intact homes.ò (Harris, 5) Regardless of how you feel about 

Kannerôs involvement and contribution towards the ñRefrigerator Mother Theoryò, one can 

ultimately conclude that Kannerôs misinformed research resulted in a stigma that would affect 

many families all around the world and allow for other child psychologist like Bettelheim to 

come too far more disturbing conclusions (Silberman, 188). In his assessment, Bettelheim would 

even go as far as to describe his theory of autism in a tone that was highly reflective of much of 

the pseudo-scientific theories that were inherited by Nazi eugenics.   

The primary source of Bettelheim claiming autism was not innate may have come from 

his personal experience as a prisoner in two different concentration camps. There, he claimed he 

witnessed autistic behaviors from the constant dehumanization the Jewish community faced 

during the horrors of the Holocaust (Silberman, 205). Betteheim thus concluded that autistic 
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behavior in children was not only the result of childhood neglect, but also insisted that the 

complex relationship between a mother and her autistic child could be compared to the 

humiliating power dynamics Jewish prisoners faced with Nazi guards. (Silberman, 205). 

Bettelheim would go on to describe this in his book The Empty Fortress: Infantile Autism and 

the Birth of the self (1967). Unfortunately due to limited access to this infamous book, I was only 

able to find certain quotes which have been generously collected and reviewed by ñThe Autism 

History Projectò website of University of Oregon. In their subpage titled ñBruno Bettelheim, The 

Empty Fortress: Infantile Autism and the Birth of the self, 1967ò Ellen Herman, the curator of 

the website, laminates one of the more striking quotes one would have found in Bettelheim 

psychoanalytical book. As the text states:  

ñSome victims of the concentration camps had lost their humanity in response to extreme 

situations. Autistic children withdraw from the world before their humanity ever really develops. 

Could there be any connection, I wondered, between the impact of the two kinds of inhumanity I 

had knownðone inflicted for political reasons on victims of a social system, the other perhaps a 

self-chosen state of dehumanization (if one may speak of choice in an infantôs responses)? In any 

case, having written a book on dehumanization in the German concentration camps what next 

preoccupied me was the present volume on infantile autismé.ò (Herman)  

Bettelheimôs research poses a similar correlation of pseudo-scientific themes that is clearly 

reflective of Nazi child psychiatry and presents the same tonality one may find in Nazi eugenics. 

This is due to how both parties present autism as though it was an inflicted state of mind and 

claimed that autistic children could be rehabilitated from their disorder. With this in mind, how 

can we compare and analyze these eugenic theories to the likeness that is presented in Durstôs 

film? 



 

103 | P a g e 
 

 Although the film never indicates to the audience when Mooseôs childhood flashback 

takes place, we may conclude it most likely occurred around the time Bettelheimôs work would 

have already been published considering Romeroôs Night of the Living Dead was released one 

year after ñThe Empty Fortressò came out. This being said, how can we be certain of this 

connection between Mooseôs childhood neglect and his adult tendencies to commit stalking 

crimes? The psychology studies I will present in my research suggest there is a polarizing 

response in regards to the investigation between childhood neglect and trauma and its relation to 

stalking. One study published by Alpha Psychiatry in 2021, found that there was a correlation 

between males who experienced childhood trauma and a direct increase to commit acts of crime 

among male prisoners and inmates: ñIt has been determined that children with childhood trauma 

exhibit many problems such as psychiatric conditions, anger, susceptibility to crime, and 

antisocial orientation. In addition, childhood traumas can sustain their negative effects on 

individuals who experience trauma throughout life and cause psychiatric conditions in 

adulthoodò (Cant¿rk, M¿ge et al, 57). Another study conducted by the International Journal of 

Environmental Research and Public Health found that negative social interactions between 

children and adult figures in their environments can play into the development of criminal 

activity later on in life. By observing how their parental figures treat one another, the study 

suggests that children are taught that violence becomes a ñémeans of resolving partner conflict, 

causing them to tolerate such behaviour and increase their likelihood of violence perpetration in 

adulthoodò (Minh, 5471). When it comes to the relation between stalking and childhood neglect, 

one 2022 study from the Journal of Interpersonal Violence actually found that individuals who 

were malnourished and neglected during their childhoods, had an higher risk of being the victims 

of stalking later on in their lives, although it should be noted that this study not only included 
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children who received various degrees of maltreatment in their childhood, but also included an 

introspective length of children who were sexually and physically abused (Bonagura, Grace et al,  

61). 

Durstôs film clearly shows that Moose was neglected as a child, however there is no 

evidence throughout the rest of the film that suggest that his crimes or stalking were a direct 

result of any form of physical or mental abuse. Therefore we cannot conclude that Mooseôs 

violent actions are in a direct correlation from his parental neglect. That being said, how can we 

compare all of these previously stated studies mentioned when discussing the relation between 

autism and its association with violence and stalking? Thus far, I have presented studies that 

demonstrate the significant cause and effects childhood neglect and malnourishment can have in 

future criminal behavior. I will now explore some studies that feature the correlation between 

autistic individuals and other violent crimes like stalking. 

