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Winning a clutch of awards, including the Cannes film festival Un Certain Regard prize, 
Ali Abbasi’s 2018 cult cinematic work Border (Gräns) combines fantasy with the 
detective genre, to present a contemporary tale of two gender-fluid trolls. Both live at 
the boundary (the metaphorical “border”) between the human and the nonhuman world. 
While Border has been richly analysed through the lenses of trans-studies, material 
feminisms and environmental humanities, I will pursue a psychoanalytic and ecofeminist 
reading. By engaging Stacy Alaimo’s concept of “trans-corporeality” with Julia 
Kristeva’s earlier work on the “abject” and the “semiotic,” together with Timothy 
Morton’s theory of the “strange stranger,” I will explore the film’s maternal figures, 
both as characters, visual signifiers and metaphors. The film presents figures of the 
mother and mothering, while simultaneously unravelling them, to decompose them into 
signifiers which disrupt the boundaries between the human and the nonhuman.       
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Introduction: Oppressed and Ecofeminist 
 
It is no coincidence that Donald J. Trump’s executive orders set out their state violence 
in a list, the elements of which demand connection. The withdrawal from the Paris 
Climate Change Agreement, his promise to accomplish mass deportations and his 
declaration that from “now on there will be only two genders, male and female” all 
present a cruel intersectionality of prohibition.1Furthermore, the Trump administration 
has begun erasing the history of crimes against Indigenous peoples (Walker 2025). The 
Swedish context for Ali Abbasi’s 2018 cinematic work Border may seem to be at a 
geographical and historical remove from US racist and anti LGBQT+ policies. Indeed, 
Sweden passed a law in 2025 allowing teenagers as young as sixteen to change their 
gender. 2  However, ILGA-Europe, a non-governmental group over-seeing human 
rights, recently reported that Sweden has blocked an increasing number of LGBQT+ 
asylum applications.3 As well as this policing of queer immigrants, Sweden has failed 
another group of non-white Others. In December 2020, the UN Committee for the 
Eradication of Racial Discrimination (CERD) found that the Swedish government had 
violated the rights of its Indigenous Sámi people by appropriating their land for mining 
(Eriksson 2021).  

Gender theorists Katie Ritson and Nicole Seymour argue that Abbasi’s film exposes 
the painful reality that the Swedish government, and so many of its institutions, have 
been violent towards their Indigenous peoples, and towards what the authors term 
“various sociocultural Others” (2024). Using mythical elements, Border dramatizes the 
lives of two gender fluid trolls (mythically “native” to Sweden) to explore ecological 
oppressions against Indigenous peoples. Such political contexts resonate with the 
themes of Abbasi’s film as it sheds light on nonhuman and non-binary people, and their 
status as outsiders to Swedish hegemonies.4 Border invites an ongoing theoretical task 
which, urgent as ever, engages with feminism, queer studies and ecological thinking.5  

As a cultural analyst, I will read Border as a meditation on the lives of marginalised 
others, analysing its ‘border’ metaphorically as a boundary which allows (and sometimes 
prevents) the flows of affects and knowledges between genders, species, and between the 
allegedly human and nonhuman. Ritson and Seymour have described the film as an 
“allegory” which offers an example of “queer anti-pastoral,” where “pastoral” implies 
“care” for the environment. Cultural critic Kata Kyrölä follows the film’s narrativizing 
of troll, queer sexual intimacy by focusing on indigenous thinking (2023). She argues 
that the film’s use of mythical characters – trolls – implies that they are ancient beings 
who are indigenous to Sweden. The film’s two troll protagonists Tina (Eva Melander) 
and Vore (Eero Milonoff) - provisionally female and male respectively, yet also gender-
fluid - are descended from a lineage which has been colonized by white, human Nordic 

	
1 For the full list, see Guardian Staff, “What Executive Orders did Trump Sign on the Day One?” The 

Guardian, January 21, 2025, https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2025/jan/20/tump-executive-
orders-list. 

