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Abstract

This paper explores the shifting and unstable image of the criminal in Ahmed Saadawi’s Frankenstein
in Baghdad (2013), a novel that reconfigures the classic monster tale into a haunting reflection of post-
invasion Irag. Through the figure of the Whatsitsname, a creature assembled from the remains of
bombing victims, the novel raises urgent questions about crime, justice, and moral legitimacy in a
society fractured by violence. Initially conceived as an agent of vengeance, the monster seeks to avenge
innocent lives lost in terrorist attacks and state-sponsored violence. However, as he begins to replace his
decaying parts with new victims’ bodies, the boundary between justice and murder begins to collapse.
This transformation destabilizes the reader’s perception of the criminal, prompting a deeper
interrogation of guilt, responsibility, and the ethical paradoxes of revenge. Is the monster a criminal, or
is he a necessary product of a system that has failed to deliver justice? This study argues that
Frankenstein in Baghdad reimagines the criminal not as a clear-cut figure of deviance but as a
fragmented symbol of societal trauma, political corruption, and the impossibility of moral clarity in
times of war. Drawing on literary analysis and postcolonial theory, the paper situates the novel within
the broader tradition of Arabic crime literature while emphasizing its contribution to contemporary
debates on justice and the ethics of violence. By focusing on the criminal as both subject and metaphor,
this paper engages directly with the theme of the conference’s Axis 8, offering insight into how the Arab
novel challenges and redefines cultural perceptions of crime, guilt, and responsibility.

Keywords: Arab crime literature, criminal representation, Frankenstein in Baghdad, justice and
vengeance, trauma and violence

Résumé

Cet article examine la représentation fluctuante et instable du criminel dans Frankenstein a Bagdad
(2013) d’Ahmed Saadawi, un roman qui réinvente le mythe classique du monstre pour offrir une
méditation poignante sur I’Irak post-invasion. A travers la figure du Sans-Nom, une créature assemblée
a partir des restes de victimes d’attentats, I’ceuvre souléve des interrogations urgentes sur le crime, la
justice et la légitimité morale dans une société déchirée par la violence. D’abord congu comme un agent
de vengeance, le monstre cherche a réparer I’injustice faite aux innocents tués lors d’attentats terroristes
et de violences étatiques. Toutefois, a mesure qu’il remplace ses membres en décomposition par les
corps de nouvelles victimes, la frontiere entre justice et meurtre se brouille inexorablement. Cette
évolution trouble la perception du criminel par le lecteur, I’invitant & un questionnement plus profond
sur la culpabilité, la responsabilité et les paradoxes éthiques inhérents a la vengeance. Le Sans-Nom est-
il un criminel, ou bien le produit inévitable d’un systéme défaillant incapable d’assurer la justice ? Cette
¢tude défend I’idée que Frankenstein a Bagdad redéfinit la figure du criminel, non plus comme une
entité déviante univoque, mais comme un symbole éclaté du traumatisme collectif, de la corruption
politique et de I’impossibilité d’une clart¢ morale en temps de guerre. En s'appuyant sur l'analyse
littéraire et la théorie postcoloniale, I'article inscrit le roman dans la tradition plus large de la littérature
criminelle arabe, tout en mettant en évidence sa contribution aux débats contemporains sur la justice et
I’éthique de la violence. En plagant le criminel au centre a la fois comme sujet et comme métaphore,
cette étude s’inscrit pleinement dans la thématique de I’Axe 8 du colloque, apportant un éclairage sur la
maniére dont le roman arabe remet en question et redéfinit les perceptions culturelles du crime, de la
culpabilité et de la responsabilité.

Mots-clés : littérature criminelle arabe, représentation du criminel, Frankenstein a Bagdad, justice et
vengeance, traumatisme et violence
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Introduction

In the ruins of post-2003 Iraq, where the collapse of state institutions coincided with a
dramatic rise in sectarian violence, corruption, and institutional impunity, the very notions of
law, guilt, and justice were thrown into crisis®. In this volatile context, literature has emerged
not only as a form of testimony, but also as a site for moral and political reflection. One of the
most compelling literary responses to this period of fragmentation is Ahmed Saadawi’s
Frankenstein in Baghdad (2013), a novel that reimagines Mary Shelley’s iconic monster as a
grotesque assemblage of bomb victims' body parts brought to life in the heart of Baghdad.
Known as the Whatsitsname (shismah), this creature sets out to avenge the dead but quickly
devolves into a symbol of moral ambiguity, caught in the very cycle of violence he seeks to
disrupt.

