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Abstract

Discussions about the monster have always hinged on the modes of othering or assimilation,
yet through mobilizing negative and positive affective registers respectively, they both objectify
the monster in service of a normativizing agenda of managing the abnormal, eventually
inhibiting the monster’s potentialities in feeling and relating otherwise. This essay traces the
historicities of the manananggal, a Philippine folkloric monster, and compares key cultural
and literary representations within and beyond the Philippines. In particular, it examines the
short story “Good Girls” from the speculative short story collection Never Have I Ever (2021)
by the transnational Filipina American writer Isabel Yap. Through engagements with diasporic
literatures, affect theory, and feminist and queer scholarship, this essay examines the self-
segmenting monster across three dimensions—the narratorial, the affective, and the erotic—
and argues that Yap’s manananggal embodies an “archipelagic monstrosity,” characterized
by diffuse circuits of address, affective ambivalence, and homoerotic relations. I contend that
thinking about the manananggal’s monstrosity within the archipelagic framework circumvents
identitarian co-optation and avoids reductive interpretations. Instead, the manananggal can
be envisioned as always pluralistic and multi-connective, spinning unruly networks as an
uncontained assemblage of relations, much like an archipelago.
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INTRODUCTION

The monster is a perennial figure of the Other. When Michel Foucault evokes the
figure of “human monster” in his lectures on abnormality in 1975, he defines the
monster as “not only a violation of laws of society but also a violation of the laws of
nature” (55—56). Such normative laws, in Foucaldian terms, function as regulatory
technologies to enforce social control and discipline unruly bodies. Unsurprisingly,
the monstrous is then extended to describe the racial, sexual, and cultural Other,
who are deemed abnormal, inferior, and undesirable. As Jeffrey Jerome Cohen
asserts, the monster is “difference made flesh” on whose monstrous body “[a]ny
kind of alterity can be inscribed” (7). This act of othering not only perpetuates
hierarchies but also authorizes negative affective responses about and toward the
monstrous: monstrosity elicits disgust, terror, anger, morbidity, consternation,
denial, and many more. Proximity to the monstrous risks contamination, for it is
synonymous with the deformed and the unnatural. In other words, the monster
is an effigy of the demonized Other, a figure that poses threats to the normative
status quo and must therefore be cast out or destroyed.

Yet a more “inclusive” attitude has emerged, as the monstrous ceased to be
exclusively negative in the 21*-century cultural productions (Wester and Reyes 6).
Monsters are now represented as “likely to be ‘sympathetic; and embody the socially
disenfranchised, and they have even attained a certain degree of ‘cool’... This is
partly because difference is celebrated in contemporary culture” (6). A positive turn
towards the monster is observed by Catherine Spooner in her conceptualization of

“happy gothic” She notes that the recent growing popularity of Goth subculture,
mainstream love stories involving monsters, and camp aesthetics has rendered
representations of the monstrous more “comic, romantic, celebratory, gleeful,
whimsical or even joyous” (3). In other words, the task of the monster is no longer
primarily to induce horror but, ironically, to evoke laughter.

This joyous rendition of the monster, however, is likely an assimilationist move,
enabled by the prevailing politics of neoliberal multiculturalism, which masks
inequalities produced by global capitalism under a seemingly fair, antiracist
discourse of diversity (Melamed 1). The monster, now made equivalent to the
idiosyncratic, is commodified and co-opted into convivial coexistence with the
normative in the name of celebrating difference. Still, Spooner regards this as
progress of our times, arguing that “the assimilative monster stands for social
inclusion and as such we cannot be too nostalgic for the days before subcultures
were assimilated by the mainstream or monsters’ otherness was unadulterated
by our sympathy” (186). Indeed, the mainstreaming of happy, relatable monsters
in various cultural productions successfully defangs their wildness, and they no
longer appear to be the menacing “Other”; quite the contrary, the monster simply
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becomes a quirky version of “us” Assimilationist narratives about normalized
differences have, as Jacques Derrida wryly puts it, turned monsters into pets (qtd.
in Botting 13).

Nevertheless, both modes of othering and assimilation—mobilizing negative and
positive affective registers respectively—still objectify the monster in the service of
anormativizing agenda of managing the abnormal. As a result, the very specificities
of the monstrous are flattened, simplified, and at times overlooked where the
monster figure is repeatedly subsumed into discourses complicit with ideologies
of (neo)colonial domination and consumerism. The monster thus becomes a trope
at the disposal of cultural narrators, as a difference to be either loved or loathed,
eventually deprived of its wild possibilities for connection and feeling otherwise.
This essay seeks to move beyond these two approaches and instead engages in
archipelagic thinking, which, I argue, is instrumental in reconceiving monstrosity
without falling into traps of identitarian co-optation. Through attending to various
cultural representations of the manananggal, a Philippine folkloric viscera-sucker,
especially a close reading of the short story titled “Good Girls” by the transnational
Filipina American writer Isabel Yap, this essay excavates the archipelagic potentiality
embodied in this monster so as to reimagine a monstrosity grounded in lateral
relationality.