2 From the age of sixteen, teenagers can transition without parental support. The legalisation of 
‘homosexuality’ took place in Sweden in 1944, and for over eighty years, there has been a steady sequence 
of legalisations, including LGBQTI adoption rights for same-sex couples in 2003 to anti-discrimination 
laws in 2008. See “Sweden aims to protect your rights to be who you are” 2025.  

3 The report highlights the case of a Ugandan lesbian denied asylum. See the “Annual Review of the 
Human Rights of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans and Intersex People” 2025. 

4 Rapold 2018. In this interview, Ali Abbasi insists that the film is not specifically about racism or 
immigration. However, he does admit that his film addresses “the general experience of being a minority.”  

5 For the difference between environmental and ecological studies see Parham 2016, 7-8. 

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2025/jan/20/tump-executive-orders-list
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2025/jan/20/tump-executive-orders-list
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settlers. While Kyrölä draws attention to the film’s coupling of queer desire with that 
of the “(non)sovereign erotic” (77), Ritson, Seymor and Kyrölä rightly spotlight Border 
as binding ecological awareness with queer desire.  

However, my contention is that all three scholars lose sight of the film’s 
ecofeminism. In what follows, I will examine how Border invites an ecofeminist and 
queer reading, doing so by exploring its maternal figures, not just as characters but as 
tropes. As a character, Tina adopts a maternal role. In terms of visual, haptic and 
olfactory tropes, the film can be brought into dialogue with feminist psychoanalysis and 
materialist feminisms to reveal a trail of signifiers which unravel norms of motherhood. 
Therefore I will engage Julia Kristeva’s work on the maternal “chora” (1974; 1980), 
together with Stacy Alaimo’s concept of “trans-corporeality” (2008) and Timothy 
Morton’s queer and disordering “strange stranger” (2010a; 2010b). Morton’s concept 
points towards its companion idea, namely, Donna Haraway’s notion of strange “kin,” 
or “oddkin,” her generic term for “other-than-human” beings who demand 
acknowledgement and inclusion (2016, 2). While a troll might be described as an oddkin, 
Morton’s “strange stranger” is better able to signify lives which are dark, uncanny, 
dangerous yet generative. Haraway’s call that we “Make Kin not Babies” (5-6) resonates 
with Tina’s being materially part of the nonhuman world and the hybrid human-
nonhuman troll child she will adopt. My exploration of the film’s drama of queer 
parenting and other-than-human intimacies proceeds with the aid of Kristeva, Alaimo 
and Morton. I will argue that Border’s maternal figures can be illuminated by a thinking 
which entangles ecofeminism, new materialisms and queer psychoanalytic thinking.   
 
Ecofeminist and Disordered 
 

Greta Gaard set out the case for a queer ecofeminism when she challenged the 
notion that feminism or ecofeminism should fall on either side of the prohibitive line 
“natural/unnatural” (1997, 120-121). Her canonical article still unsettles the notion that 
sexual practices and sexualities are “natural” and geared towards heterosexuality and 
reproduction. In Border, it is Vore, “male” though gender fluid, who can produce troll 
embryos. These can then grow outside of the womb, thus becoming queerly created 
infants. Trolls are nonhuman with human characteristics; they are strongly connected 
to animals and the natural world. Gaard underlines that so-called “animals,” just like 
humans, present queer desires (121). Tina has more than a biophilic connection to her 
local landscapes as she engages in both queer and “wild” desire for animals and insects.  

In Wild Things: the Disorder of Desire (2020), Jack Halberstam has argued that “wild” 
desires shake up the hegemonies of race, sex, sexuality (“Introduction”) and what one 
might mean by the “animal” (chapter 4). Halberstam argues for the “disorder of things” 
(14); paradigmatically speaking, this approach involves more than identifying “disorder” 
as that unleashed by “nonconformists” (14). Rather, this disorder becomes a way of 
shaking up psychical and political structures which are themselves already full of 
contradictions. Halberstam’s concept makes the case for de-colonialising dominant 
modes of thinking so that a “disorder of things” can be unleashed. In Abbasi’s film, I will 
read one form of disorder as feminist rage against the patriarchal exploitation of children. 
In Border, Tina is confronted with the fact that Vore is a criminal in the dark markets of 
extreme capitalism, trafficking human babies to a paedophile ring. This is when Tina’s 
maternal and feminist rebellion begins. She becomes both a ferocious protector of 
children and, by the end of the film, the mother of a troll baby, and one born of Vore’s 
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body. On adopting her non-binary infant, Tina will pursue her queer, ecofeminist and 
maternal role amidst trees, waterfalls and the dark ecologies of a trashy and disordered 
homestead. She will become a single mother, doing so against the grain of nuclear family 
structures, living as a creature of queer and dark ecofeminism.  

