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 Referring to the notion of shock taken from Walter Benjamin, 
psychoanalyst Christian Dunker relates the figure of the undead to a 
certain type of subjectivity characterized as “post-traumatic”.1 The aspect of 
Benjamin’s concept of “shock” that interests Dunker comes from the essay 
Experiência e Pobreza [Experience and Poverty],2 in which the author 
relates the experience suffered by combatants in the First World War and the 
inability of these individuals to provide accounts of what they lived through. 
In the text there is a denunciation of widespread violence, followed by the 
observation that there is “honor” in “confessing our poverty”, in which the 
author then urges the dignified confrontation of this exhaustion. Added to 
this subjectivity, fractured by shock, is the notion of the “abject”, a precise 
expression of the “confession” that Walter Benjamin calls for. The abject 
produces a violent instability in identifications.3 Such an experience appears, 
in film, in the form of the monstrous, the uncanny, the undetermined and 
in extreme violence. It elicits disgust and aversion, and is expressed by the 
corpse, but also by a pre-symbolic universe characterized by fluids and 
organic or inorganic amorphous matter which are related to the body, but 
which do not immediately produce identifications with notions of personality, 
structure (a complete structured body), and rigid binaries. The paradigm of 
the undead (the subject as a living corpse) elicits a frustration of the capacity 
to separate, contrast, differentiate. As in phobia, it is not possible to sublimate 
or fetishize a strangeness that is the unbridled manifestation of total horror.
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Abject

Abject, body horror, close-up, gore, necropolitics, terrir, wound and 
zombie are the entries in this critical glossary imagined from the figure 
of the undead. The text has a fragmentary, experimental form, at times 
with disparate associations, in order to incorporate the very logic of 
the analyzed objects, and is the author’s response to the seminar series, 
including part of his postdoctoral research outcomes while at TrAIN 
under the supervision of Dr. Michael Asbury.

1 Christian Dunker, ‘Novos tipos clínicos na psicanálise dos anos 2010’, in Terezinha de  
Camargo Viana (Org.) et al, Psicologia clínica e cultura contemporânea    
(Brasília: Liber Livros, 2012), 232.
2 Walter Benjamin, ‘Experiência e pobreza’, in Magia e técnica, arte e política: ensaios  
sobre literatura e história da cultura (São Paulo: Brasiliense, 1993), 114-120.
3 Julia Kristeva, Powers of horror: an essay on abjection (New York: Columbia   
University Press, 1982).

 If, on the one hand, the horror film deals with the experience of the 
body transformed into an image - in its entirety or in parts, which becomes 
gigantic on the cinema screen, swallowing the spectator - on the other hand, it 
deals with a type of event that exacerbates the experiences of the physicality 
of the body (“becoming flesh”). “Body genres”5 are sometimes considered 
sensationalist or exploitative, such as pornography, melodrama and horror, 
in addition to musicals and comedy. Linda Williams oscillates between 
perceiving body genres as a mimic performed by the viewer of what occurs in 
the film’s narrative and, also, like much of cinema theory, the psychoanalytical 
dynamics of repression, both mediated by shock. A relationship is established, 
both in mimicry and in trauma, both close and detached, between image and 
body, violence and pleasure. A morbid eroticism surfaces in the excessive 
discharge of sensations and emotions. Body horror is produced somatically, 
by contagion, arising from “visceral contact” with images,6 and in particular, 
explicit scenes of violence, mutilation and torture. Xavier Aldana-Reyes, 
following Linda Badley,7 reminds us that the term ‘horror’ derives from the 
Latin horrère, referring to the astonishment that causes the bodily response 
of goosebumps, establishing a relationship of intrinsic physicality between 
body and image. This somatization makes it possible to recode the perceptual 
experience in terms of a phenomenology of the extreme based on hyper-
intensity and threat, and to give up any expectation of an ontological limit 
between image and physical body. The saturation of cognition contributes to 
the dismantling of the body as we know it and, ultimately, to the alienation 
of notions of personality and the autonomous subject. Body horror makes it 
possible to think of other corporeities and dynamics of desire when dealing 
with the “spectacle of the human body defamiliarized, rendered other.”8

