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 This project explores the use of illegitimacy within Western discourse over the 

last three centuries. Illegitimacy was used in Victorian literature as a literary device to 

drive plot but evolved into a touchstone for Western discourse to explore the bounds of 

what is considered respectable society. Over time, as illegitimacy has become more 

mainstream, I contend illegitimate identities have been utilized to serve as a mirror for 

Western hegemony.  

 In the first chapter, I explore the origins of illegitimacy being used as a literary 

device in novels by Victorian authors Charles Dickens and Wilkie Collins. In the second 

chapter, I examine the role illegitimacy plays in the origin stories of canonical comic 

book superheroes Batman and Superman. Lastly, in the third chapter, I scrutinize the 

role illegitimacy plays in defining the human condition within science fiction as human 

culture continues to advance technologically towards a post human world. 
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I. INTRODUCTION: THE INSIDE OUTSIDERS 

A minority is only thought of as one when it constitutes 
some kind of threat to the majority. A real threat or an 
imagined one. And therein lies the fear. And, if the 
minority is somehow invisible, the fear is even greater. 
And this fear is the reason the minority is persecuted. So, 
there always is a cause. And the cause is fear. 
                                                                            -Tom Ford 

 

The dogmatic lines that once created the division between legitimate members of 

society and those of illegitimate lineage in Western discourse can be traced back to the 

Bible;  “A bastard shall not enter into the congregation of the LORD; even to his tenth 

generation shall he not enter into the congregation of the LORD” (Deuteronomy 23:2). 

With the groundwork laid in Deuteronomy, there is no surprise in how Western opinion 

eventually formed legislation around the issue of illegitimacy. By the 19th century, the 

laws affected the underpinnings of an entire society. The goal of the laws focused on 

pushing those of illegitimate lineage towards the periphery of society, outside and away 

from any agency for themselves. And yet through Western society’s non-legal actions, 

and more importantly to this thesis, its literature, as much as illegitimate individuals 

have been illegitimated, it has always been done with a deft hand seemingly fixated on 

blurring the lines between the assumed polemic identities. 

 The theme of cultural others along the outskirts of what is considered proper 

society is not novel. However, this particular brand of others represents individuals who 

can pass as belonging to legitimate society, at least aesthetically, since their only
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demarcation is their lineage or origin.  These illegitimate members are not inherently 

outsiders of any kind to Western society; rather they are simply cast that way by 

Western hegemony. And yet, it is because of the legitimate society’s inability to accept 

them that these illegitimated figures become the focus of great interest by the 

legitimate’s own hand. 

As this project explores, what Western hegemony hopes to create in illegitimate 

others is a screen onto which Western culture can project and explore issues of the day 

at a supposedly detached distance, while also treating the illegitimate as a mirror to 

judge themselves against without needing to necessarily dabble in cultural, racial, or 

with other specific outside others. In a way, agents of legitimate culture prop up the 

illegitimate identity to look for themselves in that identity, while also pointing out the 

flaws in the illegitimate to attempt to validate their own position. To give this exercise 

credence illegitimate individuals become the holders of a very particular kind of identity 

and agency in a controlled environment, like literature. The problem is that this agency 

is given, and in the case of this kind of agency, what is given can also be taken away. 

Complicating matters even further is the incessant need of the Self to acquire as much 

power as possible, and so the agency the illegitimate is given, is given in such a way that 

it seems like they acquired it for themselves. After all, there is no power to derive if the 

legitimate do not even bother to attempt to hide the strings they are pulling in their 

ventriloquist act. 

 This theme of the romanticized and empowered illegitimate identity, moving 

through a supposedly rigidly caste culture is not tethered to any particular genre, as I 

will show, which makes the existence of such a recurring and ubiquitous theme all the 
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more peculiar.  To continually question and challenge what it means to belong to 

legitimate society is also to challenge and question what it means to be human.  And 

while it may seem society has changed both socially and legally as it concerns the 

treatment of the illegitimate other, in actuality the practice of exoticizing and 

commodifying illegimates’ shared identity has not changed. From Victorian literature 

through modern literature, the treatment of the illegitimate other is still remarkably 

consistent; for, what I argue, is all the same particular reasons. By casting illegitimate 

individuals to the outskirts of society they become a test case of sorts. They serve as a 

space where the legitimate can study itself with a proxy more like itself than any outside 

culture can offer. Yet, although these actions are done under a beneficial guise, and 

while it may seem there is a kind of benefit for both sides of the situation, in the end the 

actions turn out to be detrimental. By using illegitimate identity as a proxy for study of 

the Self,  illegitimate identity not only becomes the product created to set up a 

dichotomy of identities, but then is romantically propagated as being a product everyone 

should aspire for, while all of the shortcomings that illegitimate people face are 

obfuscated in the margins. As I argue, illegitimate individuals are always held at arm’s 

length and are never allowed to completely traverse the boundaries into legitimate 

society itself. Rather the Self remains the lone gatekeeper; and thus, the Self-created 

Western Other winds up as just another outside Other, invalidating the entire usage and 

creation of the identity. 

Illegitimacy Laws 

While illegitimacy was a stigmatized problem within English society since 

Deuteronomy, it was not always definitively legislated. Because it took so long for the 
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creation of illegitimacy laws it is clear illegitimacy was seen initially as a sin of society. 

Municipalities raised illegitimate children that did not have a parent to care for them. If 

a parent did claim a child, then municipalities offered financial assistance to that 

individual to raise the illegitimate child. Just because a parent procreated out of 

wedlock, no one belonging to the situation was forced to the edges of society. There was 

a societal safety net in place to at least allow illegitimate children and their families to 

avoid outright poverty and destitution.  

Ultimately, however, the English legal world realized just how much illegitimate 

children were costing their system. Aside from the problems the children created when 

estates were divided up at the death of a proprietor, the children raised by the state cost 

more money than municipalities were willing to part with. By the middle of the 

eighteenth century, municipalities no longer wanted to foot the bill for raising children 

of wanton individuals and the casting of legal aspersions began (Pinchbeck 70-71). 

 The Poor Law of 1733 was the first legal maneuver to stipulate who was to 

blame in these situations, and it was the fathers who were held responsible for 

illegitimate children. Mothers were given the right to demand that a father be arrested 

for not supporting a child, and he would be incarcerated until he agreed to pay. 

However, agreeing to pay is all that he had to do. If a man agreed to pay child support, 

but claimed he could not, he would be given money by his municipality to give as 

support. While men were told to eventually pay back the loan, they ever hardly did, and 

so the legal system realized it needed to take a much harsher approach (Pinchbeck 87-

89). At this point there was a shift from municipal altruism to absolute out casting. 



5 

 

Dougland Maceachen, a literary and legal scholar, notes it was The Poor Law 

Report of 1834 which led to the biggest wave of change in illegitimacy laws. Whereas 

the responsibility for illegitimacy before 1834 was primarily pinned on the father, and 

seen as more of a societal problem at large, it now changed into being an issue blamed 

on the mother. The biggest changes to the laws in 1834 were that fathers would be 

pardoned for their wanton ways and blame, both morally and legally, was placed solely 

on the mothers of illegitimate children. Mothers out of wedlock could no longer force a 

man to pay child support, and children lost any claim to their father’s wealth henceforth. 

This change coupled with the fact municipalities would no longer offer financial 

assistance to the mothers, nor to the children, caused a slew of the new hardships 

stemming from the change in laws to fall squarely onto the children. It was these 

children, these illegitimate members of society, who laid claim to nothing of their 

father’s, and became legally possessions of their mother’s. As Maceachen quotes 

sociologist Laura Berry, “‘the child himself was in effect a form of property,’” and now 

since the father was out of the picture, the child belonged to a mother who in the eyes of 

the legitimate public was nothing but a destitute sinner, and that stigma would rub off on 

the child (Berry qtd. in Maceachen 125-126). The children themselves became the focus 

of scrutiny and lost agency before they even had a chance to speak. 

The illegitimate child’s sin was that of gestation. Just by passively growing, and 

existing, his life was all but marginalized from the moment of conception. Since 

illegitimate children were made legal property of their mother’s, even if their mothers 

abandoned them, the children would then be seen as leeches on society, as if they forced 

municipalities to raise them. And if their mother kept them, aside from living in 
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impoverished, destitute conditions, they just served as an embodiment of the sins of 

their mother, father, or both. There is little doubt as to why these children are seen with 

sympathetic eyes by authors and other agents of Western hegemony. But the way 

illegitimate individuals became the Other, and the way they are eventually romanticized 

is what sets them apart from the outside, cultural Other. 

Said 

 In Orientalism, Said presents a picture of Western hegemony exoticizing and 

speaking for their created image of the Orient. Said writes, “the Orient was Orientalized 

not only because it was discovered to be ‘Oriental’ in all those ways considered 

commonplace by an average nineteenth-century European, but also because it could 

be—that is, submitted to being—made Oriental.” Said then goes on to explain why, for 

example, Flaubert wrote about a courtesan once, in great detail, not because she asked 

for it, nor consented to it, but simply because his position allowed him to (Said 1192). 

The treatment of illegitimate others in Western literature is analogous to what Said 

explains. An Other is created and used to reify the powers exercised by cultural 

hegemony in the West. However, what sets the illegitimate Othering apart is how the 

identity is used to reify the Self. 

Among the reasons Said argues that the Orient is such an important creation 

within Western discourse, is that the Orient gives a philosophical touchstone for all 

contemporary writers. Eventually, Said posits, Orientalism became a theme people fed 

into. Thus, this established the domination and reified it indefinitely. However, Said 

does admit he believes there are some truths in Orientalism, but how it functions as a 

discourse is a problem saying, 
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to believe that the Orient was created—or, as I call it, ‘Orientalized’—
and to believe that such things happen simply as a necessity of the 
imagination, is to be disingenuous. The relationship between Occident 
and Orient is a relationship of power, of domination, of varying degrees 
of a complex hegemony. (Said 1992) 
 

Among the power Western discourse attempts to exhibit in these moments is turning 

something very political into an apolitical object. Said argues that the West tries to blur 

“the distinction between pure and political knowledge” (Said 1997). The heart of 

Orientalism tries to turn what are Western mythologies about the East into universal 

truths. What this allows within Western discourse is for authors, like Flaubert, to speak 

for the Other on the basis of fact as they see it, as if what those authors say is above 

simple political based opinion. Yet, Said adds, 

 No one has ever devised a method for detaching the scholar from the 
circumstance of life, from the fact his involvement (conscious or 
unconscious) with a class, a set of beliefs, a social position, or from the 
mere activity of being a member of a society. (Said 1998) 
 

However, when discourse no longer uses the Other as a touchstone to look at and study 

as an entity outside of itself, it is seen how Orientalism, and this kind of Othering, 

differs from how illegitimacy has been treated within Western discourse. 