Scholarly studies of Border have not shied away from its themes of unconventional 
mothering or its exploration of maternal metaphors. Monique Tschofen refers to the 
film’s revelation of “body as medium and matter” (2023,149). Following Rebecah 
Pulsifer (2019), Tschofen states that she will pursue a feminist and materialist approach, 
partly indebted to the material feminisms of Stacy Alaimo (2008,152). Tschofen links 
the word “matter” to the Greek “matrix” which, in turn, is associated with the “chora”’; 
this is the Greek word for the mother’s womb (155). While not mentioning Julia 
Kristeva, Tschofen’s article points to Kristeva’s work on semiotic processes (not 
semiotics in de Saussure’s sense, but rather ‘le semiotique’). In Revolution in Poetic 
Language [1974] (2024), Kristeva articulates how unconscious drives (le semiotique) 
emerge from the chora, that is, the matrix space which forms a pre-symbolic mother. 6 I 
bring Kristeva’s theories into dialogue with Border and Stacy Alaimo’s concept of “trans-
corporeality” (2008). Furthermore, Kristeva offers a conceptualisation of the drive which 
intersects with her related work on the “abject”[1980](2024b). Alaimo’s trans-corporeal 
site, full of wilderness and nonhumans, “thinks with” Kristeva’s abject as that wild force 
which can conjure uncanny Others. 

The film’s scholarship can be further enriched by Timothy Morton’s concept of the 
strange stranger (2010a; 2010b); this theorizes those aspects of the nonhuman world 
that are slippery, disturbing yet intimate with humans.7 Strange strangers can define 
many beings, from the human immigrant, the Indigenous person to the nonhuman being 
(loc. 212-268). In Border, Tina the mother is a strange stranger. Yet she also plays a 
maternal role. Maternal tropes, both in the form of narrative twists and turns as well as 
cinematic metaphors, reveal choric drives emerging from film’s psyche. These act 
paradoxically, simultaneously asserting metaphors for the mother while decomposing 
them. By so doing, the semiotic processes emerging from the chora can unravel 
hierarchies, shaking up societal norms to release a disorder of things, which can involve 
breaking the law. For Jacques Lacan, the “Law” and social organisation constitute the 
symbolic order.8 The chora’s drives decompose, rupture and disturb the symbolic order. 
In Kristeva’s terms, it is such rupturing that can re-constitute the symbolic, offering 
new forms of social organisation (Revolution in Poetic Language, Part 1). In taking 
Kristeva into ecological realms through a queer and an ecofeminist approach, I will 
examine such “organisation” by opening up channels between human and nonhuman 
worlds.  

The theoretical intersections between ecological thinking, feminism and queer 
theory, catch the maternal figure as something which flashes into being before it 
disappears again under waves of unconscious processes. Being aware of these 
disciplinary intersections can prevent us from treating the nonhuman world as a mother 

	
6  For a definition of the “chora” see Julia Kristeva 2024a, 25–26 and Kristeva 2024b, 14, where in both 

studies she refers to Plato’s Timaeus.  
7 Timothy Morton now identifies as “they.” 
8 Lacan 1991, 279-280, presents an explanation of the difference between the symbolic, the real, and 

the imaginary. For a definition of the “Law,” see 35 and 262. See also Julia Kristeva (2024a) for the “law 
of an objective reality,” 111. 
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at all. As I shall argue, ecofeminist thinking is better served by avoiding two false 
metaphors: the all-encompassing Mother or paternalistic Father. Both would be 
infantilising and need to be queered. Yet my central argument is that Border unveils a 
paradox. The film unravels maternal figures while revealing the inevitability of their 
presence.  
 