The novel, awarded the International Prize for Arabic Fiction in 2014, has been widely
recognized for its bold fusion of Gothic horror, political satire, magical realism, and crime
fiction. What makes Frankenstein in Baghdad particularly significant is its engagement with
the concept of criminality, not as a fixed legal identity, but as a shifting construct embedded in
societal trauma, political failure, and ethical confusion. The Whatsitsname, far from being a
traditional villain, emerges as a figure suspended between guilt and innocence, vengeance and
justice, victimhood and monstrosity?.

This article argues that Frankenstein in Baghdad radically reimagines the figure of the
criminal as both a symptom and critique of a broken society. In a world where state structures
have failed, the novel suggests, justice is no longer institutional but improvisational, no longer
legal but visceral. The Whatsitsname is the monstrous product of this disintegration: he
embodies the demand for justice, but his methods undermine the very ideals he claims to
uphold. His emergence signifies the breakdown of legal legitimacy and the rise of a shadow
ethics that resists, and simultaneously mirrors, the violence of both state and non-state actors.

This analysis will be situated within broader debates on crime, violence, and
representation in Arabic literature, drawing on theoretical insights from Judith Butler, Giorgio
Agamben, and René Girard, among others. Through close textual analysis and contextual
grounding in post-invasion Iraq, the article aims to explore how Saadawi’s novel not only
critiques state and sectarian violence but also questions the stability of the category of “the
criminal” itself. In doing so, Frankenstein in Baghdad becomes a profound meditation on the
ethics of justice in the age of fragmentation.

Literature Review

Frankenstein in Baghdad has inspired a diverse body of critical scholarship since its
publication, owing to its innovative reworking of the Frankenstein myth and its subtle
engagement with Iraq’s post-invasion reality. Scholars have explored the novel from a range of
disciplinary perspectives, including trauma studies, genre theory, political allegory, and
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postcolonial criticism. Yet while many have examined its depiction of violence and breakdown,
fewer have focused on the novel’s central concern: the unstable, morally complex construction
of the criminal figure.

Several critics emphasize the novel’s genre hybridity and political symbolism. Fabio
Caiani (2020), for example, positions Frankenstein in Baghdad as part of a growing body of
Arabic speculative fiction that tackles war and displacement through allegorical and fantastical
means 3. Caiani argues that the Whatsitsname serves not only as a narrative device to expose
violence but as an ethical challenge: “The monster is not simply an avenger, nor a villain. He
is a creature of moral contradiction, asking what justice looks like in a society where no one
can claim innocence” *. Paul Starkey similarly notes the novel’s function as political allegory,
observing that it “subverts traditional crime fiction by eliminating the possibility of a clear
culprit™®. This subversion of genre expectations becomes a formal strategy that mirrors the
broader instability of post-2003 Iraq: a world in which truth, guilt, and responsibility are
constantly deferred or obscured.

The figure of the Whatsitsname has also been examined through the lens of trauma and
memory studies. Sinan Antoon contends that the monster is a “repository of ungrievable
deaths”® , a term that resonates strongly with Judith Butler’s formulation of grievability in
Frames of War (2009). For Butler, some lives are culturally marked as mournable, while others
are denied the recognition necessary for grief’. The Whatsitsname disrupts this logic by forcibly
demanding that every death be acknowledged, regardless of sect, status, or political affiliation.
In doing so, he embodies a deeply ethical but ultimately unsustainable mode of justice, one that
cannot be contained within legal frameworks.