Illegitimacy was once treated as an municipal problem, both financially and 

morally. But even then, after it became the sin of specific individuals, and illegitimacy 

laws were dictated to remedy the perceived problem, the discourse about it still not only 

included legitimate agents not allowing illegitimate individuals to drift all the way to the 

outskirts of society, but also had those agents attempt to use that identity for themselves. 

Over time, as this project shows, illegitimacy was treated as an internalized Other 

analogous to the Orient, but eventually illegitimacy offers up an idealized space of 
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power for the hegemon to use that leads to the complete transgression of the legitimate-

illegitimate binary through finding, but also injecting, itself into the illegitimate Other.  

Lacan 

Lacan’s writings concerning the mirror stage initially focus on the creation of the 

Self through an infant’s first moments using a mirror and viewing an idealized image of 

itself. However, what Lacan describes can be used more broadly to describe a 

permanent form of subjectivity, like illegitimating within Western discourse. 

 According to Lacan, the reason the Self feels the need to differentiate itself from 

the rest of the world is because it is through this differentiation that it believes, 

incorrectly, that it finds wholeness. For, he says, “the fact is that the total form of the 

body by which the subject anticipates in a mirage the maturation of his power is given to 

him only as Gestalt1” (Lacan 1286). Consequently, with illegitimacy laws in mind, we 

see how the shifting from legislating a problem shared by society to the creation of an 

outside class is an illustration of the mirror stage.  For, as Lacan adds, 

the mirror stage is a drama whose internal thrust is precipitated from 
insufficiency [. . .] the armour of an alienating identity, which will mark 
with its rigid structure [. . .] to break out of the circle of the Innenwelt 
into the Umwelt generat[ing] the inexhaustible quadrature of the ego’s 
verification. (Lacan 1288) 
 

 So try as the legitimate might to write the illegitimate out of the legitimate Self, they 

cannot. Whenever legitimate culture gazes upon the illegitimate they see themselves and 

the effects of their own agency on the outcast group and the created space between the 

now disparate groups. Thus, Western discourse can never allow illegitimacy to fade 

                                                            
1 Gestalt is defined as a German word for wholeness. 
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away, because by doing so would be tantamount to allowing part of the Self to be lost, 

and doing so would lose an identity they can reify their power through.  

The Chapters 

 Chapter one, “The Origins of Illegitimate Identity,” focuses on the theme of 

illegitimacy in Victorian literature. For it is during the Victorian era that the use of 

illegitimate Others in literature becomes a major motif since this is the time frame for 

the creation of the most comprehensive illegitimacy laws. Through the use of Charles 

Dickens’s Bleak House and Great Expectations, and Wilkie Collins’s No Name and The 

Woman in White, I explore the beginning of the arc illegitimate usage takes. Using 

Henri Lefebvre’s theory on the construction and deconstruction of social spaces, I 

explain how Victorian writers use a dichotomy between legitimate-illegitimate identity 

in an attempt to destroy the bounds between the two socially constructed cultures, 

highlighting the arbitrary nature of the division, and subvert the newly found 

illegitimacy laws, but only succeed in further exoticizing and perpetuating the idea of 

the illegitimate Other by creating an internal subaltern culture. 

 However, instead of the lines between legitimate-illegitimate becoming further 

blurred over time, they only become starker and more refined. Once the illegitimate 

Other is created, the identity is eventually used as a problem for legitimate culture to 

overcome. This is seen in contemporary literature, which is what I explore in the second 

chapter “The Bastard Superhero.” Focusing on the origins of several comic superhero 

identities including Batman, and Dr. Manhattan from Alan Moore’s Watchmen, I use 

Marxist theory to extrapolate on how legitimate powers have come to commodify 

illegitimate identity and reify, or fortify, its own power through that commodification. 
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No longer is the division between legitimate-illegitimate a question of space, but now it 

becomes a division within the identity of individuals, which allows the self even more 

control over the discourse. 

The final chapter, “The Bastard Inside of Us” argues that Western discourse has 

begun to confront issues of a technological, post-human future in which the illegitimate 

identity is no longer a space outside of the Self, but is rather a completely internalized 

discourse. With the creation of artificial intelligence and the extension of human life 

beyond death, the question of what it means to be a legitimate member of society is 

raised once again. Here I use William Gibson’s Neuromancer and the film Source Code 

to explore the implications of the debate about illegitimacy discourse returning to re-

defining the borders that were seemingly created during the eighteenth century.  

Whereas the laws in the eighteenth century moved from defining illegitimacy as a 

problem of society to the problem of individuals, as we move into the post-human future 

we see discourse following suit and taking the final step of contextually 

compartmentalizing illegitimacy as a social problem that serves as a gatekeeper used by 

legitimate culture to arbitrate discourse about humans’ own bodies and consciousness. 
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III. THE BASTARD SUPERHERO 

As soon as the film begins, it is quite clear how it will 
end, and who will be rewarded, punished, or forgotten. 

– Horkheimer and Adorno 
 
 In contemporary culture the image of the superhero is near ubiquitous. From 

films to literature the superhero industry is alive and profitable. Contextually, what is 

interesting about the mythos of many superheroes is their origins. For many 

superheroes’ origin stories have them starting off their life, or at least their new identity, 

as an illegitimate individual. This motif is so prevalent that it cannot be ignored. 

 In Victorian literature the use of the illegitimate identity was focused on 

demonstrating how illegitimate individuals, no matter how marginalized, still impacted 

all facets of society. In a way, the literature was trying to empower and re-integrate the 

cast off group back into the hegemon, however the attempts arguably had the opposite 

effect. But contemporary literature, especially when dealing with superheroes, focuses 

on how illegitimacy exemplifies the strength of Western hegemony on the marginalized 

group. For it is in this literature that the complete commodification of illegitimate 

individuals occurs. Not only does the illegitimate identity become something hegemony 

can profit from, but it is a sword it can actually wield to reify its own power as it sees 

fit.
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 The process legitimate culture uses to achieve this end includes broadening the 

definition of illegitimacy, or at least expanding the treatment of it to include orphans and 

those without a clear space of origin. Whereas illegitimacy has been an 

activelystigmatized characteristic that received legal consideration throughout history, 

illegitimacy has become more commonplace in recent times. More individuals in the 

world today are considered to be legally illegitimate than any time before; however, 

there have been no legal changes to combat these exploding numbers. As such, 

illegitimacy is no longer simply a matter of lineage in the legal sense, but rather has 

taken on more of a scandalous, gossip quality, moving away from its deleterious past. 

This causes what is considered to be legal illegitimacy to rub up against a new kind of 

illegitimacy, the kind that is created when identities are given physical manifestations. 

 Through the exploration of superheroes like Superman, Batman, and Dr. 

Manhattan, a main character in Allan Moore’s Watchmen, the new use of illegitimate 

identity becomes clear. No longer is the division between legitimate-illegitimate a 

question of space, as it was in Victorian literature, but now it becomes a division within 

the identity of individuals. This allows the legitimate complete control over the 

discourse since they are no longer talking about others, but in a way, they are talking 

about and identifying themselves. 

The Role of Superheroes 

As Lefebvre postulates in his Critique of Everyday Life, the divisions of power 

and spaces are both mental and physical. Beyond that, however, are the divisions 

between public and private. The relationship between these latter identities is a tenuous 

one as there is little differentiating them in contemporary discourse. Lefebvre attempts 
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to explain the division by arguing, “individual consciousness split into two (into the 

private consciousness and the social or public consciousness); it also became atomized 

(individualism, specialization, separation between differing spheres of activity, etc.),” 

highlighting the specificity individuals try to insert between overlapping spaces 

(Lefebvre, C.E.L. 31). In a way, what this leads towards in an “implie[d] alienation,” 

according to Lefebvre (Lefebvre, C.E.L. 32). The consuming Western individual has no 

escape from their public work life, and their private life, and to try and make those 

divisions only proves to make the individual feel as if they are splitting their 

personalities into two, a futile battle. And so, the individual turns to entertainment 

according to Lefebvre: 

He looks for this in leisure seen as entertainment or distraction. In this 
way leisure appears as the non-everyday in the everyday. We cannot step 
beyond the everyday. The marvelous can only continue to exist in fiction 
and the illusions that people share. There is no escape. And yet we wish 
to have the illusion of escape as near to hand as possible. An illusion not 
entirely illusory, but constituting a ‘world’ both apparent and real (the 
reality of appearances and the apparently real) quite different from the 
everyday world yet as open-ended and as closely dovetailed into the 
everyday as possible. (Lefebvre, C.E.L. 40) 
 

And what the superhero mythos offers is a fantastical escape based in our own world 

that is easily accessible in a multitude of mediums. Aside from superheroes offering a 

romantic ideal to the consuming public, the way the purveyor of superhero stories 

consumes them is also a unique experience. 

 In Scott McCloud’s influential book about comics, Understanding Comics, he 

discusses the way comic writers can uniquely convey meaning through their literature 

with the active participation of their readers. “Gutters,” McCloud describes, are the 

spaces between comic panels. In these spaces, the reader experiences “the phenomenon 
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of observing parts but perceiving the whole,” since it is up to them to fill in the gaps of 

the narrative between the panels (McCloud 63). What readers are left with are basic 

directions for the narrative, but since individuals have their own idiosyncratic tendencies 

the story everyone understands is slightly altered. Additionally, since the written aspect 

of comics are primarily made up of dialogue, a lot of subtle details are left up to the 

reader to interpret on their own, as there is generally not a single narrator, nor 

authoritative voice to follow necessarily. What this style creates is “an intimacy 

surpassed only by the written word, a silent secret contract between creator and 

audience” (McCloud 69). In a way, this creates an unspoken contract where the active 

reader is seemingly just as important to the process as the writer himself. However, it 

can leave the reader with a false sense of authority. 

 After all, if comics, like the rest of life, are affected by politics like Lefebvre 

postulates, then really all readers are allowed to do is choose their own aesthetically 

different path carved out by the same politics at play. After all, no matter how 

stylistically different a Tim Burton Batman film adaptation is compared to a Christopher 

Nolan one, they still follow the same mythos, which then subjects the consumer to the 

same politics only with different window dressing. 

Gramsci and Western Hegemony 

 This false sense of inherent ownership the public has of the superhero narrative 

is would be a point of focus for Gramsci. Gramsci, who created the discourse on cultural 

hegemony, defines it in several parts. The most important “deputies” to spread cultural 

hegemony are those who set the discourse of a given topic, such as intellectuals or 

artists (Gramsci 277). These deputies solidify the ideas they are disseminating through 
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two steps. First, the deputies gain “the ‘spontaneous’ consent given by great masses of 

the population,” to the dominant group through the use of prestige and power. And one 

the first step is achieved then “the apparatus of state coercive power which ‘legally’ 

enforces discipline on those groups who do not ‘consent’ either actively or passively” 

(Gramsci 277). Thus, in terms of art and literature, what is given privilege in the market 

place tends to be those works that large industry deems appropriate and pushes through 

its many arms towards the yearning consuming public. When it comes to the 

construction of superheroes not only are their identities created to show the best of 

Western culture, but the way the stories are written and distributed shows the inherent 

politics at play even more. 