Abject at the Border: Alaimo, Kristeva and the Maggots 
 

To support my reading of this paradox, I will bring Alaimo’s chapter “Trans-
Corporeal Feminisms and the Ethical Space of Nature” (2008, 296-392) into dialogue 
with Julia Kristeva’s concept of the abject, and its closely allied term the “semiotic.” 
While Alaimo’s ideas about the trans-corporeal do not even refer to the mother or 
maternal figures, Kristeva’s theories of the abject and the semiotic most definitely do.  

While avoiding the use of the word “mother,” Alaimo’s concept of trans-corporeality 
refers to Kristeva’s Powers of Horror [1980] (2024b, 1-4), where the figure of both the 
mother and the chora come into play. In citing Kristeva, Alaimo states that “Nature, 
charged as an accessory to essentialism, has served as feminism’s abject – that which, by 
being expelled from the ‘I’, serves to define the ‘I’”. I read Alaimo through a 
psychoanalytic lens which, obviously, is crucial to Powers of Horror. For Alaimo, 
feminism may run the risk of ejecting those aspects of “Nature” which, in even 
unpleasant, messy, and nasty material ways, are crucial to understanding not just the 
ego and superego, but an entire psyche, both individual and collective. Whether at a 
personal or community level, psyches need a sense of safety and hygiene.9 The inside of 
the psyche and the outer world can infect each other. 

Kristeva’s opening sub-title to her chapter 1 - “Neither Subject Nor Object” (1) - 
underlines how the abject allows outsides and insides to be mutually porous. Dangerous 
materials require expulsion. These can include food waste, vomit, faeces, blood, the 
corpse, anything deemed socially unclean (2-3). Yet here, Kristeva also includes an 
emotion – “shame” (3). Tellingly, she also uses the word “border” as a metaphor to 
underline how the psyche will expel what it finds “improper,” “unclean” and repugnant 
(4). In Powers of Horror, Kristeva reminds the reader that she has adopted the word chora 
from Plato’s use of it in Timaeus (48-50). For Plato, the chora is a “matrix,” and Kristeva 
re-frames this idea to define the pre-Oedipal space that bonds the infant to the mother, 
containing as it does, all that is pre-temporal and pre-symbolic; this container Kristeva 
describes as a “receptacle” (14). Repression of the “sign” of the mother can correlate with 
abjection. Kristeva also refers to “animals” and “animalism” as that which the symbolic 
order will abject. The expulsion of animals finds its correlate in the repression of 
maternal drives. In other words, nonhuman creatures, dirt, filth, small particles, and 
dangerous emotions fall into that rough category of materials to be abjected.  

Kristeva’s concept meets Alaimo’s trans-corporeality at a “place” and a “theoretical 
site” where “corporeal theories and environmental theories meet and mingle in a 
productive way” (Alaimo 238). The body, the landscape, and the flesh, the haptic and the 
visceral can make a corporeal site which allows the nonhuman and human worlds to be 
mutually porous. That which is abject has a trans-corporeal agency, and can link the 
human to the nonhuman. The trans-corporeal may have a dangerous dimension, but also 
a generative one, where abjection can lead to rupture and reinvention. Put more simply, 

	
9 Kristeva is indebted to Mary Douglas 2002. 
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trans-corporeality can offer more positive versions of the abject. For instance, Tina and 
Vore’s “beyond human” sense of smell and touch which allows them to do what humans 
cannot, namely smell emotions, is a trans-corporeal power. Psychical states translate 
into atoms and can be absorbed by the troll’s olfactory senses. Tina’s job as a border 
guard gives her the opportunity to smell humans hiding contraband, be it alcohol or 
paedophilic pornography. As well as olfactory super-powers, Tina undergoes an 
extreme response to storms. Prior to their first sexual experience, it could be the case 
that the trolls’ feelings for each other are not only heightened by the storm, but that the 
molecular intensity of their passions produces a local, extreme weather event. Climate, 
land, trees, and bodies would all appear on Alaimo’s list of trans-corporeal elements, 
including “landscape, and the flesh.” In Border, these two elements are mutually 
entangled through the somatic and psychical life of trolls. 

