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Chapter 1: Introductory Chapter

1.1 Background

Anime has commonly been referred to as a landmark form of Japanese literature, and
up till today is a widely popular global export (Dizikes, 2013). Its widespread viewership has
led to global exports to other countries, targeting especially the young people (Nagata, 2010).

Fullmetal Alchemist Brotherhood (Irie, 2009) is a 64-episode Japanese animation
adaptation of the popular Shonen Manga, Fullmetal Alchemist (Arakawa, 2001). The film
received a rating of 9.24 by MyAnimeList, as voted by 839,865 users, and the manga
received a rating of 9.1, as voted by 95,154 users, which is rated top among all anime as of
April 2019. The science fiction cum adventure manga was published in the prestigious
Monthly Shonen Gangan magazine between August 2001 and June 2010, well-received by its
main target demographic of teenagers. FMAB is one of the longest running anime series,
signifying its prevalence in the anime industry.

The anime follows two protagonists, Ed and Al, who lost parts of their body after
attempting to resurrect their beloved deceased mother using alchemy, a power that allows the
user to conjure up anything at the cost of using something of an equivalent value. The
antagonists, Father and his seven children, are deformed, immortal, gruesome creatures
known as Homunculi that attempt to destroy the whole Earth and attain the power of god. Ed
and Al in this case are protecting the Earth from evil.

The portrayal of Father and the seven children can be seen as embodying elements of the
"Abject" (Kristeva, 1982). The "Abject" is an abstract being (in this case, the antagonists)
which represents something terrible, extreme, hopeless, and the place where meaning
collapses (Kristeva, 1982). In the anime, Father attempts to kill off the entire world, to create
a giant philosopher’s stone, in order to attain the power of god. The "Abject" is neither
subject nor object (Foster, 1996), and is generally something one must get rid of to achieve
the “Ideal I” (Foster, 1996). In addition, within this narrative cinema, there is a correlation
between who the spectator sees in the film, and who they think they are in relation to
themselves (Ellsworth, 1997). Through the portrayal of the "Abject" within Fullmetal
Alchemist Brotherhood, a spectator can see a vision of an “anti-ideal I”, someone that he
would not want to become.

Hence, this research will be comparing the traits of Kristeva’s "Abject" to the
characters in the anime, notably the deformed antagonists and protagonists, evaluating
whether the "Abject" still holds true in our present society, or if there is a necessity to update
it in our modern context. The concrete analysis of core scenes will be done through the use of
“Multimodal Semiotics” (O’Toole, 1994) as a way of analysing the film and Spectatorship
Theory.

1.2 Rationale

Psychoanalysis in this domain of Kristeva’s “Abject” has been researched and
expounded on by key researchers such as Barbara Creed, in her book The
Monstrous-Feminine (1993). However, this has been applied to the field of horror, mainly

focusing on its applications in horror films and what defines the horror in it. This research
paper aims to apply the "Abject" in the context of a Japanese animation, and hence evaluate
the evolution of the concept of the "Abject", in this anime series which has clear elements of
the "Abject". The “Abject” might have experienced a change be it between the American and
Japanese film, or throughout time. With reference to “spectatorship theory” (Lacan, 1949), I
can also understand how the evolution of the “Abject” affects the “mirror stage” of a
spectator when they attempt to identify themselves in the film. Through a cross comparison
of the qualities researched on by past researchers such as Kristeva and Creed, who expounded
on her findings, and the analysis of the characters in Fullmetal Alchemist Brotherhood, we
can redefine the elements for Kristeva’s "Abject" in our modern time, and also find out the
reasons for such changes.

1.3 Research Questions

1. How have the elements of the “Abject” (Kristeva, 1982) evolved in its embodiment
and representation in Fullmetal Alchemist Brotherhood (Irie, 2009)?
2. With reference to Spectatorship theory (Lacan, 1949), how do these changes account
for the portrayal of the “anti-Ideal I” in the eyes of a spectator?

1.4 Thesis Statement

The qualities of Kristeva’s "Abject" (1982) have evolved in three main components:
the gender of the "Abject" (Kristeva, 1982), the body without a soul (Creed, 1983), and the

necessity to repel it for fear of self-annihilation (Creed, 1983), which is present in Japanese
animation films in accordance to the new culture, latest timeline and the medium of the text.

