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BECOMING MATTER/BECOMING MOTHER: WILDING IN ALI

ABBASI’S BORDER (GRÄNS)

MONIQUE TSCHOFEN

This paper provides an analysis of Ali
Abbasi’s film Border through a feminist
new materialist approach that centers
what I call “wilding”—a process of
worlding that challenges binary and
rigid structures of thought that di-
chotomize existence into fixed cate-
gories through the cultivation of bewil-
derment, a state of openness to not-
knowing which requires the unlearn-
ing of anthropocentric epistemologies.
Paying attention to the etymological
roots of the word “matter” (as body,
wood, mother/nourishment, and
place), the paper shows how the film
displaces the dominion of sight with
an emphasis on symbiosis that fore-
grounds the sense of touch

Cet article propose une analyse du film
Border d'Ali Abbasi à travers d’une ap-
proche matérialiste féministe qui
centre ce que j'appelle « wilding » — un
processus de mondialisation qui remet
en question les structures de pensée bi-
naires et rigides qui divisent l'existence
en catégories fixes, et qui cultive plutôt
la perplexité, un état d’ouverture au
non-savoir qui nécessite le désappren-
tissage des épistémologies anthropo-
centriques. En prêtant attention aux ra-
cines étymologiques du mot « matière
» (comme corps, bois, mère/nourriture
et lieu), l’article montre comment le
film déplace la domination de la vue et
met au premier plan le sens du toucher.

I ranian-Swedish filmmaker Ali Abbasi’s 2018 genre-bending film
Border (Gräns) takes the form of a politico-philosophical study of
the body as medium and as matter. The film tells the story of a

border agent, Tina, whose extraordinary sense of smell has been put
to use by the police for sniffing out fear, anxiety, and lies told by peo-
ple whose deceits range from smuggling alcohol to dealing child
pornography. This paper centres the overlapping concepts of materi-



ality that subtend the conceptual ecosystem of the film in order to
trace the patterns made by movements of the film’s bodies, their ad-
jacencies and points of contact, their insides and outsides, porosities
and boundaries, and in so doing, teases out the grounding of both the
film’s politics and ethics.

The story knits together a number of genres. It retrieves European
folk traditions about disruptive figures outside of the social order,
such as trolls, wild women, and changelings. It is a narrative of iden-
tity: Tina learns that she is a troll, saved through forced adoption
from the genocide of her kin. It is a romance: a story about how
two social outcasts, Tina and her doppelgänger Vore (Eero Milonoff),
find and lose each other, leaving Tina to mother their child. It is a
crime story: Tina investigates a pedophilic kidnapping ring. And per-
haps most importantly, it is a story about adjacencies between bod-
ies: about foxes and fungi and forests; stones and cold water.

Critics and reviewers often approach Abbasi’s film as an allegory
about “minorities” (Rappold, Slater-Williams), immigrants and others
(Jenkins; Mazaj; Szianowski), linking the director’s own story of mi-
gration from Iran to Sweden to Denmark to his protagonist’s position
as a border guard. It is curious, then, that Abbasi himself has rejected
readings of the film that see Tina’s outsider status as an allegory for
political border-crossings:

“Je reste prudent sur le fait de voir des allégories dans les films.
Certains voient dans Border une histoire sur la crise des mi-
grants. Non. Si j’avais voulu faire un film sur les migrants, j’au-
rais fait un film sur des migrants et non sur des trolls.” (Abbasi)

Border, Abbasi insists, is a film about trolls—mythical beings who in
folk and fairy tale traditions dwell in forests, are afraid of lightning,
and switch human babies with their own. Trollness is the film’s con-
nector to primordial, elemental, powerful, and vibrant things on the
one hand and a matrix of generative storying on the other.

Abbasi’s trolls need to be considered as what Donna Haraway would
call Chthonic ones. In Staying with the Trouble, Haraway seeks to cut
the bonds that tie us to the Anthropocene and Capitalocene using
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conceptual tools from science and speculative feminism. Haraway
retrieves the ancient stories of monsters whose position outside of
human time generates a time of beginnings (kainos) “full of inheri-
tances, of remembering, and full of comings, of nurturing what might
still be” (2):

“Chthonic ones are monsters in the best sense; they demon-
strate and perform the material meaningfulness of earth
processes and critters. They also demonstrate and perform
consequences. Chthonic ones are not safe; they have no truck
with ideologues; they belong to no one; they writhe and lux-
uriate in manifold forms and manifold names in all the airs,
waters, and places of earth. They make and unmake; they are
made and unmade. They are who are.” (2)

Abbasi’s trolls do offer an effective stand-in for those whose physical
and social otherness along axes of gender, sexuality, dis/ability, and
race are consistently excluded, subjected to pain and vulnerability
or annihilated (Lykke 26), but trollness is always more-than. Troll-
ness operates as a conduit or taproot to the more-than-human world
where other models of kinship and epistemologies are available that
hold great power to grow worlds (Meyers) and weather droughts,
tapping into sensational, tentacular thinking and sharing networks
(Cunningham-Rogers).

