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ABSTRACT

A narrative tradition notorious for its depiction of sex and violence developed (most
infamously with the writing of the Marquis de Sade) during the European Enlightenment.
Although commonly labelled ‘obscene’, outside its legal definition, exactly what
‘obscenity’ encompasses — its psychology, etymology, social role — is seldom considered in
relation to obscene texts. Yet, if we are to talk about obscene books and obscenity it seems
that, rather than taking obscenity for granted, it is crucial to ask what is the ‘obscene’? Why
are these books obscene? To what does ‘obscene’ apply and what reason(s) may explain
why these books are intentionally obscene? These are questions which this thesis explores.
It begins by considering what the obscene is and then uses Freud’s theory of the Uncanny to
explain why obscenity evokes complex reactions involving fear, disgust and desire. It then
applies these findings to six obscene books in order to explore how the obscene operates on
textual and narratorial levels. Finally, it considers how these obscene texts fall into a
tradition of Western erotic literature which portrays themes of education, revealing ‘truths’,
and the motif of the female figure unveiled as a locus of ‘truth’. It considers how these texts
use obscenity as a form of revelation and how this revelation articulates an uncompromising
critique of the ‘progress’ of modern civilisation.

To illustrate this argument Chapter One provides an overview of different kinds of
obscenity. Chapter Two considers the literary influences on the Marquis de Sade’s Les cent
vingt journées de Sodome ou l’école du libertinage (1785) and in what ways Sade’s first
novel is obscene. Subsequent chapters trace a connection between the obscene themes and
motifs of five notorious later texts: Leopold von Sacher-Masoch’s Venus im Pelz (1870),
Georges Bataille’s Histoire de I'oeil (1928), Pauline Réage’s Histoire d’0O (1954), 1.G.
Ballard’s Crash (1973) and Dennis Cooper’s Frisk (1991).
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“Unto the pure all things are pure’
Titus 1:15
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NOTE ON TEXTS AND TRANSLATIONS

To date, the University of York library is not well equipped for a study of this kind. It has,
for example, no editions of Sade’s works in French. It has no works on or by Leopold von
Sacher-Masoch (in German, French, or English), and, with the exception of Bataille, this list
could extend to all the authors in this study, whether English or French language. The
additional time, expense and effort required to obtain certain texts — especially foreign

language texts — has meant that, where secondary texts are concerned, I have largely been
limited to using English translations.

As regards the primary texts, if no translator is specified, translations are my own. For the
convenience of prospective readers, throughout this study I quote foreign language texts in
English. Usually these translations are taken from extant English translations. Where I feel
— for reasons of accuracy ~ that an adjustment to the existing translation is necessary, I
make this clear in the text or in a relevant footnote. Where the translation is straightforward
or obvious I may not quote the original language passages alongside the English.

Quotations are given in English then, when a primary text is originally published in French
or German, the original text is given. Page references contain two numbers divided by an
oblique. The first number refers to the English translation. The second is to the original
language text. The primary texts, translations and editions referred to in this study are as
follows:

Marquis D-A-F de Sade, Les cent vingt journées de Sodome ou l'école du libertinage,
QOeuvres, vol. 1. (Paris: Gallimard, 1990). English translation: The 120 Days of Sodom and
Other Writing (1966), trans. Austryn Wainhouse and Richard Seaver (London: Arrow,
1989). English translation based on Maurice Heine’s three volume translation of Les cent-
vingt journées de Sodome (1931-35).

Leppold von Sacher-Masoch, Venus im Pelz, illus. Fritz Bucholz (Leipzig: Georg H.
Wigand’sche Verlagsbuchandung, 1890). English translation: Venus in Furs, trans. Joachim
Neugroschel, Intro. Larry Wolff (London: Penguin, 2000).

Georges Bataille, Histoire de 1'oeil, Oeuvres complétes: premiers écrits 1922-1940, vol. 1
(Paris, Gallimard, 1970). English translation: Story of the Eye, trans. Joachim Neugroschel

(Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1982). English translation from the 1928 edition of
Histoire de l'oeil.

Pauline Réage, Histoire d’O et Retour a Roissy, (1954/1969), (Paris: Jean-Jacques Pauvert,
1980). English translation: Story of O [Unattributed translator] (London: Corgi, 1992).
English translation taken from the re-translation commissioned by Olympia Press in 1957.

James G. Ballard, Crash, (1973), (London; Vintage, 1995).

Dennis Cooper, Frisk (London: Serpent’s Tail, 1991).



Introduction:

The Books ‘One Shouldn’t Read’.

WHAT IS THE FIRST THING that comes to mind when you hear the word ‘obscenity’?
Something sexual? Rude gestures? Foul language? Porn films? The thought of old people
having sex? Obscene amounts of money? Incredibly fat people? One person urinating on
another? Dirty books which you shouldn’t read? These are some of the answers I have
received over the course of my research. From them emerges some of obscenity’s
complexity. We find that obscenity is ambiguous. There is no single obscenity. Obscenity
means different things to different people. These observations are accompanied by
questions: Are all these elements genuinely obscene? If so, what could possibly bind things
as diverse as old people having sex, dirt, fat people, and vast amounts of money? Why 1s sex
~ something most of us perform and find pleasurable, something necessary for the
continuation of our species — obscene? Clearly, much — sensations, images, words, gestures
— can be obscene. In the following pages the various obscenities described above appear in

one guise or another but it is obscene literature — the ‘dirty books which you shouldn’t read’

— that provides the frame and focus for my reading of obscenity. Partly, this is a necessary
limitation to the scope of this thesis; partly it is because, as Charles Rembar observes, ‘It 1s
in relation to books that obscenity has had its main meaning’.' This Introduction sets out the
questions proposed and the focus of my investigation, the exact nature of, and reason for,
the texts chosen. It sketches the structure of this thesis and considers certain limitations
found within existing criticism and its interpretation of obscene literature. The Introduction
ends by defining certain central issues within my approach and recognising some of the
limitations of my reading of obscenity within the framework of obscene books.

‘Obscene books’ requires some definition. Indeed, the phrase ‘dirty books which
you shouldn’t read’ echoes lines from one of Oscar Wilde’s plays. In this scene it 1s early
evening. A light-hearted altercation is underway between two young bachelors. At the
centre of the dispute is an inscribed cigarette holder. For fear of what it will reveal about his
private life, one of the bachelors (Emest) doesn’t want the other (Algernon) to read the
inscription.

‘It is a very ungentlemanly thing to read a private cigarette case’, pleads Ernest.

Dismissively, Algemnon replies, ‘It is absurd to have a hard and fast rule about what

one should read and what one shouldn’t. More than half of modern culture depends on what

' Charles Rembar, The End of Obscenity: The Trials of Lady Chatterley, Tropic of Cancer, and Fanny Hill
(London: Andre Deutsch, 1969), 493.



one shouldn’t read.’ Algernon reads the inscription. It reveals Emest’s secret (real) 1dentity
~ Jack — and the previously undisclosed life of passion that Ernest/Jack lives in the
countryside.'

Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest (1895), from which the above scene is
taken is not one of the texts at the heart of this thesis but the sentiments of Algernon’s
remark are one of the issues which are. In reading obscenity, I want to examine some of
those books ‘one shouldn’t read’. I don’t mean just any or all of the books which have, at
various times in history and in various cultures, been deemed ‘dirty’ and texts one
‘shouldn’t read’. To consider all the books ever prohibited from early English translations
of the Bible, scientific studies, exquisitely written novels to pornography and horror comics,
would require an endless study. I mean those books which, if you like, one really, really,
shouldn’t read; the really ‘dirty’ books. To be more precise, books notorious for parading
mutilated and sexually violated bodies; narratives more horrific than sensual or romantic in
their portrayal of bodies, sex, violence and death; books which marry sex of a ‘perverse’
nature (anal sex, lesbianism, male homosexuality, coprophagia, bestiality, bondage and
discipline) with violence, torture, and death.

For decades in Europe and America books with this content were banned under
Obscenity Laws. In some cases obscene texts were regarded as so dangerous that this
prohibition existed for over a century: the novels of the Marquis de Sade, for example,
became legally acceptable in Britain only in 1983.% As such, the texts in this study must be
distinguished from others which portray bodies engaged in sex and which have, at various
times, been considered obscene. To begin with, the texts I explore are not obscene in the
same way as D.H. Lawrence’s The Rainbow (1915), James Joyce’s Ulysses (1922), or
Radclytte Hall’s The Well of Loneliness (1928) were once considered to be. Books such as
these, although once banned for allegedly ‘legal’ reasons, no longer retain an obscene
reputation; they are among the accepted and acceptable texts of our literary heritage.’ In
contrast, the books focused on in this study retain an obscene reputation. Consider how,

writing within the last few years John Phillips talks of the ‘extreme obscenity’ of Georges

! Oscar Wilde, The Importance of Being Earnest and Other Plays, ed. and intro. Richard Allen Cave
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 2000), 1. 128-132.

* David Coward, ‘Chronology,” The Misfortunes of Virtue and Other Early Tales by Marquis de Sade, trans. ed.
and intro David Coward (Oxford: Oxford World Classics, 1992), xliv.

? At times it is necessary to clarify the distinction between the obscene texts — those which really really

‘shouldn’t be read’ — and those that have been called ‘obscene’ in the past. For this reason, I occasionally refer to

the texts which this study concentrates on as ‘sexually extreme’ or *sexually violent’ rather than simply
‘obscene’.



Bataille’s writing and refers to Sade’s La philosophie dans le boudoir (1795) as an ‘obscene
tragicomedy’.! Nicholas Harrison refers to Sade’s ‘obscene literature’ and Susan Sontag
describes Pauline Réage’s novel Histoire d’O (1954) as ‘clearly obscene by the usual
standards’.? Elizabeth Young talks of ‘obscenity’ in relation to Dennis Cooper’s writing’
and to give an example from an earlier generation of criticism, Gilles Deleuze talks of
Sade’s ‘obscenity of description’.” But if we are to talk about obscene books and obscenity
it seems crucial to ask what is this ‘obscene’? What does the word mean? Where does it
come from? Why are these books obscene? To what does ‘obscene’ apply and what
underlying reason(s) may explain why these books are so intentionally and graphically
obscene?

According to Lucienne Frappier-Mazur, ‘there is little doubt about the meaning of
the word [obscene]’.° Certainly ‘obscene’ is not a word without definitions: law courts have
(and had: see Chapter One, ‘The Legal Obscene’) a legal definition and under ‘obscene’ my
dictionary lists a range of synonyms: ‘loathsome’, ‘disgusting’, ‘repulsive’, ‘repelient’,
‘odious’. Yet, as we will see, the legal definition leaves much to be desired and no matter
how many synonyms for ‘disgusting’ are strung together none fully encompass the meaning
of obscene. There is much more to obscenity than disgust and laws. What of the definitions
of obscenity given earlier which included fat people, foul language, and vast amounts of
wealth? It quickly becomes apparent that all is not quite as certain as Frappier-Mazur’s
statement about the obscene implies. What does she mean by ‘obscene’: legal obscenity?

Obscene speech? An obscene object, act, text or image?’ These are crucial questions to
which I will return,

' John Phillips, Forbidden Fictions: Pornography and Censorship in Twentieth-Century French Literature

(London and Stirling, Virginia: Pluto Press, 1999), 9; John Phillips, Sade: The Libertine Novels (London and
Stirling, Virginia: Pluto Press, 2001), 67.

? Nicholas Harrison, Circles of Censorship: Censorship and its Metaphors in French History, Literature, Theory
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995), 26.

* Susan Sontag, ‘The Pornographic Imagination,” Styles of Radical Will (London: Vintage, 1994), 40.

4 Elizabeth Young, ‘Death in Disneyland: The Work of Dennis Cooper,’ Shopping in Space: Essays on
America’s Blank Generation Fiction, Elizabeth Young and Graham Caveney (New York: Serpent’s Tail, 1992),
236.

* Gilles Deleuze, Coldness and Cruelty, trans. Jean McNeil (New York: Zone Books, 1997), 133.

® Lucienne Frappier-Mazur, *Truth and the Obscene Word in Eighteenth-Century French Pornography,’ The
Invention of Pornography, ed. Lynn Hunt (New York: Zone Books, 1993), 204.

T Frappier-Mazur herself is one of the most interesting contemporary writers on obscene literature (see Chapter
One, ‘Obscene Words’). I take her comment only as representative of the widespread idea that obscenity is not a
concept that needs explaining,



Today, a significant amount of criticism surrounds obscene books. (For now let’s
accept my dictionary’s definition and read ‘repulsive’ and ‘loathsome’). By ‘obscene books’
from now on I mean those notorious, sexually violent books which one really ‘shouldn’t
read’. This growing body of criticism indicates that reactions to the obscene contain a twin
dynamic. Logically, a ‘growing body’ is not what one would expect if ‘repellent’ really,
neatly, equated to the obscene. If obscene books were purely ‘repulsive’ no one would want
to read them let alone write about them. Thus, to present the obscene as repulsive 1s to see
only one side of the metaphorical coin.

It could be said that a cultural fascination with obscene books (let’s concentrate on
literature and exclude other types of obscenity for a moment) initially stemmed from their
legal prohibition — and certainly, as Nicholas Harrison has pointed out, prohibition has
influenced the reception, reputation, audience, production, and content of obscene
literature.' After all, it is a commonplace that prohibition indicates (and propagates)
fascination, ‘Where there is a prohibition there must be an underlying desire’ writes Freud.”
In this sense, Algernon’s statement regarding the absurdity of regulating written material (‘It
1s absurd to have a hard and fast rule about what one should read and what one shouldn’t’)
contains an insightful observation. If not absurdity then certainly irony accompanies
attempts to control what ‘one should read and what one shouldn’t’. Is it irony or absurdity

that some readers (such as academics) are deemed immune to the evils of ‘immoral’

literature while others — invariably children, women or lower social classes — are not?
Likewise is it ironic or absurd that someone, somewhere, has to read a book in order to
decide whether society as a whole should not?® Furthermore, if Ernest hadn’t made such an
issue about the cigarette case’s inscription, Algernon’s curiosity may not have been roused.
The temptation to peek behind the fig leaf to see what’s really there and why it is not

allowed to be seen is often too strong to resist. This is true of academia as much as of wider
culture.

! Harrison, Censorship, 11-15. I return to this point in Chapter One, ‘The Legal Obscene’ and ‘Obscenity and
Society’.

? Sigmund Freud, “Totem and Taboo,’ trans. James Strachey, The Origins of Religion, Penguin Freud Library,
Vol. 13 (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1990), 127. See Chapter One, ‘The Psychology of Obscenity’ and ‘Obscenity

and Society’ for further discussion of this point.

3 Cf. Harrison, Censorship, 60.



French ‘erotic and pornographic fiction’,' including sexually violent works and
works prohibited under obscenity laws, has accumulated a considerable amount of critical
attention. Take the work of the Marquis de Sade for instance. His fiction is a keystone in the
history of Western obscene literature and probably the best-known example of this kind of
literature (for this reason I frequently use Sade as an illustrative example throughout this
Introduction). Notoriously violent, sexually ‘perverse’, banned as obscene, in the twentieth
century alone Sade’s writing has long been the focus of influential and scholarly studies.
The poet Guillaume Apollinaire (in 1909), the writer and critic Jean Paulhan (1946), the
philosopher Pierre Klossowski (in 1947), writer and critic Maurice Blanchot (1949),
feminist and philosopher Simone de Beauvoir (in 1951), the philosopher/critic/writer,
Georges Bataille (in 1957) and the hugely influential French surrealists (1922-ca.1960) all
published now canonical studies on Sade’s obscene novels in the years given.

Sade was not the only French writer of sexually ‘perverse’, explicit and violent
fiction to be taken seriously. In 1954, the sexually violent tale, Histoire d’O appeared
prefaced with a critical essay by Jean Paulhan. Although officially banned until 1970, this
novel, which Sontag calls ‘obscene’, won a minor French literary prize in 1955 and became
an international best-seller.’ The verse of nineteenth-century French poet, Charles
Baudelaire (1821-67) and the sexually graphic fiction of Jean Genet (1910-86) both of
which had been banned in various countries (including for Genet, Britain in the 1950s),’
were the subject of essays by the philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre (in 1952) and Bataille (in
1957). Bataille himself was a writer of explicitly sexual and violent fiction and his own
works proved influential in literary and artistic circles. During the latter half of the twentieth
century other eminent French intellectuals continued the serious exploration of obscene
texts. Gilles Deleuze, Michel Foucault and Roland Barthes produced now canonical studies
on the work of Sade, Sacher-Masoch and Bataille. This is not to mention references made
by other influential French scholars (including Jacques Derrida, Julia Kristeva and Jean
Baudrillard) who admit the influence on their own work of obscene literature.

This quick sketch of the reception of these obscene texts illustrates that even though

many of the books they were writing on were banned, or banned in other countries, by the

1 will not attempt, and do not think it necessary for this study, to scparate the terms ‘erotica’ and ‘pornography’.
Later, I do however, consider certain areas of divergence and convergence between the pornographic and the
obscene (see Chapter One, ‘The Legal Obscene’).

? Phillips, Forbidden, 88.

* Allan Travis, Bound and Gagged: A Secret History of Obscenity in Britain. London: Profile Books, 2000),
gives more on the banning of obscene books in Britain. Information on the reception of Genet can be found on
pages 110-18.



late 1970s, in France ‘what one shouldn’t read’ was treated as a valuable contribution to
literature, philosophy, psychology. Through the ‘sciences’ of sociology, psychiatry,
pathology, psychoanalysis and medicine the ‘scientific’ importance of obscene literature

was evoked as a significant means to understanding culture and humanity.! Many more
names could be mentioned but the point I wish to make is that by the late 1970s ~ and since

then critical interest in obscene literature has not waned ~ a large body of criticism had
grown up around a relatively select group of obscene texts. Obscene literature, it seemed,
influenced some of the most important twentieth-century European cultural criticism and
art. Today it is available in every High Street book shop. It is simultaneously celebrated in
some quarters as deeply moral (while in others as deeply immoral). Yet still these works are
called by both their defenders and denigrators ‘obscene’. If not already evident, by what we
have seen so far, it is becoming increasingly difficult to accept my dictionary’s definition of
‘obscene’ as something ‘repellent’, in other words, something which drives one away.
Perhaps, in France at least, there is more than an element of truth to Algernon’s observation
that ‘half of modern culture depends on what one shouldn’t read’.

Tuming attention away from France, maybe we can find evidence of obscene

literature’s ‘repulsiveness’ — through critical neglect — on this side of the Channel or the
other side of the Atlantic. But no. Although it could be argued that obscene literature took
longer to receive the serious academic reception earlier established in France (it was little
written about pre the 1960s), despite their illegal status in Britain and the United States,
works by Sade, Bataille and others have been read here (and ‘there’) for about as long as
they have in France. A 1966 piece of American criticism on Histoire d’O provides evidence
of the dilemmas and anxiety early critics felt about the subject of obscene literature which,

although written not so long ago, sounds rather quaint in today’s critical world:

Among the things one has to consider are the degree of embarrassment
one need feel when caught by others reading it [Histoire d’0], the
advisability of putting it physically into the hands of sensitive people ...
whether or not to bring it later to the attention of one’s students and of
whether or not to write about it, and if so in what way, and the question,
too, of how much time it is reasonable to devote to it.?

Despite this critic’s anxiety, it was not long before his British and American colleagues

began responding to obscene narratives in a serious way and with less reservations about

' Harrison, Censorship, 61.

? John Fraser, ‘A Dangerous Book: “The Story of O”,” Western Humanities Review 20 (1966), 52.



how ‘reasonable’ it was to write about them. Following the French tradition, Susan Sontag’s
“The Pornographic Imagination’ (1967) was one of the earliest and still influential such
works out of America. In it, Sontag argues for the necessity to include obscene texts among
the established classics of Europe’s literary heritage. Sontag’s essay has since been
followed by a tide of work on pornographic novels, films, and studies specifically focusing
on the violently sexual writing of Sade, Bataille and others. This 1s not to say that obscene
works — unlike, for example, Ulysses — have been fully assimilated into Western culture.
Resistance remains to admitting obscene books and other representations of obscenity into
our literary heritage and culture. As an example, take Roger Shattuck’s recent condemnation
of Sade’s writing as ‘the extreme attempt in Western culture to strip away the constraints of
civilisation in order to return to barbarism’.!

It is not my place, or the place of this thesis, to propose what should or shouldn’t be
studied. In sketching the extent of existing criticism on obscene literature and the fact that
there is resistance to reading such texts my purpose is to show the twin dynamic retained at
the heart of the obscene (in this case, in academic reactions to obscene literature): there is
repulsion and fascination; those who condemn it and those that defend it. My second point
1s that, although it is a commonplace among academics to bemoan how much obscene texts
are ‘neglected’ (for example, John Phillips opens his study, Forbidden Fictions:
Pornography and Censorship in Twentieth-Century French Literature, with talk of ‘the
long neglected field of [French] erotic and pornographic fiction’),> evidence suggests that
obscene texts have not been all that ‘neglected’. Obscene books have never been out of
print. They have gathered over one hundred years of serious critical comment and for
centuries they have been at the centre of scandal, prohibition and legal cases which, outside
academia, guaranteed obscene literature’s place in the consciousness of culture. Thus,
however it 1s viewed (condemned or celebrated) obscene literature — and, is it too soon to
suggest that obscenity in wider terms? — has long constituted an influential vein in Western
literature, academia, and ‘culture’.

Strangely, despite the oft-used adjective ‘obscene’, the crucial role which obscenity
has played in setting obscene books apart from other texts, in giving them a group identity,
and even arousing reader curiosity, works on obscene fiction seldom consider or explore

what they and others mean by ‘obscene’. Not only has the meaning of the word ‘obscene’

! Roger Shattuck, Forbidden Knowledge: From Prometheus to Pornography (New York: St. Martin's Press,
1996), 282. My own experiences include academic disapproval and discomfort at my chosen subject.

? Phillips, Forbidden, 1. Phillips goes on to describe how much kas been written on this field and, to be fair,
many of the books his study considers are examples of critically neglected French erotica.



and the operation of obscenity often been overlooked, but until recently academic studies
often avoided detailed comment on the obscene content of obscene books. As recently as
1996, Frappier-Mazur noted that ‘most [writers on Sade] have been content to deplore, or
even ignore this especially troubling aspect [i.e. its obscene content] of his work’.! Often,
the obscene has been sidelined as unnecessary for deeper understandings of the texts.
Consider Gilbert Lély, one of Sade’s earliest biographers, who thought Sade’s repeated
portrayal of coprophagia a ‘disgusting practice ... the quite unnecessary superimposition of
the ugliest departure from normality’.? Michel Foucault’s references to Sade and Bataille

are others which contain little mention of the extreme sexual violence — one of the most
immediate components of their texts’ obscenity — of either writers’ work. De Beauvorr,
Apollinaire and other now canonical writers on Sade’s obscene texts also largely ignore the
obscene content of his novels. For all their good intentions these, and other writers who
defended obscene literature as a valuable topic of study, seemed willing to accept — or
perhaps more accurately felt constrained to write about — only certain parts of it.