1.5 Scope of Research / Delimitations

This research will be mainly focusing on 5 selected episodes of FMAB that feature
the antagonists as a main aspect of the episode and highlight the “broken” nature of the
protagonists, so that the proposed framework (to be covered in Methodology) can be applied.
The original film, Fullmetal Alchemist (Mizushima, 2003) - which tells the same story as
FMAB - will not be used for this paper as FMAB was more successful in terms of viewership
and ratings, and is thus a better landmark work to use for analysis.

1.6 Significance of Research / Usefulness

This research will attempt to understand the evolution of the elements of the “Abject”
across time and cultures and redefine the elements of the "Abject" through the analysis of
characters in Japanese animations. Previously, research has been conducted in various other
fields involving the "Abject" such as in art and religion (Foster, 1996).In fact, Kristeva’s
"Abject" was first introduced in The Powers of Horror, as the human reaction to a breakdown
in meaning caused by the loss of distinction between self and other (Kristeva, 1982). By
applying the concept of the “Abject” into a Japanese animation, it offers a possibly new
insight into how the "Abject" is formed and perceived. There has also been no significant
study done on the "Abject" being portrayed as a cartoon animation in settings like anime,
making this a new development of psychoanalytic thinking. For this paper, an amalgamated

framework for the analysis of the “Abject” will be proposed in order to analyse the evolution
and adaptations in accordance to the cross cultural and new time frames of this anime. It is
hoped that this framework can serve as a base platform for subsequent studies of the same
nature.

1.7 Limitations

This research focuses on the evolution of the "Abject" within one singular Japanese
animation: Fullmetal Alchemist Brotherhood. This research aims to come up with a viable
framework that can be applied to other mediums of different contexts and cultures, so as to
uncover the evolution in the elements of the “Abject”.

Chapter 2: Literature Review

Chapter 2.1: Theoretical Framework for Analysis

This research will incorporate an integrated approach through an amalgamated
framework of analysis for the “Abject”, to uncover the evolution in the elements of the
“Abject” and to understand how it affects a spectator in the “mirror stage” (Lacan, 1949).
This will be done through the use of “multimodal semiotics” (O’Toole, 1994), where a
scene’s elements such as the cinematography will be analysed to arrive at a conclusion. Thus,
the evolution of the "Abject" can be analysed.

Chapter 2.2: Spectatorship Theory (Lacan, 1949)

Spectatorship theory (Lacan, 1949) is about the relationship between a film’s text and
a spectator’s experience (Ellsworth, 1997). This mode of address lies within the film, but acts
on its imagined or real viewers or both. Film is like a mirror (Metz, 1982). Supposedly, the
spectator gains pleasure in looking, as it recognises its own image in the mirror, which is
crucial for the constitution of the spectator’s ego (Mulvey, 1988). Without identification with
the film, the film would become incomprehensible. The cinema has structures of fasciation
which are strong enough to allow a temporary loss of ego while simultaneously reinforcing it.
This is relevant to this research as it is needed to understand how the change or portrayal of
the "Abject" is influenced by or can influence a spectator, in their recognition of their own
image.

One theoretical framework would be the development of the spectator through
narcissism, as the formation of their ego comes with the identification of the image seen
(Mulvey, 1988). With narcissism, the spectator bases his ego on the object seen, and his
fascination and recognition of it. With this, the spectator uses the film as a mirror, in that the
ideal version of him is portrayed through the subject in the film. It is applicable in this
research as when the "Abject" is viewed, a spectator would not want to associate themselves
with it, and a derivation of Lacan’s Ideal I (1988), the anti-Ideal I, can be formed. Lacan
theorised that as an infant, we come into contact with a perfect self, which is contrasted by
our own imperfect selves, which is what the "Abject" represents. The screen acts as a bridge
between the imperfect self and the perfect self, thus Spectatorship theory is crucial for this
research.

Chapter 2.3: The "Abject" (Kristeva, 1982)

Psychoanalytic Theory is the theory of “personality organisation, and the dynamics of
personality development” (Freud, 1937). Kristeva’s "Abject" is an undesirable state which we
would want to repel, as it is a form in which meaning collapses (Kristeva, 1982).