Renato Pera

Body Horror

“Watching horror is an experience that can bring us closer to the limits 
of sentience, of sensorial liminality, of what it means to be in a state of 
‘becoming meat’.”4

4 Xavier Aldana Reyes, Consuming mutilation: affectivity and corporeal transgression on  
stage and screen, (PhD Thesis, Lancaster University, 2012), 71.
5 Linda Williams, ‘Film Bodies: Gender, Genre, and Excess’, in Film Quarterly 44, no. 4  
(Summer, 1991).
6 Xavier Aldana Reyes, Horror films and affect: Towards a Corporeal Model of  
Viewership (New York; London: Routledge, 2016).
7 Linda Badley, Film, horror and the body fantastic (Westport, Connecticut; London:  
Greenwood Press, 1995), 11.
8 Kelly Hurley, ‘Reading like an alien: posthuman identity in Ridley Scott’s Alien and  
David Cronenberg’s Rabid’, in Judith Halberstam and Ira Livingston,    
Posthuman bodies (Indiana University Press, 1995), 203.
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 There is a certain obscenity in the use of the close-up. It implies 
a desire to see beyond what the eye and distance allow. Scopic pleasure: 
penetration into surfaces, the act of limitless seeing. Close-up can be 
considered the enlargement of a detail that invests the scene with greater 
realism, veracity. This descriptive documental resource allows for a 
supposedly more objective access to a visual detail. Its pornographic character 
relates to the authoritarianism of the image of the spectacle,9 or the ideology 
of total visibility.10 Linda Williams relates the Freudian fetish to the 1970s 
American porn industry “money shot.”11 Money shot is the term that defines 
the close-up of the ejaculating penis, taken as visual-material evidence of 
sexual satisfaction (from a masculinist perspective, of course). The all-
powerful character of the close-up associated with the penis imposes a cut, a 
cliche (and therefore, reified) image, of the alienation of the member from its 
context and the bodies that produce this context, including the actual body to 
which this, now enlarged, penis belonged. The figuration of the corpse or the 
wounded body by means of the close-up, a common feature in zombie films, 
along with scenes of cannibalism, decomposing skin and bodies, and exposed 
entrails, offends the omnipotence of the homogenous legibility of the erect 
ejaculating penis by presenting other morbid fetishistic substitutes for erotic 
satisfaction.12
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Close-Up

9 As in Guy Debord’s The society of the spectacle (1967).
10 Jean Baudrillard, ‘The ecstasy of communication’, in Hal Foster, The Anti-Aesthetic: 
Essays on Postmodern Culture (Seattle: Bay Press, 1983), 130-131.
11 Linda Williams, Hard core (Berkeley; Los Angeles: University of California 
Press, 1989).
12 These elements are explicitly juxtaposed in L.A. Zombie (2010), by Bruce LaBruce.

 