If and when written about, one aspect of their obscenity — the sexual violence of

these texts — was (and sometimes still is) interpreted through psychoanalytic theory.® As a
tool for rationally understanding violent, sexual drives and ‘perversion’, the psychoanalytic
approach is an understandable one to use. Perhaps for this reason it is often the favoured
perspective from which to view obscene texts: Gilles Deleuze used it to read Sacher-
Masoch and Sade; John Phillips for works by Sade and Bataille’s Histoire de !'oeil; Kaja
Silverman for Histoire d’0; Elizabeth Young for work by Dennis Cooper. . . This list could
go on. Yet, despite its popularity as a tool for interpreting all manner of texts, it is important
to note that the psychoanalysis of sexual development is limited in terms of the conclusions
it provides — especially in relation to obscenity itself

In relation to obscene literature, psychoanalysis provides a way of writing about
human violence and sexual behaviour but in a way which can simultaneously disinfect this
type of obscenity — violated bodies, sexual organs and acts — through a process of

abstraction. Thus, the psychoanalytic readings by Deleuze and Silverman do not contain

detailed exploration of obscene fiction’s representational content and turns graphic, often

' Lucienne Frappier-Mazur, Writing the Orgy: Power and Parody in Sade, trans. Gillian C. Gill (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1996), 11.

? Gilbert Lély, The Marquis de Sade: A Biography, trans. Alec Brown (New York: Grove Press, 1961), 307. (My
emphasis).

* John Phillips for example spends many pages citing examples of the sexual ‘perversions® depicted in Sade’s

novels relating each to Freud’s theories of sexual development - especially the anal stage. Phillips, Sade, 135-
146. See Chapter Two where 1 return to this issue.



horrific sex and violence, into far-less bloody Oedipal dramas. (We can add that, in terms of
obscenity, this type of psychoanalysis is not concerned with obscene language or others
aspects of obscenity, such as its legal or moral levels).! Deleuze’s Le froid et le cruel
(Coldness and Cruelty, 1967), provides one example. Deleuze takes the books of Sade and
Sacher-Masoch as insightful case studies into (respectively) sadism and masochism. He
presents these stories of pain and punishment, sex and death, as set performances which act
out the roles of oral mothers, Oedipal fathers, castration anxiety, maternal phalluses,
fetishism and latent homosexuality. He suggests why Sacher-Masoch’s male characters wish
to suffer pain at the hands of women and concludes that *‘masochism is a story that relates
how the superego was destroyed’.? The male masochist ‘in opposition to the institutional
superego ... establishes the contractual partnership between the ego and the oral mother ...
[and] the reflection of the ego in and through death produces the ideal ego’.” Similarly,
Sade’s stories tell of how the ego “is beaten and expelled, how the unrestrained superego
assumes an exclusive role, modelled on an inflated conception of the father’s role ~ the
mother and the ego becoming its choice victims’.* There are correlations in this reading
between its psychoanalytic interpretation and the operation of obscenity: the obscene is
associated (as will be seen) with death and with the atavistic, primitive and pre-social - all
of which are echoed in the ‘death’ Deleuze mentions and the ‘oral mother’. Yet, castration
never occurs in the castration complex; actual physical wounding never has to be described.
Although he acknowledges that they are obscene (but does not explain what he means by
that term),” nowhere in Deleuze’s study does he quote any sexually graphic and/or violent —
obscene — passages from Sade. There is no blood, no excreta, and, in contrast to Sade’s
books, there is relatively little obscenity involved in talking about the Oedipus complex. Via
the psychoanalysis of sexual development, viscera become abstract — and this is a
significant omission in terms of the obscene because an important part of the obscene (as
will become evident) is the material reality — the physical, low, exactly not abstract — which

1t encompasses and presents. The narratives’ obscene language, artistic intention and

' Deleuze, Coldness, 15-23. In his chapter on ‘the language of Sade and Sacher-Masoch’ Deleuze never once
describes the exact nature of the obscene words which Sade uses.

2 Deleuze, Coldness, 130.
3 Deleuze, Coldness, 130-31.
4 Deleuze, Coldness, 131.

* Deleuze, Coldness, 17 and 25 for example.
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relation to contemporary artistic fashions, purpose, style, and specific social-historical
context is reduced (or limited) to a handful of wishes and repressed desires.

My purpose here is not to poke holes in Deleuze’s exemplary work. His purpose
never was to explore obscenity. I use his study merely to 1llustrate certain limitations to
using that particular psychoanalytic approach to read obscenity. When it comes to
interpreting obscene literature the psychoanalytic theory of psycho-sexual development (the
theory of castration anxiety, anal and oral stages etc.) is limited in other ways too. Firstly,
although today most scholars recognise that pornography is not (as Steven Marcus wrote 1n
the 1960s), ‘nothing more than a representation of the fantasies of infantile sexual life, as
these fantasies are edited and reorganised in the masturbatory daydreams of adolescence’,’
to use the psychoanalysis of sexual development is to interpret texts precisely as centred
around ‘infantile sexual life’ and ‘fantasies’. Secondly, other problems of interpretation in
reading a fictional text as a psychological case study lie in the fact that psychoanalysis is
‘the talking cure’. Its accurate method of diagnosis depends on analysands participating in
their analysis to answer questions, explain associations and give details. There can be no
such participation in the psychoanalytic criticism of a text. Instead, images, details and
comments within the text are taken as fixed values. How is 1t possible to analyse a character
who is merely marks on paper and who can’t answer searching questions? How can it be
accurate to use a method of analysis which interprets dreams and fantasies to analyse a text
which relates neither its author’s dreams nor fantasies?” It could be said that psychoanalysis
is capable of reaching unconscious drives and ‘truths’ through interpreting language/words
alone and that words can be written, they don’t have to be spoken. Yet, as Harrison has
pointed out, this approach is fraught with contradictions: the unconscious is always
inaccessible whether through language or not and language itself is an entirely social, not
personal, method of communication ~ a fact which renders the insight it provides into
individual (or an individual’s) ‘truth’s’ immediately suspect.’ Finally, although he
frequently ignored his own modest admissions, even the ‘father’ of psychoanalysis,

Sigmund Freud, states on several occasions that psychoanalysis is not an adequate tool for

! Steven Marcus, The Other Victorians: A Study of Sexuality and Pornography in Mid-Nineteenth-Century
England (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1966), 286.

2 See for further comment on the limitations of reading fiction through psychoanalysis, T.E. Apter, Fantasy
Literature: An Approach to Reality (London: Macmillan, 1982), 7-9 and 130-151 and Lucie Armitt, Theorising
the Fantastic (London et al.: Arnold, 1996), 40. Fredric Jameson, ‘On Interpretation: Literature as a Socially
Symbolic Act,’” The Political Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symbolic Act (London: Methuen, 1981), 62-
67 points out the tension in Freud’s theory between seeing it as a historically specific formation and the
metapsychological, universal struggles of which it speaks.

* Harrison, Censorship, 147-8.
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divining the intentions of creative artists. ‘Before the problem of the creative artist,” he
wrote in 1927, ‘analysis must, alas, lay down its arms’.' All this, of course, is not to say that
psychoanalysis cannot be a useful interpretative tool in exploring the obscene. Often it has
been used to good effect. Personally however (and partly because 1t has been used so
frequently as well as its limitations) I avoid the psychoanalysis of individual psycho-sexual
development and the view that these texts are about ‘nothing more than’ ‘infantile sexual
life’, I say this because no matter what other conclusions it can reach, for me the
psychoanalysis of sexual development and ‘perversion’ is not an adequate tool for exploring
obscenity and explaining why the portrayal of certain acts is obscene.

The theories of psycho-sexual development are, however, only one form of
interpretation which psychoanalysis offers. Furthermore, when it comes to considering how
obscenity operates and how it evokes the deep-seated emotional responses which it does, a
method of understanding the human mind is more or less indispensable. Necessarily
therefore, psychoanalysis provides this tool. Yet, when we come to consider the psychology
of obscenity (see Chapter One, ‘The Psychology of Obscenity’), it emerges that it is less
Freud’s theory of infantile sexual development which aids our understanding, than his
theories of metapsychology and social anthropology as presented in the essays ‘Totem und
Tabu’ (‘Totem and Taboo,’ 1913), ‘Die “Unheimliche”’ (‘The “Uncanny”’, 1919), ‘Jenseits
des Lustprinzips’ (‘Beyond the Pleasure Principle,” 1920) and ‘Das Unbehagen in der
Kultur’ (translated as ‘Civilisation and its Discontents,’ 1929). Consequently, it is this
aspect of psychoanalysis which I have chosen as the theoretical framework for this study

(the reasons for doing so are discussed in more detail in Chapter One).

I began this explanation of my choice of interpretative tool by noting the relative absence

within critical interpretations of the obscenity in obscene books. It is this relative absence

that I wish to return to.

Unless it was from those, like feminists such as Andrea Dworkin, who regarded the
graphic description of sexual and sexually violent (let us say for now that these descriptions
alone comprise the ‘obscene’ content of these texts) as good reason for their censorship,

until the 1970s the obscene content of obscene literature was seldom spoken about in an

academic context, Exceptions of course were when it appeared veiled by philosophical or
psychoanalytic theory. Indeed, it is partly due to the damning attention which radical

feminists heaped on these episodes that academic interest shifted towards them, Changing

' Sigmund Freud, ‘Dostoevsky and Parricide,’ Art and Literature, trans. James Strachey, Penguin Freud Library,
vol.14 (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1990), 441.
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ideas of what is permissive to study and a changing legal attitude to the relationship
between art and the obscene (see Chapter One, ‘The Legal Obscene’) have also meant that
obscene literature’s obscenity is no longer the unspoken it once was. Critics today, unlike,
for example, the writer on Histoire d’O mentioned earlier, rarely feel quite so constrained
regarding whether they should write about obscene texts. As one contemporary writer on

obscene cinema notes, ‘obscenity and pornography proper — defined legally in the mid-

1960s as near-worthless forms of explicit sexual representation — ... [have become]
increasingly respectable objects of study’.! Despite this increasing respectability and their
continued use of the terms ‘obscene’ and ‘obscenity’ (to add more examples to those
already given, we can find references to French pornography as combining ‘obscenity with
slander’,” talk of ‘representations of the obscene’ and Sade’s “systematic obscenity’),’ still
the general consensus seems to be that many writers concur with Frappier-Mazur and accept
that the ‘obscene’ is a given. We all know what obscenity is, so why bother to define or
explore it? On the other hand, the role played in obscene literature by obscenity itself and
how this literature operates on an obscene level often remains overlooked. Although, for a
few decades now, scholars have felt able to explore representations of the body, its gender
and sexualities, this discipline has frequently exhibited a tendency to gloss the more
obscene depictions of dirty physicality. The body as an excreting, decaying, fragile and
bloodied form is not The Body which many scholars write about. As Jonathan Dollimore
has observed, this tendency suggests not only evasion, but also the lingering presence within
the supposedly ‘liberal’ humanities and today’s ‘permissive’ societies, of an aversion
towards the ‘real’ physical, sexual body.’ This is the body we find in obscene literature.
Naturally, I am talking of a majority, not all. Definitions of the obscene are not
wholly absent from writing on obscene literature — Susan Sontag, Roland Barthes, Marcel
Hénaff, Peter Michelson, Patrick Ffrench, Lucienne Frappier-Mazur and John Phillips

provide insights into the ‘meaning’ and operation of the obscene in obscene literature ~ but

' Linda Williams, Hard Core: Power, Pleasure, and the “Frenzy of the Visible", 1999 ed (Berkley and London:
University of California Press, 1999), 90.

* Robert Darnton, The Forbidden Best-Sellers of Pre-Revolutionary France (New York and London, W.W.
Norton, 1996), 86.

? Lynn Hunt, ‘Introduction: Obscenity and the Origins of Modemnity, 1500-1800," The Invention of
Pornography, ed. Lynn Hunt (New York: Zone Books, 1996), 12.

* Peter Cryle, Geometry in the Boudoir: Configurations of French Erotic Narrative (Ithaca and London: Cornell
University Press, 1994), 261.

* Jonathan Dollimore, Sex, Literature and Censorship (Cambridge: Polity, 2001), 48-54,
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even here the tendency is sometimes to follow earlier precedent and to interpret sexually
violent acts in terms of the psychoanalytic theory of sexual development. Pointing out this
lack 1s not meant as pedantic criticism; often the arguments proposed by these writers do not
require detailed consideration of the nature of the obscene. For many of them the obscene is
not the principle focus of their argument. They may talk about obscenity’s history, the role
of obscene language and repeat the oft-cited legal definition of ‘obscenity’ as that which
‘depraves and corrupts’ (see Chapter One, ‘The Legal Obscene’) but they do so as a
stepping-stone on their way to exploring something else. Some of these writers, however

(Heénaff, Michelson, and Frappier-Mazur most notably) do what others do not: explore -

really explore — a fascinating and complex topic: the obscene in terms of the role of
obscenity in obscene literature. Even in two of these cases, however, the exploration 1s
largely in terms of obscene language. Obscenity is more than language, more than the
printed word.

Although not in terms of the obscene texts which are at the heart of this study,
writers in other fields and contexts have provided explorations of different facets of the
obscene. Such discussions can be found in anthropology, psychology, sociology and law.

Gathering these different obscenities together this study aims to explore the obscenity of

obscene literature and address some often unanswered questions — What does the word

mean? Where does it come from? To what does it apply? How does it operate? Exactly in

what way(s) are obscene books obscene? — in a way which has not been done in relation to
the books you ‘shouldn’t read’.

By gathering in one place some of the conclusions and definitions which have been
made about obscenity and obscene literature with the associations the obscene has collected,
I seek a network of common themes which bind Western attitudes towards obscenity and
underlie the operation of the obscene — in terms of the style, language, content, and
description of obscene literature, Despite its negative connotations, therefore, we will see
that obscenity is more than an equivalent to disgust. It (indeed, like disgust) has a role,
purpose, value. It need not be viewed negatively. As Dollimore asserts, disgust — with which
we can (for now) associate ‘obscenity’ — is an effective means of ‘satirical {social] critique
and political opposition’.’! Besides social critique we will see that obscenity also has value
as a force that defines society. Ever since the eighteenth century, obscene books have been
equated with enlightenment and ‘truth’. Obscenity is an instinctual, probably universal

human emotion and in the literature of the obscene this universal force joins culturally and

' Dollimore, Sex, Literature and Censorship, 47.
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historically specific influences and concerns which use obscenity as a morbid revelation of
a destructive urge within mankind and ‘civilisation’.

Talking about the obscene in this way anticipates the overview of obscenity which
occurs in Chapter One. There, I discuss the associations, themes, and elements of the
obscene. On the one hand this provides a fuller understanding of what is meant by ‘obscene’
and its different facets which allows us to consider how the obscene operates, in other
words, what gives it its power on psychological and social levels. On the other hand this
exploration is crucial in providing a foundation upon which to analyse obscenity in six
notorious obscene books.

Chapters Two to Seven follow a historical trajectory and explore what the obscene
means in six examples of obscene literature. Broadly speaking each chapter considers an
individual obscene text from late eighteenth-century France to the late twentieth-century
United States. In considering six obscene narratives in six separate chapters, ranging over
two hundred years of writing and four different countries, this study seeks to explore the

obscene in relation to obscene literature. It does so in a way which criticism focusing on

writing from only one culture, writer, or narrative ~ or even two —~ cannot achieve. In doing
so 1t mtroduces not just some of the most infamous works of obscene French literature but
also indicates that, either today and/or in its past, every culture has its own body of obscene
writing. Although sexually explicit French novels have the alleged distinction of being
‘dirtier’ and more obscene than those of other countries (some suggest they are bloodier due
to France’s disruptive history),' without dismissing the reputation of France’s obscene
tradition, I introduce a few notorious narratives written by non-French writers. Thus, in
recognition of the seminal status of what Sontag dubs the obscene ‘French literary canon’,” I
include three of the best-known obscene French novels: Marquis de Sade’s Les cent vingt
Journées de Sodome ou l'école de libertinage (The One Hundred and Twenty Days of
Sodom or the School of Libertinage, 1785, but not reliably published until 1931-35),
Georges Bataille’s Histoire de l'oeil (Story of the Eye, 1928) and Pauline Réage’s Histoire
d’0 (Story of O, 1954). The books by non-French writers (one Austrian, one British and one
American) are Leopold von Sacher-Masoch’s Venus im Pelz (Venus in Furs, 1870), J.G.
Ballard’s Crash (1973) and Dennis Cooper’s Frisk (1991).

' Peter Michelson, Speaking the Unspeakable: A Poetics of Obscenity (New York: State University of New York
Press, 1993), 16. Michelson’s study anticipates and has a far wider scope than my own. That said, it focuses less
rigorously on what the obscene actually involves and is not limited to modern obscene literature. It presents

obscenity as a form of ‘poetics’ and as that which is ‘off the stage’ — there are, however, other forms of the
obscene.

? Sontag, ‘Pornographic Imagination’, 58,
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Following recent critics (such as Peter Cryle, Annie Le Brun, Jean Goulemot and
David Coward have recently done in relation to Sade), one thread of my argument is
concerned with how the obscene content of these texts is produced from, and determined by,
its cultural context. Through examining obscene literature we will find ourselves tracing
issues which are not only in some way human universals but in others intimately related to
the culture, time and the political and aesthetic environment from which each text emerges.
In this way I explore how these books use obscenity for, as Robert Stoller notes, obscenity
is not a passive ‘object’. It has purpose and evokes a powerful kinetic response of attraction
and/or repulsion. In terms of forbidden literature, for Stoller, obscenity constitutes ‘a
planned assault on an audience. It is exhibition, theater [which] works only when both sides
know the rules’.’ In its various forms therefore, I consider how obscenity is ‘a planned
assault’ on the beliefs of culture and challenges the ‘reality’ and ‘truths’ that provide the
foundations of modern European and Anglo-American civilisation. As ‘exhibition, theater’
we will see within these texts and within the operation of the obscene, that themes of sight,
vision and unveiling — especially and recurrently in the literal and metaphorical form of the
naked female figure — emerge as particularly central to these books.

Locating the visual as a central theme leads me to trace, at times, the relationship
between the obscene narrative (many of which were illustrated) and visual art from the same
time and culture. Thus, from Francisco de Goya, through the salons of nineteenth-century
France, the early cinema and photography of Eadweard Muybridge, the surrealists and,
finally, the AIDS-influenced art of David Wojnarowicz in 1980s North America, another
strand of my argument considers parallels between artistic fashions and themes of the
culture from which each book emerged and the motifs of these obscene books. There is a
precedent to this approach. Bram Dijkstra’s Idols of Perversity: Fantasies of Feminine Evil
in Fin-de-Siecle Culture (1986) considers Sacher-Masoch’s Venus im Pelz in terms of
nineteenth-century artistic depictions of women. Rosalind Krauss’s The Optical
Unconscious locates Bataille’s Histoire de 1’0eil in the context of surrealism and Patrick
Ffrench’s The Cut/Reading Bataille’s “Histoire de l'oeil”’ (1999) also considers Bataille’s
first novel in relation to the artistic milieu of surrealism and cubism and traces influences

back to Manet and Goya’s bullfight images. Similarly, Roger Luckhurst’s “The Angle
Between Two Walls”: The Fiction of J. G. Ballard (1997) relates Ballard’s The Atrocity

Exhibition (1970) to the themes of surrealism, especially Hans Bellmer’s Doll.

' Robert Stoller, Observing the Erotic Imagination (New Haven and London: Yale University Press 1985), 90.
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There are, of course, other ways in which this thesis has been anticipated and is
indebted to existing studies. Although there is frequently a tendency in it to rely on Freud’s
theory of sexual development as the a central means of interpretation, recent writing on the
subject (as opposed to most canonical secondary material) has begun to explore obscene
literature’s obscenity — the bodies, violence, and sex at the heart of these texts. The work of
Frappier-Mazur, Peter Cryle, Peter Michelson, Robert Darnton, Nicholas Harrison, Jean
Goulemot, John Phillips, Annie le Brun, Marcel Hénaff, and Caroline Warman (all written
during and since the 1990s) has, in one way or another, explored the role of eighteenth-
century French obscene literature ~ and, inevitably, the work of Sade — as a form of social
critique. In some instances they explore how obscene words and obscene descriptions are
crucial in this process. Chapter Two pieces together the findings of these critics which are
relevant to reading the obscenity of Sade’s first novel. It examines some of the roots of
Sade’s fiction particularly in relation to popular political satires of a lewd and sometimes
fantastic nature and a plethora of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century French erotica. If we
see Sade as the first writer of obscene literature (obscene, that is, in the *‘modem’ sense and
the terms I have already outlined:; Aretino, Boccaccio, Ovid and Catallus were all literary
forbears), we see that, along with Sade’s work itself, the influences from which his work
emerges provide the roots for later French obscene books, such as those by Octave Mirbeau,
Georges Bataille, Jean Genet and Pauline Réage.'

Besides exploring the origins of Sade’s writing, in many ways Chapter Two
introduces the method used in the chapters that follow. It focuses on the Marquis de Sade’s
first novel, Les cent vingt journées de Sodome, a novel which, as Phillips notes, ‘has
arguably had more impact than any of Sade’s other writings’.’ Using obscenity ~ words and
descriptions ~ in a way familiar to many of his contemporaries, Sade presented a political
critique on his time. Thus, I consider how obscenity is presented and how it operates in
Sade’s first novel as a tool for unveiling darker, disavowed undercurrents to the ‘civilised’
progress of his time. This is not a theme unique to Sade. As we will see, Western society
has a long-established history of regarding sexuality (frequently figured as the unveiling of
the hidden or secret parts of the female sex), as something ‘truer’ beneath the mask or veil
of social conventions (see Chapter One, ‘The Psychology of Obscenity’ and ‘Obscenity and
Society’).

' Michelson, Unspeakable, 4, sees Sade as ‘the first to synthesize the components of obscene poetics’. Michelson
also sketches a ‘lineage’ which runs from Sade ‘through Baudelaire ... the Surrealists to Bataille, Pauline Réage,
and Genet’ (11).

2 phillips, Sade, 61.
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Although introduced in relation to the obscenity of Sade’s first novel, the theme of
unveiling a darker side to culture resonates through all the obscene books in this study.
Chapter Three, therefore, continues this process by exploring how themes of vision and
revelation are used in Leopold von Sacher-Masoch’s Venus im Pelz.

I chose Sacher-Masoch’s work from a large quantity of sexually explicit and often
flagellatory French and English nineteenth-century writings, many of which are much more
sexually explicit than Venus im Pelz. In fact, lack of graphic sexual description and obscene
language is one reason why I chose Sacher-Masoch’s novella for although (today) notorious
as a portrayal of ‘masochism’, the obscene within Venus im Pelz is of a different register to
that one might expect from obscene literature. Consequently, one purpose of Chapter Three
is to locate and explore the exact nature of the novella’s obscenity. It does this by
considering the story’s link to Freud’s uncanny. In addition, commonly conflated with and
compared to Sade’s obscene books, part of Chapter Three takes Deleuze’s Coldness and
Cruelty as its model and compares the themes and motifs of Sade’s Les cent vingt journées
de Sodome with Venus im Pelz. 1 test for shared intentions and following recent assertions
made by writers such as Anne McClintock and Suzanne Stewart, note that, just as Sade’s
obscene narrative emerges from the French Enlightenment, so Sacher-Masoch’s classic
‘masochistic’ tale reveals similarities to nineteenth-century Imperial fears and desires which
were often articulated in nineteenth-century art and depictions of female sexuality. I show
how Venus im Pelz’s obscenity emphasises issues that were common in art and how it
places these themes into a far older Western tradition of valorising suffering and death.
Although I build a comparison between the work of Sade and Sacher-Masoch which
confirms significant differences, many of these differences stem from their origins in quite
different cultures. Unlike Deleuze therefore, I focus on the texts’ shared motifs ~ not least
how they employ themes and motifs which coincide with what Freud termed the ‘uncanny’.