 The trans-corporeal meets semiotic drives and moments of abject intensity during 
the scene when Tina uncovers the criminal (a man) carrying the SIM card containing 
paedophiliac material. He tries to swallow it, and must be forced to cough it up. This is 
an appropriate way of dramatizing a criminal’s attempt to destroy the damning evidence. 
Yet at a metaphorical level, the paedophilic signifier of the SIM card stands in for the 
oral drive. Babies need to be fed orally, are utterly dependent and need to be protected. 
Yet it takes the uncanny and, in normative terms, off-putting if not somewhat creepy 
aspect of Tina’s talents to rumble a child sex trafficker. In other words, abject yet trans-
corporeal abilities help Tina to be the one who protects children; put differently, her 
talent for the abject, for that which is creepy and off-putting, and the snarling face she 
makes when smelling emotional filth, does endow her with the role of being the ferocious 
mother who can save stolen children. The feral, dangerous drive is that which supports 
the law and protects the child. Moreover, her visceral capacities bring together her 
nonhuman and human talents in order to fight patriarchal, capitalist paedophiles.   

In other words, at the juncture between ecology and feminism, that is ecofeminism, 
Kristeva’s semiotic is at work, rupturing established symbolic forms both aesthetic and 
cultural.10 The semiotic can damage and harm the symbolic, but it need not, if it is used 
in a manner which ruptures without violating. The semiotic presents itself as a 
paradoxical entity. It can damage yet it can re-invent. It can even uphold the social order, 
but in new forms. Alaimo emphasizes the “crucial ethical and political possibilities” (2008, 
238) of developing the term trans-corporeal. She specifies a “contact zone” which exists 
between “human corporeality and more-than-human nature” (238):  

 
Imagining human corporeality as trans-corporeality, in which the human is always 
intermeshed with the more-than-human world, underlines the extent to which the 
corporeal substance of the human is ultimately inseparable from “the environment.” 
(238) 
 

The notion of inseparability can speak to Kristeva’s idea of the semiotic processes 
which are a constant part of the psyche, and in their more-than-human aspects (I will 
use the term nonhuman as a synonym), are the forces of enmeshment between the human 

	
10 The semiotic is what the symbolic order manages and polices. In this regard, the abject is linked to 

the concept of semiotic processes which Kristeva first develops throughout Revolution in Poetic Language, 
Primary processes, particularly from the maternal “chora,” or that matrix space linked to the mother’s 
body, can disrupt the order of language, of the symbolic, and therefore, can form new linguistic formations 
and striking images. See Kristeva 2024a, 25-28. 
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psyche as an anthropogenic ego which, while it might aim to separate itself from the 
nonhuman world, cannot do so. In fact, to claim as much would be like ignoring the 
unconscious. It is the trans-corporeal which allows one to belong, to be subject to the 
social order while, at the same time, allows one to participate in a zone which is both 
repulsive yet nourishing.  

One example of the delights of abject nourishment is the scene in which Vore 
introduces Tina to the pleasures of eating maggots. What is dramatized is an oral 
intimacy. Vore enjoys teasing Tina and flirting with her, as though he is forcing not 
sexual consent but oral. Tina is disgusted by the “gross” act of eating maggots. Vore 
asks her “who says” it is gross, and Tina’s response is “everyone.” Cultural conventions 
abound. The symbolic order of societal norms rejects the rapturous act of eating the 
abject. Vore provokes Tina by suggesting: “you know you want to.” She does, and she 
relishes the maggots.  

