
 

“Deformed Discourse”: Analysis 

 

David Williams,  

Deformed Discourse  

Chapter 2, “The Language of the Monstrous”  

 

“The association of monsters with language is a profound long-standing one and that 

simultaneously reveals something of a historical conception of monstrosity, as well as 

ambivalence towards language itself.   Several ancient teratological Legends trace the 

appearance of the monster in the world to the moment of the collapse of the Tower of 

Babel, and suggest a causal relation between the two events.  The story of the Tower of 

Babel constitutes a pivotal moment in human symbolic history, containing as it does the 

mythic explanation of the origin of human discursive activity and the beginning of 

diversity and division in human society.  Language existed before the Babylonian 

cataclysm but it was of a different nature:  “and the whole earth was of one language 

and of one speech” (Genesis 11:1) 

 

“This single unified language betokening not only harmony in human society, but as 

well, a kind of remnant of an original unity of being, is confounded when it is used to 

assert arrogantly the autonomy of human cognition from the divine One, as signified in 

the Babylonians’ efforts to penetrate heaven and “create a name”: “ and they said, ‘go, 

let us build a city and a tower whose top May reach into heaven and let us making name 

we be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole Earth (Genesis 11:4). 

 

“This story, like other Biblical episodes establishes the contradictory tendencies in 

human desire: the one toward individuation of the self, the valorization of the particular 

and the material, and the establishment of hegemony through naming;  the other a 

longing for unity with the other, for universality,  and for simple “being” in the place of 

knowing the transcendence of the gulf between knower and known. The tower builders 

strive to name themselves, and thus become distinct from the generality of existence 

around them; and to do so, they choose--as the legend makes clear--basic matter of 

sand and slime out of which to make bricks and mortar with which to make material 

structures.  Through an inversion characteristic of such legendary narrative, these 

means are devoted to the achievement of a primal unity (lest we be scattered) and the 

continuation of an Integrity of language.” 

 

 



 

Analysis 

 
The story of the Tower of Babel in the Book of Genesis provides, according to Williams, the 

foundation of all “monstrous” narratives, including Beowulf and, perhaps most clearly, Mary 

Shelley’s Frankenstein. 
 

Throughout the Middle Ages, literature about the deformed (teratology) held a prominent role 

in poetry, art, and social discourse.  Images of headless beasts, dragons, and deformed 

creatures, however, was not the result of “superstition” but rather an expression of deeply held 

convictions about the role of language. 

 

In general, language was understood to have two roles and functions: one, the “natural” or 

worldly use, to navigate through life.  The second, the “divine”, was the communion with God. 

 

Accessing the Divine involved complex and varied theories of language.  How can human 

language, derived from Babel, be the means of communicating with God?  After all, the Babel 

project failed: God had the last word on that presumption of humans to climb to God according 

to their own efforts. 

 

Questions for discussion 

 

 

1. Why might the story of the Tower of Babel give rise to teratological literature? 

 

2. What is the relationship between language and mysticism? 

 

3. What does the monstrous in art and literature attempt to convey about the human 

condition? 
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