The Fanatic: Stalking and Autism, and ñMindblindnessò    

 The relation between stalking and autism is a subject which is unfortunately not widely 

researched.  To further this point, a recent 2024 qualitative case study conducted by The Journal 

of Forensic Psychiatry & Psychology concluded that there was an overwhelming lack of data 

that was associated between stalking and autistics.  In their research, which explored the 

interplay between autism and stalking, the paper suggests that the lack of neurological 

developmental skills may be a contributing component in leading male autistics to 

unintentionally find themselves at-risk of exhibiting stalking behavior towards their victims. The 

study states that some contributing factors may come from certain autistics possibly having a 

lack of empathy, social cues, and developmental skills. The study also argues that other vital 

contributing factors for excessive stalking behavior among autistic males may be a result of what 
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is referred to as ñmind-blindnessò, (otherwise known as a lack of Theory of Mind) in which an 

autistic individual is said to lack the ability to understand another personôs perspectives, motives, 

as well as their environmental mode of relations (Rawdon et al, 4). This argument is not a one 

off, as another 2014 study found in the journal of Education and Training in Autism and 

Developmental Disabilities, which investigated ñStalking Behaviors by Individuals with Autism 

Spectrum Disorders in Employment Settingsò, came to a similar conclusion of ñmind-blindnessò. 

As their study argues, ñThis unintentional stalking can be the result of an inability to understand 

the viewpoint of others, attend to otherôs social cues, and not understanding that obsessive focus 

or fixations on others is considered intrusive by most peopleò (Post, 102). As far as the relation 

between autistics and celebrity stalking, a study published by the Journal of Autism and 

Developmental Disorders titled ñStalking, and Social and Romantic Functioning Among 

Adolescents and Adults with Autism Spectrum Disorderò found that a surprisingly large number 

of their stalkers were more likely to have symptoms of ASD.  As the study states, celebrities 

were ñémore likely to be targeted by persons with ASD, this nonetheless was a rare event in the 

data, occurring in only 20% of casesò (Stokes, Mark et al).  

One of the leading authors and advocates for autism awareness, Nick Dubin, has written 

books that center on the complex relations between autism in realms of bullying, depression, and 

most infamously due to his own personal experience, the law. Dubinôs writings also advocate for 

ñTheory of Mindò as a valid explanation for the relation between autistics and criminality. In his 

book titled The Autism Spectrum, Sexuality and The Law: What every parent and professional 

needs to know, Dubin recounts his own personal journey of going through the legal system with 

Aspergerôs Syndrome while also being charged with the possession of child pornography. 

Dubinôs story is a significant example as regards the complex relations autistics have with their 
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own sexuality, and one that I will come back to when discussing sexuality in the conclusion of 

my thesis about the incel/auticel community. However, for the moment, I feel it is important to 

return to Dubinôs explanation of mistaken crimes that stem from an autisticôs lack of social or 

cognitive empathy. In his book Dubin argues that ñPeople with Aspergerôs process information 

differently. Any crime that involves a social or cognitive misunderstanding, including stalking, 

harassment, disturbing the peace (because of a meltdown), possessing child pornography, 

inappropriate sexual touchingémay be related in part to being  autisticò (Dubin et al, 126).  To 

further solidify this argument, Dubinôs colleague and coauthor Dr Tony Attwood leans on 

ñimpaired Theory of Mindò and how this neurological theory would go on to contribute to the 

awareness and understanding of the complex dimensions of Dubinôs infamous crime of 

downloading child pornography.  

In his chapter titled ñAn Expertôs View: The Pathway to Accessing Child Pornographyò 

Atwood touches on a variety of different topics that may induce autistics to get mixed up into the 

realm of crimes. Atwoodôs defense for Dubinôs actions are centered on the neurological premise 

that Nick would have not been able to empathizes and considers the complex emotions of the 

children he was viewing due to his impaired ñTheory of Mindò. As Atwood states, ñNick would 

have had greater difficulty than a typical adult appreciating the perspective and experiences of 

the child in the photograph or movie. There would have been a sense of emotional detachment 

while he was viewing these images on his computer (Dubin et al, 135). Thus considering that 

many autistics are supposedly built to be cognitively impaired with ñmind-blindnessò; it would 

only make sense to apply these formal arguments as an excuse for Mooseôs inability to be aware 

of his environmental surroundings. 
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 Iôve previously noted how Durstôs film uses Mooseôs ñmind-blindnessò as a main source 

of comedic relief throughout the film, primarily in violent altercations with Hunter Dunbar. 

Although we can acknowledge that there are plenty of autistics in the world who, just like 

Moose, do find themselves in situations where they involuntarily break the law, one should not 

draw a quick conclusion that the causality behind these crime come from the personôs innate 

ñmind-blindnessò. Many have used Simon Baron Cohnôs model of ñmind-blindnessò as part of 

their research. Cohenôs theory is so commonly used in the realm of scholarship that it, ñis 

promoted by thousands of psychology articles; in fact, the vast majorityðover 75%ðof the top 

500 articles indexed by Google Scholar (for ótheory of mindô and óautismô) simply assert that 

autistic people lack a theory of mind rather than provide original data to buttress the claimò 

(Gernsbacher, Yergeau, 2). Unfortunately, the theory has ultimately become an undisputed fact 

which now reflects the universality characteristics of all autistics (Gernsbacher, Yergeau, 4).  If 

itôs assumed that all autistics share this common trait, it only makes sense that many films and 

different types of media that are meant to depict autistics in an authentic manner would 

incorporate this theory of as a primary characteristic into their medium. After all, one can argue 

that the fault shouldnôt initially be thrown on the producers or directors who incorporate this 

theory into their medium, as they are only using what they believe will constitute an authentic 

representation. I cannot with good faith argue the same for Durstôs film, (as Iôve already argued 

thus far in my thesis) however, I do feel as though it is my responsibility to debunk Cohnôs 

theory with more recent evidence which suggest that autistics are not only capable of displaying 

a theory of mind, but some may be more hyperaware of their environmental surroundings. 