Equally important is the novel’s relation to Giorgio Agamben’s concept of bare life,
developed in Homo Sacer (1998). The Whatsitsname exists outside both legal personhood and
social belonging, he is made from the bodies of those who have been stripped of all political
recognition. His very existence calls into question the boundaries between human and non-
human, legal and extralegal, life and death. As Zeina Halabi writes, “The monster is not an
interruption of the norm but the mirror of a system that thrives on invisibility and
disposability®”’

Finally, the monster’s transformation over the course of the novel, from avenger to
murderer, evokes René Girard’s theory of mimetic violence and the scapegoat mechanism.
Girard’s insights into the sacred roots of social violence help to clarify how the Whatsitsname
is both a product and a perpetrator of violence. In Violence and the Sacred (1972), René Girard
argues that social groups often project internal tensions onto a sacrificial figure whose
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elimination promises catharsis®. Saadawi’s creature at first appears to perform such a function,
channeling collective pain into a form of righteous retribution. Yet as his violence continues
unchecked, he ceases to offer resolution and instead becomes a new source of horror, thus
exposing the illusory promise of sacrificial justice.

Despite these rich and varied engagements, relatively little scholarly attention has been
paid to the novel’s reconfiguration of the criminal figure itself. This article addresses that
critical gap by asking: How does Frankenstein in Baghdad represent criminality in a society
where traditional legal and moral frameworks have collapsed? What happens when the line
between justice and violence is no longer clear? And how does literature help us think through
the ethical consequences of that ambiguity?

By placing the Whatsitsname at the center of these inquiries, this article argues that
Saadawi’s novel offers a radical reimagining of the criminal as a paradoxical figure, one who
reveals not the failure of individual morality, but the failure of the social order to uphold any
coherent notion of justice.

Contextualizing Crime in Post-2003 Iraq

To understand the ethical and symbolic function of the criminal figure in Frankenstein
in Baghdad, it is essential to situate the novel within the historical and sociopolitical aftermath
of the 2003 U.S.-led invasion of Iraq. The toppling of Saddam Hussein’s regime did not lead to
the anticipated democracy and reconstruction, but rather unleashed a prolonged crisis marked
by political vacuum, sectarian fragmentation, and the erosion of institutional legitimacy. Amid
this collapse, crime flourished, not only in its conventional forms; such as theft, murder, and
kidnapping, but also as an integral component of political, sectarian, and even ideological power
struggles.

The boundary between what was criminal and what was legal became increasingly
unstable, giving rise to what scholars have described as a “post-state condition*°, where the
monopoly on violence traditionally reserved for the state was ceded to militias, insurgents, and
rogue elements within the state apparatus itself. This condition is crucial for interpreting the
emergence of the Whatsitsname in Frankenstein in Baghdad. His creation, literally assembled
from the unclaimed body parts of bombing victims, is not a supernatural anomaly but a
symbolic response to a society in which the dead go unnamed, and the perpetrators of violence
unpunished. His body is a site of protest, a grotesque archive of neglected justice. As Charles
Tripp notes, the Iraqi state post-2003 lost its capacity to mediate justice or maintain the rule of
law: “The legal order was not simply suspended; it was fractured into competing and often
contradictory narratives of legitimacy”!’. In this environment, the image of the criminal no
longer coheres around the figure of the rogue outsider but becomes increasingly entangled with
the state itself.

® Girard, René. Violence and the Sacred. Translated by Patrick Gregory, Johns Hopkins University Press, United
States, 1972, pp. 34.
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The novel reflects this entanglement in multiple ways. Police investigations into the
monster’s killings are confused and inconclusive; newspapers circulate contradictory accounts;
witnesses either disappear or contradict themselves. The multiplicity of perspectives, official,
journalistic, and folkloric, on the Whatsitsname underscores the epistemological crisis of the
period: in a society where truth is fragmented, so too is the capacity to define crime. As Nadje
Al-Ali and Nicola Pratt (2009) argue, post-2003 Iraq has witnessed the “informalization” of
violence, where the distinction between state and non-state actors collapses, rendering all forms
of violence part of a continuum of political expression®2. In this context, the Whatsitsname
becomes both a mirror and a product of the society that created him, he is as much a victim as
he is a perpetrator, and his existence calls into question the legitimacy of all forms of sanctioned
authority.