As Horkheimer and Adorno discuss in The Dialectic of Enlightenment, the 

culture industry is a powerful arm of those deputies pushing cultural hegemony. Much 

like Gramsci argued, Horkheimer and Adorno point out that the main goal is to achieve 

consent from the consuming public: “it is claimed that standards were based in the first 

place on consumers’ needs, and for that reason were accepted with so little resistance. 

The result is the circle of manipulation and retroactive need in which the unity of the 

system grows even stronger” (D.E. 1037). Once part of the cultural industry has a 

foothold it only reifies its power over time, which allows it to have a more powerful role 

in setting discourse, understanding, and norms in a given culture.  

Take characters that embody culturally heroic characteristics and pin them 

against characters that embody all of the worst characteristics of that same culture, and 

you have a hero the public will love. This is a phenomenon similar to what Barthes 



34 

 

describes in Mythologies when he discusses the dynamics of wrestling 1. But, with the 

power of dissemination that the comic industry has, the effect is much wider reaching. 

And it is the way these superheroes come to their “super” identities that follows a 

specific pattern. Nearly every superhero is somehow illegitimated from the moment they 

adopt their new identity. 

The way the superhero is illegitimated happens in one of two ways. First, the 

character may be born without parents as a result of some scientific experiment gone 

wrong, which is analogous to the monster in Frankenstein; or, as we will explore, is 

Doctor Manhattan’s origin. Or, secondly, a character may lose their parents and give 

birth to their new identity, which we see in Batman and Superman. How the character 

originates also affects how they fit into the discourse of illegitimacy. Those characters 

who originate without any perceived lineage generally become some type of martyr in 

their narratives. Those characters represent sacrifices that must endure hardships for the 

rest of society to succeed.  However, those characters who illegitimated themselves in a 

way, having had parents but adopting a new identity, tend to be those that are celebrated 

the most, and achieve the most positive notoriety. In a way, when a character is actually 

illegitimate they are worse off for it, while if a character adopts illegitimacy they are 

rewarded for seemingly overcoming a hardship that may not be that way perceived 

otherwise. And so we have legitimate characters that take an illegitimate identity to 

seem actually more legitimated and more powerful within society. This turns 

                                                            
1 Barthes explores the basic dynamics of good and evil that play out in a crowd at a wrestling match. Of 

note, Barthes argues how easily a crowd can be won over to become part of the narrative themselves. 

See his chapter on Wrestling in Mythologies for further discussion. 
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illegitimacy not only into a product that legitimate agents can use for themselves, but 

also as a product to create and propagate more agency for themselves through literature. 

The Illegitimate Man of Steel 

 Clark Kent, perhaps better known as his superhero identity as Superman, is 

among comic literature’s best known illegitimate characters. Aside from being viewed 

as “both an American cultural icon and the first comic book superhero,” he is “as an 

inspiring force within the public eye, with the character serving as an inspiration” well 

beyond the texts he is in (Holt 226).  Superman demands such a romantic place in the 

American mythos because he is “faster than a speeding bullet, more powerful than a 

locomotive, and able to leap tall buildings in a single bound (Holt 224). In short, he is 

the perfect American icon who is not even American. 

 Superman is evacuated from his own home planet of Krypton moments before it 

seemingly self destructs and is sent away in an escape pod to Earth where he is without 

any ties to his family and survives on the good nature of the Kent family (O’Neil 78). 

While he may not fit the legal definition of an illegitimate child, he is also an alien from 

another planet, and it is harder to even justify his rights of being legitimated in Western 

society outside of the fact that it is the society that takes him in. By having no access to 

agency, having no to access to family, nor having any kind of bounds to the society he 

finds himself in shortly after birth, Superman meets all the qualifications of being 

illegitimate. And what Superman eventually provides is an example of an illegitimate 

character hiding his own illegitimacy and being rewarded because of it, becoming the 

symbol of American strength and prosperity. 
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The first comic to include Superman proclaims: “Superman came to Earth from 

the planet Krypton whose inhabitants had evolved, after millions of years, to physical 

perfection!” (Siegel 1). But, this first comic never compares Superman to human beings; 

instead, from his literary inception, despite his boasted perfection, he is painted as 

something other than as being part of the Self. Superman is compared to animals that 

have similar abilities to his own: “Even upon our world today exist creatures possessing 

super-strength! The lowly ant can support weights hundreds of times its own. The 

grasshopper leaps what to man would be the space of several city blocks!” (Siegel 1). 

The text also alludes to the fact that Superman may not be here just to save Earth, but 

rather to re-populate it: “It’s not too far fetched to predict that some day our very own 

planet may be people entirely by Supermen!” (Siegel 1). Despite Superman being 

described as a complete outsider that resembles a human being while containing the 

powers of grasshoppers and ants, he becomes the Man of Steel. Even “Superman” as an 

idiom has come in to stand for greatness and invincibility in American culture (Holt 

226).  Superman the character and Superman the identity have two very divergent 

identities and the way culture deals with the dichotomy is through Superman’s alter ego 

Clark Kent. 

 Superman is arguably Clark Kent’s real identity and Clark is the creation. After 

all, naturally he is Superman all the time; he is never without his powers while on Earth, 

rather he merely chooses to hide them until they are useful to him. It is because of these 

powers that he becomes the symbol that he is. And he only achieved these powers 

because he is a cultural outsider, who if the truth was known about him, would have 

little agency in any way that Western hegemony respects. Superman must hide who he 
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really is, he must adopt the identity given to him by the Kents, which is that of the 

average middle-American. And because he does, he is rewarded with the fame he 

receives. 

 Western discourse creates Superman in a number of ways. In the literal real life 

version, but also in context of the Superman mythos he is a creation of Western 

hegemony because he submits to the power structures that exist through his passive 

willingness to obscure his true identity. It is also of note that his one weakness is 

kryptonite, basically stone from his home planet, which serves as a reminder of his 

illegitimacy on Earth. This serves as a thinly veiled reminder to the readers of his actual 

origins, never allowing him to escape it, no matter how much good he undertakes in the 

world, since he is never allowed to openly take credit for who he really is. 

 Superman is widely praised, inside the context of his own literature, but also in 

Western culture. What sets his treatment as an illegitimate individual apart from what I 

explored in Victorian literature, is that within the same physical space he inhabits not 

only the legitimate side of society, but also the illegitimate side of it. In his case 

however, because he hides his illegitimate side he is celebrated, otherwise the mythos of 

an non-assimilated alien coming from another realm to fight earthly beings, no matter 

how evil, would be read quite differently. Superman shows he can assimilate and have a 

moral compass that aligns with the culture he finds himself in. As Batman says of 

Superman: “It is a remarkable dichotomy. In many ways, Clark is the most human of us 

all. Then... he shoots fire from the skies, and it is difficult not to think of him as a god. 

And how fortunate we all are that it does not occur to him” (Loeb 14). 
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Batman’s Illegitimate Mask 

 Contemporarily, the starkest example of blurred lines within illegitimacy 

discourse is Batman, the ultimate self-illegitimated superhero. Before Batman donned 

the cape, he was simply Bruce Wayne, the son of very wealthy parents that literally 

owned half of Gotham City (O’Neil 119). Whereas Superman is viewed as a beacon of 

light and justice, Batman is “The Dark Knight,” or the “The Caped Crusader,”2 

shrouded in a kind of darkness (Nolan 2008). Ironically, Batman, the character from 

legitimate lineage, acts as if he has something to hide, while it is Superman, the alien, 

who is transparent and freely shows his face. 

 It is this juxtaposition that causes the Batman identity to be such a stark example 

of how legitimate culture uses illegitimate identity for its own purposes. Bruce Wayne 

could theoretically fight to make Gotham City a better metropolis through all the 

avenues afforded to him financially, or otherwise, just based on his birth. And yet when 

Bruce’s parents are murdered, he forgoes using the agency at his disposal; instead he 

chooses to create a whole new identity. A lack of lineage and parents is a prerequisite 

for the Batman identity to exist. Batman has no family, no ties to society beyond those 

he creates. As such, he is allowed to do what he feels he needs to do to protect Gotham 

City, and is usually rather successful. Beyond that, Batman serves as a romantic identity 

insofar that a masked vigilante fighting crime just for the sake of bettering the city is 

more altruistic on the surface than a tale of a billionaire acting out revenge on criminals 

for the death of his parents. 

                                                            
2 The monikers are used for the Batman character across all telling of the mythos, and are all used 

interchangeably. 
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 The Batman mythos’s long running motif revolves around Bruce Wayne’s battle 

with his own personality. On the one hand he is the sole rich, legitimate heir to his 

parents’ astronomical fortune, while he also embodies the identity of Batman, a masked 

vigilante without a past and lineage of his own. Throughout the many iterations3 of the 

Batman story, it is never clear if Bruce is more Batman, or more of who he really was 

born to be. One of the better examples of this division is seen in Christopher Nolan’s 

adaptations of the Batman story in his films Batman Begins and The Dark Knight.4 

There Bruce Wayne’s longtime friend Rachel Dawes laments losing the Bruce she once 

knew to the identity of Batman. In Batman Begins Rachel and Bruce discuss Bruce 

losing his identity: 

Rachel Dawes: But then I found out about your mask. 
Bruce Wayne: Batman's just a symbol, Rachel. 
Rachel Dawes: [Rachel touches Bruce's face] No, this is your mask. Your 
real face is the one that criminals now fear. The man I loved - the man 
who vanished - he never came back at all. (Nolan 2005) 
 

In The Dark Knight she reiterates, “When I told you that if Gotham no longer needed 

Batman we could be together, I meant it. But now I'm sure the day won't come when 

you no longer need Batman” (Nolan 2008).  The reason Bruce needs his secret identity 

so much is to keep the two parts of his life separate. In order to protect his legitimate 

                                                            
3 Across all mediums and depictions, Bruce Wayne’s story remains the same. There is never an origin 

story, regardless of the text, where Batman identity originates from anything other than Bruce Wayne 

losing his parents.  

4 The Nolan films are used here in particular because aside from being among the most recent 

adaptations of the Batman identity, they also provide substantial space to exploring the schism between 

the Wayne and Batman identities. However, it is important to note that this division is explored, or at 

least mentioned in many other Batman depictions, such as the original Bill Fingers comic books and the 

Tim Burton films, as it is part of the character’s original mythos. 
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Self from facing any blowback from what his compartmentalized passion for revenge 

seeks he creates the Batman identity. 