  In a chapter titled ñNot at a Distance on Touch, Synesthesia, and Other Ways of 

Knowingò Erin Manning explores the socio-political barriers that are met when neurodiversity is 
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intertwined in a variety of different environments. Manning includes a variety of different 

techniques which explore disabled individuals ñsense of agencyò in their surroundings. Through 

investigating different forms of autistic perception, Manning critiques some of the more 

problematic elements that come from the theory of ñmind-blindnessò, focusing specifically on 

relation. Manning argues that Cohen could never understand nor feel the complex modes of 

neurodiversity as he ñécannot recognize experience expanded from the normative interiority of 

a neurotypical body schemaò (Manning, 254). Manning then goes on to argue that Cohenôs 

definition of ñmind-blindnessò solely revolves around oneôs ability to express empathy in a 

neurotypical manner.  

If we apply Manningôs critiques of ñmind-blindnessò, to the examples that are presented 

in Durstôs film, we can see how an aspect of Mooseôs value as a character revolves around his 

inability to merge into situations in a neurotypical manner. This is often played out and framed 

as a punch line through the majority of the film and therefore leads audiences to laugh at 

Mooseôs awkward and unusual behavior. The audience never has a chance to recognize Mooseôs 

personal experiences as being in intensive relation to his environment. Rather the film frames 

Mooseôs experiences as being unorthodox to normal interactions. Take for example the scene 

where Moose is trying to get Dunbar to sign his memorabilia jacket. Here, Moose is scolded by 

Hunter Dunbar for dropping the heated interaction he had with his ex-wife. Moose tries to 

reaffirm that Dunbar was in the right, to which Dunbar replyôs to Moose that he needs to learn 

some manners, indicating a need for personal space. Moose apparently being unable recognize 

the depth of the situation leads Dunbar to vandalizing Mooseôs forehead by signing his name on 

it. Now, if we were applying Cohnôs logic of ñmind-blindnessò to this altercation, we might 

conclude that Moose was incapable of recognizing the complexities of the situation, hence 
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lacking a ñTheory of Mindò. Mooseôs ñlack of empathyò would be seen as a result of his inability 

to recognize an experience that is not his own. However, if we reframe the altercation and apply 

Manningôs counter arguments by looking at the greater context of how the situation came to be, 

we would ultimately see that Moose displays far more empathy then one might think. It is 

important that we take into context that Moose could not process Dunbar having to leave the 

meet and greet right before he was about to encounter his idol. Therefore Mooseôs reluctance to 

change does not stem from his inability to comprehend Dunbarôs erupt situation; rather it comes 

from his relation to his environment changing which makes him more anxious.  

Even after the altercation happens, we can see that Moose still tries to display a deep 

sense of empathy towards Dunbar as a way to mend the altercation. In a later scene we see a 

montage of Moose writing a sincere apology letter to Dunbar, after his paparazzi friend refers 

Moose to an app that would allow him to know where Dunbar lives. In the sequence, we can hear 

Mooseôs inner monologue recounting the letter: ñDear Mr Dunbar, I am writing you this letter 

because I really care about youéyou made it clear that I bothered you, and thatôs the last thing I 

wanted to do. I have seen all your movies, I love, love, love them. But I waited in line for over an 

hour to meet you, and you didnôt even take the time to give me one autograph. I even spent all 

my money to buy your vestéplease take more time to show your fans how much you care about 

them. Without us, youôre nothingéPS will you please sign my vest and follow me on social 

media. Love Mooseò (Durst, 00:25:59-00:27:12). Granted, the scene is ultimately framed as a 

gag that doesnôt take Mooseôs empathy seriously, as John Travolta accompanies the scene by 

doing unusual stims like, picking his nose, rocking back and forth, and even saying to himself 

that he should draw the vest on the letter that he wanted Dunbar to sign. Viewing this scene 

through Cohenôs neurotypical lens would be quite simple; Moose clearly does not understand the 
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social components that surround celebrity social hierarchy, resulting in him thinking that Dunbar 

would actually interact in a relationship where he is on the same status as him. Thus, Moose does 

not only know how to empathize to Dunbarôs emotions of wanting to be left alone, but clearly 

Moose also has a lack of ñTheory of Mindò because he cannot distinguish these hierarchies in a 

neurotypical manner. However, this scene clearly demonstrates the opposite, as Moose clearly 

acknowledges in his letter that he not only understood that he was bothering Dunbar, but also 

that it was not his intention to insult him by any account. To further reference this argument, 

Manningôs work can be an example that perfectly summarizes the scene. As she sates, 

ñIf theory of mind relies on being able to demonstrate the ability to recognize an experience not 

our own, it by necessity implies parsing something like self and other in advance. Similarly, to be 

empathetic is to be able to subtract from experience that which most closely conforms to what we 

already recognize as having value. My empathy for a situation depends on my being centered in 

it. To recognize you as other I must already recognize myself as a bounded individual. According 

to this logic, to be empathetic is to carry forward a power relation that acknowledges similarity 

and responds benevolently to it: empathy, the feeling-in of an interiority that recognizes itself in 

the other, thereby creating a measure of the self-same, is the neurotypical marker par excellence 

of exclusion of all that cannot be recognized as selfò (Manning, 256). 