Chapter Four focuses on the first of four twentieth-century texts: Georges Bataiile’s
infamous Histoire de I'oeil. Histoire de 1'oeil provides an opportunity to explore the most
prominent themes linked to the operation and depiction of the obscene that emerge in the
earlier texts, Comparing Bataille’s novel to Luis Builuel and Salvador Dali’s surrealist film,
Un chien andalou (Andalusian Dog, 1929), we find Bataille’s novel leading us into a
virtuoso display of the themes of sight, revelation, and the obscene. Secondly, following the
work of Patrick Ffrench, Rosalind Krauss and Denis Hollier, I use Histoire de l'oeil as an
opportunity to locate this novella’s obscenity within Bataille’s wider theoretical oeuvre as
well as to consider the role which obscenity plays within that larger oeuvre. Once again we

find parallels between Bataille’s theories of obscenity and his contemporary, Sigmund
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Freud. Both men depict obscenity’s convergence with a potent cultural and individual
fascination with, and inexorable sinking towards death.

Pauline Réage’s best-selling Histoire d’0O is the focus of Chapter Five. It provides
an opportunity to explore a novel written by a female author. Continuing issues raised in
earlier chapters, I consider how the body of the novel’s central female protagonist is a figure
who emerges from a long tradition of conflating the female and female sexuality with
mysterious knowledge and hidden ‘truths’. Comparing Histoire d'O to earlier texts as well
as war-time and post-war surrealist art, I suggest that Réage’s novel uses the cultural
significance of the ‘opened’ woman and its relationship with ‘truth’ to portray a self-
destructive urge at the heart of post-Second World War Europe.

The last two chapters illustrate how a notoriously French mode of writing has been
adopted by the English-speaking world. Chapter Six considers Crash a novel by the English
writer, J. G. Ballard. I explore Crash as a late twentieth-century re-articulation of older

themes set within an urban, 1970s world of consumerism, capitalism, cars, and advertising,
As contemporary as the novel’s setting is, I explore how the book’s central themes - the

inscription of bodies, a search for truth in death, ‘opening® bodies, and a death-drive — are
anticipated in earlier obscene texts, Influenced by surrealism, and exhibiting parallels to the
work of Freud and Bataille, I use Ballard’s later novel Empire of the Sun (1984) to illustrate
that although Crash differs in some respects from earlier obscene books, it remains
thematically bound to them by using obscenity to portray regression and destruction within
‘civilised’ ‘progress’.

Finally, Frisk by the gay, American author, Dennis Cooper, provides a late
twentieth-century coda to the previous chapters. Cooper’s novel offers a retrospective on the
themes that have threaded their way through two hundred years of obscene literature. In
Frisk, motifs and themes of revelation and unveiling combine in an elaborate literary feint.
Whereas earlier obscene books open bodies and, with them the face of culture to locate dark
‘truths’ disavowed by the dominant social order, in Cooper’s works, bodies are opened, but
there 1s no ‘truth’. In Histoire d’O and Crash a central motif emerges as the literal
inscription of bodies but in Frisk even the gruesome physicality of the human body becomes
only story. Inscribed bodies become, literally, text. Beneath the novel’s satirical humour, a
sense of futility prevails. I suggest this atmosphere reflects the demystification of the body
and death rendered by the AIDS pandemic (and represented in the writing of the gay artist
and writer, David Wojnarowicz). Even then, it becomes clear, that Frisk owes much to its
obscene literary forbears and that it too intends to use the obscene to ‘reveal’ decay inherent

within Anglo-American ‘civilisation’.
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Together these narratives illustrate some of the diversity within obscene literature.
Through them this study traces themes, motifs and intentions that give this corpus of work a
certain homogeneity. It contributes to existing understandings of obscenity as a powerful
force and to readings of these narratives. It identifies themes that emerge in obscene texts
which consequently evolve. Most importantly, perhaps, this study emphasises that at the

core of these texts lies obscenity and that to understand this obscenity — or rather, these

‘obscenities’ — provides a key to understanding the cultural critique which lies at their heart.

Before continuing, having pointed out what this study sets out to do and, broadly speaking,
how 1t intends to do it, it is important to detail what it does not do and to clarify certain
problematic issues, certain tensions embedded in my approach and other limitations to this
study. Firstly, some issues which require clarification.

Indebted to a large existing body of criticism, Reading Obscenity is original in
certain respects, but, like all studies, it has limits. By focusing on ‘obscenity’ I do not set out
to make obscene literature ‘easy’ to read. Nevertheless, an unintended side-effect of
repeatedly exploring descriptions of violence and sex may be a leaching of their immediate
power through over-exposure. I hope this has not happened. I hope to use obscenity as a
starting point, analysing it, exploring it, and ultimately using it as the foundation for my
conclusions. Doing so, I hope to show the obscene passages of these texts to be more central
to an understanding of these books than is sometimes recognised. On another note, an
exploration of particular texts automatically emphasises a group identity. However, we
should not forget that the obscene defies conventional boundaries and definitions (a point
which will become clear in the following chapters). Consequently, to contain these texts
within a conceptual cage would perhaps be counterproductive. Although I have come to
think of them as an (at times explicitly) interconnected group, I am wary of claims that an
urge to define a literary genre underlies this study. There is, undoubtedly, homogeneity
between these texts but any finite definition of ‘obscene literature’ as opposed to
"pornography’ may ultimately prove flawed firstly because of the boundary-defying nature
of the obscene and secondly because as long as modern culture exists, so obscene texts will
continue to be written and to evolve.

A term which occurs at times in my interpretation and which may require some
clarification is ‘disavowal’, Psychoanalysis has its own definition but by ‘disavowal’ I mean

a less specialist but not unrelated concept.' Interpreting the obscenity of these texts leads me

' See Deleuze, Coldness, 31 for a discussion of ‘disavowal’ in relation to Freud's theory of fetishism.
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to suggest that their obscenity presents a critique of, or challenge to, civilisation’s (or, more
accurately to use Althusser’s term’s, ‘the State’s’) ideology of morality and progress (see
below for clarification of ‘State’ and ‘ideology’). Disavowal refers to denying knowledge
of, connection with, or responsibility for facts or (in Jonathan Dollimore’s words) a kind of
‘material reality’.! In relation to obscenity, following chapters will consider how the idea of
a disavowed ‘material reality’ occurs on two levels. Firstly, obscene literature confronts us
with our ‘material reality’ (our physicality, animality, and mortality) which, as we will see,
(Chapter One, ‘The Psychology of Obscenity”) Freud observes is something mankind
prefers to deny — disavow — knowledge of. Another form of ‘material reality’ occurs on the
level already mentioned: as a challenge to ideologies of the State. Thus, the basic tenet of
modern culture/civilisation, and what underlies its ideologies, is that it is good, opposed to
barbarity, dedicated to progress, cultured pursuits, perpetual betterment of itself for itself
and its citizens. A different perspective — one offered by, among other sources, the obscene
texts in this thesis — presents modern culture/civilisation as glorified barbarity: destructive,
hypocritical, driven by greed, lust and violence. Although daily evidence of war, cruelty,
murder (etc.) supports this latter view, the ideological apparatuses which direct Western
culture/civilisation do not admit this ‘material reality’. They disavow it. Destructive urges
(for example) are the result of various ‘others’; not of itself. To avow this ‘material reality’
however, would, of course, be to destroy the fundamental justification for its (the State’s,
and, as the State is the controlling and perpetuating body of modem civilisation,
civilisation’s) existence. Simply speaking, this is the nature of the disavowed — and the
definition of the word: a threatening fact, alternative perspective, almost a kind of open but
unspoken secret, which is not admitted — referred to at times in the following chapters.
Another problematic issue which requires further comment: as I have already
mentioned, where obscene books and their censorship or prohibition is concerned, ‘truth’ is

a recurrent concept. It 1s a concept to which I refer — in inverted commas where appropriate

— in the chapters which follow. Multiple reasons exist for the association between the
prohibited (including obscene texts) and some kind of hidden ‘truth’ or knowledge. This
association stretches far back in time (recall Adam, Eve and the Forbidden Fruit of the Tree
of Knowledge). Perhaps the most recent articulation of this association between the
prohibited and ‘truth’ returns us, as Harrison points out, to the tenet underlying

psychoanalysis. Psychoanalysis, what Fredric Jameson calls ‘the most influential and

' Dollimore, Sex, Literature, Censorship, 64. Also see this reference for more on disavowal in relation to the
work of Georges Bataille.
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elaborate interpretative system of recent times’,! locates and interprets ‘truths’ by seeking
out what is unspoken or censored within or beneath the spoken. It presupposes ‘a latent
meaning behind a manifest one’.* We have already seen how psychoanalysis is commonly
used to view obscene literature (commonly in terms of interpreting the sexual ‘perversions’
described there). Harrison adds that, in terms of relying on, and perpetuating a link between
‘truth’ and the prohibited, psychoanalysis ‘aims to uncover that which has been censored,
and the idea that that which is censored is more important, more fundamental, than the
social conventions which marginalise, distort, and hide it, is both a starting hypothesis and a
conclusion of this process’.” As Harrison notes, because of their prohibited and/or censored
status, just as psychoanalysis does with repressed drives, desires and memories, obscene
texts are rendered not only more interesting than the non-prohibited but also more important
and somehow more “truthful’. Through prohibition their content becomes ‘the reality of all
reality, the fundamental reality which the artifices of superficial, social reality disguise’.”
This unveiled ‘reality’ can be equated to the ‘material reality’ mentioned by Dollimore

(above). In terms of obscene literature, this material reality behind ‘reality’, often appears as
a kind of literalised metaphor in the unveiling of man’s material, physical ~ obscene — body.

Aware of the effects of prohibition and the fascination with the prohibited — a fascination
which no doubt circles back to the idea that the prohibited hides some kind of secret
knowledge — writers of prohibited books sometimes actively present their works' content as
‘truth’: a message from beneath the illusory facades of society (we will see examples of this
in the chapters which follow). Yet, despite this long-embedded association, as Harrison
observes, ‘censorship has no inherent relationship to truth’.’ Quoting the final words of
Sade’s novel, Juliette, Harrison concludes, ‘the trajectory of tout dire [saying everything]
does not necessarily carry one towards the domain of truth’.® Despite Harrison’s insightful
and pragmatic observations the equation of the censored, the prohibited, the obscene and
obscene literature with ‘truth’, a more ‘real’ reality, and forbidden, secret knowledge,
endures. Consequently — in terms of obscene literature and the operation of the obscene, I

retain the word ‘truth’ to convey how these books and the prohibited are commonly viewed

! Jameson, ‘On Interpretation’, 61.

2 Jameson, ‘On Interpretation’, 60.

? Harrison, Censorship, 210 (Harrison’s emphasis).
* Harrison, Censorship, 86.

* Harrison, Censorship, 214.

® Harrison, Censorship, 218.
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and to convey the powerful attraction which any idea of ‘truth’ has for man. I am aware,
however, of how any notion of ‘truth’ is, in terms of obscene literature, a problematic term.
Not only do different individuals, cultures and times read and understand them ditferently
(and have different ideas of ‘truth’) but, as Harrison notes, there is no mnherent link between
the forbidden/obscene (including literature) and ‘truth’ of any kind. Thus, if I did not wish
to retain some of the power of ‘truth’ the concept could perhaps be better understood as
simply ‘what these books reveal’ or ‘their vision’ without attributing to obscene revelation
or unveiling any connotations of monolithic or universal authenticity.

Another tension exists in this thesis. Perhaps it is already evident that, on the one
hand, I talk about Western culture as if it is a constant force. In itself, although common
currency in all manner of criticism, the ‘West’ is a limiting and misleading term. This 1s a
limitation of which I am fully aware. Western culture implies a monolithic, dominant,
independent cultural presence. This is an artificial implication and a misleading belief.
America is not Europe, Australia is not America, Britain is not Germany, and the West,
either in its past or current state, cannot be regarded as ever being independent from other
cultural influences, whether the East, the South, or the North. Indeed, without the East, the
South or the North, there would be no West. At times therefore I refer less lazily to
European culture, Anglo-American society, or Euro-America. This, however, does not
dispel the tension which underpins this study’s notion of culture. For, while I talk about
culture as if it were a constant force, on the other hand I talk of locating the obscenity of
these books within their specific socio-historical context. On one side is the trans-historical
- ‘civilisation’, ‘humanity’ ~ on the other is specific cultural historicity —~ the late French
Enlightenment, late imperial Austria, inter-war France, post-war France, 1970s Britain, and
late twentieth-century North America. Furthermore how can I talk of one Culture when
these texts come from ostensibly different cultures and very different times?

Firstly, a tension of this kind is not limited to this particular study or the approach it
adopts. As Chapter One illustrates, the obscene spans the specific and the universal. On one
hand are arguments that ‘the statement “such-and-such a work is obscene” must always be
subjected to specific historical and psychological analysis’.' On the other is the perspective

that ‘Obscenity is a permanent element of human social life and corresponds to a deep need

of the human mind, or, for all we know to the contrary, of mind generally’.* As we will see,

! Stefan Morawski, ‘Art and Obscenity,” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 26:2 (1967), 195.

? Havelock Ellis, “The Revaluation of Obscenity,’ More Essays on Love and Virtue (London; Constable and Co.,
1931), 103.
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neither attitude is wrong. To a certain extent obscene motifs shift with time. Certain obscene
motifs change and evolve as do attitudes towards obscenity. A constant motif in all these
obscene novels is the human body and its suffering, but, as commentators are now well
aware, although the same motif, what the human body stands for and how it is represented
changes in ways historically and culturally specific (see Chapter One, ‘Obscenity and
Society’ and Chapter Five). A similar, unresolved tension exists in existing criticism of
obscene works: this is especially true of Sade and Sacher-Masoch and the psycho-sexual
‘perversions’ which their writings are commonly taken to represent and which profoundly

influence much secondary writing on their work. On one side sadism and masochism are

regarded as universal stages in the development of human sexuality — stages which, in
Freud’s later writings correspond to a wider view of a struggle between the life and death
instincts.! On the other, Foucault posits that sadism is culturally and historically specific: “a
massive cultural fact which appeared precisely at the end of the eighteenth century, and
which constitutes one of the greatest conversions of Western imagination’” and Anne

McClintock notes that ‘masochism is a radically historical phenomenon’.’ In terms of
obscene literature, in all these respects — obscenity, representations of the body, specific

sexual acts and desires - to adopt only one perspective, either universal or the historically
specific, is to see only one side of the coin. Suzanne Stewart is unusual in highlighting this
dual nature in terms of masochism: ‘From its very inception,” she observes, ‘the term
“masochism” represented both a fundamental developmental aspect of human sexuality and
a diagnosis of a concrete historical configuration’.* Thus, just as obscenity itself does, this
study shifts between discussing obscenity and the body in terms of the historical context
from which the text emerges, to interpreting this obscenity in universal terms of civilisation,
human history and instinctual desires and drives. When considering the themes at the heart
of obscene literature therefore, this tension - if it is still regarded as a tension - remains,

necessarily (in my opinion) unresolved.

' Sigmund Freud, “The Economic Problem of Masochism,’ trans. James Strachey, On Metapsychology: The

Theory of Psychoanalysis, Penguin Freud Library, vol. 11 (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1991), 419. ‘If one is
prepared to overlook a little inexactitude, it may be said that the death instinct which is operative in the organism
- primal sadism - is identical with masochism."

? Michel Foucault, Madness and Civilization, trans. Richard Howard (New York: Vintage, 1988), 210.

* Anne McClintock, Imperial Leather: Race, Gender and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest (London and New
York: Routledge, 1995), 144. (McClintock’s emphasis).

* Suzanne R. Stewart, Sublime Surrender: Male Masochism at the Fin-de-Siécle (Ithaca and London: Cornell
University Press, 1998), 39.
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To talk of cultural or historical periods presents its own set of problems. As Fredric
Jameson has persuasively pointed out, literary and historical interpretation must walk a fine
line between ‘respecting the specificity and radical difference of the social and cultural past
while disclosing the solidarity of its polemics and passions, its forms, structures,
experiences, and struggles, with those of the present day’.! Anachronicity must be countered
by historicising the text’ yet historicising the text raises further problems of interpretation.

Talk of historical periods inevitably involves ‘the isolation and privileging of one of the
elements within that totality’® and, as Jameson notes, to see history ~ or texts as emerging

from history and culture — in terms of ‘a historical or cultural period tends in spite of itself
to give the impression of a facile totalization ... [and] is fatally reductive’.*

Aware of the limits of interpretation, Jameson’s Marxist approach to the text (‘all
literature ... must be informed by what we have called a political unconscious, that all
literature must be read as a symbolic meditation on the destiny of community’s) chimes with
the approach to obscenity, culture and history adopted in the following chapters. Thus, in
relation to the tension between the historical and the specific, we find Jameson delineating
how a text’s interpretation takes place on different historical and social levels: first in terms
of its ‘political history’ then of its ‘society in ... the less diachronic and time-bound sense of
a constitutive tension and struggle between social classes’ and, lastly, history ‘conceived in
1ts vastest sense of the sequence of modes of production and the succession and destiny of
the various human social formations, from prehistoric life to whatever far future history

holds for us’.® Jameson’s ‘social level® in particular — of a class struggle and interpreting the

text’s place within that struggle — draws parallels between the cultural struggle of high
versus low and the other hierarchies upon which culture (“in the vastest sense ... [of] human
social formations’) depends and which it imposes on itself. These hierarchies need not be
seen simply in terms of high versus low social classes. Where obscene literature is

concerned, the struggle underlying the social can be between high and low art, the obscene

and the aesthetically acceptable, the impure and the pure and - in a claim which resonates

' Jameson, ‘Interpretation’, 18.
? Jameson, ‘Interpretation’, 49.
> Jameson, ‘Interpretation’, 28.
4 Jameson, ‘Interpretation’, 27.
* Jameson, ‘Interpretation’, 70.

® Jameson, 'Interpretation’, 75.
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with certain associations of obscene literature — what Jameson calls ‘the ethical binary
opposition of good and evil ... one of the fundamental forms of ideological thought in
Western culture’! (see Chapter One, ‘Obscenity and Society’).’

The inevitable limitations of interpretation which Jameson highlights (including the
imposition of contemporary cultural values and the fact that texts are so often interpreted
through previous interpretations, not on their own merits)’ are common to most works of
literary criticism. Other limitations are more specific to this study. The central themes of
these narratives — the body, sex, obscenity, revelation, vision, violence and death — mean
that a truly comprehensive study would have to cover a vast field. ‘The Body’ alone is a
topic that has elicited a huge amount of material over thousands of years of writing. Reading
Obscenity contains only seven chapters and while ambitious in scope is simultaneously
restricted by the length-requirements of being a thesis. Books could be written (and many
have been) on each of the writers in this study so one chapter, unfortunately, cannot discuss
every relevant issue for every writer. My exploration of the obscene is a summary of the
most interesting and salient points, so the texts I have chosen are necessarily a limited
selection. I focus on a very few novels and novellas, not poetry, drama or Internet related
material. Likewise, the references made to art and film are very select.” I closely consider
neither the film adaptations of these books nor the illustrations which have often been part
of these narratives. Although I position these works within their social-historical setting,
this necessarily takes the form of a glimpse of, or gesture towards, a deeper relationship
which others have explored or which is waiting for fuller consideration. In simple terms

therefore, I focus solely on a strand — and within that strand some of the best-known works

— of European and Anglo-American literature written and published post-1750; the obscene

' Jameson, ‘Interpretation’, 88.

? ‘Ideology’ is a term which recurs in this thesis. By ‘ideology’ I adopt the concept of ideology offered by Louis
Althusser in ‘Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses (Notes Towards an Investigation),” Lenin and
Philosophy and Other Essays, trans. Ben Brewster (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1970). In Althusser’s
essay, social formation is presented as perpetuating itself through its own forms of production and labour power.
The perpetuation of the State (1 less accurately refer to (Western) ‘civilisation®) depends on teaching ‘submission
to the rules of the established order, i.e. a reproduction of submission to the ruling idcology for the workers, and
a reproduction of the ability to manipulate the ruling ideology correctly for the agents of exploitation and
repression, o that they, too, will provide for the domination of the ruling class’ (132-33). Within this Marxist
model ‘Ideology’ is necessary to the reproduction of ‘State Power’. Both figure as repressive forces (137-39) and
both areas are sites of struggle. Althusser notes that ideology is ‘a dream’ without material form which is
imposed on subjects within the State (165). As subjects, we are all always, even before birth, subject to a
particular ideology (176) which ensures that we successfully reproduce existing State Power (181).

3 Jameson, ‘Interpretation’, 49 and 9.

* Travis, Bound and Gagged, chapters 10 and 11, 255-318 considers issues surrounding the regulation of Internet
and film content.
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literature and art of ‘Eastern’, ‘Middle-Eastern’ (and other) cultures lie outside the scope of
this study.

Furthermore, despite ranging over two hundred years of literature and culture,
another limitation to this thesis could be said to be its heavy twentieth-century weighting.
Moreover, compared to the vast amount of sexually explicit literature produced from
Europe, only work from three European countries is represented. To some extent, both are
emphases of my making. It is not as if the twentieth century saw a sudden tide of obscene
material (although it could be argued that with the Internet the last few years of the
twentieth century saw an unprecedented surge in the ability to access sexually graphic
images). Huge amounts of obscene and erotic material appeared in Europe during the
nineteenth century (not to say the seventeenth and eighteenth). As numerous as these
novels, poems and periodicals were, many of these works have attracted little critical
attention. Most obscene nineteenth-century texts have faded from cultural awareness.
Consider for instance the largely forgotten but once-notorious and often prohibited books,
Jules Barbey d’Aurevilly’s Les diaboligues (1874), Villiers de L’Isle-Adam’s Contes cruels
(1883), Paul-Jean Toulet’s Monsieur du Paur (1898). Consequently, although these texts
may merit critical resurrection, to date they have left little or no critical legacy to the
twenty-first century. Furthermore — if one wishes to be pedantic — while sexually explicit,
many of these texts are not brutal or violent enough to be included among the ‘truly’
obscene works that make up five-sixths of the works I have elected to explore.
Consequently and in addition, I have concentrated on arguably the best-known works and
works which have attracted sizeable amounts of secondary material. During the twentieth
century, France and English-speaking countries showed comparatively little interest in, for
example, sexually explicit Italian narratives (Mario Praz’s 1933 classic, The Romantic
Agony, 1s an exception).

Finally, my reason for devoting more space to twentieth-century obscene books than
others is partly to capitalise on their proximity to ‘now’ and the unnerving — obscene -
revelations they make regarding today’s ‘civilisation’. Twentieth-century texts also allow
the exploration of a wider range of obscene literature, including work by female and gay
writers which would have been impossible if I had only focused on the flagellatory and
confessional texts of the nineteenth century. Even so, the four sexually extreme narratives,
which represent the twentieth century are far from exhaustive. Works by Octave Mirbeau,
Jean Genet and Jean de Berg from France must be set aside along with a number of obscene
non-French works (by Samuel Delany, Stewart Home and A.N. Roquelaure). That said, I do

not believe that these limitations seriously constrict my conclusions. Rather, limitation is
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like distillation: it avoids what could be a repetitive process. Inevitably in a group of texts
with similar concerns and motifs, the same themes recur even among the few texts I have
chosen. Furthermore, the approach that I emphasise and the conclusions this study reaches
can easily be applied to texts not directly addressed in this volume. The texts I have chosen
are arguably the best known, of the highest literary quality, and (in terms of the first three
novels) the most influential, Each text is a suitable frame in which to explore man’s relation
to, and the power of, obscenity and the West’s tradition of obscene literature. The following
chapter sets the foundations for what follows by exploring the question, ‘What is the

obscene?’
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CHAPTER ONE

THE OBSCENE

IN 1931, IN AN ESSAY ON OBSCENITY, Havelock Ellis, discusses the ‘absurdity’ of attempts
to define the obscene. He mentions an International Conference on the suppression of
Obscene Publications at which, after much debate, the presiding officials unanimously
resolved that ‘“no definition [of obscenity] was possible™.! In 1956 Norman St. John-
Stevas states that ‘the attempt to understand “obscenity” in the terms of a simple definition
is fruitless and best abandoned’.? More recently, John Phillips has pointed out that existing
legal definitions of obscenity are ‘dangerously vague’.” Faced with conclusions such as
these there is little wonder that many critics have not ventured too far into the complexity of
obscenity. In this chapter, and later in exploring obscene texts, I don’t want to formulate a
single, or even simple, definition of ‘obscene’. Ambiguity 1s not just a problem of (legal)
definition, but an intrinsic part of the obscene. The obscene is ambiguous; ambiguity lends
obscenity much of its threatening power. The very nature of the obscene is that it defies
rational, simple, definition. As we have seen, in talking about the books at the heart of this
study, ‘obscene’ 1s a word and a concept more often used than explored. Critics of obscene
literature seldom (with notable exceptions) consider what the word means, what the obscene
is and how it operates.