In Kristeva’s landmark piece Powers of Horror ( 1982), she hypothesized that the
woman represented the monstrous in the horror film. This is done through association with
the female reproductive body, referred to as the ‘Monstrous-Feminine’ (Creed, 1993). Freud
marked the female sexuality as dangerous because he believed women were castrators of
men, and thus women represent the “lack” & are hence feared. This belief of castration
originates from the substantial difference between women and men, as he theorized that

women desire to be masculine, suffering from “penis-envy”. “Abjection” happens when we
attempt to reject all that is considered “abject”. This can be applied to the elements of
“abject” present in FMAB, and to see if such a quality still holds true.

Kristeva’s "Abject" is also defined as the corpse, which signifies a body without a
soul, one of the most basic forms of pollution. Notable characters that fulfil this are the
zombie (a living corpse), the ghoul (a corpse eater), and the vampire (body without a soul),
among others (Creed, 1993). This is because the soul is the one thing which makes a human
human, and this repels against such beings. To Creed (1993), a spectator takes comfort in
themselves not being this "Abject", and is thus portrayed as an anti-Ideal I.

Kristeva mentions that "abjection” is the feeling of horror one gets when there is a
breakdown in the distinction of self and Other. It works within our society as a means of
separating out the human from the non-human and the fully constituted subject from the
partially formed subject (Creed, 1993), meaning that there is a necessity to remove all that are
elements of “abject” for our society to function. The subject is always beset by “abjecton” as
it fascinates desire, but when uncontrolled can destroy them (Creed,1993). This encompasses
how the "Abject" can be seen as an anti-Ideal I, which spectators of a film would not want to
see within themselves.

Chapter 3: Methodology

Chapter 3.1: Amalgamated Framework

For the purpose of this research, I will be proposing an amalgamated framework that
will be used for the analysis of the anime. Firstly, I will identify elements within the scene
that are considered “Abject” (Kristeva, 1982), and then objectively compare how this
“Abject” in FMAB has been changed or differs from what it was originated out to be, as
covered in my literature review. Then, I will relate to how this “Abject” has affects the
spectator with reference to “Spectatorship theory” (Lacan, 1949). This allows me to offer an
alternative as to what the “Abject” potentially embodies.

Chapter 3.1.1: Multimodal Semiotics

I will be capturing screen stills of the anime, and then applying “Multimodal
Semiotics” (O’Toole, 1994) as a means to analyse the scene. “Multimodal Semiotics” is
about how the film engages the viewer’s attention, thoughts, and emotions, and lets us avoid
starting with factors outside the film such as historical background (O’Toole, 1994). In this
framework, it is about how the pictures in the film relates to us through a disposal of various
devices. This includes rhythm, gaze, framing, light, perspective, and modality. This
arrangement of forms and art within the film convey a more direct modal relation with the
viewer (O’Toole, 1994). In general, these works of art open to new insights by individual
viewers and are open to different interpretations by different generations and cultures. Hence,
this research can apply this to analyse the film.

Chapter 4: Discussion and Analysis
This section will be split into 3 sub categories, trying to uncover the three types of
changes in the portrayal of the “Abject”, namely the gender of the "Abject" (Kristeva, 1982),
the body without a soul (Creed, 1983), and the necessity to repel it for fear of
self-annihilation (Creed, 1983). For each sub category, the amalgamated framework will be
employed to uncover a potential evolution in the embodiment of Kristeva’s “Abject” (1982).

Chapter 4.1: The Gender of the “Abject”
Kristeva marked the female sexuality as horrendous, and the “Abject” is commonly
associated to the female gender and all related feminine qualities. However, at first glance, all
but one of the Seven Children - Lust - are male, each of them dressed similarly to a human.

