With reference to one or two primary sources, where does the boundary between human and monster lie?
‘Monster’ is a term which is used so often in today’s society and has a plethora of different meanings. As there are several ways a monster can be interpreted, it becomes difficult to discuss where human crosses the line to become monster. This is not just a modern day problem, it also applies to ‘monsters’ represented in the classical Greek world. This essay will therefore discuss two examples of monsters in Greek mythology and explore the ways in which they are represented as monsters and whether they create or cross the boundaries between human and monster. In addition, this essay will not only highlight the key feature of monstrosity, abnormality, but will also emphasise that it is not just physical abnormality which is considered monstrous, but also abnormal behaviour which has monstrous consequences. Furthermore, I will argue that it depends on cultural interpretation which determines whether a being is human or monstrous.
The two examples I will discuss in this essay are Polyphemus and Herakles. These characters offer two very different interpretations of monsters, but are also complex characters as they have both human and monstrous characteristics, therefore there is a crossing of boundaries which opens up the argument of where do these characters lie on the human/monster boundary.

In order to define and interpret these boundaries, it is important that we first look at the definitions of a monster and try to affirm what makes a monster a monster. As this is a definition of a monster in a classical sense, it is important to set aside the modern day media interpretation of ‘monster’. Murgatroyd offers the possible origin of this term, suggesting it is from the Latin monstrum meaning to advise or to warn.
 He notes how this term originally only referred to supernatural phenomena but is now used to describe almost anything, which therefore makes it difficult for scholars to define and categorise monsters as they often overlap the boundaries.
 Similarly, Cohen argues that monsters refuse to ‘participate in the classificatory order of things’ and they are ‘disturbing hybrids whose externally incoherent bodies resist attempts to include them in any systematic structuration.’
 This makes the monster dangerous; therefore, the monstrous body is a construct and a projection of our own fears and anxieties.
 Another scholarly interpretation is that monsters are a ‘manifestation of that which disturbs the social ‘norm’, or troubles an existing understanding of what is acceptably human’.
 This relates to the strong focus on the ‘other’. This term allows for a validation of one’s own normal civilisation and shows the unacceptability of the ‘othering’ civilisations, revealing how foreigners and their gods are represented as monstrous because they embody an unknown and different culture which is seen as abnormal to their own.
 Furthermore, ‘other’ is defined by our own cultural and historical contexts, so because their difference sets them apart, ‘monsters are boundary-dwellers that help to define ‘us’ by providing an identifiable ‘them.’

In addition, physical abnormalities are not the only feature to define a monster, but abnormal behaviours are also key to monstrosity. It is these physical and behavioural abnormalities which set apart Polyphemus and Herakles, yet they can both be argued to be monsters. Therefore, since modern society has become populated which such diverse spectra
, it is hard to define boundaries between these two opposing examples of monsters. As they refuse to be categorised, we are faced with a ‘radical rethinking of boundary and normality’.

In order to explore where the boundary between human and monster lies, the definitions of ‘monster’ should be put in to context with cultural perceptions of ‘monster’. As previous definitions have concluded, monsters are considered both physically and socially abnormal because they transgress boundaries. These definitions highlight where we lay boundaries in our societies. Wright explains that the classical illustrations of monsters help us to lay the boundaries for what would be accepted as human identity.
 By the visual judgement of these illustrations, it is made evident that the monster always contrasts from the human.
 In order to make this judgement however, one has to define normal, as without normality, there is no abnormality, thus no ‘monster’.
 It may be argued that what is considered normal is defined by social constructions. Therefore, it is inevitable that the boundary moves according to cultural reception. Moreover, as the monstrous differ significantly from the norms of society in terms of behaviour, they stress the process of ‘othering’, creating two categories, the good (us) and the evil, other (them).

The first example I will discuss is Polyphemus and his representation in the Odyssey. Even before his appearance, his race, the Cyclopes, is portrayed as ‘fierce, lawless people’ who have no care for the gods.
 So before we even see him, he is already considered monstrous because of his different social behaviours. Odysseus’ men want to leave this land, but Odysseus suggests they stay as he expects he will be given gifts by the occupier.
 The expectation that the Cyclopes will comply to the same social codes as the Greeks sets the criteria for where the Greeks’ boundaries about social differences lie. By expecting this from the Cyclopes, they are setting themselves up for disaster. As the Cyclopes have a disassociation from the Greek community, they are seen as abnormal, thus monstrous, and this ‘leads to a rugged individualism that in Homeric terms can only be horrifying. Because they live without a system of tradition and custom, the Cyclopes are a danger to the Greeks.’