As Cohen proclaims in his field-defining “Monster Culture (Seven Theses),” the
monster always repels and attracts at the same time (17); the study of the monster
is quintessentially the study of the relational. The right question to ask is not what
the monster is, but zow the monster affects and is affected, for the fact that “[t]he
body that scares and appalls changes over time, as do the individual characteristics
that add up to monstrosity, as do the preferred interpretations of that monstrosity”
(Halberstam 8). Therefore, the monster should not and cannot be reduced to any
singular identity or imagery but rather, always gestures toward the becoming and
the becoming-with. I argue that insightful knowledge about monstrosity is readily
located in the affective and relational circuits that the monster establishes with
humans, things, environments, and even beyond the textual dimension. In this
light, this essay makes the case that archipelagic thinking—a scholarship emerged
from contemplations about island geographies and movements—is a productive
tool to rethink monstrosity, for it departs from the hierarchal (thus stigmatising)
identity-based model implicated in continental thinking, and instead “previleg[es]
the power of cross-currents and connections, of complex assemblages of humans
and other living things, technologies, artefacts and the physical scapes they
inhabit” (Stratford et al. 125). In particular, archipelagic thinking advocates a more
ethical, horizontal relation of differences that is antithetical to dualistic concepts
of inclusion and exclusion, favoring a “poetics of relations” that is driven by co-
creation, creolisation, and errantry (Glissant). Thinking about monstrosity within
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the archipelagic framework thus allows us to regard the monster’s heterogeneity
not as a priori alterity, a singular alien embodying perversities to be expelled or
subsumed in repressive hierarchies. Instead, the monstrous way is always pluralistic
and multi-connective, spinning unruly networks across its monstrous times and
spaces—an uncontained assemblage of relations, much like an archipelago.

Moreover, archipelagic epistemology helps direct our attention to the material-
corporeal specificities of the monster as well as its peculiar dynamics with the
environment. As cautioned earlier, othering or assimilating the monster often
results in either discrimination (illustrated as fear or disgust of the monster) or
fetishization (disguised as joyous celebration of the monster); both approaches
perpetuate exoticization of the monstrous in one way or another. In the next
section, therefore, I trace the historicities of the manananggal as a Philippine
folkloric monster, and compare key cultural and literary representations within
and beyond the Philippines, before turning to a close examination of the the
manananggal in Yap’s “Good Girls,” Through engagement with diasporic literatures,
affect theory, and feminist and queer scholarship, this essay examines the self-
segmenting monster across three dimensions—the narratorial, the affective, and
the erotic—and argues that Yap’s manananggal embodies what I term “archipelagic
monstrosity, characterized by diffuse circuits of address, affective ambivalence,
and homoerotic relations.

THE RACIALIZED, SEXUALIZED MANANANGGAL

Otherwise known as “viscera sucker” and sometimes interchangeable with the
umbrella term aswang (or alternately spelled as asuang),’ the manananggal is a
monster native to the Philippine archipelago known for its peculiar transformation.
Folklores describe the manananggal usually as an “attractive woman by day,
buxom, long-haired, and light-complexioned” (Ramos, “Aswang Syncrasy” 239)
but transforms at night by splitting its monstrous self from the waist up. When
transformed, it is believed that it discards its lower body as a stump in a hidden
location, while the monster’s upper-half will grow bat-like wings and fly out to
prey and feed on human fetus, organs, and other innards with their long, tubular
tongue (240). The manananggal then has to come back to join the lower-half body
before sunrise, or it will perish (Ramos, Philippine Lower Mythology 125-129).
Maximo D. Ramos notes that sightings and stories of the aswang-manananggal
can be found across the Philippine archipelago, such as Zambales of the Western
Luzon; Camarines Sur, Albay and Catanduanes of the Bicol region; Palawan and
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Cuyo islands; Negros Island and Leyte of Eastern Visayas; and Capiz of Western
Visayas; even Dobu island of Papua New Guinea as well as Indonesia (Philippine
Lower Mythology 125—131; “Aswang Syncrasy” 240n3). He observes that the self-
segmenting monster is “a creature rare in European folklore but fairly common
in Southeast Asian tradition” (Philippine Lower Mythology 15). In fact, the shared
etymology in Malay language of a similar monster found in Malaysian peninsula,
penanggalan, with root word tanggal meaning “to detach or remove” (Ramos,
Aswang Complex xviii—xix), provides evidence that the manananggal can be aptly
regarded as a Southeast Asian archipelagic mythical being that haunts across the
region.