Where obscene literature is concerned, many writers on the topic settle for the legal
definition. There are good reasons for doing so. Their identity as a corpus of obscene books,
their reputation and their fascination are in part due to their legal history, the court cases,
the obscenity trials and their prohibition. However, a variety of alternative viewpoints could
also be adopted. There are the moral, religious, and political angles (all of which touch on
obscenity’s legal history) not to mention the sociological, psychological, philosophical,

ethical, and (especially when considering obscene images) aesthetic perspectives. Such a

! Ellis, ‘Obscenity’, 108-9.

* Norman St. John-Stevas, Obscenity and the Law (London: Secker and Warburg, 1956), 2.

* Phillips, F orbidden, S.
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range, in itself, may indicate why writers on obscene books adopt the convenient legal
definition while ignoring other possibilities. The potential for confusion and complexity 1s

high. That said, it is not the court cases but obscenity itself which is the subject of this study

and obscenity in more general terms — not yet in relation to specific obscene texts — the
focus of this chapter.

As such, I set out to explore different aspects of the obscene, not just its changing
legal definition but also its etymological roots, the nature and operation of obscene words,
the forces underlying our psychological response to the obscene and obscenity’s social role.
Legal History, Etymology, Obscene Words, Psychology and Sociology equate to the
~ subheadings I use below.' These divisions are for the purpose of clarity alone. Where
| obscenity is concerned, overspill is inevitable. Indeed, this is part of obscenity’s complexity.
The obscene defies and challenges rational boundaries. This can be illustrated by asking
some simple questions — simple questions with at times complex answers. What really is
obscene? Can anything be obscene in and of itself? ‘Sexual stuff® is one of the definitions of
obscenity which I have been offered in the course of my research. But are excretory
func'tions and sexual acts and the words referring to these functions, products and acts really
obscene? At first it might seem so. On closer inspection however, we realise that this is not
true — or at least not true in all contexts. Sexual intercourse is necessary for the reproduction
of the species; it can be an expression and experience of love and intimacy - not obscenity
— and excretion is part of our normal living state. The same organs and acts can be
acceptably and formally described using non-obscene words (in English for example,
‘faeces’, ‘sexual inEercourse’, ‘penis’, ‘vagina’). It seems therefore that obscenity’s
determinant(s) cannot be limited to these acts or words alone. There must be something
more. It must also be ‘something’ powerful for when we designate something obscene or
when we are confronted by obscenity, compared to most other concepts or words, 1t causes
a powerful emotional reaction.” Furthermore, the emotions it evokes have an unnerving

ability to reach deep into our being. As William Miller observes, it is not a reaction of pure
anger or indignation — responses that we can distance ourselves from: we are angry or

indignant with someone or something separate from ourselves we are outraged by someone

' As this study is overwhelmingly focused on texts not images, and to avoid further levels of complexity, I don’t

give the aesthetic aspect of obscenity its own sub-heading. That said, aspects of aesthetics and philosophy occur
throughout my overall argument.

2 Allen Walker Read, ‘An Obscenity Symbol,’ American Speech 9:4 (1934), 265.
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else’s behaviour.! The obscene, on the other hand, gets beneath our skin. There is proximity
about it, something deep-seated, threatening, insidious and ambivalent. For where the
obscene is there too is a sort of desire. (Of course, I am talking in general terms, not from
the perspective of, for example, sociopaths whose emotional responses are abnormal or
medical professionals for whom bodily excretions and dismemberment have a different
meaning; who, in many cases, become habituated to these sights and overcome what is for
most of us an instinctual reaction of repulsion). I am already anticipating issues discussed
below, but to consider some more: we find that the obscene owes its existence (in more
ways than one) to ‘civilisation’, to people’s attitudes towards it and their use of it as cultural
critique and propaganda. The fear which the obscene inspires also emerges from its
ambiguity — although I too use a topographical metaphor of society (i.e. it has an ‘inside’ an
‘outside’; a ‘high’ and a ‘low’), where the obscene occurs it is difficult to demarcate in
terms of boundaries inside and outside for the obscene is always within as well as without;
it harbours desire and temptation as well as threat and fear. As Georges Bataille notes using
violence rather than obscenity (obscenity can, and in many instances does, involve violence
of some kind), ‘Not only does “civilised” usually mean “us”, and barbarous “them”, but also
civilisation and language grew as though violence was something outside, foreign not only
to civilisation but also to man ... {yet] all civilised men are capable of savagery ... we must
declare that violence belongs to humanity as a whole’.” So too, in similar ways, does

obscenity.

1. The Legal Obscene

I begin with ‘The Legal Obscene’ as opposed to obscene’s etymological origins for several

reasons, Firstly, nineteenth-century legislation against obscenity has been one of the most
important formative influences on contemporary definitions of the word —~ definitions, that

is, on both legal and cultural levels. During the nineteenth-century, the definition of

obscenity underwent a gradual narrowing down to refer almost exclusively to graphic

depictions (these days principally visual depictions) of sexual acts. Secondly, it is because

‘zgzilliam lan Miller, The Anatomy of Disgust (Cambridge, Mass. and London: Harvard University Press, 1998),

2 Georges Bataille, Eroticism, trans. Mary Dalwood (London and New York: Marion Boyars, 1987), 186.
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of obscenity laws and the now legendary trials in late nineteenth and the first half of
twentieth century Europe and America — among them work by Sade and Genet, Gustave
Flaubert’s Madame Bovary, Joyce’s Ulysses, Hall's The Well of Loneliness, John Cleland’s
Fanny Hill, Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover — that the idea of a body of ‘forbidden’
literature — forbidden because of its obscenity and forbidden because of what it supposedly
reveals and the threat to public decency which it has the potential to cause — owes its
existence.' In this way, as Harrison observes, censorship and prohibition have never
‘operated as a purely negative, repressive force ... Censorship, in other words, was an active
factor in the reader’s understanding of the text’.? Prohibition has shaped the content of
obscene material as well as the type of audience it attracts.’ Firstly, obscene works,
especially Sade’s, accompanied as 1t has always been by the most notorious reputation, have
perennially been seen as set apart from other texts. Secondly, in terms of influencing
content, we find that legal prohibition led most obscene texts to exhibit false places of
publication, prefaces which contained disclaimers and ethically questioned the content of
the text which followed* as well as causing most obscene novels to be published
anonymously — an issue with implications for reading the text itself. Thirdly, although the
obscene texts in this study were 1ronically not the subject of major, well-publicised legal
hearings in Britain or America (perhaps they were deemed too threatening to be afforded
that privilege), the legal definition of obscenity and accounts of various obscenity trials
provide the backbone of most English-language encyclopaedia entries on ‘obscene’ just as
they provide the focus of the majority of studies which concentrate on the obscenity of
obscene literature. These studies — including Norman St. John-Stevas’s Obscenity and the
Law (1956), Charles Rembar’s The End of Obscenity (1969), Walter Kendrick's The Secret
Museum: Pornography in Modern Culture (1987) and Alan Travis’s Bound and Gagged: A
Secret History of Obscenity in Britain (2000) ~ concentrate mostly on obscene literature’s
legal, historical and social reception and the events of legendary trials where art and
freedom of speech battled (the metaphor of war commonly occurs) against a repressive
totalitarian regime. . . or at least that is how it is often depicted. Consider, as an example,

Charles Rembar’s words: ‘In the midfifties, anti-obscenity laws were attacked as

' Harrison, Censorship, 34-6.
? Harrison, Censorship, 11,
* Cf. Harrison, Censorship, 2.

¢ Harrison, Censorship, 127-8.
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unconstitutional. The attacks were repelled. Freedom of expression, said the Supreme Court,
does not extend to expression that is obscene’.' It is therefore with a brief overview of the
central issues of prohibition and censorship and then the first recorded case of obscene libel
that I begin. I then trace the shifting Western definitions and legal responses to obscene

material before briefly considering the relationship between obscenity and pornography.

The regulation of books and their content has a long history. As Walter Kendrick asserts,
‘There has been censorship as long as there have been signs and representations. At no time
in human history has the power to portray the world in words or pictures been granted
unrestricted exercise; some contrary power has always grappled with it, endeavouring to set

limits on what may be displayed to whom’.? Censorship existed in Roman times but the

1559 Pauline Index ~ Index auctorum et librorum prohibitum, compiled under the direction

of Pope Paul IV - is generally regarded as the first concerted attempt in what could be
called a ‘modern’ Europe to comprehensively list forbidden books (in this case, those
forbidden to practising Catholics). Published in 1948 the last (32nd) edition of the Index
included 4000 titles (the 33rd edition of 1966 was suppressed).’ In most of Europe however,
in terms of legal definitions and the prohibition of obscene literature, the Pauline Index was

not influential. In more Protestant Germany, (modern) Britain and America — but also in

traditionally Catholic France — courts reached their own conclusions based on concerns
usually centring around social stability.

Before considering specific examples and how prohibition has evolved in the West,
it is interesting to note the assumptions which lie at the heart of these prohibitions. On the
one hand, with the Pauline Index, social purity movements, and contemporary Evangelical
preaching in America, we find the traditional Christian attitude that men are, fundamentally,
sinners. As such, mankind needs guiding, controlling and delivering from his weak tendency
to crumble before temptation and the sins of the flesh. On the other hand, we have a very

similar secular-political view that people — and some more than others (such as women and

children) — need protecting from themselves.* Neither perspective offers a particularly

' Rembar, Obscenity. Pages 3-14 detail how obscenity laws could be viewed as contravening The United States
own First Amendment which guarantees free speech. Travis, Bound and Gagged, 4 also stresses how prohibition
and freedom of expression must be balanced: we need to balance ‘freedom of speech or expression with the need
to protect the health or morals of the public from either real or imagined diseases.”

* Walter Kendrick, The Secret Museum: Pornography in Modern Culture (New York: Viking, 1987), 95.

* Harrison, Censorship, 11.

* Cf. Harrison, Censorship, 58.
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optimistic view of humanity. Moreover, despite arguments about the need to protect
freedom of speech and expression in ‘democratic’, ‘civilised’ countries, a necessity to
control, at least in some ways, written, or other types of art, 1s generally accepted: until the
magical age of eighteen children should not be exposed to certain material; politically,
religiously, or ethnically inflammatory material should be restricted on the grounds that it
may incite public disorder and hatred. Finally, most would agree that the readership of
obscene books should not be totally unregulated. The fact that some can be exposed to
obscene or inflammatory material without apparently falling foul of its content (generally
the higher class and educated), but that others need controlling (the lower class, women,
children, the mentally unstable); the fact that some materials need controlling and others
not, indicate that in relation to the legal prohibition of obscene texts (for example) what
Jameson calls the ‘fundamental forms of ideological thought in Western culture’,’ the
binary opposition of right and wrong, rapidly start to come apart. There is no fundamental,
pre-ordained evil. Variables such as religious teaching, economic, political, and social
reasons have all had a part in dictating what is evil, impure, and obscene and requires
regulation, and what is not.” From this perspective there is no such thing as *society’ in a
universal sense: in certain contexts children, women, other races, other classes, people with

medical conditions are all set apart because they require special rules.

The earliest recorded case of a book being prosecuted as obscene concerns a French classic
of erotic literature, Vénus dans le cloitre (Venus in the Cloister, 1682). The case was
brought in 1727, in England, using the law of ‘obscene libel’. There was no law against
obscenity itself: sexual images, indecency, lewdness, graphic sexual descriptions and the
like were not regarded as, in and of themselves, worthy of litigation. Laws, however, did
exist to protect political order and religion. It was because of these that Vénus dans le
cloitre was condemned. Because it was an immoral book it endangered the morality of
society., Defending counsel made a motion for arrest of judgement. There had never been a
precedent for such a ruling: how could an erotic book constitute a ‘libel’ - and besides, it
was up to the spiritual courts to punish crimes against morality, not the venerable men of the
Bar. According to Havelock Ellis, the prosecution in this case argued that to destroy
morality was to destroy public order and, because it depended on good public order, the

peace of government. In this particular case, Ellis observes, impiety emerged as a crime;

! Jameson, ‘Interpretation’, 88.

? Harrison, Censorship, 12.
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‘obscenity’ in and for itself did not.' It was at this point in history however that the obscene,
whether technically a crime or not, began gathering associations with sexually graphic
literature.

It is perhaps no coincidence that the first book prosecuted under ‘obscene libel’ was
French. As Robert Darnton, Jean Goulemot, and others have shown, by the eighteenth
century, France had a well-founded reputation as a place where ‘dirty’ and ‘forbidden’
books circulated.? The police and Church authorities called these forbidden books mauvais
livres (‘bad books’) while booksellers relied on the coded reference livres philosophiques
(‘philosophical books’) to order and advertise forbidden texts.”

The latter is an interesting and in some ways accurate epithet, reflecting the nature
of many forbidden books at the time. In eighteenth-century France, as Goulemot notes, there
was little distinction between various forms of subversive publications from Jansenist
literature to politically or philosophically radical texts and licentious satires. Elasticity in
definition meant that all such texts could be termed licencieux, obscéne, lascif, or lubrique
(‘licentious’, ‘obscene’, ‘lascivious’ or ‘lubricious’).’ Like the English judgement against
Venus dans le cloitre, it wasn’t for lewd content that these works were condemned but on
religious, medical, political, and social grounds. Mauvais livres exerted dangerous influence
and, according to Goulemot were seen as leading ‘to destructive excess, to the breaking of
laws, to the sins of the flesh, to a sullying of the self on both physical and moral levels’.’
That they may or may not have contained graphic descriptions of sexual acts was not the
principle issue; however Damton points out that not all livres philosophiques were treated
equally. Eighteenth-century France had three categories of forbidden books: ‘those that
offended Church, the state and morality’.® Books which offended public morality included
texts very different from those of a sexually graphic nature. Nevertheless, unlike ‘merely
licentious’ and ‘erotic’ literature, of all the forbidden books the police were more likely to

confiscate ‘works that they considered unambiguously obscene’.” Exactly what eighteenth-

' Elljs, ‘Obscenity”, 113-14, 118-19.

? Chapter Two returns to the fashions within eighteenth-century French ‘erotica’ in the context of the literary
milieu from which Sade’s writing emerged.

3 Darnton, Forbidden, 7.

4 Jean Marie Goulemot, Forbidden Texts: Erotic Literature and its Readers in Eighteenth-Century France, trans.
J. Simpson (Cambridge Mass.: Polity Press, 1994), 4-6.

* Goulemot, Forbidden T exts, 35.
® Darnton, Forbidden, §8.

" Damnton, Forbidden, 88-9.
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century policemen (or indeed Darnton) considered ‘unambiguously obscene’ and how
‘obscene’ differs from the ‘erotic’ is unclear (certainly with, as Darnton acknowledges, the
difficulty we have today understanding exactly what readers felt when they read these
books)' but in eighteen-century France at least, it seems the ‘unambiguously obscene’
equated to the most forbidden of texts.

This fuzzy association between obscene literature and pornography and the
immoral, and its strange yet powerful ability to offend against public order, were 1ssues
which did not diminish as laws against obscene material exploded during the nineteenth
century. It was at this time that Western culture displayed a sudden and passionate desire to
define and legally control obscene literature and imagery. In France in 1793, the Terror’s
ruling committee of Public Safety declared that any author or printer of works damaging to
the social status quo would face execution.” In 1819 and 1822 (updated in 1881 then again
in 1882, 1898 and 1908)° the French government passed successive laws legislating against
material that offended not only public morals (as the early laws had controlled) but also
public decency. In 1857 these laws brought court cases against Flaubert’s Madame Bovary
and Charles Baudelaire’s Les fleurs du mal. In the century which followed the same laws
provided the grounds for prosecuting the publishers of Sade, Bataille, and Réage.! The 1824
Vagrancy Act was the first in Britain to include prohibition directed at the publication,
purveyance and purchase of ‘obscene’ material, where ‘obscene’ denoted work of a sexual
nature. The same law also introduced the all-important caveat, ‘generally accepted
standards’ of morality. The fundamental factors of ‘generally accepted standards’ (whatever
that meant — the law did not define it — and whose standards were they?) in relation to
sexually explicit material were retained in the 1857 Obscene Publications Act, the first of its
kind in Britain to explicitly prohibit obscene (i.e. lewd sexually graphic) texts and other
printed material. In 1868 the Hicklin Rule was appended to the original act. It defined
obscenity as that with the ability to ‘deprave and corrupt those whose minds are open to

such immoral influences and into whose hands a publication of this sort may fall’

' Darnton, Forbidden, 85.
2 Phillips, Forbidden, 15.
* Carolyn J. Dean, ‘History, Pornography and the Social Body’, Surrealism: Desire Unbound, ed. Jennifer

Munby (London: Tate Publishing, 2001), 229. Also Harrison, Censorship, 25-87 on the history of censorship in
post-Revolutionary France.

* See Kendrick, Secret, 95-124 for more information on censorship and obscenity trials in Britain and France
during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

* Quoted in Anne Lyon Haight, ‘Appendix: Excerpts from Important Court Decisions,” Banned Books: Some
Informal Notes on Some Books Banned for Various Reasons at Various Times and in Various Places (London:
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Perhaps it is an obvious point to make but legal definitions of obscenity — as we can
see from the way its legal status changed from the early eighteenth to the late nineteenth
centuries — have not remained constant. A perhaps less obvious and more interesting point
to note is the way legal understanding of obscene literature which once judged it on causing
impiety alone (with little interest in sexual content) shifted to focus almost entirely on the
effects of ‘lewd’ and ‘indecent’ - i.e. sexually graphic — material. This issue is discussed
more in ‘Obscenity and Society’. For now we can observe that the obscene became a
powerful force which threatened the fabric and future of ‘civilisation’. Obscene publications
could ‘deprave and corrupt’. They assumed disease-like contagious associations.
Simultaneously however, prohibiting certain texts gave them an increased power and made
them more nteresting (Harrison notes that it was only after the publicity caused by the
Pauvert trial in 1956 that twentieth-century public interest in Sade’s writing really began).’

Prohibitions reflect, and in turn alter, social perceptions. One of prohibition’s
paradoxical effects is that it tends to fuel interest and notoriety — rather than dispel or
effectively suppress interest in and/or the offending material. This is a significant point
when it comes to reading the obscene. To briefly pre-empt issues raised later (and repeat
those mentioned in the Introduction), not only do obscene books revolve around a thematics
of ‘truth’ and revelation through violated bodies, shattered taboos and perverse sex, but,
within the West, the illicit and the suppressed (in cultural as well as psychoanalytic terms)
has long been mapped as a place of ‘truth’ and knowledge.? The forbidden is, like the fruit
in the Garden of Eden allegory, an irresistible locus of knowledge.

Before an English audience in 1885, watching Wilde’s The Importance of Being
Earnest, the fascination and in a sense the value of the obscene can be seen as the impudent
truth behind Algernon Moncreiff’s remark that ‘It is absurd to have a hard and fast rule
about what one should read and what one shouldn’t. More than half of modem culture
depends on what one shouldn’t read.” Spoken at the height of Victorian England’s
bewitchment by the obscene, Algernon’s lines are directed at the social purity movements
which vociferously and effectively dominated one side of the anti-obscenity debate in

Britain, Western Europe and North America. On both sides of the Atlantic at that time,

George Allen and Unwin, 1955), 144. 144-157 lists all major legal decisions and comments in Britain and

America since 1868, See also Travis, Bound and Gagged, 5-14 on the history of British Obscenity laws, 1857-
1959.

' Harrison, Censorship, 168. $6-67 gives more information on Pauvert’s trial.

? Nicholas Harrison, ‘Reading Sade Through Censorship,” Paragraph: A Journal of Modern Critical Theory
23:1 (2000), 30-31.
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social purity and ‘vigilance’ societies had achieved notoriety for policing and enforcing the
censorship or destruction of books that they deemed unhealthy and objectionable for
reasons of moral (and more often sexual) impropriety. In this respect we should not forget
that almost identical legislation to that which emerged in France and Britain developed in
the Austrian empire in the mid 1800s, Germany in 1870, and 1n the United States with the

1873 congressional law known as the Comstock Law which decreed that

no obscene, lewd, or lascivious book, pamphlet, picture, paper, print, or
other publication of an indecent character, or any article or thing
designed or intended for the prevention of conception or procuring
abortion, nor any article or thing intended or adapted for any indecent or
immoral use or nature ... shall be carried in the [Federal] mail.'

Clearly, 1n nineteenth-century Western societies obscenity was a major issue — its
importance reflected in the column space allotted the subject in encyclopaedias of the time:
Larousse’s Grande Enclopédie du XIX® siécle contains several hundred words on its

ctymological roots and their relationship to primitive social practice (see ‘The Etymology of

339

“Obscene™’). Larousse’s 1984 edition has seven short lines: ‘something which someone

does or says which overtly offends morality, above all through the representation of sexual
or scatological acts’ [ ‘se dit de qqn, de qqch qui blesse ouvertement la pudeur surtout par
des représentations d’ordre sexuel ou scatalogique”].

Katherine Mullin notes that among the plethora of texts which were found
objectionable in nineteenth-century Britain and America, decadent foreign fiction gained a
reputation as the most offensive. For this reason, vigilance socicties reacted particularly
strongly to Russian and French novels which described comparatively graphic sexual
scenes. Novels such as these were regarded as a particular menace because they had been
translated into English and were marketed as ‘classics’ and “art’ then (in the eyes of the
social purists), once purchased, through their obscenity these sinister texts began polluting,
hike a disease (depraving and corrupting), impressionable readers and by extension the
foundations —~ the ‘body’ — of civilised society.? Consider as an example of this disease

metaphor this late-nineteenth-century comment on the evils of ‘the filth-loving herd of

' Quoted in Williams, Hard Core, 85. See Rembar, Obscenity, 17-36 and Kendrick, Secret, 125-157 for more
information on American obscenity laws,

? Katherine Mullin, James Joyce, Sexuality and Social Purity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003),
3-11, 18-27. Also Kendrick, Secret, 101-2.



38

swine, the professional pornographists’ and their wares written by Max Nordau in his

influential Entartung (Degeneration, 1895):

The systematic incitation to lasciviousness [caused by pornography]
causes the gravest injury to the bodily and mental health of individuals,
and a society composed of individuals sexually over-stimulated,
knowing no longer any self-control, any discipline, any shame, marches
to its certain ruin ... The pornographist poisons the springs whence flows
the life of future generations.?

