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Author’s note: 

I’ve often wished that readers could download most of my work on ableism in The Uncanny by Sigmund 

Freud in a single document. Each link precedes the full or excerpted article, with the dates and details of 

each original publication. I’ve included image descriptions. I own all rights to my work. Please cite me if 

you use any of my quotes or ideas. Please note, this is not all of my work on the Uncanny. I also mention 

it when I write about Flannery O’Connor and will probably write about it forever. Thank you. 

--Grace Lapointe, April 11, 2022 

https://bookriot.com/freuds-the-uncanny/  

How Freud’s “The Uncanny” Explained 

My Childhood Fears  

Grace Lapointe Sep 20, 2019  

Growing up, I was never afraid of the typical things that scared other kids, like nonexistent 

monsters. In preschool, I abruptly stopped watching Thomas the Tank Engine when a character 

stuck their tongue out at a painting—and the figure in the painting stuck its tongue out in return. 

On my first trip to Disney World at age four, I tolerated the singing birds in the Tiki Room but 

freaked out when the walls started singing. At age six, I was horrified to find a duplicate of my 

favorite teddy bear—just as worn as the “real” one—hidden in a closet. 

I couldn’t imagine that anyone else could find these things frightening or experience ineffable 

horror because something was slightly off. All of these stories, which sound amusing in 

retrospect, were horrifying at the time and shaped my imagination. I developed a lifelong 

fascination with doppelgängers. 

What do all of these seemingly random, bizarre incidents have in common? They challenged 

what I thought I understood about the world. They made something familiar and natural its 

opposite. 

I didn’t revisit these early memories until I read Freud’s essay The Uncanny in my freshman 

gothic literature class at Stonehill College in fall 2007. Freud writes that the word “uncanny” is 

difficult to define but can describe an ineffable feeling of dread or wrongness. Uncanny 

(unheimlich in German) literally means unfamiliar or not homey. 

“Thus heimlich is a word the meaning of which develops in the direction of ambivalence, until it 

finally coincides with its opposite, unheimlich. Unheimlich is in some way or other a sub-species 

of Heimlich (4).” In other words, it’s not unfamiliarity itself, but the inability to tell whether 

something is familiar or unfamiliar, which is so unsettling and threatening. Freud uses anecdotal 

evidence from literature and his own and patients’ lives to support this idea. Uncertainty can be 

uncanny, especially when we can’t tell whether someone or something is animate or inanimate. 

https://bookriot.com/freuds-the-uncanny/
https://bookriot.com/author/grace-lapointe/
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0142437476/ref=as_li_tf_il?ie=UTF8&tag=boorio-20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399349&creativeASIN=0142437476
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It’s how most people feel when seeing a dead body, and Freud thinks that it’s vestigial, from a 

time when most of our ancestors believed in ghosts. 

Long before I could articulate why, Tchaikovsky’s ballet The Nutcracker always horrified me on 

a visceral level. I loved most of its elements individually: symphonic music, Christmas, fairytales 

with princes or princesses. Together, however, these pieces were totally unsettling. Instead of a 

romance between royals who are close in age, it’s the story of a wooden nutcracker—a child’s 

toy—that transforms into a prince. He’s the adult love interest in a young girl’s romantic dream. 

He’s also an inanimate object that transforms into a person. 

This eerie, liminal space between right and wrong, comforting and creepy, alive or not, illustrates 

Freud’s descriptions in “The Uncanny.” While researching the uncanny, I discovered that the 

author of the original story of The Nutcracker was E.T.A. Hoffman. Freud draws extensively on 

Hoffman’s other stories to illustrate “The Uncanny.” Although I wasn’t previously aware of this 

connection, it doesn’t surprise me at all. Hoffman’s stories share common elements, such as 

ghastly creations that are intended to be magical. 

All of this might sound esoteric, but the concept of the uncanny persists under different names 

throughout our culture. Some people would call unexpectedly seeing a double, like I did with my 

teddy bear, “a glitch in the Matrix.” Anyone who’s experienced déjà vu remembers the unsettling 

feeling of being unsure whether something is familiar or unfamiliar. As robots, dolls, and 

computer animation become increasingly realistic, they also approach the uncanny. This concept 

is called the uncanny valley. 

I became obsessed with the uncanny valley and found websites that plotted modern examples of 

it on graphs. The graphs formed a bell curve, with the least uncanny phenomena (industrial, non-

humanoid robots and “healthy people”) at the extremes. The most uncanny things, including 

marionette puppets and automata, were found in the middle of the curve. To my horror, other 

entries right in the middle included “prosthetic limbs,” “disabled people,” and even “the way a 

physically disabled person moves.” I hope that by 2019 standards (as opposed to 2007), the 

ableism here is apparent. 

Did I always feel unconsciously freaked out by the uncanny because of its connection to 

ableism? I’m not sure, but from a young age, I was horrified whenever non-disabled people 

treated me as strange or different. I have cerebral palsy and a distinctive gait. Freud repeatedly 

uses disability and physical and mental illnesses to illustrate the uncanny. His examples include 

epilepsy and “dismembered limbs” (14). People with other disabilities have also connected 

ableism to the uncanny. If we feel repulsed by something or someone, it’s often necessary to 

examine why and ask whether the root is prejudice. 

https://gracelapointe.medium.com/further-thoughts-on-the-uncanny-c260562b0290  

Further Thoughts on “The Uncanny” 

Sep 26, 2019 

http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/163158362X/ref=as_li_tf_il?ie=UTF8&tag=boorio-20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399349&creativeASIN=163158362X
https://gracelapointe.medium.com/further-thoughts-on-the-uncanny-c260562b0290
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Grace Lapointe 

TW for ableism 

I wanted to expand on my recent Book Riot article and subsequent Twitter threads on Freud’s 

“The Uncanny,” in several different directions. The uncanny, as Freud and others defined and 

applied it, is an explicitly ableist concept. 

FREUD’S ETYMOLOGIES 

Knowing that Sigmund Freud first published this essay as “Das Unheimliche” in German in 

1919, he is concerned with its etymology in German in a way that is untranslatable. 

Freud says, “Thus heimlich is a word the meaning of which develops in the direction of 

ambivalence, until it finally coincides with its opposite, unheimlich. Unheimlich is in some way 

or other a sub-species of Heimlich (4).” I wrote on BR: “In other words, it’s not unfamiliarity 

itself, but the inability to tell whether something is familiar or unfamiliar, which is so unsettling 

and threatening.” That’s my definition of the uncanny — or more precisely, my interpretation of 

Freud’s definition. 

