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Abstract

Abstract

This thesis argues that representation is the embodiment of erotic thought. It does
this by focusing on literary representations of the penetrated male body and challenging
the standard approaches to masculine embodiment as a form of denial or absence: the
male body — in its always already penetrated state — as a presence, though one which
lurks behind representation. It argues that the (penetrated) male body is often
characterised as a taboo the breaching of which is traditionally named ‘feminine’ or
‘psychotic’.  The dominant representation of this body links it with a chain of
equivalences that binds it to a culturally abjected ‘feminine paradigm’. Works by
Huysmans, Baudelaire, Wilde, will demonstrate how the limits of the male body are
mapped within a boundary that both excludes and necessitates an act of penetration.
But 1t also demonstrates the ways in which this taboo has been challenged. Schreber,
Genet and Joyce play with that boundary, push those limits, suggesting that
penetrability becomes a condition of the emergence of modern male subjectivity within
the rubric of its own logic. For as much as the penetrated male body is marked by
‘femininity” and ‘psychosis’, it in turn marks a discursive ‘blind spot> which the thesis
térms the ‘behind’, in order to highlight its links to the anus - a site of anxiety for
masculinity. This articulation of a discursive aporia and corporeal liminality is shown to
generate a specifically modern ‘poetics’. This poetics will help to re-state a logic of
the neither/nor as expressed by Derrida, Deleuze, Foucault and Kristeva, in particular.
One major consequence of such conditionality is that thought must be seen as in a very
real sense ‘embodied’, and that this process of embodying thought 1s predicated upon

an eroticism that is subsequently denied. The ‘behind’ names that denial.



Introduction

Introduction

“...the man who does not feel his body will never
be in a position to conceive a living thought...”
- E. M. Cioran, 4 Short History of Decay

“He who wishes to know the truth about life in its
immediacy must scrutinize its estranged form”
- Adorno, Minima Moralia

This thesis examines literary representations of the male body in what is perhaps its
most estranged form: i the process of being penetrated. It does this both in order to
suggest that penetration 1s a condition of modern masculine subjectivity, and to reclaim
the male body as a penetrative body. It will argue that the submission by which
‘masculinity’ registers within the socio-symbolic order is effected by a process of
penetration that remainders the male body, marking it as ‘waste’ and associating it with
a pejorative femininity. Taboos not only against anality and anal intercourse, but, by
extension, against so-called passivity and powerlessness, come into play in our
traditional understanding of the penetrated male body. Through the traditional cultural
associations that exist between the concept ‘body’ and the concept ‘woman’, the name
‘feminine’ is given to any breach of the taboo against penetrating the male body. As
will be shown, the chain of equivalences which binds these two abject bodies

significantly includes the notion of ‘psychosis’ and ‘waste’. The abjection or taboo
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surrounding this body will be sought most vigilantly in works of literature, and it will
find there, beside or behind the protocols of representation that govern 1ts emergence,
the revolutionary potential of that body’s appearance. In this way, the relationship

between penetration and powerlessness may be usefully re-addressed.

The politics of the anus

Michel Foucault’s work on the ancient civilizations of Greece and Rome has
demonstrated how the male-male eroticism permitted within them was governed by a
strict understanding that the penetrated partner was a non-citizen: that is, a slave, a
woman, or a young boy. The civic status and political power of the adult male citizen
was contingent upon his body remaining impenetrable, for it was understood that
“when one played the role of subordinate partner in the game of pleasure relations, one
could not be truly dominant in the game of civic and political activity” (Foucault 1992,
220, see also Dover 1989, 140-7; Boswell 1981 50, 53, 184): to be penetrated was to
cease to be fully human. This pattern was to re-emerge throughout Europe after about
1700, as Randolph Trumbach’s work on eighteenth century sexuality clearly shows.
The only remotely acceptable form of male-male sodomy became that performed by an
adult male upon an adolescent boy, who was seen to exist “in a transitional state
between man and woman” (Trumbach 1993, 255), and therefore neither fully male nor
fully human. Trumbach’s research reveals.a consolidation of gender difference taking
place in the 1700s by which effeminacy became associated with anal passivity: “Adult
men were deemed effeminate only when they allowed themselves to be sexually

penetrated” (Trumbach 1995, 255).
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By focusing on the penetrated male body, this thesis is thus not only highlighting the
‘repudiation of the feminine’' upon which traditional, patriarchal and heterosexual
masculinity is recognisably predicated, but is also making a claim for a reappraisal of
masculine pleasure. Such a reappraisal might reclaim that body as something other
than grotesque or unthinkable;, it might understand the penetrated male body as
something other than feminine, and feminine as something other than submissive,
powerless and vulnerable. But how has it come to represent these things in the first
place, if not through its interpretation by a perceptual system that always already
equates these terms with a highly pejorative femininity, that is, a system of mimetic
identification and conceptual foreclosure?

The finitude of the flesh from which transcendence is attempted through the
traditional process of disembodied masculine subjectivity is clearly linked not only with
death, but with sexuality, desire, eroticism: i.e., with le petit mort. Erotic submission is
a bmit-experience. In the words of Steven Marcus, “sex...serves as a kind of
metaphor for death”(Marcus 1971, 29). The dialectic of death and desire has a
tortuous and tangled history in Western thought, and it is not my intention to map it
here (see, for example, Bataille 1987; Dollimore 1998). But from late nineteenth
sexological tracts through to Leo Bersani’s reflections on AIDS in “Is the Rectum a
Grave?” (Bersant 1987), the anus has been explicitly linked to death and negation, not
least because it is the site of decay, the egress for waste matter. The anus is permitted

a single function: ejecting, not receiving; it is a way out of the body, not a way in. In

! This phrase is from Jessica Benjamin’s The Bonds of Love: Psychoanalysis, Feminism and the
Problem of Domination (London: Virago, 1990). She argues that the boy’s identity as male must
inevitably involve a rejection of the mother and all she represents and in this sense masculinity is a
reactive process of dis-identification.
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the Victorian homosexual pornographic novel Teleny, for example, penetrative anal
pleasure culminates in literal death’. The model for a receptive sexual orifice within
our thinking remains the vagina - and this despite that orifice’s own duality of
functions.  Yet, whilst D. H. Lawrence’s remark that “Sex is a creative flow, the
excrementory flow is towards dissolution” (Lawrence 1961, 69) indicates the horror of

mixing these two flows, it ignores the excrementory function of the genitals. As Freud

remarks:

Where the anus is concerned it becomes still clearer that it is disgust
which stamps that sexual aim as a perversion. I hope I shall not be
accused of partisanship when I assert that people who try to account for
this disgust by saying that the organ in question serves the function of
excretion and comes in contact with excrement... are not much more to
the point than hysterical girls who account for their disgust at the male
genital by saying that it serves to void urine (Freud 1977, 64)

And while Freud’s words still strike a revolutionary note, they are themselves
couched in terms that serve to signal Freud’s anxiety over whether he himself might be
accused of partisanship, accused of knowing subjectively the anal eroticism it is only
his intention to explore under the rubric of an objective science. Rupert Davenport-

Hines, commenting upon the media representation of AIDS as a punishment against

homosexuals for “abusing their arses”, argued that:

Objectively the discrimination between penises and rectums is nonsense;
given the greater horror that shit commands over urine in our culture,
the distinction is understandable; but nonsense is still nonsense, whether
acculturated, atavistic or adopted as an excuse for journalistic bullying
(Davenport-Hines 1990, 336)

2 Teleny’s authorship is attributed, in part at least, to Oscar Wilde. See Winston Leyland’s
introduction (San Francisco: Gay Sunshine Press, 1984).
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Whilst the horror of shit is clearly central to the phobia surrounding sexual use of the
anus, this thesis maintains that an equally nonsensical (though equally powerful)
gender discrimination is at work, rendering the male anus a particularly problematical
site of such anxiety. For example, the reference in some gay pornography to the male
anus as a ‘boy-pussy’ or ‘man-cunt’ bears witness to a clear gender ambiguity
attending the penetration of that orifice. Mario Mieli, an early gay liberationist, called
‘passive’ homosexuality a form of ‘feminine’ sexuality (Mieli 1980, 148), usmg an
idealized concept of ‘woman’ as the model for a more liberal sexual politics.

The French gay ‘theorist/activist Guy Hocquenghem worked with a more usefully
‘undifferentiated model of desire, derived from Deleuze and Guattari’s Anti-Oedipus.
In that book, Deleuze and Guattari argue that the privatized anus symbolizes a more
molecular approach to desire, the organic flows of the body more conducive to the
amorphous manifestations of corporeal pleasure. They shatter the human body nto
myriad parts, and expose these parts to a multiplicity of sensations and intensities the
overall experience of which results in what has been called ‘the subject’. For Deleuze
and Guattari, subjectivity is the immediate residual outcome of bodily sensation, and
not the other way around. As such, the masculine subjectivity that has emerged within
Western capitalist discourse is seen as the result of reducing bodily sensation to a
programmatic model of procreative sexuality centred on genital differentiation. The
penis transcends into the phallus, following the model of the privatised anus.
Consequently, the phallicised penis is the only permissable site of pleasure on the male
body. In this sense, a binary is established by which the penis is secondary to the

concept of Phallus, just as the body is considered secondary to the mind. The anus is
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thus excluded altogether from the male libidinal economy, such that its erotic use
immediately carries with it the threat of castration. Erotic investment in the male anus
is hegemonically disavowed by branding its owners as symbolic women; a kind of
castration is performed. Because “seen from behind we are all women”, because “the
anus does not practise sexual discrimination” (Hocquenghem 1990, 101), the role of
the phallus is to affirm sexual difference through its presence. As such, homophobia
and misogyny, as Craig Owen (1987) has argued, serve the same social function, stem
from the same fear of the penetrated/penetrable body - which thus becomes an index of
ferininity. It is, therefore, the use to which the body is put that predicates its gendered
valuation, as this thesis will show.

Taking its cue from Anti-Oedipus, Hocquenghem’s Homosexual Desire (1972)
argues that the privatized anus, as employed in male homosexual intercourse, can assist
in the battle against the entire armature of Western capitalist patriarchal power. Whilst
similar in many respects to Mieli, Hocquenghem is far less humanist in his approach,
preferring, instead of a unified notion of ‘the homosexual” or ‘homosexual identity’, to
explore the polymorphous potential of desire. In a later essay, for example, written in
1987, he states that “homosexuality is baroque, dramatic, it is an ‘effect’, not a
principle”, claiming that the term expresses “a certain ‘attitude towards life’ rather than
an ‘identity’” (Hocquenghem 2000, 71), prefiguring one of the tropes of later Queer
Theory (see, for example, the introduction to Wamer 1993).

In Homosexual Desire, Hocquenghem argues for anal pleasure not as a specifically
homosexual activity, but as a way of undermining all sexual categorisations. The
symbolic role of the anus is pitted against that of the phallus, the latter’s private status

correlated with the former’s function as the public marker of sexual difference. If “the
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body gathers round the phallus like society round the chief” (Hocquenghem 1993, 96),
it unravels around the anus. Whereas only approximately half the population have a
phallus, everyone has an anus, its universal possession overriding its privatised and
individuated function. In Hocquenghem’s view sexual use of the anus is therefore
revolutionary’, not simply in terms of overturning sexual categorisations but also by
undermining the economic sublimation equating faeces with money.

Along with Robert Mapplethorpe’s (in)famous photographic images of gay fisting,
and his self-penetrating self-portrait with a bullwhip unravelling like a demonic tail
from his behind, the work of Mieli and Hocquenghem can be located within a
geneaology of the anus that throughout the 1970s and 1980s worked alongside gay
activism’s promotion of sexual freedom. The advent of AIDS, however, cast a shadow
within which this discourse on pleasure became viewed pejoratively as highly utopian,
if not downright irresponsible. By 1987, for Leo Bersani at least, the rectum had
become a grave, once more a signifier of negation, dissolution and death. In his essay
‘Is the Rectum a Grave?’, Bersani refers to the “seductive and intolerable image of a
grown man, legs high in the air, unable to refuse the suicidal ecstasy of bemg a
woman”(Bersani 1987, 212). Why intolerable? Why suicidal? And why a woman?
This thesis offers instead a reading of the penetrated male body that suggests another
way of seeing it — one that resists the non-contradictory nature of such identity

thinking.

3 In a later essay, Hocquenghem declares “Our assholes are revolutionary”. ‘Towards an Irrecuperable
Pederasty’, trans. Chris Fox, in Jonathan Goldberg (ed), Reclaiming Sodom (London & New York:
Routledge, 1993, 236).
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In Negative Dialectics, Theodor Adomo attacks identity thinking by arguing that:
“objects do not go into their concepts without leaving a remainder...they come to
contradict the traditional norm of adequacy”, and that this contradiction “indicates the
untruth of identity, the fact that the concept does not exhaust the thing conceived”
(Adomo 1996, 5). In other words, it signifies a rupture between the ‘is’ and the
‘ought’, a gulf or inadequacy between representation and ‘truth’. Put yet another way,
it is a break between the singular and the multiple, the universal and the particular. In
terms of certain contemporary thinkers, this gap or aporia takes on the names of
pharmakon, differance, differend, even ‘poetics’. This thesis argues that the concept
‘man’ remainders the body, as something excessive and wasteful, m the manner
described by Adomo. It maintains that central to that denial of the flesh is the
conceptual attachment of the ‘body” with ‘woman’, and the status of ‘woman’ within
binary logic as man’s ‘other’, resulting in men’s inevitable detachment from and
domination of ‘the body’. Such detachment finds its apotheosis in the anxious
impenetrability maintained by the German Freikorps, a vigilante military group who
took it upon themselves to wipe out the ‘red terror’ of Bolshevism between the wars,
and whose writings have been analysed by Klaus Theweleit in his two volume work
Male Fantasies®. The male body, according to this mode of analysis, remains
something impenetrable and unknown.

But such absolute detachment of the body is not possible, and the male body remains
inherently penetrable, inherently ‘knowable’. By focusing on the penetrability of the
male body — a penetrability, as this thesis shows, considered both fearful and

fascinating - the texts analysed challenge this tradition of masculine impenetrability and

* See Chapter One for an account of Theweleit’s work.
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detachment. In them, the male body is opened up in ways that open up masculine

subjectivity, thus debunking the abstract conception of the male subject as unified and

self-enclosed.

Three Specific Levels

The poetics of the thesis title marks the process of metonymic representation by
which the penetrated male body ‘appears’ in ways other than within the traditionally
pejorative paradigms bf femininity and psychosis. This poetics (which will be outlined
below) articulates a logic of the neither/nor, and functions on three specific levels.

Firstly, it works on the conceptual level. Primarily, what still characterizes most of
our understandings of the male body is phallocentrism and phallogocentrism (Derrida
1987, 191), by which masculinist discourse insists on a binaric logic that subsumes the
second term to the first. However critical of the role of the phallus such readings
might be, the phallus remains the determining signifier within their economies. The
constitution of discourse and sexual difference is still figured by the mark of the
phallus. Kaja Silverman (1993) attempted to conjure up an alternative, non-phallic
economy, within which to place and regard the male body, but she was only able to do
so by recourse to tropes of femininity. Challenging the phallogocentrism of traditional
notions of masculine embodiment and the feminine paradigm of non-phallic
alternatives, this thesis focuses on anality as another yway of looking at maleness. It
aims to do this by working on the metonymic register by which the penetrated male
body is brought into focus as neither feminine nor psychotic.

Secondly, the thesis reworks the penetrated male body on the literary level. It will be

argued that certain aspects of moderm literature constitute the male body differently by
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marking it as a site of penetration. In the work of Schreber, Genet and Joyce this
metonymic register finds its full expression as the male body opens up, presents itself
as defiantly penetrative. I want to suggest that these texts delineate a different — non-
phallic - genealogy for the male subject, by focusing on the penetrated male body. I
will be considering this body not as the radical other of traditional Western masculinity,
but rather as what David Savran calls its “pathologized double”(Savran 1998, 27); as
that which lurks behind it like a shadow, though which is in no sense outside it. This
pathologization will be shown as inherently coded with a debased and abject femininity
that: came into play most strongly towards the latter half of the nineteenth century, and
which has only been placed under strutiny within the last fifty years.

The third level on which the thesis focuses is the corporeal. Why are the body’s
openings so disturbing to the concept of unified subjectivity? And why is their
penetration considered so dangerous? Is the closed body a result of the foreclosing of
language, or 1s language modelled on the ideality of a safely closed body enclosing a
safely closed subject? Can opening one open the other? Can the movements and flows
of an opened body be represented, or does representation itself only function upon a
foreclosure of such nomadic flesh? On this corporeal level the anus functions as the
behind — as that which cannot be seen, but which can nevertheless be known. In this
way, the term ‘behind’ will make clear the link between the crisis of masculinity and
the crisis of reason. In an attempt to characterise a certain anxiety that 1s common to
both corporeal and intellectual uncertainty, the full erotic charge of the term behind —
as a homograph that binds together a corporeal vulnerability as well as an
epistemological one — will be in play throughout the thesis. Indeed, writing the behind

will be shown to be so inherently fraught with the dangers of this double entendre that
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the foundations of masculine discourse themselves are revealed as anything but secure.
The male behind and its attendant cultural anxieties are linked here to the ‘behind’ of
discourse, to what lurks behind, and thus, by extension, to analysis itself For isn’t to
turn one's back, as Derrida remarks, both "a very amorous position" and "the analytic
position” (Derrida 1987, 178)? Notice he doesn’t say ‘a’ but ‘the’ analytic position.
To analyse, to think, in other words, is always already to insist that in doing so thought
mvites an act of penetration which occurs behind the thinker. Amongst other things,
this thesis wants to stress the anal in analysis. As such, it is concerned with the claim
that thought is embodied, and that, moreover, such embodiment is first and foremost
erotic — first and foremost concerned with the body and its sensations.

Given that concepts are often seen somewhat simplistically as belonging in discrete
pairs, belonging on either side of a boundary or division which poses them as not only
opposttes but also as fundamentally oppositional — what this thesis calls the logic of the
either/or — then the challenge that such division is neither possible nor adequate
gestures to another form of logic altogether: a logic of the neither/nor, a pomt I will
develop throughout this thesis. The ‘behind’, registering as both discursive aporia and
corporeal liminality, enables a thinking that moves beyond the ‘either/or” of traditional

logic.

Moving beyond the ‘either/or’

What does it mean to move beyond the strictures of the ‘either/or’ logic that often
obstructs critical thinking? How is such a move achieved? This concern is expressed
by thinkers such as Lacan, Deleuze, Derrida, Foucault and Kristeva who have begun

this exploration of a logic that does not reduce to a position of either/or. The thesis
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focuses on one aspect of embodiment so far ignored or misunderstood within critical
theory: that of the penetrated male body. For too long the discussion on masculine
embodiment has taken place within the confines of a binary understanding of gender
subjectivity predicated on sexual positioning, with the consequence that the penetrated
partner — regardless of gender — becomes understood as somehow ‘female’. A
discourse characterized by high levels of anxiety concerning the visibility of the
penetrated male body such as ours will be shown to rely most on this feminine
paradigm. But that is not the whole picture. As this thesis also shows, behind this
discursively negative figure is another, and another. In other words, another chain of
equivalences that works against the mefaphor that equates the penetrated male body
with femininity and psychosis. The restriction of the metaphoric association by which
anus=vagina, or penetrated male body=feminine body, will be shown to be the stimulus
for a poetics by which that metaphor is rendered unstable and ‘illogical’, or, rather,
exemplary of another form of logic. The use of metaphors such as flowers and suns to
symbolise the anus, and the metonymy which links the anus to other openings in the
body, all work towards destabilizing that traditional metaphor. In the novels of Jean
Genet, for example, it will be seen how flowers become metonymically linked to the
penetrated male anus, suggesting a fertility at odds with the traditional charactgrisation
of anah& with death. In Schreber’s Memoirs, the male anus equates with the sun, as
well as with God, both cultural signifiers of the giving of life. Schreber’s submission tb
God’s will, and his subsequent transformation nto a woman, are in order to create a
new world, linking the penetrated male body to a Utopian dream. In Wilde’s Dorian
Gray, the male anus equates with the ear and flowers, delineating a process of cross-

fertilization centred upon the production or dissemination of discourse. For Wilde,
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masculine subjectivity is only possible through a process of penetration by which the
male body is mseminated. In Baudelaire’s prose poem ‘Miss Scalpel’, the eyes become
the entry point into the male body most vulnerable to such analogy. As such, the
ambiguity of the gaze creates an uncertainty about subjectivity and penetrability that
becomes the primary condition of his poetics. In A Rebours, Joris-Karl Huysmans, as
will be seen, offers the mouth as a way into the male body. In a move that renders the
mouth and the anus interchangeable, Huysmans inverts the male body and disrupts the
notion of a contained and stable self. In each case the anxieties surrounding the
penetration of the male body will be shown to be part of a process that also includes
fascination and pleasure. The conflict between anxiety and pleasure is focused, for the
sake of this thesis, most intensely upon a body both abjected and desired.

Given that the notion of the abject developed by Kristeva ‘names’ the process by
which the human subject constitutes itself through ejecting the things it does not
contain, how are we to understand the constitution of masculine subjectivity through
denial of the penetrated body? These ejected things are characterised as ‘waste’, and
include, Kristeva argues, the experience of sensuality or jouissance that attends the
process of abjection. The reduction of anxiety that comes from the removal of those
things considered horrific or abject thus comes at a price: all sensuality, all ‘open’
corporeality must also be reduced. In order to register within the symbolic order,
masculinity must, of necessity, close the body down. As such closure is not possible,
what Kristeva calls the semiotic lodges the body/bodily within the symbolic, outlawed
by the protocols of representation, though by no means any less real for all that.

What I am calling the protocols of representation are the discursive or logistic terms

by which the penetrated male body registers as somehow ‘female’; that is, it appears
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‘logically” within a feminine paradigm. The chain of equivalences which bind the
concept of ‘woman’ to the concept of ‘the body’, and which mark ‘the body’ as
inherently penetrable, delineate a discursive field that implies masculine impenetrability.
As Susan Bordo argues, “the deep associations of masculinity as active, constitutive
(and self-constituting) subjectivity and femininity as a passive, ‘natural’, bodily state
underlie the equation of penetrability with femininity” (Bordo 1994, 288).

What constitutes the protocols of representation will be coterminous throughout this
thesis with what Lacan calls the symbolic order. These protocols establish the terms
by which representation registers as ‘meaningful’, as opposed to ‘meaningless’. As
such, entry into the normative standard set by the symbolic order requires conformity
to its protocols.

What happens, however, when such conformity is rejected? This non-conformity
may take many forms. Whilst there is, undoubtedly, stigmatization through abjection,
an expulsion from the body politic of those elements deemed worthless, there is also,
within ‘modernity’ or the ‘modern’ particularly, such a high level of uncertainty over
the truthfulness or usefulness of the symbo]ib order and its protocols, that this
stigmatization itself cannot remain stable in its abjection. As Kristeva points out,
“abjection is above all ambiguity” (Kristeva 1982, 9). The conformity of the either/or
is challenged by the noh—conformity of the neither/nor, a non-conformity which revels
in wordplay, ambivalence and radical multiplicity. This ambiguity within the symbolic
order’s primary tool (language) allows for play. Exposing and exploring this
ambiguous play of language has been the primary task of the work of Jacques Derrida.
In this thesis, this instability or play will go by the name of the ‘behind’. Poetics will

mark or signify language’s ability to have a ‘behind’. As such, the poetics of the
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penetrated male body, it will be argued, allow for its reappropriation from the feminine

paradigm imposed upon it by the symbolic order.