 By creating this new identity, what is exercised is not only the legitimate’s 

power over the illegitimate in defining and using what it is, but also exemplifies that the 

use of an illegitimate identity is not as taboo in contemporary literature, rather it has 

become a matter of how it is used. As Bruce describe his transformation in Batman 

Begins he believes, “It's not who I am underneath, but what I do that defines me” (Nolan 

2005). And he explains what defines him is the revenge he has sought since his parents’ 

death by saying, “and there is something out there in the darkness, something terrifying, 

something that will not stop until it gets revenge... me” (Nolan 2005). However, if this 

were true then there would be no need to create an alter ego. In fact what Bruce winds 

up doing instead is defined by projecting onto a mask, allowing everyone else to only 

read his actions through the filter of the Batman identity. And the only reason he is able 

to do this is because of his status of having the means and agency to create the identity 

that he wants.  In this moment we see a legitimate member of society separating himself 

from his Self, and his obligations to the identity he has, by creating an Other identity for 

him to use and discard as he sees fit.  

Moore’s Doctor Manhattan 

 Not all characters have the option of hiding the fact they have been re-born, or 

originated in illegitimate ways. For example, Doctor Manhattan from Alan Moore’s 

Watchmen is the result of a laboratory accident. One moment he was just a nuclear 

physicist named Jon Osterman, and the next he became a blue skinned god-like figure. 
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Manhattan is able to see into the future, teleport, bend metal just by looking at it, but the 

one thing he cannot control is how he is perceived within the culture industry. 

 After Manhattan’s accident it is announced by the news, “We repeat: The 

Superman exists, and he’s American” (Moore IV.13.1). Even his girlfriend, someone 

much closer to him, cannot help but feel he has changed, “They say you can do 

anything, Jon. They say you’re like God now,” to which Manhattan replies, “I don’t 

think there is a God, Janey. If there is, I’m not him. I’m still the same person, nothing’s 

changed” (Moore IV.11.7-9).  But, Manhattan’s fight to keep control of his identity is a 

losing battle. 

 Manhattan is given his new name, and loses all control of his own public being, 

“they explain that the name has been chosen for the ominous associations it will raise in 

America’s enemies. They’re shaping me into something gaudy and lethal. It’s all getting 

out of my hands” (Moore IV.12). However, it is important to note that he is given a 

voice. In Watchmen, Manhattan is allowed to speak directly to the reader, and there are 

no caveats as to what he can say or do on a personal level. Rather, the limiting factor he 

faces is his lack of agency in the sphere of public opinion due to his illegitimacy. He is 

seen merely as a product of American exceptionalism, and this affects how he is treated. 

And, like a good citizen, when the deputies of the American military say he must 

become a weapon to protect his country’s liberty, he does, eventually helping America 

win the Vietnam War in the alternate version of history within Watchmen. 

Ozymandias 

 Manhattan’s foil within Watchmen is Adrian Veidt who assumes the name 

Ozymandias. Ozymandias is an identity Veidt creates for himself once he reaches his 
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formative years because he wants to challenge himself. Veidt says the only person he 

feels is his contemporary and peer is Alexander the Great. As such, Veidt says, “I was 

determined to measure my success against his. Firstly, I gave away my inheritance to 

demonstrate the possibility of achieving anything starting from nothing” (Moore 

XI.8.6). This was no small feat on Veidt’s part, since his parents had amassed quite a bit 

of wealth. Additionally, this is also when he gave up his family’s name and became 

Ozymandias. What Veidt does by becoming Ozymandias is illegitimize himself. He 

perceives this as setting himself free of any constrictions on himself, and in a way 

makes him all the more legitimate in his endeavors to achieve as much as he can and be 

looked upon as a hero all mankind can rally around, much like how he perceives 

Alexander the Great was accepted in his own time. 

 But it is not only his self-created illegitimacy that Ozymandias focuses on, but 

rather he becomes preoccupied with Doctor Manhattan’s illegitimacy. Even after 

Ozymandias completes his master stroke of bombing several world metropolises, 

framing alien beings, in the hopes of uniting the world together, he cannot help but seek 

out Manhattan’s approval. “I know I’ve struggled across the backs of murdered 

innocents to save humanity. But someone had to take the weight of that awful, necessary 

crime. I’d hoped you’d understand,” Ozymandias explains (Moore XII.27.2). He even 

goes on to ask Manhattan, “wait, before you leave, I did the right thing, didn’t I? It all 

worked out in the end.” But, Manhattan, knowing what Ozymandias is trying to do does 

not give him the satisfaction, “without condoning or condemning,” Manhattan responds, 

“’In the end?’ Nothing ends, Adrian. Nothing ever ends” (Moore XII.27.4-5). So no 

matter how much Ozymandias tries to make himself a product of another time, he is still 



43 

 

rooted in his own time, and is unable to escape his own surroundings, which is why he 

turns to Manhattan not only at the end of the novel for approval, but seemingly modeled 

his entire journey into illegitimacy to mirror, if not better, Doctor Manhattan’s own. 

The Role of Illegitimacy in the Twentieth Century 

 The examination of the mythos of Superman, Batman, and Watchmen yields that 

illegitimacy is used as a means of escape and detachment for the legitimate Self. And 

not only is the detachment meant for the characters, the writers, but for the audience as 

well. As Marx argues, there is no history outside of the Self. There is nothing in 

existence that is not tied to the material world, either be it religion, morality, or even 

metaphysics (Marx, “German” 768). But by creating a new identity that can be 

controlled may feel new and outside of that space, even if it is not. At the minimum, 

creating these spaces within the individual self leads to an exoticization that can at least 

serve as a distraction from the harsh truths of the inescapability of Western hegemony. 

  The genius of using the illegitimate template lies in how easily reproducible the 

effects are, which also most likely explains its constant use in the comic genre. As a 

product, the illegitimate identity changes with each iteration for reasons as Benjamin 

would argue is because of its unique context, “ its presence in time and space, its unique 

existence at the place where it happens to be” (Benjamin 1168). But, the overall effect 

on the identity is that each time it is used it becomes more of a product, since to pry an 

object from its original context is to destroy its aura, according to Benjamin (Benjamin 

1170-1171).  It is in this context where illegitimacy became a product for use by 

Western hegemony not to judge, but rather to try and give itself more agency.  
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By illustrating how romantic an ideal it can be to overcome the lack of lineage, 

even if it is self-created, illegitimacy is no longer seen as a problem, but rather a 

challenge. And it is not just a challenge for legitimate culture, but now real illegitimate 

individuals will be held up to these creations and judged against impossible to match 

superheroes, vanquishing any power they had remaining. Illegitimacy is no longer on 

the outskirts of society in the superhero mythos, instead it has been completely taken 

into society and reappropriated. But, moving forward, as science fiction pushes the 

boundaries of what it means to be human, the questions of the boundaries regarding 

illegitimacy are raised again because no one fully controls their own identity, or even 

their existence anymore. 
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II. THE ORIGINS OF ILLEGITIMATE IDENTITY 

I can run from the law, I can run from myself. 
I can run from my life, I can run into debt. 
I can run from it all, I can run til I'm gone.  
I can run for the office and run for my cause. 
I can run using every last ounce of energy. 
I cannot, I cannot, I cannot run from my family. 
They're hiding inside of me. 

-Amanda Palmer 
 

 By the middle of the nineteenth century in England, legitimate and illegitimate 

persons embodied the opposite ends of a single legislative binary. Among those that 

took an interest in the newfound laws were Victorian Sensation writers Wilkie Collins 

and Charles Dickens. Aside from being social commentators of their time, both Collins 

and Dickens had vested interests in the change surrounding illegitimacy laws. Collins 

was known to have three illegitimate children and it has been rumored that Dickens had 

at least one illegitimate child (Hansen 5). It is this fascination that led both men to 

challenge and explore the ramifications of the legal changes. It is clear in their texts that 

both writers were highly skeptical of the changes; however, their exploration actually 

only acted to further exoticize and starkly differentiate the legitimate-illegitimate binary, 

which led to the creation of an internal subaltern within illegitimacy discourse, 

undermining their efforts.
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The Legitimate Gaze 

The main approach both Collins and Dickens used in their writings to re-cast the 

illegitimate identity is through the use of legitimate characters in their novels gazing 

upon and describing illegitimate characters. This gaze is never as clear as it is in 

Collins’s The Woman in White (1860) and Dickens’s Great Expectations (1861). Both 

of these novels are told retrospectively from the first person point of view by legitimate 

male narrators, narrators who represent the author’s own agency. The Woman in White 

is told through the eyes of Walter Hartright, and other narrators filtered through him, 

while Great Expectations is told through the perspective of Pip Pirrip. Both of these 

narrators have humble beginnings and seek, in their respective stories, to move up 

socially through marriage. Other characters are given room to speak in Walter’s 

narrative, but since his narrative is presented as a legal disposition the other characters 

are not able to speak freely because they must be filtered through Walter first. It is also 

noteworthy that the illegitimate characters Anne Catherick and Sir Percival Glyde are 

never given any voices in The Woman in White. Similarly, it is impossible for any 

character to penetrate Pip’s narrative, including the illegitimate character of Estella.  

The major pitfall in using first person narrators like these lies in the distinction it 

creates. Aside from immediately positing illegitimate characters in the role of object for 

the narrators to study, the readers must trust the narrator at their word. For example, 

Walter promises that “No circumstance of significance” will be skipped in his narrative, 

yet he freely skips weeks at a time at some points with no explanations (Collins, W.W 

9,412). The reader must also see through Pip’s deception of hiding the truth until he 

finds it feasible to spell it out, and they must also overlook his rise from an illiterate 
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child to someone able to write such an eloquent narrative, since such a transformation 

like that demands an explanation never given to the reader (Allingham 447, 451). In a 

way, the narratives in both of these novels revolve around the narrators, and show only 

what the narrators want to show of the other characters, including the illegitimate 

characters. But, it is through this narrative structure that Philip Allingham professes 

Dickens shows “how all men are connected with and are responsible to one another,” 

because of how Pip sees Estella’s actions affect not only him, but really everyone in his 

social circle of legitimate people (Allingham 448-449). So what we are left with are two 

authors who try to paint and empower the illegitimate Other through the use of 

legitimate gaze and judgment.  

Through these actions Collins and Dickens create a space for the illegitimate, but 

that space is used only by legitimate members. Illegitimate members have no agency is 

this space, for they are but a screen being projected upon. 