 A generic definition of the term gore places emphasis on the 
explicit nature of the representation of the material reality of the injured 
body, relegated to fluids, wounds, viscera and all manner of extreme 
violence against the body.13 However, attention must focus on the excess 
in descriptiveness, to that which goes beyond, in its hyper-definition and 
exaggeration, the mere descriptive function of language, as it opens up to a 
synesthetic and contradictory field, in which, in the case of the horror film, 
nauseating elements are juxtaposed with morbid eroticism. “The enjoyment 
of always seeing more than meets the eye.”14 Representation is transgressed 
through a phenomenology of threat and hyper-intensity. The horror 
narrative stands in a symmetrical relationship to the morbid excitement 
inherent in capitalism itself, in its unfettered desire for satisfaction, mastery 
and the consumption of all that exists. The dismemberment of bodies 
and sensationalist violence are inseparable elements of the contemporary 
experience, based in the Global South on what Sayak Valencia brilliantly 
termed “gore capitalism”. For Valencia, the term gore qualifies a form 
of “necroempowerment”, that is, the economic and social legitimization 
of groups linked to organized crime. This consists in both effect and in 
response to the fallacy of globalization, in a struggle for autonomy and 
(masculinist) self-affirmation that involves human trafficking, murder and 
overt demonstrations of violence against the bodies of adversaries.15 However, 
the gore, or rather, the excess in the description which, as stated, makes us 
perceive more than the image itself seems to show, also locates a referent that 
resists abstraction in the capitalist system of circulation (communication, 
financial market). “Gore”, one researcher will say, “emphasizes the materiality 
of bodies and brains, of the human substance within an economy made 
seemingly abstract because it has become financial but which is nevertheless 
dependent upon labor as the sole source of value.”16
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Gore

13 Peter Hutchings, ‘Gore’, in Historical Dictionary of Horror Cinema (Lanham; 
Toronto; Plymouth: The Scarecrow Press, 2008), 147-148.
14 Han-yu Huang, ‘Monsters, Perversion, and Enjoyment: Toward a Psychoanlytic Theory 
of Postmodern Horror’, Concentric: Literary and Cultural Studies 33, no. 1 (March, 
2007): 100. See also Christian Dunker, O cálculo neurótico do gozo (São Paulo: Escuta, 
2002).
15 Sayak Valencia, Capitalismo Gore (Santa Cruz de Tenerife (España): Editorial 
Melusina, 2010).
16 Mark Steven, Splatter Capital (London, Repeater Books, 2017), 34.
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 Shot (think of the paramilitary patriarchal groups common in zombie 
films, and in the Brazilian civilian protests of the extreme right calling for 
the impeachment of Dilma Rousseff, or for military intervention, during Jair 
Bolsonaro’s government): 

Reverse-shot (think of hordes of zombies):

 The necropolitical regime - a term coined by Achille Mbembe - is 
based on the extrapolation of biopolitics as proposed by Michel Foucault and 
its acute inversion. Biopolitics classifies bodies and populations according 
to biophysical and cultural (racist) markers, controlling them by way of 
confinement, concealment, extermination or pedagogical rehabilitation, in 
order to be be reinserted in the social body as normal, sane, or docile. In 
biopolitics, discipline seeks to establish itself universally based on institutions 
historically linked to the homogenizing forms of Nation-State, policies of 
racial and ethnic eugenics, and urban planning, among other institutions - or, 
as Mbembe argues, the “sovereignty” of the State (the self-granted use of war, 
force and the law), aims to produce an autonomy based on reinforcing the 
fantasy of a homogenous identity. In the necropolitical regime, by contrast, 
control of death is aimed at absolute violence towards the “enemy,” its 
complete extermination as a measure of economic rationality. This is anti-
institutional since it meets the demands of groups who may or may not be 
associated with the State, hand in hand with globalization. This type of terror 
is nomadic in form, technologically advanced, silent, simultaneous, vertical 
(from the satellite to the subterranean, or submarine), anonymous and 
remote. Such a regime consists in the general diffusion of a state of exception 
(in which the universality of the law is denied). It results in individuals and 
populations without any status as political subjects or of citizenship, brought 
together or dispersed according to the interests of groups in power. 
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Necropolitics

the collapse of formal political institutions under the pressure of 
violence tends to lead to the formation of militia economies. War 
machines (in this case, militias or rebel movements) quickly become 
highly organized predatory mechanisms that tax territories and 
the populations that occupy them and are based on a variety of 
transnational networks and diasporas that provide them with material 
and financial [and human] support.17

As a political category, populations are then decomposed in rebels, 
child-soldiers, victims or refugees, civilians incapacitated by mutilation 
or simply massacred in the style of ancient sacrifices, while the 
“survivors”, following a terrible exodus, are confined to camps and 
states of exception18

17 Achille Mbembe, ‘Necropolítica’, Arte & Ensaios n. 32 (2016): 141, our translation.
18 Mbembe, ‘Necropolítica’, 141, our translation.