For Freud, the paradox of the heimlich is the point where these two contradictory meanings blur: 

“on the one hand, it means that which is familiar and congenial, and on the other, that which is 

concealed and kept out of sight. Everything is uncanny that ought to have remained hidden and 

secret, and yet comes to light (Freud 4).” Heimlich, homey, has a secondary meaning close to 

hidden or clandestine, which is where it becomes the Unheimlich or uncanny. 

I find Freud’s idea of something “that ought to have remained hidden and secret, and yet comes 

to light” chilling as a disabled person. Many family secrets can be described in this way. Indeed, 

in many cultures and eras, including the society in which Freud was writing, disabled people 

were often treated as this kind of shameful secret. People born with physical or intellectual 

disabilities were often institutionalized immediately. Others were institutionalized later, if they 

acquired or showed symptoms of disability, including mental illness. 

Before education and other civil rights for disabled people were protected by law, their families 

had two main options: to institutionalize them or keep them at home. They were often literally 

kept at home, barely leaving the house. Some relatives hid, abused, or shipped away disabled 

people because having genetic disability in the family made neighbors consider the non-disabled 

family members impossible to marry. 

This brings us back to the idea of familiarity vs. unfamiliarity. The more secluded and less 

integrated disabled people are, the stranger and more uncanny we may seem to abled people. Of 

course, this is a vicious cycle, meaning that we get even further marginalized and stigmatized. 

Freud directly, repeatedly relates the uncanny to disabled people. He cites examples from other 

scholars: “[E. Jentsch] adds to this class the uncanny effect of epileptic seizures and the 

manifestations of insanity, because these excite in the spectator the feeling that automatic, 

https://bookriot.com/2019/09/20/freuds-the-uncanny/
https://bookriot.com/2019/09/20/freuds-the-uncanny/
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mechanical processes are at work, concealed beneath the ordinary appearance of animation” 

(Freud 5). 

As I wrote on Twitter: if you witness an epileptic seizure and are scared not for the person’s 

safety but because they remind you of a robot or automaton, I don’t know what to tell you! This 

is blatant dehumanization and objectification. 

So, is the Uncanny the abled gaze? Not exactly — I often felt it very strongly, but not with 

regard to my disability. But does the abled gaze often perceive us as uncanny in contrast to its 

arbitrary norms? For me, that’s the right question. 

Connection to Obsessive Compulsive Disorder 

I talk about having cerebral palsy all the time, but I mention less often that I was diagnosed with 

OCD as an adult. I think OCD, maybe even more than having CP or always being considered 

gifted/smart, helps explain my childhood reactions. I wanted to understand the world — and I 

thought I did. Challenging that control and knowledge felt threatening. 

Freud mentions a lot of topics that, to me, feel unrelated. For example, he discusses a “neurotic” 

patient. But in modern terms, this is the magical thinking and desire for order often found in 

OCD and similar mental illnesses. He says that a patient once wished that another man would 

drop dead — and then, mysteriously, the second man did! 

Like most mentally ill people, I’ve never wished harm on anyone. But whether you’re willing, or 

praying for, someone’s death or for their safety and health, the mechanism of illogical thinking is 

the same: overstating your own significance and influence, good or bad. 

Freud also mentions obsessions with repeating rituals (common in OCD), including numbers. 

Freud and his patients see the same number repeated and then become paranoid that this is 

significant to them, for example, their age or date of death. 

I try to think logically and avoid superstitions. I see this phenomenon as an example of 

confirmation bias. I always seem to be reading a book or watching a movie that mentions the 

exact date I’m reading or watching. Obviously, this is a fallacy. My brain disregards countless 

times when this is not true. 

Freud also talks about circular thinking in “The Uncanny” — sometimes literally walking in 

circles! Our professor’s example was The Blair Witch Project. Freud discusses getting lost in the 

“red light district” and feeling ashamed and trapped because he hadn’t meant to be there. 

Ironically, GPS is a perfect, contemporary example of this. We trust this technology to be 

accurate, but it often isn’t. All it takes is construction, outdated software, or a lost satellite to 

send us walking or driving in circles. This is a singularly uncanny experience because people like 

me trust technology more than our own senses of direction in unfamiliar places. And yet, here it 

goes, telling me left is right or an old house is an Italian restaurant (both have really happened to 

me!) 
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Who is a Human? 

“That’s what I don’t understand, Mr. Beaver,” said Peter, “I mean isn’t the Witch herself 

human?” 

“She’d like us to believe it,” said Mr. Beaver, “and it’s on that that she bases her claim to be 

Queen. But she’s no Daughter of Eve… She comes of your father Adam’s … first wife, her they 

called Lilith…That’s what she comes from on one side. And on the other she comes of the 

giants. No, no, there isn’t a drop of real Human blood in the Witch (Lewis 147).” 

— CS Lewis, The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe 

This is a book that I first read around age seven, and much later, I considered this passage an 

example of the uncanny. Mr. Beaver says that anything that looks or pretends to be human, but 

isn’t, is evil and deceptive. Note that he’s an anthropomorphic beaver, who talks like a human. 

But I’d argue that he looks so unlike a human that he’s far from the uncanny valley. Jadis (the 

Witch), however, is right in the middle of the valley because she appears human. 

The idea that there are beings that look or aspire to be human, but really aren’t, is an odd one for 

an allegorical, children’s fantasy novel. It has some theological precedent in angels and demons, 

though. It’s especially strange because the book is so moralistic and symbolic and is set against 

the backdrop of World War II. 

I want to interrogate this gut reaction of “Oooh, IT looks ALMOST human but isn’t — scary!” 

Humans vary a lot in gender, sexuality, race, disability, etc. So, what exactly makes someone 

seem human or not? If you define anything that diverges from the norm as deviant, inferior, or 

evil, you’ll exclude a lot of people for various racist, ableist, sexist, etc. reasons. There’s no 

reason to think that someone who looks, walks, acts, or thinks differently is necessarily creepy. 

That’s prejudice and arbitrary. And how might this idea be applied? What would it look like, in 

our world? The author’s intent or lack thereof isn’t everything. 

Here in Narnia, with its blatant religious allegory, humanity is determined by Christian theology! 

Jadis’ claim to be Queen is her lineage, a concept often used in the Bible. Mr. Beaver uses 

theology to claim that Jadis is lying about her lineage and therefore her claim is illegitimate. 

Ironically, the Pevensie children, and we as readers, have no proof of this either way. In Narnia, 

everyone must pick a side on the basis of faith, though there’s room for Edmund to be forgiven. 

We see undeniable evidence of Aslan’s omnipotence when he resurrects himself and others in a 

symbolic Final Judgment. Even little kids can pick up on (or understand if it’s explained to them) 

that Aslan symbolizes Jesus. There’s sin, crucifixion, and then resurrection. 