The Meaning of Poetics

Througout the thesis the term ‘discourse’ refers to the dominant protocols of
representation, or the socio-symbolic-order. But it also, at the same time, refers to the
movements against this domination, what Foucault calls ‘reverse-discourse’. In this
way the instability of any discursive entity is accentuated. ‘Language’ is being
understood as the substance of discourse, its building blocks or raw material, but also
as one discourse amongst many others, including the visual, aural and gestural. So
discourse might refer to what is said, whilst language refers to sow it is said, though
this way of putting it implies a radical discontinuity between the two concepts that it is
hard to discern empirically. For the field of discourse is not a unified and hidebound
totality — it consists of layers and levels, each embodying or presenting a varying
‘world-view’, so that “to juxtapose two or more free-standing discourses is to
juxtapose disparate worlds, different reality templates”(McHale 1992, 354).
Furthermore, as might be expected, none of these reality templates is ever in a state of
stability; each of them will impact upon the others. Nothing about them is absolutely
discrete or motionless.

As such, there is always a surplus or excess to both discourse and language, with the
consequence that all claims to an absolute ‘truth’ are seriously undermined. Things get
‘said’ or ‘written’ that either do not conform to the dominant fiction, or produce
meanings that exceed its maintenance: this is what I am calling ‘poetics’ — that which

can’t be named but which still has a logic to it. It is a conceptual excess that cannot be

17



Introduction

conceptualized in any discourse. Put another way, the poetic emerges in the
relationship between the commensurability of something and its incommensurability .
Barthes describes it as “the violation of a limit to the signifying space”(Barthes 1979,
126). Foucault calls it the thought from outside. Lyotard calls. it a differend. Derrida
calls it many things: différance or ‘trace’, ‘pharmakon’, ‘hymen’, ‘supplement’, and
‘gram’; “a kind of general strategy of deconstruction”(Derrida 1981, 41, original
emphasis). Sue Golding also calls this unsayable something a poetics, “a kind of dirty,
bloody poetics, one which insists on, say, bodies and skin and smells and imagination in
the face of it all”’(Golding 2000, 286). For Golding, it is always dynamic, always
political, always a risky and violent place to mhabit (Golding 2001, 52). It insists on a
multipiicity or multi-dimensionality irreducible to the consolations of identity thinking
and dialectical analysis.

This poetics, then, exposes the conditions of its own emergence at the risk of being
rendered meaningless. It takes the substance of discourse (language) and uses it — not
always knowingly or deliberately — to scramble discourse’s code, rearranging it into
other patterns, other codes. It differs both from Aristotle’s use of the term as form of
textual analysis, and from Todorov’s use of it to name a form of structuration within
textual practices. These uses of the term poetics seek to unveil or expose something
considered hitherto hidden. They work with metaphors of the visible. The poetics I
am attempting to articulate focuses more on how what is known is contoured by what
is not. Significantly, both the ear and the anus are bodily orifices that cannot be seen
directly by the subject. In Chapter Two, Wilde’s use of the ear as a site of penetration
upon the male body by which masculine subjectivity takes control, and the further

understanding of how this ear functions as a displaced anus, will work with this kind of
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metonymy of the body. For this metonymy of the body loosens the grip of metaphor,
moving away from a logic of substitution towards one of contiguity. It is a poetic

device that can be found at work predominantly in works of modem literature,

specifically those examined here.

The ‘Behind’

In Derek Attridge’s introduction to Acts of Literature he remarks that Derrida’s work
1s “more open to anthologizing and translation than most” (Attridge, 1992, x, original
emphasis), attesting to a certain slackness or open-ness within the Derridean text.
Could this textual laxity have anything to do with Attridge’s rconfession a page earlier
that his selection of material for the anthology “constitutes my singular response, at
this particular time, to the many demands - imperious, pleasurable, unfathomable -
which Derrida’s texts have made on me”(Attridge 1992, x)? In other words, what is
the relation between these two men, one of whom submits to the imperious, though
pleasurable, demands of another? Might it, perhaps, be analogous to the relationship
Gilles Deleuze claims to have had with the philosophers whose work he has
‘penetrated’? Explaining his process of writing about other thinkers, his strategy for
getting them to say something other than what was generally assumed they were
saying, Deleuze admits that

the main way I coped with it at the time was to see the history of philosophy
as a sort of buggery or (it comes to the same thing) immaculate conception.

I saw myself as taking an author from behind and giving him a child that would
be his own off-spring, yet monstrous (1995, 6, emphasis added)
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Furthermore, could this strategy of “taking an author from behind’ be what Lyotard
had in mind when, in Libidinal Economy, he prescribes a form of non-dialectical
thinking the task of which is to “produce a philosophy of sodomists” (Lyotard 1993,
258)?7 And what is to be understood by Deleuze’s equation of the immaculate
conception with buggery?” This notion of philosophy as buggery also appears in
Derrida’s The Postcard, where, contemplating a postcard showing a drawing of Plato
standing behind Socrates, who is writing at a desk, Derrida writes,

I see Plato getting an erection in Socrates’ back and see the insane
hubris of his prick, an interminable, disproportionate erection
traversing Paris’s head like a single idea and then the copyist’s
chair, before slowly sliding, still warm, under Socrates’ right leg,
in harmony or symphony with the movement of this phallus sheaf,
the pomts, plumes, pens, fingers, nails and grattoirs, the very
pencil boxes which address themselves in the same direction
(Derrida 1987, 18)

This sodomitical founding® moment of Western thought is something of which
Derrida states “I do not know or do not yet want to see”(Derrida 1987, 18), placing
this penetrated male body under erasure, characterising it as a blind spot at the precise
moment it comes to view. It 1s, for Derrida, “a catastrophe, right near the beginning,
this overturning that I still cannot succeed in thinking”(Derrida 1987, 19); an
“overturning and inversion of relations”(Dernida 1987, 22, emphasis adding),

moreover, which could be said to be characteristic of his own deconstructive project.

Twice Derrida refuses or is incapable of thinking such a thought (perhaps because it

5 On this point, see Chapter Three of this thesis.

¢ 1.ee Edelman calls this phenomenon of a posteriori thought “(be)hindsight’, “in order to figure its
complicitous involvement in the sodomitical encounter”. Homographesis (London & New York,

1994, 176).
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would involve turning over?) - but he is nonetheless forced to conclude that “there is
only the back, seen from the back, in what is written, such is the final word.
Everything is played out in refro and a tergo”(Derrida 1987, 48). What is written, it
would seem, is written upon our backs, out of sight. This ‘behind’ thus contours
discourse whilst remaining resistant to it. Writing the behind will be shown to bring
mto play troubling uncertainties between a whole host of binary oppositions that
underpin representation. The multiplicity of language, as the motor of the poetics of
the penetrated male body, works towards highlighting this uncertainty lurking behind
the seemingly stable structures of discourse. As with Kristeva’s ‘abject’, this instability
that Derrida names ‘deconstruction’ occasions pleasure or jouissance:
“Deconstruction perhaps has the effect, if not the mission, of liberating forbidden
Jjouissance” (Derrida 1992, 56). In this sense, it connects with a utopian project of

liberation the aim of which is the destabilization or deconstruction of meta-narratives.

Modernity and the ‘behind’

In many ways, modernity would appear to be the cultural moment or phenomenon
most associated with the behind. According to Malcolm Bradbury and James
McFarlane, for example, moderism is characterized by a move which aims at “taking
us behind familiar reality”, allowing for “a deeper penetration of life” (Bradbury and
McFarlane 1983, 24, 25, emphasis added)’. Modemism’s rejection of the traditional

correspondence between language and ‘reality’ provides the main route by which this

7«1t has become a commonplace of criticism to argue that modernist literature is about language
itself... behind the facade of utility we find another language, which is the real realm of modernity”,
Allan Stoekl, Politics, Writing, Mutilation: The Cases of Bataille, Blanchot, Roussel, Leiris and
Ponge, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1985, xi (emphasis added).
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discursive instability occasioned by the penetrated male body will be understood and
explored in what follows. It is, as stated above, an instability that becomes charged
with an equally unsettling eroticism. Barthes’ essay on Bataille’s ‘Story of the Eye’
provides a good example. In attempting to distinguish between the modernity of
Bataille and the classicism of Sade, Barthes refers to Bataille’s project of “exploring
the tremulous quality of a number of objects...in such a way as to interchange from
one to another the functions of obscenity and those of substance”, and this 15 “a
modem notion of which Sade knew ndthing” (Barthes 1979, 126). It allows for what
is considered to be ‘obscene’ to have a ‘substance’: to be substantial. According to
Barthes, Bataille’s method of combining two chains of equivalence — metaphor and
metonymy — manages to mark modernity with a deeply unsettling eroticism. Bataille
uses eroticism to test the limits of representation. In this way, obscenity is given a
substance, and the unthought is thought and carves out a discursive space. Similarly,
the texts analysed in this thesis will be used to argue that the chains of equivalence
which bind the penetrated male body to the feminine paradigm are also responsible for
creating a space in which this negativity canmot be completely and securely
distinguished from its positive others. This condition of indistinguishability is, for
Barthes, characteristic of the distinctly modem notion of “a world become blurred”, in
which “properties are no longer separate” but rather “form a wavy meaning” (Barthes
1979, 125, original emphasis). The readings offered in this thesis aim to demonstrate
how such vertiginousness of thought is linked to the vertiginousness of the penetrable
male body. What might this abject body reveal about the aspirations of the non-abject
body, and beyond that, the difficulties in telling them apart? The behind of discourse

and the behind of the male body, it is suggested, are both blind spots to which
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discourse responds with various strategies, depending upon its character. What this
thesis is terming the behind, in other words, constitutes something which structures
reality whilst at the same time remaining imperceptible. The uncertainty created by this
conflict is one that Barthes recognises in his essay on Story of the Eye as the main

characteristic of a certain poetics, producing

something that could never happen under any circumstances — except,
that is, in the shadowy or burning realm of fantasy, which by that very
token it alone can indicate (Barthes 1979, 120)

For Barthes, the ‘realm of fantésy; ’— itself impossible to define (‘shadowy or
burning’?) — is the poetic space in which uncertainty lurks most visibly. It is a space,
that is, Barthes suggests, most capable of being indicated within works of imagmation,
within texts that work with the double properties and therefore the ambiguities of
certain words (perhaps of all language). It is in the presence of “poetic prose” such as
that of Bataille’s Story of the Eye that Barthes finds the double workings of metaphor_
and metonym’. Indeed, Barthes argues that “this double property is the necessary and
sufficient condition of every paradigm”(Barthes 1979, 120). By combining metonymy
and metaphor, by recombining the chains of equivalence within poetic prose of an
extremely erotic nature, Bataille manages, according to Barthes, to produce an “open
literature out of the reach of all interpretation”(Barthes 1979, 123). It is, Barthes
argues, a literature marked by its poetic capacity, its non-novelistic strategies, and its

vigilance to the trajectory of an object rather than — as in the classical novel - subjects

or characters.

8 Barthes maintains the distinctions made by Jakobson, which state that metaphor, as a figure of
similarity, is antithetical to metonymy, which is a figure of continuity.
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An open literature

The texts analysed in the following four chapters thus might be seen to constitute a
similarly ‘open’ literature — that is, a literature that, in the moment and movement of
that uncertainty, attains its poiesis. The resistance to stable meaning which Barthes
finds characteristic of Bataille’s novel, and of open literature in general, is part and
parcel of poetics as it is being understood here. The play of the imagination beyond or
behind the strictures of the binaric codings embedded in language is its primary motor.
And it is this play which, in Joyce’s Ulysses in particular (see Chapter Four), allows for
a radical rethinking of the penetrated male body, and beyond that the male body in
general. It constitutes a rethinking which does not rely upon the phallus as the primary
signifier of sexual difference, but rather delineates a much more diffuse understanding
of (masculine) embodiment.

An open literature is one in which what 1 am calling the behind can best be viewed, or
rather its absence, or impossibility, remarked upon. For it marks the contour of a
rupture. Julia Kristeva calls it an abject literature, and argues that

On close inspection, all literature is probably a version of the apocalypse that
seems to me rooted, no matter what its socio-historical conditions might be,

on the fragile border (borderline cases) where identities (subject/object, etc)

do not exist or only barely so — double, fuzzy, heterogenous, animal, meta-
morphosed, altered, abject (Kristeva 1982, 207)

It is, for Kristeva, as for Barthes, specifically within the domain of the imaginary that
the abject both lurks most insidiously and takes shape most distinctly (“it is the

workings of the imagination whose foundations are being laid here”[Kristeva 1982,
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5]). What I am calling an open literature (after Barthes) is to be understood in similar
terms. Whilst for Kristeva the abject most often takes the form of the maternal body,
however, in this thesis it will take the form of the penetrated male body.

This thesis is thus not only concerned with refiguring male penetration in opposition
to the negativity that has come to surround it, but, more importantly, with unpicking
the discursive implementation of such negativity in the first place. It aims to restate
and recharge the political implications of the penetrated male body through a recourse
not to a generalized politics of identity or resistance but to a specific poetics of
representation by which the entire metaphysical structure of sexual categorisation is
called mto question. It aims to do this by focusing on the revolutionary capabilities of
literature, its potential to creat a space in which the unsayable can be said, or its
unsayability at least remarked upon. Paying close attention to the interchanges of
metaphor and metonymy within these texts the erotic embodiments they offer can be
better understood and the writing of the behind be aligned with that poetics outlined
above.

The thesis begins with the case of Daniel Paul Schreber, focusing upon the
penetrated male body as a rupture within discourse, and lﬁlking that rupture with the
penetrated anus. By placing ‘reality” so unquestionably on the plane of the fantasmatic,
Schreber’s Memoirs of My Nervous Illness paradoxically throws into relief the extent
to which such a position might be inherent in our standard methods of retaining and
(re)producing meaning. Whilst not a literary text, it appears here under the aggis of
Jean-Jacques Lecercle’s claims that Schreber’s text is full of the symptoms of a literary
strategy in its use of metaphors and similes (Lecercle 1985, 121). The reading offered

here, moreover, will show that Memoirs is also coded with the poetics described
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above. The Memoirs of Daniel Paul Schreber, for example, reveal a penetrated male
body in its most pathologized form: a body that can only register within the protocols
of representation as both psychotic and female. That is, the penetrated male body
registers as a rupture or a gap within discourse. Schreber’s experience of his body as
something penetrable constitutes a phantasmatical transformation of his sex which
occasions a severe psychosis. Chapter One thus delineates the terms by which the
remainder of the thesis will be articulated: namely, that within the protocols of
representation the penetrated male body represents ‘reason’s other’; that there is a
‘madness’ attendant upon excessive pleasure which links with passivity, submission
and femininity. This excess ﬁames the meeting place of the body and language,
gesturing towards the poetics of which I have spoken earlier. Using the work of
Deleuze and Guattari, Foucault and Lacan, this gap or rupture within discourse so
named will then be linked to the symbolic function of the anus.

Chapter Two examines other modes of penetrating the male body as they appear in
three texts from the last half of the nineteenth century, a period of heightened anxiety
over gender norms, as well as heightened experimentation with gender ‘deviance’.
This chapter will broaden the understanding of the penetrated male body by exploring
the limits of its representation. A prose poem by Baudelaire will be shown to focus
upon penetration through the eyes, whilst a novel by Huysmans provides an example of
the mouth as the orifice through which the taboo against penetrability is breached.
Finally, Wilde’s Dorian Gray offers the ear as the most dangerous and productive
entry into the male body, for it is through the ear that discourse ‘penetrates’.
Following on from Chapter One’s presentation of the skin as a boundary that is both

psychical and physical, it will argue that submission through penetration is both the
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ocassion of an intense fascination and the necessary condition for the emergence of
normative masculine subjectivity. Arguing that the metonymic contiguity of the bodily
orifices at work in these texts offers a different reading or poetics of the penetrated
male body, this chapter sets the stage for Chapter Three’s demonstration of how Jean
Genet’s direct buckling of the metaphor of the penetrated male body as somehow
always already feminine and/or psychotic works through a similar application of these
metonyms. I will demonstrate how Genet both accepts and rejects the protocols of
representation — what I call buckling the metaphor. The penetrated male body
presented by Genet is explicitly replaced by a female body, only for this replacement to
be put to the purpose of debunking its own claims to representation. Genet’s
transgression of the limits of representation, however, will be shown to be predicated
on a reversal of terms which leaves intact the binaric value system out of which he is
striving to move. Genet’s work remains, ultimately, trapped within a dialectic that can
never hope to express the multi-dimensionality of the corporeal that is being sought
here.

Chapter Four provides an understanding of the penetrated male body that moves
beyond this bmaric logic, locating a space within representation i which the
multiplicity of the body appears as a nomadic and discursive fold. The language of
Joyce’s Ulysses, and the representation of the penetrated male body found there, will
be shown to ocassion a more multi-dimensional sense of the body. For Joyce rejects
the binary logic of the either/or, articulating instead a multiplicity not reducible to the
protocols of representation, but which nevertheless registers its presence through their
corruption. The scatological link Joyce maintains between the anus and wnting

complicates the traditional links between anality and death, whilst his presentation of
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the penetrated male body as an essentially hermaphroditic gesture works against the
protocols of representation by which that body must always register as either ‘female’
or ‘psychotic’. Joyce’s text, in this sense, performs a logic of the neither/nor by which
the penetrated body can be reclaimed from that site of non-contradiction and

understood in terms of that estrangement by which the immediacy of life might be

sought.
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Chapter One

The Madness of the Penetrated Body

“Everything that’s said, expressed, gestured, manifested,
assumes its sense only as a function of a response that has
to be formulated concerning this fundamentally symbolic
relation - Am I a man, or am I a woman?”

- Lacan, The Psychoses

“After all I too am only a human being and therefore
limited by the confines of human understanding”™
- Schreber, Memoirs

“[W]hat if thought were as much an affair of the skin
as of the brain?” - Didier Anzieu, The Skin Ego

“How could a discourse based on reason speak of that?”
- Foucault, History of Sexuality Volume One

This chapter uses Daniel Paul Schreber’s Memoirs of My Nervous Iliness (1903) to
demonstrate the ways m which the penetrated male body registers not only as ‘female’
but also, and as a consequence, as ‘psychotic’. Schreber’s psychosis will help set some
of the terms of this thesis by showing his madness to be coterminous with a penetration
of the male body which, within late nineteenth century discourse, could only register as
female. As such, the reason, or ‘mind’, that Schreber claims to have lost is recouped
within the terms of his psychosis, which remscribes the cultural associations of
corporeal penetrability with femininity. The body’s modem conceptual equivalence
with ‘woman’, and its subsequent polarisation from ‘man’, are revealed as both highly
rigid and highly unstable. Moreover, the underlying sensation to which Schreber’s

text bears witness is a deeply troubling eroticism, or what he calls ‘voluptuousness’.
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Whilst this voluptuousness or excess is presented within Screber’s text as the
conceptual opposite of reason/rationality, it nevertheless remains as the motor of his
discourse, undermining the polarity by which these two concepts adhere. Lacan’s
notion of the point de capiton, or quilting point, will be used to demonstrate how the
fixing of meaning and the penetrability of the male body are intertwined, and how the
psychosis Schreber experiences is but an extreme form of the processes by which the
male subject means something within the symbolic order.

Daniel Paul Schreber (1842-1911) suffered two serious mental breakdowns during
his adult life, for which he was institutionalised. He worked in the German courts and
was successful enough to be appointed Senatprdsident or presiding judge of the third
chamber of the Supreme Court of Appeals at the age of fifty one, the youngest man
ever to be appointed that position. The first breakdown in 1884 followed his failure to
be elected for the National Liberal Party, and his primary symptom was hypochrondria.
He spent six months in a clinic run by Dr. Paul Flechsig, the same doctor to whom he
turned eight years later when his second breakdown occurred, which was also the
outcome of a certain failure of his civic role. A month after taking up his new
prestigious post of Senatprdsident, Schreber’s anxiety over his ability to perform this
task was such that hospitalisation was required again, this time for a period of nme
years. This time, however, his main symptoms were delusional and paranoid. His

delirium was grounded in the belief that, in the words of the medical expert's report:

he is called to redeem the world and to bring back to mankind the lost state
of Blessedness. He maintains he has been given this task by direct divine
inspiration.... The most essential part of his mission of redemption 1s that it is
necessary for him first of all to be transformed into a woman

(cited Schreber, 1988, 272)
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Such transformation was to be achieved by an act of divine penetration, to keep it
within what Schreber called the Order of the World. The fact that beyond his own
‘mad cosmology’ such transformation was not within the order of things, but the sign
of a radical psychosis, tells us as much about that order - its limits, its laws and
strictures - as it does about Schreber’s ‘madness’.

Upon‘ his release in 1902, Schreber began writing Memoirs of My Nervous Iliness,
based on the notes he had been keeping since 1897. It was published in 1903, and the
text found its way into Freud’s hands sometime in the summer of 1910. Freud
published his own interpretation of the Schreber case in 1911, the year of Schreber’s
death.

Schreber’s text is exemplary here for a variety of reasons. Its central anxiety over
gender identity, for example, allows us to explore the radical division between the
public domain of masculinity and the private domain of femininity. In addition,
Schreber’s text holds a unique position as Freud’s only case history to emerge froma
purely textual analysis, for Freud never actually met his ‘patient’. The Memoirs’
ambiguous status as a hybrid text between ‘fact’ and ‘fiction” enables those two terms
to be interrogated in terms of what this thesis is calling ‘poetics’ — an engagement with
the ‘real’ that occurs at the level of the ‘imaginary’. Linked to this is the text’s own
self-declared confusion over the epistemological role it claims to play. For as such, it
is exemplary of that transitional moment described by Foucault in the first volume of
History of Sexuality, when the Christian confessional gave way to the scientific case
study. It is a hybrid of the religious and the sexological such as gave birth to the
modern scientia sexualis under whose rubric the desiring subject has subsequently
come to be almost universally understood (Foucault 1990, 18-25). For Schreber

considered his text to be “of value both for science and the knowledge of religious
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truths”(Schreber 1988, 31). Science and religion meet at this ambivalent juncture
where their two axes cross, forming a limit that contours the language of Schreber’s
discourse.

The chapter begins with a consideration of Schreber’s demonstration of what Eric L.
Santner calls the ‘paradox of modernity’. This paradox will be shown to revolve
around the incompatibility of two very different - indeed, conflicting - discourses: that
of domination/language, and that of submission/the body. This paradox is then
presented in relation to Didier Anzieu’s concept of the Skin Ego as a phantasmatical
site of rupture. This will lead to brief accounts of Elias Canetti’s Crowds and Power
and Klaus Theweleit’s Male Fantasies regarding the male body and penetration.
Following this, the work of Foucault and Lacan will be shown to locate a space,
created by a rupture between these two discourses, in which the gendered implications
of Schreber’s psychosis can be analysed in a rather different way than Freud suggested.
Furthermore, it is precisely in this ruptured space that the penetrated male body both
appears and disappears, is both furthest away and closest to hand. In this sense,
penetration of the male body is a limit experience, provoking the loss of that body even
as it shows it in its starkest light. Finally, the work of Lacan, Foucault and Deleuze
and Guattari will provide the means by which this rupture of discourse and the holes of
the male body - specifically the anus - can be linked and understood as a significant
expression of something often deemed unspeakable: namely, men’s penetrability or

corporeal openness.
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The Paradox of Modernity

As both high court judge and certified lunatic, Schreber embodies - and his text
mirrors - a profound uncertainty about the Law through which his words make sense,
and not only or most importantly to himself. It is the Law not as merely a set of codes
of punishment based on a classical understanding of what constitutes the Best for
society, but the Law as a moral structure grounded in itself. According to Deleuze,
this 1s a distinctly modemn notion of The Law, by which “the object of the law is by
definition unknowable and elusive” (1991, 83). As such, “the law cannot specify its
object without self-contradiction, nor can it define itself with reference to a content
without removing the repression on which it rests”(Deleuze 1991, 85). It will be
shown m Chapter Three, in relation to Genet, that this form of the Law is best
understood through transgression.