Mbembe concludes:

I have proposed the notion of necropolitics and necropower to explain 
the various ways in which, in our contemporary world, firearms are 
implanted in the interest of the maximum destruction of people and the 
creation of “worlds of death,” new and unique forms of social existence, 
in which vast populations are submitted to living conditions which give 
them the status of “living dead.”19

Renato Pera

19 Mbembe, ‘Necropolítica’, 146, our translation.



28 29

Undead: Critical Dictionary

Terrir

 The somatic responses provoked by horror films bear a similarity 
to comedy. The impurity - the abject - is common to both horror and 
humor. Contradictory impulses such as laughter and fear share similarities 
with the joke and the uncanny, and with forms of returning (repetition) 
and disguise (symptom). Humor is based on the “incongruity,” that is, the 
convergence of “disparate or contrasting ideas and concepts”, in search of the 
“transgression of accepted concepts, categories, norms and common sense 
expectations.”20 These include the figures of the pun, the double (puppets, 
marionettes, lookalikes, caricatures, for instance), of allegory and the clown, 
and the monster. In examining a possible etymology of the word “clown”, 
Noël Carroll relates it to other terms such as “clod”, “clot” and “lump” that 
designate amorphous materials, without clear boundaries, and that connote 
impurity. Terrir, this singularly Brazilian concept, seeks to define a type of 
slapstick comedy full of blood, guts, sex, humiliation, precariousness and 
humor, seen in an unforgiving tropical light. The concept appears in the 
Tropicalist cultural debate.21 This is not a neologism intended to accommodate 
the comedy-horror genre, since there is no compensatory balance between 
horror’s anguish and laughter’s decompression. Decompression is not 
possible: terrir is the collision of mockery, hedonism and horror. Or, as we 
hear at a certain point in O bandido da luz vermelha [The Red Light Bandit] 
(Rogério Sganzerla, 1968): “when there’s nothing left to do, we spoil and ruin 
things.”

20 Noël Carroll, ‘Horror and Humor’, The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 57, no. 
2 (1999): 153-154.
21 For example, Ivan Cardoso, Ivan Cardoso: o mestre do terrir (São Paulo: Imprensa 
Oficial, 2008).
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 We read somewhere about debased gestures – among them, crawling, 
mutilating, contorting and allowing oneself to be overcome by tiredness –, as 
gestures that internalize the external forces that put pressure on the body.22 

The place where it hurts, where the body is more vulnerable and presents 
exposed wounds, is where its greatest resistance is witnessed. The wound 
interrupts the continuity of the skin’s surface. Similarly, the poor image 
interrupts the unlimited, obscene circulation of the smooth neoliberal image. 
If the skin is the surface on which signs and ambiguities circulate,23 situated, 
however, in confrontation with the regime of total visibility, then the wound 
is the monstrosity, that which tears at the surface. The wound is the point of 
contact between the violated body and the body of the viewer, in a type of 
phenomenology of the physical limit, of somatic complicity. At its non-utopian 
surface, the wound boasts the signs of the necropolitical regime of today. It is 
the substitute for “immediate death” and “sustain[s], in the gaze of the victim - 
and those around them - the morbid spectacle of dismemberment.”24