Of course, much can be said of the incredible power of the pornographic (read, for now,
‘obscene’), the inexorable temptation it causes, and the seeming incapability of populations
to control their own activities (see above and ‘Obscenity and Society’). Furthermore, to
return to the theme of a threatening/polluting other, we find the precedent for this attitude
set much earlier. It is surely no coincidence that the first book legally defined as obscene
was a foreign book judged by an English court. The impudent irony of Algernon’s remark
however, 1s its suggestion that not only are social purity societies utterly ineffectual, but that

their raison d'étre, perhaps more than anyone’s, depends on prohibited literature.

It may seem as though the heyday of social purity was shaken off long ago by the ‘modern’
liberal attitudes of the twentieth century. Yet, a century after the heyday of social purity, the
issues fammliar to Wilde’s late-Victorian audience are not so alien to today’s European and
Anglo-American societies. As Allan Travis observes, ‘Victorian sexual hypocrisy continues
to exert an influence even to this day’.> The gradual narrowing of the definition which
obscenity underwent during the nineteenth century continued to influence (and define) legal
and social understanding of obscene material well into the twentieth century.

Principle among these influences is a duality not immediately evident from the legal
definitions themselves. It was, however, of principle importance in the obscene libel trials
of the nineteenth- and early twentieth-century courts. This is the seemingly insurmountable
distinction between art and pornography. Allison Pease offers reasons for the development
of this opposition. She has shown that the mimetic power, the contagious ability to

influence corruptible minds and behaviour, of obscene images and writing stood in direct

' Max Nordau, Degeneration, trans. from the second German edition [Unattributed translator] (Lincoln and
London: University of Nebraska Press, 1993), 557.

2 Nordau, Degeneration, 557.

» Travis, Bound and Gagged, 45. See also 4-5: *The bedrock of Britain's obscenity laws remains a monument to
Victorian respectability and prudery’.
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contrast to eighteenth and nineteenth-century aesthetic philosophy. During this era, Pease
argues, the appreciation of art became a significant social activity: ‘engagement with art was
considered a rational, moral and civic minded activity; an activity that identified one as
upwardly mobile if not already of the upper classes’. Influenced by the theory of Kant,

Hume, Burke, Hegel and Schopenhauer, this philosophy ~ which was practiced as more of a

‘how to’ guide to the ‘correct’ way to appreciate art ~ stressed that art’s true appreciation
should be cerebral not emotive. When ‘properly’ considering art one was supposed to
‘remain outside of any personal interest, whether that interest signifies a bodily desire or ...
an obligation through one’s [social] position’. High art was supposed to appeal to, and
represent, the cerebral not the base or material.> Of course, the obscene was anathema to
this attitude. It was vulgar, it appealed directly (and very effectively) to the physical; it
aroused base emotions and appealed to the low parts of the body, not the high. It was not
Art.

Long after the ‘correct’ appreciation of art as a form of social etiquette had faded,
the same dichotomy of pornography (read - in legal terms ~ ‘obscene material’) versus art

remained throughout the West. Obscene material could not be art. Art could not be obscene.

This was the key battleground of most classic obscenity trials — and the situation wasn’t
helped by the fact that, unlike obscenity, ‘art’ didn’t have a legal definition. The
(acceptable, high, good) art versus the (unacceptable, low, and bad) obscene is probably
also the reason why most canonical works of criticism on obscene literature contain little
reference to these narratives’ obscene content. Anxious to establish the aesthetic credentials
— and by extension the cultural worth — of books otherwise deemed obscene, as we saw in
the Introduction until the 1960s most writers and scholars diminished, overlooked, or
criticised obscene passages as irrelevant to what the books were really about. The approach
adopted by writers such as Maurice Blanchot, Guillaume Apollinaire, Jean-Paul Sartre and
Gilles Deleuze (among others) suggests that they were anxious to promote these books as
art, a move which necessitated distancing them from the pornographic and the obscene. In
doing so however, they disavowed these narratives’ most immediate and notorious

component.

b Allison Pease, Modernism, Mass Culture, and the Aesthetics of Obscenity (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2000), xit.

? Pease, Modernism, 23.

* Pease, Modernism, 1,7-11, 25-29. Also Harrison, Censorship, 49 notes how, in the trial of Flaubert’s Madame
Bovary failure to comply with social and aesthetic rules was grounds for prohibition. In this trial the prosecution
argued that ‘Art without rule is no longer art’.
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Britain’s 1959 Obscene Publications Act secured this artistic defence in the law: a
work’s literary or artistic merit could constitute a defence against the charge of obscenity. A
work was only obscene if, ‘considered as a whole [i.e. not on individual passages] its
predominant appeal is to prurient interest’.! This ruling instantly decriminalised many
books, including Hall’s The Well of Loneliness and works by Jean Genet which had been
banned as obscene. Because they had artistic merit, they could not be obscene.

This is a strange, mutually exclusive definition which, well over a century after the
fading of the Victorian regime, continues to shape contemporary legal definitions and
cultural attitudes to obscene material. It is also worth noting that this mutual exclusivity
ignores an insightful observation made one November moming three decades before the
1959 revision of the Obscene Publications Act. It was 1928 and the event was the obscenity
trial of Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of Loneliness.

As evidence of the fascination caused by prohibition and the obscene, during the
opening day of the trial the courtroom at Bow Street Magistrates Court, London, was
packed. Police constables were turning people away at the doors. Inside, Sir Chartres Biron
was presiding. The Well of Loneliness was about to be banned because, in accordance with
the 1868 Hicklin rule, the Home Secretary believed it to have the power to ‘deprave and
corrupt’ “innocent’ minds. In other words, those who read Hall’s book could be perverted
from the standards generally accepted by “civilised’ British society. This was a serious
offence, for if future generations were corrupted (recall Nordau’s comment quoted earlier),
the future of the Empire and civilisation itself might be destroyed. One reliable witness for
the prosecution had been called and confirmed that Hall’s tale of lesbianism was indeed
obscene. And now the defence counsel had a crowd of eminent writers, editors, artists,
critics, and sundry persons of letters queuing to swear that the book was brimming with
aesthetic merit. If it had aesthetic merit, it could not be obscene. Although it would be
another thirty-one years before British law formally recognised aesthetic value as a defence
against obscenity it was the only viable defence that could be made. After all, art could not
be obscene. . . right? But there was a problem. Besides the fact that this book was going to
be banned whatever happened, what use was it to argue about aesthetic value? Sir Chartres
Biron cleared his throat, put down his quill and declared that all these ‘expert’ witnesses for

the defence were irrelevant. All that mattered was his opinion, and besides, ‘the book may

' The Brennan Footnote in US Federal law quoted in Rembar, Obscenity, 123.
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be a very fine piece of literature and yet be obscene. Art and obscenity are not disassociated.
This may be a work of art ... but that does not prevent it from being obscene’.’

As accurate as I believe Biron’s statement to be, his observation has largely been
forgotten. In the end of course, all those witnesses who never testified were proved ‘right’.
After 1959, The Well of Loneliness was not loathsome, it was not obscene; it was art.
However, by positing that artistic merit negates obscenity, the revised 1959 Obscene
Publications Act continues to confirm the division between the aesthetic and the obscene
which Hall’s defenders were also hoping to rely on.

Subsequent legal attempts to refine and update definitions of ‘obscenity’ have never
really escaped from the same polarity. Over the past few decades, various committees have
attempted to refine obscene’s legal status — after all, not all written material deserves the
defence that it is art. . . does it? In Britain, the most recent attempt (to date) was made in
1977 by the commuttee headed by Cambridge professor and philosopher, Bernard Williams.
This concluded that obscenity is the portrayal of ‘violence, cruelty, or horror, or sexual,
faecal or urinary functions, or genital functions’ in a way that explicitly and intentionally
goes against socially acceptable standards of morality and behaviour.’

Statements such as this demonstrate how narrow both legal and social
understandings of obscene material have become. As Linda Williams has noted, in the eyes
of Euro-American law, what was once a relatively flexible definition taking in political and
religious tracts, pamphlets, Bible translations and sexological studies, has, thanks to the
Victorians and the late 1950s, been pared down to refer almost solely to what is known as
‘hard core’ pornography (‘hard core’ being a term which only entered English in 1957).°
Speaking today, in an Anglo-American and European culture ‘obscene material’ connotes
books or images with a sexually explicit, perhaps sexually ‘perverse’ or sexually violent

content, not impiety and not politically damaging material. Nowadays, for example, in the

American Supreme Court, obscene material is only that which depicts lewd sexual acts that
appeal to ‘prurient interest’.* Nothing else (at this time) can be legally called ‘obscene’.

Likewise, today, the Canadian Criminal Code defines the obscene as ‘any publication a

! Diana Souhami, The Trials of Radclyffe Hall (London: Virago, 1999), 205. Cf. Dollimore, Sex, Literature and
Censorship, 95-106.

2 Sharon Grace, Testing Obscenity: An International Comparison of Laws and Controls Relating to Obscene

Material (Home Office Research Study 157) (London: Home Office, 1996), 15. Also Travis, Bound and Gagged,
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dominant characteristic of which is the undue exploitation of sex, or of sex and any one or
more of the following subjects, namely, crime, horror, cruelty and violence’." It seems that
sex —~ or more accurately its representation as pornography — is a necessary component of
obscenity. Although we may find them implicitly embedded in the psychology behind the
definitions and prohibitions of the past, obscene’s etymological associations (considered
below which include that which is ill-omened, filthy, hidden for the sake of public life) find
no place in the wording of acts and laws and seem to have largely disappeared from

(conscious) contemporary responses to the obscene.

Some might say that contemporary discussions about obscene books are an anachronistic
exercise. Studies like this rely on material that was prohibited in the past but today is freely
available in any well-stocked bookshop. As Charles Rembar concluded in his 1969 study,
‘obscenity as the term has been commonly understood — the impermissible description of
sex in literature — approaches its end. So far as writing is concerned ... there is no longer any
law of obscenity ... not only in our law but in our culture, obscenity will soon be gone’.?
Writing nearly forty years after Rembar I would answer that although the nature of
obscenity has changed (and will change), there will always be obscenity, censorship and
prohibition; the dynamics of our culture depend on them. Furthermore, despite recent work
in the area, the obscene content of obscene books remains an under-explored area (recall
Dollimore’s observation that even in the ‘liberal’ humanities today there is an aversion
towards exploring representations of the ‘real’ physical, sexual body).? Secondly, although
it appears that in contemporary Western culture, obscenity laws and public concern
generally overlook printed matter, censorship of obscene material — including books -

continues in less overt forms. Firstly, as Harrison notes, ‘Censorship ... has continued
..[and] despite the compelling rhetoric of freedom of expression, has in many cases been
widely accepted’.’

Harrison points out that taxation of films has become a significant form of pre-

censorship of obscene material — especially in France.® Similarly, in the past, the cost of

volumes of obscene literature was also a method of controlling their availability — only the

' Grace, Obscenity, 18 fn.5.
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social elite (regarded as less or strangely ‘non’ corruptible) could afford them.! Although
now widely available in cheap editions, Roland Barthes has pointed out that another form of
censorship has been to deem Sade’s books ‘boring’: an adjective far less likely to drive
people towards them than ‘obscene’ or ‘forbidden’.? Similarly, since the 1960s when cheap
editions of obscene books became available, many (in English and French) are printed with
introductory essays that package the obscene text as a work to be read and understood in
one particular way. Often these essays are those of pre-1970s, canonical works which focus
on underlying philosophical arguments or psychoanalytic readings which rarely mention the
text’s obscene or lubricious content. Thus obscene literature today 1s marketed towards a
specific, educated, academic (by extension therefore usually middle or upper class)
audience.’ Patrick Ffrench, for example, notes that Bataille’s Histoire de l’oeil appears in
the extant English translation accompanied by essays from Susan Sontag and Roland
Barthes.*

In terms of obscenity, contemporary concern actively focuses on films, videos,
photography, and, increasingly, the Internet. Today books which, if published seventy years
ago would have been banned as obscene, cause small-scale outbreaks of moral
righteousness (often carefully orchestrated by publishers in order to cash in on that
fascination which the public has for the obscene), but film-adaptations of the same works
face censorship and legislation. Some examples illustrate the muddled nature of the legal
issue of obscenity. David Cronenberg’s 1996 film adaptation of J.G. Ballard’s Crash, for
example, remains banned from cinemas in the London borough of Westminster but in the
same borough the book and the video are freely available.” Although a best-selling novel,
Just Jaeikin’s 19735 film adaptation of Réage’s Histoire d’O (which, incidentally, like
Cronenberg’s of Crash, is far less explicit and contains far less violence than the novel),
remained banned by the British Board of Film Classification for 25 years. Similarly,

although the Marquis de Sade’s novels have been legally available in Britain since 1983,

Pier Paolo Pasolini’s 1975 film, Salo o le 120 giornate di Sodoma — an adaptation of Sade’s

" Harrison, Censorship, 41. The high cost of volumes of Sade’s writing was used by the defence in Pauvert's
1956 trial.

? Roland Barthes, Sade, Fourier, Loyala, trans. Richard Miller (Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1997), 36 fnl2.

> Harrison, Censorship, 60 notes how during the Pauvert trial, Sade’s work was said to only really appeal to
academics anyway. Again, audience is a factor in defining obscenity.

Y Patrick Ffrench, The Cut/Reading Bataille’s “Histoire de I'oeil” (Oxford University Press and The British
Academy: Oxford, 1999), 36, fn.

> Travis, Bound and Gagged, 283-4.
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Les cent vingt journées de Sodome — remained illegal in Britain until 2000 and in Australia
until 1993 (where it was re-banned in 1998 and remains, to this day, illegal).

Today, it could be said that the visual is what is obscene, not the printed word. To
say this, however, would be to forget that the obscene — especially when we consider it in
legal terms as synonymous with the pomographic — is often accompanied by images in the
form of sexually graphic illustrations' and to forget that words — especially obscene words
(see ‘Obscene Words’ below) — are also visual, not least because they call specific images

to the reader or listener’s consciousness.

To conclude this brief section on the legal history of obscenity I want to explore its
relationship to pornography for the two terms ~ not simply, but often in legal terms — are
frequently conflated. The law renders both types of material (if one accepts that they are
two distinct types) a source of social disgust and danger in need of suppression or, at best,
regulation. Like nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century lawyers, most commentators
use ‘obscene’ and ‘pornographic’ interchangeably.? For others ‘there is a great deal of
overlap between pornography and the obscene’ a recognition which suggests that they are
distinct types of material which share common ground.’ Peter Michelson, for example,
asserts that ‘hard-core’s [hard-core pomography’s] principal function is to evoke sexual
obscenity’.* Others, like St. John-Stevas, offer confusing attempts at defining two separate
forms of material: ‘A pornographic book can be easily distinguished from an obscene book.
A pornographic book, although obscene, is one deliberately designed to stimulate sex
feelings ... An obscene book has no such immediate and dominant purpose’.’ Havelock Ellis
defends the obscene and, curiously, dismisses pornography as ‘a vulgar, disgusting, and
stupid form of obscenity’® ~ ‘curiously’ because, well, isn’t the obscene generally, or at
least in part, ‘disgusting” and ‘vulgar’? And isn't, in Ellis’s own words, pormography a
‘form of obscenity’? The layers of obscenity’s ambiguity and examples of its slippery

ability to evade clear, accurate or universal definitions gradually mount. To address the

! Barthes, Sade, 26.

? For example: Pease, Obscenity, 35; Sontag ‘Pornographic Imagination’, 57, Morawski, ‘Art and Obscenity”’,
193.

* Frappier-Mazur, ‘Truth and the Obscene Word’, 205.
* Michelson, Unspeakable, xii.
> St. John-Stevas, Obscenity, 2.

® Ellis, *Obscenity’, 135.
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relationship between pornography and obscenity further demonstrates the obscene’s

ambiguous powers and some of the paradox underlying the legal association of one with the
other.

These days it is a commonplace that what pornography is (and especially the line
dividing ‘hard-core’ and ‘soft-core’ pormography) remains a contested question. Strict
definitions of pornography remain elusive because, like fashion, morality, law, ‘what one
shouldn’t read’, and definitions of obscenity, they shift, not only according to individual
taste but also through history and across cultures. Sexually explicit material legal in one
country may be illegal in another. While it is legally not obscene in one country, individuals
in both may call the same material obscene. As Peter Cryle confirms, ‘Sex, or eros, or
eroticism, cannot simply be taken to be the same at all times and in all places’.! As
previously noted, issues of place, culture and text raise problems for a study which crosses
centuries and cultures. Yet, in the modern West, culturally (generally speaking) and legally,
obscenity and pornography carry negative connotations. Although less so today, in the past
both terms have been used to justify the exclusion of texts from serious academic study. As
we saw in the Introduction, this attitude is changing. Critics are increasingly realising that
pornography ‘matters’ as an object of study. As Laura Kipnis notes ‘Pornography is a form
of cultural expression and though it’s transgressive, disruptive, and hits below the belt ...
it’s an essential form of contemporary national culture’.* One could add that ‘pornography’
has been an essential form of expression in many cultures, not just contemporary ones. But,
once again, what is pornography?

Despite, difficulty in reaching firm and universal definitions — in this sense there

certainly are parallels with obscenity — most attempts to define the pornographic agree that
it is bound by one common aim: to provide sexual arousal. Pornography, in the terms of
writer and critic Angela Carter, is ‘propaganda for fucking’.’ In its *hard-core’, cinematic
form, pornography is, according to Linda Williams, ‘the visual (and sometimes aural)
representation of living, moving bodies engaged in explicit, usually unfaked, sexual acts
with a primary intent of arousing viewers'.* To paraphrase, today in Euro-America

pornography 1s material which serves to sexually excite.

' Cryle, Geometry, 6.

¢ Laura Kipnis, Bound and Gagged: Pornography and the Politics of Fantasy in America (Durham: Duke
University Press, 1999), viii.

* Angela Carter, Sadeian Woman: An Exercise in Cultural History (London: Virago, 1987), 15,

* Williams, Hard Core, 30. (My emphasis).
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‘Propaganda for fucking’ differs from the original definition of pornography. ‘The
notion of pornography,’ writes Darnton, ‘like the word itself, was developed in the
nineteenth century ... strictly speaking, pornography belonged to the bowdlerisation of the
world undertaken in the early Victorian era’.' The Oxford English Dictionary indicates that
it was in a medical dictionary in 1857 that ‘pornography’ as ‘a description of prostitutes or
of prostitution, as a matter of public hygiene’, first appeared. (Given the subsequent close
relationship between the two terms it is interesting to note the connection this definition
forges between pornography and public hygiene and the model of ‘obscenity’ that emerged
in the same year, Lest we forget, in 1857 ‘obscene’ was also first legally defined). The
definition of pornography soon stretched to the ‘description of the life, manners, etc., of
prostitutes and their patrons; hence, the expression or suggestion of obscene or unchaste
subjects 1n literature and art’.

On closer inspection, interesting questions arise regarding the modem (i.e.
nineteenth century to present) conflation of the pornographic and the obscene. The modern
understanding of pornography is material that is pleasurable. It is ‘sexually titillating’, The
‘short-hand’ modemn understanding of obscenity is something that is loathsome. Although in
the eyes of the law both terms have become synonymous, we find an interesting paradox.

For most people, something that repulses is not titillating. Of course, judging from
the pornographic material available - spanking, bestiality, coprophagia, incest, old men and
women, children, urination, rape scenarios (both male and female), straight, lesbianism,
homosexuality, bisexuality, ‘she-males’, ‘gang banging’, S/M, bondage and discipline,
animated porn, anal sex, ‘fisting’, and even tickling — contemporary humanity exhibits a
vast range of sexual predilections, or, at the very least, a seemingly boundless curiosity
about human sexual behaviour and the bodies of others. Although no one talks of (as far as I
am aware) an ‘obscenity industry’, the ‘porn industry’, like any other, 1s governed by rules
of supply and demand. Although it is unlikely that any one individual would find all of the
above ‘pornography’ titillating, considering the size of the pornography industry it
obviously appeals to someone. In 1996 North Americans alone spent more than $8 billion

on hard-core videos, peepshows, live sex acts, adult cable programming, Internet

B Y = —,

' Darnton, F orbidden, 87-88.
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pornography and pornographic magazines.' No equivalent record exists for the amount
spent on explicitly violent films, videos, computer games, comics and books.?

Confirming the ‘dangerously vague’ definitions of ‘pornography’ and ‘obscenity’,
it is occasionally (and accurately) noted that one person’s soft core 1s another’s hard core.
One person’s source of titillation is another’s image of obscenity. We might also suggest
that some may find images, acts, or objects simultaneously repulsive and titillating -
repulsive because it is titillating or titillating because it is repulsive. And certainly there 1s
the thrill of witnessing something prohibited. Whether an act visually represented or
described in writing, erotic interest derives from the fact that what is being witnessed 1s
something taboo, something private, and something hidden from the public stage, a secret.’
Debate continues over whether obscene books — the books in the chapters which follow —
really are pornographic or not.* In an attempt to impose a hierarchy within the ‘low’
material of pornography, Sontag’s ‘The Pornographic Imagination’ argues for different
categories within the pornographic genre ~ divisions between ‘literary’ pornography and
mass-market, pulp pornography.

Sontag’s essay is important but also misleading. According to Sontag, ‘what
pornography is really about, ultimately, isn’t sex, but death’.” This conclusion stands in
stark contrast to the definitions given by the vast majority of other commentators (see

above). To qualify her definition Sontag illustrates her argument with three particularly

unconventional (‘unconventional’ in terms of pornography) and graphically violent texts —
two of which provide the focus of later chapters: Bataille’s Histoire de l'oeil, Réage’s
Histoire d’0, and Jean de Berg’s L 'image (1956). Literary in style, these texts contain
graphic descriptions of not only sex but sexual violence and murder. For these reasons can
these books really be taken as representatives of pornography? Or are they a kind of sub-
genre of pornography? And is there really hierarchy within the ‘low’?

' Figures from Alix Sharkey, ‘The Land of the Free,” Guardian Weekend [London] 22 Nov. 1997: 14,

2 Michelson, Unspeakable, xi: notes that although violence is often obscene it is ‘graphically pervasive in our

society in a way that sex is not’. Thus, violence attracts less opprobrium and labels of obscenity than sexually
graphic scenes or events.

> Morawski, *Art and Obscenity’, 195. Morawski notes that although sex is inherently not obscene, viewing or
portraying it for others — the private entering the public domain - makes it so.

4 Jean Goulemot, *‘Sadean Novels and Pornographic Novels: Narration, Its Objectives and Its Effects,” trans.
Jonathan M. Weiss, Paragraph: A Journal of Modern Critical Theory 23:1 (2000), 64-66.

* Sontag, ‘Pornographic Imagination’, 60.
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Some of these issues are best discussed in relation to a specific example. Therefore,
to leap ahead for a moment to the work of Sade, we could question his categorisation as
‘pormographic’ on grounds of (as Darnton points out) anachronicity. That said, as Frappier-
Mazur notes, Sade’s writing is so indebted to the French erotic tradition of the seventeenth
and eighteenth-centuries, is it really accurate to set Sade’s work apart from it?' Certainly,
some scenes in Sade’s writing are conventionally pornographic — but it is never long before
these descriptions segue into extreme violence. These violent passages throw a questioning
light back onto the more ‘titillating’ scenes. As we will see in Chapter Two, death in many
guises does lie at the centre of Sade’s writing (as in all the obscene books in the chapters to
come), but it is debatable as to whether death can be seen as central to pornography. Rather,
death 1s part of obscenity and gives the obscene its power and fascination (Sontag notes in a
different essay that death is ‘the obscene mystery of life’).> Of course, I am
oversimplifying: obscene texts are more than simply ‘about’ death just as pornography is
‘about’ more than just sex. However, anyone with knowledge of pornography would agree
that although sometimes present, violence, dead bodies and mutilation are hardly
representational or conventional within the genre (Gilles Deleuze notes that in
"pornography’ when ‘violence and eroticism meet they do so in a ‘rudimentary fashion’
unlike that presented by Sade and Sacher-Masoch’).?