Cohen avows that a monster is “an embodiment of a certain cultural moment—
of a time, a feeling, and a place” (4). The manananggal we know of today also tells
a complex history of colonial violence and misogyny dated back to the Spanish
colonizers in the Philippines in the 16th century. In her historical investigation
of the gender politics of the aswang-manananggal under Spanish colonialism,
Herminia Menez observes that babaylanes—the then female healer, midwife, and
“main defender of indigenous faith” of the Philippines (88)—experienced drastic
“inversions” in representation, namely from the life-giving shaman to the life-
destroying monster, a flagrant “disenfranchisement of the most powerful women”
by the Spanish Catholic friars and colonial authorities (86—94). Hope Sabanpan-Yu
illustrates that the myth of the manananggal was particularly popular in the
“intensively ‘missionized” Visayan and Bicol regions, and the monster is not only a
“source of repulsion” but also a “symbol of sexuality’, for many manananggal stories
conveyed “ideas of liberation, freedom and subversion” about Philippine women

(84—85).

A horrifying female monster in Philippine folklore, the manananggal remains a
recurring figure in Philippine horror cinema since José Nepomuceno’s pioneering
1927 silent film Ang Manananggal, widely regarded as the first horror movie in
Philippine film history. In the 1990s, the manananggal appeared in the commercially
successful horror-comedy Shake, Rattle & Roll film series, making a significant
cultural impact at the time as the representations of the monster “confounded the
generic borders between hearsay, fantastic fiction, and journalistic reportage” (Lim
114). The scare of the manananggal intertwines with overt sexualization, as Rolando
B. Tolentino ascertains that the Shake, Rattle & Roll series “lure[s] male audience
into movie houses” by following the formula of inviting “a known sex-oriented
female star” for the viscera-sucker role, and these actresses oftentimes need to

“show hidden skin and bodily parts” (143). In the 21st century, the manananggal
continues to inspire contemporary filmmakers to reclaim its sexualized image,
as seen in the romantic comedy Ang Manananggal sa Unit 23B (2016) and the
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independent silent short film Dikit (2021), both of which articulate a subtle feminist
critique.

The reach of the manananggal is certainly not contained within the Philippines
only. In particular, diasporic Filipina American writers find their female monstrosity
so empowering that the manananggal becomes a cultural symbol of defiance
against patriarchy, racism, and the violence of white supremacist US culture. In
her powerful piece “Is this Diasporic Pinay Mythopoetics?’, the Filipina American
writer Barbara Jane Reyes reflects on the urge to connect with her Filipina legacies,
and protests that Philippine mythologies are being underappreciated since
diasporic Filipino/as in the U.S. are taught that their success is achieved when they
“direct [them]selves outward and towards whiteness and whitewashed narratives,
away from [their] own [narratives]” (13). Staying critical of the often “christianised
narratives of dutiful daughter and peasants gifted with daughters as a reward for
their hard work and sacrifice” prevalent in colonial Philippine literatures (10—11),
Reyes searches for something “wilder, dangerous” and “frightening” (12). Fascinated
by aswang-manananggal stories of “breaking and repairing oneself, the wildness
and monstrosity of girls and women finding their own power,” Reyes acknowledges
that she is “fiercely proud of being a monstrous, transgressive, diasporic Filipina”
(12). Reyes’ juxtaposition of the diasporic and the monstrous here is enlightening:
diasporicity enacts a monstrosity for its misalignments with the cohesive,
homogenous nation, whereas monstrosity in turn emulates a diasporic condition
of being and feeling displaced.

The manananggal, now a potent symbol of Filipina-ness and disenfranchised
femininity, becomes an apt vehicle for diasporic Filipina American poets to
articulate their long-repressed anger. Reyes, in her poem “To Love As Aswang,’
emphasizes the aswang-manananggal’s fiendish physical traits such as “razorblade
eyes, “animal teeth,” “splintered hand,” and “claws” alternating with the meek
Filipina image of “good wife,” “loyal servant,” and “total package” (31). The Filipina
body is represented as the host of dormant monstrosity, ready to wreak havoc
against men through aggressive spitefulness. Danni Quintos in the poem “Self-
Portrait as Manananggal” also conflates the racialized Filipina American with the
monster:

They ask me where I'm from & the answer is hundreds of years old. Is that last name
Spanish? From Spain? I sharpen my claws & answer carefully. Originally, I say, because
colonization... When I split in two, they don’t understand... Where are you really from?
or [ don’t see color (75; italics in original)

A scenario redolent of everyday racial microaggression, the narrator responds to

the xenophobic questioning by transforming, “I leave my brown legs & ass in a
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secret place & rise above, meaning aerial, bat’s-eye view, inhaling through my nose
& counting to ten” before complying to the racialized category, “I come back &
combine with myself. I fill in the bubble marked Other. I use a hyphen” (75).