This context can even apply to Mooseôs stalking obsession with Dunbar, as the next scene shows 

Moose trying to deliver the letter to Dunbar by visiting his mansion. From one perspective, 

Moose clearly demonstrates that he doesnôt comprehend the normative social protocol of not 

showing up unexpected to a celebrityôs home. On the other hand, one could frame that Mooseôs 

empathy is what drives him to go to Dunbarôs home to begin with. Also it should be noted that 

Moose ultimately gets blamed for stalking Dunbar, even though it is something that his paparazzi 
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friend clearly enables him to do. Overall, I have argued that Durstôs film displays a variety of 

negative eugenic elements that can still be found in todayôs media. To further analyze the 

relation between autistics and stalking I would like to introduce another film that features other 

components of the creep trope that I have previously discussed so far in my thesis. In particular, I 

would like to focus on how a ñlack of Gemütò can be transmissible into films that feature 

eugenic forms of naratology and ABA theory. 

The Night Clerk: A M odern Narrative from a New Hut  

 Another film which features an autistic character exemplifying a ñlack of Gemütò, 

particularly through acts of stalking, can be found in Michael Cristoferôs thriller The Night Clerk 

(2020). The plot of the film consists around Bart (Tye Sheridan), a night clerk who has 

Aspergerôs Syndrome and secretly stalks his customers as a means to practice his ABA therapy. 

Bart does this by planting hidden cameras in different parts of his house, as well as the motel he 

works at. The film justifies Bartôs excessive stalking as an attempt for him to mimic the different 

facial and bodily gestures that he struggles to incorporate in his daily life. This is seen in the first 

sequence of the film, as a montage of different facial expressions overwhelm Bart as he tries to 

practice keeping eye contact with different by standards at his local mall. Discouraged by his 

attempts, Bart ultimately locks himself in his surveillance room located at the basement of his 

motherôs house. From there, Bart is able to inquire the mode of neurotypical language from a 

safe distance while not facing condemnation from the world. The film even goes as far as to 

show that Bartôs communication skills are so poor, that he spends the majority of the film 

communicating with his mother through surveillance cameras.  

One night, while monitoring a female mistress with her secret lover, Bart discovers the 

woman being murdered, thus the plot now centers on our protagonist finding himself caught up 



 

112 | P a g e 
 

in the middle of a homicide case. Detective Espada (John Leguizamo) eventually finds the 

hidden footage of the murder which was accidently left by Bart at the crime scene, igniting 

Espada to suspect that Bart as the main culprit. While this investigation is going on, Bart 

encounters Andrea (Ana de Armas) a hotel client who in time becomes Bartôs love interest for 

the rest of the film. Through his surveillance camera, Bart finds out that Andrea is to be the next 

victim of the mysterious murderer. After helping her escape, the rest of the story concerns itself 

with Bart and Andrea attempting to unravel who could be the mysterious murderer. It is 

eventually revealed that the murderer is a crooked cop, and Andrea is his assistant. As an attempt 

to frame Bart for the murder, Andrea spends the night at Bartôs house and vanishes the next 

morning leaving Bart with the planted gun used at the crime scene. As the police are on their 

way to raid Bartôs home, we see Bart begin to dissociate as multiple flashbacks reveal how the 

murder actually took place. The scene ends with Bart walking into his surveillance room and 

gradually placing a loaded gun next to his head (Fig. 29) (Fig. 30).  

 

Fig. 28 (Left). Still from The Night Clerk (01:21:43). An abandoned Bart walks towards his 

surveillance room with loaded pistol planted by Andrea  
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Fig. 29 (Right). Still from  The Night Clerk (01:22:11). A montage of images connecting 

Andrea to the murder are reflecting in Bartôs mind as he holds the murder weapon next to 

his head  

 

In the next sequence we see Bartôs mother calling for our protagonist, and a gunshot can be heard 

off frame, suggesting to audience members that Bart killed himself. It is later revealed that Bart 

shot his computer screen and ran away, leaving only a hard drive with evidence of the murder 

and a personal letter directed to Detective Espada. In the letter Bart states that he realizes how 

wrong it was for him to stalk individuals and that he promises to never do it again. The ending of 

the film shows the police arresting Andrea and the crooked cop, juxtaposed with Bart once again 

trying to practice his ABA therapy by engaging in eye contact with local by standards at the 

mall.  