Scholarly readings of the novel have similarly emphasized the way in which Saadawi’s
narrative destabilizes the moral clarity often associated with crime fiction. In his article
“Monsters of Our Own Making,” Fabio Caiani argues that Frankenstein in Baghdad subverts
the conventions of detective fiction by offering no resolution or definitive identification of the
criminal. Instead, the novel presents the criminal as a figure in flux, whose guilt is constantly
displaced or refracted through the perspectives of other characters®®. The Whatsitsname, as
Caiani notes, “is not so much a subject who commits crimes as he is a living symptom of a
society in which the very category of ‘crime’ has lost its meaning”**. This diagnosis aligns with
Saadawi’s own remarks in interviews, where he notes that he intended the monster to represent
“all of us, a figure onto whom the collective trauma, guilt, and complicity of a broken society
could be projected®®.

Another significant aspect of post-2003 Iraq is the transformation of public space into a
terrain of vulnerability and erasure. As Sinan Antoon has documented in his literary and critical
work, the ubiquity of death in Baghdad’s streets, via car bombs, targeted Kkillings, and
indiscriminate violence, has turned the city into what he calls “a map of mourning”*®. In the
novel, the collection of body parts from the streets is a literalization of this transformation.
Hadi, the junk dealer who assembles the monster, does so in a moment of desperation,
expressing a desire to provoke recognition for victims who are otherwise rendered anonymous
and disposable. The creation of the monster is thus an attempt to restore individuality and
meaning to the dead, even as the creature himself becomes a source of further violence. This
logic aligns with Judith Butler’s concept of “grievability” , introduced in Frames of War (2009),
where she argues that the distribution of public mourning reflects underlying political
hierarchies, some lives are grievable, while others are not!’. The Whatsitsname, formed from
lives deemed unworthy of public remembrance, demands recognition in the most brutal way
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possible: through murder. His existence forces society to confront the bodies it has discarded,
the stories it refuses to tell, and the justice it cannot, or will not, deliver. However, as the
Whatsitsname begins to replace his decaying parts with new ones taken from freshly murdered
individuals, the logic of justice deteriorates. His moral mission becomes increasingly arbitrary,
echoing the very cycle of violence he set out to resist. This shift mirrors the descent of many
post-revolutionary or vigilante movements in history: from idealistic beginnings to brutal
suppression. Saadawi’s novel thus stages a critique of vigilantism, exposing its moral instability
and the ease with which justice becomes vengeance.

What emerges from this context is a redefinition of the criminal not as an aberration
from the norm but as a reflection of the norm’s collapse. The Whatsitsname embodies the
contradictions of a society where law has no authority, violence has no author, and memory is
contested terrain. As Ziad Majed (2016) argues, post-occupation lIraq is marked by
“Institutionalized uncertainty,” where narratives of identity, responsibility, and guilt are
constantly rewritten'8, In such a space, the criminal becomes an unstable signifier, both feared
and needed, condemned and embraced.

Saadawi’s monster is not a fantasy imposed onto this world; he is the logical
consequence of its internal incoherence. He is both a call for justice and a warning about the
cost of pursuing it without limits. He is the criminal as allegory, whose body tells the story of
a country torn apart by external war and internal betrayal. In this regard, Frankenstein in
Baghdad does not offer a detective story with answers, but a philosophical inquiry into what it
means to seek justice in a society where all justice has failed.

Assembling the Monster and the Collapse of Moral Order

Ahmed Saadawi’s Frankenstein in Baghdad opens with a symbolic act of assembly that
encapsulates the novel’s central thematic concerns. Hadi al-Attag, a junk dealer in post-invasion
Baghdad, begins collecting human remains from bomb sites, disturbed by how often the victims
of violence are left in the street without proper burial or identification. In an effort to give
dignity to the dead, he sews the parts together into a single body, hoping that it might be buried
as one whole person. This grotesque act of repair is not simply a narrative device; it is a
profound metaphor for a society torn apart by violence, loss, and moral collapse. The resulting
figure, the Whatsitsname, or shismah, becomes both an archive of ungrieved lives and a living
protest against institutional failure.