I argue that the deployments of the aswang-manananggal figure by the two
Filipina American writers, particularly in their evocation of its horrid monstrosity
as a metaphor for the racialized, exoticized Asian body, are symptomatic of the
“diasporic anger” recurrent in Asian American literatures since the 1970s (Kim).
Yet, immediately reducing the manananggal to a fearful figure risks circumventing
its monstrous potential to feel and relate otherwise. Granted, it is not my intention
to dismiss the efficacy of anger and fearsomeness especially for the ethnoracial
and sexual minorities, since these intense emotions can be mobilized to induce
social change and help build alliances (Ahmed; Lorde; Piocos). However, one
shall heed that foregrounding anger and terror in the discussions of the monster
may still inadvertently reinforce the logic of othering and thereby perpetuate the
treacherous norm/abnormal divide. In this sense, monstrosity remains bound
to a subordinate, structurally reactive position, trapped in a tautological victim-
perpetuator loop. As counterintuitive as it might seem, the manananggal suffers
from the reverse consequences of monsterization; the monster fails the promise of
liberation it purports to deliver, that is, to forge “potent connection that exceeds
domination” as the “inappropriate/d other” (Haraway 465).

THE SHIFTY “YOU”-MANANANGGAL IN “GOOD GIRLS”

Instead, the literary representation of the manananggal in “Good Girls” from the
short story collection Never Have I Ever (2021) by the young transnational Filipina
American writer Isabel Yap, I argue, does not resort to the limiting logics of othering
or assimilating. In other words, it does not instrumentalize the hideousness of the
manananggal to conjure horror or anger as a means of resistance or affirmation.
Rather, the alterity of Yap’s manananggal is represented alongside and in-between
the “normal’, reliant on diffuse circuits of textual address and affective ambivalence
that are emblematic of uncontained archipelagic monstrosity.

“Good Girls” tells the story of Kaye-the-manananggal from the Philippines and
her encounter with an American girl, Sara, at a female rehabilitation facility named
Bakersfield Good Girl Reformation Retreat in California, where young women with
histories of aberrant behaviors receive reeducation to become “good girls” Sara is
sent to the facility by her terrified family for she harbours baby-harming thoughts:
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she likes to drop babies on the floor without apparent reason. As roommates, Sara
connects with Kaye, the “petite and gorgeous, with shiny black hair and flawless
honey-coloured skin” (4). Kaye later reveals in a sharing session that she is a mail-
order bride from the Philippines with illegal papers, and ends up at the retreat
after her white husband died of a drug overdose. The story concludes with an open
ending when Sara climbs onto Kaye-the-manananggal’s back and together fly out
the window.

The most intriguing yet understudied aspect of “Good Girls” is its alternating
narratorial voices, which, I argue, are critical in constructing an archipelagic
monstrosity that ventures beyond the unitary textual body of the monstrous.
The story is written in unmarked episodes from two oscillating perspectives:
one deploying the dubious “you” of second-person narrative as Kay-the-
manananggal’s internal voice and recounting her predatory journeys in Manila,
and the second in a conventional omniscient third-person narrative focalized on
Sara and her encounters in Bakersfield, California. Indeed, scholarship on second-
person narrative has discussed the complex loops of relations it produces within
and outside the text, and its function in problematizing the reader’s identifying
process. A technique often associated with postmodernist fiction, the second-
person narrative, as Brian McHale notes, is “par excellence the sign of relation” and
discloses “the presence of a communicative circuit linking addressor and addressee”
(223). The “you” narrator often carries an element of aggression and may take on a
flirtatious, even sadomasochistic charge toward the reader (225-226). Magdalena
Rembowska-Pluciennik, by contrast, argues that the second-person narrative “helps
to share and co-act or connect with the Other;” a strategy that opens up “a sphere
of co-constructing meaning and sympathetic attunement” (80). She identifies
the implicit moral obligation on the part of the addressee-initiator-reader when
stories are being told “on behalf of the silent,” and contends that such deployment
of the second-person carries a tenderness in narration that exudes care and deep
emotional concern (79). Brian Richardson echoes Rembowska-Pluciennik’s analysis
and maintains that the second-person narrative is “especially effective in disclosing
the sense of intimate unfamiliarity,” serving as a “useful vehicle for minority writers
to foreground a subjectivity typically excluded from common, unexamined notions
of ‘you’ and ‘us” (327). My reading of the second-person narrative in “Good Girls”
is well informed by these scholars, and hereby I argue that this narratorial device
contributes to the complex entanglements between multiple subject positions,
creating an archipelagic network of the monstrous that is affectively and formally
diffuse. The story begins with this inviting “you’,