Schreber’s text signals, and bridges, the radical demarcation of the private domain
and the public domam, and does so through an emphasis on their highly gendered
structuration. The text blurs those boundaries. There is no definitive or clear-cut
division between ‘judge’ and ‘madman’, for when does one end and the other begin?
How much of the latter was latent in the former? In this sense, madness is not simply
reason’s ‘othér’. Schreber’s Memoirs, after all, were presented as evidence of his
sanity to a court who subsequently released him from the asylum, a fact that 1s in no
way diminished by its eventual fate as a statement of profound psychosis, but rather
broadens the problematic of the text in fascinating and as yet unexplored ways. What
is it then that the Memoirs can tell us, not simply about the status of language within

modernity, but also its gendered limitations, its connections to the body, its mappings

33



Chapter One : The Madness of the Penetrated Body

of a space ‘outside’ reason which, at the same time, casts into relief certain aspects of
reason? For how can one and the same text be exemplary of both the reasoning mind
and a profound loss of it? Or, in Foucault’s words, “which syntax functions at the
same time on the level of declared meaning and on that of interpreted
signification?”’(Foucault 1998, 8, original emphasis.) Further; in what ways is this
epistemological uncertainty associated with or correlated to the vicissitudes of the
flesh? The central concern, then, will be how the Schreber case might aid the
examination of the epistemological currency of certain concepts — such as
‘submission’, ‘power’, ‘madness’, ‘reason’ — in the light of their implicit associations
with concepts such as ‘man’ and ‘woman’, and what role the penetrated male body
plays m both consolidating and breaking these associations.

In Ernic L. Santner’s study of Schreber, it is claimed that Schreber’s psychosis

demonstrates

what may very well be the central paradox of modemity: that the subject is
solicited by a will to autonomy in the name of the very community that is
thereby undermined, whose very substance thereby passes over into the
subject (Santner 1996, 145)

In Santner’s account of modernity, communality 1s, paradoxically, undermined by
autonomy. The subject appears through an appropriation of the community’s “very
substance”. This substance enters info the subject in order that the subject can be at
all. As such, Immanuel Kant’s definition of Enlightenment as a break away from
submissive tutelage and the development of self-reflexivity or autonomy (Kant 1959,
85) is incompatible with those symbolic resources by which the social hegemony

legitimises itself, such as law, or monarchy, or state. The social requires conformity to

those symbolic resources in the manner of a submission to their efficacy, to the exact
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extent that autonomy, or Kantian Enlightenment, if achieved at all, would
paradoxically undermine the social by bringing those very resources under scrutiny.

It has been well-documented how the rise of a ‘private self’ at the start of the
nineteenth century threw into disarray the coherence of a ‘public self’. As Peter Gay
points out in his study of what he calls that century’s “effort to map inner space”(Gay
1998, 4), the production of the modern self has lead to a situation in which “the
individual’s imperious desires and the needs of civilisation are usually at odds”(Gay
1998, 9). There is thus a radical conflict - perhaps an incompossibility - between the
impulse to be one’s own person and one’s duty to the societal whole, one’s submission
to a leader/Law. Heteronomy versus autonomy. Indeed, modernity, as Santner
understands it, is precisely this conflict.

Given the highly gendered character of this public/private division, and given the
tropes of submission to male rule imblicit m this paraddx, it is clear that for men
becoming a subject inevitably involves an inescapable, though unarticulated, moment
of homosexual panic': can one submit to another man without losing one’s manhood?
The paradox of submitting to another male (God, King, Fiihrer, et cetera) versus
‘being a man’, ie., self-governing, self-sufficient, and independent. It ‘is a clearly
profound conflict centring on the question of how to be individual (oneself) and also
an individual (part of a community). How to submit whilst remaining dominant? How
to negotiate the symbolic order without conforming to it through a submission it

demands or necessitates? The gender implications of this conflict inevitably raise the

! The phrase ‘homosexual panic’ is from Eve Sedgwick, Between Men:English Literature and Male
Homosocial Desire (New York: Columbia University Press, 1985), where it refers to that equivocal
moment where the socially drawn line between being a man’s man and being interested in men
becomes dangerously blurred (89). In Santner’s analysis of Schreber, he uses the term to describe
Freud’s interpretation of Schreber’s breakdown. See Eric L. Santner, My Own Private Germany:
Daniel Paul Schreber’s Secret History of Modernity, Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University

Press, 1996, 17).
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question of masculine submission, as it functions at/as the very foundation of modern

masculinity.

Submissive masculinity

The concept of submission has been gendered more or less explicitly since at least
the end of the nineteenth century within terms by which women submit and men
dommate. The reversal of this model within fin-de-siécle male masochist fantasies,
whilst undoubtedly challenging the naturalisation of these terms, nevertheless retains
the symmetry of its gendered structuration: the woman takes on the ‘male’ role of
dommation, the man the ‘female’ role of submission, the latter occasioning, as will be
demonstrated later in Chapter Three, both a fascinating jouissance and an abject terror.
In short, submission is always conceptualised as ‘feminine’, domination as ‘masculine’.
Moreover, submission is always conflated with passivity, whilst domination is
conflated with activity. For a man to submit to patriarchy - to the father/leader - is to
make himself passive, and that concept in tum, as we know, is often coded as feminine.
Therefore, for a man to submit to a masculinist discourse 1s to render himself in some
sense ‘female” within the terms of the symbolic order that equate feminmity with
submission. A dilemma in the form of a paradox lies at the heart of that which is all
too often considered most comprehensively stable.

Santner argues that this process of confomlity by which the subject emerges within
discourse acts not upon the mind but upon the body as the site of the performative

command. Thus he argues:
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The (repetitive) demand to live in conformity with the social essence with
which one has been invested, and thus ro stay on the proper side of a

socially consecrated boundary, is one that is addressed not only or even
primarily to the mind or intellect, but to the body

(Santner 1998, 12, original emphasis)

However, whilst the body may well be the most significant reminder of which side of
that socially consecrated boundary called gender one belongs and must remain, it is
within the mind that that command circulates endlessly, that is, it is within discourse.
Therefore, Foucault sees the primary target of the discursive command as the mind,
not the body ~ or rather the body through the mind/mind through the body. In
Discz'pliﬁe and Punish Foucault argues that the change in juridical punishment from
execution to incarceration expresses a shift in discursive strategies of control that

direct power’s attention away from the body and onto the mind:

It 1s no longer the body, with the ritual play of excessive pains, spectacular
brandings in the ritual of the public execution; it is the mind or rather a play of
representations and signs circulating discreetly but necessarily and evidently in
the minds of all (Foucault 1985, 101)

Whilst those signs circulate inside our minds, however, they nevertheless find their
most visual expression on the body. Foucault insists on an inseparability of the two,
arguing, in ‘Nietzsche, Genealogy, History’ that:

The body manifests the stigmata of past experience and also gives rise
to desires, failings and errors. These elements may join in a body where
they achieve a sudden expression, but as often, their encounter is an
engagement in which they efface each other, where the body becomes
the pretext of their insurmountable conflict (Foucault 1977, 148)

For Foucault, the mind and the body are equally involved in the discursive project of

subject formation — indeed the former is manifested through the latter. The body 1s, he
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claims, the pretext of this conflict of interests. The multiplicity of discourse renders
the reproduction of the status quo, or the order of things, not only incomplete but

radically so. The body is the site upon which these conflicts play themselves out:

The body 1s the inscribed surface of events (traced by language and

dissolved by ideas), the locus of a dissociated Self (adopting the illusion

of a substantial unity), and a volume in perpetual disintegration
(Foucault 1977, 148)

Between the specifically disciplinary command to have a body and the actual
sensations of the body lies a space which, for men at least, is the cause of great anxiety.
That command is a highly disciplinary silencing, a denial of those sensations and a
blanket refusal to concede that they play any role in our experience of knowledge: as a
man, one must not ‘know’ one’s own body. It is thus a space in which the male body
vanishes if the command is to be obeyed; that is, if the body is to signify as male at all.
Social bodies of men - those institutions that have tended to uphold a belief in
objectivity and reason as the only reliable forms of knowledge - therefore retain and
perpetrate that very domination which must be abdicated on the individual level by
submission to the laws of the group upon entry to it. These laws allow that individual
to exist, to signify, only so long as they are strictly followed. To be a man is to
discipline and dominate the culturally coded ‘private’ domain of the body and its
sensations. ‘Manhood’ is the prize bestowed upon successful completion of this task.
For the sake of self-preservation, masculinity 1s performed, and such performativity, as
Judith Butler argues, constitutes its claim to essence (Butler 1990).

Such mimicry for the sake of self-preservation, however, is a highly unstable process,
for the Law contains within its performativity a necessary repetition in constant danger

of mutating, of producing an alternative that, through a form of symbolic
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excommunication, constitutes the greatest challenge to its unquestioned immutability.
In this respect, Schreber provides a unique focal point for this discursive instability,
being at once judge and madman, both in the law and out of it. Because Schreber’s
words were generated in a lunatic asylum, and not a court of law, the location of his
discourse serves to highlight the limits of a knowledge co-opted for the justification of
patriarchy and social domination. As Schreber himself remarks, “what can be more
definite for a human being than what he has lived through and felt on his own body?”
(Schreber 1988, 99n). Yet because his Memoirs served to prove in court that his
powers of reasoning were intact they must in some way uphold the very thing they
threaten most of all: Reason. For how can the same text, the same language, be both a
cry of madness and a plea for sanity?

To recap, male subjectivity is only intelligible — paradoxically - through a
penetrability it cannot subsequently concede, but must actively avoid if it is to retain its
masculine status. As such, the body’s inherent penetrability is overcome by a
performative disembodiment promoted through the will to knowledge and achieved
through the domination of, and distancing from, nature (as Other/woman/body). The
skin thus functions as an epistemological limit, even in the most phantasmatic
journeyings beyond it. The body is tamed and contained by a logic of the skin that

" embeds sexual difference within the very mappings of its surface.

The Skin Ego

In The Ego and the Id (1923), Freud attempts to trace the formation of the ego as
“first and foremost a bodily ego” (Freud 1986, 451); that is, “not merely a surface

entity, but...itself the projection of a surface”. In a footnote added in 1927, Freud

further explains that
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the ego is ultimately derived from bodily sensations, chiefly from those
springing from the surface of the body. It may thus be regarded as a
mental projection of the surface of the body, besides. .. representing the
superficies of the mental apparatus (Freud 1986, 451)

It is worth recalling, here, that, for Freud “the ego represents what may be called
reason and common sense, in contrast to the id, which contains the passions”(Freud
1986, 450). The commonsensical ego battles with the irrational id, coding bodily
sensation according to symbolic mandates which gender the conflict. These codes
become codes of conduct, permitting or prohibiting what the body can do. For
example, Freud characterises Schreber’s psychosis as a conflict between a ‘feminine
phantasy’ of passivity and a ‘masculine protest” against it (Freud 1977). For him,
Schreber’s paranoia is a refusal to recognise his homosexual desire to submit to
another man. Homosexual desire becomes, in Freud’s reading, coded as a desire to be
a woman, placing Freud’s analysis within the tradition of late nineteenth-century
sexological theories of homosexuality as a third sex. The main problem, however, 1S
that the gravitational pull of Freud’s analysis is towards a direct correspondence
between Schreber’s life and the work of his Memoirs, a correspondence which will
shortly be challenged.

The French psychoanalyst Didier Anzieu develops Freud’s insights imto ego-

formation as bodily projection into what he calls a ‘skin ego’. The skin ego, Anzieu

argues, 1S

a reality of the order of phantasy: it figures in phantasies, dreams, everyday
speech, posture and disturbances of thought; and it provides the imaginary
space on which phantasies, dreams, thinking and every form of psychopath-
ological organization are constituted... The Skin Ego 1s an intermediate
structure of the psychical apparatus(Anzieu 1989, 4)
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Most important to note here is Anzieu’s categorisation of thinking as a
‘psychopathological organisation’. In this move he refuses the Cartesian opposition
between the mind and the body. The skin ego is an interface between the body as
object and the mind as subject, a psychic map of sensations, of one’s experience of
one’s own body and its place in the world, its relation to itself and things external to it,
out of which thought is generated. If it is also a space of psychopathology, it must
therefore represent a rupture between the world ‘out there’ and the inner organisation
of the subject.

According to psychoanalysis, the ego has no prior status, but emerges, is
constructed, from experience, sensation, or consciousness. Yet the ego must make
sense of these sensations within the rubric of a symbolic mandate which insists on
sexual differentiation as a decisive chtor in the interpretation and articulation of bodily
cognition. The ego must answer the question - and not only once - of whether the ‘I’
through which it expresses itself is male or female, for, as Lacan states in the first
epigraph above, the question of gender is the basis of all meaningful expression within
the symbolic order. As such, the answer to the question Am [ a man, or am I a
woman? functions as the ground for all meaning, making 1t function also as a limit - a
limit which is also a rupture. For, finding an adequate answer ‘to that question
presupposes that the concepts ‘man’ and ‘woman’ are mutually exclusive absolutes and
that locating oneself at one of those poles immediately and necessarily cancels out the
possibility of being at the other: If I am a man, it 1s because I am not a woman, and
vice versa.

Significantly, answering this question only serves the purposes of the symbolic order,

for “[i]n the psyche there is nothing by which the subject may situate himself [sic] as a
41



Chapter One : The Madness of the Penetrated Body

male or female being”(Lacan 1986, 204). The psyche, for Lacan, is radically inept
when it comes to categorising itself, be it within the rubric of gender dimorphism or
otherwise. It is only in the symbolic order, only in relation to its Other, that is, only in
language, that the subject emerges as an ‘I’ and simultaneously genders that I’ as
‘male’ or ‘female’ - positions which, it will be recalled, do not, Lacan maintains,
naturally or necessarily correspond to the biological categories which go by those same
names. Nevertheless, they do name for him a relation to sexual reproduction which
equates the polarity of the ‘male” with that of activity and the polarity of the ‘female’
with that of passivity (Lacan 1986, 204). For Lacan anything passive is symbolically
meaningful only as ‘female’, however disassociated from ‘woman’ that concept may be
in his libidinal economy. So, whilst he breaks the biological or anatomical link between
‘female’ and ‘woman’, he nevertheless remains bound by the cultural associations that
form a chain of equivalence linking the concept of ‘female’ with the concept of
‘passivity’.

As the epigraph from Schreber suggests, however, the limit imposed by such
seemingly necessary absolutism also implies a ‘beyond’ (or behind) for which no
answers can as yet be found, a ‘something’ in excess of the answer itself, something in
excess, that 1s, of being a “man’ or a ‘woman’. For to answer that question is only ever
to locate a limit to the event of masculinity or femininity, and therefore to reinscribe
the very logic by which such an answer 1s provided.

Whilst Anzieu does not specifically address the question of gender in his work?,
Klaus Theweleit’s analyses of the formation of the ego of the soldier, fo which this

chapter will soon turn, will provide an opportunity to explore the ways m which, for

2 For this reason Judith Butler foregoes serious discussion of Anzieu’s work in Gender Trouble (New
York and London: Routledge, 1990, 163n43).
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men, the skin often functions as a barrier against the knowable, penetrable body. As
Anzieu argues, the skin is “the interface which marks the boundary with the outside
and keeps that outside out; it is the barrier which protects against penetration”(Anzieu
1989, 40, emphasis added). But what happens when the transgression of that
boundary is experienced as pleasurable? What happens when such penetration, far
from being guarded against, is instead desired - when, for example, the thought occurs
to a man, as it did to Schreber, that “it really must be rather pleasant to be a woman
succumbing to intercourse”(Schreber 1988, 63)? Schreber’s Memoirs provides one

answer to this question, from which much can be extrapolated.

Divine penetration
In November 1893, just after taking up the post of the highest judicial office m
Germany, Schreber embarked on a nine year period of institutionalisation in mental
hospitals for believing that not only was he the only man left alive, but that i order to
repopulate the planet, God had to transform Schreber into a woman and impregnate
him (her?). Several months before the onslaught of his psychosis, Schreber recalls
having the following experience:
One moming while still in bed (whether still half asleep or already awake I
cannot remember), I had a feeling which, thinking about it later when fully
awake, struck me as highly peculiar. It was the idea that it really must be
rather pleasant to be a woman succumbing to intercourse (Schreber 1988, 63)
This lazy, hazy, half-dream of sexual submission occurs within and establishes a
limit: a border zone between the unconscious state of sleep and the conscious state of
wakefulness. Whilst submission is clearly aligned with ‘woman’, its contemplation

provokes ambiguity, instability, forgetfulness (“whether still half asleep or already

43



Chapter One : The Madness of the Penetrated Body

awake I cannot remember”). An idea considered ‘highly peculiar’ when revisited in the
cold light of day was, within the relative safety of a dream-like state, thought ‘rather
pleasant’. This zone, this ‘dream’, has been isolated by Freud as the cause and origin
of the Senatprdsident's mental breakdown, and is interpreted by him as a simple
homosexual wish-fulfilment, which he derives from Schreber’s delusional belief in his
becoming a woman.

In his study on Schreber, Freud’s interpretation unfolds within the hermetically
sealed domain of the Memoirs, treating it as a kind of psychobiography, mapping a
direct and straightforward point for point correspondence between Schreber’s life and

his text. As Foucault points out in an essay on Holderin, however:

this approach, pursued to the very heart of madness, is based on the assump-
tion that the meaning of a work, its themes and specific domain, can be traced
to a series of events whose details are known to us. The question posed by
this non-conceptual eclecticism, as it derives from ‘clinical’ psychology, is
whether a chain of significations can be formed to link, without discontinuity

~ or rupture, an mdividual life to a life’s work, events to words, and the mute
forms of madness to the most essential aspects of a poem (Foucault 2000b, 7)

Whilst Schreber is clearly no poet - which, according to Elias Canetti, prevents us
from being completely seduced by his words (Canetti 1973, S05) — his text,
nevertheless, remains in some sense ‘poetic’. As Jean Jacques Lecercle points out,
Schreber’s use of metaphors and similes marks his text with the symptoms of literary
strategy, its linguistic techniques the same as those identifiable within many works of
fiction (Lecercle 1985, 121). As such, Schreber’s imaginative engagement with and
articulation of his own ‘reality’ can be explored in order to work against such
adequation as Freud attempts. An exploration of its ruptures and discontinuities

throws up a very different picture.
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For, as the citation from Foucault suggests, it is possible that instead of a direct
correspondence between the work and the life out of which it was produced, there
exists another, more complex, trajectory marked by discontinuities and ruptures. On
this other path, madness and discourse collide in order to produce a text as a kind of
excess: a phantasmatical space not dissimilar to what Anzieu calls the skin ego. To
offer but one example, Freud interprets the figure of God in Schreber’s delirium as a
displacement of Schreber’s first doctor, Flechsig, who is in turn a displaced father
figure. In other words, in order to ‘make sense’ of Schreber’s psychosis, Freud
Oedipalizes him, embroidering a point-for-point correspondence between the events of
his hfe and the manifestations of his illness (Freud thus makes much of the early death
of Schreber’s father). But there exists, Foucault suggests, for those who follow this
mode of interpretation “without being taken in by it, a different discourse”, one that
“no language could have expressed outside of the abyss that engulfs it”(Foucault 1998,
7, emphasis added). For Foucault, there is a connection between the work and the
person that produced it, but this connection appears as a rupture, a space of non-
correspondence or nonidentity, and is not ultimately accessible via the biographical
facts of that person’s life. Nor is it reducible to them. It is not that the father’s
absence creates a psychosis out of which language emerges, Foucault argues, but that
the father was never there in the first place, making language the bearer of a finitude
that cannot be endured (Foucault 1998, 16).

Elias Canetti also rejects the psychoanalytic approach. For him, Freud’s focus on
paranoia as a result of repressed homosexuality is the greatest mistake made within
studies of Schreber (Canetti 1973, 522). For Canetti, “the central point of his system
was the attack on his reason”(Canetti 1973, 522-3). Schreber’s anxiety over being

turned into a woman equates here not with repressed homosexual desire but with loss
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of reason. As a result Canetti is able to see Schreber’s paranoid relationship to God as
indicative of that wider cultural paranoia which culminated in National Socialism. In a
similar manner, Santner reads the Memoirs as a precursor for Hitler’s Mein Kampyf,
teasing out the similarities in both texts: their delusions of a calling to a higher purpose,
their obsessions with decomposition and rot. He describes Schreber’s text as “a work
drawing on the very phantasms that would, after the traumas of war, revolution, and
the end of empire, coalesce into the core elements of National Socialist ideology”
(Santner 1998, ix).

Furthermore, Canetti’s analysis also recognizes the role played by penetration in
Schreber’s paranoia, something not discussed by Freud. For Canetti, Schreber’s
penetrability is crucial, in that it brings together the various points o‘f his delusional
system: “they all have to do with the penetration of his body”, he writes (Canetti 1973,

536, original emphasis). He further argues that as a consequence:

The principle of impenetrability of matter no longer applies. Just as he
himself wants to extend and penetrate everywhere, even right through the
earth, so, in the same way, everything penetrates through him and plays
tricks in him as well as on him. He often speaks of himself as though he
were a celestial body, but he is not even sure of his ordinary human body.
The period of his extension, the very time in which he was asserting his
claims, seems also to have been the period of his penetrability. For

him greatness and persecution are intimately connected, and both are
expressed through his body (Canetti 1973, 536, original emphasis)

The more Schreber’s body is penetrated, then, the less sure he is of its existence, its
status - the more celestial or immaterial it becomes. As this penetration is resulting in
a transformation into a woman, we can say that it results in a heightened femininity

within Schreber. Equally, argues Canetti, however, the more Schreber is persecuted

through such penetration the greafer he imagines he has become through the effort of
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enduring it. There is in Schreber’s Memoirs a clear and vital ambiguity around
penetration, a kind of masochistic thrill at overcoming its threat. It is not unlike the
ambiguity around bodily penetration found in the writings of the German Freikorps
which Klaus Theweleit analysed in his two-volume work Male Fantasies. A brief look
at Theweleit’s work will help clarify this relation being traced between masculinity, the

symbolic order and a fear of (an always-already perpetrated) penetration.

Male fantasies

The Freikorps were a group of self-appointed vigilante soldiers in Wilhelmine
Germany, who, refusing to abdicate their military status at the end of World War 1,
went around suppressing workers’ revolts in the brutal manner of a war. Through
close readings of these soldiers’ private and public writings, Theweleit has identified
certain recurring attitudes towards women, bodies, masses - attitudes of disgust, fear
and murderous hatred. That such feelings cannot be neatly restricted to the
geographical and historical specificities of Theweleit’s primary texts has been noted by
at least one reviewer: in the New York Times Book Review, Paul Robinson remarks that
they are, rather, “the common property of bourgeois males - and perhaps non-
bourgeois males as well” (cited Benjamin and Rabinach’s foreword to Theweleit 1989,

xiv). Similarly, Barbara Ehrenreich argues in her foreword to volume one, that

Theweleit refuses to draw a line between the fantasies of the Freikorpsmen and
the psychic ramblings of the ‘normal’ man: and I think here of the man who
feels a ‘normal’ level of violence toward women (as in, ‘I’d like to fuck her to
death’)...the man who has a ‘normal’ distaste for sticky, unseen ‘feminine
functions’... the man who loves women, as ‘normal’ men do, but sees a
castrating horror in every expression of female anger... or that entirely normal,
middle-class citizen who simply prefers that women be absent from the public
life of work, decisions, war. Here Theweleit does not push, but he certainly
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leaves open the path from the ‘inhuman impulse” of fascism to the most banal
sexism (Ehrenreich in Theweleit 1987, xv)

There 1s, in other words, a continuum established in Theweleit’s argument between
“ordinary male fantasy and its violent counterpart” (Benjamin and Rabinbach in
Thewelert 1989, xiv). As Arthur W. Frank comments, Theweleit’s text “both expands
its concerns and decenters its specificity” (Frank 1996, 70). So what does Theweleit’s
analysis offer in terms of understanding that continuum and its workings within
culture?