Illegitimacy as a Footstool 

The result is ironic though since it is Walter and Pip who try to better themselves 

through illegitimate characters. In the context of the stories, it is clear that Collins and 

Dickens use illegitimate characters as owning something that is more unique than 

anything legitimate characters possess. The authors construct the situation in a way that 

the relationship between legitimate-illegitimate characters could be viewed as a 

beneficial one, but because of the lack of agency given to illegitimate characters, they 

wind up being used as a footstool. 
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After all, Pip strives through most of Great Expectations to become a better man 

so he could eventually capture the heart of Estella, whom he perceives as being an upper 

class debutante. Ironically, however, it is revealed to Pip that Estella had been part of a 

lower social rung throughout the entire novel because of her illegitimacy. Estella, a 

daughter of a criminal maid and a fugitive on the run, is the screen that Pip projects 

ideas of grandeur onto (Dickens, G.E. 394,408). She also serves as the template for Miss 

Havisham to mold and shape into a younger version of herself, so Estella can seek 

revenge on men on behalf of Miss Havisham, who was jilted at the altar. Pip’s narrative 

demonstrates how it is the fascination with the illegitimate that allows both Pip and 

Estella to play a number of roles, perhaps against their will, because of their own fluid 

identity as they move through society in the novel, in an attempt to obey an order greater 

than themselves. As Estella tells Pip, “We have no choice, you and I, but to obey our 

instructions, we are not free to follow our own devices, you and I” (Dickens, G.E. 264). 

As empowered as they might become, and as muddled the line between illegitimate and 

legitimate, there is never allowed to be a full transgression of the division. 

 A similar narrative plays out in The Woman in White through Walter’s 

relationship to Anne Catherick. Anne serves as a template for the woman Walter 

eventually marries in Laura Fairlie, a half-sister of Anne’s. While Laura offers Walter 

the ability to move up socially through marriage, since she is an heir to a wealthy estate, 

Anne seemingly offers him nothing, yet still haunts his thoughts throughout the novel as 

a ghost-like figure. Aside from the narrative being named after Anne, since she is the 

original woman in white, Walter openly admits that a woman haunts him and that his 

feelings for an unnamed woman force him to write his narrative. But even though he 
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leaves the woman unnamed it can be assumed he meant Anne, even though she does not 

offer him the ascension in social status her half-sister Laura does. What Anne can offer 

that Laura cannot is her illegitimacy; an illegitimacy that offers Walter the ability 

project onto Anne since she has no agency when it comes to her own identity. Anne is 

removed from her family, due to her illegitimacy, and is labeled as insane so she can be 

placed in an asylum. Though Anne does eventually escape from the asylum, she is 

immediately cast into the roles others want for her.  

The reader meets Anne through Walter’s narration after she escapes the asylum 

early on in the text. Immediately Anne is cast into being a sexual object for Walter. 

Walter says of hearing Anne behind him, “I turned on the instant, with my fingers 

tightening round the handle of my stick” (Collins, W.W. 23). The risqué connotation is 

rather clear. Anne is mysterious, she is attractive, like a ghost, all in white, and haunts 

Walter.  It is this woman that Walter describes writing, “the woman, who has lived in all 

my thoughts, who has possessed herself for all my energies, who has become the one 

guiding influence that now directs the purpose of my life” (Collins, W.W 13). So 

although Anne is able to attempt to escape physical restrictions placed on her, she has 

no agency when it comes to her identity, nor how she is portrayed to the reader. Walter 

also recounts this initial meeting being marked by Anne worried about how Walter 

perceives her by adding that Anne asked him: "You don't suspect me of doing anything 

wrong, do you? I have done nothing wrong” (Collins, W.W 15). Anne required Walter’s 

approval almost immediately. And Walter was happy to opine on the fact that he did not 

believe anything was amiss when it came to Anne, and then went on to describe her and 

their chance meeting in-depth. Walter eventually explains why he helps, or at least gives 
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his attention to Anne: “The helplessness of the woman touched me” (Collins, W.W 16). 

It was after this chance meeting, and Walter realizing Anne needing him that she 

became his infatuation. 

Conversely, Walter has no need to help, nor define Laura since she has a hold 

over him. In particular, Laura represents the wealth and family Walter wishes to marry 

into. Yet Walter becomes so infatuated with Anne that the identities of Anne and Laura 

bleed into one another. In fact, Walter defines Anne’s looks so precisely, and yet when 

it comes to describing Laura he is much vaguer, although it is mentioned by Walter, and 

others in the narration, that Anne and Laura do share a striking physical resemblance.  

However, whereas Anne is presented to the reader as a sexual object early in the text, 

Walter describes Laura and her identity based on his water color painting later on. 

Walter asks, “How can I describe [Laura]?” He goes on to describe her, and introduce 

her to the text by describing “The water-colour drawing that I made at an after period, in 

the place and attitude in which I first saw her” (Collins, W.W. 51). After describing the 

painting, however, Walter decides finishes the description lamenting that it is “my poor 

portrait of her” (Collins, W.W. 51).  So even at her start in the novel Laura is already 

nothing but a composite put together by Walter. And by the end of the novel Laura, who 

literally inherits Anne’s name, and identity, is more like her than ever before. During the 

novel, Laura is mistaken for Anne, and thrown into an insane asylum that Anne had 

escaped from. And because she is treated like Anne once was, she becomes more like 

Anne, through her actions and mannerisms than ever before.1 Thus, Anne’s identity 

                                                            
1 It is also possible that Laura dies at some point in the narrative and Walter uses Anne to replace Laura, 

not wanting to lose out of acquiring Limmeridge Estate through marriage. Since the reader only receives 
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serves as a template for Laura in a number of situations, but most importantly for Walter 

to create Laura in a specifically desirable way for himself in his own narrative. We 

recall that Walter narrates retrospectively, and there is no denying the resemblance 

between the two half-sisters. So, much like how Estella becomes an object to Pip 

retrospectively, Anne becomes an object for Walter to use, and to mold. And eventually 

Anne becomes blurry enough to meld with Laura, because it is not Anne who takes on 

Laura’s attributes, it is Anne’s attributes which become the commodities to Walter to 

disperse freely. It is because of the first person narratives both Walter and Pip offer that 

they are able to project freely onto the canvass illegitimacy pushes onto their respective 

female subjects, in particular since Walter and Pip write after finding out about the 

illegitimacy of their female subjects. 

No Name 

Aside from first person narrations, there are third person omniscient narrations 

that lack a vested interest in the plot of their novels and are used to describe the lives of 

illegitimate characters as well. In Collins’s No Name the unnamed narrator follows the 

lives of both Magdalen and Norah Vanstone. These sisters believe they are born 

legitimately into a moderately wealthy family, only to find out after their parents’ deaths 

that they are in fact illegitimate children their parents had outside of wedlock. While this 

kind of narrative structure shows how illegitimate characters are able to move around, 

and how identities can completely morph instantaneously, or in this case with a single 

dying breath, the voices of the illegitimate characters are still locked out.  

                                                                                                                                                                               
Walter’s side of the story, and he very much needs Laura to be alive, or to have Anne pass as Laura, it is 

never definitively corroborated.  
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This form of narration does however show how Magdalen is able to move freely 

along society’s edges, and becomes accepted as being legitimate, even though she is not. 

Furthermore, unlike the retrospective first person narration described earlier, the 

omniscient narrator in Collins’s No Name informs the reader of the illegitimacy of 

Magdalen and Norah Vanstone early in the novel. This narration style allows for a much 

more realistic and poignant rending of illegitimate life since it is not a layer removed 

from the action. After all, the reader is witness to the fall of Magdalen and Norah, from 

respectable heirs to their parents’ fortune, to being nothing but nuisances to their uncle 

who wants nothing to do with them. Through Magdalen in particular, who moves from 

being an actress, a maid, a governess, to a number of other identities, the reader is taken 

along on her path and experiences the constructed and unguarded borders of the 

illegitimate identity.   

However, the fact the sisters lost their “names,” is irrelevant by the end of the 

novel. The idea of a character having “no name,” or by being “nobody’s children” is 

muted since the drive of both sisters have is to become “somebody’s wife.” While 

Magdalen and Norah lose their Vanstone name and identity, by marrying it is clear they 

will hide their illegitimacy. We know Norah marries by the end of the novel, and the 

reader is led to believe Magdalen, the social trespasser, will be married soon after the 

novel. So both sisters regain a semblance of a legal identity through a legitimate 

member of society, and regain wealth through marriage, and thus a stereotypical happy, 

non-subversive ending.  

And so the ending trivializes the plight the sisters had to endure because of their 

illegitimacy, since their status is made seemingly so easily reversible. The ending also 
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undercuts the power the illegitimate Magdalen highlights in the text. Before regaining 

any semblance of a legitimate identity, Magdalen uses her lack of one at society’s edges 

to move freely, which only seems to underline the powers of the illegitimate side of the 

binary. Magdalen even mentions how she would not be able to move as freely as she 

does if she had a name to ruin, but lucky for her she did not: “whether I succeed, or 

whether I fail, I can do myself no harm, either way. I have no position to lose and no 

name to degrade” (Collins, N.N. 156). Thus, she is able to make a living for herself, any 

life she chooses, because she is free of the restraints of having a name tying her to a 

particular identity. Ironically, she is able to use the freedom of being illegitimate to hide 

her illegitimacy if she chooses to, no one needs to know her real name if she does not 

feel the need to disseminate it.  

It is the societal system which forces the illegitimate tag onto Magdalen and 

requires her to act “illegitimately” to find her own identity, and re-claim what she 

believes is rightfully hers (Cox 150). By being accepted as “Julia” and “Lucy,” 

Magdalen fools others, who see her as she projects herself, but also because of how they 

want to see her in the roles she takes on, no one wants to believe she is illegitimate (N.N. 

62,63). For example, Miss Garth, a governess to the Vanstone’s, does not want to see 

Magdalen as an actress, even though Magdalen seems to have been “born an actress” 

(N.N. 57). It is ironic Miss Garth feels that this identity would hurt Magdalen, because it 

is in fact what helps Magdalen regain an identity of her own. This shows how the 

legitimate character is unable to think outside of themselves, and that they cannot 

comprehend how someone without identity, can actually find agency and regain 
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themselves in society. The benefits at society’s edges that Magdalen finds are only there 

for her because of her illegitimacy.  

This idea of certain kinds of understanding and agency only being afforded to 

illegitimate characters can also be seen in how legitimate characters, like the omniscient 

narrator, judge things on the surface by looks, and they only see what they want. When 

first describing Magdalen the narrator says, “By one of those strange caprices of Nature 

[…] the youngest of Mr. Vanstone’s children presented no recognizable resemblance to 

either of her parents,” projecting her illegitimacy onto her through her looks from the 

very beginning (N.N. 13). It is as though, as compassionate and forgiving as Collins 

wants to be of illegitimate identity, there must always be a legitimate figure that allows 

an illegitimate character to transgress any boundaries assigned to them. As the narrator 

in No Name goes on to describe, these illegitimate characters also have something that is 

lacking, an essence that cannot quite be named: “[Norah] had the dark-brown eyes of 

her mother – full and soft […] if we dare to look closely enough, may we not observe, 

that the moral force of character and the higher intellectual capacities in parents seem 

often to wear out mysteriously in the course of transmission to children?” (Collins, N.N. 

11). The illegitimate characters are questioned and doubted form the outset, only to 

achieve and use their illegitimacy as a tool to gain prominence, only to not be able to 

capitalize on it by the end of their narratives. We see this again with Dickens who even 

has his own the illegitimate character speak directly to the reader. 