Trans-corporeal and abject, oral drives are linked to sexual ones, as both the oral 
and the libidinous disturb boundaries between the social and the psychical, the law and 
the unconscious. Semiotic processes may become more than rupturing. The paedophiles 
who, for their own pleasures, torture children and film the horrific event, are the case in 
point. As Tina later confesses to Vore, the details of the filmed violations are 
unspeakable. Tina has been confronted with the horrors which humans are capable of 
and she has been flung into the role of rescuing these children. Paedophiles damage 
children. Equally well, Swedish psychiatric institutions have experimented on trolls, 
including Tina’s parents. The paedophiles may be motivated by drives they cannot 
control, and feel shame in their wake. In contrast, Swedish psychiatric institutions may 
have regarded themselves as on the side the Law, or certainly a colonial one. The film 
draws together the violences of criminals next to the abuses perpetrated by the status 
quo. Acts of disorder which are criminal, as in child trafficking, produce personal and 
collective wounds. Yet so does the dominant order. Yet at the same time, Border makes 
the case for unconscious desires, or what is for Kristeva, semiotic drives from the chora. 
It is these which rupture and disorder hegemonies of sex, sexuality, race, climate 
denialism and patriarchy. Indigenous, that is troll intelligences, have a right to dominant 
and marginal spaces, to home both human and trans-corporeal.  

Trans-corporeal bodies and landscapes offer sites from which to dismantle cruelty 
and oppressive policing from the symbolic order. Such bodies can ‘shake up’ stifling 
conventions, so as to allow society to be nourished by the positive by-products of the 
abject, with its promises of ecofeminist subversion. The abject and the semiotic can be 
used to dismantle the hypocrisy of the Law and the criminal activities of institutions. 
But criminals who cause harm, as well as institutions who torture, are driven by the 
abject in the former case, and by an attempt to repress the abject in the latter. Border 
examines the delicate balances and imbalances across trans-corporeal lines. Border’s tolls 
can be treated as stand-ins for humans. Humans also have feral talents, and can be 
subject to eugenics experiments. Humans can also become more aware of their needs to 
be abject, disordered and playfully feminist, if inspired to be porous to the nonhuman.    

 
Dirt and Politics: Between Maternal Figures and Strange Strangers 
 

Morton’s concept of the strange stranger posits a mutual and radical openness 
between the human and nonhuman. In The Ecological Thought (2010b), Morton notes 
that “When we talk about life forms, we’re talking about strange strangers. The 
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ecological thought imagines a multitude of entangled strange strangers” (207-212). This 
citation inspires a question. One wonders to what extent humans themselves can be 
treated as strange strangers, as after all, humans too are treated as outsiders, and pursue 
intersex and gender fluid lives. The film makes an important point about treating 
humans and trolls as related and entangled creatures. Humans can be transgender, suffer 
oppression and torture, have their lands seized, be ethnically cleansed, experimented on 
and subjected to genocide. According to the film’s narrative, trolls in human societies 
have been subjected to the same horrors. In spite of this, humans and trolls have lived 
together. Tina pursues the human path of being successful in her career as a border 
guard, and of being an effective team player in a (human) police unit. Yet we witness 
and enjoy Tina’s differences from civilised humans: she goes barefoot in the woods, her 
sense of smell is the equivalent of human eyesight, and she is effortlessly intimate with 
her neighbour the fox and the stag. For Tina, her feral behaviours and super-human 
physical and sensory strengths define her identity and are fundamental to her life. 

Tina also enjoys darkness. Much of the film’s palette of charcoal colours symbolizes 
a dark, ecological nonhuman world full of dangers and surprises. The film’s opening 
wide shot offers an unsentimental introduction to Tina the protagonist. The scene is 
twilight or dawn, and reveals Tina as she overlooks the harbour close to her border post. 
A large and rusty ship is docked. The rocky shore is untidy and scattered with rubbish. 
Here, nothing is sanitised. This opening shot finds Tina playing with a beetle. Human 
flotsam and jetsam, insects, water, rubbish and the rust of abandoned ships are the 
images comprising the film’s scene, which sets the tone of a dark ecology which refuses 
pristine nature. This frames Tina as a strange stranger, nesting the first image of what 
will recur in later scenes, when she will relish maggots, then worms, then an array of 
other insects from slimy spaces. She is at home in dirt and the abject. 