In “Trolling Humanism: New Materialist Performativity in Border,”
Rebecca Pulsifer brings Abbasi’s film into dialogue with feminist
new materialism, starting from Karen Barad’s provocation that “mat-
ter matters.” Pulsifer draws from disability studies, affect theory, eco-
logical humanities, and feminist and queer theory to examine what
the film teaches about the “entanglement of technoscience and na-
turecultures” (Pulsifer 7). New materialists’ attention to matter, she
explains, “calls into question familiar divisions between culture and
nature, human and nonhuman, body and mind, and animate and
inanimate at the level of ontology,” divisions that overlook “how
matter that is considered insensate, immobile, deathly, or otherwise
‘wrong’ animates cultural life in important ways” (Chen 2 qtd. in Pul-
sifer 8). Pulsifer outlines some of the presuppositions of “new mate-
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rialist paradigm[s]”: First, that “matter is not passive residue or back-
ground; it is the medium through which interactions occur.” Second,
that there is a need “for discourses, ethics, and politics that attend
to more-than-human worlds” (Pulsifer 8). And last, that it is neces-
sary to interrogate the humanist presupposition that humans are au-
tonomous agents and therefore have the right to dominate nature
(Pulsifer 8).

Following in Pulsifer’s footsteps, bringing feminist new materialist
frameworks to the film, I show how Abbasi works with complexity
models through pairs and chiasms, overlapping and inverting do-
mains, histories, fictions and realities, through a matrix of organizing
questions derived from different definitions of the word “matter”—as
body (matrix, womb) as wood and as transformation (hyle); as moth-
er (mater, mother); and as place (chora) (Malpas 67). These questions
centre matter as a condition of possibility through a process of
worlding I would call wilding.

Worlding is a term that for Heidegger refers to the intertwined
processes through which existence and the world mutually shape
and reveal each other. It has been taken up in a wide range of
disciplinary contexts, from postcolonial studies (Spivak), globaliza-
tion (Wilson), and world literature (Cheah), to international relations
(Ozkaleli), always underlining with the gerundive the active, ongo-
ing, and often contested processes of world-making. Worlds are not
merely backdrop settings but are active productions, continuously
shaped and reshaped by human and non-human actors, stories, prac-
tices, and relations. For Helen Palmer and Vickie Hunter, for exam-
ple, worlding “removes the boundaries between subject and environ-
ment” and thus “affords the opportunity for the cessation of habit-
ual temporalities and modes of being.” What I see in Abbasi’s film
that I call “wilding” can be conceived as a transformative process that
combines the nuances of “worlding”—the constant unfolding and
re-shaping of the world through interrelated narratives and prac-
tices—with the substance of “mattering”—the recognition of the vital
and dynamic agency of matter in the constitution of reality and con-
struction of meanings “across and through human and nonhuman
bodies” (Jones 245). In Abbasi’s film, wilding is a radical palliative
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that refuses the civilization-wilderness divide as it restores the mate-
riality of bodies-in-relation. Wilding grows viable worlds by signal-
ing the fluid, ever-changing relationships and boundaries between
entities, challenging binary and rigid structures of thought that di-
chotomize existence into fixed categories, through the cultivation of
bewilderment, a state of openness to not-knowing which requires
the unlearning of anthropocentric epistemologies.

The film’s title might suggest that it is about boundaries, separations,
limits, and exclusions. However, for Abbasi, borders also signal conti-
guities and porosities. Abbasi deploys the chiasm, a rhetorical figure
which, for Merleau-Ponty, describes a “unique space which separates
and reunites, which sustains every cohesion” (Merleau-Ponty 187).
The chiasm represents the intertwining or overlapping of the body
and the world, the perceiver and the perceived, the touching and the
touched.

An understanding of the film’s study of materiality and wilding must
start with the film’s most commented-upon element: Tina’s body.
Tina is a figure whose interiorities and exteriorities trouble. Played
by Eva Melander, who wore extensive prosthetics for the role, Tina
is heavyset and masculine. She has a thick brow ridge, too much hair
on her body and not enough hair on her head, and she has a mys-
terious scar on her tailbone. These exterior morphological features
have been medicalized; she recounts how she was told she has a gene
defect. Her interiorities are similarly deemed pathological; Tina ex-
plains that she has troubles “down there” which seem primarily to in-
volve pain upon penetrative intercourse and infertility. She also suf-
fers from the experience of being an outsider in her social worlds.