You've denied the hunger for so long that when you transform tonight, it hurts more
than usual. You twist all the way around, feel your insides slosh and snap as you detach.
Your wings pierce your skin as you leave your lower half completely. A sharp pain rips
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through your guts, compounding the hunger. Drifting toward the open window, you
carefully unfurl your wings. It’s an effort not to make a sound. (Yap 1)

Right from the beginning, the second-person “you” draws the reader into
complicity with becoming something strange. That identifying process of the
“you”-reader with this unknown being is initiated through hunger, a universal
bodily sensation that everyone can relate to. Corporeal pain is evoked here in the
form of involuntary self-inflicted violence, represented by an array of sonically
crisp, monosyllabic verbs of rupture such as “twist’, “slosh’, “snap’, “pierce”, and “rip”.
Indeed, the descriptions here elicit abhorrence, yet not quite anger or terror. Rather,
an affective ambivalence emerges in the monster’s conflicting state of mind, for it
has been denying and now finally submits to the visceral urge of hunger but with
carefulness, a clash between beastly craving and humanlike caution. This moral
hesitation of Kaye-the-manananggal, articulated through second-person narrative,
strengthens the text’s interpellation of the human reader. An archipelagic relation is
made possible, in the sense that the aggressive and alluring “you” forms an intimate
connection between two “insular” actors, namely the textual manananggal and the
extratextual participatory reader. A fusing, plural subjectivity of monstrosity in the
making.

Throughout “Good Girls,” the second-person “you” alternates with another
disembodied third-person narration. This hybrid narratorial strategy asserts a
rather sobering effect on the reader’s identifying process with the monster, that
instead of utter immersion, the now reader-“you”-Kaye-the-manananggal is being
shuffled in and out of the fictional and the real, switching between roles of the
observed and the observer-actor. While the disembodied third-person voice may
signal an extra narrator in this story, its point of view is at times infiltrated by Sara’s
reflections, analogous to the typical free indirect discourse, and noticeably merged
with “you”-Kaye-the-manananggal at the end of the story. Eventually, the reader,
Sara, and Kaye-the-manananggal all become the possible referent of this “shifty
you” (McHale 223) in “Good Girls” With narratorial distance repeatedly conjured
and collapsed, the reader inevitably participates in the monstrous assemblage of
the story. To borrow Andrew Hock-Soon Ng’s concept of “monster in/as text,’
“Good Girl” becomes “a monstrosity itself” (64).
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ARCHIPELAGIC FEELINGS OF AMBIVALENCE

“Good Girls” presents a nocturnal panorama of heterogenous cityscapes through
the eyes of Kaye-the-manananggal as she flies over Manila: a listless stray dog, a
sobbing girl with father in distress, pulsing nightclub music, drunken high schoolers
in heels, clamorous overworked white collars, humming air-conditioners, silent
iron gates, blossoming flowers in the rich neighbourhood, children playing video
games, domestic helpers washing dishes, a sleeping family of three, the stench and
dampness of shantytown (Yap 1-5; 7; 10). The vicissitudes of island life, although
urban, are rendered as cacophonous yet governed by an internal rhythm of disorder,
a pattern of the archipelagic when plural ecosystems overlap and coexist, as Kaye-
the-manananggal says “Manila is a city that sleeps only fitfully, and you love it and
hate it for that reason” (2; my emphasis).

During her monstrous flight over Manila observing Filipino lives, Kaye-the-
manananggal demonstrates an array of “minor” feelings, such as curiosity (“you
stop and circle the air with interest”) (Yap 7), boredom (“it’s all boring boring boring
until you smell tears”) (7), frustration (“you sigh, take off again, and decide that it’s
time for a change of scenery”) (9), confusion (“tonight your hunger is confusing.
You don’t know what you want, what will satiate you”) (3), and excitement (“your
tongue settles on her stomach, and you start feeding, sucking greedily. You're
starving and it tastes so fucking delicious”) (14). While these feelings are driven by
the beastly urges, they emerge through oblique encounters: Kaye-the-manananggal
maintains a voyeuristic distance, making little or no direct contact with the people
she observes. These affective states may seem minor in intensity or episodic, yet
no less significant. Different than the mobilizing emotions like terror or anger,
this cluster of minor feelings is more fleeting, ever-changing, prone to swinging
in opposite directions, performing the “fitfulness” indicative of an uncontained
monstrosity. Here, my evocation of minor feelings is indebted to the “ugly feelings”
theorized by Sianne Ngai, which she describes as more “diagnostic than strategic”
of situations “posed by a general state of obstructed agency with respect to other
human actors or to the social” (3). These negative feelings, Ngai contends, arise
within a “situation of passivity” in the face of social and racial inequalities in
late modernity (3). Indeed, it would be deplorably insensitive to suggest that all
the institutionalized women at Bakersfield Good Girls Reformation Retreat and
them being structurally monsterized are not a proof of agency obstructed. Still, I
reckon that Yap portrays an archipelagic monster that remains autonomous in an
unwelcoming world. Already residing at the fringe of human society, Kaye-the-
manananggal leads a nomadic life in the Philippines and later the US, who “never
last[s] more than a few months in the same place” (3). Though in human disguise
by day, her monstrous self lives unpretending and freely at night. Her monstrous
minor feelings, as previously identified, are less contingent on the mechanism of
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othering but more conditioned by oblique, non-confrontational relations with
others in disparate locales, which emerged from her monstrous instincts and
introspections. In this light, Kaye-the-manananggal performs an unmediated,
non-derivative monstrosity.