Theweleit demonstrates that the aspects of the body that are rendered fearful and
thereby in need of control by the Freikorps are the flows of desire, the genitals, the
anus and its flow of shit; all these threaten the impenetrably armoured body of the
soldier, both within and without, with the result that

The soldier male is forced to tumn the periphery of his body into a cage for the
beast within. In so doing, he deprives it of its function as a surface for social
contact. His contact surface becomes an insulated shield, and he loses the
capacity to perceive the social corpus within which his insulated body moves
(Theweleit 1989, 22)

The skin has become a shield, and social contact has been forfeited. This insulation
is dangerous, for it removes the soldier from the social corpus. For the soldier,
inhabiting the body is to remove it as an organ of the senses that can be opened up
onto a reality that is shared with others. As Mary Douglas has shown, matter that
flows from the body is often perceived as dangerous because of its transgression of
boundaries (Douglas 1984). The bodily interior is experienced by the soldier as a
dangerous mass that must be contained, just as the social mass becomes a threatening
force that must be defeated, and both battles require exacting military strategies.

Indeed, the two struggles are in reality one and the same battle, for “the terrain of their
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rage is always at the same time their own body” (Theweleit 1987, 233). Theweleit
writes of the soldier: “the arena of war is first and foremost his own body; a body
poised to penetrate other bodies and mangle them in its embrace”(Theweleit 1989,

191). A body, that is, incapable of acknowledging its own penetrability. A ‘male’

body.

Becoming a man

The process begins early, in the military academy, where the young soldier’s body 1s
contiﬁuously on display during its reconstruction: “Withdrawal is impossible, since
there is no place to retreat to” (Theweleit 1989, 144). Constant surveillance plays a
crucial role in maintaining the vigilance of this bodily numbing. Punishment for a break
in this vigilance is always oriented exclusively on the body, which is treated as
something that must be broken before it can be made stronger. In order to survive, the
young cadet inevitably develops a “thick skin” which Theweleit warns us not to read
metaphorically.

And little by little the body accepts these painful interventions along its
periphery as responses to its longing for pleasure. It receives them as
experiences of satisfaction. The body is estranged from the pleasure
principle, drilled and reorganized into a body ruled by the ‘pain principle’:
what is nice is what hurts... (Theweleit 1989, 150)

A kind of masochism, then, is the consequence of such training, a channeling of the
need for pleasure into a need for pain: a pain to be endured, overcome, transcended, as
proof positive that the body can - indeed, must - be dominated. This is at the heart of

becoming a soldier. The cadet found incapable of such transcendence is labeled a

‘sissy’, feminized through his inability to submit his body to the requirements of the
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military machine. In this environment, remaining within, and therefore at the mercy of,
the body’s innate vulnerability is a pejorative and feminine trait, with the result that the
soldier “organizes his own struggle for survival as a direct onslaught on femininity”
(Theweleit 1989, 279). As a consequence of this detachment from or erasure of the
body, however, the capacity for pleasure is also purged. ‘“Pleasure, with its hybridizing
qualities, has the dissolving effect of a chemical enzyme on the armored body”
(Theweleit 1989, 7). Pleasure itself becomes pejoratively feminine. Discipline is thus,
as Foucault argues, an “anti-nomadic technique”, primarily aimed at fixing, for “that
which moves brings death, and one kills that which moves” (Foucault 1985, 205, 218).

The individual who emerges from this process is finely tuned to a certain corporeal
and emotional anaesthesia — drilled to be part of a machine that is built to last, to
succeed, to win (Theweleit 1989, 159). His only equals are those other components of
the war machine, and “all others belong only ‘under’ him - never alongside, behind, or
mn front” (Theweleit 1989, 160). To become this ‘man of steel’, the soldier must
construct an armour to protect him from his own flesh, from the flows of shit, urine,
blood, sperm and desire that threaten to dissolve his boundaries. His most urgent task
1s “to pursue, to dam i, and to subdue any force that threatens to transform him back
into the horribly disorganized jumble of flesh, hair, skin, bones, intestines, and feelings
that calls itself human” (Theweleit 1989, 160).

Self-discipline thus becomes a relationship of dommnance over one’s own bodily
flows predicated on the denial of their existence. All of the body’s openings must be
clammed shut against the threat of pleasure, but most significantly, it is the anus that

becomes the site of greatest anxiety. Theweleit argues that

the closing of the anus and the negativization of excrement play a crucial part
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n thc? damming-in of bodily flows in general. The anus, the ultimate sluice,
remams persistently hidden (Theweleit 1989, 312)

In other words, in order to function as a soldier-machine, the anus must become
associated with what is hidden but must nevertheless be controlled; what lurks behind,
unseen, but which still governs a certain vigilance. This will become more significant
shortly, m the discussion of Lacan’s quilting point. For now it is enough to note how
quickly the anus and the closing down of the entire male body can become so
mtimately related.

In order to maintain control of this orifice, and thus, according to the logic being
traced here, all of the body’s flows, the whole of the soldier’s body must become,
Theweleit stresses, “intensely absent” (Theweleit 1987, 203, original emphasis). It
must be “locked from itself, a terrible secret” (Theweleit 1989, 197); and “must not
become famuliar, “known’; it must be an object and source of fear” (Theweleit 1987,
414). Fear of the body’s openings leads the soldier male to abandon his body, and “his
abandoned body becomes the burden he lays on the shoulders of his colonized victims”™
(Theweleit 1989, 418), and, once there, it is mercilessly persecuted. For to kill
becomes the only pleasure permitted to the soldier, and Theweleit catalogues example
after example of Freikorps accounts of the pleasure of killing, concluding from this
that they “seem less to possess a sexuality than to persecute sexuality itself - one way
or another” (Theweleit 1989, 61). They persecute sexual pleasure, jouissance, and the
lack of control such a state threatens to produce, albeit through an act which brings,
for them, its own form of pleasure: murder. The soldier, Theweleit writes, “desires to

move beyond himself, bullet-like, toward an object that he penetrates” (Theweleit

1989, 179).
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If sexuality is what is persecuted then, it is as the soldier’s ‘other’, an external
menace represented by the body of the other, an elsewhere that threatens the stability
of the individual soldier. The soldier’s own body is purged of sexuality, its erogenous
zones cordoned off, deadened. For these men, the body individuates by a closure
which renders it isolate and impenetrable.

Through what Santer calls ‘corporeal mnemotechnics’ the body becomes mvested
with a performative duty to stay on the right side of the Law by always and repeatedly
remembering to do the right thing. That the ‘right thing’ for the male body to do is
remain paranoically impenetrable is apparent not only in the Schreber case, where
recognition of the body as a site of penetrability functions to erase its masculinity and
construct instead a female body; but Theweleit’s study identifies a similar logic in the
writings of the Freikorps. The penetrated male body in each case becomes something
unrepresentable, in excess of a logic within which it cannot register.

In order to understand more fully the notions of discipline, penetration and masculine
embodiment being delineated here, the next section considers Schreber’s early hfe.
What kind of skin ego did he have, and what part did a disciplinary experience not
dissimilar to that of the young cadet play in creating the conflict to which his psychosis

bears witness?
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Schreber’s childhood

The chapter of the Memoirs in which Schreber provided an account of his early life
was censored from the published text, and has never been found. William G.
Niederland’s research into the writings of Schreber’s father, however, provide some
evidence of what that early life must have been like. Schreber senior was a doctor, an
orthopaedic specialist and a zealous pioneer of physical culture and health, whose
books Went through many reprints. To Schreber junior, his voice must have appeared
like the word of God. Dr Schreber’s work focused almost exclusively on childhood
bodily discipline, from the age of only a few months. Niederland has traced some of
Schreber's miracles directly to the experiences undergone in his childhood at the hands
of his father, who placed both sons in contraptions aimed at preventing spinal and
bodily deformities, obsessed as he was with correct posture. And whilst such point for
point interpretation of the work via the life might be open to question, it is clear from
Niéderland’s study that the two Schreber boys were forced “into a state of complete
submission and passive surrender” by their father (Niederland 1984, 57). The
psychosexual element of this submission is indicated, for Niederland, n the obsessive
prevention of masturbation underlying Dr Schreber’s disciplinary techniques
(Niederland 1984, 73).

Given the widespread influence of Schreber senior's publications concerning the
discipline of children, Schreber junior's response in adulthood to such discipline may
only be an extreme version of the more general outcome of the surveillance of
childhood sexuality, linking it with the procedures of power and technologies of health

and pathology about which Foucault has written (Foucault 1990, 44; 47). This
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disciplining of the family is linked to a more general disciplining of society. Indeed,
Niederland cites at least one commentator who has seen in Dr. Schreber’s beliefs a
“sort of spiritual precursor of Nazism” (cited Niederland 1984, 65). Unsurprising,
then, that the son’s publication would provoke similar comments.

In the Memoirs, Schreber receives instructions from God’s rays such as "do not think
about certain parts of your body" (Schreber 1988, 141), pointing to a disciplinary
strategy against which Schreber's mental illness can be seen as an extreme but perhaps
mevitable response to the command for masculine disembodiment. For it was,
significantly, a discipline spared the female offspring of Schreber senior, who, by all
accounts, “apparently remained well” (Niederland 1984, 62). Giv'en that Schreber’s
elder brother committed suicide and Schreber himself went mad and attempted suicide
more than once, the efficacy of such discipline is highly questionable, to say the least.

The Skin Ego produced in such a climate of early bodily trauma will inevitably be
one m which the skin’s primary function to guard against penetration is seen as faulty.
The skin becomes the site of a rupture rather than a barrier, the ego always already
entered, submissive and passive. In such a climate, the body itself becomes a mode of
collapse. Becoming female must have seemed to the young Schreber a means of
escape from the tortures visited upon the male body. For both Schreber boys,
eradicating the body - one literally, the other phantasmatically - was the only way out
of an intolerable sttuation.

The young Schreber must have experienced his own skin as a battleground, as a
highly invasive and fungible organ capable of registering both good and bad sensations.
For as Niederland points out, Dr. Schreber insisted on the importance of performing
his disciplinary techniques “in a manner pleasurable and enjoyable to the child”

(Niederland 1984, 73, emphasis added). The skin’s capacity to mediate or negotiate
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experience becomes highly unstable, and submission itself becomes dangerously
pleasurable.

To cite only one example of the skin’s ambiguity for Schreber, he refers to the
softness of his skin as proof positive that he is becoming a woman (Schreber 1988, 94,
206). This perceived feminine status is contingent upon and mediated by the
sensations of the skin, a multi-layered phenomenon by which the past (memory) is

projected onto the future as the horizon or limit of all that can be. As Anzieu writes,

The Skin Ego is the original parchment which preserves, like a palimpsest,
the erased, scratched-out, written-over first outlines of an ‘original’ pre-verbal
writing made up of traces upon the skin (Anzieu 1989, 105)

For Schreber, those traces were ambiguous, both punitive and enjoyable. For him,
the male body was a source of pleasurable sensations, a site of penetrability, that had
to be forgotten in order to be represented - and it was represented, within his text as
within discourse more generally, as both female and psychotic. He could not ‘picture’
his body - could not describe it - other than as a body being transformed mto its
apparent opposite. The skin as a surface open to both pleasure and rupture could not
register as male for Schreber, nor for the culture in which his text ‘makes sense’,
except as a moment of psychosis. If his body can only register as the “other’ of itself
(ie., female), then his language can only register as the ‘other’ of reason (ie,
madness). This registration or representation is a process of what Kristeva calls
abjection, “a vortex of summons and repulsion” that “places the one haunted by it
literally beside himself” (Kristeva 1982, 1). The abject is not an object, but a process,

a movement by which fascination and terror become satellites of desire; it

“simultaneously beseeches and pulverizes the subject” (Kristeva 1982, 5). Someone
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undergoing such a procedure, Kristeva argues, “presents himself with his own body
and ego as the most precious non-objects; they are no longer seen in their own right
but forfeited, abject” (Kristeva 1982, 5). Through this abjection, Schreber’s body is
“ejected beyond the scope of the possible, the tolerable, the thinkable” (Kristeva 1982,
1), and drawn “toward a place where meaning collapses” (Kristeva 1982, 2). The
protocols of representation no longer hold true, co-ordinates become scrambled, and
binary logic breaks down.

That Schreber’s manhood was part and parcel of his reason, so that losing one meant
losing the other, suggests that the gendered structurations of language are so inbuilt
within the Western discdﬁrse of éubj‘ectivity that to refuse them or unestion them is to
cease 10 be in any traditional sense ‘rational’ or ‘reasonable’, i.e., to be no longer fully

sane.

Madness and the body

Schreber’s ‘rather pleasant’ dream of passivity so poignantly figures for him the
collapse of sexual difference that at the height of his psychosis, when he is assailed by
talking rays from the sun, he is taunted with the phrase: “Fancy a person who was a
Senatsprdsident allowing himself to be f....d” (Schreber 1988, 148). This foregrounds,
as Kaja Silverman pomts out, “the opposition between his sexuality and his
professional position” (Silverman 1993, 351). In Schreber’s mind, a passive sexuality
does not bode well for an active public life. To be passive is not only to be powerless,
but also to be unworthy of power. As suggested above, Schreber’s body/text 1s the
site of a radical conflict between the public and the private as they are embodied in
specific gender categories. On another occasion the rays call him "Miss Schreber”

(1988, 119) - which appears in English in the original, suggesting to Marjorie Garber
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the absent phallus, what is soon to be missing (Garber 1992, 207). It is also
suggestive, however, of the fact that in allowing himself to be “f....d” Schreber himself
has gone missing, made himself absent. In addition, the unmarried status of Miss
Schreber renders him/her even more invisible within a culture where a woman’s status
is contingent upon her legal attachment to a man. The sexual politics are clear enough:
a position of public authority requires somebody (some ‘body’) incapable of
penetrative submission, incapable even of contemplating it. To allow oneself to be
“f....d” is to lose control, is to become ‘Miss’-ing (unmarried, dispossessed,
unregistered, unseen). Losing the job title loses him the phallus, that is, his reason.
Being a man means having things (phallus, title, authority, knowledge, reason), not
losing them.

It comes as no surprise, then, to find Schreber’s vehemently distancing himself from
such a position as that of the penetrated woman. After describing the above mentioned
daydream, Schreber insists that the idea of playing the receptive role m sexual
intercourse “was so foreign to my whole nature that I may say I would have rejected it
with indignation if fully awake” (Schreber 1988, 63, emphasis added). Instead, he
attributes its occurrence upon “some external influences” which must have planted the
idea in him (Schreber 1988, 63), not recognising that such a move is equally contingent
upon his penetration from without. Elsewhere in the Memoirs he apologises for having
to touch on “issues of which as a man I have fo be ashamed” (Schreber 1988, 206,
emphasis added). By way of exoneration, he explams that the process of
transformation into 2 woman - what he calls “unmanning” (Entmannung) - is God’s
will (Schreber 1988, 143).

This process of unmanning, Schreber explains,
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consisted in the (external) male genitals (penis and scrotum) bemg retracted
into the body and the internal sexual organs bemng at the same time trans-
formed into the corresponding female sexual organs (Schreber 1988, 73)

It is a process he claims to have experienced himself. He writes: “several times
(particularly in bed) there were marked indications of an actual retraction of the male
organ” (Schreber 1988, 132). As the signifier of his social status recedes, his
penetrability increases. It is also a process Schreber was clearly unhappy not only with
experiencing but with recounting. “In order not to lose through such a confession the
respect of other people whose QpinionI value”, writes Schreber, he must endeavour to
Justify the importance of talking about such things. He must make sense of his

exposure to and experience of penetration. To this end he explains:

Few people have been brought up according to such strict moral principles
as I, and have throughout life practised such moderation especially in
matters of sex, as I venture to claim for myself. Mere low sensuousness
can therefore not be considered a motive in my case; were satisfaction of
my manly pride still possible, I would naturally much prefer it; nor would
I ever betray any sexual lust in contact with other people. But as soon as
I am alone with God, if I may so express myself, I must continually or at
least at certain times, strive to give divine rays the impression of a woman
in the height of sexual delight, to achieve this I have to employ all possible
means, and have to strain all my intellectual powers and foremost my
imagination (Schreber 1988, 208)

It thus becomes Schreber’s moral duty to “imagine myself as man and woman in one
person having intercourse with myself, or somehow have to achieve with myself a
certain sexual excitement etc. - which perhaps under other circumstances might be
considered immoral” (Schreber 1988, 208). To conform to God’s wishes, he strives to
make “absolute passivity [his] duty” (Schreber 1988, 145). There is thus not simply a

reversal of gender in Schreber’s new world, but a reversal of morality - indeed, gender

and morality become almost interchangeable terms, such that gender itself becomes a
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form of morality: there are ‘good’ genders and ‘bad’ genders. With this reversal, what
Schreber knows to be unacceptable or immoral behaviour according to his strict moral
upbringing - ie., “mere low sensuousness” - becomes not simply acceptable but
obligatory. What had hitherto been the sign of “moral decay (‘voluptuous excesses’)”
(Schreber 1988, 72) becomes instead the sign of moral duty. As Santer argues,
“Schreber discovers that power not only prohibits, moderates, says ‘no’, but may also
work to intensify and amplify the body and its sensations” (Santner 1996, 32). But in
order to do so, Schreber must become a woman.

Schreber’s acceptance of his role as “God’s Whore’, then, is by no means immediate.
His itial response is one of resistance; he battles against this unmanning by which he
i1s to be robbed not only of his masculinity but of his reason: “my whole sense of
manliness and manly honour, my entire moral being, rose up against it”, he writes
(Schreber 1988, 76). For Schreber, to become unmanned - to become a woman — is
coterminous with losing one’s Reason (Schreber 1988, 78-79, 99). Within the late
nineteenth century discourse on sexuality and gender (Showalter 1987; Oppenhemm
2000) Schreber’s experience of his body as ‘female’ could only be subsumed by and
occasion madness, because within its mutually exclusive terms zaving a (male) body
was always contingent on Josing one’s mind. Excessive sensual pleasure m either men
or women, is considered socially unacceptable but in women it is less ofien deemed
‘abnormal’ because ‘woman’ is always already ‘man’s’ Other, always already ‘body’,
‘unconscious’, ‘nature’, ‘sexuality’. In men, however, excessive physical pleasure
tends to carry with it the danger of placing the body above the mind, and such
sexualization, being, at heart, a ‘feminization’, inevitably cancels out reason - the one
thing that supposedly gives men their superiority over nature/woman/body. As Victor

Seidler argues: “masculine superiority is constructed against sexuality” (Seidler 1995,
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177, emphasis added). The battle identified by Theweleit as raging within the soldier is
here applied to all men: a battle against sexuality. As the cultural default position,
white masculine heterosexuality turns out to be no sexuality at all.

This becomes clearer when one considers that Schreber’s unmanning is intimately
connected to - and signified by - an extreme bodily jouissance, or what Schreber
himself calls ‘voluptuousness’, a feeling of mtense pleasure he tells us is usually only
attamable after death, when a ‘state of blessedness’ is bestowed upon the disembodied
soul (Schreber 1988, 50-52). Voluptuousness, in tumn, is connected to the nerve
language through which God’s rays speak to Schreber by penetrating him and causing
his body to be experienced as the site of sensuality. This nerve-language or ‘basic
language’ is described by Schreber as “a somewhat antiquated but nevertheless
powerful German, characterised particularly by a wealth of euphemisms” (Schreber
1988, 50). These euphemisms reverse the meanings of words, and the implications of
this semantic inversion will be explored more fully later on this chapter. Important
here is the sexual difference Schreber ascribes to these nerves of voluptuousness, for,
Schreber argues, whilst they occupy the whole of a woman’s body, in a man’s body

they remain solely in the genitals. He writes:

my whole body is filled with nerves of voluptuousness from the top of my
head to the soles of my feet, such as is the case only in the adult female
body, whereas in the case of a man, as far as I know, nerves of voluptuous-
ness are only found in and immediately around the sexual organs.
(Schreber 1988, 204)
At the heart of Schreber’s psychosis, then, is a certain pleasure or jouissance he

considers to be specific to female flesh, which makes answering Lacan’s question Am [

a man or am I a woman? particularly difficult - indeed, Schreber’s mability to answer
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it with any certainty contributes to and defines his breakdown. Gender ambiguity and
the penetrated male body often appear at the same time, feminnity being one of its
major tropes. Concern over this voluptuousness causes Schreber to appeal to the
authority of one of his doctors. In response to Schreber’s letter, Professor Weber, in
Schreber’s words, “did not dispute the fact that the feeling of sensual pleasure -
whatever its physiological basis - occurs in the female to a higher degree than in the
male” and, moreover, “involves the whole body” (Schreber 1988, 205). The doctor’s
silence (“did not dispute™) confirms for Schreber the truth of his claim, and this silence
itself becomes the only response to the witnessing of an ‘impossibility’ such as that
experienced by Schreber. It is a forgetting of the forgotten, a discreet silence which
passes over that which must not be remembered: the jouissance of the male body.
Submitting to such jouissance, Schreber was well aware, “would render man unfit to
fulfil his other obligations; it would prevent him from ever rising to higher mental and
moral perfection” (Schreber 1988, 208), because thought and sensation are seemingly
incommensurable. Thought is deemed to be disembodied, reason considered external
and objective, untainted by the vagaries of the flesh. It is a clear dichotomization of
the ‘public’ and the ‘private’, mapped, as so many other dyads, onto the ‘masculine’
and the ‘feminine’. Excessive pleasure is at odds with civic duty, that traditionally
masculine and public domaih, and must be avoided if one is to remain within it’s
(in)secure parameters. By contrast, women’s ‘domain’ has been not only the private as
in the domestic, but, more implicitly, the private world of the body and its
‘unspeakable’ pleasures. In many ways ‘woman’ came to represent ‘pleasure’, came to

stand in for the body and its inherent penetrability.
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The discourse on pleasure

That physical pleasure was, for a long time, deemed ‘unspeakable’ by much public
discourse is apparent from the fact that it was one of the last subjects to be scrutinized
by the light of reason. Not until the middle period of the nineteenth century did a
significant discourse on sexuality emerge, what Foucault called a scientia sexualis, and
then it appeared under the aegis of medical science and criminology — that is, as a
modern strategy for surveillance and control. This late appearance alone speaks
volumes about its dubious and scandalous status as something unfit for the rarefied
scientific inquiry that lay at the heart of Enlightenment reason; an unseemly topic for
cultured minds. Those doctors who did turn their medical attention to sex did so
reluctantly and apologetically, and one example will suffice here. In 1857, the French
sexologist Auguste Tardieu wrote: “the darkness that envelops these facts, the shame
and disgust they inspire, have always repelled the observer’s gaze...For a long time I
hesitated to introduce the loathsome picture into this study” (cited Foucault 1990, 24).
Schreber’s own discomfort at having to touch on such matters is analogous to this
professional unease at expending thought on something deemed so mappropriate for
intellectual consideration. The irony is, of course, that scientific discourse denied these
pleasures even as it sought them out, and provided a space for them to appear in the
interests of public health (Bremmer 1989, Weeks 1981), what Foucault called a
“reverse discourse” (Foucault 1990, 101).