In “Queer Ecology,” Morton links the strange stranger with Kristeva’s 
conceptualisations of unconscious processes and the abject (2010a). As Morton explains: 
“To have subjects and objects, one must have objects to vomit or excrete” (274). For 
Morton, the disavowal of the abject is tantamount to seeking a pure “brand of Nature,” 
and one which would purify itself of that dangerous Other who is regarded as 
contaminating. Making the political move which is implied in Kristeva’s work, Morton 
links those who would make the Other abject, as being the same actors who would other 
“animals” – a term Morton despises – and who would treat women or anyone who is 
non-white or immigrant or non-heterosexual as a threatening being.11 Denying the 
abject also means colluding with sexism, racism and homophobia. Such denials often 
find their equivalence in conflating the term ‘Nature’ with the notion of a mother. 
Perhaps Morton’s aim is to ensure that the use of the term strange stranger acts as a 
replacement for the misleading term ‘Mother Nature’. This figure of “She” might offer 
the false idea that the nonhuman world is nourishing and supportive. Morton has always 
been adamant that this is not the case: 

 
Putting something called Nature on a pedestal and admiring it from afar does for the 
environment what patriarchy does for the figure of Woman. It is a paradoxical act of 
sadistic admiration. (2007, 5)  
 

	
11 Morton 2010a, 276. They state emphatically that to refer to the “question of the animal” is as suspect 

as using the phrase the “Jewish question.”  
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The pedestal and the sadistic admiration spotlight the human paradox of biophilic 
enjoyments (idealisation) in stark contrast to the anthropogenic super-charging of the 
sixth mass extinction. Even if not sadistic, human destructiveness can only be 
considered as cruel, if not mindless. Morton makes the plea in both “Queer Ecology” and 
The Ecological Thought that we do not treat the planet like a mother, and moreover, that 
we do not treat the planet as a Woman at all. In “Queer Ecology,” Morton declares that 
“Nature is not feminine” (279). According to Morton, (mis)perceiving the mother or the 
natural world as an inexhaustible female instils a dangerous fantasy. Mourning requires 
the release of those drives which install the infant as part of its mother. 
Environmentalism is positive if it involves environmental “mourning for the mother we 
never had” (2010b, 1236).  

One wonders, then, whether for Morton, the mother exists at all. While I agree 
with their insistence that turning the planet into a fantasy Mother is regressive and 
misleading, disavowing the mother entirely is unhelpful. While arguing that humans 
grow and move outwards towards the world, by not regressing back to the pre-symbolic 
maternal, Kristeva emphasises the importance of maternal drives, capable as they are to 
disturb the symbolic. In making a move beyond Kristeva’s work - with the help of 
Morton and Alaimo in their engagement with politics - I would argue that semiotic 
processes and their abject trail of maternal signifiers rupture systems of misogyny, 
racism, heteronormative binaries and anti-trans oppressions. What blazons this trail of 
transgression is the strange stranger. 

As strange strangers, Tina and Vore can be followed into trans-corporeal sites. 
These are ripe for unravelling maternal figures pretending to be a “Mother Nature” 
which, as a fake concept, colludes with systems of political oppression. Alaimo’s 
ecofeminism defines the trans-corporeal as a site where “natural and human history” as 
well as “political inequities, cultural contestations, biological and chemical processes, 
and other factors too numerous to list” (320) all jostle together. Between them should 
be no hierarchy. On this list is “something as unlikely a candidate for glory as dirt” (320).  
Alaimo’s description of trans-corporeal zones provides an excitingly dirty space. She 
envisions staging the abject as a material and ecofeminist retaliation against racism and 
speciesism. It is noteworthy that Tina acquaints herself with her infant troll in her dirty 
junk yard. The baby troll is bizarrely hairy and creepy. There is no glossy Mother 
Nature in sight.  