Tina’s presentation of imbricated problems of emotional numbness
and sexual pain, of sterility and ecstasy-problems at every place
where bodies come into being and where they intersect with oth-
ers—is pivotal for the film’s development of her character’s wilding.
Throughout most of the film, Tina’s affect is deeply stunned (see
fig. 1). Her unsmiling face, slow movement, and delayed responses
must be understood as a symptom of her deep dispossession and
alienation. In Marxist terms, Tina is alienated from her labour, from
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her body, from others, and from the sensuous world. Marx says that
under alienated labour, humans are reduced to animals; “political
economy knows the worker only as a working animal—as a beast
reduced to the strictest bodily needs.” “As a result,” Marx writes,
“man (the worker) only feels himself freely active in his animal func-
tions–eating, drinking, procreating, or at most in his dwelling and in
dressing-up, etc.; and in his human functions he no longer feels him-
self to be anything but an animal. What is animal becomes human
and what is human becomes animal.” It is meaningful, then, that her
workplace uses her as it would a sniffer dog; her extraordinary sense
of smell allows her to identify hidden smuggled contraband such as
plants and alcohol. In the terminal, Tina is a gentle helper, an in-
verted double of the fighting dogs that her boyfriend keeps and who
snarl at her as she enters her own home. However, because of her
uncanny more-than-human abilities, Tina is seconded from the ferry
terminal into a police investigation of a pedophilic kidnapping ring,
relying entirely on her heightened sense of smell.

Tina is able to smell “what people feel”—she notes shame, guilt, rage,
sex—but it is important to note that her powers extend beyond feel-
ings. She first finds evidence of the pedophile ring on a flash dri-
ve hidden in a cell phone case, and next, on a digital camera hidden
inside a trophy. A forensic approach to media would underline the
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fact that these digital recordings have dematerialized the violence to
bodies; what was experienced in the flesh is, at the moment of her
sensing it, decontextualized, stored inert in metal, plastic, and silicon.
Her sense of smell is thus capable of so much more than identify-
ing the residue of shame the storage medium’s handlers leave behind
on surfaces. She initiates a kind of reverse-engineering of what has
been encoded in the physical materiality of a recording. Tina’s use
of the sense most deeply connected with the neurobiology of mem-
ory brings to light the histories of bodies that the cold, logical, and
immaterial materialities of digital storage devices conceal (Kirschen-
baum). Digital recording effaces what is essential to the thing in the
world (Malpas). Troll sensing retrieves the specificity and thickness
of embodied experience and lived history.

The sense of smell involves taking the outside in. While the objective
of her support for the police investigation is to protect the vulnerable
from violence, the way her workplace harnesses her deeply embod-
ied attunement to the material and the mediated is itself a violence.
Of all the tasks in the film that labouring bodies must undertake, hers
is the darkest, for she must not only see and hear the recordings of
what might be child rape or snuff that we viewers are spared, but
must incorporate it. Vision leaves the body’s envelope intact. Smell
is involuntary, fundamentally nonconsensual. Her alienated labour is
thus coextensive with the sexual assault of children.

Yet, if Tina’s stunned affect is a matter of her alienated labour, it is
also psychosexual. The Latin mater, Judith Butler notes, shares a root
with matrix (womb) (Butler 6). Tina flinches when her live-in part-
ner climbs on her in bed, and she complains of pain. With this flinch,
Abbasi raises the history of debates about women’s bodies that cen-
tre on their insides. The Greek world thought that the uterus (Gk.
Hystéra—womb; hysterikos—of the womb) was like an animal that
could migrate through the body, mechanically causing havoc by be-
ing where it should not. Cures for hysteria from the ancient world
onward centred women’s sex and sexuality, and included abstinence
but more often, orgasm and motherhood (Tasca et al; Maines)—the
two experiences that precipitate and follow from Tina’s wilding in
the film.
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In the context of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century debates in
the then-emerging field of psychoanalysis, Tina’s sexual resistance
and stunned affect would be considered as part of a complex de-
scribed as hysterical anesthesia. While this condition, whose symp-
toms include numbness, indifference, and dissociation (Janet), was
in some contexts attributed to traumatic lived experience, the frame-
work that came to dominate understandings considered it a “fun-
damental condition indicating weakness, instability, degeneration”
(Linenthal 20).