On meeting Polyphemus, Odysseus describes him as a monster (9.190) and he lived in the ‘den of a giant’.
 Therefore, Odysseus’ representation as a whole shows him to be both physically and socially monstrous. Davis argues that if a stranger is willing to be peaceful, then they must not be treated with hostility.
 Odysseus and his men, although they have already taken some of what is not theirs, are expecting peace, therefore because Polyphemus is hostile, he is breaking the law of Xenia, which to the Greeks is a prominent law, so by this, Polyphemus blurs the boundaries between human and monster because he does not abide by the normal customs of the Greeks.
After Odysseus has established that Polyphemus is hostile towards strangers, the Cyclops’ behaviour takes an incredibly dramatic turn as he kills two of the men. The killing of Odysseus’ men is sudden and striking; a violent smashing of his men, immediately devouring them.
 He becomes a ‘murderous savage’.
 This extreme violent behaviour puts Polyphemus outside the social norms and transgresses the boundaries of another culture’s ideals. Odysseus’ plan to escape the Cyclops by blinding him and calling himself ‘Nobody’ shows the huge contrast between Odysseus’ heroic cunningness and Polyphemus’ uncivilised savagery which emphasises the monstrous behaviours that Polyphemus possesses.

However, after he is blinded, Homer shows another side to Polyphemus. As his sheep leave the cave, he shows his gentle, caring, almost maternal characteristics. He speaks dearly to his ‘sweet ram’
 which shows that he is more affectionate than he is previously presented. In fact, even before he is blinded, we are already shown how gentle he is towards his animals; he milks his ewes and goats and puts the young ‘methodically’ to each mother.
 This allows us humans to feel sympathy to an otherwise monstrous creature. This sympathetic response towards Polyphemus makes us question where our boundaries lie, as he is now still physically monstrous but with both good and evil traits. However, Homer twists this sympathy and puts it into a humorous context by using the faithful sheep to allow for Odysseus’ escape.
 This makes sure that we are reminded of whose side we are on and that we must identify with the heroic character, thus separating us from the monstrous.
On the other hand, when we consider other representations of Polyphemus, we are given a much more sympathetic view of the Cyclops. Virgil’s presentation for example, although still physically monstrous, contains much more sympathy than Homer’s. There is no humour after he has been blinded, just the Cyclopes doing nothing, watching the men sail away.
 This narrative suggests that the Cyclopes’ culture has essentially been violated, an unnecessary destruction of a culture that differed from the Greeks. It is possible that Virgil pities the giant as he suffered at the hands of the Greeks, just had Aeneas had.
 Therefore, if Virgil were to identify with the Greeks, then he would be identifying with the enemy. So he has to present a monster with much more redeemable qualities and instead present Odysseus as the monster. Again, Odysseus becomes less likeable in other accounts such as Sophocles and Euripides.
 This again changes our view of Polyphemus as it puts him in a more favourable light. This confuses the boundaries that we had set ourselves in Homer’s account as he is lawless and hostile, yet he cares for his sheep. We pity Polyphemus because his sheep ‘were the only delight he had left, his only comfort in distress’.
 Odysseus shows no respect to Polyphemus’ culture and destroys him because it differs from his own.
 Thereby excluding them and somewhat destroying them, the Greeks rid themselves of the undesirable features the Cyclopes display.