Narnia is also Christian theology in a slightly subtler way: humans as made in God’s image and 

therefore heirs of His Kingdom and the stewards of creation. There’s a clear hierarchy. The 

animals and other creatures, like fauns, are in awe of the four Pevensies when they meet them. 

They revere but they don’t worship them — a distinction Christianity makes. 
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But the creatures view the human children as superior to themselves. They’re thrilled to meet 

humans and always call the children “Sons of Adam and Daughters of Eve.” This is exactly what 

Jadis claims to be and what they say she isn’t. There are also hierarchies of creation in Aristotle, 

but it’s hardly universal. Many cultures have traditionally seen humans as an inseparable part of 

nature, not its stewards. 

And of course, we have a gender hierarchy (patriarchy). Jadis calls herself queen, but Aslan is 

the legitimate king, all-powerful and good, of course. 

THE UNCANNY VALLEY GRAPHS 

In my essay, I mention that the uncanny valley was plotted on a graph that resembled a bell 

curve. What else looks like a bell curve? Another incredibly ableist construct: IQ scores! The IQ 

bell curve is kind of an inversion of the uncanny valley one. With IQ, “normal/average” is in the 

middle, with “intellectual disability” and “genius” at the extremes. 

In the uncanny, “normal” is on the ends, with the uncanny valley in the middle. This just goes to 

show how arbitrary these concepts, and the attempts to quantify them, are. 

Are these graphs real? Yes: real, common, and still in use. 

 

This graph is from Masahiro Mori’s 1970 essay defining the uncanny valley. Notice “healthy 

person” way at the top of the axis, with a prosthetic hand at the bottom, way in the valley. This 

graph is the one that I’ve seen in many articles on the uncanny valley, robots, etc. published 

2015–19. So, is it still a very ableist concept? I would argue yes. Explicitly yes. 

https://spectrum.ieee.org/automaton/robotics/humanoids/the-uncanny-valley
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These articles aren’t doing what I’m trying to do, which is point out the ableism. They’re 

presenting the uncanny valley at face value, sometimes using it in essays on horror movies. 

These ideas are still interesting and worthwhile to teach if we can critique them from different 

perspectives. 

I’ve said before: much of the Western literary and philosophical canon is inherently ableist. It’s 

embedded. Critical theory doesn’t judge authors for being products of their times — a common 

misconception. It shows how these unquestioned biases influenced culture broadly. 

Excerpted from this Medium post: 

“Philosophy . . .is a talk on a cereal box . . .” 

Grace Lapointe 

https://gracelapointe.medium.com/philosophy-is-a-talk-on-a-cereal-box-a8407a3e750d  

Jan 20, 2020 

Further, further thoughts on the uncanny! 

TW antisemitism, LGBT-misia, ableism 

I have another example of the uncanny, but it’s vile, and that’s exactly my point. In 2004, when I 

was in Catholic high school, Mel Gibson’s The Passion of the Christ was released. We knew 

what Gibson was like: anti-LGBT, antisemitic, a fringe, extremist Catholic who believes Jews 

are the enemies of Jesus. My teachers attempted some serious “separate the art from the artist” 

doublethink because Gibson touted the “historical accuracy” of the movie: for example, having 

Latin and Aramaic dialogue. 

In the movie, the Satan figure is played by a woman but is supposed to look genderless. I didn’t 

know words like genderfluid or nonbinary back then, so I described the film’s Satan as 

androgynous. Even then, as a cis het, disabled kid who made mistakes but tried to be an ally to 

my LGBT friends, whom I loved, I knew this was wrong. Gibson is using the uncanny, whether 

he intended it or not. He’s playing into some cis people’s unfamiliarity with seeing a gender 

nonconforming person and their ignorant prejudices that neither male nor female = weird! 

Wrong! Evil! And I thought that Gibson’s choice of symbolism was the actually evil part here. 

The movie’s Satan also has a baby who looks prematurely aged and is supposed to represent sin. 

But disabilities like progeria and craniofacial conditions make people look prematurely aged. So, 

again, here’s the uncanny — ableism this time. The movie is using what audiences consider 

unfamiliar or strange, or this liminal space between familiar and unfamiliar. And that is the 

uncanny to symbolize evil. 

https://medium.com/@gracelapointe?source=post_page-----a8407a3e750d-----------------------------------
https://gracelapointe.medium.com/philosophy-is-a-talk-on-a-cereal-box-a8407a3e750d
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You can say, No shit, Sherlock! A bigot made a bigoted movie? Sure, I’m not surprised, either. 

But before we think that these symbols are harmless, innate, or somehow biologically hardwired, 

think about the false prejudices they imply. 

Jewish groups at the time also raised concerns about Gibson’s antisemitism and pointed out 

tropes like eye patches, Jesus and disciples distanced from other Jews, Jewish community 

considered collectively responsible for Jesus’ death….some of the most evil, harmful antisemitic 

tropes ever! 

See more: 

https://villains.fandom.com/wiki/Satan_(The_Passion_of_the_Christ) 

https://www.ncronline.org/news/media/decade-later-passion-still-raises-questions-anti-semitism 

What Was Up With the Body Swapping 

Trend?  

Grace Lapointe Feb 12, 2020 

https://bookriot.com/body-swapping-in-books/ 

When I was in elementary school in the ’90s, lots of books had the trope of two characters 

switching bodies. My cursory Internet research suggests that this trend has declined in popularity 

since 2000. Most people probably remember Freaky Friday, Mary Rodgers’s 1972 children’s 

novel that was adapted into plays, TV series, and movies several times, from the ‘70s through the 

’00s. The 2003 movie stars Lindsay Lohan and Jamie Lee Curtis as a mother and daughter who 

argue and then wake up to find that they’ve swapped bodies. 

n fourth grade, I found the premise of characters switching bodies with one another endlessly 

hilarious. It was just the right combination of slapstick and gross-out humor to amuse my friends 

and me at age 9. My mom, who always encouraged me to read whatever I wanted, said this trend 

was silly. Maybe she thought it was a fad I’d quickly outgrow. Or maybe her adult perspective 

made her realize how problematic it could be for adults to inhabit children’s bodies and vice 

versa. It’s very easy for this type of comedy to cross lines into ableism, racism, transmisia, or 

inappropriate sexual humor. As kids, we laughed at it without understanding any of that. 

Todd Strasser’s Help! I’m Trapped… series isn’t as widely remembered, but my friends and I 

loved it. The first book had the dramatic title Help! I’m Trapped in My Teacher’s Body! Later in 

the series, the protagonist, 6th grader Jake, switches bodies with other adults, such as movie stars 

and models. Jake’s consciousness also gets stuck in a dog’s body (twice!) 