The Whatsitsname’s creation exposes the layered fragmentation of post-2003 Iraq:
physical, ethical, institutional, and symbolic °. His body is composed of the anonymous, the
abandoned, and the unmourned, victims who were, in Judith Butler’s terms, rendered
“ungrievable”?°, Butler argues that political hierarchies determine which lives are publicly
mourned and which are erased from the sphere of concern. In this context, the Whatsitsname is
a literal embodiment of those lives deemed unworthy of recognition. His stitched-together form
gives shape to this disposability and simultaneously demands that these lives be seen, named,

18 Majed, Ziad. *Syrie, la révolution orpheline*. Actes Sud, France, 2016, pp. 84.
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and avenged. Yet this body of protest is also unstable, riven with contradictions. The violence
of sectarianism in post-invasion Iraq was not only externalized through armed conflict, but also
experienced as a dismemberment of shared national identity?'. The Whatsitsname reflects this
reality; his limbs are drawn from diverse, and possibly conflicting, backgrounds, Sunni, Shi’a,
Christian, perhaps even Kurdish, thus forming an impossible body politic that refuses the logic
of sectarian purity. His very existence is a refusal of political erasure, yet as he begins to act in
the name of justice, his mission transforms in troubling ways.

Initially, the Whatsitsname believes himself to be carrying out righteous vengeance on
behalf of innocent victims. “I must take revenge for every innocent person who’s been killed,”
he insists 22. In a city where courts are paralyzed and police are ineffective or complicit, the
monster steps into the void left by the state, enforcing a justice that mimics legal authority while
operating entirely outside of it. His targets are initially those widely perceived to be guilty,
thieves, rapists, corrupt officials, and bomb-makers. The Whatsitsname imagines himself as a
moral corrective, an avenger who acts where institutions have failed. However, this ethical
clarity soon begins to erode. His body, composed of rotting flesh, starts to deteriorate. To
continue his mission, he must replace decaying limbs with new parts, obtained from fresh
victims. This pragmatic necessity begins to distort his judgment. He justifies killings based on
rumor, suspicion, or circumstantial evidence. In one instance, he murders a man because he
“might” have stolen a phone. “Someone must be punished,” he reasons, “even if it’s not the
real perpetrator, so that people will know there’s justice”?®. The logic of vengeance gradually
becomes indistinguishable from the violence he was created to oppose.

René Girard’s theory of mimetic violence is especially illuminating here. Girard posits
that societies cope with internal conflict by transferring collective aggression onto a scapegoat,
whose sacrifice promises the restoration of order?*. The Whatsitsname initially performs this
function: he channels societal rage into targeted killings. But rather than ending violence, his
presence extends it. He is no longer a scapegoat sacrificed for the community’s peace; he
becomes the violent force sustaining its unrest. His evolution reveals the failure of vengeance
to produce moral clarity or resolution; instead, it becomes a recursive justification for more
Killing. This descent into moral ambiguity parallels the novel’s critique of state power. The
Whatsitsname does not merely challenge institutional authority, he imitates it. His Killings
become systematized; he compiles names, files notes, and issues justifications. Yet his criteria
for guilt are entirely opaque and often self-serving. He becomes, in effect, a parody of state
authority: unaccountable, violent, and cloaked in the rhetoric of justice.

Giorgio Agamben’s theory of the state of exception helps clarify this paradox. In State
of Exception (2005), Giorgio Agamben contends that during periods of crisis, legal norms are
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suspended under the pretext of emergency, thereby creating a paradoxical space in which
violence exists both outside the law and yet is simultaneously sanctioned by it2.

The figure of the Whatsitsname inhabits this ambiguous zone entirely, embodying a
state of existence that is at once illegal and indispensable, condemned by official institutions
yet revered by segments of the population. His presence exposes the profound confusion
characterizing post-2003 lIrag, where institutional responses to him are fragmented and
contradictory. Law enforcement officials are divided over his very existence, debating whether
he is a tangible being, a supernatural apparition, a foreign operative, or merely a fabrication of
popular imagination. Meanwhile, journalists perpetuate competing narratives, and public
sentiment oscillates unpredictably between fear and adulation. Ziad Majed captures this broader
condition by describing Iraq’s post-invasion political landscape as one of “institutionalized
uncertainty,” a context in which the categories of truth, legality, and legitimacy are in a state of
perpetual renegotiation?. Within such an environment, the figure of the criminal assumes an
inherently unstable identity. The Whatsitsname, consequently, is alternately perceived as a
criminal, a savior, a terrorist, and a victim, with these attributions shifting according to the
perspective of the observer.