The ending of the film asserts that Bartôs learnt lesson will give him the courage to 

eventually contribute to the improvement of his cognitive condition. Yet, whether it is the ABA 

therapy or the gun, the film draws to a conclusive argument; Bartôs autism cannot be accepted in 

the social domains of our society. It is here where I wish to redirect my attention for the next 

segment of my thesis, as I will argue that Cristoferôs film displays a subverted form of a narrative 

prosthesis by assisting that Bartôs autism must either be cured or killed in order for the filmôs 

narrative to restore the confines of a neurotypical mode of being. I will also argue that Bart 

digitally stalking his motel costumers through his surveillance room bears a striking resemblance 

to the hut Frankensteinôs creature uses as a way to incorporate the mode of language and speech 

in Shellyôs novel. Exploring both of these points will help us understand how eugenics and 

naratological tropes can still be seen in films that present the creep trope.  
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For a ñwho done itò film, Cristofer focuses a great deal of his attention on the termination 

of Bartôs cognitive disorder through a variety of sequences. As Iôve already stated in previous 

chapters of my thesis, a ñNarrative Prosthesisò is what David T Mitchell and Sharon L Snyder 

suggest consists around an old narrative device that has been used as a crutch for many literary 

narratives that encompass around the usage of disabled characters in a symbolic manner. The 

stories themselves often frame disability as a prime issue that disabled characters either must 

face or overcome, rather than focusing on the external socio-political factors that are often left 

out from being disabled in a society built on neurotypicality (Mi tchell, Snyder, 48). The Night 

Clerk (2020) is no exception to using this narrative device by constructing what both authors 

indicate to be an ñopen narrativeò to the symbolic usage disability is utilized and exploited. One 

such way Cristofer contributes to this device is by indicating multiple times throughout his film 

that Bartôs disability, although a device which drives the plot of the murder forward also restricts 

him from ever achieving a romantic relationship with his love interest which develops over the 

filmôs narrative. Ultimately Cristoferôs film frames Bartôs character arc in a way which indicates 

his longing to get rid of his neurological disorder solely due to him being restricted from aspect 

of neurotypicality. Rather than representing a need to destroy Bartôs autism through conventional 

aspects of this narrative device, I will argue that the device is not only still present, but is 

subverted in a different matter that suggests a more sociably acceptable solution to ridding Bartôs 

disability.  

The director demonstrates the usage of this device through a previous dream sequence, 

which is presented before the sequence where Bart supposedly kills himself. In the dream 

sequence, Bart imagines a scenario where he no longer struggles with any autistic symptoms and 

is able to be in a desired relationship with Andrea. Bart realizes he is now able to make eye 
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contact, have sensorial touch and kiss Andrea in a passionate way he has longed to. Considering 

the film demonstrates the excesses extend Bart is willing to go to practice his ABA therapy, one 

can conclude this sequence to clearly represent Bartôs longing to become neurotypical in order to 

be in a relationship with Andrea. Much of the dialogue in the sequence also reinforces this 

argument as Bart states: ñItôs so easy to touch you. To talk to you. To look at youò (Cristofer, 

01:19:18-01:19:26). The dream sequence abruptly ends with Bart waking up with Andrea 

nowhere to be found. The only thing left of Andrea, is a loaded gun that was planted next to Bart 

as a means to frame Bart for the homicide.  

To the average viewer, this may not seem as though it carries much contextual weight. 

However, considering what we know about this narrative device, the scene abundantly makes 

clear what the director is trying to say: Bartôs autism is the reason why he and Andrea could 

never be in a relationship with one another. The scene ultimately demonstrates that Bart is better 

off dead than autistic. Although Bartôs autism is not cured through his surreal dream sequence or 

killed off due to his supposed suicide, the ending ultimately suggests that Bart will continue his 

ABA journey till he slowly becomes more neurotypically accepted. By paralleling the beginning 

and the ending scenes, showing Bart practicing his ABA therapy at the mall, we see him acquire 

little to no character development. The only message the audience is left with, is that stalking 

individuals via surveillance is bad, and autistics are unworthy of being in any platonic 

relationships. Trying to modify oneôs behavior is not exclusive within the autistic community. In 

fact, one may be surprised to learn that the origins and methods used in ABA therapy can be 

found as solutions towards other historically suppressed minority communities, like the 

LGBTQ+ community.  
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Recently, scholars have taken upon themselves to revaluate the origins of applied 

behavior analysis as a means to document the unethical treatments that would be fold upon 

minority communities in order to reinforce the mode of neurotypicality. In an article in Journal 

of Applied Behavior Analysis titled ñLGBTQ+ Conversion Therapy and Applied Behaviourò, 

the journal argues that many of the components that went into the creation of gay conversion 

therapy, stem from an overlapping history within the realm of ABA therapy. A primary reason 

behind this overlap between the two communities stems from the fact that, ñébehavior-analytic 

researchers historically played a role throughout the 1960s and 1970s in the design and 

dissemination of a harmful body of work that today is most commonly referred to as conversion 

therapyò (Conine, Daniel, et al, 6). It is for this reason; the journal aims to call to action some of 

the more harmful methods and studies that have marginalized members of the LGBTQ+ 

community, in hopes that addressing this complex history of these methods will ensure a more 

inclusive space. Many of the methods that were used for gay conversion therapy bear a striking 

resemblance to methods that were commonly used in early ABA therapy and are still in use 

today in Canada. This is due to the fact that this is the only kind of therapy supported by 

governmental health care. Methods consisted primarily around physically abusing children in 

hopes that it would modify their behaviour back to heterosocial modality. Spanking, inflicting 

self-harming techniques, or worst electric shock sessions, have a striking overlapping connection 

to the abuse many autistic children would receive during this time period, as well as today in 

Canada as ABA-style therapy is the only one covered by government insurance (Conine, Daniel, 

et al, 8). 