In Help! I’m Trapped in Obedience School Again, the human characters struggle to explain why 

“Jake” is walking and standing oddly, drooling, incontinent, and unable to speak or read. If 

https://villains.fandom.com/wiki/Satan_(The_Passion_of_the_Christ)
https://www.ncronline.org/news/media/decade-later-passion-still-raises-questions-anti-semitism
https://bookriot.com/author/grace-lapointe/
https://bookriot.com/body-swapping-in-books/
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0064400468/ref=as_li_tf_il?ie=UTF8&tag=boorio-20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399349&creativeASIN=0064400468
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0590029711/ref=as_li_tf_il?ie=UTF8&tag=boorio-20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399349&creativeASIN=0590029711


Grace Lapointe 9 

 

you’re familiar with me or my work, you’ll understand why I started to panic while reading at 

this point. “It’s a speech impediment,” Jake’s friend Andy explains (40). So, to recap: in an 

attempt to hide the fact that Jake’s dog is inhabiting Jake’s body, Andy pretends that this dog in a 

human body is actually a disabled person! 

When we point out ableism and other forms of dehumanization, people often think we’re 

exaggerating or counter that it’s “just a joke.” Or they pretend that ableism is a recent invention 

or claim we’re “overanalyzing.” If I am in fact overanalyzing, it’s something I’ve done for my 

entire life. I have cerebral palsy and a walk that’s noticeably different than able-bodied people’s. 

My elementary school was diverse and well-integrated, with students with various types of 

disabilities. My experiences don’t grant me moral or other superiority, but they do give me a 

unique perspective. 

Long before I read Freud’s The Uncanny, this book was one of my first hints that many non-

disabled people considered us horrifying, a punchline, or not fully human. Writers and publishers 

apparently didn’t expect a disabled child to be reading these books. I completely understood the 

lighthearted, humorous tone of these books. I was their target audience until I felt targeted in 

another way, seeing my friends and myself as the butt of a joke. 

The ableism in Help! I’m Trapped in a Movie Star’s Body was too subtle for me to catch at that 

age. The actor has worked in show business his entire life and never had a traditional education. 

So, at Jake’s school, he gets basic science questions wrong. My mom tried to explain to me that 

the book was really poking fun at an adult for not being both smart and educated. I often read 

series out of order. So, by the time I found the earlier book Help! I’m Trapped in Obedience 

School Again, I immediately abandoned the whole series. 

Fiction and humor can help to teach people, especially children, empathy. When written 

ignorantly or irresponsibly, they can also do the opposite. I don’t think that every instance of the 

body swapping trope is necessarily harmful. As with the uncanny and other horror tropes, 

however, this type of humor often intersects with ableism, transmisia, or mocking bodily 

differences in general. Teaching children, even implicitly, to laugh at people who move 

differently or who don’t fit into gender binaries is cruel, anti-LGBT, and ableist. 

Comparing disabled children to animals in children’s bodies was apparently horrifying to me as a 

disabled kid in the ’90s. I understand that diversity in publishing has progressed since then, but it 

still has a long way to go. One of Louis Sachar’s early books (from 1987) is titled There’s a Boy 

in the Girls’ Bathroom. While this isn’t a body swapping story, the title has aged poorly, 

suggesting that someone who appears to be a boy in the girls’ bathroom is absurd and hilarious. 

Sachar’s later books, like 1998’s Holes, hold up for their moving stories and diverse characters. 

Books reflect the prejudices of their times, and I believe that writers can unlearn these 

prejudices, but this takes effort. Impact is often stronger than intention. 

(The following is excerpted from my WordPress post below): 

https://gracelapointe.wordpress.com/2020/02/14/on-dehumanization/  

 

https://bookriot.com/freuds-the-uncanny/
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0142437476/ref=as_li_tf_il?ie=UTF8&tag=boorio-20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399349&creativeASIN=0142437476
https://bookriot.com/disability-representation-in-literature/
https://medium.com/@gracelapointe/further-thoughts-on-the-uncanny-c260562b0290
http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0440414806/ref=as_li_tf_il?ie=UTF8&tag=boorio-20&linkCode=as2&camp=217145&creative=399349&creativeASIN=0440414806
https://gracelapointe.wordpress.com/2020/02/14/on-dehumanization/
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On Dehumanization 

Content note: the rest of this post and links detail examples of ableism, racism, fatmisia. and 

LGBT-misia, including jokes about genitals. I use the suffix -misia instead of -phobia because -

misia means hatred, not fear. Some bigots may indeed fear their targets, but this is not my 

concern. I’m more concerned with hateful attitudes and actions. This is part of our effort to stop 

conflating hatred and violence with mental illnesses. People with mental illnesses like OCD 

often have strong phobias of specific places or objects. I learned about -misia from Eb (EbThen 

on Twitter). 

WHAT WAS UP WITH THE BODY SWAPPING TREND? 

The ’90s kids’ book I describe here, Help! I’m Trapped in Obedience School Again, is 

horrifically ableist. It goes way beyond just one line or scene. Of course, I was nine when I read 

this book, but I did look it up on Google Books to verify my quote. As you can tell from my 

essay, as an extended gag in the book, Jake’s friends treat Lance the dog in Jake’s body the way 

ableists treat us. They lead him around condescendingly, like: “Come on, buddy!”  

Sometimes I think the r-word is implied or other words or tropes function like it. For examples, 

see my thread about the word “sp*stic,” used as an insult in Passenger’s song “Life’s for the 

Living.” The lead singer sings: “The boy laughed at the spastic dancing around in the rain.” As I 

said a long time ago on Twitter, notice who’s a person here and who’s not (because their identity 

is reduced to a slur). 

An example of the body swapping trope that’s racist, ableist, AND transmisic is All of Me, a 

1984 comedy for adults starring Steve Martin and Lily Tomlin. They’re both legends and so 

talented! Too bad a movie starring them together had this premise. Imagine them in another type 

of comedy! Tomlin’s character arranges for a stereotypical “Indian guru” character to transfer 

her soul into a new body, but it ends up in Martin’s instead. So, this is mocking and distorting 

Hinduism and its belief in reincarnation. I remember a scene where Lily Tomlin, in Steve 

Martin’s body, has to urinate with a penis for the first time. She’d been a disabled, cis woman 

during her lifetime. Yikes! This is what I mean about laughing at the existence of different 

bodies. 