In this scene, Father, the main antagonist, emerges out of the Earth after killing the
whole world and in exchange, acquired the most powerful philosophers’ stone, and is on his
way to attain the power of god. Father is the most powerful homunculus that created the
seven others, and kills people without batting an eyelid for his own personal gains.
Following the framework, elements of “Abject” in this scene would be the black
human like silhouette that emerges out, with no features other than one big eye. The black
satanic tentacles and red satanic circle also contribute to the element of horror within this
scene. This red satanic circle is commonly associated with the devil, who is an evil being
that, according to old folklore, one will encounter when he dies and enters hell. When Father
is being portrayed with said circle it is as if he was represented by death, and symbolises all
the killing he has done. Father is also being portrayed here as a masculine male, with strong
arms and a distinct male-like body, and aptly enough it was him that fathered his seven
children and created them. This already goes against Kristeva’s defining quality that the
“Abject” has to be female.
Applying “multimodal semiotics” (O’Toole, 1994), this shot is framed such that the
spectator is the target of the hand reach which is used to generate fear. Father also continues
to scream louder and louder, which encompasses the growing tension within the scene. All
these contribute to the embodiment of the “Abject” within Father.
Father in this case wants to kill the entire world to attain a power equal to god for
himself. His motivations at evil and something generally considered immoral to the core,
which repels a spectator to not want to be them.

In this particular scene, one of Father’s children Gluttony, is shown attacking our
protagonists, in an effort to avenge the death of Lust, his “sister” and another one of Father’s
children. Gluttony is a homunculus that eats live humans as if they were snacks and his
stomach can open to engulf more living people.
Elements of “Abject within this scene would be the obvious open stomach revealing
nothing but one big eye. There are also fangs that extend outwards on all sides, hinting at a
common literature monster like a vampire or a werewolf, all considered to embody elements
of “Abject”. In addition, Gluttony’s eyes turn red like a laser dot and his tongue sticks out in
a sign of wanting to eat the humans. Coupled with his big size, this portrayal of him creates
an impression of a wild and brazen animal, which perfectly encapsulates the horror that is
within Gluttony.

When applying multimodal semiotics, we notice that the shot is framed in a
bottom-up angle, which further emphasises the sheer monstrosity and size that is Gluttony,
and also the danger he possesses. Lighting is also put to a minimal and the dim background
accompanied with the dark colours Gluttony carries creates a foreboding mood, and shows
the horror that is embodied by Gluttony. Also in this scene, the background music has been
cut completely, so the only sound apparent is that of Gluttony, when he screams in rage at
Mustang for killing Lust, and also the grotesque sound of saliva when he licked his tongue.
In both the case of Father and Gluttony, they are both considered to be an “Abject”,
being the defining horror within their respective scenes, and yet they do not comply with
Krsiteva’s hypothesis of the femininity representing the “Abject”. Instead, one common
observation made between both is the presence of an immoral motive. In Father’s case, he
wants to murder everyone on Earth to be the most powerful being, and is not afraid to
sacrifice anyone or anything to do so. This is considered evil to the core and something that
goes against the moral code of society. For Gluttony, the act of eating another human and
committing cannibalism is against morals, and should never be done in today’s society. Both
immoral and wicked motives repel a spectator from wanting to become such creatures, as
they cannot see themselves as being this evil, which in a sense constitutes the “Abject” as
spectators are turned away from such beings and feel disgusted. With that, I can make a
preliminary conclusion that the female gender is not a necessity to embody an “Abject”, but
instead could be related to one’s motives and desires.

Chapter 4.2: The body without a soul (Creed, 1983)
Kristeva’s “Abject” is also defined as a body without a soul, as the soul is what makes
a human a human and without it, the human is considered to be polluted (Creed, 1983).

Famous examples cited from literary works would be the zombie (a living corpse), ghoul (a
corpse eater) and the vampire (body without a soul), just to name a few (Creed, 1993). In this
subchapter, I will be analysing scenes that suggest otherwise about this quality.
At first glance, it seems that only one of the seven children, being Gluttony, fulfils
this as he is the one who kills people by eating them. All the other children as well as Father
kill using traditional methods and do not constitute as a body without a soul.