In Volume One of History of Sexuality, Foucault argues that the body in Western
discourse has become appropriated for a scientia sexualis, whilst in the Orient an ars
erotica provided a cultural discourse on the body and its relationship with pleasure. In

the West the body is hamessed to an armory of scientific terminology by which it
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becomes objective, disciplined and docile, the mystery of pleasure elided by taxonomic
procedures that categorise and explain, proscribe and control. Sexuality thus becomes
viewed as the essential, though often hidden, ‘truth’ at the core of subjectivity - a move
which gave birth to an identity politics from which we have yet to escape. As a
consequence of the nineteenth century scientia sexualis, the unspoken norm of
masculine disembodiment has been bypassed through a prioritization of the
pathological. It is only those male bodies deemed sick or abnormal that become visible
(the homosexual, the pervert, the criminally insane); bodies proscribed at the expense
of a more truthful account which would address the unspoken norm of the male body,
which remains invisible, tenaciously resistant to a discursive appearance that would
undermine its authority. That is, it is only those bodies that betray the masculine 1deal
that appear, their visibility contributing to the invisibility of that masculine ideal and
their excommunication from it.

Schreber’s conviction that only women possess the ability to experience pleasure
beyond the phallus, a kind of ‘supra-genital’ jouissance, means that his own body’s
capacity for such pleasure marks it out as something other than ‘male’. There is, in
Lacan’s words, “an extremely obvious discrepancy between the symbolic function and
what is perceived by the subject in the sphere of experience” (cited Brenkman 1993,
53). It is a discrepancy that, at its weakest ideological or symbolic stress points,
becomes a profound conflict or rupture. The next section tries to locate the point of
this rupture, to outline the contours of a gap, to locate the edges of an excess, in terms
of the penetrated male body. It does this in order to begin formulatng a relationship
between the anus as a site of discursive rupture and Lacan’s ‘point de capiton’ or
quilting point as that which names the process by which meaning is made to stick. The

crisis of the body in Schreber is shown to be fundamentally a crisis in language
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perpetrated by the body — its status as abject, surrendered, passive and imherently,

dangerously, penetrable.

The riddle of the sphincter

Much has been made of Schreber’s Grundsprache, or basic language — the language
in which God addresses him. For Freud, it is the language of the unconscious,
containing residues of the symbolic relations as found in dream analysis (Freud 1974,
201). One thing is clearly certain — and that is that the basic language Schreber talks
about 1s inherently ambivalent about the meaning of words, rendering meaning
unstable. Schreber writes that it is “especially characterised by its great wealth of
euphemisms” (Schreber 1988 13). This ‘ground-speak’ proves vertiginously
ungrounded, or groundless. Whilst it constitutes a system - what Schreber calls the

‘writing-down-system’ - it remains nevertheless

extraordinarily difficult to explain to other people even vaguely. That it
exists is overwhelmingly proved to me day after day; yet it belongs even
for me to the realm of the unfathomable because the objective it pursues
must be recognised by all who know human nature as something in itself
unattainable. It is obviously a stop-gap measure and it 1s difficult to
decide whether it arises from a wrong (that is contrary to the Order of
the World) intent or from faulty reasoning (Schreber 1988, 119)

Wrong intent or faulty reasoning — these are the proposed origins of Schreber’s basic
language. As a consequence, Schreber claims that whatever is said m this basic
language, the reverse meaning is intended. For example, Schreber tells us that "souls
which had not yet undergone the process of purification were not, as one would

expect, called ‘non-tested souls', but the exact reverse, namely ‘tested souls™ (Schreber,

1988, 50). Such a reversal of meaning indicates not only a violent breach between
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signifier and signified, but also an about-face, which, for Jean-Frangois Rabain,
constitutes a sodomizing of language, language flipped over onto its belly and taken
from behind. Rabain renders Grundsprache in the French (langue fondamentale) to
make explicit its anality, its connection to the fundament (see also Niederland 1984,
43).

Such reversibility places the ambiguous quality of language close to the sexual
ambiguity acting itself out on Schreber’s body (Rabain 1988, 63, 65). “The basic
language”, writes Rabam, “questions the value of the sign, its annulment, and its
function of reversibility by allowing the free play of ambivalence and the
transformation into the contrary” (Rabain 1988, 68, emphasis added). In this sense,
Schreber’s fundamental language, or language of the fundament, has much in common
with Derrida’s project of prising language open and rendering meaning undecidable.
For the deconstructionist, as for Schreber, this is, according to Christopher Norris, “an
activity of thought which cannot be consistently acted on” without submitting to
“madness™ (Norris 1988, xit).

Schreber’s transformation into a woman is coterminous, then, with a breakdown in
meaning, his equivocal flesh mirroring his equivocal language, and vice versa. As

Lecercle points out, for Schreber,

language is directly connected with the body; nerve speech, as its name
indicates, is language embodied [..] as it is also the cause of voluptuous
sensations, there is a concordance between grammar and physical pleasure
[...] the persecution of which he is a victim takes the form of a dereliction of
grammar (Lecercle 1985, 126)

Not only did Schreber believe that the "basic-language" used by the rays came from

outside, but the "writing-down-system" by which Schreber's experiences are recorded
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is equally a phenomenon of exteriority: "I cannot say with certainty who does the
writing down", he confesses (Schreber 1988, 119). The sovereignty of the unified,
identifiable subject is replaced here by a multiple personality. These multiple personas
which inhabit Schreber - and which include “an Alsatian girl who had defended her
honour against a victorious French officer”, and a “Hyperborian woman” (Schreber
1988, 93) -~ all aid in the wrting-down-system. As such, they undermine the position
of author(ity): there is no ‘I’ from which the text springs, only a collaborative plague
of voices. As Derrida writes “we must be several in order to write” (Derrida 1978,
226); and as Lecercle notes, such “proliferation is always a threat to order” (Lecercle
1985, 95).

This proliferation reaches a point for Screber at which "the writing-down-material
has increased to such an extent that it now includes almost all the words used m the
human language" (Schreber 1988, 222). Stretched across the supposedly stable
language structure of reason, Schreber places, like a veil, a parallel language, the
meaning of which is, word for word, the exact opposite of its corresponding
homonym. All language, for Schreber, is homonymic, each word harbouring its
chaotic twin, its opposite meaning, within its seemingly self-evident appearance.

How might this reversal of meaning within Schreber’s world connect with the
reversal of gender he claims to have undergone? And what role does the anus play in
both scenarios? What is most profoundly anal about Schreber’s loss of reason and his
loss of manhood? How did the anus come to function as a site of both bodily and
discursive rupture in his text and in some of its mnterpretations?

In Anti-Oedipus, Deleuze and Guattari develop a radical theory of subjectivity which
posits the subject as a residue of the processes of coding and overcoding by which the

flows and multiplicities of the social body are mapped and restrained. The chaotic
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unravelling of these restraints — as in cases of psychosis, such as Schreber’s — they call
decoding. They argue that in advanced societies such as ours decoding and coding are
almost indistinguishable processes. That is, the high levels of complexity found in
modern life necessitate an understanding of the subject as always already fractured, or
‘schizzo’. In short, fragmentation at the level of the ego is the mevitable outcome of
modern overcoding. Because of this, their form of ‘schizo-analysis’ regards the
psychotic as having something fundamentally profound to say about the nature of the
processes of overcoding by which the body is repressed. Furthermore, they link these
processes to the original privatisation of the anus — the first erogenous zone that the
infant leamns to repudiate, repressing its possibiliﬁes for pleasure. They adopt the
Freudian notion of the anus as “the symbol of everything that is to be repudiated and
excluded from life” (Freud 1977, 104n). It is a process, however, that, due to the
close proximity of the anus with the genitals, remains profoundly contradictory and
unstable. For Freud, anal efoticism is never fully repressed.

Deleuze and Guattari argue that the anus was “the first organ to suffer privatization,
removal from the social field” (Deleuze and Guattari 1983, 143); as a consequence
"the entire history of primitive coding, of despotic overcoding, and of the decoding of
private man" is founded on "the model and memory of the disgraced anus" (Deleuze
and Guattari 1983, 211). They argue that the process of language acquisition is not
only governed by the primacy of the phallus as the master signifier, as Lacan proposes,
but also, that the acts of separation and rejection characteristic of defecation prefigure
the differentiation techniques of signification. In other words, language 1s not only
acquired through the removal of the anus from any social function, but also through

the displacement of the processes of shitting onto the systematic use and application of
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language structures. (Significantly, Schreber’s writing-down-system is activated by the
posterior or lower god, Ariman, linking, once again, anality and language’.)
Julia Kristeva makes a similar claim in Revolution in Poetic Language, when she

writes that

Language acquisition implies the suppression of anality; in other words,
it represents the acquisition of a capacity for symbolization through the
definitive detachment of the rejected object, through its repression under
the sign (Kristeva 1984, 152)

For Kiristeva, poetic language retains a certain aspect of anality — a point the thesis
will return to in Chapter Four in greater detail.

Deleuze and Guattari argue that the privatization or overcoding by which the public
self is consolidated and its desires held in check takes as its model the sublimation of
anality. According to this, learning when to shit and when not to shit are cotermmous
with learning what to say and what not to say. Both are a form of discipline. Bodily
regulation of flows and discursive decorum go hand in hand. It has already been
shown how difficult Schreber considered it to speak of that which he speaks, and how
this finds a parallel in the professional unease with which doctors first approached the
issue of human sexuality. Entry into the symbolic order would seem to foreclose the
possibility of certain, more open (and therefore dangerous) experiences of desire,
except perhaps in the realm of the imagiary, a realm whose co-ordinates become

structured by the very unspeakability in which desire is held. For this reason, Deleuze

and Guattari insist that desire in its least restrained and most chaotic form is mherently

3 For other accounts of anality’s link to language, see Lee Edelman, Homographesis (New York and
London: Routledge, 1994), 173-191; Avital Ronell, ‘The Sujet Suppositaire: Freud, And/Or, the
Obsessional Neurotic Style (Maybe)’, in Finitude’s Score, (op cit), 105-128. Both writers link the
anality of language to ambiguity or reversal of meaning: that is, to the instability of discourse.
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revolutionary. Through the experience and articulation of what is in excess of the
overcoding’s strictures, the inherent fallability of those strictures 1s exposed.
This idea can be further clarified through a consideration of what Lacan terms the

point de capiton, or quilting point.

Lacan’s point de capiton

In his seminar on the psychoses, Lacan suggests that meaning is established by the
fixing, the pinning down, of a signifier to the flow of signifieds. Such stasis gives a
false sense of unifbrmity or universality to any signifier when in reality “the relationship
between the signified and the signifier always appears fluid, always ready to come
undone” (Lacan 1993, 261). Meaning thus constitutes a nodal point that attempts to
isolate what is essentially non-isolatable: the signifier. Lacan calls this nodal point a
point de capiton, a quﬂting point, a stitching together of signifier and signified
resembling the buttons which pin down the upholstering fabric on furniture to the
stuffing within. This quilting point compresses the field of signification to a single
location and thereby “polarizes it, structures it, and brings it into existence” (Lacan
1993, 260). In doing so, this quilting point creates creases which fan out from its
centre, like the folds of fabric encircling an upholstery button, and, like an upholstery
button, it is always in danger of being undone, becoming unfixed, resulting in the chaos
of psychosis. Psychosis is, then, a hole in the symbolic order through which meaning
vanishes, becoming unanchored and floating off on a sea of nonsense. Lecercle calls 1t
a hiatus (Lecercle 1985, 136) - a word one meaning of which is “a natural opening or

aperture’. It is also a now obscure term for “vulva’.
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Is it no more than coincidence, however, given what is here being addressed,
namely, the loss of reason associated with the penetration of the male body, that this
quilting point, with its aureole of folds and its central cavity, resembles the privatised
anus, that hidden hole the penetration of which dislodges meaning from its moorings
and produces madness, that portal through which Reason’s other passes? "But who”,
as Guy Hocquenghem asks, “would think of interpreting Schreber's sun, not as the
father-phallus, but as a cosmic anus?" (Hocquenghem 1993, 100). Who indeed, but
Deleuze and Guattari, via Bataille*. In Anti-Oedipus, they write

Judge Schreber has sunbeams in his ass. A solar anus. And rest assured
that it works: Judge Schreber feels something, produces something, and is
capable of explaining the process theoretically (Deleuze and Guattari 1983, 2)

Like Lacan, Deleuze and Guattari want to know what Schreber can teach us, rather
than séeing him simply as ‘mad’, his position outside of 'normality' lending his story
critical weight; heuristics rather than hermeneutics. Unlike Lacan, however, they
refuse to locate Schreber’s breakdown within the framework of the triadic Oedipal
unit, even in the broader form of Freud’s formulation offered by Lacan in the shape of
the symbolic order. Deleuze and Guattari prefer to locate Schreber’s psychosis within
a politico-cultural context which interprets his witnessing as a reaction to, and
movement against, the totalising forces of capitalist and psychoanalytic normativity.
And they associate his experiences with the privatiéation of the body by discourse, its

colonisation by language. Furthermore, they place Schreber’s anus at the centre of his

4 Bataille, ‘Solar Anus’ in Visions of Excess (op cit), 5-9. For Bataille, too, this opening is intimately
associated with language. “Ever since sentences started to circulate in brains devoted to reflection, an
effort at total identification has been made, because with the aid of a copula each sentence ties one
thing to another”(5, original emphasis). This copula, states Bataille, “is no less irritating than the
copulation of bodies...because the verb o be is the vehicle of amorous frenzy”(ibid). On Bataille’s
‘excremental philosophy’ see Sue Golding, ‘Solar Clitoris’ (1997b).
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psychosis, as the primary point of his miraculous body’, a zone of intensity as
productive as it is destructive (Deleuze and Guattari 1983, 11). They isolate the anus
and 1ts status as the original taboo in order to propose a less structured theory of desire
which may account for the bodily flows so feared by the Friekorps, and by fascist
thinking in general®.

Schreber’s backside is certainly the source of both great anxiety and great pleasure
throughout the Memoirs. He refers to a process of “picturing... female buttocks on my
body... whenever I bend down” (Schreber 1988, 181) - as if his body were a tabula
rasa - anticipating God's penetration, anticipating, even inviting, an "intimacy with the
gods without seeing their faces" (Lyotard 1988, 15). He demonstrates an enthusiastic
preoccupation with the scatological (a word which, surely, literally, means the science,
the logic, of shit). "Like everything else in my body", writes Schreber, "the need to
empty myself is also called forth by miracles" (Schreber 1988, 177). Therefore, his
struggle to hold onto his shit is a struggle for supremacy against Divine omnipotence, a
classic Freudian characteristic of the infant's anal phase (Freud 1977, 205-15).
However, this act of rebellion is used against him, and he is made to feel too stupid to
shit, making the act itself a defiant one (Schreber, 1988, 178). Stupidity leads to God's
withdrawal, and God's withdrawal results in pain being inflicted on Schreber.
Therefore, he is caught between holding onto his faeces in order to retain his sense of
reason, and the urge to empty his bowels because doing so always results in "a very
strong development of soul-voluptuousness” (Schreber, 1988, 178) and soul-

voluptuousness attracts God, who then re-enters him. In short, like Freud's infant,

3 Miraculous (miraculeux) because within the phonetics of the word itself lurks the cul (French slang
for ‘arse’). This point is developed further in Chapter Three in relation to Genet’s work.

® In his introduction to Anti-Oedipus, Foucault calls it “an Introduction to the Non-Fascist
Life”(Foucault 1983 xiit1).
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Schreber enjoys defecating. The fact that the divine miracle rays induce m Schreber
the need to defecate "every day at least several dozen times" (Schreber 1988, 177)
indicates a highly charged - indeed, vertiginous - anal eroticism. “The President’s arse
will pass into solar incandescence”, as Lyotard comments (Lyotard 1993, 59).
Interestingly, Deleuze, Guattari and Lyotard choose to focus their readings of the
Memoirs on the anal, linking this with their respective projects of opening up the body.
Schreber himself never indicates that the penetration he undergoes is an anal one -
indeed, it is not focused on any one part of the body but occurs all over. Why, then,
this attention on the anus as the site of bodily disintegration, and what is the relevance
of their insights for the production of meaning? How can the site of
rupture/lack/castration — i.e., the anus — also constitute the site of (or seat of) identity,
and the form of reasoning identity implies? In the following section, certain parallels
between Lacan’s notion of lack and Foucault’s notion of rupture are explored that

make clearer this duality and its significance for this thesis.

The foreign body

For Lacan, the body takes place — registers, carries (sexual) meaning — only within
the symbolic order, that is, within language. As Bruce Fink remarks, the Lacanian
body is “written with signifiers”, a process that renders it “at the mercy of the symbolic
order” (Fink 1995, 12, 11). Because of this, recognition of one’s body is always
misrecognition (meconnaisance), always giving a false impression of unity to
something that is essentially fragmented or disunified. The unified structure of the
body is implanted within the subject by its entry into the symbolic order. This symbolic

order is the structure of the Other, making the symbolic body the property of the
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Other. This Other, however, is not an actual person, but the very structure in which
one appropriates one’s body. And one approprates it as always already male or
female. One bodies within a field of signification which marinates the flesh in an
mescapable language: “the body is overwritten/overridden by language” (Fink 1995,
12). Thus 1s not unlike Deleuze and Guattari’s notion of overcoding.

That the language in which the body takes place is inherently heterosexist in its
assumptions of meaning, its structuring of reason and its construction of the body is
one of the central claims of this thesis. Language seeks to restrict the male body and
its pleasures within syntactical, logical and conceptual formations which constitute a
discourse of prohibition’. The violence of this restriction presses against, leaves an
impression upon, the bodies that do not “fit in’, that “fail’ or breakdown. The value of
Lacan’s work is that such breakdown - as it is for Deleuze and Guattari, too - is
fundamentally what grounds all subjectivity. In short, there is no distinction, for
Lacan, between psychotic and non-psychotic states of mind, only degrees to which one
succumbs to breakdown.

Within the Lacanian economy of sexual differentiation, of course, the role of master
signifier is filled by the phallus, that absent leader to which we all defer in order to
make sense of and within the symbolic order. For a man, therefore, to rebel against the
master signifier is to lose the privileges obtamed through being a "membver’ of the
group marked ‘male’, a membership contingent upon having the phallus. ‘To abdicate
the phallus is thus to submit to a masochism marked by a loss of masculinity, through

castration; to have one’s membership rescinded: one becomes a symbolic ‘woman’.

7 For Schreber physical pleasure and pain are intimately connected to the correct use of language:
“whenever expressed in a grammatically complete sentence, the rays would be led straight to me, and
entering my body (though capable of withdrawing) temporarily increase its soul-voluptuous-
ness”(Schreber 1988, 173).
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To submit to that leader, however, is no less masochustic, for 1t places the male subject
in a threateningly homosexual and, within such an economy, femmizing subject
position. The male body must submit to the Phallus m order to become male.
Paradoxically, that is, the male body must be penetrable in order to enter a symbolic
order which will subsequently disavow such penetrability, providing that body with a
phallus that acts as a guarantee against it, for within the symbolic o1.~der only those
without the phallus (i.e., ‘women’) can be penetrated.

For Lacan, this dilemma is made more troublesome still by the fact that the ego, as
such, does not exist, except as an alter ego, as the Other, through which the T’
emerges within a linguistic command directed at the Other. For this reason, “reality 1s
at the outset marked by symbolic nihilation” (Lacan 1993, 148), making the body, and
the skin ego, inherently fragmented. The ego sabotages unity rather than supplying it.
And if the ego, as we have seen, is the source — or mediator - of all knowledge of the
body, the psychic map of an essentially psychotic flesh, then the body is always already
ripped, dis-membered, a site of rupture. Indeed, Schreber informs his readers that his
body has “become increasingly grotesque” (Schreber 1988, 78-9)°.

The ego and the superego are mediated by speech for Lacan, the ‘I’ making sense
only as a source of the ‘you’ which is a signifier for the superego, the Law. This ‘you’,
then, which makes possible an ‘I’, is, Lacan emphasises, a foreign body (Lacan 1993,
276). The body is elsewhere, as it was for Theweleit’s Freikorps. These men
possessed no ego but were kept ‘sane’ by an externalization process which gave them
a body in the form of their collective ‘superiority’ to the mass (Theweleit 1989, 164).

By cathecting pain into pleasure, they survived as a function within their closed group,

8 The notion of the ‘grotesque body’ as developed by Mikhail Bahktin will be explored in Chapter
Four in relation to Joyce’s Ulysses.
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shoring up an identity agamnst everything that they were not, which thus became
negativised. By a similar process - though one marked by a more culturally apparent
psychosis - Schreber turned the pain of God’s penetration into a pleasure to which he
willingly submitted: "If I can get a little sensuous pleasure in this process, I feel I am
entitled to it as a small compensation for the excess of suffering and privation that has
been mine for many years past" (Schreber 1988, 209).

For Schreber and the Freikorps the pain of submission becomes a pleasure, and in
this way “the mternal map of space, the body and the mind, and external map of space,
the body and the social order are resolved one i the other” (Pile 1996, 205). This
solution, however, as already stated, itself produces an excess Wthh remains
irresolvable, indissoluble. And in both cases that excess is the penetrable body.
Whereas for the soldier, however, it is a body disavowed and externalised, resulting in
the penetration and mangling of other bodies, for Schreber, for the psychotic, 1t is his
own body that is penetrated and mangled. If the bodily ego/Skin Ego can be likened to
Deleuze and Guattari’s ‘body without organs’, then Schreber is the Ur-body without

organs. Consider this extract from the medical officer’s report:

He maintains that in the earlier years of his illness he suffered
destruction of individual organs of his body, of a kind which would
have brought death to every other human being, that he lived for along
time without stomach, without intestines, bladder, almost without
lungs, with smashed ribs, torn gullet, that he had at times eaten part of
his own larynx with his food, etc. (Schreber 1988, 272)

This body, ripped and open, empty and fragmented, figures as a site of rupture, the
rupture between discourse and the flesh. 1 have already said that the hole m
signification which constitutes psychosis is a ‘hiatus’, that almost vulval aperture

already mentioned. In ‘The Father’s “No””, Foucault charges this hiatus with “the
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vitality of a rupture” (Foucault 1998, 5), claiming that “the dissolution of a work in
madness, this void to which poetic speech is drawn as to its self-destruction, is what
authorizes the text of a language common to both” (Foucault 2000b, 18).

The Foucauldian body, often misunderstood as a discursive body constructed
through language, is being understood here as a ruptured body, a hole or hiatﬁs within
language - a language that is common to both lyricism and madness, both meaning and
dissolution of meaning. The text/body, for Foucault, is authorized by a rupture. The
body 1s held — albeit in the most fractured state - within a multiplicity of discourses like
a fish in water, but these discourses are also in the body like water passing through the
fish: discourse sustains the body even as it dissolves it. The ambiguous status of
Schreber’s text frames and focuses this ambiguous status of representative language
per se, and attaches that rupture to the particular hiatus of the penetrated male body.

Whilst 1t may be problematic to link Lacan with Foucault in this way, given Lacan’s
status as errant psychoanalyst and Foucault’s critical engagement with psychoanalysis,
it is nevertheless clear that both writers open a space for thinking the ‘outside’, that
which doesn’t — and cannot — register within language. Lacan’s concept of lack is
identifying something which Foucault, in his turn, has termed an excess. How can
Lacan’s lack be equated with Foucault’s excess? It is important to keep in mind that
for Lacan the lack i1s on the side of the symbolic order, it is something the symbolic
order lacks, not something lacking in the subject him/herself. Lacan calls it the Real,
something in excess of the symbolic order, something unreachable, impenetrable,
unknowable. It exceeds the symbolic order’s ability to grasp it. In this sense, it is like
Foucault’s excess, or what in ‘The Father’s “No™ he calls a “fundamental gap in the
signifier, that transforms...lyricism into delirium... work into the absence of work”

(Foucault 2000b, 17). It is, then, a rupture in the fundament, bringing us back to the
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question of Schreber’s solar anus and its importance here. The Foucauldian body 1s
closer to Deleuze and Guattari’s body without organs — a patchwork of fragments, a
multiplicity that is residual within discourse and characteristic of everything that
discourse articulates. In his study of Foucault, Deleuze usefully identifies the process
of “visual assemblage” by which ‘Panopticism’ operates, highlighting not only the role
played by surveillance and discipline in the registering of the body, but also the
fragmented and multiple nature of the body that results from this registration: its status
as an assemblage (Deleuze 1986, 32).