My theory: these extreme examples of the body swapping trope may actually be a comedic 

version of the uncanny, which I’ve written about here, here, and here. I know I’m obsessed with 

this, but in “The Uncanny,” Freud says he’s writing about aesthetics. But it’s definitely as 

political, psychological, ideological, gendered, etc. as anything else he ever wrote…The idea of 

people looking, moving, walking, or communicating differently, having different types of 

genitals, or being unable to read or speak should NEVER be funny or horrific. Both the uncanny 

and body swapping use familiarity and unfamiliarity to marginalize disabled and gender non-

conforming bodies as aberrant (abnormal or wrong). They defy what most audiences expect and 

exploit what makes them uncomfortable. 

https://bookriot.com/2020/02/12/body-swapping-in-books/
https://bookriot.com/2019/09/20/freuds-the-uncanny/
https://medium.com/@gracelapointe/further-thoughts-on-the-uncanny-c260562b0290
https://medium.com/@gracelapointe/philosophy-is-a-talk-on-a-cereal-box-a8407a3e750d
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Who is a subject and who is an object in these types of stories? In other words, who is a real, 

complex person, and presumed to be the story’s audience? And who is objectified as a monster, a 

joke, or so marginalized that they can’t be in the audience? Remember that people with 

intellectual disabilities receive the brunt of intellectual ableism, infantilization, and 

dehumanization, so it doesn’t matter that not every fourth grader can read a book like this one. 

The ’90s was the era when South Park premiered, with the “anti-PC” attitude that “we” don’t 

have to care what “those people” think because they’re not watching. We are, though! 

“You’ve got to be carefully taught” bigotry, as the song from South Pacific satirically says. 

Speaking of ableism and dehumanization, thanks to everyone who’s found my essay here 

helpful: Finding Alternatives to Ableist Language. 

https://gracelapointe.medium.com/ableism-as-abjection-95dd482b7b89  

Grace Lapointe 

Apr 7, 2021 

Ableism as Abjection 

Trigger warnings: violence; ableism; bodily fluids; vomiting/digestion; body horror 

Wanna grow up to be 

Be a debaser 

Debaser . . . 

— Pixies, “Debaser,” 1989 

I recently reread Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, a treatise by Julia Kristeva from 

1980. As literary theory from 1980 that draws on the psychoanalytic theory of Jacques Lacan and 

Sigmund Freud, it seems cis-sexist and Eurocentric today, but I still find its concepts useful now. 

Abjection is an embodied concept — often viscerally so — which makes it uniquely suited to 

disability theory. 

Kristeva defines abjection, in part, in this way. ”It is thus not lack of cleanliness or health that 

causes abjection but what disturbs identity, system, order. What does not respect borders, 

positions, rules (4).” The dictionary definition is similar but more straightforward:“1: a low or 

downcast state: DEGRADATION 

2: the act of making abject: HUMBLING, REJECTION.” Kristeva’s essay describes a specific, 

feminist view of body horror and feeling dispossessed and alienated from oneself. “An exile who 

asks, “ ‘WHERE?’ (Kristeva 8).” 

https://medium.com/@gracelapointe/finding-alternatives-to-ableist-language-627f86808103
https://gracelapointe.medium.com/ableism-as-abjection-95dd482b7b89
https://gracelapointe.medium.com/?source=post_page-----95dd482b7b89-----------------------------------
https://genius.com/Pixies-debaser-lyrics
https://users.clas.ufl.edu/burt/touchyfeelingsmaliciousobjects/Kristevapowersofhorrorabjection.pdf
https://keywords.nyupress.org/disability-studies/essay/embodiment/
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/abjection
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Near the beginning of her essay, Kristeva uses the visceral, sensory example of feeling repulsed 

by milk. “But since the food is not an ‘other’ for ‘me,’ who am only in their desire, I expel 

myself, I spit myself out, I abject myself with the same motion through which ‘I’ claim to 

establish myself (3).” From the beginning of the essay, abjection is linked with revulsion, horror, 

loss of self, and external threats to the self. 

Although it shares some elements with the uncanny, such as the potential for body horror, 

Kristeva distinguishes abjection from the uncanny. “Essentially different from ‘uncanniness,’ 

more violent, too, abjection is elaborated through a failure to recognize its kin; nothing is 

familiar, not even the shadow of a memory.” Whereas the uncanny relies on the tension between 

the familiar and the unfamiliar, or the Self and the Other, abjection totally alienates the self. 

Abjection prevents a self from forming, so it cannot be repressed in the first place. Repression, at 

least for Freud, presupposes a subconscious. Abjection does not. 

If disabled people are made abject by our societies, our identities form around internalized 

ableism. Whether I describe it as the Uncanny, abjection, or Gothic horror, I’m always trying to 

articulate how some non-disabled people viewed me as inferior, exceptional, or bizarre. 

Why do I keep returning to Todd Strasser’s Help! I’m Trapped . . . 1990s, middle-grade book 

series, which I understand was meant to be humorous and for children? It was a formative text 

for me — absurdly enough — as banal and silly as it may seem. At age nine, I was always 

looking for myself and my friends in books. Instead, I found a dog in a human body, pretending 

to be a disabled person: a parody of a human being. 

(And some people think I’m always angry! How could I not be? My subjectivity as a disabled 

person, reader, and writer was still forming. And I’m still writing my way out of it.) 

My friends and classmates at school, physical therapy, and summer camp had various kinds of 

disabilities, and this made me feel like a proud member of the disabled community for my whole 

life. I’d already noticed that some non-disabled adults thought I moved strangely. Often, the 

same adults would be even more condescending to non-speaking kids than they were to me 

because they understood my speech. So, I knew in some unconscious way that we disabled 

people experience different forms of ableist marginalization. 

The ableism in this series goes beyond the uncanny. In February 2020, I called it a comedic 

version of the uncanny and an example of dehumanization. I still believe it is both of those 

things. It is also abjection. I have a B. A. In English lit, so I like to analyze the same text from 

multiple critical perspectives, without attempting to replace my own previous works on the 

Uncanny. This is additive. The perspectives complement — and don’t negate or detract from — 

one another. 

Unlike the uncanny, Kristeva’s essay on abjection relies on bodily fluids, especially excretions, 

extensively. This is one reason I think abjection theoretically fits Strasser more closely than The 

Uncanny does. On Book Riot in February 2020, I described how Strasser’s book for children 

uses bodily fluids to marginalize disabled people: 

https://bookriot.com/freuds-the-uncanny/
https://bookriot.com/flannery-oconnor-ableism/
https://bookriot.com/body-swapping-in-books/
https://gracelapointe.wordpress.com/2020/02/14/on-dehumanization/
https://gracelapointe.wordpress.com/2020/02/14/on-dehumanization/
https://gracelapointe.medium.com/further-thoughts-on-the-uncanny-c260562b0290
https://gracelapointe.medium.com/further-thoughts-on-the-uncanny-c260562b0290
https://bookriot.com/body-swapping-in-books/
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“In Help! I’m Trapped in Obedience School Again, the human characters struggle to explain why 

‘Jake’ is walking and standing oddly, drooling, incontinent, and unable to speak or read. If 

you’re familiar with me or my work, you’ll understand why I started to panic while reading at 

this point. ‘It’s a speech impediment,’ Jake’s friend Andy explains (40). So, to recap: in an 

attempt to hide the fact that Jake’s dog is inhabiting Jake’s body, Andy pretends that this dog in a 

human body is actually a disabled person!” 