Abbasi deliberately invokes traumatic histories of institutionaliza-
tion and forced sterilization (Thompson) when Tina’s adoptive hu-
man father tells her about the facility from which Tina was rescued.
Imagined as a cross between a Salpêtière and a Ravensbrück, this in-
stitution systematically eradicated the troll people in service of some
unarticulated notion of racial/species hygiene, leaving Tina’s troll

Figure 2: Paris, centre hospitalier universitaire Pitié-Salpêtrière, intérieur. Bibliothèque

Historique de la Ville de Paris Cote 1-EST-02480. Public Domain.

[https://bibliotheques-specialisees.paris.fr/ark:/73873/pf0002019084/0003/

v0001.simple.selectedT]
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kin scattered across a graveyard indicated only by anonymous stone
markers (see fig. 2). Trolls, like so many other of civilization’s others,
were victims of a genocide.

However, and importantly, Abbasi ultimately wants to move past
both Marxist and psychoanalytic human frameworks for understand-
ing the obstinate materiality of Tina’s body. Her stunned affect and
retreat from human touch does not only emerge from the construc-
tion of the female/monstrous body as other, nor is it only the result
of lived experience of trauma. Tina’s presentation of pain and numb-
ness is epistemological, the result of a state of not-knowing. Tina
is bewildered, that is, “perplex[ed], puzzle[d], confuse[d],” a term
whose etymological roots relate the spaces outside of knowing to the
spaces of wildness and wilderness (“be- ‘thoroughly’ + archaic wilder
‘lead astray, lure into the wilds’ (“Bewilder”)).

Confusion as a function of forgetting is a central theme of the film.
Two of the major parallel story lines involving memory work—Tina’s
discovery of her own troll nature and of the genocide of her peo-
ple—threaten to be cut short by her adoptive father’s dementia. She
is not assured on each visit to his home that he will remember her,
let alone her past he has hidden from her since her childhood. Tina
is herself forgetful, as she notes, having promised Vore a peaceful re-
treat in her guest cottage, when pulling up to her driveway to caged
dogs’ aggressive barking. Politically, the stakes of “knowing but not
knowing” are high (Fischer 6). Not knowing the traumatic history of
who she is would leave the human race unaccountable for its geno-
cide, but also would all but guarantee biological and cultural extinc-
tion.

Yet while the memory work reconstituting both personal and collec-
tive troll history is essential to the film’s politics, it is not essential to
the film’s ethics. The political work of the film invites a rethinking of
how through “capitalism, colonialism, racism, heteronormativity and
other hegemonic power regimes […] [which] function in complici-
ty and compliance with intersecting institutionalized norms (gender,
race, ethnicity, class, sexuality, age, dis/ability, geopolitical position,
regimes of health/illness, human/earth other,” bodies such as Tina’s
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have always been disciplined and subjected to “unease, pain, dis-
comfort, vulnerability” (Lykke 26). The (posthuman) ethical frame-
work of the film rejects accountability frameworks that cannot undo
constructions of self and other. As Abbasi underlines, Tina is troll.
Ancient. Chthonic. There is nothing the matter with her. Tina is
matter, primordial. Her wilding—which activates states of not-know-
ing—thus needs to be appreciated as an extension or outgrowth of
rather than a symptom of her bewilderment.

Tina’s wilding activates a complex of meanings related to materiality
from ancient Greek and Latin. As Jeff Malpas notes, “the Greek word,
ὕλη (hyle), which our words ‘matter’ and ‘material’ can be taken
to translate, originally seems to have referred to wood – that from
which things can readily be made” (Malpas 67). Abbasi’s film is noth-
ing if not a love poem to wood and woods. Throughout the first part
of the film, it is clear that Tina is most comfortable in the woods. She
stands outside barefoot on the earth. She reaches towards the fox that
comes to her window. She pets an elk. She pauses on the way to and
from work in liminal zones such as parking lots. There, she attends
not to the landscape views, which in their cultural construction of a
“way of seeing from a distance” (Andrews 22) offer the hubris of a
human/god’s-eye view that renders the world an object, but rather to
the smaller scales where contiguities, not distance, govern relations.
She picks up a grub, and moves a beetle out of the way (see fig. 3).
Close-ups and insert shots underline how touch completes a circuit
that connects “socialities and materialities crucial to living and dy-
ing with critters on the edge of disappearance so that they might go
on” (Haraway 8). While smell alienates, touch connects Tina to her
species-being (Gattungswesen) (Marx 77).

