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Individuals who differ from the physical norm have always fascinated their fellow 
people, to the extent that they were often exhibited as so- called "human oddities" or 
"Freaks". Extraordinary people like the rubber-skinned Etta Lake, the three-legged 
Frank Lentini or the Siamese twins Daisy and Violet Hilton even made their living by 
appearing in sideshows and circuses. 

American popular culture of the late 19th and early 20th century was especially 
intrigued by the phenomenon of the Freak. But even after the spectacle of the 
sideshow has been denounced as exploitative, the character of the Freak still haunts 
American culture. 

Thus, the aim of this seminar is certainly not to indulge in voyeuristic fascination, 
but to map out how the Freak as an embodiment of otherness comments on and even 
subverts paradigms considered to be stable, such as sexual identity, race, or even the 
notion of  humanity as such. 

We will do so by discussing a wide range of American "texts" such as Tod 
Brownings seminal 1932 movie FREAKS, Charles Burns' Graphic Novel Black Hole, 
novels and short stories by E. A. Poe, Herman Melville and Carson McCullers, 
photographs by Diane Arbus and the HBO TV-series CARNIVALE. 

Additionally, the participants will have to engage with studies specifically devoted 
to the phenomenon of Freaks, such as those by Leslie Fiedler or Elisabeth Grosz. At 
the same time, we will look at complex theoretical texts providing us with a more 
general approach to the issue of otherness and difference, such as the writings by 
deconstructionist thinkers Jacques Derrida and Gilles Deleuze.

 



Freaks: The American Culture of the Abnormal 
HS 2011, Thursday 16:15-18:00, PLH 105 

Johannes Binotto 
 

SYLLABUS 

1 22.09.2011 Introduction 

 

Moderator (6KP) + 

Presentation (3KP) 

2 29.09.2011 Film: 

• Tod Browning’s «Freaks» (USA 1932) 

 

 

3 06.10.2011 Theory: 

• Elizabeth Grosz: „Freaks as/at the Limit“ 

• Leslie Fiedler: Excerpts from Freaks 
 

Presentation: 

The history of the sideshow, its roots, its demise 

 

M: 

 

 

P:  

 

 

4 13.10.2011 Literature: 

• Edgar Allan Poe: „Hop-Frog*“ & „The Man in the 
Crowd“* 

 

Presentation:  

P.T. Barnum and the Invention of Mass 
Entertainment 

 

M: 

 

 

P: 

 

5 20.10.2011 Theory:  

• Jacques Derrida: „Differance“* 
 

Presentation:  

The „What Is It?“ Exhibitions 

 

M:  
 

 

P:  

 

6 27.10.2011 Literature: 

• John Barth: „Petition“* & „Lost in the Funhouse“* 
 

Presentation:  

Chang & Eng, the Hilton Sisters and the History of 
Siamese Twins in Showbusiness 

 

M: 

 

 

P:  

 

7 03.11.2011 Theory: 

• Gilles Deleuze: „He stuttered“* 

• Gilles Deleuze & Felix Guattari: „What is a Minor 
Literature?“* 

M: 

 



8 10.11.2011 Discussion with circus performers Irene and Roland 
Hofer (in german) + Reception 
 

 

9 17.11.2011 Literature: 

• Herman Melville: Billy Budd, Sailor 

 

Presentation: 

The „ship of fools“ allegory 

 

M: 
 

 

P:  

10 24.11.2011 Literature: 

• Katherine Dunn: Geek Love 

 

Presentation: 

Geeks and Made Freaks. 

The History of Eugenics. 

 

M:  

 

 

P 1: 

P 2: 
 

11 01.12.2011 Television: 

• HBO Series «Carnivale» (USA 2003-2005) 

• Mikhail Bakhtin on the Carnevalesque* 

 

Presentation: 

The great depression and the dust bowl. 

 

M: 
 

 

P:  

12 08.12.2011 Literature: 

• Carson McCullers: The Member of the Wedding 

 

Presentation:  

Bearded Ladies, Hermaphrodites and Other Sexual 
Freaks. 

 

M:  

 

P:  
 

13 15.12.2011 Graphic Novel: 

• Charles Burns: Black Hole 

 

Presentation:  

The Comic Book Superhero as Freak. 

 

M:   

 

P:  

14 22.12.2011 Photography: 

• Diane Arbus: A Selection of Pictures* 

• Susan Sontag: „Freak Show“ 

 

 

 



REQUIREMENTS 

 
Texts marked with an asterisk * will be made available on our OLAT-Page. 
In OLAT search for “Freaks” or “Binotto” or use the following link: 
https://www.olat.uzh.ch/olat/url/RepositoryEntry/4045275139 
 
Participants must buy the following books: 
 

Charles Burns: Black Hole. Pantheon Books 2008. 
Katherine Dunn: Geek Love. Vintage 2002. 
Carson McCullers: The Member of the Wedding. Houghton Mifflin 2004. 

Herman Melville: Billy Budd, Sailor and Selected Tales (Oxford World's Classics). Oxford 
University Press 2009. 

 
Participants are welcome to use other editions of the texts. Some of these may even be 
found online. However, participants have to bring a hard copy to class. 
 
 
Further Requirements: 
 
Particpants who do this seminar for 3KP are asked to do a presentation (10-15 minutes) 
on one of the additional topics indicated in the syllabus. Students who booked this 
seminar for 6KP have to prepare central questions for a discussion of the texts to be 
read. These questions have to discussed with the instructor the week before the 
respective session and the participants will also moderate the discussion (together with 
the course instructor). 
 
Participants may be asked to prepare theses or short essays for individual sessions, which 
have to be handed in. More details will follow in class. 
 
 
Essay: 
 
Participants who do this seminar for 6KP must write an essay (2500 words plus/minus 
10%). Additionally, you will have to hand in an exact outline of the essay’s structure (one 
page) together with the essay’s main thesis and the bibliography beforehand. This outline 
must be discussed with the instructor by the end of February 2012 the latest.  
The deadline for the essay is March 31, 2012 (no extensions will be granted).  
 
Since we have to check all papers with plagiarism software, essays must be handed in 
electronically as either pdf or Word.doc. 
 
Make sure your essay features a title page, which has to include your postal adress. 
(For further questions about the formal aspects of the paper, check the „Study Guide: 
English Literature“. The study guide is vailable online: 
http://www.es.uzh.ch/teaching/BA/LitStudyGuide.pdf or can be purchased as 
hard copy in the Sekretariat.) 
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