It doesn’t matter to me whether the ableism here was intentional because the implication was so 

apparent to me, even as a child. The false, blatantly ableist subtext here was something like: “If 

you drool, spit, are incontinent, or don’t walk or talk in normative ways, you are not a real 

person, or do not resemble one. Furthermore, we (non-disabled adults) assume that you are not 

aware of the joke, much less complicit in it.” Humor conveys many cultural messages about who 

is a real person or who is aberrant and has “something wrong with them.” 

In 2016, Melinda Hall connected ableism and its subversion in the horror genre to Kristeva’s 

essay on abjection. “I go on to argue that trademark moves in the horror genre, which typically 

support ableist assumptions, can be used to subvert ableism and open space for alternative social 

and political thinking about disability. “ 

I don’t have access to this textbook, Reimagining Disablist and Ableist Violence as Abjection by 

Ryan Thorneycroft, but I wanted to provide examples of other disability theorists who connected 

the concept of abjection to ableism before I did. I try to explain my ideas in a way that might be 

more accessible than academic texts — and for free. I do think my Book Riot articles are the 

most accessible to a general audience or perhaps the best place to start. 

More literary examples: 

In June 2020, I described the pervasive ableism of Philip Roth’s 2010 novel Nemesis: 

“Horace, a character with an intellectual disability, is constantly described as monstrous or 

inhuman. Kids call him ‘the (ableist slur),’ as if this is his name. Remember how I said idiot and 

moron used to be different diagnoses/degrees of IDD? The narrator actually uses the distinction. 

He specifies that while neighborhood kids call him ‘moron,’ he’d probably be diagnosed ‘idiot’ 

or ‘imbecile’ instead. 

Non-disabled characters suspect his hygiene of spreading literal ‘shit’ everywhere, thus infecting 

them all with polio. In one scene, I noticed the dehumanizing contrast between the ‘hysterical 

boy’ (Kenny, who’s not disabled) and the ‘terrified creature’ (Horace). As I wrote here in ‘On 

Dehumanization’: ‘notice who’s a person here and who’s not.’ 

Even Bucky, a generally kind person who’s nice to Horace’s face, describes him as an 

aberration, a perverted joke from God. This is an extreme example of the everyday 

condescension, hatred, and hypocrisy that disabled people face.” 

https://www.google.com/books/edition/Help_I_m_Trapped_in_a_Obedience_School_A/tEdmZOqpaN8C?hl=en&gbpv=1&bsq=impediment
https://dsq-sds.org/article/view/3258/4205
https://www.routledge.com/Reimagining-Disablist-and-Ableist-Violence-as-Abjection/Thorneycroft/p/book/9780367365547
https://gracelapointe.medium.com/ableism-and-racism-in-philosophy-and-literature-pandemic-edition-531b5623f8bf
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The particular focus on bodily excretions and uncleanliness makes the novel’s characterization of 

Horace an example of abjection. Kristeva connects bodily excretions both to literal and religious 

or ritual uncleanliness. Excretions like feces, urine, and sexual fluids, according to Kristeva, 

breach the barrier between the self and the outside world. Furthermore, in my view, only certain 

people (overlapping groups including disabled people, elderly people, sick people, and sexual 

assault victims) are associated with these bodily fluids in a personal, humiliating way. For 

healthy, non-disabled people, bodily fluids are unnoticeable or literally and figuratively roll right 

off of them. 

In the 2014 novel The Narrow Road to the Deep North by Richard Flanagan, a character who is a 

prisoner of war shouts repeatedly in anguish: “Me! Me! Me!” The narrator says: “But what he 

meant, none of them really knew.” It’s ambiguous because the character can’t express how he 

feels at that moment. However, I interpret this as showing the depth of his trauma. It means 

something like “this is happening to me” or even “I’m still me.” Abjection, through trauma, 

attempts to destroy his sense of self. For Kristeva, abjection is humiliation, even unto death. 

More personal examples 

My mom is a retired elementary school teacher. Whenever anyone — especially relatives, her 

students, or I — would be sick or incontinent in public, she’d reassure the person that “It’s just a 

part of life” and “Everyone does it.” I’m glad that my family always tried their best to counteract 

the stigma around bodily functions. Despite their consistently good intentions, the fact that “it 

happens to everyone” seems beside the point to me as an explanation, in retrospect. No, we’re 

not all a little bit disabled. Similarly, we all use the bathroom, but not everyone needs accessible 

restrooms, adaptive equipment, or other assistance. As is often the case with disabled people, 

something that happens to non-disabled people as well happens to us in a different way or to a 

greater degree. And therein lies the inaccessibility or ableist, normative separation from non-

disabled people. 

In 2019, Mari Ramsawakh published their essay “Incontinence Is a Public Health Issue — And 

We Need to Talk About It,” later republished in Alice Wong’s anthology Disability Visibility. 

“Incontinence is not just an embarrassing incident. It’s a public health issue,” Ramsawakh wrote. 

For non-disabled people, though, it may be a rare, isolated incident. I’m also grateful to fellow 

disabled writers like Ramsawakh for helping to de-stigmatize incontinence. 

To return to the concept of abjection, though: we all have bodily functions; that much is a given. 

But are these everyday or isolated incidents? Are we associated with them in a personal or 

humiliating way? Or do they, literally and figuratively, disappear or roll right off of us? To me, 

this distinction is where the ableist stigma and abjection begin. 

Pixies Lyrics 

The epigraph before this essay comes from the Pixies song “Debaser,” which is itself a reference 

to the Surrealist, silent film Un Chien Andalou by Luis Buñuel and Salvador Dalí. The film is a 

https://www.them.us/story/incontinence-and-disability
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series of bizarre, disjointed images and suggests a razor slicing a human eye. Especially to 

today’s audiences, this part looks obviously fake, but it’s still a monumental and disturbing film. 

The film, the abuse it depicts, and the word debasement sum up the concept of abjection. 

The following is excerpted from my WordPress post below: 

https://gracelapointe.wordpress.com/2021/04/14/youre-goddamn-right/  

Trigger warning: ableism and artistic nudity later in this post 

I think the uncanny is an inherently ableist concept but abjection is not, partly because of 

the difference in who is centered in each of these theories. Of course, Sigmund Freud was 

groundbreaking for how he understood and treated mental illness. My long Uncanny essay 

relates his compulsion to repeat to my own OCD. Freud may have called it neurosis. But the 

Uncanny as a theory is ableist towards other kinds of disabilities. 

