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Article Critique
Humanity has grappled with the concept of evil for centuries. In its attempt to conceptualize evil, especially its sources, the monster phenomenon was born. From ancient mythology to contemporary popular culture, this phenomenon has pervaded almost all forms of artistic expression. Stephen Asma’s Monsters and the Moral Imagination is an attempt to conceptualize the monster phenomenon within a philosophical context. It is an attempt to derive an ethical-moral value from this phenomenon by creating meaning around it; the kind of meaning that is both relevant and relatable. As a Professor of Philosophy at Columbia College Chicago, Asma’s research interests focus on religion, the sciences and human imagination. The primary objective of this treatise is to highlight the significant role monsters can play in re-awakening moral consciousness or ethical pondering. While certain shortcomings are evident, this work sufficiently captures humanity’s obsessions with monsters and offers critical insights for this state of affairs.
Summary

Asma begins by noting man’s seemingly unending obsession with the monster phenomenon. He traces this obsession to ancient mythology, illustrating how the Greeks of yore conceived giants to be divine sanction for unbridled pride (Asma 1). He also points out that this obsession seems to be increasing in modern society, as evidenced by an abundance of artistic works with portrayals of monsters. After a brief historical overview of the monster phenomenon, Asma proceeds to identify its uses or the function it plays in society. For example, he asserts how liberals use monsters to symbolize growing intolerance to different ideas (Asma 1). Further, he alludes to the psychological value of the monster phenomenon by linking it to Sigmund Freud’s revolutionary psychoanalytic work. Afterwards, he focuses on the moral or ethical value of the monster phenomenon and presents his claim by using multiple examples.
Analysis

It is worth noting how Asma succinctly captures rich historical evolution of the monster phenomenon in such a brief space. Reducing such a complex area of study such as the development of monsterology into easily digestible facts is commendable as it draws in the average reader with little to no interest in philosophy. Further, he uses relevant examples to convey his points, such as the Iraq war and the Abu Ghraib prison torture scandal which the modern reader can relate to. This simplistic and relatable approach is especially useful given the loaded topic that the article covers. Rather than get bogged down by lofty scholarly jargon and mundane details, as is usually the case with many philosophical expositions, the reader is inspired to read on by the fact that they easily understand the content.
Another commendable aspect of Monsters and the Moral Imagination is how it manages to emphasize the point that evil can be much more commonplace than human beings would care to admit. Essentially, monsters are possibly residing in each and every single individual. Those to who the monster label is attached are usually the ones whose internal monsters have been let loose by either a mental health defect or by deliberate action. On this point, Asma seems to reaffirm Arendt’s notable banality of evil argument; that evil is all around and can be activated even in the most innocuous of people by the right set of circumstances. In a sense, while man’s obsession with monsters may seem to be a pursuit of external meaning, it could actually be a means of coping with his internal ‘demons.’ This insight enables the reader to link the monster phenomenon to philosophical inquiry.
There are two main shortcomings in Asma’s work, the first being his arrangements of his ideas. Perhaps in an attempt to make the work more relatable, he delves deep into examples by providing detailed accounts of events which illustrate real life monstrosity. Unfortunately, he gets so caught up in the narration that he at times digresses from the main idea. Consequently, if the reader is not careful, they may lose the plot at some point, thereby having to go back and forth in their reading. The second shortcoming pertains to the incompleteness of his argument. Asma’s entire argument is premised on the idea of human vulnerability; how the monster phenomenon taps into it to create moral or ethical lessons. This argument is insightful and presents an interesting perspective on the link between the contemporary monster obsession and moral re-awakening. However, monsters can also be a symbol for the danger of unchecked power. Man’s strengths and talents are formidable, but if used for evil, they could result in disastrous outcomes. Therefore, monster tales could inspire moral re-awakening, by warning against the misuse of man’s power, rather than just highlighting his powerlessness amidst challenges.

Conclusively, Monsters and the Moral Imagination is an insightful, yet relatable piece of philosophical writing. It presents an interesting perspective into man’s obsession with the monster phenomenon. Its simplistic approach appeals to a wider audience without detracting from its rich depth. Further, it is grounded in reality in the sense that it acknowledges the commonplace nature of evil, thereby cautioning against thinking of monsters as only external beings far removed from oneself. However, Asma should have done a better job of arranging his ideas and broadening his argument by incorporating the element of man’s unchecked power. Nonetheless, this article is an impressive philosophical work which inspires thoughtful reflection
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