For Deleuze, the assemblage is “the minimum real unit” (Deleuze 1987, 51). As
such, it renders all meaning inherently and immediately multi-ple‘ Through what
Deleuze terms a ‘sympathy’ or symbiosis, the assemblage allows for “the penetration
of bodies” (Deleuze 1987, 52) within fields of force that generate representation.
Within an assemblage “bodies interpenetrate, mix together, transmit affects to one
another” (Deleuze 1987, 70). This fundamental gap, then, which Foucault and
Deleuze have identified as the thing which makes possible the multiplicity and
fragmentation of bodies and texts, is that through which such (inter)penetration occurs.
The gap/hole/lack — what 1 am calling the behind - is therefore primary in that it
contours the field of representation whilst remaining stubbornly resistant to

representation.

The primacy of the hole
So far, through noting the productive anxiety surrounding penetration as a cause of
madness, or loss of reason/phallus/manhood, the ruptures of discourse have been

rendered coterminous with the anus as a hole or route into the male body. Penetration
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and madness are somehow considered mutually productive. At the same time,
however, it has been seen how the notion of a rupture or gap functions in the thinking
of Lacan, Foucault and Deleuze and Guattari, as that which exceeds representation
whilst nevertheless contributing greatly to its structure. It has been stressed that the
quilting pomt by which meaning is stitched down constitutes such a rupture — and one
which, in its conglomeration of folds outlning a central hollow, more closely
approximates the anus as the primary signiﬁer than the phallus. It is, perhaps
somewhat ironically, then, that it is Lacan’s text on Schreber - a text which tries to
show how psychosis replaces the lost father, that is, the lost phallus - which provides
the tools necessary to reinforcel the link between the point‘ de capiton and the

(a)signifying anus. There Lacan writes:

If something in nature is designed to suggest certain of the properties
of a ring (anneau) 1o us, it is restricted to what language has dedicated
the term anus to, which in Latin is spelt with one »n, and which in their
modesty ancient dictionaries designated as the ring that can be found
behind (Lacan 1993, 316)

For Lacan, the property of the ring is to bind or hold together (Lacan 1993, 319) -
that is, to give meaning. Its role, then, is not dissimilar to that of the quilting point.
“A ring isn’t a hole with something around it... A ring above all has a signifying value”
(Lacan 1993, 317). As the ring that can be found behind, the anus is occluded, out of
sight (privatised), and must be actively sought out, and perhaps here can be found the
penumbrated etymological origins of the term analysis, that project of sniffing out

hidden things that lurk behind. Lacan himself makes no direct link between the ring and

the quilting point, but their functions are clearly of a similar nature - to secure, bind,
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and fix meaning to a specific referent. Meaning is always concentrated around a
rupture.

Schreber's text demonstrates the relationship between the body and language, the
origin of language in the sexual body. While one end of the alimentary canal talks, the
other shits, or receives God's rays. Just as Schreber’s language turns meaning on its
head, so the nerves of voluptuousness spin his body upside down, till it is waste
(nonsense) that spills from his mouth, and his anus becomes the seat of identity. One
orifice takes the place of the other. Schreber is a latterday Oedipus condemned to
solve the riddle not of the Sphinx, but of the Sphincter, that orifice which, as Avital
Ronell notes, 1s “determinable neither as masculine nor strictly speaking as feminine”,
but which “nonetheless constitutes a sexuality, a shared space that is often vagmized”
(Ronell 1994, 108). I would suggest that it is the fact of this vaginization of the anus
that renders its use so problematic when it comes to conceptualizing the male body.
As such, it is never a “shared space”. For within the terms of the symbolic order, the
male body is not entered, it enters. Pleasurable use of this sphincter on the male body
therefore maps a hermaphroditic pairing of oxymoronic flesh (Rabain 1988, 63), which
threatens to corrode or disrupt the boundary of sexual difference. That it doesn’t fulfil
the promise of this threat is due in no small part to the fact that it is “often vaginized”.
For this thesis argues that such vagmization is the mevitable outcome of the gendered
chain of equivalences whereby body=penetrability=female. Schreber’s jouissance was
thus recuperated for a logic that disavowed it, or avowed it as psychosis. The axiom
of male=mind/female=body is reinscribed upon his very flesh as he succumbs to God’s
penetration, thereby reinstalling the ‘“harmony” (Schreber 1988, 252) its mitial
occurrence destroyed. The male body is lost in the war against it, and breaking the

code of masculinity leaves one at sea, exiled from reason. To break the code is to
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break the law, and in that rupture the male body appears penetrated, open, and
radically exposed as 1ts other, as female, and thus disappearing at the same time. The
hiatus/rupture/hole/gap that this movement or oscillation constitutes has been in this
chapter linked to the hole in the symbolic that creates psychosis, and that hole in turn

has been linked to the male anus. The next chapter expands the analysis to consider
three texts in which the male body is penetrated in other ways: through the eyes, the
mouth, and the ear. A prose poem by Baudelaire, and novels by J-K Huysmans and
Wilde, will be used to demonstrate the ways in which the male body is opened up to a
constant threat from penetration at every orifice. This opening up of the male body
continues the work of the rupture, making it the impossible condition of that body’s

emergence.
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Chapter Two

The Limits of the Body

“We must remember that even the simplest words,
the word ‘man’ for instance, have a history”
-Neil Bartlett, Who Was That Man?

(19

...Impenetrability is intelligible only as a mode of resistance”
-Coleridge, Biographia Literaria

“*To define is to limit™”
-Wilde, A Picture of Dorian Gray

So far, this thesis has demonstrated that penetration of the male body is a limit-
experience that threatens the masculine subject with dissolution. Becausé the concept
of ‘the body’ is so closely bound to the concept of ‘woman’, the act of penetration —
by making the male body more present — serves to destabilize the notion of a unified
‘male’ subject. Yet, paradoxically, as this chapter works further to demonstrate, such
destabilization also occasions the emergence of the masculine subject. As such,
‘femininity’, far from being the conceptual opposite of ‘masculinity’, becomes the very
condition of ‘masculinity’s’ possibility. Penetration, and the submission 1t entails, will
be seen to be something fascinating, pleasurable and, what is more, necessary to the
emergence of a new masculine subject. The impenetrability that has been identified
with masculine embodiment is thus revealed, as Coleridge suggests above, as
intelligible only as a mode of resistance.

The three modes of penetrating the male body explored in this chapter occur in
literary texts from the second half of the nineteenth century, a time of particularly high-
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pitched anxiety over the mutability of gender roles (Showalter 1992). First, Charles
Baudelaire’s prose poem ‘Miss Scalpel” and its formulation of an ‘ocular penetration’
will be employed to critique the concept of a strictly male gaze and demonstrate how
the eye functions for Baudelaire as the site of a terrifying yet ultimately fascinating
penetration. Next, a scene of oral penetration from Joris-Karl Huysmans® 4 rebours
will show how such an event instigates an inversion not simply of gender, but of the
bodily orifices themselves. Like Schreber, Huysmans’ penetrated male body inverts not
only the positions of anus and mouth, but of gender itself. Finally, in Oscar Wilde’s 4
Picture of Dorian Gray, an aural or olfactory penetration is shown to be central to the
submission to discourse itself, the iteriorization of an ‘other’s’ words which
constitutes the possibility of a self, rendering that self always already subjected, or
submissive: already penetrated.

That these three modes of penetration occur within texts which themselves
interpenetrate - Huysmans echoing Baudelaire, Wilde echoing Huysmans® - suggests a
genealogical or rhizomatic non-originary origin to the act of penetration itself: a
textual, not simply sexual, penetration. The body of the text, as well as the male body
appearing within 1t, 1S shot through with holes out of which or mto which things move.

Furthermore, that the modes of penetration explored in this chapter are not
immediately of the male anus is important for understanding the breadth of the claim
this thesis is making. Penetration is not being presented as a specifically sexual or

specifically anal, or even specifically homosexual, act - although it may,

! The phrase ‘ocular penetration’ appears in-Berkeley Kaite’s ‘The Pornographic Body Double:
Transgression is the Law’ (1988). Kaite’s overview of a certain “contradictory and oscillating” gaze
within pornography is similar to my own conclusions regarding Baudelaire and the gaze.
2 In A rebours, Huysmans’ (anti)hero, Des Esseintes, is an avid reader of Baudelaire. In Wilde’s A
Picture of Dorian Gray, Lord Henry Wotton gives Huysmans’ novel to Dorian to read (although it is
never mentioned by name, Wilde identified it as such in the trials, see H. Montgomery Hyde, Famous
Trials 7: Oscar Wilde, Harmondsworth: Penguin, 114).
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simultaneously, be all those things. Instead, it is to be understood as what might be
called an ‘existential’ penetration or psychosomatic vulnerability the perpetration of
which is experienced as a violation of the inviolate masculinity to which masculine
subjectivity is (supposedly) heir. The focus here is on those moments when the
masculine subject feels himself disintegrating as a result of being penetrated, even
though (or perhaps especially when) that penetration has been the source of a certain
fascination and even erotic pleasure. At this moment the body falls short of the
masculine ideal of disembodiment or impenetrability and becomes an object of shame
as much as of pleasure.

Within the standard logic of gender dimorphism, such shameful penetrability
invariably feminizes, and thereby erases, the male body. It is as if the limits of
representation themselves were being pierced and punctured, suffering a rupture the
very infliction of which - by creating a whole, gap, or abyss - is experienced as a
passivity which can only be acknowledged by that body becoming its conceptual
opposite: female. As if the horror of such an event can be made bearable by the magic
trick of representation, conjuring a female form to take the place of that penetrated
male. Or, perhaps, as if the penetration itself had infected the male body with a
contagious femininity, suggesting a terrifying ‘permeability’ between the feminine and
the masculine (Millerl9'86, 107). Or even as if the impossibility of representing such
an act must remain ﬁnpossible, and the security of absolute gender difference imposed
the moment it threatens to occur. For when does the skin stop being on the outside
and start being on the iﬁside, if not at those edges, those orifices where the threat of

penetration lurks most insidiously? Those zones where what is internal can suddenly
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be rendered external, what is interior invaded, and the safety of distinction and
difference between them left vertiginously unstable’.

Having said as much, however, in each case it will become clear how, above and
beyond any generalized ‘existential penetration’, each orifice - eye, mouth, ear - can
(perhaps, must) be reduced to a symbolic anus. As if, for the male, to experience
submission to another male is always aiready coterminous with ‘getting fucked’ - an
expression which in itself indicates the slippage between the sexual and the

metaphorical registers of speech (see Rancour-Laferriere 1979, 58-9).

Decadent gender

Firstly, in order to provide a context for the texts to be discussed, there follows a
brief outline of the decadent period’s flirtation with sexual ambiguity and gender
mversion, and the anxiety it produced. Such anxiety was contemporaneous with the
relatively recent division of human sexuality into homo- or heterosexual categories
(Sedgwick 1993, 1; Halperin 1990, 43). According to Foucault, around 1870 ‘the
sodomite’ became ‘the homosexual’ and a physical act became compacted into a
pathologised personality type (Foucault 1990, 43) predominantly identifiable by
atypical gender behaviour (Bristow 1995; Sinfield 1994). It was a rapid change,
which perhaps helps explain the enormous anxiety it generated. For example, in 1860,
in Les Paradis artificiel, Baudelaire could refer to the ways in which an immersion in
“the soft atmosphere of women... gives birth to the superior geniuses” (cited Pia 1961,

36-9) with relative impunity. Thirty-five years later, such mtimate knowledge of

3 See, for example, the opening pages of Lyotard’s Libidinal Economy, where he invites us to “open
the so-called body and spread out all its surfaces”, trans. Iain Hamilton Grant (London: Athlone

Press, 1993, 1-2).
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female accoutréments, far from signaling masculine genius, would instead render one’s
sexuality - and virility - highly suspect. Even the man of letters was no longer exempt
from the general suspicion that knowing too much about the ‘mysterious domain of
women’ somehow feminized or emasculated him. The turning point was the Wilde
trials, after which, according to Rupert Croft-Brooke:

it was all right to like to see a woman well turned out - to know anything

about her clothes was poisonous. In art galleries you might 'know what

you liked' but any other knowledge of art was suspect. A man could smoke

a pipe, large and heavy if possible, but cigarettes were for boys and effemi-

nates. Perhaps the unhealthiest thing of all was to know anything about

decor in the home - a healthy man left that sort of fal-lal to the wife (Crofi-

Brooke 1967, 287)*

Such paranoid self-policing of the masculine subject is linked to Eve Kosofsky-
Sedgwick’s homosocial formulation: “For a man to be a man’s man is separated only
by an invisible, carefully blurred, always-already-crossed line from being ‘interested in
men’” (Sedgwick 1985, 89). To be a ‘lady’s man’ 1s to admire how she looked, but
not to pay so much attention that one seems to covet her wardrobe. The social and
sexual implications of an mterest m women and their milieu had become so
overwrought as to provide unmistakable signs of homosexuality. Yet, such a reading
can only make sense within a cross-sex matrix so contradictory as to be almost
nonsensical. An interest in women's clothes, etc., suggests an mterest in wearing them,
which suggests a desire to be a woman, which suggests a desire for sex with men. The

acts of displacement necessary for such a reading distance the desire from its origin to

such an extent that it becomes itself origmless - or, rafher, the sexual desire itself 1s

read as the origin.

4 The date of Croft-Brooke’s book — 1967 — was the year that homosexual conduct between consenting

adults and in private was made legal in Britain.
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Baudelaire was able to wax lyrical about the trappings(!) of femininity without
implicating himself as a homosexual (indeed, the word would not exist for another nine
years’). Half a century later, that interest would lead Proust to assume Baudelaire was
a homosexual®. There occurred in the interim a clear shift in the meanings given to a
man's interest in femminity from a desire for women to a woman's desire.

Such anxiety over gender roles and sexual ambiguity marked the emerging
bourgeois culture of the late nineteenth century, resulting in an increased polarisation
of the sexes (Cohen 1993; Showalter 1992; Gay 1986; Weeks 1981). Femininity had
the power - even as women themselves remained politically powerless - to penetrate
the masculine citadel and confaminate it, render it impure. In an attempt to reduce that
threat gender became a mutually exclusive paradigm. As such, with the rise of
sexology and the emergence of a discourse intent on policing sexual behaviours and
reifying gender polarities, effeminacy became a spectre haunting masculinity, became
masculinity’s other (Cohen 1996), with the consequence that sexual inversion was
most often read as gender inversion (Hekma 1994). As Alan Sinfield remarks, whilst
effeminacy is rarely addressed explicitly in theories of masculinity, “it defines, crucially,
the generally acceptable limits of gender and sexual expression” (Sinfield 1994, 4).
Sinfield usefully traces the history of effeminacy in order to locate its specific historical

association with same-sex desire; namely, the Wilde trials. The unacceptability of

5 The word ‘homosexual’ was invented by a novelist, Karl Maria Kertbeny, in 1862. Not until 1869
did he use the term ‘heterosexual’ to designate people whose primary erotic orientation was directed
at members of the opposite sex. See Frederic Silverstolpe, ‘Benkert Was Not a Doctor: On the
Nonmedical Origins of the Homosexual Category in the Nineteenth Century’, unpublished conference
paper, Amsterdam Free University 1987. The English homosexual writer Edward Carpenter called it a
“bastard word’ mixing Greek (homos) and Latin (sexualis), preferring his own term, ‘homogenic’.
Carpenter, The Intermediate Sex, (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1908, 40n).

6 In his Journals, Andre Gide writes of a visit to Proust during which Proust outlines his theory about
Baudelaire’s homosexuality: “The way he speaks of Lesbos, and the mere need of speaking of it,
would be enough to convince me”, Gide, Journals 1889-1949, trans. Justin O’Brien, (London:
Penguin, 1967, 329-330).
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effeminacy as an expression of anything other than the absolute opposite of masculinity
became more marked with the rise of bourgeois masculinity in the second half of the
nineteenth century, and effeminacy’s association with homosexuality can be traced to
this period. As a definite ‘homosexual body’ appears, characterized by a salient and
pejorative femininity, the absence of effeminacy - that nineteenth century bourgeois
obsession - defines normative heterosexual masculinity, as the unmarked term.
“Effeminacy i1s not banished by manliness”, Sinfield observes, “it is its necessary
corollary, present continually as the danger that manliness has to dispel” (Sinfield
1995, 62). Perceived and vilified as bearers of a terrifying effeminacy, homosexuals
were excluded from the definition of masculinity that was established by that very
exclusion. In such a climate, gender ambiguity could only become more and more

intolerable as the consolidation of gender polarity became an ideological imperative.

Celebrating the abject

Yet, whilst the dominant culture - science in particular - recoiled in horror at the
sight of gender ambiguity, seeing in it a breakdown of order, a threat to the status quo,
and a degeneration of morals, many writers and artists of the time eagerly embraced i,
often for the selfsame reasons. The Androgyne was the jewel in the crown of
Decadent art, what Mario Praz in his study of the literature of the period calls "the
artistic sex par excellence" (Praz 1962, 354). Novel after novel, poem after poem,
spoke of the terror and the beauty of a being whose body gestures towards both sexes.

In the words of the Decadent novelist Joséphin Péladan,
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The number of women who feel themselves to be men grows daily,
and the masculine instinct leads them to violent actions, in the same
proportion as that in which the number of men who feel themselves
to be women abdicate their sex and, becoming passive, pass virtually
on to a negative plane (cited Praz 1962, 354)

‘Femininity’ and ‘masculinity’ are constructed to correspond with particular
arrangements of genitalia; gender becomes the felos of biological sex. It is gender
behaviours rather than specific sexual acts which are being policed. The most primitive
anxieties about natural order are aggravated by the existence of women who act like
men and men who act like women, and they inspire the most Drac()hian-responses -
responses noted as particularly typical of the fin de siécle: “in periods of cultural
mnsecurity, when there are fears of regression and degeneration, the longing for strict
border controls around the definition of gender [...] becomes especially intense”
(Showalter 1992, 4).

These gender anxieties were further exacerbated by the unclassifiable nature of
creative imagination and the male artist in particular found himself caught in a cultural
double bind: "neither pure artist nor fully masculine" (Weir 1995, 18). Any work of art
- that did not reflect and consolidate the strict polarity of the sexes was immediately
suspect: the male artist must be as plain and as resolutely masculine as the men who
read him. After all, Péladan's words testify to a more fierce denigration of men who
display female characteristics. Such men, through their passivity, ‘pass virtually on to
a negative plane’, becoming invisible, exiles of their sex. For men to adopt so-called
‘female’ behaviours invokes a greater punitive response than vice versa, because

misogyny, denigration of the feminine, is governing their interpretation. (It was more
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understandable - though no less ‘unnatural’ - that within patriarchy, women should
aspire to masculinity.) In that move towards the feminine, the masculine body
disappears, and gender difference is reinstated. Such a transformation, however,
suggests an ability to metamorphose from one sex to another which immediately
problematizes their supposedly natural opposition, leaving corporealily even more
unstable, and rendering gender dimorphism a central problematic of all representational
protocols. For even those writers for whom gender ambiguity or reversal provided
fruitful subject matter, there is nevertheless an investment in the polarity with which
they play. As the remainder of this chapter will demonsirate, penetration becomes the
point around which this play of anxiety and fascination gathers.

Deleuze extends the concept of decadence to mcorporate a notion of ‘the intolerable’.
By this process, elements which lie beyond or in excess of the protocols of
representation can be revealed. In order to do so, Deleuze writes, “it is necessary to
make holes, to introduce voids and white spaces™; il is necessary “to make empliness in
order to find the whole again” (Deleuze 2000, 20). It was this sense of making holes
(or ruptures) in order lo.reveal something else that characterized the anus in the last
chapter. In the following discussion, certain points of entry upon the male body are
considered in the same hight. It is, in Deleuze’s study of cinema, precisely the visual
field which is being punctured in this way, precisely the eyes which function as a site of
penetration. And it is (o the eyes thal the next seclion turns in its reading of some of

Baudelaire’s prose poems.
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Baudelaire’s will to otherness

Baudelaire remains an ambiguous figure in that he challenges the dominant image of
mid-nineteenth century bourgeois masculinity whilst at the same time - being the son of
a governmental administrator and stepson of an army general — so profoundly inhabits
it. Thus, in becoming a poet, Baudelaire was rejecting all that was expected of him
and his familial rebellion is well-documented: the squandering of inheritance, the
prostitutes, the dyed green hair, the experiments with drugs and drink. In his life as
much as in his work, then, a kind of ‘wili Lo otherness’ is more than apparent. In his
work, this will to otherness manifeéted itself primarily in an attitude to art that can only
be called “modern’, for in it lurks a critique and rejection of all that is traditional.

Indeed, in Foucaull’s refleciions on modernity as an attitude rather than a specific
hustorical epoch, Baudelaire is cited as “an almost-indispensable example” (Foucault
2000a, 310). For Baudelaire, modernily is not simply found in the fashionable, “the
transient, the fleeting, the contingent” (Baudelaire 1972, 403) - this is only “one half of
art”. The other half is to be found in exiracting from fashion “the poetry that resides in
its historical envelope, to distill the eternal from the transitory” (Baudelaire 1972, 402).
It 1s, in other words, a grasp at the present thal remains only 0o aware ol ils status as
nothing more than a grasp. For this reason, as Walter Benjamin claims, Baudelaire’s
work “cannotl merely be calegorized as historical, like anyone else’s, but it intended o
be so and understood itself as such” (Benjamin 1973, 164). Baudelaire’s self-
conscious modernily is thus an attitude, a pose, a willlul knowing. In Foucaull’s
terms, it is a heroization of the present that constitutes an ironic relation with the seif -
a relation which takes the self as a work of art. To quote from Baudelaire’s journals,

the Dandy “should live and sleep in front of a mirror” (Baudelaire 1989, 26). And
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such self-consciousness, such vanily, was considered Lo be the absolute antithesis of
nineteenth-century masculinity. It brought with it, as shall be seen, an entire
conceplual armature which, whilst its aim might be said to be the reinstaiementi of
consolidated gender norms, turns out, nevertheless, to undermine them radically.

For Baudelaire, this relation lb the sell upon which modemily as an atutude is
contingent centres on an openness or penetirability at odds with the impenetrabiity of
traditional masculine subjectivily. Walter Benjamun places such penetration/ioss-of-seil
“at the very centre of [Baudelaire’s] work™ and characterizes 1t as a conflict which is
named “the crealive process iisell” (Bemjamin 1973, 165). For Baudelaire, the poet
must maintain a constant attitude of combat against docile conformity (Baudelaire
1989, 39), and revel in that state of flux in which the self 1s always an ambiguous and
fragile entity: “for in the grandeur of reverie, the sense of self soon fades” (Baudelaire
1991, 33). As such, the poel must remain oper 10 all sensations in order 1o be a poet
at all, yet it is this very state of openness that most threatens to dissolve his (masculine)
subjectivity. According to Baudelaire, the impenetrability of masculinity must be
overcome, or broken down, if poetry is ever to occur, making the male poet an

inherently ambiguous figure within patriarchal systems of thought.