They’re different theories anyway, but with the uncanny, an ableist/abled gaze, as I called it in 

2019, is centered. It’s taken for granted that everyone experiences horror similarly, and 

prosthetic or disembodied limbs (Freud) or disabled people’s movements (Jentsch, Freud, Mori) 

are explicitly used as examples. Freud and Jentsch compare people having epileptic seizures to 

automata. 

I do think the way I personally experience the Uncanny is closer to abjection. This is 

because the Uncanny is not meant to be this subjective, or to be reversed or subverted by the 

person who is considered uncanny in this way. This is what I’m trying to do with my uncanny 

essays and more. People don’t question the Uncanny enough. It’s presented as a universal 

experience of what we find unfamiliar or frightening, which is of course socially constructed and 

centering non-disabled people. In my fiction and non-fiction, it is lifelong, nameless horror and 

depersonalization, which theory helps me parse.  

For Kristeva, abjection is a horrifying, harrowing experience. Ableism and sexism can often feel 

that way for me. She focuses on how this experience feels. In The Uncanny, however, the non-

disabled spectator, witnessing a seizure or seeing a person with a prosthesis, is the subject. 

Perhaps we experience the uncanny as abjection if we feel the uncanny targets us. Maybe 

other people besides me feel this way. This is why it’s called critical theory. Subjectivity, theory, 

& critique is all it will ever be, but there’s a place for it. 

This the third time I’ve written about this “humorous” SFF ’90s kids’ book, which depicted a 

dog in a human body as indistinguishable from a child with IDD. One of the most evil lies and 

fallacies of ableism is that disabled people are non-entities, not real people, whatever that would 

mean, exactly. As far as I know, no one else has ever called this series ableist, but do I ever. 

Todd Strasser’s Help! I’m Trapped…More like Help! I’m Trapped…in an Ableist World, right? 

https://gracelapointe.wordpress.com/2021/04/14/youre-goddamn-right/
https://gracelapointe.medium.com/further-thoughts-on-the-uncanny-c260562b0290
https://gracelapointe.medium.com/further-thoughts-on-the-uncanny-c260562b0290
https://gracelapointe.medium.com/ableism-as-abjection-95dd482b7b89
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La Toilette De La Mariée by Max Ernst is translated into English as The Robing, Attirement, or 

The Clothing of the Bride. I’ve shared this image on Twitter and now on IG but not on my blog 

until now. Freud being Freud, you can see from this cover that he also connected it to the 

Oedipus complex or returning to the womb. The theme of a liminal space between the familiar 

and unfamiliar is also apparent. I said that if Freud had focused on cis het girls’, not boys’, 

psychosexual development, he would have chosen Hoffmann’s Nutcracker over his Sandman. 

https://gracelapointe.medium.com/ableism-as-disgust-231efcaa303d 

Grace Lapointe 

Jul 21, 2021 

Ableism as Disgust 

CN: discusses ableism, LGBTQ-misia, fatmisia, and racism 

In my work, I often point out the ways ableists apparently find us disabled people disgusting. A 

couple of recent articles from Vox and JSTOR Daily prompted me to spell this out explicitly: 

ableism hatefully depicts us as disgusting, repulsive, and abnormal. Stigma and Othering often 

function as fear and disgust. 

http://www.maxernst.org/attirement-of-the-bride/
https://gracelapointe.medium.com/ableism-as-disgust-231efcaa303d
https://gracelapointe.medium.com/?source=post_page-----231efcaa303d-----------------------------------
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I’ll probably write about this topic for the rest of my life, but Sigmund Freud’s The Uncanny 

explicitly uses disabled people as examples of the uncanny. Here are my first two essays on 

Freud and the uncanny, both from 2019: “HOW FREUD’S “THE UNCANNY” EXPLAINED 

MY CHILDHOOD FEARS” on Book Riot. 

And my Part 2 here: “Further Thoughts on The Uncanny” 

 

Further Thoughts on “The Uncanny” 

Grace Lapointe 

gracelapointe.medium.com 

 

For Freud, the uncanny is an unsettling, threatening, liminal quality between familiar and 

unfamiliar, human and inhuman, or animate and inanimate. As I Tweeted in 2019 and 2020: 

people often say that they thought a robot was human or “normal” until it started to move. 

Due to my unusual gait from cerebral palsy, some people have literally said to me that they 

thought I was “normal” (here, meaning non-disabled) until I started to move! 

My essay on ableism as abjection, using Julia Kristeva’s critical theory, is here: 

 

Ableism as Abjection 

Trigger warnings: violence; ableism; bodily fluids; vomiting/digestion; body horror 

gracelapointe.medium.com 

 

Many disabled people are also stigmatized for not fitting ableist norms of hygiene and 

continence. So, that’s another important aspect of disgust and ableism. 

I was an editorial intern at Beacon Press in 2013, soon after they published A Disability History 

of the United States by Kim E. Nielsen. While working on publicity materials for the book, I 

learned about the so-called “ugly laws.” These ableist, classist, racist laws prohibited many 

visibly disabled, homeless, and poor people from appearing in public. One law described the 

prohibited people as “diseased, maimed, mutilated, or in any way deformed, so as to be an 

unsightly or disgusting object.” By criminalizing homelessness, poverty, and disability, these 

eugenic laws (cited above in a historical archive about eugenics) left their targets to die. Often, 

dehumanization is blatant. 

https://bookriot.com/freuds-the-uncanny/
https://bookriot.com/freuds-the-uncanny/
https://gracelapointe.medium.com/further-thoughts-on-the-uncanny-c260562b0290
https://gracelapointe.medium.com/further-thoughts-on-the-uncanny-c260562b0290
https://gracelapointe.medium.com/further-thoughts-on-the-uncanny-c260562b0290
https://gracelapointe.medium.com/further-thoughts-on-the-uncanny-c260562b0290
https://gracelapointe.medium.com/ableism-as-abjection-95dd482b7b89
https://gracelapointe.medium.com/ableism-as-abjection-95dd482b7b89
https://gracelapointe.medium.com/ableism-as-abjection-95dd482b7b89
https://gracelapointe.medium.com/ableism-as-abjection-95dd482b7b89
https://eugenicsarchive.ca/discover/tree/54d39e27f8a0ea4706000009
https://gracelapointe.wordpress.com/2020/02/14/on-dehumanization/
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The first paragraph of this “humorous” but mocking article jokes about bruxism, as if the 

possibility that “hot girls have bruxism” is obviously absurd or paradoxical. I have bruxism from 

cerebral palsy. 