Wound

22 David Lapoujade, ‘O corpo que não aguenta mais’, in Daniel Lins and Sylvio Gadelha 
(Orgs.), Nietzsche e Deleuze: o que pode um corpo (Rio de Janeiro: Relume Dumará; 
Fortaleza, CE: Secretaria de Cultura e Desporto, 2002), 81-90.
23 Judith Halberstam, Skin shows (Durham; London: Duke University Press, 1995).
24 Mbembe, ‘Necropolítica’, 142, our translation.
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 In cinema, this genre emerges from an initial period in which zombies 
had an explicit racial (racist) sign, in direct references to slave labor and the 
ritual trances of Afro-Caribbean religions, particularly in Haiti. Zombies were 
described as abject beings, devoid of their own motor and mental capacities 
in a historical arc that stretches from the Haitian revolution to the first half 
of the 20th century in both the United States and Europe.25 Colonialist echoes 
would reach the 1980s and beyond. In contemporary Latin America, zombies 
appear in a critical manner in films with a political-parodical appeal such as 
Juan de los Muertos (Alejandro Brugués, 2011), Halley (Sebastian Hoffman, 
2013) and the brilliant Sinfonia da Necrópole (Juliana Rojas, 2008). The dead 
are invited to the table, to paraphrase Walter Benjamin. In George Romero’s 
first zombie films, racial tension is preserved by the black protagonists. 
Nevertheless, the living dead came to be characterized as desubjectified 
cannibals, repeating the mechanical habits they engaged in life. In Dawn of 
the Dead (1978), they inhabit a shopping mall. “Zombies,” we are told, “are 
now a major descriptor of a certain class of economic agents, like unprofitable 
ones who continue to function economically on the basis of perpetual 
borrowing and ever inventive financing and refinancing arrangements.”26 

As a result, there is a generalized instrumentalization of life - reification -, 
a phenomenology based on “living within your means-to-an-end,” in which 
vital signs are expropriated from individuals and converted into symbolic 
commodities, signs and effects - libido, sexuality, success, friendships, the 
soul, liberty, identity, etc. - to be sold back to these individuals. However 
this provides the critical backdrop against which the figure of the zombie 
can be situated - the luminous and high definition space of screens and the 
immaterial circulation of financial capital -, putrefied flesh, its textures, 
the viscosity of bodily fluids and the sanguine colour of exposed entrails, 
address the limit of the material condition, the bare life of subjects that are 
put outside of history, and the failure of language. It is possible to see zombies 
as alternatives for the rational-functionalist system, sexual reproduction, 
the supposed autonomy and stability of subjectivity and identity, and the 
“normal” anatomical conformation of bodies. All of these are, ultimately, 
attributes that confer ambivalence and vigor to the figure of the living dead.

Zombie

25 Christopher M. Moreman and Cory James Rushton, Race, oppression and the zombie: 
Essays on cross-cultural appropriations of the Caribbean tradition (Jefferson, North 
Carolina: McFarland & Company, 2011).
26 Ronjon Paul Data and Laura MacDonald, ‘Time for Zombies: Sacrifice and the 
Structural Phenomenology of Capitalist Futures’, in Moreman and Rushton, Race, 
oppression and the zombie, 80.
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This publication is the fruition of an expansive series of 
seminars and conversations between current doctoral 
students at The Research Centre for Transnational 
Art, Identity and Nation (TrAIN) and an invited 
selection of international artists, curators and theorists 
whose work animates and reconfigures our collective 
thought. Questions of method and methodology 
were particularly salient in addressing aspects of 
transnationalism and identity in art, with much of the 
research being conducted on subject matter perceived 
as being extra-territorial, either across or outside 
of the so-called Western centre and its attendant 
knowledge frameworks or with it engaging in a diverse 
and complex sense of national belonging, method or 
approach might come into play reflexively. This would 
constitute a way to address our respective research 
areas against the grain of academic and intellectual 
Eurocentricity.
 The themes in this seminar series include 
subjects such as the intersections of Black 
methodologies and curatorial practices, innovative 
approaches towards archives, performance, and 
aesthetics ranging from critical engagements with 
notions such as the transnational and globalisation, 
to the work of decolonisation and the destabilisation 
of dominant histories – what we have collected 
here as a set of altered tactics. Such critical-creative 
methodological subversions included tactics of 
fabulation, frottage, erasure, disobedience, gũthaka 
(play), anthropophagy (cannibalism) and indigestion. 