Note that the monster sees and feels ambivalence everywhere: she highlights
the typhoon-battered shantytown in Manila that is “hardly a mile from a fancy
neighbourhood” (10), where a low-income family shows “minute joys punctuated
by a mostly topical dissatisfaction” (10). Kaye-the-manananggal comments that
they are “not exactly unhappy, despite everything’, an ambiguous status that “you
think you understand” (11). Or when attempting to feed on a fetus, she equivocates,
“you don’t want this. You do” (14). Such back-and-forth affective wavering is
characteristic of the manananggal, a monster of ambivalence par excellence. Its
self-segmenting, scattered corporeality resembles the archipelagic logic of (im)
mobility: during transformation, the mobile, bat-like upper body separates from
the immobile lower half. In legends, the survival of the manananggal hinges not
only on the return of the upper half in time so as to unite with the unmoved flesh
stump, but also on the necessary corporeal splitting for feeding purposes. Its dual
mode of monstrous existence—always here and there simultaneously—condenses a
perpetual tension between departure and return, between mobility and immobility.
The manananggal embodies an entangled attach/detach dialectic, where
detachment necessitates attachment while attachment also anticipates detachment,
as Kaye-the manananggal later reflects her life of “[s]panning provinces, cities,
countries, continents” and always “[f]inding new homes to leave” (17). Curiously,
even though Kaye-the-manananggal engages in a transpacific journey between the
Philippines and the US, she does not demonstrate typical diasporic nostalgia or
impulse to return “home,” which is an impossibility for the monster. Rather, the
nomadic manananggal reasserts its archipelagic way of living, “[b]efore the sun
rises, or someone finds the parts you've left behind—something must always be
left behind” (Yap 17). The “something” here aptly refers to the lower torso of Kaye-
the-manananggal, like a fleshly island of the monstrous archipelago, stationary and
singular, yet always relational, awaiting contact.

HOMOEROTICISM OF THE MONSTROUS-FEMININE

“Good Girls’, as its ironic title already suggests, invites a feminist critique. Grace V.S.
Chin reads Yap’s story within the Southeast Asian context as a form of resistance
against the “good wifehood and motherhood” still expected of women in the region
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and as a demonstration of “nonconformative femininities” (170). Yet, this essay
expands Chin’s feminist analysis by attending to the manananggal’s monstrous
corporeality and its underlying erotics. Barbara Creed, in her influential 7he
Monstrous-Feminine (1993), observes that horror cinema constructs the feminine
body as monstrous and eroticizes it as a body of leaking, open orifices. In “Good
Girls”, graphic depictions of the monster’s uncontained corporeality can also be
found: after self segmentation, Kaye-the-manananggal exposes “the worst of the
guts that hang from your torso” hiding under an oversized shirt, whereas the lower
body stump left behind is “gray, muted pink” with “intestines show[n] through” (Yap
1). Unlike the aggressive, engulfing monster figure Creed describes, Yap portrays
the manananggal as a split open creature. Her body is laid bare and passive, yet
alluringly vulnerable. Later in the story, Sara wakes up in the middle of the night to
fetch a glass of water only to bump into “something in the middle of the floor” (15).
The bedroom is lit through by “a cloudy moonbeam’, “illuminating the lower half of
Kaye’s torso and her legs” (15). The stump is depicted as “standing erect, perfectly
immobile, like someone sliced a girl in half and left it there for fun. The insides are
shimmering, grisly, unreal” (15). A stark contrast to Reyes and Quintos who focus
on the manananggal’s menacing claws and animal teeth, Yap dwells on what is left
behind by the flying viscera-sucker, namely the flesh-island that poses absolutely
no threat at all. The monstrous here is reimagined as perversely harmless and
erotic, for the “erecting” stump with its glossy luster seems to invite touching under
moonlight. A strange serenity permeates this scene of supposed bodily abomination.
Apparently, Yap does not resort to horror or disgust in her description. Instead, she
infuses the manananggal’s monstrosity with an otherworldly gothic ambience.