Bleak House 

 Esther Summerson is an illegitimate character that narrates Dickens’s Bleak 

House alongside a third person omniscient narrator. Beyond that however, Dickens uses 
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Esther’s narrative to highlight the problems of the legitimate-illegitimate binary by 

exemplifying the fact that legitimate characters do not see the binary, while Esther not 

only sees it, but can never overcome it because of her own self perceived inadequacies. 

However, between her actions, her experiences, and how her narrative interweaves with 

the omniscient narrator, her narrative shows the equal footing Dickens attempted to put 

illegitimate characters on, and how they were not really held at society’s edges in these 

novels, despite what the laws at the time stipulated.  

Yet there is still a clear boundary set up in the narration of Bleak House between 

what Esther is able to see and say, and what the omniscient narrator is able to access. 

The omniscient narrator is able to discuss the English society at-large. In particular, the 

omniscient narrator is allowed to opine on the social ills of the time, while Esther is 

never able to narrate beyond her own bounds, but only can discuss what affects her 

personally. However, it is also important to note that the omniscient narrator is not able 

to access Esther’s thoughts, nor her life. This distinction marks that the legitimate 

narrator’s viewpoint is not whole without the illegitimate Esther’s input. It is also 

noteworthy that Esther, like Walter Hartright and Pip Pirrip, is writing retrospectively, 

seven years after the fact, while the omniscient narrator is writing in the present tense 

the entire length of the novel. Thus, these different narratives, even within the same 

story, offer very different observations and different access points to the reader. 

Esther’s narrative, being a first person narrative from an illegitimate character, 

offers a specific kind of insight that could not be offered if she was objectified like Anne 

Catherick and Estella Havisham. The reader is welcomed in, by the narrator, to see 

Esther as a rounded person. With her thoughts exclusively separated from others’ 
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thoughts, the reader is also able to see how she reacts. However, one of the first things 

the reader learns about Esther is her own self-doubt. She starts off her narrative saying, 

“I have a great difficulty in beginning to write my portion of these pages, for I know I 

am not very clever, I always knew that” (Dickens, B.H. 27). So even at the end of this 

narrative, when she is writing retrospectively, she still doubts herself. She still doubts 

her abilities despite her relations with Richard and Ada, well off siblings who treat 

Esther like family. Esther still doubts her abilities despite being a gatekeeper in the story 

and of the story, given reign over Bleak House as a housekeeper and as a writer 

(Dickens, B.H. 103). Additionally, she still doubts her social standing despite her 

marriage to Allan Woodcourt, a well off doctor whom she longs for the entire length of 

the novel until their eventual marriage. Thus, despite every reason to feel as an equal, 

through every effort to make it seem like she belongs, Esther is unable to traverse the 

boundary between legitimate-illegitimate.  

She is still not able to take herself as a strong character at the end of the novel 

because she sees herself as illegitimate. That is she still sees herself as the character who 

wears as many faces as are projected onto her. Other characters give Esther identities to 

her, causing her to lose sight of herself: “This was the beginning of my being called Old 

Woman, and Little Old Woman, and Mrs. Shipton, and Mother Hurbbard, and Dame 

Durden, and so many names of that sort, that soon my own name became lost among 

them” (Dickens, B.H. 121). She allows others to infringe on her identity so much that 

she even tries to phase herself out of her own narrative, and is apologetic for being so 

central in the narrative: “I hope any one who may read what I write will understand that 

if these pages contain a great deal about me, I can only suppose it must be because I 
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have really something to do with them, and can’t be kept out” (B.H. 137). It is as though 

she begrudgingly accepts her role as part of the larger society around her, the same 

larger society that labels her illegitimate. These are issues that Esther must deal with 

because of her status compared to those who make up the world around her, issues that 

the reader would not be privy to, nor understand, were it not for Esther presenting a first 

person narrative.  

However, if it was not also for the omniscient narrator the reader might believe 

Esther was the only outsider who was able to affect others along the social ladder. But, 

the omniscient narrator describes the “revenge” of Tom-All-Alone’s, a place for lowly 

vagrants, and discusses how “Tom’s corrupted blood” spreads and, “propagates 

infection and contagion,” beyond the walls of Tom-All-Alone’s, a place described as 

being on “a black, dilapidated street, avoided by all decent people” (Dickens, B.H. 710). 

Despite its seclusion, sickness spreads from Tom-All-Alone’s and eventually infects 

Esther, among others, which affects the lives of the legitimate characters, even if they 

themselves do not fall ill. Therefore, while Esther’s narrative allows her to attempt to 

come to grips with her illegitimated self through self-reflection, the omniscient narrator 

is allowed to describe events that show how Esther, and others, all belong to a larger 

societal narrative. Even social pariahs like Tom fit into the same global narrative and 

have a place as well (Dever 46). Dickens makes it clear that he believes everyone is 

interconnected, and to ignore and banish certain individuals is the wrong and dangerous 

approach to take for society at large. 
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Lefebvre and Illegitimate Space 

Collins and Dickens do succeed in shedding light on the space created by the 

Poor Laws of 1834. However, no matter how compassionate their approaches seem to 

be, the two authors fail in any attempt at normalizing, or empowering illegitimate 

others. In their attempts to cast the illegitimate as a screen for legitimate characters to 

project upon and use as a blank slate, the authors render the illegitimate characters just 

that, objects like Anne and Estella. And when the illegitimate identity is given a voice 

and is shown breaking the societal boundaries, as with Esther and Magdalen, they return 

to their rightful place in short order, under the control of agents of legitimate culture, 

husbands in their cases. The issue with what Collins and Dickens attempt is that by 

acknowledging the legal space and separation caused by the laws, they become agents 

of hegemony unable to break their own shackles. 

As Henri Lefebvre argues about social spaces, space itself could not be defined, 

or inhabited by anyone other than members of the hegemon. In The Production of Space 

Lefebvre writes,  

Is it conceivable that the exercise of hegemony might leave space 
untouched? Could space be nothing more than the passive locus of social 
relations, the milieu in which their combination take on body, or the 
aggregate of the procedure employed in their removal? The answer must 
be no. (Lefebvre, P.S. 11) 
 

 Therefore, it is not much of a step to read both Collins and Dickens as members of the 

hegemon with agency in the space that legitimate society has created. In a way, the two 

authors writing on the topic of illegitimacy and using first person narrators that mirror 

their own gaze is all but expected, according to Lefebvre. But, what the two authors do 
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is try to re-cast the geography of the issue at hand. Through the legitimate narrators, 

they attempt to recast the illegitimate in the space of the legitimate. 

 The problem lies in the execution of bringing the illegitimate into an area where 

the legitimate just holds them up as something positive to behold. This action still 

allows the illegitimate no agency. Indeed, illegitimacy is moved from being isolated on 

the outside of society to being isolated products within legitimate society in the novels 

of Collins and Dickens. Anne and Estella serve as objects of desire and the impetus for 

both Walter and Pip’s narratives. Even though the two female characters are held in high 

esteem, and even though they are the driving force for what the male, legitimate 

characters are working towards, they still just amount to “a thing in isolation [and] can 

only be defined as a product and consequently as corresponding to a more-or-less 

consolidated power” (Lefebvre, Leisure 95). Even Esther, who is given space to speak, 

is isolated in her narrative, since she only speaks about the actions she personally 

experiences, and it is the role of the omniscient narrator to speak about the larger society 

around her. But, while Collins and Dickens wind up highlighting the divide between 

legitimate-illegitimate, what they do create is enough space for the illegitimate to be an 

alternate version of the subaltern, helping to influence the use of illegitimate identity in 

the future. 

Spivak 

 Postcolonial theory uses the term “subaltern” as a term for those individuals 

outside the reach of Western hegemony. Along with Said, Spivak focuses on the 

expansion of Western power through the rest of the world. Spivak argues, the subaltern 

“has no history and cannot speak” (Spivak 2208). Additionally, Spivak adds,  
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The working class is oppressed. It's not subaltern [. . .] Many people want 
to claim subalternity. They are the least interesting and the most 
dangerous. I mean, just by being a discriminated-against minority on the 
university campus, they don't need the word 'subaltern'. (Spivak qtd. in 
de Kock 32) 
 

 Ironically, perhaps what Collins and Dickens are successful in doing, by allowing the 

illegitimate characters just enough agency to partake in their respective narratives in an 

active way, is creating a near subaltern identity within their own culture. 

 Through their novels, Collins and Dickens create a space for the illegitimate that 

offers them no agency of their own whatsoever. Even though the illegitimate characters 

use the language of the legitimate culture, and act within its bounds, they are not 

allowed any penetration, meaning they are no longer simply an oppressed class, they are 

completely outside of it. Again, the narratives of Walter and Pip use the illegitimate 

characters to complete their own bildungsroman, but that does not allow any growth for 

the illegitimate characters themselves. 

 Even Esther, who wants to create happiness for everyone is unable to because 

her sheer existence inhibits it. Lady Dedlock, Esther’s mother, loses her relationship 

with her sister Miss Barbary, due to the strain hiding Esther’s parentage causes on them. 

And Miss Barbary, the character who raises Esther, loses her relationship with Mr. 

Boythorn, since she claims Esther as her own to protect Lady Dedlock. And eventually 

it is Esther’s existence which leads Lady Dedlock to her self-propagated, guilt ridded 

demise, sending Sir Dedlock into more of a decline. Because the characters are all 

interconnected through Esther, the fact she is illegitimate actively prohibits her ability to 

act, completely undermining whatever agency she accrues. She is even unable to discuss 

finding out about her own birth: “If the secret that I had to keep had been mine, I must 
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have confided it to Ada before we had been long together. But it was not mine; and I did 

not feel that I had a right to tell it, even to my guardian, unless some great emergency 

arose” (Dickens, B.H. 589). Looking at the endings of the novels also shows how the 

illegitimate characters are unable to define their own lives at all.  

Esther’s narrative ends with her unable to complete her own arc. Despite being 

accepted throughout the entire length of the novel, Esther is worried that at any moment 

she will be tossed aside, especially by the end because of her face, which was scarred by 

disease. However, Ada showed no negative reactions to Esther’s face when she first saw 

it again. And Woodcourt still chose to marry Esther, so Esther is overreacting, and 

overcompensating for her illegitimacy, because despite being integral in the lives of the 

legitimate she is still not able to accept herself. In the closing of the novel Esther tells 

Woodcourt how she could not imagine him loving her any more, and she writes, “[…] 

and that they [her husband and guardian] can very well do without much beauty in me – 

even supposing --,” and she ends her narrative in mid-sentence (Dickens, B.H. 989). So, 

even at her conclusion, when she can wrap everything up, she is unable to do to, and 

never is able to complete her own character arc. Instead she leaves her story open ended 

for the legitimate to define it for her, because she still cannot define it herself. 