The sense of touch is the sense that “underpins the idea of the ma-
teriality of things.” (Malpas 65). For Vivian Sobchack, the sense of
touch provides the material foundation for ethical behaviour towards
the world and others precisely because it yields “awareness of what
it is to be a material object” (288):

“through reaching toward or touching the material object that
is other than oneself, [one] seeks to actively grasp both a con-
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Figure 3: Tina (Eva Melander) picks up an insect. Border (Gräns) (2018). Directed by Ali

Abbasi, cinematography by Nadim Carlsen. ©Meta Spark & Kärnfilm.

Reproduced with permission.

crete sense of one’s own self as immanently material and a
concrete sense of how some of the world’s objects may also
be subjects.” (290)

Sobchack elaborates:

“Our recognition of and care for ourselves not only as objective
subjects who are capable of grasping and feeling the alterity
of other worldly objects but also as subjective objects that can
be experienced in such a way by others allows us the possibili-
ty of appreciating—and caring for—the form and substance of
‘things’ external to ourselves. It also allows us to hope that the
world and others’ material grasp of us will be similarly appre-
ciative and ‘care-full.’” (290)

Tina wanders with Vore into the forest, showing him her favorite
places, juxtaposing her childhood construction of the woods as
spaces filled with magic and wonder to the epistemological frame-
works that the human world has imposed upon her. Tina points Vore
to a mossy stony area and says: “I used to fantasize about fairies
dancing here.” Vore tells her: “They probably did. Presumably.” How-
ever, she dismisses her own vision as childish: “I don’t really believe
in things like that. You want it to be true. It would be great but…”
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“But?” Vore asks. Tina answers: “As a child I thought I was special.
I had all these ideas about myself. But then I grew up and realized I
was just a human being. An ugly strange human with a chromosomal
flaw.” The construction of her body as monstrous, Abbasi suggests,
is the result of a tradition that can only conceive of nature as “a field
of multiple exclusion and control” (Plumwood 15) rather than as the
wellspring for “wonderful, messy tales to use for retelling, or reseed-
ing, possibilities for getting on now, as well as in deep earth history”
(Haraway 119).

In Staying with the Trouble, Donna Haraway insists that

“[i]t matters what matters we use to think other matters with;
it matters what stories we tell to tell other stories with; it mat-
ters what knots knot knots, what thoughts think thoughts,
what descriptions describe descriptions, what ties tie ties. It
matters what stories make worlds, what worlds make stories”
(12).

Folktales, as Johann Gottfried Herder had already underlined in the
eighteenth century, are like philosophy in that both are modes of ac-
cessing knowledge through the arousal of “astonishment, curiosity,
wonder—Staunen, Neugierde, Verwunderung” (Weissberg 23). Part of
a radical, utopian praxis that can take binaries of self and other, pow-
erless and powerful, nature and civilization, and then perform inver-
sions and subversions, fairy tales make it possible to conceive entire
worlds of contestation (Zipes, Fairy Tales) and thus play a “potent
formative social and political role” (Teverson, qtd. in Bacchilega 9).
The Nordic fairy and folk tales about nature beings, including fairies,
trolls, wild women, and changelings that Abbasi “weave[s][…] into
the cellular fabric of the film” (Mazaj) are important intertexts be-
cause they lead directly to “where the wild things always were”
(Henneghan 104).

In this tradition, moreover, monstrous figures are tangible expres-
sions of the breakdown of traditional classifications. Jeffrey Cohen
writes about monsters’ “refusal to participate in the classificatory
‘order of things’”:
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“they are disturbing hybrids whose externally incoherent bod-
ies resist attempts to include them in any systematic struc-
turation. And so the monster is dangerous, a form suspended
between forms that threatens to smash distinctions. Because
of its ontological liminality, the monster notoriously appears at
times of crisis as a kind of third term that problematizes the
clash of extremes—as ‘that which questions binary thinking
and introduces a crisis.’” (6)

Tina’s epiphanic discovery halfway through the film from Vore is
that she has pain on penetration not because she is deformed but
rather because troll bodies confound interiorities and exteriorities.
Troll genitals are not vaginal, but neither, as we learn as she and Vore
have intercourse on a bed of moss, are they phallic. It is tempting
to call trolls intersex (Crucchiola) or non-binary, as many reviewers
have. To do so misses the crucial point that Tina and Vore’s genitals
are agential, intelligent, reaching, like a snail’s tentacle or a crab’s
jaw or a mushroom. When Vore is strip-searched at the border, the
agent notes that he has a vagina, but Abbasi’s closeup reveals a “sex
which is not one” (Irigaray) (see fig. 4).