And yet, Yap refrains from further sexualizing the monster. Sara stumbles on the
stump and simply “crawls back under her sheets and goes to sleep” (Yap 15). Her
nonresponse can be interpreted as normalizing Kaye’s monstrosity, for she herself
is also regarded as monstrous. Not long after, Sara feels “something slides in next to
her” in the bed: it is Kaye-the-manananggal who returns from feeding. She “wraps
its arms around Sara and put its forehead against the small of Sara’s back,” and
Sara reciprocates by “hold[ing] those arms against her;’ feeling the back of her shirt

“grows damp” (15).

This homoerotic overtone presented in “Good Girls,” I contend, is inherent
to the manananggal’s monstrosity. In fact, Gothic and queer scholars have long
explored the intricate connections between monstrosity and queerness, as they
both unsettle (hetero)normativity (Benshoff; Halberstam; Lim; Palmer; Hughes
and Smith; Wisker). In this light, the manananggal is always already queer, or
at least imbued with queer(ing) potentialities.> Already a sexualized, racialized
monster, the manananggal’s two-part dislocated body performs ambivalence and
body incongruity emblematic of queerness. The manananggal’s peculiar feeding
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behaviour—inserting a tubular tongue into the victim’s body to suck fetus—is
analogous to the female vampires represented in lesbian Gothic novels, which
transgress gender norms and feed with “fangs piercing the skin resemble[ing] those
of penetration” (Wisker 132—133). Furthermore, while scholars note its unmaternal
feature (Chin 165; Hope 92), the manananggal is more importantly an “anti-child”
figure, to borrow from Lee Edelman’s queer negativity critique of reproduction
futurism. Its queer potential is most prominent in “Good Girls,” where Sara and
Kaye-the-manananggal are portrayed as having similar anti-child tendencies: one
drops babies and the other eats them. Bonding over a shared perversity of rejecting
posterity, these two monstrous females can be aptly read as queers adopting a
radical stance against the heteronormative, reproduction-centered social order.

Even though neither Sara nor Kaye explicitly identifies themselves as homosexual
(it is revealed at the beginning of the story that Kaye had a boyfriend), “Good Girls”
revolves around queer motifs of secret identity, fragmented selves, and perverse
desires. Its lesbian overtone is particularly pronounced toward the end of the story
when Kaye-the-manananggal offers Sara a flight into the night. As her reflection
deepens,

You've never detached with someone watching. You're so fascinated by her gaze on you

that you hardly notice the pain. Sara’s big blue eyes are an excellent mirror—how there
are stringy bits when you twist off, how the way your spine tears from sinew is fluid,
almost graceful. Your shirt is short this time so she sees your entrails hanging out, nearly
glowing with all the slick against them. To her credit, Sara doesn’t vomit. (Yap 16)

The visceral transformation of the monster is considered the liminal state of
the liminal, a transition that is most private and intimate. Kaye-the-manananggal’s
literal opening of her body in front of Sara suggests homoerotic exhibitionism.
Noticeably, her corporeal pain is mitigated, or more accurately, overridden by
Sara’s attention. The gaze from Sara is not an objectifying male gaze (Mulvey) but a
feminine one, or what I would term a “lesbian gaze” that elicits care and emotional
satisfaction. Moreover, this gaze can be considered as a correction of “the fifth
look” proposed by Creed, which she defines as a “looking away” or “not-look”
from the spectator upon repulsive revelation of monstrous corporeality in order
to “reconstitute the ‘self” which is threatened with disintegration” (29). Instead, I
contend that such persistent looking and being-looked-at between Sara and Kaye-
the-manananggal transpire lesbianism, here manifest as mutual recognition of
and profound desire for perverse monstrosity. Sara’s gaze as a “mirror” encourages
Kaye in continuing the “graceful” choreography of transforming. The revelation of
her monstrous nudity, like disrobing, is intensely erotic, for the adjectival “fluid,’
“glowing,” and “slick” are all suggestive of sexual activity. This diffuse gaze exchange
sustains an intimate space between Sara and Kaye-the-manananggal, but also
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implicates the “you”-reader through their process of reading, who is interpellated
into this loop of co-creating monstrosity and self-reconstituting, a radical
inversion of Creed’s rejective “fifth look” Upon taking off, with Sara on her back,
Kaye-the-manananggal shows utmost care by “squeez[ing] her hand as hard as
you can without hurting her” (17). Sara’s expression is unreadable, for she seems to
“scream or laugh or cry” simultaneously (17). Once again, despite the homoerotic
connotation is obvious, “Good Girls” foregrounds an affective ambivalence that
is multidirectional and pluralistic, epitomizing archipelagic monstrosity that
continues to morph and relate without fixity.