If the texts Sontag bases her argument on are not conventionally pornographic then
can Sontag’s interpretation be accurately applied to the aims of pornography in general? To
call Sade’s work pornography denies the scenes of horror that fill large sections of his
narratives. As one critic says of Histoire d’0, *“pornography” no more encompasses Story
of O than “chivalric novel” encompasses Don Quixote’.! It could be said that labelling
Sade’s work ‘pornographic’ is misleading. However, even by today’s standard, it is difficult
to define Sade’s work as (at least constantly) sexually stimulating. Moreover, a text or
image which portrays graphic scenes of sex (and indeed violence) need not do so as a
celebration of them. Thus, when she admits that he is ‘uncommon amongst pornographers
in that he rarely, if ever, makes sexual activity seem immediately attractive as such’,” cracks

appear 1n Carter’s description of Sade’s writing as ‘pornographic’. According to Carter’s

' Frappier-Mazur, Writing the Orgy, 208 fn.8.
2 Susan Sontag, lllness as Metaphor, AIDS and its Metaphors (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1991), 6.

* Deleuze, Coldness, 17.

* David Mickelson, *X-Rated O,” Western Humanities Review 31 (1978), 173.

S Carter, Sadeian Woman, 24.
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own definition of pornography (‘propaganda for fucking’), Sade 1s no pornographer. The
tone of Sade’s work is set early on in Les cent vingt journées de Sodome when one of the
first scenes describes a priest whose passion is eating girls’ snot (277/89). ‘Nobody,’
confirms Bataille, ‘unless he is totally deaf'to it, can finish Les cent vingt journées de
Sodome without feeling sick: the sickest is he who is sexually excited by the book’.! Jean
Marie Goulemot echoes these sentiments: ‘the tableaux presented are not generally
intended as sensual. Blows, mutilations and the insistent recourse to coprophagy are not
means apt to give rise to desire’.” This is not, as Denis de Rougement claims, a
‘slorification of sex’.” In fact, it is difficult to find in Les cent vingt journées de Sodome —
as with the other obscene books considered — glorification of either sex or violence. This is
not to say that there isn’t a form of desire buried within the obscene and it is certainly risky
to impose generality on particularity in relation to the sexual or the obscene. Confirming
this suggestion, Robert Stoller offers a less rigidly dualistic view — and one which chimes
with the fascination which accompanies ostensibly repulsive obscene literature. The
obscene 1s forbidden but because forbidden, it is tempting. For Stoller only certain things
are obscene and these things are those which carry a socially unacceptable form of
satisfaction. Part of the fascination, the thrill that the obscene exerts, is that it is deemed
dangerous, part of the taboo world. Obscenity, says Stoller, ‘is a form of unaccepted desire
... 1t (creates) a form of excitement, an anticipation of danger’.* What we learn from this
brief discussion is that where sexually graphic material is concerned simple delineations of
repulsion and disgust versus titillation and attraction prove problematic.

Even 1f it is not important to this study whether obscene books are a sub-genre of
pornography or deserve a separate classification, Stoller’s is a useful model to keep in

mind. By drawing attention to these tensions (tensions between the pleasurable and the

disgusting), my wish is not to distance obscene material from the pornographic in a way
which separates material ‘worthy’ of study from the ‘unworthy’. The two — if we continue
to call ‘pornography’ and ‘obscene’ ‘two’ - types of material are bound by the same ‘low’
(physical, sexual) motifs and negative connotations which culture gives them, negative

connotations which, since the earliest obscene libel trials have been associated with

' Georges Bataille, Literature and Evil, trans. Alastair Hamilton (London and New York: Marion Boyars, 1997),
121.

2 Goulemot, Forbidden T, exts, 78.

3 Denis de Rougement, Love in the Western World, trans. Montgomery Belgion (Princeton and New Jersey:
Princeton University Press, 1983), 212.

* Stoller, Erotic Imagination, 88-89.
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morality. Perhaps it is worth noting that the reading which I wish to give 1s not a moral one.
This study does not approach the obscene or obscene books from the point of view, or with
the aim of reaching, a moral judgement. ‘Obscene’ and ‘pornography’ are useful categories
but I believe to avoid moral judgements allows us to see obscenity as a changing aesthetic
form, not as something inherently contagious or evil (although these are some of the ways
in which obscene literature has been viewed).

Legal definitions have proved vital in shaping the reputation of obscene literature
and the way it is viewed today as much as in the past. The law has shaped society’s attitude
towards the obscene and in turn has been influenced by the fears of successive cultures and
eras. There are, however, limits to relying on, or regarding obscene books solely through,
their notorious legal battles and the accompanying legal definitions. ‘Obscene’ does not
mean just one thing. Certain things are obscene and still in the eyes of the law today (and,
even two hundred years ago in Britain and France) we find the recurrent motif of the human
body. But whether ‘we’ find these depictions of bodies in various poses engaged in certain
acts obscene or not has always been a strongly subjective and relative judgement.

Summarising the legal obscene further illustrates the curious and complex dynamics
at work behind the banning of ‘obscene’ material. It recognises that obscenity is powerful.
Yet, if the obscene were really so loathsome there would be no need to legislate against it.
Curiously, for something that society and accepted standards of morality are supposed to
exhibit extreme aversion to, ‘filthy’, ‘loathsome’, ‘disgusting’, obscene material was
deemed capable of corrupting entire generations of healthy, morally sound innocents. (At
least, they were morally sound until they read the book . . . but then if morally sound why
would they read the book? And if the book were really obscene — ‘loathsome’ — why would
they want to read the book?). Underlying laws against obscenity is recognition that
fascination accompanies taboos and that, as Stoller observed, obscenity is haunted by desire
and the excitement of danger. Prohibitions themselves have increased interest in obscene
books and influenced who reads them and how and why they are read (by being forbidden,

obscene texts come to exert a mysterious fascination — of which more is said in ‘The

Psychology of Obscenity’ and ‘Obscenity and Society’). On another level, social mores

change. What was once deemed threateningly contagious today hardly merits comment (at

least in terms of its once scandalous obscene content). Books like Joyce’s Ulysses and
Hall’s The Well of Loneliness and the even more ‘obscene’, violent, and explicit works of
Sade once banned for having the power to ‘deprave and corrupt’ are now works of literary

importance. Gradually, as Fredric Jameson has noted (he calls it a process of

‘universalization'), in its struggle to maintain superiority and vitality ‘high culture’ — in
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terms of art and class and acceptable social behaviour — frequently appropriates and
assimilates into itself the culturally ‘low’.! Jameson talks about how ‘vernacular language’
is ‘reappropriated by the exhausted and media-standardised speech of a hegemonic middle
class’.? So, we could add, the culturally low has long been assimilated into the ‘hegemonic
middle class’ of academia. By not being explicitly prohibited the risk and temptation which
obscene books once posed is gradually decreasing. That said, sexual (especially ‘perverse’)
and violent practices have always been areas surrounded by a different kind of prohibition:
social taboos. In this sense, depictions of these taboo acts will always maintain a level of
forbidden temptation and will always appear as a domain of forbidden knowledge.

From a different perspective, it could be said that, as the changing legal obscene has
shown, desire overwhelms disgust. Or, perhaps disgust simply shifts into fields anew (even
the once-banned films mentioned above are now available to buy or rent. . . but at the time
of writing, images showing the abuse of prisoners of war are deemed too graphic to show on

TV. Could this imply ‘too obscene?’). Culture changes, so do its borders and beliefs. So

does obscenity ~ at least in terms of its legal definition. But could there be a universal
concept of the obscene? The obscene is revealing itself to be an ambiguous force so is it

rnight to say that obscenity only changes in relation to time and culture? Is there a core,

universal component to the obscene? Where, indeed, does the word ‘obscene’ come from?

2. The Etymology of ‘Obscene’

Initially, to trace obscene’s etymological roots confirms its ambiguity. These roots are
unclear. St. John-Stevas’s study of obscene literature and the law goes so far as to call
obscenity’s etymology “‘disputed and ... not enlightening’.’ I disagree. Not with the fact that
various origins have been proposed but that these etymological proposals are
unenlightening: they provide insight into the way culture has tried (and tries) to map out the

threatening and ambiguous (ambiguous because, as we have already observed, it contains a

! Jameson, ‘Interpretation’, 86-7.
? Jameson, ‘Interpretation’, 87.

* St. John-Stevas, Obscenity, 1.
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twin dynamic; ambiguous because even its etymological roots are vague) region of the
‘obscene’.

According to the apparently decisive definition of the Oxford English Dictionary,
the English adjective ‘obscene’ is a Latin derivative (perhaps gained in the sixteenth century
via the French obscéne) from the word obsceenus. Obsccenus had a range of meanings:
‘inauspicious, ill-omened, adverse’ from which emerges the OED’s {irst definition: the
‘synonyms’ mentioned in the Introduction of ‘disgusting, repulsive, filthy, foul, abominable,
loathsome’. A second definition is given as ‘Offensive to modesty or decency; expressing or
suggesting unchaste or lustful ideas, impure, indecent, lewd’. Two further entries are noted
as obsolete: ‘obscene parts’ {(meaning the genitals) and a final, brief entry which returns us
to the Latin associations: ‘1ll-omened, inauspicious’.

In fact, the further one looks the less decisive definitions and the etymology of the
obscene become. Obsceenus — ‘ill-omened’ - is only one of four proposed etymological
origins. An entry in Larousse’s Grande Encyclopédie du XIX® siécle suggests that obsceenus
derives from obsceevare and obsceevinus, words created from the preposition ob (‘in front
of’, ‘for’, ‘on account of’, or ‘for the sake of’) and scaevus, meaning ‘on the left’,
‘perverse’, ‘1ll-omened’. The Larousse entry describes how the left-hand side has always
had sinister connotations and how, in primitive times, the left hand was destined for ‘filthy
usage’ in a ‘daily operation, which shall remain unnamed ... [and] which is no longer
required, thanks to the grace of civilised progress and the invention of [toilet] paper’.' From
these anthropological and etymological origins therefore, the obscene finds itself associated
with primitive (uncivilised) practices and the left, the sinister and human excrement.”

Havelock Ellis alludes to two further possible origins of ‘obscene’. In passing, he
mentions a connection seldom evoked by dictionaries, encyclopaedias or, these days, by
writers. Via the Latin obscurus (‘dark, shady, hidden, indistinct, unknown, ignoble’), Ellis
points to a suggested link to today’s ‘obscure’ — defined by the OED as ‘dark, dim’ and the
‘dark or invisible heat rays of the solar spectrum’.3 This, however, is not the definition
which Ellis prefers. ‘By the “obscene”,’ he states, ‘we may properly mean what is “off the

stage,” and not openly shown on the stage of life’.* In this final etymological root, Ellis

' Pierre Larousse, ‘Obscene’, Grande Encyclopédia du XIX® siécle, Traverses 29 (1983), 135. As a point of
interest, the same custom continues in Muslim countries today.

2 Jean-Toussaint Desanti, ‘L’obscéne ou les malices du significant,’ Traverses 29 (1983), 128-133. I am indebted
to Desanti’s article for its overviews of the etymology of the obscene.

* Ellis, ‘Obscenity’, 103 fal.

* Ellis, ‘Obscenity’, 104. Cf. Michelson, Unspeakable, xi.
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denives obscene from the Latin obscenus from scena meaning ‘stage, stage setting,

limelight, public life and outward appearance’. Ellis concedes that ‘stage’ itself is probably
not an appropriate translation. After all, it has often been in the theatre - in Classical times

as well as modern — that obscene acts have openly been shown. Thus perhaps instead of
‘stage’, the root obscaenus could be rendered along the lines of ‘for the sake of public life’
or ‘on account of public appearance’.!

It could be suggested that French and German culture (let’s not forget that three
texts in this study are written in French and one in German) have different associations with
the obscene. Perhaps in these languages the word for ‘obscene’ itself has different
etymological origins. This, however, is not the case: the French obscéne and the German
obszdn (like the Spanish obsceno and Italian’s osceno) share the same (ambiguous) Latinate
roots. The Larousse has already been quoted; German encyclopaedias, dictionaries and the
Duden Etymologie repeat the definitions with which we are already familiar. The roots are
the same, the meanings are the same: obszdn (dating from around 1700) means indecent,
offensive and risqué [‘unandstindig, anstdssig, schliipfrig’]; it is associated with shameful
sexual and scatological [Fdkalbiech] acts; with that which is off the stage [‘ausserhalb der
Szene, Biihne’] and, as French and English sources similarly state, its etymological origins
are not clear [‘dessen etymologische ... nicht eindeutig geklirt ist’]. One interesting
association found in the Duden Worterbuch however defines obszon as that which provokes
indignation. Yet, rather than images, words, or gestures, the Duden gives the example of
violence and death, namely war [Krieg] as an obscene object.

What does this exploration of the obscene’s etymological roots tell us? Firstly,
obscene as 1t 1s — and apparently has always been — understood is something which is
intangible. It is an emotive response to filth or a foreboding premonition, something hidden,
dark, away from public life. It is more than a feeling of offence to modesty or, as it has
come to signify in narrow legal terms, ‘hard core’ pornography. In one sense therefore,
judgements of the obscene emerge from a human emotive response. As William Ian Miller’s
Anatomy of Disgust (1998) shows, disgust is far more than a simple emotion and even if
inadequate 1n relaying all that obscene implies it is connected to the obscene. The roots

proposed for the obscene lend it associations of threat and foreboding; a sense of darkness,

otherness, impurity, sexuality, concealment, and primitive power (recall the reasons
Larousse gives for its associations with the sinister left). There is more here than, to recall

Frappier-Mazur, ‘little doubt about the meaning of the word [obscene]’.

' See also Desanti, *L’obscéne,” 130. 0b, if directly translated into English, docs not mean ‘off". In Latin, ‘off” is
usually rendered by the prefix ab- or the adverb procul.
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This etymological attempt to map out the region of the obscene illustrates that it has
always been more than a list of synonyms for disgust. Another crucial aspect to the obscene

sets it apart from simple filth and disgust. This aspect tends to be overlooked by the word’s

etymological maps — or rather, this aspect could be seen as implicit in their definitions, but
rarely emphasised. The obscene is ‘for the sake of public appearance’; its roots, it has been
suggested, reach back to primitive social and excretory customs and 1in the legal definitions
considered earlier, obscene material is nearly always that which depicts or describes human
bodies. Within these facets is an element of the uniquely human — whether human on a
physical, subjective or social level. We cannot, for example, imagine animals judging
something obscene or the sight of elephants involved in full penetration being obscene. Yet,
let us be clear that something disgusting does not equate to something obscene. Judgements
of the obscene derive from human responses; it seems that an element of humanity is also
necessarily present in that which evokes the label ‘obscene’. Let me illustrate.,

Many things are disgusting: odours, the skin on cold coffee, the sight of carcasses at

an abattoir, a dog turd on the pavement. Most people in Western culture would find these
things variously disgusting, repulsive, filthy, unpleasant — or perhaps even (if confronted by

them every day) indifferent — but not obscene. Now let me add something to the turd
scenario: a man, He approaches the turd, picks it up and devours it. Now what is your
reaction? Almost certainly more intense. I say ‘almost’ because, in the ambiguous realm of
obscenity, little is certain, Yet, the simple and vital injection of the human to this scenario,
the human in order to be de-humanised, pushes it towards, if not into, the obscene. By
approaching the obscene this scene gathers threatening power. Our revulsion intensifies.
The legal reception, the social outrage, and at times the academic indignation directed
towards obscene books indicates how extreme and aggressive, perhaps even fearful, cultural

reaction can be towards the fictional (not even real) portrayal of obscene acts such as the

violation of taboos and human bodies.

Of course, not only does the obscene have different definitions and origins;
different things can be described as obscene. So far the definitions considered concern
sexual, scatological, or violent acts, bodies engaged in sexual or scatological practices, or
bodies 1n the process of being violated. Ample examples of this kind of obscenity appear in
the books I consider. As these scenes are explored in the chapters which follow I am not
giving examples at this stage. However, in a study on reading the obscene we should not

forget the words themselves.
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3. Obscene Words

Most encyclopaedia entries on obscenity contain cursory reference to ‘obscene language’.

Although obscene words and gestures may be casier to define than an overall concept of the

obscene — as Frappier-Mazur notes ‘obscene language, more directly than ordinary

language, relates to the body and to its drives’’ — there is more to obscene words (just as
there 1s to the obscene) than simple definitions. In relation to the universality of the

obscene, it 1s perhaps worth noting that the concept of obscene words is not exclusive to

Western cultures — Allen Walker Read for instance, talks about obscene words in the

language of Mitakoodi Aborigines® ~ and they are not a recent social creation: in the Bible,
Paul urges the Ephesians to engage in ‘Neither filthiness, nor foolish talking, nor jesting,
which are not convenient’ (Ephesians 5:4).

Nowadays it is a commonplace that language is what creates us (literally and
grammatically) as subjects. It perpetuates ideologies and societies. It is, as Georges Bataille
notes, ‘by definition the expression of civilised man’ and ‘civilised’ language shies away
from articulating the non-civilised — violence, excess, the obscene.> Expressing such things
belongs to language’s vulgar or obscene register. This register operates in distinct ways, has
its own history, is culturally specific, and makes specific demands on the reader. When
considering obscene literature we need to explore the words themselves and how they are
part of the obscene. After all, despite their notoriety and the scandals and trials which they
have caused, what we understand as obscene literature is ‘only’ words (sometimes
accompanied by illustrations) printed on paper. In terms of obscene literature therefore, it
could be said that words and only words are the obscene. Further, in terms of obscene books
translated into other languages we can find evidence of how culturally and historically
specific obscene phrases are by noting how translators insert other kinds of obscenity into
the text. Sometimes, perhaps influenced by the reputation of the original text, these
insertions exaggerate the content of the original.

Austryn Wainhouse and Richard Seaver, translators of the standard English edition

of Sade’s work, provide frequent examples of one kind of ‘mistranslation’ by exaggerating

‘ Frappier-Mazur, ‘Truth and the Obscene Word’', 213.

? Read, ‘Obscenity Symbol’, 266.

3 Bataille, Eroticism, 186.
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the profanation of the original through injecting extra obscene language. One example from
their translation of Les cent vingt journées de Sodome is illustration enough. *“Oh yes, by
Jesus,” said he [one of Sade’s villains], “yes, by the Saviour’s fuck, you shall be spanked,
my little rascal [...] Ah, by God’s balls, my friends, a pucelage!”” (510-11). Contrasting with
these colourful invectives, the corresponding lines in the French Pl€iade edition read, *““Oh!
Oui, parbleu, petite coquine, lui dit-il. Oh! oui, parbleu, vous serez corrigée, et de ma main
encore [...) Ah! sacredieu, mes amis, voila un pucelage! (263-66). Although profanation,
according to Le petit Robert ‘parblew’ and ‘sacredieu’ (like ‘pardien’) are intensifying
exclamations which Le Robert and the Collins French-English dictionary translate as ‘By
Jove’.! In other words, ‘parbleu’ and the like need not be rendered using the obscene slang
which Seaver and Wainhouse choose.

Another example from the opening page of the English translation of Bataille’s

Histoire de l’oeil illustrates more significant alterations - and additions —- to obscene
content. In this scene, a young female character lifts her skirt and sits in a saucer of milk
which has been poured for a cat. The French reads, ‘“Les assiettes, c ‘est fait pour s ‘asseoir,
n’est-ce pas, me dit Simone”’.* The pun here is linguistic, one of many which occur
throughout the novel which depend on (semi-)homonyms for their effect (see Chapter Four).
Thus, in this line, the noun ‘assiettes’ (‘plates’) chimes with the vowel ‘s’asseoir’ (to sit)
and roughly translated the sentence means ‘“Plates are for sitting in, aren’t they?” said
Simone to me’. In stark contrast the most recent translator of the novel (Joachim
Neugroschal) injects a very different pun, one far coarser and more vulgar. Demonstrating
how scenes can be altered when crossing in translation from one language and society to
another, Neugroschal’s pun operates around not word sounds but slang associations more
familiar to English-speaking readers. Consequently, in the Penguin edition, the line

becomes, ‘““Milk is for the pussy, isn’t it?” said Simone’.” Thus, Bataille’s linguistic pun

becomes Neugroschal’s ‘dirty’ joke.
The role of words in creating the obscene has been well illustrated in Barthes’s

study of Sade. ‘Let us, if we can, imagine a society without language,’ writes Barthes. He

continues,

! Le petit Robert, 1357, Le Robert and Collins Super Senior French-English Dictionary (Paris and Glasgow:
Harpercollins, 2000), 670.

% Georges Bataille, Histoire de I'oeil, Oeuvres complétes: premiers écrits 1922-1940, vol. 1 (Paris: Gallimard,
1970), 13.

* Georges Bataille, Story of the Eye, trans. Joachim Neugroschal, (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1982), 10.



57

Here is a man copulating with a woman, a tergo, and using 1n the acta
bit of wheat paste. On this level, no perversion. Only by the progressive
addition of some nouns does the crime gradually develop ... The man 1s
called the father of the woman he is possessing, who is described as
being married; the amorous act is ignominiously sodomy; and the bit of
bread bizarrely associated in this act becomes, under the noun host, a
religious symbol whose flouting is sacrilege.'

Barthes’s example shows how words are more than simply words. As signifiers, they tie
into webs of symbolic systems each with specific cultural associations. I do not want to
venture deeper into the theory of structuralism and linguistics; it 1s sufficient to see from
Barthes’s example some of the ways in which language operates. Latin terms — such as a
tergo — are respectable, the reserve of the educated, high-brow, the scientific and religtous
communities. Latin — in flagrante delicto, a tergo — frequently punctuates nineteenth-
century sexological studies as a kind of code which could not corrupt the uninitiated. The
same is true in English of all Latin derivatives: ‘Vulva’ entered English in the sixteenth
century from Greek via New Latin, ‘Penis’, ‘sexual intercourse’, and ‘vagina’ (from the
Latin for ‘sheath’) came from Latin words and entered the language in the seventeenth
century. ‘Faeces’ entered English earlier, but again is a Latin term. None of these are
obscene words. Thus, not all words which relate to the body and to its drives (or, we can
add, bodily excretions) are obscene.

Indeed, obscene words have not always been an inadmissible part of language. As
Read reminds us, although some dictionaries today do not have entries for obscene words,
those of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries contained entries for ‘fuck’. Only in the
eighteenth century, for reasons of ‘modesty’, did Samuel Johnson decide not to include
‘four-letter” words in his dictionary. It was a decision many congratulated him on. Not until
the end of the nineteenth century, when the Oxford English Dictionary was in preparation
(and probably due to its proposed, scholarly audience) were ‘four-letter words’ returned to
the ‘official’ pages of English.? Even today, however, these obscene words remain absent
from the pages of dictionaries used in English and American schools — an absence which,
for some, stokes the mysterious aura of obscene words.” Nevertheless, whether in
dictionaries or not, obscene words remain set apart from other kinds of language. They are

the vulgar register of a language. In terms of excretory functions, sexual acts and organs,

! Barthes, Sade, 156. (Barthes’s emphasis).
? Read, ‘Obscenity Symbol’, 268-74.