Figure 4: Vore’s (Eero Milonoff) tentaclular sex “which is not one.” Border (Gräns)

(2018). Directed by Ali Abbasi, cinematography by Nadim Carlsen. ©Meta Spark &

Kärnfilm. Reproduced with permission.
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Savina Petkova reads Tina’s transformative encounter with Vore as
“[e]cstatic pleasure, savage frenzy, and bloodthirst” bordering “the
axis where humanity and animality meet.” However, I would counter
that the closeups of troll genitals signal an ecstasy more akin to what
biologist Lynn Margulis, in her work Symbiotic Planet, describes
as “interliving,” which involves “an infiltration and assimilation far
more profound than any aspect of human sexuality [and that] pro-
duced everything from spring-green blooms and warm, wet, mam-
malian bodies to the Earth’s global nexus” (Margulis, qtd. in Manning
95). Abbasi shows how, to use Margulis’ words, “bodies become in re-
lation to an ecosystem of [other] bodies” (Margulis, qtd. in Manning
95). If the main position of Western epistemology upholds divisions
of centre and periphery, human and non-human, self and monster,
civilization and wilderness, civility and wildness, Abbasi presents ec-
stasy as an experience “where human being and thinghood overlap,”
where “the us and the it slip-slide into each other” (Bennett 4).

An older conception of ecstasy (from ek- ‘out’ + histanai ‘to place’)
is thus warranted, which considers ecstasy as a condition of outsides
and outsiders; in ecstasy, one stands outside the self and outside of
the socius, in “a position that is off the spectrum of position” (Dan-
forth). At the beginning of the film, as Evren Oczelcuk notes, Tina is
coded as feminine and passive, while Vore is “associated with rebel-
lion, transgression, and violence (all features of normative masculin-
ity).” She is “settled,” an agent of law and order and against violence,
and her experience of non-belonging is painful to her. Vore, in con-
trast, embraces his outsider status and nomadism. She is numb. He is
sensual, magnetic. Ek-stasy moves them beyond these assigned posi-
tions and predictable structures of relationality and modes of embod-
iment.

Abbasi seems to be thinking about Jane Bennett’s notion of “vibrant
materiality” as he develops the relational topographies of this film.
Bennett calls for a reimagining of the ontological field in a way that
stresses coextension and coexistence:

“In lieu of an environment that surrounds human culture, or
even a cosmos that cleaves into three ecologies, picture an on-
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tological field without any unequivocal demarcations between
human, animal, vegetable, or mineral. All forces and flows
(materialities) are or can become lively, affective, and signal-
ing. And so an affective, speaking human body is not radically
different from the affective, signaling nonhumans with which it
coexists, hosts, enjoys, serves, consumes, produces, and com-
petes. […] The source of effects is, rather, always an ontolog-
ically diverse assemblage of energies and bodies, of simple
and complex bodies, of the physical and the physiological. In
this onto-tale, everything is, in a sense, alive. This liveliness is
not capped by an ultimate purpose or grasped and managed
through a few simple and timeless (Kantian) categories. What
I am calling vital materiality or vibrant matter is akin to what
is expressed in one of the many historical senses of the word
nature.” (Bennett 116-117)

In Abbasi’s film, the ek-static vibrancy of matter exceeds interper-
sonal (and thus socio-political) registers. In this context, then, the
meaningfulness of Abbasi’s insistence that the film is not an allegory
about migrants becomes apparent; Abbasi’s more vitally materialist
model of matter makes it possible to visualize assemblages, agencies,
and accountabilities between, among, and across animate and inani-
mate bodies living and dying and thus illuminates the limitations of
models of critique that focus on relationalities in dyads of self and
other, feminine and masculine, static and moving, powerful and suf-
fering.