We can easily view Polyphemus as monstrous because in Homer’s account we are put into Odysseus’ shoes, a narrative device which allows us to identify with him, the hero, and normality.
 The conflicting physical and social differences between Polyphemus and Odysseus help to distinguish a boundary between us and them. In the case of Polyphemus and Odysseus, having someone who looks more like us battling someone with physical abnormalities helps us take the side of the identifiable. So we are presented with a typical hero versus villain type narrative, therefore we put in place our own societal boundaries because we want to identify with the ‘good guy’ not the ‘bad guy’. Moreover, could the heroic aspect of Odysseus emphasise the monstrous aspects of the unfamiliar and thereby hide the hero’s own flaws? 
This is a question that will help us explore the boundaries with the next example, Heracles. Throughout classical literature, Heracles is presented as the epitome of a stereotypical Greek hero; defeats monsters (evil), is exceptionally strong, and is the son of a god. He cleanses the world of monsters and is known as Alexikakos, meaning ‘averter of evil’.
 Immediately, we identify with him because of his heroic traits and the way he makes the world safe for us by destroying that with which we do not identify. However, on closer examination of his character, he is actually a much more problematic figure, as he possesses monstrous traits. The accounts we have of him also include acts of excessive lustful behaviour and extreme violence which is not only carried out on his enemies. This makes him a problematic hero as we cannot identify with his extreme violence and behaviour, so he blurs the boundaries between not only human and monster, but hero and monster.
One example of when Heracles crosses these boundaries is when he is possessed by madness out of Hera’s spite.
 This causes him to murder his children and in some accounts, his wife. To an extent, we can excuse this extreme behaviour because he was possessed. However, I would argue that the method in which he commits these murders and the way in which he is described by Euripides at this moment sets him apart from his heroic identity and instead fashions him to be unmistakeably monstrous; he rolled his ‘wild-looking Gorgon’s eyes’
 and with a club, he ‘shattered the bones’ of his children.
 This description alone sets him apart from the hero we could once identify with, therefore he breaks the social boundaries and characteristics of ‘normal’.
Although Heracles’ violent murder of his family was not of his own will, his extreme lustfulness for Iole later in his life is so excessive and abnormal that we no longer see him as a hero, but rather a monstrous character who is out of control. Heracles competes for the hand of Iole and wins, however he is refused to marry her
 because he has gained a murderous reputation for killing his own family, so Iole’s father does not trust him with her.
 His lustfulness not only leads to him capturing Iole and forcing her to be his concubine,
 but also leads to the random and unnecessary killings of those who are not his enemy. This seemingly mad determination to win Iole brings out the worst in this otherwise ideal and respected hero, therefore, our identification with him deteriorates as his behaviour becomes more violent and socially abnormal.
However, one argument put forward suggesting Heracles’ behaviour is not outside of acceptable standards, is that Heracles is a hybrid, a demi god.
 Therefore as this extent of extreme behaviour was very common with the gods, can Heracles be classed as monstrous if he is acting within his own divine boundaries? It can be argued however, that he is in fact a monster. For example, because of his extreme violent and lustful behaviour, he presents a threat to the human world, not just by endangering his victims of lust, but he also violates the most fundamental part of society, the family.
 Therefore, he crosses the boundaries between human and monster because the hero, who once protected society from monsters, is now a danger to society itself, possessing the same behaviours as the monsters he once destroyed. 
This research has explored two very different examples of classical mythological figures who have moved the boundaries between human and monster and made us question where this boundary lies. Polyphemus is a villain and Heracles is a hero, yet they both commit incredibly violent acts and behave outside of what we, in a modern society, consider to be normal social boundaries. This shows how, despite physical abnormalities, one can identify with a villainous physical monster, and regardless of heroic traits, one can disassociate themselves if abnormal behaviour overshadows normal physical features. Therefore, it is difficult to pinpoint where the boundary between human and monster lies as these figures can both be categorised as monsters, yet still possess human qualities which we identify with.
The destruction of another culture is justified when the act is considered heroic.
 Monsters are somewhat ‘propaganda bred demons’
 which need to be removed from society. This is why we identify with Odysseus and Heracles and shun monsters like Polyphemus because their culture is in a separate realm of their own and is destroyed by the identifiable heroes. 
It can be said then that although monsters are almost always presented with physical abnormalities which essentially defines as a monster, on occasion, they can be considered monstrous because of their abnormal behaviours. However, what makes this simplistic boundary difficult to determine is cultural normalities. I agree with McAllister’s statement, ‘a monster depends on the eye of the beholder’,
 as what defines a monster is entirely dependent on one’s cultural perceptions of good/bad, and right/wrong. To the Greeks, the Cyclopes are a monstrous race, but to the Cyclopes, their culture is just and correct. In addition, Heracles’ behaviour is extreme to a human, thus monstrous, but for a demi god, it is considered normal. Therefore, as there are diverse cultural perceptions of the monstrous, the boundary between human and monster can never be in one fixed place.
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