> Read, ‘Obscenity Symbol’, 267. Also see ‘Obscenity and Society’.
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obscene words are the opposite of the respectable ‘High’ words represented by Latin and its
derivatives.

Slang is also a coarse, ‘low’ register but it does not always equate to obscenity.
‘Wang’, ‘muff’, ‘butt’, and ‘shag’ are slang. Like obscene words they conjure up with
immediacy ‘low’ body parts and acts but they are not the same. ‘Mutf’ does not carry the
obscene weight of the word ‘cunt’. Consider this example: ‘He boinked her in the butt’
compared to ‘He fucked her in the arse’. The slang sentence lacks the hostile undertones of
the sentence containing obscene words (‘fuck’ and ‘arse’).’ Stoller reminds us that the word
‘obscene’ carries aggressive connotations: even our emotions are shocked, as if we had been
physically struck.? In contrast to the obscene sentence also, the slang words convey a more
comic tone — this could be the language of the risqué joke, not of obscene books. Dark
humour (as we will see in the chapters to come) is present in obscene literature but obscene
words themselves are not close to the comic. There is a fine but significant difference. They
are closer, as Frappier-Mazur notes, not to comedy but ‘to laughter ... to the preverbal
semiotic than to the symbolic’.?

Frappier-Mazur’s comparison of obscene language with the preverbal conveys a
sense that obscene words cast back to a primitive pre-symbolic stage of individual and
social development. This is a stage before the laws and demands of a culture have worked,
through language, to control instinctual drives and inject the subject into the accepted
ideologies of its culture. Of course, words change over time — and slang perhaps more
rapidly than others. Allen Read notes that sixteenth-century obscene verbs ‘jape’, ‘sard’ and
‘swive’ have all disappeared from English.* Nineteenth-century Americans demonstrated
absolute aversion to the word ‘leg’ (‘benders’ being the polite term), something they no
longer do.” My Secret Life (1888-92), an English classic of nineteenth-century
erotica/autobiography, contains slang like ‘quim’ (only occasionally used today) and
‘gamahuching’ (obsolete). Whether these words were regarded as slang by readers at the
time, or as obscenity, is difficult to say. Considering that even today obscene books evoke

different responses in different readers, judging how obscene a word was regarded is one of

' Frappier-Mazur, ‘Truth and the Obscene Word®, 204.

? Stoller, Erotic Imagination, 88. *To experience something as obscene, we must feel shocked. A shock is a blow,
as if we have been physically struck.’” (Stoller’s emphasis).

* Frappier-Mazur, Writing the Orgy, 139.
* Read, ‘Obscenity Symbol’, 276.

® Read, ‘Obscenity Symbol’, 265.
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the difficulties with judging obscenity in context. As Robert Darnton points out in relation
to eighteenth-century forbidden French writing, ‘we can only guess at its effects on the
hearts and minds of the readers. Inner appropriation ... may remain beyond the range of
research’.’

That said, unlike slang, most obscene words have remained constant for a very long
time. Obscene words are older, more ‘primitive’, than their acceptable equivalents
(although, ironically, not as old in terms of the Latinate etymological roots of their
acceptable equivalents — rather, simply less ‘civilised’). In English ‘cock’, ‘prick’, ‘shit’ and
‘tit’ have Old English roots (in cocc, prica, scite and titt). ‘Cunt’ 1s a thirteenth-century
derivative from the Middle Low German kunte and, one of the most recently acquired
obscene words in English, ‘fuck’, is a sixteenth-century addition from the Middle Dutch,

fokken. This word makes explicit the violent undertones of much obscene language for
fokken actually meant ‘to strike’ as in ‘hit’.? ‘Breast’ is the only word (that I have found)
which is both related to the body’s sexuality and derives from Old English (breost) but
retains respectable overtones. Obscene words in French share these older roots. Ironically

(and unlike their English equivalents) many French obscene words originate in the same

language - Latin — which provides Western cultures with their respectable referents for
body parts and sexual acts. Thus, ‘con’, ‘foutre’ (the verb), ‘cul’ and ‘merde’ all first
appeared 1n the thirteenth century from the Latin — respectively cunnus, futuere, culus and
merda.’ Other French slang and obscene words, such as ‘bite’, ‘téton’, ‘queue’ emerged in
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries usually from older French words.

According to Frappier-Mazur, obscene words operate unlike the typical signifiers of
culture’s symbolic system. Although Barthes is technically correct when he asserts that
‘when written, shit [the word] does not have an odour’* the word itself is capable of
conjuring up an imaginary image and odour. This example illustrates that obscene words
have an immediacy about them. For any word to ‘work’ of course, it must be read, it must
mean something to the reader in order to conjure in the reader’s mind that which it signifies.

In this sense, obscene language forces the reader to imagine the object it denotes and not

another. I say ‘forces’ but the irony of obscene literature — which many of its writers are

' Darnton, Forbidden, 85 and 185.

? Read, ‘Obscenity Symbol’, 268 notes that *fuck’ was first used in English in a Scottish poem written at the end
of the fifteenth century.

* According to Le petit Robert, ‘Foutre’ only gained vulgar connotations at the end of the eighteenth century.

4 Barthes, Sade, 137.
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aware of ~ is that obscene words require a (perhaps involuntary) complicity on the part of
the reader to visualise the ‘low’ acts and ‘shameful’ body parts to which the words refer,
Unlike other signifiers, such as ‘house’, ‘boy’ or ‘flower’, ‘cunt’ (, with, I imagine, minor
cosmetic variations — and setting aside Derridiean slippages or dissemination) causes an
image — the same immediate image - to appear in every reader’s mind. Obscene word and

obscene image; signifier and signified are almost — not quite, but almost — the same. This is
the point which Frappier-Mazur makes in relation to obscene literature where the recurrent
unit, often the obscene word itself (although, as we will see, obscene literature does not
necessarily contain obscene language and it also has the capacity to render ‘high’, Latinate
terms, ‘low’), becomes a potent substitute for the object it represents. ‘The obscene word,’
she writes, ‘not only represents, but replaces, its referent. It acts as a substitute for, indeed
sometimes as an improvement over, its referent ... Unlike other words, the obscene word not
only represents, but is, the thing itself’.' Perhaps this is what Barthes also has in mind when
he refers to Sade’s crude words as ‘pure’, stubbornly symbolising nothing but themselves
like (and note again the link to the primitive) ‘a kind of Adamic language’.? Stephen Marcus
makes a similar observation when he talks of how pornographic writing ‘tries desperately to
go beneath and behind language; it vainly tries to reach what language cannot directly
express but can only point toward ... This effort explains in part why pornography is also the
repository of the forbidden, tabooed words. The peculiar power of such words has to do
with their primitiveness’.’

Although we should not ignore the fact that, at times, obscene words become
conventional manners of speech, rendered more or less meaningless by their frequmcy,‘ in
general, obscene words maintain an arcane kind of power. Language gives the symbolic
order its strength and authority; it creates divisions between things: inside and outside, man
and father, human and animal.’ In contrast, obscene words are like the return of a more
primitive form of communication, shattering the decorum of civilised language and its
politically weighted hierarchy of high/low, pure/impure. Consider for example how the

appearance of obscene words in obscene literature causes an unsettling juxtaposition: the

! Frappier-Mazur, ‘Truth and the Obscene Word’, 221.

2 Barthes, Sade, 134.
* Marcus, Victorians, 280).
* Read, ‘Obscenity Symbol®, 274-75.

’ Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, trans. Leon S. Roudiez (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1982), 14.
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revealing of the low within the discourse of the high for, conventionally and historically,
books are the domain of High culture and reading them is a civilising pursuit, benevolent
and educational. Obscene words (and literature) are the crude within the polite. The
utterance of an obscene word by an aristocratic character constitutes another example of the
shattering of decorum evinced by the obscene. In other ways too obscenity is constituted by
moments when the world of respectable, civilised order, is fractured by the crude: my
example of the dog turd is 2 moment when civilised man clashes powerfully with the low.
Another might be when man’s noble and discrete form is reduced to the formless, excrement
and entrails.

It has been suggested that part of the power of obscene discourse is that it operates
by speaking a kind of unspeakable linguistic truth. Obscene words are ‘vulgar’, ‘dirty’
~ words. In this, as Denis Hollier has revealed in relation to Bataille’s use of obscene
language, they ‘say’ what ‘acceptable’ language does not.' The obscene word cuts through
the respectable. Michelson notes that in the context of pornography, ‘dirty’ words are both

‘an aphrodisiac and a repudiation of social restrictions’.? Obscene words avow the

impropriety, the ‘dirtiness’, of those human body parts and actions - cock, cunt, fucking -
which, in their bid to maintain civilised propriety, medical and respectable Latinate words
do not convey. Obscene words shock by reminding us of the inexorable proximity of the

low, the vulgar, the uncivilised and the primitive even within the most civilised’ societies

and their social restrictions.

4. The Psychology of Obscenity

‘The English word disgust’, writes William Miller in his excellent study, ‘and related ones
like revulsion, repulsiveness, abhorrence, describe an emotional syndrome that in its rough
contours is a universal feature of human psychic and social-psychological experience’.’ My

reason for returning to disgust, which as we have seen is part of our reaction to the obscene,

' Denis Hollier, Against Architecture: The Writings of Georges Bataille, trans. Betsy Wing (Cambridge Mass.
and London: October Books, MIT Press, 1992), 106. Hollier’s argument also contains reference to obscene
words as the ‘unspoken’ and the ‘uncivilised’.

? Michelson, Unspeakable, 48.

3 Miller, Disgust, 10.
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is that people do not ‘feel’ the obscene. When they apprehend the obscene people feel
disgust, repulsion etc., but that is not all. They also feel fascination and temptation. As
Robert Stoller has noted, if the obscene was simply the unclean, it would be washed; 1f 1t
was purely disgusting, our gaze would be averted: there would be no trials, no conferences,
it would hold little public interest. ‘Obsceneness and disgustingness ... are not synonymous.
Disgust is in the nose, mouth, and gorge; it has to do especially with smells, tastes, and
palpable qualities of objects. The obscene is more in the mind’.' Thus, the effect of these
texts is not just physical; it is profoundly psychological too. Considering human emotional
and psychological responses requires analysis of this psychology. In this way disgust gives
an insight into why the obscene is so powerful. Why, after all, does the obscene evoke
responses of disgust, aversion, fear, horror and fascination? (Confirming that obscene
literature evokes these responses, Pierre Klossowski said of Sade’s writing that, ‘our [the
reader’s] impulses intimidate us in the form of “fear,” “compassion,” “horror”*).?

Miller posits that disgust is a universal human response and one of the basic human

emotions (he writes ‘to feel disgust is human and humanising’).” If disgust is a universal
emotion we could surmise by extension that equivalents to the obscene — that which causes

extreme disgust and temptation - are also universal. Thus, Ellis writes, ‘obscenity ...

corresponds to a deep need of the human mind’* and Sontag observes that in the writing of

Sade, Bataille and Réage the obscene occurs as ‘a primal notion of human consciousness ...
much more profound than the backwash of society’s aversion to the body’.”

As an emotion designed for survival, disgust distances the organism from

potentially dangerous (in the sense of diseased, rotten or unhygienic) matter.® Integral to this

response 1s fear. Naturally, not everything which is disgusting evokes fear - I'm not afraid
when I taste sour milk. Yet times exist when the two emotions are experienced together. As
a linguistic example, Miller gives the common collocation ‘fear and loathing’.’ Usually this

confluence occurs when we feel intense disgust. On these occasions disgust is the

’ Stoller, Erotic Imagination, 89.

? Pierre Klossowski, Sade: My Neighbour, trans. Alphonso Lingis (1llinois: Northwestern University Press,
1991), 30.

* Miller, Disgust, 11.

* Ellis, ‘Obscenity’, 103.

* Sontag, ‘Pornographic Imagination’, 57.
® Miller, Disgust, 10.

" Miller, Disgust, 26.
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recognition of a threat to our bodily purity and our discreet being.' The disgusting threat is
unlikely to be physical — under such circumstances we would simply feel fear and attempt to
flee. More usual is something which taps into a primitive disquiet, something which
fundamentally disturbs our notion of ourselves, our purity, our nature as civilised and safely
bounded beings. This kind of threat evokes intense disgust. Intense disgust does not just
evoke fear; disgust-imbued fear is intense fear: horror.”

Obscene accompanied by horror is not only induced by (in Sontag’s words) an
‘aversion to the body’. Although this association is the most prevalent, disgust is not always
evoked by sexual or excretory functions and organs. As Miller observes there 1s also the
disgust of extreme surfeit evinced in phrases such as ‘obscene amounts of money’ and our
reaction to the vice of gluttony, engorged bodies and the obscenity of excess.” Hugely

overweight bodies have the potential to evoke disgust and the more powerful adjective,

obscene — they can be ‘obscenely fat’. But this is not the body in all its representations. Just

as engorged bodies are not all bodies, so the obscene cannot be limited to an ‘aversion to the
body’ 1n general. Far from it. Think of the classical nude in paintings, photography, statues,

sculptures, nude dance performances etc.. These bodies are whole, un-violated and/or

culturally ‘high’ bodies. They support an illusion of our own, safe, inviolability. In contrast,

horror — evoked by the obscene - plays on a primal fear of our fragility and the fact that we
are (although we usually labour under the illusion that it is otherwise) mortal beings.
Sigmund Freud, writes, ‘It is true that the statement “All men are mortal” is paraded in text-
books of logic as an example of a general proposition; but no human being really grasps it,
and our unconscious has as little use now as it ever had for the idea of its own mortality’.‘
This explains why images or descriptions of bodies being violated or a body’s boundaries
being invaded by something alien, something other, are common elements of the obscene.
Although human secretions and excretions (semen, snot, faeces, vomit, saliva, menstrual
blood, urine, sweat) are all different and carry subtly different associations, all are bound by
the ability to evoke responses of disgust, if not, horror, danger and contamination. (Once
again, these comments are meant ‘in general’ and do not encompass the responses and

reactions of specific groups such as medical professionals).

' Miller, Disgust, 204.
2 Miller, Disgust, 26.
* Miller, Disgust, 120-22.

* Sigmund Freud, “The “Uncanny’™, trans. James Strachey, 4rt and Literature, Penguin Freud Library, vol. 14
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1990), 364.
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Obscenity accompanied by horror or extreme unease accompanied by temptation
raises the spectre of some psychoanalytic theories which attempt to explain man’s response
to objects which induce fear filled loathing: Freud’s uncanny which in turn links to his
social anthropological work on taboos is one; Julia Kristeva’s abject another. Georges
Bataille’s work also places responses to the obscene at its core but I would like to reserve
comment on Bataille’s theory for Chapter Four where it can be read alongside his obscene
fiction. Below I summarise the theories of Freud and Kristeva and consider their
relationship to reading obscenity.

Freud writes in his 1919 essay, ‘Das Unheimliche’ (*The “Uncanny”’), that
‘dismembered limbs, a severed head, a hand cut off at the wrist ... all these have something
peculiarly uncanny about them’ ! Crucially, for Freud, the uncanny is not a wholly ‘Other’
force. It represents the appearance of something usually concealed (‘Concealed, kept from
sight, so that others do not get to know of or about it, withheld from others’).> In Freud’s
model of the psyche, this ‘unconcealing’ principally takes the form of the recurrence of
something once-familiar but since repressed. ‘Uncanny,’ he writes, ‘is in reality nothing
new or alien, but something which is familiar and old-established in the mind and which has
become alienated from it only through the process of repression’.” Thus, Freud observes that
for men (male neurotics especially) the female genitals represent another source of the
uncanny. Female genitals, often figured as ‘a gaping maw, at times toothed, frighteningly
insatiable’,” are a source of uncanny fear.’ On one level, Freud explains this ‘uncanny’
source (the female genitals) as fear of ‘the entrance to the former ‘home’ of all human
beings, to the place where each one of us lived once upon a time and in the beginning’.’

Another related factor which underlies the uncanny fear of the vagina is offered by Freud as

! Freud, ‘The “Uncanny””, 366.
2 Freud, ‘The “Uncanny™, 344.

3 Freud, ‘The “Uncanny™’, 363-64.

* Miller, Disgust, 102, Miller also makes the interesting obscrvation that part of man’s horror of the vagina is that
it is the organ which received man’s own polluting secretion ~ sperm (103). Although Kristeva argues otherwise
(she says that sperm and tears are examples of two non-polluting bodily secretions ‘neither tears nor sperm ...
have any polluting value’ Powers, 71), the number of instances in obscene literature where sperm is smeared
across faces, stains, drowns and chokes illustrates that, at lcast in this context, it clearly carries negative and
polluting, rather than positive, pure, connotations.

> Miller, Disgust, 253. Miller notes that in Western cultures, that which is feared because of its supposed
impurity is often figured as feminine: for example Jews and male homosexuals.

® Freud, ‘The “Uncanny™, 368.
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castration anxiety.! Gouged eyes, blind eyes, eyes sewn shut, the female genitals,

dismembered limbs and wounds, can all be classified as ‘uncanny’ and for Freud they can
all also be seen as symbolic of castration. Yet (and in this I concur with Miller)? although of
interest when considering the motif of female genitals, castration itself is only one particular
representation of the body’s fragile status. Other factors -- social rather than concerning
individual sexual development ~ provide different explanations (as Jameson has noted it is

necessary to interpret a text in terms of its social and historical context — see
‘Introduction’). Indeed, castration anxiety alone is not the only explanation for the uncanny
which Freud offers.

The uncanny recurrence, whether initiated by the sight of blind eyes, female
gemtals or dismembered limbs, is the ghost of a repressed memory knocking on the door of
consciousness. (In Freud’s words, ‘the frightening element [of the uncanny] can be shown

to be something repressed which recurs®).? This ‘ghost’ may be either individually specific
— a repressed memory or fear from our infant years — and/or the remnants of primitive

beliefs ingrained in our psyche, part of a primitive ‘universal’ human ‘consciousness’. As

Freud writes,

an uncanny experience occurs either when infantile complexes which
have been repressed are once more revived by some impression, or when
primitive beliefs which have been surmounted seem once more to be
confirmed ... these two classes of uncanny experience are not always
distinguishable. When we consider that primitive beliefs are most
intimately connected with infantile complexes, and are, in fact, based on

them, we shall not be greatly astonished to find that the distinction is
often a hazy one.*

According to Freud, the uncanny recurrence is part of a deeper psychic need to repeat what
has gone before (‘whatever reminds us of this inner ‘compulsion to repeat’ is perceived as

unc:;mn},/").’i Freud introduces and explains this need to repeat in a different essay, ‘Beyond
the Pleasure Principle’ (1920). To briefly summarise, Freud argues that all psychic activity

1s aimed at avoiding unpleasure and gaining pleasure. This is ‘the pleasure principle’.

' Freud, ‘The “Uncanny™, 354 and 365 notes the link between castration anxiety and the uncanny.
? Miller, Disgust, 27.

3 Freud, *The “Uncanny™’, 363.

* Freud, ‘The “Uncanny™, 372.

* Freud, “The “Uncanny™, 371.
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Unpleasure is caused by quantities of excitation which come from two sources: the
threat of external danger and the return or the ‘liberation of the repressed’.! Pleasure,
therefore, involves a reduction of excitation. Watching a child play leads Freud to surmise
that a primitive compulsion to repeat exists within man and that this drive is more powerful
than the pleasure principle. He writes, ‘there really does exist in the mind a compulsion to
repeat which over-rides the pleasure principle’ and the ‘compulsion to repeat [is] something
that seems more primitive, more elementary, more instinctual than the pleasure principle
which it over-rides’.? In fact, Freud concludes, this ‘compulsion to repeat’ does not exist in
opposition to the pleasure principle but is part of it (‘repetition, the re-experiencing of
something identical, is clearly in itself a source of pleasure’).” The exact nature of this drive,
is an instinct ‘an urge inherent in organic life to restore an earlier state of things, which the
living entity has been obliged to abandon under the pressure of external disturbing forces ...
to put it another way, the expression of the inertia in organic life’.* This ‘earlier state of

things’, to which life is inexorably drawn, is atavistic and morbid. This state, Freud reasons,

‘must be an o/d state of things, an initial state from which the living
entity has at one time or other departed and to which it is striving to
return by the circuitous paths along which its development leads. If we
are to take it as a truth that knows no exception that everything living

dies for internal reasons — becomes inorganic once again — then we shall
be compelled to say that ‘the aim of all life is death’ .’

In explaining his observation, Freud introduces his theories of the life and death instincts.
The hife instinct — a survival instinct and sexual too (in that it is driven by a need to
propagate the species) holds the living being together and delays its inevitable death for as
long as possible. Underlying the organism’s ‘compulsion to repeat’ is the death instinct.

Adopting a theory first proposed by a pupil of Freud’s (Sabina Spielrein),’ Freud presented

! Sigmund Freud, ‘Beyond the Pleasure Principle,’ On Metapsychology: The Theory of Pyschoanalysis, trans.
James Strachey, Penguin Freud Library vol. 11 (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1991), 290 and 278-80. Cf. also what
Stoller regards as the obscene as an ‘unaccepted desire’. Stoller, Erotic Imagination, 89.

* Freud, ‘Beyond the Pleasure Principle’, 293-94.

? Freud, ‘Beyond the Pleasure Principle’, 308.

* Freud, ‘Beyond the Pleasure Principle’, 308-309. (Freud’s emphasis).
* Freud, ‘Beyond the Pleasure Principle’, 310-11. (Freud’s emphasis).

® Adrian Carr, ‘The Psychodynamic Conception of the “Death Instinct” and its Relevance to Organisations,’
Hournal of Psycho-Social Studies 2 (1) 2003, 1-11 for a summary of the history of the dcath-instinct. John Kerr,
A Most Dangerous Method: The Story of Jung, Freud and Sabina Spielrein (New Yrok: Vintage, 1994) gives
more information about Spielrein who was not only a pupil of Freud’s, but one time lover of Jung.
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a model of the psyche as held in tension (he explained these theories a few years after
‘Beyond the Pleasure Principle’ in the essay ‘The Ego and the Id’, 1923). This was a state of
perpetual ‘conflict and compromise between ... two trends’,’ no longer just the ego, the id
and the superego, but two opposing primal instincts, ‘Eros’ and ‘Thanatos’: the life-instinct
and the death-instinct. For Freud ‘Eros’ is ‘the preserver of all things’,? it is the subject’s
‘sexual instinct proper ... and also the self-preservative instinct’.’ While the life instinct
pulls the subject away from death, the death-instinct pulls the subject towards it; it drives
the organism towards that earlier ‘inorganic’ state — death — when all tensions and
unpleasurable excitations are reduced to zero. Although a dualistic model, according to
Freud these ‘two classes of instincts are fused, blended, and alloyed with each other’.*
Furthermore, although it carries the title of ‘death’, Freud’s death-instinct is not simply a
desire to cease to be. It is the most radical form of the pleasure principle, an urge towards a
Nirvana-like state without any tensions or excitations. For Freud (in a way which chimes
with elements of Bataille’s theory, see Chapter Four), death is a state from which life

emerges and to which all life desires to return:

life once proceeded out of inorganic matter ... [and] an instinct must
have arisen which sought to do away with life once more and to re-
establish the inorganic state. If we recognise in this instinct the self-
destructiveness of our hypothesis, we may regard the self-
destructiveness as an expression of a “death-instinct™ .’

In later essays (including ‘Civilisation and its Discontents’) Freud comments in wider terms
on the death-instinct, suggesting that, at times, the instincts which lead towards self-
destruction are frequently tumed outwards in a display of individual or social destructive
aggression.