In this scene, Lust attacks two military officers when they hunt her down, forcing
them into a corner and stabs one of them, leaving him in a pool of blood.
Applying my framework, elements of Kristeva’s “Abject” would be the amount of
gore present in this scene. This is put across via the regeneration process of Lust when she is
shot, revealing all her inner organs and veins, and like Gluttony from the previous scene, has
an eye in laser red colour. Besides her physical appearance, there is a pool of blood on the
floor after she stabs one of the officers and leaves him to rot. However, contrary to Gluttony,
Lust appears perfectly human-like with a soul, but can still evoke such elements of disgust
and horror on the same level as Gluttony can.
To further add on to the embodiment of the “anti-Ideal I”, the gore present and Lust’s
actions repel a spectator from wanting to become such a monster. This was achieved through
framing, such as when a spectator looks from the perspective of Lust and stares straight at the
dead body. This perfectly captures her as an embodiment of the “Abject”.
On the other hand, Mustang, the other military officer fighting Lust, is brave and also
humanlike. He is commonly represented by bright colours such as the blue military uniform,
which contrasts the dark colours Lust carries. Following spectatorship theory, the spectator
bases his ego on the courageous Mustang and he represents the “Ideal I” that the spectator
would like to become, and repels the elements of “Abject” that are within Lust. However, this
is despite both characters being human like with souls, which contradicts Creed’s hypothesis
that the “Abject” must be one without a soul.

To substantiate this evolution, I will be looking at the portrayal of another
homunculus: Wrath. In this scene, Wrath chases a fellow homunculus of his, Greed, into the
sewers and prepares to kill him for being a traitor.
Applying my framework, elements that make up the “Abject” within this scene and
Wrath would firstly be the pool of blood that Greed is left in after Father stabs him in the

throat with 2 long swords. This is further enhanced by the facial expressions of both parties,
with one expressing immense pain, and Wrath acting peaceful and calm, as if killing was an
easy thing to do. How this scene differs from the rest is the fact that Wrath’s physical features
and actions comply with that of a regular human being. This is what humans look like and yet
as a spectator we find him someone that is evil and gruesome, and we do not want to be like
him.
The two different snapshots show two different framings done to put across Wrath as
an “anti-Ideal I”. Firstly, he faces the spectator when he stabs Greed, making the spectator
feel like that they are the ones who are being killed. This creates a sense of fear and lets the
spectator know how scary he is and makes him a feared character. Then, when Greed is left in
a pool of blood, the camera shifts to the perspective of Wrath, and now the spectator is left to
see the body in all its goriness, as if the spectator had just killed him. Killing someone is
generally considered immoral and wrong in any society, even more so when Wrath
technically killed his own brother. The various cinematic techniques bring across the
ruthlessness of Wrath which is generally unwanted in anyone.
In both analysis, Lust and Wrath utilise framing - be it from the perspective of the
murdererer or the murdered - to represent the embodiment of the “anti-Ideal I”. Yet, contrary
to Creed’s hypothesis, even when these characters that are supposedly the representation of
Kristeva’s “Abject” do not constitute a body without a soul, they can still allow a spectator to
feel disgusted and horrified. From the previous sub-chapter, the preliminary conclusion still
stands in that their motivations also play a part in creating the “Abject”; Lust wants to kill a
member of the military and Wrath wants to kill off his own brother. What these two scenes
do share in common is the presence of gore to make up for the lack of disturbing human
features, such as blood or regeneration processes. This is in line with Kristeva’s original

theorisation, as blood is seen as being a part of the maternal site. Thus, I can conclude that
being a body without a soul is not a necessity to constitute Kristeva’s “Abject”.

Chapter 4.3: The necessity to repel Kristeva’s “Abject” for fear of self-annihilation (Creed,
1983)
In this subchapter, I will be focusing on how the portrayal of the “Abject” in the show
defies human nature, such as morals or code of conduct. This is so as when a spectator sees
them, they find themselves repelling against them as being such a thing will remove their
status as a human. As touched on in the previous subchapters, such defiance of human nature
can be cruelty, be it killing or torturing someone, or being overly greedy.

In this scene, Pride, the oldest of the homunculi siblings, is eating up one of his other
homunculi, Gluttony. Pride does this to attain more power and to regenerate faster, and is not
afraid to sacrifice Gluttony to do this.
Kristeva’s “Abject” is present in the scene through Pride. Although Pride has an outer
shell that resembles a small boy, the inside of him is a vicious monster with tentacles that
kills people in a heartbeat. The monster figure that emerges from Pride is all black with the
exception of the multiple rows of teeth that are used to eat Gluttony, and this creates a sense
of horror within a spectator. In the second screenshot, we can see Gluttony’s body that is cut
in half, before the Pride’s tentacles start viciously attacking it and cutting it further, to remove
the philosopher’s stone that is within Gluttony. The image painted in a spectator’s head is
very gruesome and borders on the line of cannibalism and fratricide. Perhaps what makes this
image more gruelling and exemplify the horror of the “Abject” would be the juxtaposition
between the young and innocent boy that is the shell of Pride and the deadly monster that
does the killing.