After she experiences her body in symbiotic relation to another’s
body that itself appears to be co-constitutive and entangled with oth-
er bodies, she and Vore run barefoot and naked together through the
forest, sit on rocks, plunge into icy water, yell at the sky, and laugh.
Abbasi’s haptocentric filming of Tina’s wilding draws viewers in-
to the enchanted forest spaces with long dolly shots and rapid pans
through blurs of greens and blues (see fig. 5). Abbasi’s dynamic cam-
era, rushing, stalling, and rushing again, explores the possibilities of
sensing bodies in movement in multiple sensory registers.
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Savina Petkova describes the affective and sensational intensities of
Abbasi’s film that audiences and other critics have described as well,
suggesting that Abbasi’s success is in making the spectator identify
with troll experience: “The rawness of bodily sensations punctures
the spectator’s reception and lures her perception in the debris of in-
timacy”; “it is her [the spectator’s] own body that craves the purifi-
cation of mountain ponds, and most of all, she feels like screaming
out of pleasure and pain.” But Abbasi’s haptic cinematic representa-
tions of stone, cold water, deep moss, and sky de-anthropocentrizes
the gaze. Extreme close-ups make it hard to orient to up or down;
changes in focus make it hard to orient to surfaces and contours. Re-
moving the spectator’s capacity to orient and thereby name and cat-
egorize bodies, Abbasi elaborates an experience of what it is to be
not only human, not only troll, but to be still or fast or wet or cold
or green or blue. Forcing the spectator’s gaze to shift between fore-
ground and background, Abbasi activates practices of not-knowing
that expand sense-ability (Sobchack 290). An activity rather than a
passivity, not-knowing, which encompasses sensing and feeling, re-
quires both unlearning and forgetting.

It is necessary to return to the question of matter as mater, that is,
as mother, matrix, or womb. Throughout the film, vivophilia (Behar),
that is, its “configuration of matter as a site of generation or origi-

	'%52 �AF���04'���', +�F��',�W3� )S34�4'��7'*�',%I��-2� 2�O�2�,3P�O><=DPI��'2 �4 ���9��*'

����3'G��', +�4-%2�0&9��9����'+���2*3 ,I�Y� 4���0�2)�X���2,$'*+I

� 02-�5� ��7'4&�0 2+'33'-,I

BECOMING MATTER/BECOMING MOTHER

JOURNAL OF CROSS-CULTURAL IMAGE STUDIESREVUE D’ÉTUDES INTERCULTURELLES DE L’IMAGE
ISSUE 14-2, 2023 · 164



nation” (Butler 6), is in tension with necrophilia (Behar 127), ener-
gized by parasitism rather than symbiosis. Troll bodies in the film
can propagate through asexual reproduction, producing beings that
exist on the border between the living and the dead. These offspring,
called hiisit, look almost like normal babies, but they are waxy, cold,
insensate, and short-lived—abject and uncanny doubles of vital and
vibrant living (human and troll) beings.

When Tina first meets Vore, she knows he is hiding something. Ab-
basi mobilizes visual and narrative tropes from mythology and hor-
ror genres, building narrative tension. At the ferry terminal, she finds
a metal container that at first looks like a time bomb, but turns out
to be an insect incubator. After Vore moves into her guest house, she
finds that he has duct-taped her refrigerator shut. Inside the fridge is
a box, and inside the box is a hisiit, whom she later sees Vore spoon-
feeding the incubated insects. Vore has been birthing them in the
woods to sell to pornographers and abusers, or to switch with human
babies as revenge for the troll lives that humans harmed through
medical experiments and abuse. Vore’s defense for stealing human
babies is that “humans are parasites that use everything on earth for
their own amusement. Even their own offspring.” He does not recog-
nize that the extraction of his own painful labour in the forest pro-
ducing changelings to provide raw materials to support an exploita-
tive economy that brings harm to the vulnerable further alienates
him.

However, Tina’s curiosity breaks the spell of horror. When she sees
the changeling in the box, her impulse is not to recoil, but rather, to
reach in and poke its body. Seeking knowledge tentacularly, through
touch, not smell, Tina’s gesture transforms the scare of abjection into
a form of care. According to Julia Kristeva, abjection is caused by
“what disturbs identity, system, order. What does not respect bor-
ders, positions, rules. The in-between, the ambiguous, the compos-
ite” (4). Tina’s tactile encounter with a being born at the border of
living and dying tutors her in trollness. She was other; entering into
a circuit, touching and being touched, she is becoming mother.
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It is also necessary to go back to etymological roots of materiality
as “whatever serves as nourishment for infants: nutrients that act as
extensions of the mother’s body” (Butler, Bodies 7). Troll bodies with
their agentic, reaching parts, are coterminous with the woods. It is in
this ecosystem that Tina, who has been raised by humans, must learn
that the “symbiotic world individuates violently, passionately, indif-
ferently, fighting, feeding, mating, dancing, dying. Generating nov-
elty, symbiogenesis brings together different life forms through mat-
ings that are often incorporations” (Manning 91-92); this knowledge
about an infinitely complex web of relations will be essential to her
survival. In the first half of the film, insects, grubs, and snails are be-
ings Tina will protect. In the second half, these same beings are food.
An early meal of spaghetti pushed around a plate—a poor substitute
for worms, it turns out—is contrasted with a later meal in which Tina
and Vore slurp on snails with joy and abandon (see fig. 6). Ingestion
is not a sign of dominance over the forest, but rather a sign of inte-
gration with a foodweb that provides, in María Puig de la Bellacasa’s
words, “glimpses of alternative livable relationalities, with other pos-
sible worlds in the making, ‘alterontologies’ at the heart of dominant
configurations” (170).