I return to these theories at later stages in this study. For now, we can see that the
experience of the uncanny is part of a tension which the subject experiences as it is driven

one way by the life-instincts and the other by the death-instinct. The uncanny belongs to the

! Sigmund Freud, ‘The Ego and the Id,’ trans. James Strachey, On Metapsychology: The Theory of
Psychoanalysis, Penguin Freud Library, vol. 11 (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1991), 381.

* Freud, ‘Beyond the Pleasure Principle’, 325.

? Freud, “The Ego and the 1d’, 320.
*Freud,’ The Ego and the 1d’, 381.

* Sigmund Freud, ‘Anxiety and Instinctual Life,” New Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis, trans James
Strachey, Penguin Freud Library, vol. 2 (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1991), 140.
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same kind of primitive ‘compulsion to repeat’ and presents an unsettling reminder of the
subject’s mortality.’ For these reasons, Freud notes that a vital component of the uncanny 1s
‘the primitive fear of the dead ... man’s attitude to death’ involuntary repetition and the

castration complex’.? Elsewhere, in a statement which reconnects the unnerving
psychological effects of the obscene with one of its supposedly ‘obsolete’ meanings — ‘ill-

omened’ — Freud talks of ‘the uncanny harbinger of death’.’

A few years before ‘Das Unheimliche’, Freud published ‘Totem und Tabu: Uber einige
Ubereinstimmungen im Seelenleben der Wilden und der Neurotiker’ (‘Totem and Taboo:
Some points of Agreement between the Mental Lives of Savages and Neurotics’, 1913) a
study on the social and psychological origins and functions of totemism and taboos. For
Freud, the link between the uncanny and taboos, is explicit. ‘The meaning of “taboo™,’
Freud writes, ‘means, on the one hand, “sacred”, “consecrated”, and on the other
“uncanny”, “dangerous”, “forbidden”, “unclean™.* Both the uncanny and taboos invoke
responses of dread and horror and operate around a twin dynamic of attraction and

repulsion. Taboo — extreme prohibition — is relevant to discussions of obscenity, after all,

not only was obscene literature once prohibited (and hence, legally taboo), but as we have
seen ‘taboo words’ and obscene descriptions shatter the social taboos which surround
sexual and scatological acts, violence, and death.

Taboos themselves, notes Freud following the findings of various social
anthropologists, are ‘principally expressed in prohibitions and restrictions ... [they are] the
oldest human unwritten code of laws’.” Taboos are part of what Freud calls human society’s
“categorical imperative™.° They recognise the dangerous power of certain persons and
things and separate these persons and things off as not-allowed. This separates the socially
acceptable from the socially prohibited. As such, taboos protect and maintain the complex

framework of regulation and division upon which society depends. Freud’s study suggests

! Cf. Rosalind E. Krauss, The Optical Unconscious (Cambridge Mass. and London: October Books and MIT
Press, 1994), 178. Krauss writes that all the elements of Freud’s uncanny ‘represent the breakthrough into

consciousness of earlier states of being, and in this breakthrough, itself the evidence of a compulsion to repeat,
the subject is engulfed by the idea of death.’

2 Freud, “The “Uncanny™, 365.
? Freud, ‘The “Uncanny™, 357.
* Freud, ‘Totem and Taboo’, 71. Also 75.

* Freud, ‘Totem and Taboo’, 71-72.

® Freud, ‘Totem and Taboo’, 76.
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that incest and murder — specifically patricide — are the two most fundamental and/or
universal taboo acts in all human societies.' The nature of these taboos illustrates the

common ground about which many taboos are erected: the prohibition of sexual acts and
violence towards other humans. Yet, like the uncanny — poised between revulsion and the

life instinct and the morbid, pervasive urge of the death-instinct ~ if taboos represent
prohibition and fear, this prohibition and fear is accompanied by desire for that which 1s
taboo. After all, as Freud notes, ‘There is no need to prohibit something that no one desires

to do, and a thing that is forbidden with the greatest emphasis must be a thing that is

desired’.?

Mankind’s attitude to death also lies at the core of Julia Kristeva’s theory of the abject but,
as presented in Kristeva’s Pouvoirs de I’horreur (Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection,
1980), the visceral, horrific and morbid elements of the abject assume a more immediate
role than in Freud’s uncanny. Admittedly she does not explicitly mention the obscene but
the sights and acts which Kristeva offers as inducing reactions of horror (and ‘repugnance,
disgust, abjection’)’ are all sights and acts commonly deemed obscene and recurrent motifs
in obscene literature. Thus, by exploring human responses to excrement, cadavers, wounds,
decay, and blood, Kristeva's abject provides a theoretical framework relevant to
understanding the reactions which the obscene induces.

Krnisteva separates the abject from Freud’s uncanny® but the need to make
distinctions (like that made between pornography and obscenity) implies the presence of
common ground. Although it would be reductive to equate Kristeva’s ‘abject’ entirely with
Freud’s ‘uncanny’, in terms of obscenity and obscene motifs there are significant
similarities. Thus, like the twin dynamics of the life and death instincts which underlie the
effects of the uncanny and render the morbid a source of attraction and repulsion, the abject
too is a force of ‘fear and fascination’.’ As in Freud’s uncanny, the abject ‘is a universal
phenomenon; one encounters it as soon as the symbolic and/or social dimension of man is

constituted, and this throughout the course of civilisation’.® Like the uncanny, the maternal

! Freud, *Totem and Taboo’, 85.

? Freud, *Totem and Taboo’, 126.
* Kristeva, Powers, 11,

4 Kristeva, Powers, 5: ‘[ Abjection is] essentially different from “uncanniness”, more violent too’.
> Kristeva, Powers, 4.

¢ Kristeva, Powers, 68.
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and fear of the feminine plays a significant part in the abject.' The abject also induces fear
by threatening our discreet identity (our ‘assurance of being ourselves, that is, untouchable,
unchangeable, immortal’)® so death also has a special place among the sources of abject

horror. Thus, Kristeva writes,

refuse and corpses show me what I permanently thrust aside in order to
live. These body fluids, this defilement, this shit are what life
withstands, hardly and with difficulty, on the part of death. There, I am
at the border of my condition, on the part of death ... Such wastes drop
so that I might live, until, from loss to loss, nothing remains in me and
my entire body falls beyond the limit — cadere, cadaver ... The corpse,
seen without God and outside of science, is the utmost abjection. It is
death infecting life. Abject. ... It is thus not lack of cleanliness or health
that causes abjection but what disturbs identity, system, order. What
does not respect borders, positions, rules. The in-between, the
ambiguous, the composite.>

Although “death infecting life’ may lie at the heart of the powers of horror it is more than
simply death as ‘death’ which is a source of this potent fear. It is not just cadavers but
excreta and blood, urine, sperm, ‘body fluids ... defilement ... shit’ which threaten the
subject’s discreet, integral self. Like death, they remind us that the skin is ‘a fragile
container, [which] no longer guaranteed the integrity of one’s “own and clean self”.* The
abject 1s an object of horror because it threatens boundaries: it is the non-I, a non-I
worryingly not exclusively external, but also carried within us and occasionally voided to
outside our physical limits (‘what I permanently thrust aside in order to live’).

While reminders of our mortality and the fragility of our identity and personal
boundaries are certainly a source of fear, Kristeva argues that the powers of horror operate
on levels other than the purely physical. Without repeating in detail Kristeva's argument,
one of these levels is the way that the abject threatens not only personal boundaries but
(following observations made by Freud, and the anthropologists Claude Lévi-Strauss and
Mary Douglas), the boundaries of society and society’s principle method of self-
perpetuation: the symbolic order.

! Kristeva, Powers, 65, for example, Kristeva relates the abject to the ‘demonical potential of the feminine’. See
later in this section on ‘The Psychology of the Obscene’.

? Kristeva, Powers, 38.

* Kristeva, Powers, 3-4. (Kristeva's emphasis).

4 Kristeva, Powers, 53.
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Underlying this part of Kristeva’s argument is her assertion that the abject 1s
associated with the maternal. Abjection carries within it the memory of lack, of our violent
separation ‘from another body [the maternal body] in order to be’.! Thus, the abject involves
a ‘confrontation with the feminine’? and also the pre-Oedipal, the pre-symbolic. The
symbolic order belongs to the phallic order, the acquisition of language, and it represses
maternal authority in favour of paternal laws.’ It differentiates, orders, separates, creates
boundaries like inside and outside. Yet, in its ambiguity, its threat to boundaries, its origins
in a pre-civilised society ‘where man strays on the territories of animal ** and the pre-
Oedipal/pre-symbolic stage of sexual development, the disorderly abject remains outside
symbolic order. The abject is, in a sense, unnameable, pre-language. As such, in showing
where rational language and representation break down, the abject (and here we recall

observations already made regarding obscene words) constitutes a threat to the fundamental
precepts of not only the symbolic order but also the social order and the individual - the
speaking ‘I’ — which depends on the symbolic order, language, for its identity. ‘Defilement,’
writes Kristeva, ‘is what is jettisoned from the “symbolic system.” It is what escapes the
social rationality, that logical order on which a social aggregate is based, which then
becomes differentiated ... [and] constitutes a classification system or a structure’.’ In this
way, the abject — excrement, death, decay, disease and excreta — represents a threat to
identity and the order upon which the speaking subject and patriarchal society depend. The

power of this horror comes from the threat to the ego by the non-ego, the self by the ‘other’,
life by death.

In terms of reasons for our potent emotive response to the obscene we find, in short,
fear mingled with desire. We experience a threatening fear of our own fragility our ‘material
reality’ and mortality and the fragility and permeability of the structures upon which our

symbolic and social system depends. We fear those things which cannot be contained,
which are — like the abject, the uncanny (which involves simultaneous attraction and

repulsion and the breaking down of categories and boundaries -~ discussed more in Chapter

! Kristeva, Powers, 10.

? Kristeva, Powers, 59. Kristeva uses examples from Mary Douglas to illustrate the large number of taboos which
societies create to set the threatening feminine apart from the ‘civilised’, ordered, paternal domain.

} Kristeva, Powers, 72.
4 Kristeva, Powers, 12. (Kristeva's emphasis).

* Kristeva, Powers, 65. (Kristeva’s emphasis).
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Three),' and the obscene — ambiguous. Part of this ambiguity is the ambivalent reaction we
have for that which is prohibited (and obscene acts and books are some of those which are
prohibited). The obscene, like the uncanny and the abject, repulses but tempts and
fascinates. In terms of these psychological explanations, what fascinates most of all about

the obscene (like the uncanny, taboos, and the abject) is its morbid, regressive core.

5. Obscenity and Society

Previous sections have illustrated that the obscene is more than an individual judgement,
response, or reaction. Obscenity (as violated taboos, threat to social order and the future of
society) has repercussions for society. It also has a social function and political uses. This 1s
not just true of obscene literature, for in relation to literature it 1s easy to accept what

Jameson calls a need to recognise that ‘there is nothing [in terms of text] that is not social

and historical — indeed, that everything is “in the last analysis” political’.? The obscene
operates on social levels and there are specific ways in which obscene literature capitalises
on its political function. Furthermore, in various ways, society creates the obscene. Sontag
expresses this as causing repressed sexuality. She writes ‘“The obscene” is a convention,
the fiction imposed by a society convinced there is something vile about the sexual
functions and, by extension, about sexual pleasure’.’ Perhaps most interestingly therefore, 1
want to start by considering how society itself — the pure, the high, the good, the ‘civilised’
— plays a vital role in creating the obscene (and not simply in terms of repressed sexuality)
and how, in some ways, the ‘civilised’ and pure depend on it.

Consider for example how, at times, societies have encouraged the dissemination of
obscene material for political purposes and propaganda. During the Second World War,
German, American and British governments approved the use of sexually graphic

propaganda — leaflets, rumours, and radio broadcasts describing ‘perverse’ sexual acts, and

combining images of sex and death ~ to undermine the morale of enemy soldiers.* Peter

' Freud, ‘The “Uncanny™, 367.
? Jameson, ‘Interpretation’, 20.
> Sontag, ‘Pornographic Imagination’, 57.

**Sex Bomb’, Secret History, narr. Jack Ellis, Channel 4 Television, 28th June 2004.
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Michelson has noted that obscene language has played a constructive role in asserting
political identity within ‘mainstream’ society for minonty groups.' On another level,
referring to the way that ‘civilised’ society keeps certain words hidden therefore imbuing
them with a mysterious and potent aura, Allen Read writes that ‘obscenity is an artificially
created product’.” Miller observes that ‘it is culture, not nature, that draws the lines between
defilement and purity, clean and filthy, those crucial boundaries disgust is called upon to

police’.? Disgust, he notes, has an

intensely political significance. [It] ... works to hierarchize our political
order ... Disgust evaluates (negatively) what it touches, proclaims the
meanness and inferiority of its object ... It is thus an assertion of a claim
to superiority that at the same time recognises the vulnerability of that
superiority to the defiling powers of the low. The world is a dangerous
place in which the polluting powers of the low are usually stronger than
the purifying powers of the high.’

Mary Douglas offers a similar observation using the example of dirt/filth. ‘Dirt,” writes
Douglas, ‘is essentially disorder. There is no such thing as absolute dirt: it exists in the eye
of the beholder ... dirt offends against order. Eliminating it is not a negative movement, but
a positive effort to organise the environment’.” She goes on, ‘Dirt then, is never a unique,
isolated event. Where there is dirt there is system. Dirt is the by-product of a systematic
ordering and classification of matter, in so far as ordering involves rejecting inappropriate
elements’.® Kristeva echoes these sentiments in terms of the symbolic order. ‘Abjection,’
she writes, ‘is coextensive with social and symbolic order, on the individual as well as on
the collective level’.” It is what we ‘permanently thrust aside in order to live’.® Although this

is a point to which I return below, all these observations suggest that just as disgust, notions

' Michelson, Unspeakable, 28-31. See also Michelson’s discussion regarding the use of ‘motherfucker’,
originally an African-American obscene slang term (48-50).

2 Read, ‘Obscenity Symbol’, 267.
* Miller, Disgust, 15.

* Miller, Disgust, 8-9. Kristeva, Powers, 66-67, 82 also notes how the concept of defilement holds society
together.

* Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of the Concepts of Pollution and Taboo (London and New
York: Routledge, 1994 ed.), 2.

® Douglas, Purity, 36.

7 Kristeva, Powers, 68.

® Kristeva, Powers, 38.
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of dirt, and the abject are social constructions which aid in society’s self-definition, so
obscene books with their connotations of dirt, impurity and disgust, can be seen as a
creation of society.

Recalling the model offered by Freud and Kristeva of the self believing in its
‘untouchable, unchangeable, immortal’' nature, we note that society too needs order and
permanence for its self-image. In relation to this self-image it seems that the obscene — that
which evokes extreme reactions of disgust — has an important function. Obscenity aids the
social order by providing a domain of the inferior, impure, ambiguous, and ‘other’ against
which the superior, pure, rationally ordered, and the ‘same’ of civilised society can be
located and measured. It is a place where fears can be projected. As Freud notes in relation
to taboos which were originally created to guard against demonic powers, spirits and
demons are themselves ‘only projections of man's own emotional impulses’.” Thus, the
obscene ‘other’ originates from within. Ejecting certain aspects of itself, socicty gains a
sense of cohesion in being united against a foreign ‘other’ — an “other’ ideologically

jettisoned beyond accepted social boundaries.’ In this respect, Havelock Ellis observes that,

prior to obscenity, society’s jettisoned ‘other’ had been witchcraft:

As the obsession of witchcraft died down during the eighteenth century,
another obsession, that of obscenity ... arose to take its place. It seemed

that the prehuman thirst for fear must have something to feed on, and
when witchcraft lost its terrors the new diabolic iniquity of “obscenity”
was found to serve well.*

Whether defined against witchcraft, obscenity, or sexual ‘perversion’, society needs
negative values for its self-definition. Simply speaking, to use the common topographical
metaphor of society as a bounded space, inside the borders of society is purity; outside is a
dangerous and contagious realm, home of the obscene, the socially unacceptable, the
ambiguous, the non-human and those associated forces, the uncanny, the abject, dirt, filth,

and death. By saying this, however, we should not forget that the same hierarchies operate

in the same ways within society.” Notions of impurity serve to create hierarchies between

' Kristeva, Powers, 38.

? Freud, “Totem and Taboo’, 150 and 77.

> As we have seen ~ *The Legal Obscene’ ~ the idea of a ‘cohesive’, ‘united’ society is part of an ideological
illusion which falls apart when considered in relation to prohibitions and obscene literature.

* Ellis, ‘Obscenity’, 139-40.

*Miller, Disgust, 237-8.
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social classes (Iow and high) as well as around gender (women are ‘lesser’ than men),
religion (Jews, Muslims), race, and groups with ‘different’ sexual tastes. Just as ‘dirty’
excreta and bodily products induce individual reactions of horror, so the (re)appearance of
that which is ‘dirty’ and outside social order as close to or within the boundaries of society,

evokes a strong social reaction. Society’s order is threatened by disorder — by the obscene;

the threateningly ambiguous. This threat — obscenity or witchcraft — must be kept ‘outside’
society’s borders. There must always be, as Jameson notes, something against which the
dominant order must struggle;' something which must take up the ‘evil’ side of ‘the ethical
binary opposition of good and evil ... [which is] one of the fundamental forms of ideological
thought in Western culture’.? In the Marxist model of society, society is never stable and
here, it seems, the ambiguous — including the obscene — is one such powerful and necessary
adversary which threatens social stability.

The social need to police its boundaries returns us to Freud’s writing on taboos.
‘Behind all these prohibitions there seems to be something in the nature of a theory that they
[taboos] are necessary because certain persons and things are charged with a dangerous
power, which can be transferred through contact with them, almost like an infection’.’
Playing on the fear of our violability, belief in the ‘other’s’ contagious nature enforces our
fear of it (the ‘other’). Rationally speaking there is nothing inherently contagious about
either literal or metaphorical dirt but social values are supported by and perpetuate this
illusion. As Mary Douglas notes, ‘certain moral values are upheld and certain social rules
defined by beliefs in dangerous contagion, as when the glance or touch of an adulterer is

held to bring illness to his neighbours and his children®.?

Adultery, touch, contact, and (to recall Freud) incest and murder: just like with
obscenity, in terms of social taboos we find the recurrent motif of sex and the human body.
This is no coincidence. Surrounded by taboos of naming, ingestion, clothing, menstruation,
excretion and, of course, sexual behaviour and treatment of the dead, the human body has
always been a principle site of social regulation. Although specific taboos are no longer
current in Western cultures, as Freud reminds us, ‘the taboos of the savage Polynesians are

after all not so remote from us as we were inclined to think at first’.> Supporting a universal

! Jameson, ‘Interpretation’, 97.
? Jameson, ‘Interpretation’, 88.
* Freud, ‘Totem and Taboo’, 75.
‘ Douglas, Purity, 3.

* Freud, ‘Totem and Taboo’, 75-76.
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view of culture and history, we, like *primitive’ societies, remain governed by moral and
conventional prohibitions, superstitions of the ‘other’s’ contagion and, above all, legal and
social prohibitions surrounding the practice or even depiction of sexual acts, violence and
violation of the dead.

Given the twin dynamic of prohibition and fascination which, as Freud observes,
operates at the heart of taboos (‘There is no need to prohibit something that no one desires
to do, and a thing that is forbidden with the greatest emphasis must be a thing that 1s
desired’) responses to the human body waver between revulsion and fascination. It 1s not
always an object of beauty. Violated, it is an object of disgust or obscenity. The sexual
organs are desired and capable of sensations of incredible pleasure but they are also
polluting (I considered in ‘The Psychology of Obscenity’ the uncanny and abject

associations of the vagina). They secrete viscous, odorous, substances, they are bestial in

their hairiness, repulsive in their proximity to, or indeed nature as, excretory organs' -~ and
these are only the physical attributes; I won’t go into the centuries of religious teaching and
misogyny which influences Western attitudes to the genitals.

Physical appearance and desire are not the principle reasons why these particular

areas of the body are subject to prohibition. More importantly, on one level, it is because

these organs — like the mouth, which is also a place of taboo — are orifices. They are
vulnerable breaks in the body’s protective boundary. On one hand they risk admitting dirt
from outside which would violate our discreet, ‘untouchable, unchangeable, immortal’ state.
On the other they are dangerous holes which emit abject vile matter and can admit
potentially dangerous matter from outside.

There 1s, however, another reason why the body and its orifices are central to taboos
and prohibitions. As is now commonly understood, the body does not simply stand for itself
~ a human body. It also symbolises the social body. Just as society is controlled by
regulations so 1s the human body. As Mary Douglas influentially wrote, ‘For symbols of
society, any human experience of structures, margins or boundaries is ready to hand,’ and

she continues,

The [human] body is a model which can stand for any bounded system.
Its boundaries can represent any boundaries which are threatened or
precarious ... the functions of its different parts and their relation afford
a source of symbols for other complex structures. We cannot possibly
interpret rituals concerning excreta, breast milk, saliva and the rest
unless we are prepared to see in the body a symbol of society, and to see

' Miller, Disgust, 99-108.
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the powers and dangers credited to social structure reproduced in small
on the human body.'

Although Douglas’s study focuses on anthropology her observation regarding
human rituals is especially relevant to interpreting the central human motif of obscene
books. (It is also an approach which chimes with Jameson’s emphasis on the need to
interpret a text in relation to society). Indeed, the body as a symbol of society was one
which writers of seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth century obscene literature were
well aware of. Frequently the human body figured as part of a social critique or satire in
which descriptions of bodies engaged in sexual or scatological acts served to represent
society (or aspects of it) as sordid and corrupt. As Pease notes in relation to seventeenth-
and eighteenth-century pornography, ‘Early modern pornography was never simply solitary
or homosocial male pleasure inspired by writing on or for the sexualised body. Rather, the
body was always also configured as the body politic, the body of the people’ 2

While the human body may be seen as a timeless symbol of the social body, in the
1970s, Michel Foucault influentially argued that the body itself (and the self), is not a
‘universal’ but a cultural construction that changes through time. In fact, to see the body as
the body politic is just one way in which the body has been constructed. In La volonté de
savoir, (The Will To Knowledge: The History of Sexuality Volume One, 1976), Foucault

presents the body as a site over which cultural power relations — the ‘anatomo-politics of

the human body ... a bio-politics of the population’ — play.’ He asserts that the body is a
surface given meaning by culture.? Significantly, for Foucault, it is not only the body but
that intrinsic aspect of the body ~ its sexuality — which figures prominently in culture’s
process of ‘anatamo-politics’. Foucault’s theory centres around what he recognises as a
number of historical shifts which have occurred in Western culture. In terms of Western
views of the body and sex, of particular interest is a change which took place during the
eighteenth century and which expanded rapidly in the nineteenth. During this time, although
rules of social decorum and morality were stringently and increasingly tightened, towards

and throughout the nineteenth century (witness as evidence the proliferation of obscenity

' Douglas, Purity, 115-16.
2 Pease, Obscenity, 5. Sce also Chapter Two.

* Michel Foucault, The Will 10 Knowledge: The History of Sexuality Volume One, trans, Robert Hurley (London:
Penguin, 1978), 139. (Foucault’s emphasis).

* Michel Foucault, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” The Foucault Reader, ed. Paul Rabinow (Harmondsworth:
Penguin, 1984), 83.
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laws during this period), a number of significant counter effects occurred. Foucault observes
that one was ‘a valorisation and intensification of indecent speech ... But more important
was the multiplication of discourses concerning sex in the field of exercise of [political]
power itself’.! In short, as Foucault writes, ‘Toward the beginning of the eighteenth century,
there emerged a political, economic, and technical incitement to talk about sex. And not so
much in the form of <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>