Many other disabled people and I always say we’re (for example) attractive WITH our 

disabilities. “With” means they’re part of us, and we’re human: equal, neither inferior nor 

superior to non-disabled people. So, we’re not hot IN SPITE OF our disabilities because they’re 

part of us. Our disabilities themselves are also not inherently “hot.” Only fetishists would think 

we’re hot ONLY BECAUSE we’re disabled, and this is dangerous. 

As the Vox article says, Megan Thee Stallion coined the term “hot girl summer.” If something 

doesn’t resonate with me, but it makes other people feel good and empowered, I tend to leave it 

alone. This is especially true of hashtags and movements created by Black women. I don’t want 

to create my own version. Nor should I! 

The Vox article says: “The joke, of course, is that these are deeply unhot ailments, couched in 

the acknowledgment that yes, I too am in on the joke, unlike you other weirdos who won’t stop 

earnestly debating the scraps of whatever the culture war most recently dredged up.” 

That’s not the joke at all. People can joke about their own bodies and disabilities in ways that 

would be hurtful coming from any other person. 

Some people say we idealize or romanticize our disabilities. I think this is very uncommon, or at 

least, usually unintended. We all have different boundaries, and that’s good. For me, there’s a 

huge difference between considering something too personal or private to discuss and either 

glossing over it or stigmatizing it. If we’re uncomfortable discussing something, that’s OK. 

Someone else is comfortable publicly discussing it. 

Also, if a disabled person finds their disabilities, or certain aspects of them, painful and 

unpleasant, or wishes they didn’t have them, that’s just as honest, true, and important as feeling 

positive or neutral about it. I don’t want to project my own multifaceted feelings about disability 

— positive or negative — onto other people because we’re so diverse. The danger is stereotyping 

and assuming all disabled people agree about everything. 

Not everyone wants to call themselves hot. That’s fine, but why diss those who do? 

Earlier this month, I unsubscribed from JSTOR Daily over this ableist article: “Is Disgust 

Related to Morality?” 

This whole essay reads like evolutionary psychology to me. I’m no expert on evo psych, but I’m 

disturbed with its tendency to codify prejudices like ableism and racism into universal 

“instincts.” It doesn’t question their universality at all. I view race, racism, ableism, gender, sex, 

and gender roles all as social constructs. Evo psych often takes the opposite view: biologically 

essentializing them. 

https://www.vox.com/the-goods/2021/7/20/22584329/hot-girl-summer-tiktok-twitter-ibs
https://daily.jstor.org/is-disgust-related-to-morality/
https://daily.jstor.org/is-disgust-related-to-morality/
https://www.sciencedaily.com/terms/evolutionary_psychology.htm
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This article quickly becomes very ableist, but universalizes ableism and takes it for granted. “Yet 

discrimination against others is not restricted to food taboos…These include such markers of 

apparent ill health as odd gait, extreme thinness, skin abnormalities, and asymmetrical features.” 

Excuse me?! As someone with cerebral palsy (which, for me, includes an “odd” and 

asymmetrical gait), please allow me to point you to my own work on Freud’s The Uncanny, 

linked above. Please take a moment to consider how it feels to be on the other side of this stigma. 

Universalizing language in articles like this makes me laugh because it’s ableist by default. Who 

is “we?” Who is centered? Who is marginalized? 

I recently Tweeted that assigning the same old novels perpetuates the same old stereotypes. This 

happens with academic writing also. I love the concept of JSTOR Daily: short articles on current 

topics using sources on JSTOR. But at least contextualize them if those articles are full of 

outdated language. 

Ironically, as I mentioned in my Medium essay on Freud and the uncanny, I also have OCD. I 

can think of few people who wash their hands more obsessively or are more concerned about 

contagion or hygiene than I am. This is partly due to my CP: for example, the scarcity of 

accessible restrooms. 

Also, ironically, there’s only one reference to sex in this JSTOR Daily article: “such as 

homosexuality and other behaviors that contravene traditional ideas of the family.” Many 

LGBTQIA people today eschew “homosexuality” as an outdated, clinical term. 

I’m also amazed that the JSTOR Daily essay doesn’t mention HIV/AIDS! The AIDS stigma is a 

perfect example of ostracizing sick/disabled and LGBTQIA people over moral panic. We know 

now that AIDS isn’t casually transmissible, but many people refused even to shake hands with 

people with HIV or send their kids to school with them. 

Ironically, though, the most obvious convergences of morality and disgust I can imagine are 

sexual: sexual abuse, incest, and other taboos, or even affairs and kinks, in societies where those 

are taboo. 

In my Uncanny essays, and many more, I question the assumption that “everyone” is 

instinctively repulsed by disabled people. This is why, even though my work is taught in high 

school and college, I don’t think academia has done much to root out ableism. And I’m not even 

an academic. 

In contrast, an example of moral disgust that makes perfect sense (even in terms of disease) is the 

taboo against cannibalism. Food is mentioned in the JSTOR article, but not cannibalism. 

Instead, the article remains vague on food. “We expect a similar maneuver from new 

immigrants…by learning to eat recognizably American food alongside neighbors and coworkers, 

and replacing any markedly foreign clothing with styles they see at the local mall.” Yikes! 

Again, who is “we”? Very ignorant. 
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The outdated and racist idea of immigrants fitting into the “melting pot” if they assimilate, 

“disgust” for non-contagious skin conditions, and on dating apps, which is eugenic thinking, 

really…the article I quoted from JSTOR Daily above is a mess. It doesn’t unpack any of these 

biases. This is followed by sweeping generalizations re: the US and Canada and “tolerance.” 

I Tweeted in June 2020 about intelligence and attractiveness as social constructs and 

conventions: 

In my inexact opinion, intelligence is kind of like attractiveness. It’s socially constructed, which 

does not mean “not real.” It’s subjective. Many of us will agree that the same few people are 

highly attractive or intelligent. Others will disagree. 

The underlying standards are sexist, racist, ableist, disfiguremisic, cis-normative — normative in 

every way. It’s great if we consider ourselves and our friends and partners smart and beautiful. 

Intelligence and beauty confer certain privileges, but no objective standard exists. 

“She’s a 10!” 

“Her IQ is…” 

Nonsense. Subjective and fluctuates. 

Intelligence and attractiveness can impact self-esteem. I get that. But if you base your entire ego 

or personality on feeling superior to others, that’s an arrogant, asshole attitude. Confidence is not 

a scarce commodity. If people want to consider themselves — or everyone — hot and smart, 

that’s good! 

You can be highly skilled or intelligent or attractive in certain ways and not others. But of 

course, even if you disregard all the unconscious, systemic biases for a moment, it’s largely all a 

matter of opinion! 

More works cited 

Freud, Sigmund. The Uncanny. London: Penguin Classics (reprint), 2003. Also accessed at 

https://web.mit.edu/allanmc/www/freud1.pdf  
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