These characters without any agency may technically be part of Western culture, 

and may not be considered subaltern by Spivak’s definition, but because of their 

complete lack of agency in any form, they are but pieces being moved around without 

any say in the matter. They are so marginalized that even when given the space to 

express themselves, or are put on a pedestal for legitimate characters to aspire to, they 

are unable to capitalize on it in any fashion. As for Collins and Dickens, the space they 
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create using the illegitimate in this fashion allows the identity of illegitimacy to be taken 

and used in literature in a new way. No longer does the illegitimate need to be 

exoticized, as that identity is sectioned off from penetrating legitimate society in any 

way on its own. Instead how the identity begins to be used as a mask for legitimate 

culture to commodify through portraying illegitimacy as a hardship to overcome. 
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IV. THE BASTARD INSIDE OF US 

Hades: Why do we build the wall? 
Cerberus: Why do we build the wall? We build the wall to 
keep us free. 
                                                                    -Anais Mitchell 

 
 
 The 21st century and beyond promises technological advancements that will 

continue to change humanity’s perception of the world. For science is continually 

creating the boundaries of new spaces for humans to inhabit. These spaces are both 

physical entities beyond our own world, and even more metaphysical in the sense of 

temporal longevity. What we understand as existence today is undergoing perpetual 

change. It seems all but an eventuality that man will live amongst artificial intelligence 

in the relatively near future. Beyond that however, with breakthroughs concerning 

human existence in the metaphysical and physical realms, defining what it means to be 

human has become a focus of Western discourse. 

 Already in the science fiction genre we can see a focus on attempting to unbox 

the complications our technological future poses. With the possibilities of cloning and 

creating humans in labs, as seen in science fiction films like Moon1, or human 

consciousness being installed into computers, like in William Gibson’s novel 

Neuromancer, the boundaries between what is rightfully human and what is something 

                                                            
1 2010 Duncan Jones film in which the protagonist is cloned by an oil conglomeration so he can work on 

an oil rig on the moon in perpetuity. 
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else are blurred. But, Western discourse has faced these issues pertaining to agency 

before. In a way, this is just another front in the battle between what is Self and what is 

Other. And since many of the questions these technological advancements pose are 

rooted in the genesis of being, and the placement of agency, the template of the binary 

between legitimate-illegitimate is used once again. 

 However, in science fiction the legitimate-illegitimate binary is used as a 

gatekeeper to differentiate separate parts of the Self. The goal is portrayed not so much 

as an attempt hold a particular group of people outside of society, rather the aim is to 

jettison those that are deemed no longer worthwhile to the society to the outskirts. In 

science fiction it is possible, as I will demonstrate, being labeled illegitimate is no 

longer solely due to passive actions on the part of an individual. Rather, illegitimacy 

becomes, in part, based on actions individuals have undertaken. Thus, those deemed as 

wholly illegitimate may have started their existence as legitimate, but because of their 

own actions they marginalize themselves. The end result is that within science fiction 

the function of the legitimate-illegitimate binary is to create unease in the audience 

about technological advancements. In particular, the advancements that will be 

controlled by those deputies of hegemony that the public cannot sway individually 

generate the most focus. 

 It is in this context that the discourse is taking us back to the nineteenth century, 

back to the Poor Law Report to re-litigate what it means to be a legitimate member of 

society. However, in this updated context the stakes are much higher. The results are no 

longer simply about identity and placement in society, but now the focus is on the 

definition of what it means to be human based on one’s genesis and the rights that 
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should accompany that definition. It is in the temporal future that we see Western 

hegemony finally infringing on the last space that there is to control: the metaphysical 

space inside of every individual, illegitimating them as it sees fit. What this use of the 

legitimate-illegitimate binary does is serve as a warning from deputies of hegemony in 

such a way that individuals may still take solace in the fact that there is distance 

between them and the illegitimated examples they see being used. However, it is a 

pseudo-space as hegemony shows itself  as being able to traverse all such boundaries. 

Fukuyama 

 There is something that makes every human being inherently human. Perhaps 

what makes us human is our cognitive process, or our ability to master language, or 

perhaps the fact we are bipedal organisms. Then again, we could be defined by the end 

summation of all our defining characteristics. There are no definitive answers on this 

front. All we do know is that we are human, and many biological creatures no matter 

how similar, are not. As science fiction writer N.K. Hayles remarks, “the meaning of the 

human has never been entirely stable or universally accepted” (Hayles 333). 

This line of thought is tackled by Francis Fukuyama in his book Our Posthuman 

Future. Fukuyama explores how humans’ defining characteristics will change as 

humans’ social and technological growth continues eternally.  Fukuyama eventually 

settles on a definition of what makes humans human and he calls it “Factor X.” He says 

of Factor X, 

Factor X cannot be reduced to the possession of moral choice, or reason, 
or language, or sociability, or sentience, or emotions, or consciousness. 
[…] It is all of these qualities coming together. […] Every member of the 
human species possesses a genetic endowment … an endowment that 
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distinguished a human in essence from other types of creatures. 
(Fukuyama 171) 
 

Fukuyama implies that a certain biology is imperative to defining the human. However, 

despite how reasoned this logic is, it may still be too confining in some ways. By not 

making room for those who used to be fully human but now have been limited to being 

a recall program of sorts may not be fair. So what Fukuyama offers us is a good baseline 

to understand the inherent problems our future possesses, while he also exemplifies the 

unique challenges in defining the Self and the renegotiation that must take place as we 

continue to evolve. Additionally, Fukuyama allows us to see a future without an outside 

Other, because if there is a Self that is so atomized, so uniquely compartmentalized, then 

defining it is an introspective endeavor leaving no need for an outside comparison. 

Paranoia 

 Moments in literature where these instances of self-renegotiation occur, we see 

bouts of paranoia preoccupy deputies of hegemony. In science fiction there tends to be 

two kinds of paranoia tales; only one of these types are important to the legitimate-

illegitimate binary while the other deals more with the remnants of paranoia stemming 

from post-colonialism. 

In Victorian literature we saw the fear that illegitimate members could move 

undetected throughout society and be no worse the wear for it. In science fiction, the 

moments of paranoia are similar; however, instead of simple cultural chameleons being 

an issue on its own, generally science fiction makes the situation much more dire. For 

example, James Cameron’s Terminator and the Wachowski brother’s Matrix series both 

lament the possible extermination of the human race at the hands of machines they 



49 

 

built.2 The fear emanates from a space that legitimate society has created; and, as 

discussed earlier, the legitimate-illegitimate discourse is just a construction of space for 

illegitimate members to reify the hegemon’s power. So it is only natural for paranoia 

about this created space to back fire and spill over. And it is here in these science fiction 

collapse-from-within narratives this can be seen. 

The other kind of science fiction narrative, where humanity crumbles due to an 

outside influence, may not pertain to illegitimacy discourse, but it does highlight again 

how the space science fiction uses and exemplifies the Self’s paranoia of Others. 

Narratives that feature alien cultures destroying human life, like Wells’s The War of the 

Worlds or Finney’s The Body Snatchers, prove to be updated and appropriated fears 

stemming from post-colonialism.3 Consequently, through the paranoia it exhibits, 

science fiction attempts to move the discussion of otherness back outside of the physical 

body of the Self, differentiating it from the style of discourse seen in superhero 

narratives, since those in science fiction challenging the status quo are again seen as 

objects apart of the Self. But, this move is disingenuous as in the end all that is done is 

rejecting parts of the Self and nothing else. 

 

 

                                                            
2 Both the Terminator and Matrix film series focus on plots that show humanity in what appears to be its 

death throes after man‐made machinery has supplanted mankind. The Terminator film series focuses on 

mankind being dominated physically, while the Matrix film series focuses more on machines creating a 

new mental reality for humans, detaching humanity from the physical world. 

3 These novels are examples of science fiction narratives that focus on outside alien cultures invading to 

Earth to dominate human life. These types of narratives closely resemble depictions of Colonial culture 

colonizing the New World; however, it is the threatening alien that plays the role of colonizer. 
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The Frankenstein Monster 

 One of the earliest examples of illegitimacy used in science fiction actually 

shows how little the use of the illegitimate identity has changed in some aspects over 

time.  The monster in Shelley’s Frankenstein is a creation of science and alchemy, and 

thus without any real lineage. And yet, in the monster we see the interweaving of the 

two extremes of illegitimate discourse. One the one hand the monster is shown as being 

somewhat human, able to learn to speak and have empathy to those around it, basically 

blurring the lines between itself and the world it finds itself in, similarly to the focus of 

much of the Victorian literature written on illegitimacy. The other side to the monster, 

however, illustrates how it can never really belong in legitimate society, that there will 

always be something keeping it outside of the legitimate realm based on its own genesis 

and creation. Even though society made the monster what it was, individuals could not 

begin to bring themselves to see any part of who they are in the monster, eventually 

forcing the monster into exile in the novel. 

 What sets the Frankenstein monster apart from later science fiction novels is that 

he tried to fit into society and that there is space given in the literature to that endeavor.4 

For what science fiction mainly focuses on going forward is how stark the lines between 

Self and Other have really become in the genre. The Other exists to dominate, or to be 

dominated, which is why it elicits the paranoia it does in this context. What the science 

fiction genre does is take both the romanticized illegitimate Other, and the appropriated, 

commodified version and puts them together in the same body. The genre places the 

                                                            
4 The monster is shown reading literature, learning language, and attempting to integrate itself into 

society through making social connections in its narrative within the novel. 
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agency solely in the hands of the Self and the results are self-created monsters. But there 

is no redemption for these monsters. Nor is there any drive to try and keep them within 

the bounds of society. There is nothing left to do with them, because they are no longer 

a physical nor mental Other; rather, they are an amalgam, they are Othered in the 

metaphysical plane. 

Illegitimacy in the Beyond 

 Illegitimacy becomes a gatekeeper within the discourse of the Self to determine 

what is worth identifying with legitimate culture, as discourse progresses towards the 

future. In science fiction illegitimacy no longer pertains the individual body, rather it 

becomes an abstract set of identifiers used to identify and label individuals whom may 

not actually be illegitimate as illegitimate so they can be jettisoned outside of proper 

society. Illegitimacy becomes the line within the Self as it self-polices since the identity 

has been fully reappropriated and used by the members of established culture as they see 

fit. The other development complicating the use of illegitimacy as a defining 

characteristic is the fact, as Fukuyama highlights, in a post-human society it is hard to 

define what it means to be human, and therefore it is nearly as impossible to define the 

nuances between the different kinds of humans that do exist. 