When applying “multimodal semiotics”, the first thing that can be pointed out is the
dark background that accompanies the scene when Gluttony is being devoured. This sets an
ominous atmosphere that forebodes the horrifying events. The lack of background music
during this part was replaced with the crunching sound of Gluttony, and his cries of pain echo
into the spectator. This creates a sense of hopelessness and agony as the spectator can only
watch the events unfold and not do anything about it. As the tentacles start attacking the half
cut body, the spectator is placed from the perspective of Pride, so the further killing of the
body is made apparent and in full view, so spectators can feel the gore immediately. These
help to put across the horror elements within the scene, so the spectator feels the horror
first-hand, and repels the “anti-Ideal I” that is Pride.
Pride fulfils this criteria of the necessity to repel it for fear of self-annihilation, as the
actions and thoughts of Pride are immoral and disgusting to the core. A basic human can be
said to have a family and a sense of moral conduct, but Pride easily bursts these two bubbles.
When he eats Gluttony who is his brother, he gives no regard to kin relationships and only
wants power for himself. Not only that, by killing someone on purpose for one’s own benefits
is illegal in our societies for the reason being that everyone has the right to live, but Pride
completely disregards this and kills Gluttony either ways. These actions are not what a
human would do, and it is such actions that essentially degrade a human’s worth, so a
spectator must repel such a being for fear of not only becoming such a thing, but also to
preserve their human standing.

In this particular scene, Greed is being thrown into a pot of lava to be burnt alive, as
part of Father’s punishment towards him for being weak. Although this scene offers little in
terms of the physical representation of Kristeva’s “Abject”, I do want to focus on how this
scene goes against a human code of conduct, and thus they can be considered as “abject”.
As Greed is being submerged into the lava, he screams loudly in pain, which is
apparent as his screaming triumphs the background music, which is a solemn melody. The
camera places itself at an angle such that we are able to see the suffering face of Greed while
the blurred magma in the background emits steam. This points out to the spectator the pain he
is going through, and spectators feel the horror, repelling the “Abject” that made him go
through this: Father.
Father’s actions are evil to the core. He punishes Greed by killing him all because he
failed to comply with his orders. In a unit of family in society, the family is expected to get
along in harmony, and even mild disagreements can be peacefully resolved. Father breaks the
convention of a family system, and uses cruel punishments to take his children to task. This

form of abuse is generally considered immoral, so Father perfectly encapsulates the
“anti-Ideal I” as spectators would want to avoid at all costs to become such a monster, who
disregards even his own children
With that, it is apparent that Kristeva’s “Abject” must be repelled for fear of
self-annihilation, for a spectator to maintain their position as a morally upright human being
that conforms to society, and thus this quality remains true.

Chapter 5: Conclusion
It is without doubt that Kristeva’s “Abject” (1982) has evolved in its embodiment
across time and culture. Fullmetal Alchemist Brotherhood shows this change from the
“Abject” appearing in Western cultures in the 20th century, to a modern Japanese animation
in the 21st century. Kristeva’s and Creed’s hypothesis that the “Abject” had feminine traits
and also was a body without a soul have been proved wrong in this anime, where the
homunculi have seemingly gone against these traits and yet evoke the horror and fear within
the spectator. Instead, the villain’s motivations seem to constitute part of the “Abject”, which
ties in to the third hypothesis that remains prevalent throughout: in that the “Abject” must be
repelled for fear of self-annihilation. This could be due to the disruption of a natural human
cycle which repels a spectator from these beings, and thus they formulate the “anti-Ideal I”.
The evolution and changes could be due to the different viewpoints of society across time and
culture, but the one thing they seem to find horrendous is if one goes against the moral code
of society, and thus, Kristeva’s “Abject” can see such an evolution.
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