Ambiguity and metonymy

Such ambiguity is most self-consciously evident in Baudelaire’s prose poems, where
linear narrative and linear history are rejected in favour of a more haphazard
conglomeration. One is free to choose the order in which the pieces are read, and such
textual freedom is coterminous with the freedom to choose, in the modemist moment,

between an endless series of possible selves. Deleuze and Guatlari might be referring
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o Baudelaire’s prose poems when they claim that a book is all the more total {or being
fragmented (Deleuze and Guattari 1992, 6). Like their 4 Thousand Plateaus,
Baudelaire’s prose poems “can be read starting anywhere and can be related (o any
other [plateau]” (Deleuze and Guattari 1992, 22).

In Baudelaire and Schizoanalysis, Eugene W. Holland’s deleuzegualtiarian study of
the poet, this fragmented form of writing is related to what Holland calls a metonymic
poetics, which he contrast with the more traditional poetics of metaphor. Holland’s
distinction between metonymy and metaphor is developed — as is that employed by
Barthes in the miroduction to this thesis - from the linguist Roman Jakobson. It turns
on a differentiation between the distance or displacement effected by metaphor and the
contiguity effected by metonymy. For, whilsi metaphor funclions through similarity
and identity, concealing the gap between signifier and signified, metonymy opts to play
with this gap, revealing as a consequence difference and fragmentation. Jakobson
further asserts that whilst metaphor is concerned with metaphysics, that is, with
establishing a fixed meaning through similarity, metonymy aligns itself with, in
Holland’s words, “a heroic acknowledgment of coniingency and {lux” which renders
meaning “undecidabie” (Holland 1993, 39).

Through metonymy, Holland argues, language fumnctions not as a mediating
representative atiempt to grasp at a distant ‘real’, but is itself — and presents itself as -
parl of that real. With meionymy, words are nol subsiituies for the signified but are
instead themselves a slice of the signiﬁcation procedure. As such, metonymy is more
suited to the registering of historical inscription, seeing it as an {impossible) history of

the present. In Holland’s words:
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History provokes responses in writing: writing registers effects of history:
they are recto and verso of the same process of registration. History is thus
always related metonymically to a text in two different ways: both as its
context (producing effects) and as its referent (produced m response) rather
than just one or the other (Holland 1993, 262)

Holland finds in Baudelaire’s prose poems a metonymic poetics characterized by an
ironic attitude to metaphor, by which “metonymy tends to undermine metaphor”
(Holland 1993, 75); that is, contingency and flux undermine fixed meaning. According
to Holland, moreover, this undermining of the metaphor is achieved not only through
focusing on instability and undecidability, but also — within the same move - by
recognizing the role of the body. For whereas metaphors function by replacement or
substitution of the object represented, metonyms retain an intimate connection to i,
moving, he claims, “from cerebral to more corporeal sensations” (Holland 1993, 78).
Metonymy thereby subverts the intellectual rule of the metaphor. In this move towards

corporeality we find a masochism not dissimilar to that outlined by Theweleit in the

previous chapter, an economy in which

suffering is valued... as a source of pure intra-psychic intensity, which arises
from the exact coincidence between what is desired and what is condemned
as evil by the laws of the socio-symbolic order (Holland 1993, 187)
Within the metonymic move towards the body, that is, pain and pleasure become
indistinguishable as that which is disavowed by the socio-symbolic order becomes
indistinguishable from — or, rather, more recognisable as — that which is desired. In

short, suffering is desired. In Baudelaire’s prose poems such suffering is, moreover,

intimately connected to a penetration of the male body. Yet for Holland this
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penetration reveals the modern masculine subject to be one “that virtually disappears
between the pulsions of desire and the sanctions prohibiting them” (Holland 1993, 29).
However, whilst it remains true that, for Baudelaire, the poet is of necessity an
mnherently penetrable being, thus rendering his claim to masculine subjectivity
problematic by marking his distance from its cultural requirements, it will be seen that
the body that does emerge from this virtual disappearance of the masculine subject is
the penetrated male body. Its appearance, furthermore, provokes both fear and
fascination. Indeed, fascination will be shown to attend the appearance of all three of
the penetrated male bodies found in this chapter. And it will be seen that, as with
many of its prefigurations of decadent art, Baudelaire’s cosmology is one in which
gender reversals are standard poetic fare. Not only that, but they appear most
nsidiously around the penetrated male body, marking out its challenge/threat to gender

norms.

Poetry and penetration

It is clear that gender reversal provided potent imagery for Baudelaire’s poetry, in
which women often act as penetrators, the poet submitting willingly to being
penetrated in order to be a poet at all, that 1s, in order to trace the event in language.
In this sense, penetration is essential for Baudelaire in order to concéive and give birth

to his poetry. Consider this, as an example, from ‘“The Artists’ Confiteor’:

How penetrating is the close of day in autumn! Oh! Penetrating to the very
point of pain, for there are certain delicious sensations, which, while
imprecise, are not without intensity; and no blade has a keener tip than that
of Infinity (Baudelaire 1991, 32-33)
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Or this, from ‘The Crowds’, where Baudelaire explicitly contrasts the necessary

penetrability of the poet to the more habitually closed nature of the average man:

He who finds it easy to espouse the crowds knows feverish pleasures

which will be eternally denied to the selfish man, who is as tightly sealed

as a strong box, or the lazy man, who is as self-contained as a mollusc
(Baudelaire 1991, 44)

The poet has to be open to that penetration, to those feverish pleasures, which will
inspire his poetry, and for Baudelaire such penetrability is a “holy prostitution of the
soul which gives itself entirely” (Baudelaire 1991, 44). Other men, their bodies and
their selves clammed shut, know nothing of this process. And' poetry 1s denied them.
For the poet, therefore, the act of being penetrated, whilst marking him as different
from other men, remains nevertheless a necessary undertaking. Yet, while it feeds his
art, it also contains an attendant fear of losing one’s self. The poet, it would seem, 1s
in this sense masculinity’s other.

Similarly, in ‘The Desire to Paint’, Baudelaire writes: “Unhappy may be the man, but
happy the artist pierced by passion!” (Baudelaire 1991; 87). Normative masculinity is
at risk in the process of becoming a poet. And the key concept in such risk is
penetrability and its attendant gender reversal. For, as Leo Bersani states, in his
Freudian reading of Baudelaire's poetry "psychic penetrability is fantasised as sexual
penetrability", and this always carries with it the danger that it "may change him into a
woman" (Bersani 1977, 12).

However, as Margery A. Evans points out, this instability functions in the prose
poems as a desire to suffer coupled with a desire to penetrate and dominate the poetic

object; that is, a desire to be both passive and active (Evans 1993, 47). For iflove, for
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Baudelaire, “resembles an application of torture or a surgical operation”, then the
apotheosis of pleasure consists in being “alternately victim and executioner”
(Baudelaire 1989, 4, 24), that is, in inhabiting an unstable position of undecidability:
neither male nor female, but more of a movement between, or gesture towards, both.
Such conceptual instability hinges, for Baudelaire, on the dualist movement of looking
and being looked at; that is, on the eye as something both penetrating and penetrated.
As such, the gaze becomes the site of intensely erotic physical sensations. Indeed, as
Enid Starkie remarks in her biography of the poet, “the most intense physical
sensations he ever received were through the organ of sight, sensations amounting

almost to orgasm” (Starkie 1988, 93).

Visions of access

This. indeterminacy or undecidability of the gaze is most clearly evident in the prose
poem ‘Miss Scalpel’ (Mademoiselle Bistouri), i which the poet-narrator is mistaken
for a doctor by a prostitute obsessed with incision. Miss Scalpel takes the poet home
to show him her collection of portraits of doctors, one of whom is said to look "like a
young lady" (Baudelaire 1991, 100). Not that the anonymity of this encounter is the
first thing to be noticed - “[a] rendering oneself vulnerable to the risk of the stranger”
(Haver 1997, xiv) - nor the resemblancé between the doctor and a ‘young lady’; but
also, and above all, that Miss Scalpel is the dominant figure, orchestrating an erasure
of the poet’s self through her insistence on his being a doctor. She seems to penetrate
the poet through this authorial gesture, to look into his eyes and see a void there to be

filled with her own fantasy. Not for nothing is she named after a blade, a tool of
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penetration. As Evans writes, during this the encounter between Miss Scalpel and the

poet:

The surgical blade mitially mtended for the penetration of ‘Nature’,
the artist’s model, is turned against the artist/surgeon himself, and
the poet’s initial movement to dissect the external world. .. becomes
a means of self-penetration (Evans 1993, 49)

Significantly, several gender inversions attend this (self)penetration. From the
outset, the young woman is presented in terms that draw off the masculine. She is tall
and robust, she smokes cigars, and, in a period noted. for its restriction on feminine
mobility, this young woman proudly declares: “Oh, I go everywhere” (Baudelaire
1991, 99). At the same time, almost as if to redress the gender imbalance, she also
employs distinctly feminizing terms of endearment towards the poet such as “my dear”,
“kitten” and “darling”.

But this is not the only conceptual hierarchy to be mverted. Miss Scalpel recounts
her visits to doctors, even though she isn't sick, and expresses her fantasy that one
young surgeon, "pretty as an angel", visit her decked out in his operating robe, "even if
there was a bit of blood on it" (Baudelaire 1991, 101). This fantasy inverts the
authority of medicine as her desire for the narrator's portrait, and her insistence that he
is a doctor, inverts the poet's desire to penetrate her personality by fixing it in words
(Evans 1993, 48). At the same time, the appearance of one doctor she quotes another
as describing as "'That monster who wears on his face the blackness of his soul!™, sets

up a correspondence between physiognomy and personality which the mistaken

identity of the narrator contradicts.
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Furthermore, the poet’s initial assertion - “] am a passionate lover of mysteries
because I continually hope to solve them” - is frustrated by his mability to understand
the reason for the existence of such a monster. Likewise, his statement towards the
end of the poem, “What bizarre things we find in a big city, when we know how to
stroll about looking!” (Baudelaire 1991, 101), is contradicted by the earlier reference
to Miss Scalpel as “this unlooked-for enigma” (Baudelaire 1991, 99). The poet allows
himself “to be pulled along by this companion”, to be embroiled in this mystery,
because he hopes to solve it, penetrate it, know it. That his hopes are dashed and his
anxieties heightened leads him to confirm the existence of something beyond,
something in excess of, Pure Reason, something monstrous — like madness - the
function of which perhaps only God can truly know. For the poet’s own attempt to
impose reason upon this woman’s obsession with doctors by asking, “Can you
remember the moment and the occasion when this special passion was bom in you?” is
frustrated by her reply: “I don’t know...I can’t remember”. Her inability to recall the
cause of her obsession gives the lie to medical etiology. The poet cries to God: "you
who are full of reasons and causes, and who have perhaps put into my mind a taste for
horror in order to convert my heart, as a cure at the tip of a blade" (Baudelaire 1991,
101). Here, penetration is a cure as well as a wound, acting - like Derrida’s
pharmakon — as both poison and remedy. Indeed, in ‘Plato’s Pharmacy’, Derrida
demonstrates how it is precisely through an act of “maleficent penetration” in the form

of writing (Derrida 1991, 135), that the pharmakon

breaks into the very thing [memory] that would have liked to do without
it yet lets itself at once be breached, roughed up, fulfilled, and replaced,
completed by the very trace through which the present increases itselfin
the act of disappearing (Derrida 1991, 135)
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Derrida’s terminology bears witness to the violent register in which such an act takes
place: the subject is ‘breached’ and ‘roughed up’ by discourse. Writing makes a hole
in the subject and pours into that wound a drug which, whilst dissolving the recipient,
also - paradoxically - increases its presence. In outliving the event, the written word
both supplements it and replaces it, whilst retaining that metonymic link discussed
above through a tracing of the body.

In Derrida and Baudelaire, then, writing acts as a means of administering the lethal
dose and procuring the vaccine, this double-edged quality dissolving binary
oppositions. Rather than dialectical synthesis, the pharmakon provides a proximity of
absence and presence, toxin and antidote, death and restorative located upon the same
site, producing an excess of meaning that refutes binary logic, a something other that
prevents any definitive decidability taking place. For the poet in ‘Miss Scalpel’, what
is cured is his curiosity. His initial fascination with this ‘innocent monster’ is likened to
the tip of a blade, yet the penetration he endures/enjoys evades or dissolves any
absolute meaning. And as will be shown next, the multiplicity or ambiguity of meaning
provided by this experience provides, for Baudelaire, the curiosity which lies at the

heart not only of modemity, but of the poetic gesture itself.

Fascination and curiosity

Andrew Benjamin has drawn out the complex of themes central to Baudelaire’s
aesthetic: curiosity, fascination, time and speed, and their close relationship to a project
intent on securing the status of the unknown. For Bemjamin, the gaze, once

disassociated from a will to know, to master, as it is in Baudelaire’s poetics, opens up
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as “a possibility of entry”. Such ocular penetration is characterised by “the joy of
abandoning oneself - giving up myself - to another form of knowledge” (Benjamin
1997, 4) and from this joy, Baudelaire’s poetic proceeds. As shown above, for
Baudelaire the eye is a site of penetration that provides a highly erotic charge. As
such, for Baudelaire’s poet this oracular penetration — this entering through the eyes -
opens out the penetrated male body as an example of the unknown. Baudelaire’s
metonymic poetic allows this body both to appear and provide the necessary means of
apprehending its meaning. The act of submission, in other words, is linked to the very
process by which knowledge is acquired.

In the prose poem ‘The Desire to Paint’, for example, Baudelaire presents a woman
whose most salient characteristic is said to be “the love of prey”, and whose look
awakens the desiré “of dying slowly under her gaze” (Baudelaire 1991, 88).
Knowledge is thus acquired through submission to the uinknown, and this éubmission,
for Baudelaire, goes by the name of fascination. Fascination — a bondage of the gaze -
carries with it both the charge of an intense eroticism in Baudelaire, and the uncertainty
of (sexual) meaning that such knowledge implies. As Baudrillard argues, “fascination
moves towards the neuter, towards an indeterminate chasm, a mobile, diffuse
sexuality” (Baudrllard 1990, 27). Seduction lies on the other side of structured
sexuality, in a parallel universe where gender polarities have no definite purchase; in
the realm of the abject.

Indeed, for Andrew Benjamin, “part of the complexity at work within fascination 1s
its link to the abject” (Benjamin 1997, 5). And this abjection is ambiguous, according
to Kristeva, precisely because the abject figure casts “within himself the scalpel that

carries out his separations” (Kristeva 1982, 8, emphasis added); separations, moreover,
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which supply him with a jouissance that maintains the perpetuation of his abjection
(Kristeva 1982, 9). Like Miss Scalpel’s obsession with portraits and photographs of
doctors, the poet’s curiosity is a morbid fascination in which alterity is complicated by
the unsteady nature of the power of the gaze. The eye (the ‘I”) which looks is held by
what it perceives, such that it no longer belongs unproblematically to the looker (“I let
myself be pulled along™). By claiming the existence of ‘innocent’ monsters, the poet-
narrator 1s thus securing for himself an exoneration from blame or guilt: he cannot help
his passion, his fascination, his curiosity; it is as originless as Miss Scalpel’s desire for
doctors. Nor can he celebrate or claim that fascination as his own without unsettling
the very sense of self from which such a claim might be said to originate. For, as

Benjamin argues:

The mark of the curious is the place of the unsettled, the unsettling,
the aberrant, that which resists assimilation, what will endure as the
curious (Benjamin 1997, 6)

To séy ‘I am curious’ is therefore not only to announce one’s curiosity, but also to
declare one’s abjection as a curio, a freak, an innocent monster. It is to be — and at the
same time - both looker and looked at, both voyeur and exhibit(ionist), roles which so
often become reduced by a discursive or conceptual attachment to traditional genders
by which the man looks at the woman. For the woman to look (back) thus has a
domino effect on the concepts linking her to the role of object, which, when the object
of her gaze happens to be a man, has the double impact of linking him to the
conceptually feminine role and undermining the fixed determinations of this logic of the

gaze. When this much power is so clearly at stake, the full strategy of the gaze takes

on all the charge of erotic seduction, bringing with it a great deal of uncertamnty.
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Seduction as uncertainty

For Jean Baudrillard seduction is irreducibly feminine, though this femininity within
seduction is neither the marked nor the unmarked term (Baudrillard 1990, 7), but is
instead essentially uncertain; it is a play of uncertainty that uses the concept of
‘femininity’ to represent something other than the female body. Instead, it is made to
represent an “erotic indetermination” (Baudrillard 1990, 25, original emphasis) which,
being linked to “the primitive seduction of language” (Baudrillard 1990, 54) pits itself,
according to Baudrillard, against the mode of production that gender polarity serves:
seduction versus production. For this reason, femininity as seduction 1s, for
Baudrillard, “on the same side as madness” (Baudrillard 1990, 17), as shown in chapter
one, where the more voluptuous Schreber became, the more God penetrated him, and
the more God penetrated him, the more voluptuous he felt: a vicious circle inscribing
psychosis. Yet, by using the concept of femininity to articulate this indetermination,
Baudrillard ultimately reinforces — or at least relies upon - the chain of equivalences
binding femininity and madness with penetration. To link femininity to uncertainty and
seduction is to recapitulate the gender stereotypes by which meaning is consolidated.

Georges Bataille links seduction to the eye, and he goes on to locate this seduction
“at the boundary of horror” (Bataille 1985,17). As shown in the introduction,
Barthes’ reading of Story of the Eye finds in Bataille’s poetic a metonymic register
characteristic of modernity. This metonymy sets up a different chain of equivalences
that trace a trajectory away from the more metaphysical equivalences found in
metaphor. This eye, moreover, that “could be related to the cutting edge” (Bataille

1985, 17), invokes Miss Scalpel and the Baudelairean poet, presenting the eye not only
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as a site of rupture, but also as an instrument of incision, a blade of infinity with poison
at its tip. That the incision it inflicts is also a penetration, a piercing, will inevitably
ncrease the anxiety of the male body being thus entered - especially if one considers,
moreover, that for Bataille the eye is an anus, a bronze eye (Bataille 1985, 86-7). For
Bataille, the penetration of one is always connected to and expressive of the
penetration of the other.

Furthermore, the fact that man’s “eyes continue to fetter him tightly to vulgar things”
(Bataille 1985, 83) means that the looker is bound to look, bound to what he looks at,
putting him in a submissive rather than dominant position in relation to what is exerting
such fascination. There is thus no clear-cut distinction between the gaze and the object
such that power can be said to reside on one side and not the other. The eye may have
the power to look, to penetrate, but the object observed has the power to command
attention, to mspire curiosity, and, in the case of Miss Scalpel, to look back and inflict
an equally severe penetration. Any attempt to gender this relationship, to talk of ‘the
male gaze’, for example, therefore merely simplifies what is a continually shifting and
mutually constituting power relationship. Instead, Baudelaire presents a shifting gaze,
a multi-gendered gaze, as equally equipped within women as within men to penetrate,
to dominate, as well as being ready to submit and to open up. The politics of the gaze
which genders the looker as male and the looked at as female is thus rendered
imperfect, reversible, unstable by Baudelaire. Corrupt and corrupting, the penetrating
female gaze enters the male body through the eye/anus and displaces his subjectivity,
disrupts his equilibrium, robs him of his power by making him a visible object. Such
visibility, however, being structurally problematic, means that the penetrated male

body, in order to signify at all, immediately becomes dangerously ambiguous, its
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masculinity  threatened  with  erasure by  this  abject status  of

ambiguity/feminmity/passivity.

The gender ambiguity of the gaze

More than this, however, as both male and femimine, both looker and looked at, the
androgynous figure of the Poet in Baudelaire opens up a space of anxiety and
production predicated on a concept of gender inversion which appears at or as the
edges of knowledge itself. Opening himself up to the penetrating gaze and taxonomic
enclosure of a woman, the poet in ‘Miss Scalpel’ struggles to make himself understood
(“I had great difficulty making myself understood”) because to be in that position
defies logic, evades understanding. It is to be, like Miss Scalpel herself, outside
reason, in that wasteland of madness which, as Foucault remarks, “takes the false for
the true, death for life, man for woman” (Foucault 1989, 33).

Kaja Silverman suggests that differentiating the gaze from the look will overcome the
association of looking with masculinity. She argues that a phallic divestiture surrounds
this ambiguity of the gaze, a castrating ambivalence (Silverman 1992, 125-130). Yet
making the penis detachable does not so much alleviate the anxiety of femmization as
heighten it, rendering masculinity unstable and removable. This instability, as can be
seen in Baudelaire, arises from the double-edged function of the eye as both penetrator

and penetrated. Theweleit characterizes the sexual ambiguity of the gaze as follows:

If its beam is hard and active, it is phallic; its gleam represents the gleaming
glans of the erect penis... But the functions of the eye may also be recep-
tive, melting or passive; even the male eye may take on the attributes of
vaginal formations... What is crucial is the eye’s capacity for transformation;
it is simultaneously able to perform both functions. The same eye may
sometimes actively radiate (and thus be ‘masculine’) and at other times
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passively drink in light from elsewhere (and thus be ‘feminine’). In
conjunction with the gaze of another, it does both - it penetrates the
other eye and receives its gaze (Theweleit 1987, 134)

Theweleit and Baudelaire may disrupt the stability of the gendered gaze by making
the male eye penetrable, but such penetrability remains, nevertheless, both conceptually
represented by and associated with “femininity’, with ‘vaginal formations®. Instability
itself becomes a function of the ‘feminine’. Far from rendering ‘masculinity’ more
stable, however, this conceptual association of instability and femininity, as will be
shown, serves 1o contaminate ‘masculinity” by becoming the very condition for its
emergence.

In what became known as ‘the decadent Bible’ - Joris-Karl Huysmans’ novel Against
Nature [A rebours] (1884) - this inversion of gender attendant upon the penetrated
male body is figured as a more explicitly corporeal, though no less phantasmatic,
phenomenon. The orifice penetrated this time is the mouth, the organ of speech. As
such, discourse becomes more anxiously implicated in the maintenance of the

masculine subject.

Huysmans’ A rebours

Huysmans® A rebours tells the story of the wealthy aesthete, Jean Floressas des
Esseintes, the last, childless male in the family Hﬁe. Des Essemtes uses his wealth to
implement a complete withdrawal from society into a world of his own devising.
Selling up the family home in Paris, he buys a house on the outskirts of the city in
which he locks himself away with only a couple of faithful servants. Bored and self-

indulgent, Des Esseintes satisfies his refined taste for the extreme in a series of
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episodes that, like Baudelaire’s prose poems (by which Huysmans was enormously
influenced) can be read in almost any order. The novel is in no way linear in structure
— there is no clear trajectory of beginning-middle-end — but rather unfolds in a series of
spirals. The theme linking each one, however, is a savage attack upon nature/the
natural. One episode describes a completely black meal Des Esseintes has prepared.
Another recounts his attempts to create a unique visual stimulus by having a tortoise
encrusted with jewels in order that he can watch it crawl across an elaborately
patterned rug, only to find that the adornment of the creature’s shell causes it to die.
The one thing each episode has in common is a complete rejection of the natural
world, a profoundly joyous pursuit of the artificial. As might be expected, a less than
conventional approach to sexuality and gender comprises one facet of this assault .
against nature. Behind this love of artifice, however, lurks a very real terror of the
penetrated male body, coupled with a fascination similar to that expressed by
Baudelaire, though this time, it is the mouth that is the site of this penetration — that
oﬁﬁce which, for Freud, is the first erotogenic zone of infancy. As such, the following
analysis of Des Esseintes’ experience of penetration through the mouth reinforces the
claim made in the introduction of this thesis that adult masculinity is predicated on a
repudiation of penetrability and its pleasures. Penetration of the adult male body is
prohibited by penetration’s association not only with femininity but also with nfancy or

stunted maturity.