 The fact that science fiction reverts to such a metaphysical approach to defining 

the different aspects of existence connects to the idea that defining characteristics of 

humanity are in fact metaphysical themselves. Emotions, according to Fukuyama, are 

humanity’s plainest identifiers: 

[I]t is the distinctive human gamut of emotions that produces human 
purpose, goals, objectives, wants, needs, desires, fears, aversions, and the 
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like and hence is the source of human values. While many would list 
human reason and human moral choice as the most important unique 
human characteristic that give our species dignity, I would argue that 
possession of the full human emotional gamut is at least as important, if 
not more so. (Fukuyama 169) 
 

To deal with metaphysical issues such as these, science fiction turns to an arbiter that is 

just as metaphysical and ever-changing itself. 

What illegitimacy represents is the tenuousness of the Self within the science 

fiction genre, and perhaps more broadly a culture undergoing tremendous change. The 

physical illegitimate Other has been written out of discourse in science fiction, and yet 

science fiction is densely populated with illegitimate individuals. It proves it will be a 

never ending battle, but now it is a battle over different aspects of the Self being 

identified and labeled using a dichotomy that has been just as tenuous from its own 

inception nearly three centuries ago. No matter where the illegitimate line is placed 

there will always be individuals to the side of it that can be made evocative, and thus 

there will always be a drive by the public to move that line just a little further. This is 

just a distraction used by deputies of hegemony however, a shell game, as they 

themselves do not even know where the line ever really is, nor do they need to as they 

control is spontaneously, and the public must give their consent just as quickly as not to 

be caught on the wrong side of it.  

Neuromancer 

 William Gibson’s cyberpunk novel Neuromancer is set in a futuristic sprawl, 

similar to what is seen in other science fiction works like Blade Runner, where 

individuals have taken as much of a beating as the bleak physical world around them. 

Case, the protagonist of Neuromancer, is a 24 year old programmer who fashioned 
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himself a middle man in retrieving stolen information after “sensing that [society’s] 

walls were starting to crumble” (Gibson 11). While it is never definitive, Case 

seemingly once had a fairly normal life.5 But, eventually all that changed when he 

turned himself into a criminal. It paid better, for a while, until the system he injected 

himself into crumbled. His need for power gave him a “cold intensity” that seemingly 

belonged to “someone else” (Gibson 7). In the process Case loses his morals, 

committing murder for the first time loses control of  his physical body, since toxic sacs 

are implanted into his body as the result of a deal gone sour, and even loses control of 

his actions, as he is kidnapped and forced to act according to his captor’s wishes. 

Eventually Case becomes a creation of the world he put himself in, and is told “We 

invented you in Siberia, Case. You are a console cowboy” (Gibson 28). It figures Case 

sleeps in a “coffin” that he rents on a weekly basis, since he is as alienated from his 

former life as though he were dead (Gibson 19). 

 The novel is told through third-person limited narration; Case is never given an 

opportunity to speak directly to the reader. Instead, the reader is like a voyeur, watching 

Case’s existence play out in a way that Case watches others’ lives. Several times 

throughout the novel Case “jacks in” to the matrix and watches key scenes play out 

while inhabiting the body of other characters. He sees what they see, he feels what they 

feel, but not only can he not act or speak at all, those he inhabits do not feel him, nor 

would they have any idea he was with them unless it was previously planned.  

                                                            
5 While Case’s life before the narrative begins is never explained in detail, a life with a girlfriend and a 

steady non‐criminal job is alluded to. 
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 One of the characters that Case inhabits is Molly. Much like Case, Molly is 

someone who fell in with the wrong crowd and became a “razor girl,” basically hired 

muscle. Also like Case, Molly becomes alienated from her former self. Among Molly’s 

improvements she is equipped with mirror like eyes and claws embedded inside of her 

fingers. There are other characters like Case and Molly who all eventually find 

themselves pushed outside of society because of the actions they have undertaken and 

the decisions they have made. And because of those decisions they have no agency, 

meaning not only do they lack money, but they barely control their own physical lives. 

The only place these characters are given a chance to take ownership of their actions and 

have a sense of control is in the matrix, which is something they all share. 

 The matrix is described in the novel through a commercial that refers to it as, 

“cyberspace. A consensual hallucination experienced daily by billions of legitimate 

operators, in every nation” (Gibson 51). So whatever agency the characters did have left 

after the alienation they underwent is taken away when they willingly concede to a 

power greater than themselves. It is a vicious cycle. Once they become illegitimated 

they are driven to a life of crime, unable to ever escape it because legitimate society will 

never accept them back. And yet, the way they make their living is through being part of 

the system shared by billions on a daily basis. There is nothing outside of legitimate 

society as it controls the physical sprawl, but is also the power within the realm of the 

hallucination and thought. 

 Even after characters die they cannot necessarily escape the system. While on a 

mission inside the matrix Case encounters a former colleague known as McCoy. This 

encounter surprises Case since McCoy died some time ago. But, between their 
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encounters McCoy became known as the Dixie Flatline, a program to assist console 

cowboys like Case. It is not clear who imprisoned McCoy’s consciousness in this way, 

but it is clear it was not of his own doing. As Case nears the end of his mission, McCoy 

asks him to “erase this goddamn thing” (Gibson 106). But before Case acts to do that he 

asks McCoy, “Are you sentient, or not?” And McCoy responds, “Well, it feels like I am, 

kid, but I’m really just a bunch of ROM. It’s one of them, ah, philosophical questions I 

guess” (Gibson 131). Even in death individuals are no longer given the agency to cease 

existing, but rather every being is subjected to the powers of the society much bigger 

than themselves and the individual is no longer seen, rather they are clumped into 

groups, such as razor girls, console cowboys, or recall programs. It is made to seem that 

every individual is a cog in a system, and thus runs the risk of becoming an illegitimate 

being that can be used at the whims of societal hegemony and there is no longer an 

escape. 

Beyond Death 

 Much like McCoy in Neuromancer, Colter Stevens, the protagonist in the 

Duncan Jones film Source Code, is a former human being turned into a computer 

program. Stevens, a former American war hero, is given a mission that he must 

undertake while his body is kept alive with the use of life support so that his brain can 

function inside of the computer systems he has been hooked up to. Stevens is ordered to 

pay attention to the mission, and nothing else, in spite of the fact that he knows he is 

dying again and again and that he must be dead, or something like it, while not being 

able to reconcile with his new reality: 



56 

 

Colleen Goodwin: I want you to concentrate on the passengers in your 
car. Get to know them. Narrow the suspect pool. Look for one who 
seems quiet or withdrawn. Who seems nervous. As always, you have 
eight minutes.  
Colter Stevens: Eight minutes and then I blow up again?  
Colleen Goodwin: Yes. I need you to discipline yourself on this next 
pass. Perform only the task that we assign you. Everything else is 
irrelevant. (Jones 2011) 
 

What Stevens comes to realize is that he no longer exists in a reality, or space, that is 

considered human; rather he is within a computer program named Source Code. As Dr. 

Rutledge, the creator of Source Code describes to Stevens:  “You cannot alter this 

reality while inside Source Code [. . .] Source Code is not time travel. Rather, Source 

Code is time re-assignment. It gives us access to a parallel reality” (Jones 2011). But 

Stevens was never asked to be part of this new reality, nor does he have the agency to 

leave it. 

The choice to become a program is clearly not Stevens’s. He begs his controllers 

several times to just pull the plug. Dr. Rutledge is very weary of Stevens’s wishes, 

however: 

Dr. Rutledge: You know, many soldiers would find this preferable to 
death. The opportunity to continue serving their country. 
Colter Stevens: Have you... have you spent much time in battle, sir? 
Huh?  
Dr. Rutledge: That's immaterial.  
Colter Stevens: Any soldier I've ever served with would say that one 
death is service enough.  (Jones 2011) 
 

Eventually Stevens is promised that Dr. Rutledge will carry out Stevens’s wishes as 

long as he does what they ask of him, which is to test the viability of the program.  

The film is told from Stevens’s perspective and the audience empathizes with 

Stevens. The audience is shown Stevens’s thoughts as he goes mad and remembers a life 
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he once lived, but can no longer return to. What Stevens and McCoy represent is the 

paranoia of just how small and trivialized the individual becomes as technology 

continues to progress. As human qualities are diminished and trivialized by created 

objects there is little left that is inherently human. Between birth and death there are 

few, if any, other human truths every human will experience; or, at least that is how 

things used to be. But now there are beliefs that perhaps humans will no longer be able 

to do what comes naturally at some point in life, which is to die, even when we want to. 

The few things authors and directors can use to reach the audience is emotion, which 

Fukuyama argues is the base our Factor X.  

Jones and Gibson both use characters that are easily identifiable as reflections of 

their intended audience in an attempt to elicit compassion for these characters that have 

been illegitimated by the powers that be. What the two creators challenge the audience 

with is the question: if these characters can be re-born and re-created, who are we to 

judge others based on passive events? Beyond that, however, is if this can happen to 

these characters, who can truly avoid it? Just as there is a stark line between what is 

human and what is not human, there is a stark line between legitimate and illegitimate. 

Where that line goes will be part of a never ending debate. 
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V. CONCLUSION: THE DEFINITION NEVER-ENDING 

  Nothing ever ends. 
                                                                 -Doctor Manhattan 

 

The works of literature I have explored in this project all point toward one 

common theme: the illegitimate Other is in large part of how the Western Self defines 

itself. Additionally, the only other constant throughout this wide swath of literature is 

that the way illegitimate identity is used and portrayed changes, albeit only slightly. For 

where Western discourse is currently at the start of the twenty-first century is in close 

proximity to where it was in the early half of the eighteenth century. Culture as a whole 

may be more accepting and not as damning as it once was, but the use of illegitimacy as 

a product to help reify Western hegemony is as stoic as ever, and it will unlikely change 

moving forward. Because the ever moving blurred line that defines illegitimacy is not 

going away, illegitimacy will continue to be used as a touchstone for discourse in an 

attempt to avoid the pitfalls of ethnic and gender discourses. What it means to be 

illegitimate is everything that has been cast onto that identity over time, which is 

divergent due to its inconsistent use, making it a very complicated, amorphous, social 

construct. As Roland Barthes says of passion, “what the public wants is the image of 

passion, not passion itself,” the same is true of what the public wants to see of the Other 
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(Barthes 18).1 Western discourse has made the public yearn for idealized characters;  

characters the publics can identify and empathize with. This is no different when it 

comes to the creation of an idealized Other. With an idealized Other, which the 

illegitimate Other represents, the public feels better about themselves upon reflection. 

The public is given a space to question the system that not only do they feel surrounded 

and victimized by, but the illegitimate individual they see portrayed before them. But 

the true benefit to what the public wants lies in the fact that if they find an unsavory side 

to an illegitimate Other, or if anything happens in the action surrounding that character 

is not to their exact liking, then they can just reject that character, the character’s 

actions, and the character’s identity, for in the end they are just an illegitimate outsider. 

The illegitimate construction will act as protection for the Self, from itself, in perpetuity. 

 

                                                            
1 Barthes argues the public comes to yearn for hyper‐depictions of passion as true life depictions are no 

longer as seductive. 
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