Saadawi reinforces this ambiguity through the novel’s narrative structure. The
Whatsitsname speaks in his own voice at intervals, writing what he frames as a legal testimony
or personal account. These fragments evoke the structure of confession, but they are not
addressed to a court or a public authority, they are directed to no one in particular, and by
extension, to the reader. This device creates an ethical challenge: we, the readers, become the
jury. Yet we are not given enough information to pass judgment confidently. The
Whatsitsname’s motives are shifting, his narrative partial, and the perspectives surrounding him
fractured. This fragmentation denies the reader moral certainty and forces a confrontation with
ethical uncertainty.

Accordingly, in her Giving an Account of Oneself (2005), Judith Butler argues that
ethical responsibility must begin with an acknowledgment of what we do not know about
others, and even about ourselves. Ethics, in this view, is not about moral mastery but about
vulnerability, the willingness to remain open to the opacity of the other?”. The Whatsitsname
embodies this opacity. He is unknowable, contradictory, and unstable, yet he demands ethical
attention. The reader is left in an uneasy position: is the monster just a consequence of collective
failure, or a new perpetrator in his own right?

What makes Frankenstein in Baghdad so compelling is that it does not resolve this
question. The Whatsitsname is not rehabilitated or punished; he simply disappears, his legacy
absorbed into rumor and fear. This narrative refusal to deliver closure is not a flaw but a political
statement. In a society where justice has no institutional home, the criminal cannot be fixed in
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meaning. The monster’s body, initially formed to reclaim dignity for the dead, becomes the
very symbol of a justice system that has decayed from within.

In the end, the Whatsitsname is not simply a character; he is a metaphor for the
breakdown of moral order in contemporary Irag. He is a mirror held up to a society in which
every act of justice is shadowed by violence, every identity is fragmented, and every crime is
entangled with guilt that exceeds individual culpability. From body to burden, from protest to
predator, the Whatsitsname embodies the profound crisis of ethics, law, and meaning in a world
where the line between victim and villain has disappeared.

The Monster as Criminal: Shifting Narratives of Guilt

In Frankenstein in Baghdad, the figure of the criminal is not a stable identity but a
contested and mutable narrative, shaped by the perceptions of various actors, police, journalists,
politicians, neighbors, and even the monster himself. Rather than offering a clear portrait of
culpability, Ahmed Saadawi’s novel interrogates how guilt is constructed, displaced, and
circulated in a society where official narratives have lost their authority. The Whatsitsname is
not simply labeled a criminal; he is variously imagined as a savior, a terrorist, a supernatural
force, and a tragic symbol. Through this multiplicity of interpretations, Saadawi explores the
instability of justice and the politics of representation in a post-conflict society.

The novel presents multiple, and often contradictory, accounts of the Whatsitsname’s
actions. State authorities, particularly the Tracking and Pursuit Department, fail to define him
clearly. At times, they deny his existence; at others, they attribute his murders to foreign
intelligence services, militias, or rogue elements within the government. Their failure to
establish a coherent narrative reflects the broader failure of the state to control public discourse
or maintain a monopoly over truth. This narrative ambiguity is not incidental; it is the very
condition of post-2003 Iraq, where, as Ziad Majed (2016) writes, “truth has become a
battlefield,” and where “the production of competing stories is central to political and sectarian
survival”?,

Journalists in the novel further amplify this instability. Some cast the Whatsitsname as
a symbol of divine justice; others portray him as an urban legend, a ghost haunting the ruins of
Baghdad. Saadawi deliberately withholds any single authoritative viewpoint, creating a
narrative ecology in which no account is privileged. This proliferation of perspectives aligns
with what literary theorist Linda Hutcheon has called historiographic metafiction: a mode of
writing that acknowledges the constructedness of historical narratives and foregrounds their
ideological underpinnings. In Frankenstein in Baghdad, the criminal is not a fixed identity but
a narrative product, one that evolves depending on who is doing the telling and for what
purpose?®.