It is thus no coincidence the film visually rhymes troll food with troll
sexual organs; more-than-human bodies become in relation to more-

Figure 6: A meal of snails. Left to right: Jörgen Thorsson, Eva Malenader, and Eero

Milonoff. Border (Gräns) (2018). Directed by Ali Abbasi, cinematography by Nadim

Carlsen. ©Meta Spark & Kärnfilm. Reproduced with permission.
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than-human bodies. If troll genitals are non-binary—a “sex which is
not one”—troll maternity is not dyadic, but rather, part of a specif-
ic ecology of intra- and inter-dependent materialities living and en-
during and dying. Knowing her place in this porous, vibrant contact
zone where everything reaches for and touches everything means
she will be able to feed her child. The “foodweb,” after all, as María
Puig de la Bellacasa writes, is “a figure of alternative caring relations
with soil […] [that] offers new obligations within existing ones, im-
manent obligations that could unfold uneventfully, ordinarily” (Puig
de la Bellacasa 200). And so, as Tina’s bewilderment turns to wild-
ing, so too does her knowledge turn to growth. “Planting seeds”
for the future, writes Haraway, “requires medium, soil, matter, mut-
ter, mother” (120). In thinking about motherhood as interrelational
across all these axes, Abbasi shows how inseparable these aspects of
the matter of futurity are.

Jeff Malpas’s etymology of materiality underlines that the associa-
tions of matter with womb or matrix, wood/s, and nourishment have
to do with becoming. Malpas writes:

“‘Matter’ and ‘material’ both come from the Latin, materia, and
so relate to matrix (womb) and to mater (mother), and the idea
of matter or material also connects with one of the central
Greek terms for place: χώρα – chōra. Plato calls this the ‘re-
ceptacle [ὑποδοχή – hypodochê] of becoming’, as well as the
‘nurse’ of becoming (Plato 1960, p. 49a), and some transla-
tors and commentators treat it as ‘womb’ or ‘matrix’ (the chōra
is that which holds things in such a way as to allow them to
come to appearance or to emerge into being).” (Malpas, “In the
Presence” 67)

The penultimate scene of Abbasi’s love song to the places where
fairies danced takes Tina to the graveyard where her troll kin are
buried. Each anonymous grave is marked with a stone, which she ca-
resses, bringing her face into contact with the cold surface. Given the
significance of stone in earlier parts of the film, I read this less as an
act of mourning than as necrophilia—a “philosophy that takes dead
objects as love objects” (Behar 128). As an act of love for the dead, the
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gesture encompasses the transmigration of matter—cold for warm,
enduring for living, thing for thing—that is firmly mattered and em-
placed.

Abbasi’s film thus invites consideration of the ethics of being human
through material adjacencies with an uncanny non-human that lit-
erally trolls human sensibilities of subjectivity, troubling, loosening,
and decentering. Judith Butler writes, “In both the Latin and the
Greek, matter (materia and hyle)[…] is always in some sense tempo-
ralized. This is true for Marx as well, when ‘matter’ is understood as
a principle of transformation, presuming and inducing a future” (7).
This is what Abbasi’s film is about: inducing a future. Tina, barefoot
in the snow, with her child, the detritus of her car and her house now
just another one of the forest’s many decaying things, like all others,
whether cold or metallic or wooden, calls to mind Butler’s proposal:
“[t]his unsettling of ‘matter’ can be understood as initiating new pos-
sibilities, new ways for bodies to matter” (6). The film ends in silence,
in the post-discursive materiality of motherhood, and compels us to
think about the small shifts this love story introduces in our thinking
about how materiality is integral to our being and becoming. Abbasi
asks, with Karen Barad:

“What if it is only in facing the inhuman—the indeterminate
non/being non/becoming of mattering and not matter-
ing—that an ethics committed to the rupture of indifference
can arise? What if it is only in the encounter with the in-
human—the liminality of no/thingness—in all its liveliness, its
conditions of im/possibility, that we can truly confront our in-
humanity, that is, our actions lacking compassion? Perhaps it
takes facing the inhuman within us before com-passion—suf-
fering together with, participating with, feeling with, being
moved by—can be lived. How would we feel if it is by way of
the inhuman that we come to feel, to care, to respond?” (Barad
216)
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