 Therefore, I would like to focus my attention on a 1974 study that is mentioned multiple 

times throughout the article. George Rekers and Ivar Lovaasôs article titled ñBehavioural 
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Treatment of Deviant Sex Role Behaviours in a Male Child.ò This study focuses on an attempt to 

modify the ñfeminineò behaviours of seven young boys who were diagnosed with ñcross gender 

identity problems.ò One of the boys named Kraig was the main focuses of a large part of the 

study, the emphasis not only on homosexuality but also on neurodiversity. The aim was to 

rehabilitate Kraig back into a neurotypical mode of being. The study allows us to see the various 

connections between ABA and gay conversation therapy and how they intertwine. One of the 

interesting connections comes from one of the authors, Ole Ivar Lovaas. As I have previously 

stated at the end of my second chapter, Lovaas was one of the pioneers in the development of 

ABA therapy. Lovaas not only developed different methods of ABA that were highly unethical, 

but regarded autistic children as empty vessels that one had to reprogram in order for them to be 

fully rehabilitated back into society (Silberman, 285). Lovaas and Rekers carry a similar 

philosophical approach to Kraig gender dysphonia, as both men believe that if it is left untreated, 

Kraig would ultimately be ridiculed by his peers and rejected by society as a whole (Rekers & 

Lovaas, 174). This call for concern mirrors an incredibly similar attitude many eugenicists and 

early child psychologists expounded in the development and treatment of autism. Considering 

Lovaasôs extensive work in ABA, it would not be too hard to see the clear connections between 

both fields of child development. The study then goes on to elaborate the grave consequences 

that would unfold if a child were to not be treated for their ñsexual deviance.ò One statistic that 

bares an incredible resemblance to my previously stated research, is the assumption that 

transsexuality can lead to an individual committing criminal behaviour. As the text states ñéa 

recent study of the social and economic aspects of transsexualism found a high incidence of 

educational and work maladjustments, as well as a high proportion of criminal and other anti-

social behaviourò (Rekers, Lovaas, 175).  We can not only see how conversion therapy shares a 
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similar history with ABA therapy, but also see how it propagates a similar societal fear that 

resembles the campaigns in which advocates for eugenics argued that children with neurological 

and anti-social behaviours are more likely to commit acts of criminality when they get older. For 

instance: Bartôs ABA journey towards developing more neurotypical behaviour reaffirms the 

notion that Bart is in fact trying to cure his autism in hopes to become more human. The fact that 

Bart is at one point of the film, considered the obvious suspect to commit the murder due to his 

neurological disorder reaffirms this notion. As detective Espada states ñThese kids on the 

spectrum, they can also be very violentò (Cristofer, 00:36:20).  Overall, Cristoferôs film 

demonstrates to audiences that autistics must go through incredibly complex expectations of 

being in a neurotypical mode of being in order to not be categorised and ostracized from society 

as criminals or a creep. If we bring back Manningôs argument on the social ramifications of 

ñmindblindnessò, the author sums up the unrealistic expectations autistics consistently must face 

on a daily basisôs when having to function in a neurotypical framework of thought and 

movement. As Manning argues:      

ñThe criteria for inclusion into humanity are always neurotypicaléFunctioning labels, as 

anyone in the movement for neurodiversity will emphasize, say nothing at all except that 

neurotypicality is obsessed with categories that keep its ways of knowing at the forefront. To 

function, according to these labels, meanséto take on a posture that does not announce too 

forcefully the sensory processing challenges that come with overstimulation, to be able to meet 

requirements for independence imposed by a belief in individualism above all, to be able to 

perform competence in ways that do not endanger the body schema of those for whom the 

template of neurotypicality has become second natureò (Manning, 253-254). 
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  Cristoferôs usage of ABA therapy in his film also draws an eerie parallel to the symbolic 

functionality of the hut the Creature resides in Mary Shelleyôs Frankenstein. This is due to the 

fact that both spaces are meant to represent a symbolic womb in which both Bart and the 

Creature are able to revert to a safe environment in order to inquire neurotypical modes of slowly 

becoming ñmore humanò. The concept of metaphorically using a womb is a convention that is 

has from time to time been utilized in cinematic depictions of a characterôs self-regression into 

an enclosed space. This theoretical concept is best exemplified in Caroline Rupprechtôs Womb 

Fantasies: Subjective Architectures in Postmodern Literature, Cinema, and Art, in which the 

author analyzes classic pieces of film, literature, and contemporary art that were formulated post 

World War Two and argues how many of these classic pieces of art implement a metaphorical 

ñwombò that subconsciously looms over the zeitgeist of different artistic movements of its time. 