Even the monster himself struggles to define what he has become. His written testimony,
scattered throughout the novel, begins as a justification for his killings but soon becomes a self-

28 Majed, Ziad. Syrie, la révolution orpheline. Actes Sud, France, 2016, pp. 84.
29 Hutcheon, Linda. A Poetics of Postmodernism: History, Theory, Fiction. Routledge, United Kingdom, 1988,
pp. 120.



questioning confession. He wonders whether he is still carrying out justice or merely killing to
survive. “I used to think I had a clear purpose,” he writes, “but now I’m not so sure”®. This
moment of doubt complicates the figure of the criminal even further. The Whatsitsname is not
the confident outlaw or sociopathic villain of conventional crime fiction. He is a creature of
confusion, a product of trauma, and a reflection of a society that has lost its ethical bearings.
This self-reflexivity also speaks to a deeper philosophical tension: can one be guilty without
fully understanding the consequences or origins of one's actions? The Whatsitsname is made of
victims, yet he becomes a perpetrator. He Kills in the name of justice but admits to not knowing
whether his targets are truly guilty. He is haunted by the voices of the body parts that compose
him, each demanding vengeance for their own murderers. “Each part of me is asking for
justice,” he says, “and they don’t all agree”>. In this moment, the monster becomes a figure of
moral contradiction, pulled in conflicting directions by incompatible demands. He is both
subject and object of guilt, both punisher and punished.

Saadawi deepens this ambiguity through the structure of the narrative itself. By using
multiple points of view and embedding documents, testimonies, and rumors within the novel,
he resists the closure typical of detective or crime fiction. There is no final revelation, no
climactic trial or arrest. Instead, the Whatsitsname disappears into the fog of Baghdad’s streets,
leaving behind only fragments and contested memories. This lack of resolution challenges the
reader to think critically about the mechanisms through which guilt is assigned, and by whom.

René Girard’s work on the scapegoat mechanism offers further insight. In the Scapegoat
(1986), Girard explains how societies often channel collective violence and fear onto a singular
figure who is then sacrificed to restore order®2. While the Whatsitsname initially appears to
fulfill this role, bearing the sins of society and directing violence outward, his story disrupts
this model. Rather than ending the cycle of violence, he perpetuates it. His ambiguous guilt
reflects not the restoration of order, but its failure. In Saadawi’s world, the scapegoat does not
resolve conflict but embodies its permanence. Moreover, the reader is not allowed to stand
outside this process. Saadawi implicates the reader in the novel’s moral uncertainties. We are
given access to the monster’s thoughts, exposed to his rationale, and invited to understand his
pain. At the same time, we witness his acts of brutality. This narrative intimacy complicates our
judgment. Are we to condemn him? Pity him? Understand him? As Judith Butler suggests,
ethics begins with the recognition that any account is partial and mediated, and that moral
judgment must always grapple with the limits of understanding®3. The Whatsitsname resists
total comprehension; he demands a reader who can tolerate ambiguity.

In this way, Frankenstein in Baghdad does more than depict a criminal; it deconstructs
the very category of criminality. Guilt is not an individual trait, but a collective condition.
Responsibility is not assigned by law, but constructed through discourse, memory, and fear.
The Whatsitsname’s story reveals how narratives of guilt are never neutral; they are shaped by

30 Saadawi, Ahmed. Frankenstein in Baghdad. Translated by Jonathan Wright, Penguin Books, United Kingdom,
2018, pp. 132.

31 1bid, pp. 141.

32 Girard, René. The Scapegoat. Translated by Yvonne Freccero, Johns Hopkins University Press, United States,
1986, pp .72.

33 Butler, Judith. Frames of War: When Is Life Grievable? Verso, United Kingdom, 2009, pp. 55.



power, ideology, and trauma. His character becomes a lens through which we can view the
larger crisis of meaning in Iraq: a nation where crimes go unpunished, guilt is displaced, and
justice is haunted by the ghosts it cannot name.