CONCLUSION

In an interview, Isabel Yap mentions a curious conversation with her mother about
racial identity, when her mother is shocked by Yap referring to herself as a woman
of color. Yap relates, “that’s what we are in America, mom. It’s just a helpful...
demarcation,” which her mother retorts, “white’s a color too!” (Karki). Upon the
exchange, Yap reflects that “in Manila [she'd] never really think of [herself] as ‘a
POC! It is, as others have pointed out, a very Western-centric view of identity”
A born-and-raised Filipina in her early thirties having studied in Japan, lived in
London and migrated to the US in 2010, Yap’s transnational experiences, I contend,
are instrumental in capturing an archipelagic monstrosity in “Good Girls”: mobile,
relational, untethered to rigid identitarian discourses prevalent in North America.
Produced outside the Philippines, “Good Girls” neither fits easily into typical
Filipino/a overseas migrant fictions, nor the mainstream Asian American diasporic
texts that often invest in fraught homeland-host country narratives. Instead, the
story can be read as what Christopher B. Patterson terms a “transpacific anglophone
text” (21—26), in the sense that “Good Girls” unsettles ethnoracial, sexual, and
national categories through deploying the antirealist genre of speculative fiction—a
creative short story contemplating a transnational manananggal—to foreground
mobility, openness, and alternative modes of being and feeling.

As argued throughout the essay, Yap’s “Good Girls” introduces a distinctive
portrayal of the Philippine mythological manananggal, which exemplifies
an archipelagic monstrosity that operates beyond the modes of othering and
assimilation that dominate conventional discussions of the monstrous. Through
close examination of Yap’s diffuse second-person narratorial strategy, the peculiar
corporeality of Kaye-the-manananggal and its islandic symbolisms, the affective
ambivalence of minor feelings that displace positive-negative binaries, as well as the
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latent homoeroticism between the monstrous women, this essay reconceives the
manananggal as an archipelagic monster that transcends the familiar trope of the
horrifying fiend. As Jack Halberstam famously proclaims, “monsters are meaning
machines” (21). While the manananggal has historically been sexualized and
racialized as the heinous Other across Philippine literary and cultural productions,
its “infinitely interpretable body” (21) affords a poetics of relations that traverse
cultures, continents, and circuits of address. Like an archipelago, her uncontained
existence never settles, always poised to depart, but leaving something monstrous
behind to return to.
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Notes

1. Folklorist Maximo Ramos writes that the “aswang concept” is understood as “a congeries
of beliefs about five types of mythical beings identifiable with certain creatures of the
European traditions” including vampire, visceral sucker, weredog, witch, ghoul (“The
Aswang Syncrasy” 238). Raul Pertierra calls this set of concepts that pose threat to
moral and social order found in most lowland and highland Philippine communities
“asuang-complex” (319). Amongst many other names given to refer to asuang in different
Philippine regional languages, “mananangal” is one of them used among “Tagalog and
Bicol speakers” (320).

2. Curiously, one of the very few comparable self-disrupting shapeshifter-vampires in
the world mythologies can be found in the folklores of the Caribbean islands is the
soucouyant, which is believed to be a form of old woman “who sheds her skin at night to
travel as a ball of fire in search of victims. Myth has it that she feasts on the blood or souls
of her young victims before return to her own skin in the morning” (Ilott 28). It is worth
noting that the soucouyant is considered a hybrid product of African and European
folklores imported to the Caribbean through slave trade and colonialism (28). Arguably
the consequence of cross-cultural syncretism facilitated by transoceanic mobility, the
common archipelagic motifs identified in “colonial” monsters deserve more attention in
teratology.

3. The queerness/bakla-ness inherent in the manananggal continues to spark interests
over the years for writers and academics. In one of the most in-depth studies about
the queer(ed) manananggal, Bliss Cua Lim (2015) underscores the queer potential of
the aswang/manananggal by drawing on Robert Blust’s reconstruction of etymological
links between the asog—a gender-variant male shaman—and the aswang in Philippine
languages, situating these figures within a longer history of gender-transgressive
shamans later demonized as monsters. She also offers a thorough analysis of the queered
manananggal figure in Ricky Lee’s novel Si Amapola sa 65 na Kabanata (2010) [Amapola
in 65 Chapters] and Mga Bata ng Lagim [Children of Terror] directed by Mar S. Torres
in 1964.
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