In this zone of disordered desire, Tina and her adoptee are porous to each other.  
Morton argues that  
 

Strange strangers are uncanny, familiar and strange simultaneously. They cannot be 
thought as part of a series (such as a species or genus) without violence […] They are 
composed of other strange strangers. (277)12 

 
Trolls are composed of other strange strangers, and are neither one “category” or 

another. They are creatures living at the margins of genders and sexes, but happen to 
break the mould of what is considered an embryo or an infant. Tina makes the shocking 
discovery of a creature somewhere between embryo and infant when, one twilight 

	
12 Morton’s term “strange stranger” is inspired by Derrida’s concept of the “arrivant.” See Derrrida 

1997. The arrivant is the one who must cross borders and thresholds, be they a visitor or, the person who 
is seen as the threatening immigrant. One cannot know them beforehand. They only come into being on 
arrival. 
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evening, she opens a fridge which has been used by Vore. Inside she finds a strange 
looking baby. Subsequently, Vore will explain that he has stored one of his “eggs.” He 
will also explain that he has a vagina and reproductive organs that can produce embryos 
he calls “hiisi,” or troll eggs. Yet to all intents and purposes, this embryo looks like a 
fully birthed baby. The troll infant is somewhere between an embryo and post-partum 
infant. Vore describes his egg-baby as a changeling. He then confesses to Tina that he 
uses his egg-changeling-baby trolls to replace the human children he sells to the 
paedophile gang. In this nightmarish disorder of things, Tina questions whether she 
does want the life of a troll at all.  

After such dire revelations, it is only in the film’s finale that Tina receives a gift of 
hope, in the form of a FedEx style package: inside is a troll baby. In this trans-corporeal 
moment, cardboard meets flesh. The baby looks like Vore. The audience is left with 
questions for this newborn and strange stranger. Is the troll baby fertilized and does it 
even have a gender? It will be fatherless and, in psychoanalytic terms, the paternal 
signifier will be missing. Tina will be the single mother of a queer family. The infant 
troll has emerged from a chora of sorts, yet most queerly, because the “womb” belongs 
to a male troll. With such anomalies in play, both mother and child are strange strangers 
to each other, learning to be together in their emerging, ecofeminist family. With 
Haraway’s phrase in mind, Tina will indeed be making troll oddkin and not babies. 

Abbasi’s film dramatizes the possibilities of life outside conventional family life.  
Border presents the impossible lives of those Others who must somehow live with painful 
paradoxes. Trolls are capable of horrific deeds, and so too are humans. Yet both trolls 
and humans are capable of beautiful acts. “Beautiful” is the word Tina uses to describe 
the life that she and Vore might have had. Perhaps humans and trolls are but different 
forms of strange strangers who live together in dangerous intimacy.    
 
Conclusion: Let the Other in 
 

It is such entanglements which Morton associates with our human and intimate 
responsibility for the Other. Those who are different, and the nonhuman worlds of 
strange strangers, are not “out there.” As Morton insists: “When the environment 
becomes intimate - as it is in our age of ecological panic - it no longer remains an 
environment” (2010b, 666). For Morton, while there is an admission of ambivalence for 
that which stalks abroad, ecological thinking demands that we act responsibly as “the 
ecological thought creeps over us to deliver a message of unbearable intimacy” (2010b, 
666). Spectators might find Tina and Vore uncanny and creepy, yet are drawn towards 
both, and particularly towards Tina the protagonist. She has the capacity to be a parent 
of queer kin, making oddkin relationships with both humans and her own “kind.” As 
Tina confronts the abject, ingests it, treads trans-corporeal lines, channels the semiotic, 
battles the horrors of paedophile gangs, discovers traumatic and unbearable truths, then 
becomes a mother, the film spectator is made porous to this range of Tina’s many, 
paradoxical experiences. To recall Halberstam’s phrase the “disorder of things,” Tina 
becomes the agent of a disorder which engenders her own precarious life. 

Adopting a porous boundary between theoretical approaches - that of Alaimo, 
Kristeva and Morton - has aided my psychoanalytic and ecofeminist reading of Abbasi’s 
feature film, where borders can be read as metaphors for the symptoms of racism, sexism 
and the trafficking of children; all such violations underpin patriarchal society. In taking 
three critical approaches, indebted to Kristeva, Alaimo and Morton, I have analysed the 
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film’s maternal figures and their decomposition. By including a queer analysis, my 
exploration has dismantled a male/female binary and eroded the psychical and external 
border which separates Indigenous human/nonhuman beings from those who are white 
and human. When the nonhuman is entangled with the human, boundaries become 
queer and porous. It is along these thresholds that trolls become us. 
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