An example of a metaphorical ñwombò can be seen in one of the chapter titled ñEero Saarinenôs 

Womb Chair as Fallout Shelterò. Here Rupprecht notes how the looming fears of post-World 

War Two, such as the invention of the atomic bomb or the horrific events of the Holocaust, led 

many contemporary artistic movements, like the avant-garde, to construct pieces of work that 

depicted imagery of a state of self-reversion which formulate a metaphorical space of a womb 

(Rupprecht, 3). Rupprecht elaborates how the extensiveness of what a ñwombò could not just be 

represented in formats of physical art, but also within the domains of cinema. In the introduction 

of her book, the author describes how the ñwombò,   

ñécan represent interiors and exteriors, beginnings and endings, confinement or expansionðin 

other words, a range of spatial and temporal coordinates whose precise nature depends on the 

viewerôs gaze; as well as on the perspective of whoever imagines being óinsideô or óoutsideô of 

this malleable metaphorical territory. I say ñmetaphoricalò since no one can recall what it feels 
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like to actually be in the womb. Rather, it is a mystery place, profoundly invested with 

allegorical and, therefore, cultural and political significanceò (Rupprecht, xi).  

Thus Rupprechtôs interpretation of what a ñwombò is meant to signify has a broader and more 

contextual meaning then what is normally presumed a womb should represent. Rupprecht also 

states that such interpretations are not limited to the specific timeframe she decided to dedicate 

her book on. Rather she argues that such spaces have existed in our subconscious minds for 

decades, and can still be analyzed in the art we consume to this day (Rupprecht, xiv). With this 

statement in mind, I wish to apply Rupprechtôs interpretations around the functionality an 

aesthetical ñwombò serves within cinematic boundaries Cristoferôs film.   

               In order to show that a metaphorical ñwombò exists within Cristoferôs film, I wish to 

explore how The Night Clerk uses Bartôs surveillance room, as well as other household barriers, 

to not only shelter but nurture the protagonist from the violence of societal neurotypicality. 

Similarly the hut the Creature uses in Shelleyôs novel, can reflect a similar function to Bartôs 

surveillance room as both spaces are used for these characterôs to encompasses the mode of 

language. In the case of Bart, the mode of incorporating language stems from practicing self-

scripted conversations from the hidden footage he gains from his surveillance cameras. The film 

demonstrates that Bart does this multiple times as a form of exercise to mimic the different 

words and tonalities he hears from his costumers. One sequence in particular elaborates the 

extensive measures Bart takes in order to improve his communication skills. While in his 

surveillance room, we see Bart reviewing a video he took of the failed social interaction he had 

meeting Andrea for the first time by constantly pausing the video to practice his conversational 

skills after every question which was initiated towards him. Bartôs surveillance room also 

prevents him from engaging with any other women besides his mother, and thus leads him to 
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self-nourish himself by regressing when he is later heartbroken from Andrea. This is best 

exemplified in a scene when Andrea visits Bart at his home and is blocked from a physical and 

metaphorical barrier which separates them from interacting with one another.  The physical 

barrier as seen in the figure below (Fig. 31) demonstrates how Bartôs household gate enacts as a 

defence mechanism to shield himself from any romantic forms of compassion that Andrea 

gestures towards him. This is because Bart is trying to cope from being heartbroken from 

Andrea. As Bart states in a monotone voice, 

 
 

Fig.30. Still from  The Night Clerk (01:08:39). Bart is standing behind a gated barrier to 

emotionally protect himself from Andrea after being heartbroken from her 

 

 

Bart: ñI have a broken heart.ò  

Andrea: ñYou do?ò 

Bart: ñYes, itôs very painful.ò (Cristofer, 01:06:24-01:06:30) 
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The usage of Bartôs surveillance ñwombò is reused again in one of the last sequences of the film 

as Andrea plants the murder weapon with Bart, suggesting audience memberôs that he will 

commit suicide. Here Bartôs ñwombò not only protects him from the violence of neurotypicality, 

but also serves as a space which suggests to audiences that the character will inflect self-harm in 

order protect himself from such neurotypical violence that has been implemented on him.  

The notion of wombs representing as a symbolic gesture for life and death is further 

expanded in Rupprechtôs chapter titled ñFrontispiece- Eero Saarinenôs Womb Chair as Fallout 

Shelterò. Here the author argues how a womb fantasy cannot only serve as a literal functional 

space, but also symbolically represent a state of being. As the author states,  ñwhile the ówombô 

as fantasy may be synonymoud with a human need to create dwellings, nest, and establish 

shelter, it is also forbidden territory where life itself begins and ends. Like the proverbial dying 

soldier who cries out for his mother with his final breath on the battlefield, its invocation 

becomes as much a sign of survival as of deathò (Rupprecht, 3-4). Thus Cristoferôs construction 

of Bartôs surveillance room not only demonstrates how Bart implements a neurodiverse gaze 

towards all the victims he stalks, but also enacts as a barrier to protect himself from engaging in 

romantic relationships with the opposite sex. Overall Cristoferôs film shows how Bartôs seclusion 

and excessive stalking in his surveillance room, enacts as a way for him to slowly terminate his 

autism in hope that he will eventually become ñmore humanò. However, it is his ñlack of 

Gemutò, when perceived specifically from such authoritative figures like Detective Espada, 

which frames Bart to become more monstrous and dangerous for his neurological disorder. Thus 

far in my thesis, I have examined how systematic structures based on neurotypicality have 

stereotyped and presented autistic characters like Bart or Moose to be violent deviants who stalk, 

or harass their victims. However, I feel as it is just as important, if not critical, to see how both 
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films profile and demonstrate how authoritative figures, as well as the general public, should 

react to their autistic characteristics. 