Conclusion: The Criminal as Political Allegory

The figure of the Whatsitsname in Frankenstein in Baghdad functions not only as a
narrative device or moral paradox, but also as a deeply political allegory. As a creature born
from the wreckage of war, institutional collapse, and collective trauma, the monster reflects and
critiques the fragmented political landscape of post-2003 Iraq. His ambiguous status, avenger,
killer, ghost, martyr, mirrors the instability of power, truth, and legitimacy in a nation gripped
by occupation, insurgency, and sectarian fragmentation.

Ahmed Saadawi constructs the Whatsitsname as a response to the absence of justice and
the erosion of state sovereignty. In the wake of the U.S.-led invasion, the dismantling of the
Ba’athist state apparatus under the Coalition Provisional Authority’s de-Ba'athification policy
left Iraq with a gutted bureaucracy and weakened legal institutions. The emergence of sectarian
militias, criminal networks, and competing centers of power filled this vacuum, producing what
Charles Tripp (2007) calls a “predatory state,” where violence became a means of accumulating
political capital®*. Within this context, the Whatsitsname is not simply a fantastical creation; he
is a reflection of the new modes of power that govern Baghdad, modes that blur the distinction
between state violence and criminality.

The monster's mission to exact justice on behalf of victims is itself modeled on state
rhetoric. He adopts a language of purification, protection, and punishment, discourses
commonly invoked by both the Iragi government and armed militias. His self-legitimizing
logic, inwhich even innocent individuals can be sacrificed for the greater good, echoes the logic
of authoritarianism and counterinsurgency operations. In this way, the Whatsitsname becomes
a grotesque parody of state power: he promises order, but enacts terror; he claims legitimacy,
but thrives on fear. His body, stitched together from anonymous victims, is a metaphor for the
state’s selective deployment of justice, recognizing some lives, discarding others.

The novel’s political allegory deepens when we consider how various factions attempt
to appropriate the Whatsitsname for their own ends. The Tracking and Pursuit Department
wants to control him or, failing that, eliminate him. Local political operatives try to use his
image to incite fear or bolster nationalist sentiment. Even the media, with its sensationalism and
conspiratorial reporting, participates in shaping the monster into a malleable political symbol.
In this, Saadawi critiques how violence is instrumentalized in Iraq’s public discourse. The
Whatsitsname becomes not just a character, but also a floating signifier: everyone projects onto
him what they need, while no one takes responsibility for what he is. In this sense, the
Whatsitsname is the personification of Iraq’s political unconscious. He is an accumulation of
discarded bodies, forgotten traumas, and unresolved injustices. His presence haunts the city not
just as a physical threat, but as a reminder of the unresolved past. This aligns with the concept

3*Tripp, Charles. A History of Iraqg. 3rd ed., Cambridge University Press, United Kingdom, 2007, pp. 230.



of the spectral state, theorized by Avery Gordon (1997), where power is haunted by its own
buried crimes. The monster is this haunting made flesh, walking the streets as a living
embodiment of the violence that both the state and society have tried to suppress*°.

Saadawi’s choice to set the novel in a decaying Baghdad is itself politically loaded. The
city, once a symbol of Arab modernity, is rendered unrecognizable: a place of barricades,
checkpoints, and collapsing infrastructure. The novel’s urban landscape mirrors the
psychological dislocation of its inhabitants. The Whatsitsname navigates this dystopian terrain
with increasing confusion, unable to distinguish enemies from allies, guilt from innocence. This
spatial disorientation becomes a political metaphor: a nation without direction, without clear
moral or institutional coordinates. Moreover, the monster’s disappearance at the end of the
novel, his fading into myth, rumor, and fear, suggests that the violence he represents has not
ended, but simply transformed. Saadawi refuses closure. There is no justice, no catharsis, no
final reckoning. Instead, the Whatsitsname becomes a permanent fixture in the city’s imaginary,
an enduring symbol of the violence that structures everyday life. In doing so, the novel suggests
that in post-invasion Irag, crime and power have become inseparable, and the criminal figure
has become the only truth left in a world where every other institution has failed.

35 Gordon, Avery. Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the Sociological Imagination. University of Minnesota Press,
United States, 1997, pp. 88.
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