Violence and Autism: 

 Both Durst and Cristoferôs films exemplify moments of structured neurotypical violence 

that untimely resemble events one may see in real life. It is important to understand that a film 

can address such forms of neurotypical violence without necessarily framing autistic characters 

as being justified for that inflicted violence solely due to their neurological disorder. I believe 

that both directors demonstrate a poor attempt in showing how they handle this form of violence, 

and thus contribute to the ever-growing representation of autistic characters perpetuated by 

figures of neurotypical authority. For this section of my chapter I will briefly analyze two scenes 

from both of the previously discussed films, and argue how both characterôs ñlack of Gemütò 

results in their characterôs to be profiled and have acts of violence inflicted upon them. I will also 

demonstrate how such poor representation of these critical issues can have dire consequences in 

real life scenarios.       

I have demonstrated throughout my thesis the incredibly long and complex power 

dynamics that have segregated and perpetuated the autistic community. Some of these socio-

political structures fall within the realm of the law, and its view on how autistics are portrayed 

living under it due to due to societal biases. Such scenarios of an uneven power dynamic can be 

seen in one sequence of Cristoferôs film where Detective Espada is interrogating Bart in his 

home. After cornering Bart on the assumption that he committed the murder, Bart loses his 

temper from the thought of being a suspect and gives a highly detailed answer to how he would 

have committed the crime in a sarcastic tone. As conversation between Bart and detective 

Espada follows, 
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Espada: ñMaybe you hit her?ò 

Bart: ñAnd Then what happened?ò 

Espada: ñWell Bart, you tell meò 

Bart: (Frustrated) ñWell I guess I just pulled the gun from my pocket, because I always have a 

gun in my pocketéand I shot herébut where did I get the gun? That what I would like to 

knowédid I buy it? Did I steal it? Maybe I purchased it online, and then when I went to have 

sex with her and I brought the gun, because you know itôs always a good idea to go and take a 

gun when going to have sex with someone, because, just in case you suffer from impotence, or 

performance anxiety, you get frustrated and you canôt do it, and you have a gun in your pocket, 

and by golly you just take it out and shoot that person. Bang Bang!ò (Cristofer, 00:56:04-

00:56:45). 

Bartôs sarcastically angry response unfortunately does more harm than good to help his 

innocence, as Detective Espada interprets Bartôs monologue as an actually confession to the 

murder. Even after Bartôs mother tries to intercede by telling the detective that Bart was clearly 

being sarcastic, the detective is still unconvinced. The scene unfortunately represents a sad 

reality of neurotypical violence that many autistics face when interacting with the criminal 

justice system. To further this point, a 2021 qualitative study titled ñAutistic Adults and Their 

Experiences with Police Personnel: A Qualitative Inquiryò conducted an anonymously online 

survey which asked participates to answer questions and describe their personal testimony on 

their interactions with law enforcement. In the study, the authors found that autistics had higher 

chances of being reported and interrogated by law enforcements, than they were to be charged or 

arrested for committing any crimes (Calton & Hall, 274-275). The study found that some of the 
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reasons why autistic are more likely to be profiled by the police consisted around their unusual 

behavior. As the text states, ñCharacteristics often associated with autismïsuch as emotional 

dysregulation, heightened levels of anxiety and restricted and repetitive interests and behavioursï

are argued to contribute to an individualôs risk of encountering the CJS at some point in their 

livesò (Calton & Hall, 275). What makes this scene worse is the lack of knowledge the film 

provides to help the audience understand Bartôs perceptive, even if what he is doing is 

completely inappropriate. The nuance required to understand the complex relationship the ASD 

community has had with the criminal justice system is not present here and would have been 

integral to understanding the common experience many autistics have with law enforcement. In 

Caught in the Web of The Criminal Justice System (2017) the authors detail the range of 

difficulties autistics may face from systematic neurotypical violence while having an encounter, 

being interrogated, or being detained from members of the criminal justice enforcement. The 

book argues that many of the issues can starts at the ñbeginning with the pre-arrest, the criminal 

justice system presents an array of problems for individuals with ASDéò as many may ñéhave 

difficulty quickly processing information and responding to requests and questionséò and thus 

ñéthere is great danger for false confessions during the pre-arrest, interrogation, and trailò 

(Lawrence A, Dubin et al., 81).    

When it comes to the ASDôs communityôs relationship with domestic violence, Durstôs 

film poorly represents many problematic elements while Moose is being attacked by Hunter 

Dunbar. After Dunbar shoots Mooseôs hand off, the next scene transitions into a cinematic horror 

film as Dunbar continues to hunt him down. This is best exemplified in the cinematography of 

the sequence as the figure seen below (Fig.32) that shows Dunbar slowly creeping behind Moose 

as he tortures him as one of the B-characters he used to play in his films. The scene is incredibly 
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dangerous for a variety of reasons, mainly due to the amount of graphic violence, like having 

Dunbar stab Mooseôs eye out. (Fig.33) It is only when Dunbar sees Moose screaming like an 

innocent little child that he realizes the horrific harm he has done.  

 

Fig.31. Still from  The Fanatic (01:15:07). A still image of Moose crawling away from 

Hunter Dunbar as he slowly approaches from behind him with a shotgun  

 

 






















