The open mouth
As the sister orifice, or the ‘other’, of the anus - the opposite, unclean end of the

alimentary canal - the mouth offends. Stuffed with food it will eject at the other end, it
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is a reminder of the body’s capacity to be entered, and as such, for men, is yet one
more opening to be policed, clammed shut, and used selectively. This is no doubt not
only due to the mouth’s status as the child’s first connection with its own sensuality,
but also its status as the motor of speech: that is, its social or communicative function,
which is mevitably foreclosed whilst the mouth is being entered. It is enough here to
consider the childhood lesson that to speak with one’s mouth full is to be lacking in
manners. The lips, moreover, as Irigaray notes, recall the plurality of the female labia,
rendering the mouth an mherently erotic orifice, ripe for penetration. As such, the
mouth 1s problematic for the male, who possesses no such lower lips, unless one is to
consider the anus as in some sense labial — a move which, as will be seen, severely
disrupts the neat binaries of gender. But the glottal control mastered by speech also
recalls the voluntary opening and closure of that other sphincter, the anus: man is, as
Bataille succinctly notes, “a tube with two orifices” (Bataille 1985, 88). As stated in
the last chapter, the acquisition of language is contingent upon the sublimation of the
anus. The anus is removed from the social field at the precise moment of entry into
that field, and as the primary condition of such entry. Initiation into the rites of the
symbolic order - emergence into language, as such - 1s thus contingent upon
controlling the openings of the body. Becoming a masculine subject is the result of
closing off the body’s chaos and submitting to order — both the order of language and
the order of bodily cleanliness.

The mouth is thus a break in the surface of the body, a rupture of the skin, a gateway
to be guarded with vigilance, under constant risk of violation. It is also, Kristeva
argues, “the first organ of perception to develop and maintamns the nursing infant’s first

contact with the outside but also with the other” (Kristeva 1984, 154). The child’s
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mstinct to engage with the world through inserting objects into its mouth is one of the
first to be tamed. As such, the open mouth signifies curiosity, as much as hunger or
speech, whilst closed it signifies not simply silence but control, repression, denial of
speech. The urge to insert things in the mouth is replaced by the command to exert
speech out of it, and what one may put into the mouth comes as much a matter of
vigilance as what one may let come out. In terms of the masculine subject, as will be
shown, the mouth becomes a dangerous reminder of the body’s inherent penetrability.
Like the anus, it is a site at which the dispersion of the body’s drives and instincts

becomes concentrated, crystallized, and dangerously pleasurable.

Pulling teeth

In Theweleit’s analysis of life in a German military academy at the turn of the
century, penetration of the open mouth and extraction of baby teeth is a rite of
passage, a ntualistic removal of the vestiges of infancy and a bestowal of manhood
through pamn. Undergomng bodily penetration and overcoming physical pain are
processes which instill masculinity. One former cadet was reassured by being informed

that the tooth-pulling had replaced a more scatological procedure:

As I stood bent over the bucket, spitting blood beneath the wicked

smile of the tooth-flicker, Glasmacher consoled me by saying that it

had formerly been customary to take the sacks [cadets] to the dispensary
and fill them with the appropriate dose of castor oil to ensure they

were purged internally and externally (cited Theweleit 1989, 151)

The submissive positioning of the boy - bending over beneath the tooth-flicker -

mirrors the obsolete ritual of laxation: the mouth replaces the anus as the site of
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masculine endowment, the penetration of the former replacing the evacuation of the
latter.

Simularly, in Huysmans’ novel a trip to the dentist dramatizes this dangerous and
chaotic penetrability surrounding the open mouth. Suffering from tooth-ache, and
unable to wait to see one of his usual “well-to-do business men” dentists, the anti-hero,
Des Essemtes, resorts to “a common, lower-class tooth-doctor, one of those iron-
fisted fellows” (Huysman 1959, 60). The class position of this “strapping fellow
dressed m a frock-coat and trousers that seemed carved n wood” (Huysmans 1959,
61) 1s contrasted to the refined and aristocratic Des Esseintes, the solid material
presence of the working-class dentist counterpointing the first image of Des Essemntes

presented in the novel:

a frail young man of thirty who was anaemic and highly strung, with hollow
cheeks, cold eyes of steely blue, a nose which was turned up but straight,
and thin, papery hands (Huysmans 1959, 17, emphasis added)

The rawness and substance of wood in the description of the dentist contrasts with
the fragility and refinement of the end product, paper, in the description of Des
Esseintes. The lower class position of this “mechanic who called himself a dentist™
(Huysmans 1959, 60) places him closer to nature, to the raw, whilst Des Essemtes’
higher class position locates him closer to culture, the cooked; to the paper upon which
civilisation is inscribed. Des Esseintes’ acculturation removes him from materiality,
from the body, from the solid embodiment provided by a lower class associatjon with
nature. At the same time, his submission to the brute force of this lowly ‘tooth-doctor’

renders his body all the more sentient, and salient, through pain. This provokes high

levels of anxiety, not the least of which is due to the penetration of his body; a body
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made all the more visible, all the more substantial, through such violation. As Freud

has remarked, physical pain plays an important part in our corporeal perception:

the way in which we gain new knowledge of our organs during
painful illnesses is perhaps a model of the way by which in general
we arrive at the idea of our body (Freud 1986, 451)

As such, pain signals a removal from the disembodiment of cultural consciousness,
displacing the sovereignty of human subjectivity. In short, pain reminds us that we
have a body, even if such certainty remains impossible to express in words. Whilst
Elaine Scarry 1s corréét to argue that “to have pain is to have certainty” (Scarry 1985,
13), she fails to see that for men — as culturally enthroned arbiters of the mind - this
reminder of the certainty of the body can exact a high price, the extraction of such
corporeal knowledge as arduous and painful operation as pulling teeth. Des Esseintes
responds to such pain, for example, by “stamping his feet and squealing like a stuck
pig” (Huysmans 1959, 62) whilst the dentist operates - signaling both a return to
infancy and a regression to animality, an erasure of the adult human he purports to be.
It is an example of what Deleuze and Guattari term ‘becoming-animal’ and is essential,
according to them, not only to masochism, but also to the appearance of the body
without organs (BwO). This BwO constitutes a different organization of the body, a
disorganisation, consisting of several strata, and “behind each stratum, encasted m it,
there is always another stratum” (Deleuze and Guattari 1992, 159) — the BWO is a
multiplicity. It thus constitutes a challenge to the conformity to which bodies are
exposed, the command that “You will be organized, you will be an organism, you will
articulate your body — otherwise you’re just depraved” (Deleuze and Guattari 1992,

159). It is an erotic depravity that dissolves organisation of the body’s intensities, that
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loses control of its mastery over sensations. We are told that Des Esseintes “lost all
control of himself and screamed at the top of his voice” (Huysmans 1959, 62). As
with Schreber, the penetrated male body heralds the end of reason, the beginning of
psychosis and the dissolution of masculinity.

That this loss of control, and its attendant resistance, is due to a fear of penetration,
is suggested by the image of Des Esseintes “fighting desperately against the man, who
bore down on him again as if he wanted to plunge his arm into the depths of his belly”
(Huysmans 1959, 62). The struggle to prevent the dentist’s arm sliding into his gullet
is a struggle of the disembodied subject, incapable of fighting against such enforced
embodiment once robbed of its only weapon: language. The mouth is silenced,

speechless, even while it has never been more open. As David Kunzle remarks,

surgical intervention into a part of the body, the mouth, which is the source
and mstrument of vocal expression and resistance is a literal as well as
metaphorical suppression and silencing (Kunzle 1989, 31)

Deprived of the power of speech and reason, Des Esseintes can only fight, stamp his
feet, and release muffled squeals, rendered powerless and speechless through the
gagging effects of the dentist’s iron fist. In a very real sense, the end of speech is the
beginning of the body, suggesting not only the essentially non-discursive nature of
corporeality, but also the transience of all discourse: in Foucault’s words, “any
possibility of language dries up m the transitivity of its execution” (Foucault 2000b,
148). Yet this penetration, paradoxically, retams the power of fascination when, back
out on the street, sans offending tooth, Des Esseintes feels “ten years younger”, the
experience having oddly rejuvenated him, the cessation of pain flooding him with

waves of pleasurable relief. He remains haunted by the experience, desperate to “break
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the horrid fascination of this nightmare vision” (Huysmans 1959, 62, emphasis added).
As with Baudelaire, penetration is presented here as an act with the power both to
repel and attract.

What is more, if, as this thesis has been suggesting, impenetrability is an index of
masculinity, opening up the male body renders masculinity increasingly fraught with
tensions and dangers, risks and forbidden pleasures. Indeed, on the very first page of
the novel the reader has been informed that Des Esseintes is the last in a long line of
male descendents characterised as “progressively less manly” (Huysmans 1959, 17).
More than merely articulating the discourse on degeneration which was central to the
bourgeois response to decadence’, this imagined spectrum locates Des Esseintes upon
a hinterland the other side of which is a terrain of ascending femininity: the male body

is presented here at the point when it is evolving into its apparent opposite.

The inverted body

In A rebours, this inversion of gender is attended, perhaps even facilitated by, an
mversion of the body itself. The implied analogy between the mouth and the anus of
the tooth-pulling scene is made yet more textually explicit when, towards the end of
the novel, Des Esseintes orchestrates “the crowning achievement of the life he had
planned for himself”’, namely, receiving his nourishment through peptone enemas. For

him, this mode of ingestion is “the ultimate deviation from the norm” (Huysmans 1959,

" Max Nordau (1896) writes, “decadence denotes a state of society which produces too great a number
of individuals unfit for the labours of common life”; they are “enemies of all institutions which they
do not understand, and to which they cannot adapt themselves”(301). Decadence, for Nordau, is the
degeneration of society, the result of hereditary decline, and Des Esseintes is a typical specimen:
“physically an anaemic and nervous man of weak constitution, the inheritor of all the vices and all the
degeneracies of an exhausted race” (302). Nordau’s book devotes an entire chapter to Oscar Wilde as
exemplary of the degenerate artist.
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208). Through the application of these enemas, the anus comes to function like a
mouth, just as, during the encounter with the dentist, the mouth is fisted like an anus.
The application of the enemas, after all, is necessary because Des Esseintes has become
unable to ingest food through the mouth. Constant vomiting, evacuating food through
the mouth rather than the anus, renders the mouth useless in its appointed task. The
body has thus tured upside down, in a move that elevates what was lowly, and
demeans what was on high. Such a “slap in the face for old Mother Nature”
(Huysmans 1959, 208), moreover, delights Des Esseintes, and the experience of the
enema - three times a day - brings a “faint smile” to his lips. The penetration of the
anus is a pleasure registered by the mouth. One might also consider the vermacular
expressions “verbal diarrthoea” and “talking through the arse” as mdicative of a
symbolic conflation or interchangeability of the anus and the mouth. Both expressions
perpetrate an inversion of the body similar to that achieved by Des Essemtes.

This inversion is marked by a more isistent experience of the flesh, as the body |
replaces the mind as the primary mediating force between the self and the outer world.
For the masculine protagonist, however, such acute and irrecusable corporeality makes
subjectivity less, not more, substantial: it is a forceful and threatening connection to the
world that seems to evacuate the male subject. As Christopher Lloyd remarks m his
study of Huysmans® work, physiology always appears m his novels as a menacing
force: “The body becomes a torture chamber”, and “one cannot retreat from the body
and ignore it”, for “there is no escape from physical reality” (Lloyd 1990, 92, 93). Des
Esseintes himself describes pain as a “useless, unjust, incomprehensible, and mept
abomination” (Huysmans 1959, 92) - yet it is an abomination with which pleasure,

nevertheless, remains connected. Recalling his affair with a schoolboy, Des Esseintes
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admits that “never had he submitted to more delightful or more stringent exploitation,
never had he run such risks, yet never had he known such satisfaction mingled with
distress” (Huysmans 1959, 116).

To concede to the finitude of the self through the recognition of the corporeal - be it
through pleasure or pain - is thus always the defeat of an idealism that would place the
self in a transcendent relationship to the body. But idealism’s defeat is materialism’s
victory, and the decadent’s relation to both is problematic. Baudelaire despised them
equally, while the decadisme that succeeded him explored the limits of both,
suggesting that the truth lay on neither side exclusively, but in the recognition of the
contiguity of both. As Wilde will have his character Basil Hallward say of Dorian
Gray, the young man represents “the harmony of soul and body - how much that is!
We in our madness have separated the two, and have invented a realism that is vulgar,
an 1deality that is void!” (Wilde 1987, 24). Hallward suggests that acknowledgment of
the inseparability of both elements - the body and the soul - will restore equilibrium.
Shuttling between the extreme poles of both at vertiginous speed, rather than settling
with one at the expense of the other, will reinstate harmony through paradox.

Once again, Dernida’s pharmakon 1s useful here. For ‘truth’ to be established,
Derrida argues, there 1s a necessary “neutralization of the citational play”, a “blockage
of the passage among opposing values” (Derrida 1991, 127). The word is thereby
turned “on its strange and invisible pivot” (Derrida 1991, 125) to present a single,
reassuring meaning: only one of its poles is visible. There is a passage, Derrida
suggests, that links opposing values, much like the passage linking the mouth to the
anus, for example. Only through a blockage of this passage - through a kind of

epistemological or etymological constipation - can uniform and universal meaning
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emerge. Similarly, the opposing values of ‘masculinity’ and ‘femininity’ remain linked
by a passage the obstruction of which renders them separable and uni-dimensional.
Gender ambiguity thus becomes a form of conceptual ambiguity, the mark and model

of uncertanty.

Gender ambiguity as conceptual ambiguity

To invoke the ineluctability of the flesh is thus not inevitably to appeal to some prolix
materialism, some blood and guts ‘reality’ of the human body. It can and must be
instead an imaginative engagement with the body, an act of poiesis, of fantasizing over
its endless possibilities. And gender transformation is one such fantasy, the articulation
of which succeeds in disrupting the clarity of any dominant ideology’s claim that
gender difference is insurmountable and absolute.

In 4 rebours, for example, the sight of the trapeze artiste, Miss Urania, a “strapping,
handsome woman” with “muscles of steel, and arms of iron” (Huysmans 1959, 111,
110), causes Des Esseintes to feel himself undergoing a complimentary bodily
transformation. The scene provides a perfect example of the cross-sex matrix of desire
at work within the late nineteenth century model of sexuality:

The more he admired her suppleness and strength, the more he thought

he saw an artificial change of sex operating in her; her mincing movements
and feminine affectations became ever less obtrusive, and in their place
there developed the agile, vigorous charms of the male. In short, after being
a woman to begin with, then hesitating in a condition verging on the
androgynous, she seemed to have made up her mind and become an integral,
unmistakable man... By dint of considering his own physique and arguing
from analogy, he got to the point of imagining that he for his part was
turning female; and at this point he was seized by a definite desire to possess

the woman, yearning for her just as a chlorotic girl will hanker after a clumsy
brute whose embrace could squeeze the life out of her (Huysmans 1959, 111)
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Tt would seem that Des Esseintes cannot succumb to the “charms of the male” and
remain a man; he must become a woman, must conform to the logic of asymmetrical
gender dimorphism. More than a male masochistic fantasy - he wants to dominate her,
after all, even in his ‘feminine’ state - this corporeal role reversal dramatizes the
impossible requirements of the 'desire as lack' model, which subjects same-sex desire to
the logic of cross-sex normative heterosexuality, making homosexuality and trans-
sexuality virtually interchangeable concepts. Des Esseintes clearly both dreads and
desires to be treated to rough caresses, indicating the ambiguity attending the
forgetting of “the man’s part” : which is both the active role and the phallus which
signifies it, constituting a binary opposition around active/passive and phallus/anus. To
be passive is to forget the phallus, the man’s part. That is - within the logic of Westem
gender dimorphism - to become a woman. To be a man, therefore, is to remember/re-
member that part and adopt a role contingent upon repetition, mimesis, memory. It is
an always tentative and unstable process, given the ambiguity of the mouth shown
here: its status as the generative organ of discourse, as that out of which words come -
expressing a ‘self® - is constantly undermined by its equal status as that into which
things can penetrate, thereby silencing or erasing that ‘self”.

The aerialiste wavers in an androgynous state before ‘making up her mind’ to
become an ‘unmistakable man’, which instigates Des Esseintes’ transformation nto a
woman, For Huysmans, as for culture in general, gender can function only as an
absolute, reassuring only in its unmistakable, non-ambiguous state. Once gender
absolutism becomes unsettled, the world and the body tum upside down. In that
wavering state between genders, nothing is clear. Bodies are on the move, but they

can only be made sense of within the logic of non-contradiction by remaining stable
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opposites. The line about the ‘clumsy brute’ recalls the dentist who tries to squeeze
the life out of Des Esseintes in the earlier scene, casting Des Esseintes in the role of the
chlorotic girl longing for that fatal embrace. The extraction of the tooth becomes
coterminous with castration, loss of the phallus, feminization, erasure of the masculine
self. Penetration of the male body is suffered as a loss of inviolability, loss of status,
the infliction of a wound. As Lee Edelman remarks in his reading of the

psychoanalytic model of positional logic, men must

repudiate the pleasures of the anus because their fulfillment allegedly
presupposes, and inflicts, the loss or ‘wound’ that serves as the very
definition of the female’s castration (Edelman 1994, 185)

And if, as has been suggested, the points of penetration on the (male) body can be
read as displacements of the anus, a reversal of this interpretive manoeuvre allows for
Edelman’s comment to stand for Des Esseintes’ penetration through the mouth. Yet
the moment sexual difference imposes itself as the logic of non-contradiction, gender
inversion occurs, providing the means by which sexual difference, paradoxically,
becomes no difference at all, or at least a highly unstable one. The logic it tries to
impose is undermined by its very imposition in the case of the penetrated male body.

The mouth thus serves a dual, indeed, contradictory, function - similar to
Baudelaire’s presentation of the eyes - in its ability both to penetrate (through speech)
and be penetrated. The instability occasioned by such contradiction disrupts the
gendered structuration of the body and calls into question the male ideal of corporeal
impermeability. By calling on femininity to register the mouth’s penetrability, gender
thus functions as both a trope of exclusion and inclusion, undermining the very logic it

is supposed to inscribe. In fact, it is through its imbrication with the opposed
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characteristics of activity and passivity that gender is used by Emest Jones to encode
the two functions of the mouth. Not unlike Theweleit’s analysis of the ‘bi-sexual’

qualities of the eye cited earlier, Jones suggests:

In anthropological, mythological and individual symbolism. .. the mouth
has more frequently a female significance, being naturally adapted to
represent a receptive organ. Its capacity, however, to emit fluids

(saliva and breath), and the circumstances of its containing the tongue
...Tender 1t also suitable for portraying a male aperture (Jones 1951, 273)

Amongst the examples of emissions from the ‘male aperture’, Jones cites spitting as
an act of displacéd ejaculation, and one might be tempted to add the now antiquated
use of the term ‘ejaculation’ for the emission of speech. Irigaray signals further the
politics of this genderization of the mouth when she writes, “either you are a woman
or you speak-think” (Irigaray 1993, 138, original emphasis). A man thus exposes
himself to the threat of becoming a woman the minute he ceases to speak-think - when
another man’s fist is i his mouth, for example. But there also lurks in Jones’ coy
expression (‘male aperture’) a suggestion of the male anus, which becomes thereby not
simply another hole for the emission of body fluids, but - as Des Esseintes’ enemas
confirm - another place to insert things, another site of penetration.

In contrast to the duality of the eyes and the mouth, however, the ear is only ever a
receptive, that is, a ‘feminine’, organ and as such, as demonstrated i the final section,
is a more anxiously problematic site of penetration for the male body. In the remainder
of this chapter, a reading of Oscar Wilde’s A Picture of Dorian Gray will provide an

example of how the ear comes to function in this way, and how this submission to the

discourse of another is constitutive of masculine subjectivity.

118



Chapter Two : The Limits of the Body

Wilde and the law of submission

A Picture of Dorian Gray (1891), charts the transformation of its eponymous ‘hero’
from innocence to corruption. When the novel opens, Dorian is the wide-eyed naif
posing for the painter, Basil Hallward. Sitting watching, and pouring forth a diatribe
of seductive ideas, is Lord Henry Wotton. On the painting’s completion, Dorian
makes a wish that he could remain as he looks in the portrait, whilst the portrait aged.
His wish comes true, and as he descends into a maelstrom of unnamed sins, he retamns
his youthful appearance whilst the portrait registers the horrific appearance of his
corrupt soul. Finally, in a state of anxiety, and having just murdered Hallward because
he had discovered Dorian’s secret, Dorian plunges a knife into the painting and at that
point he himself dies. The novel’s final image is of a grotesquely withered and
deformed Dorian, only recognisable by the rings on his hands, lying below his portrait,
as fresh as the day it was painted. Penetration (the knife entering the canvas) is once
again characterised by a reversal (of Dorian’s initial wish).

But what instigates this metamorphosis in Dorian is the penetration through his ear
of Wotton’s poisonous discourse. Equally powerful is the transformation instigated by
Dorian’s exposure to a poisonous book Wotton loans him — a book Wilde has
subsequently identified as 4 rebours. Textuality and corporeality are ntimately
connected in this process of generating a new subjectivity, and thé' male body’s
submission to discourse is shown to be coterminous with a penetration of the body that

is the very condition of the male subject’s emergence.
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The uncertain self

Wilde’s novel appeared at an historical juncture when homosexuality as currently
understood was struggling for representation (Meyer 1994). For, as much as Dorian
Gray works toward deconstructing the notion of a unified self (Brown 1997) - pitting
itself against “the shallow psychology of those who conceive the Ego in a man as a
thing simple, permanent, reliable, and of one essence” (Wilde 1987, 112) - it
nevertheless also works self-consciously towards constructing the notion of a unified
homosexual self, even in the absence of any recognisably homosexual activity or
characters (Sinfield 1994). Thé novel thus immediately embodies a conflict between
two different strategies, two opposed agendas, the outcome of which is not at all
- certain.

Such uncertainty, indeed, as will be shown, makes possible the visibility of the
penetrated male body as an event that refutes instumental reason by insisting on the
necessity of the experience of the flesh in the emergence of the masculine self. That
self is thus always already submitting to a penetration through which it is constituted.
And because such penetration is so deeply associated with the cultural concept of the
‘feminine’, the ‘masculine’ self cannot consequently appear as anything other than a
paradox; for, in effect, the major outcome of this penetration is a ‘masculine’ self that
is so inseparable from the ‘feminine’ self as to be anything but its conceptual ‘other’.
And, as stated above, the orifice through which discourse enters the male body in this

example is the ear. The ear becomes a channel for conception/conceptualization.
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The conceiving ear

As stated above, mn selecting the ear as the site of penetration, Wilde opts for an
orifice that serves only one function: to receive. The ear cannot penetrate. Gone is the
ambiguity of Baudelaire’s eyes and Huysmans’ mouth; here there is only one outcome,
to submit, without resistance, if one is ever going to be certain of existing. Thus,
whilst ‘man’ may well be multiple and fragmented for Wilde - “a being with myriad
lives and myriad sensations” (Wilde 1987, 112) - ‘man’ is also, nevertheless, the result
of a submission which for the male involved is as anxious as it 1s productive: a
submission to discourse.

Whilst the central trope in the novel is the portrait of Dorian, this portrait figures a
displacement of Dorian’s ‘self’, a distancing between the body and the soul which
allows one to indulge in illicit pleasures whilst the other rots unseen in direct
correlation to that indulgence. There is, however, another, less obvious trope, and it 1s
this trope which allows for the penetrated male body to appear. This is the trope of
influence, of dissemination, of a constructing of the self through the appropration of
the discourse of another. And it is charged with a profound and anxious eroticism — an
eroticism of penetration by and surrender to that other’s discourse.

Dorian Gray’s attempts to understand who he is are initiated by a conversation with
Lord Henry Wotton, and developed through reading a book loaned to Dorian by
Wotton; a book Wilde has identified as Huysmans' A rebours. Dorian Gray sees m its
hero "a kind of pre-figuring type of himself" (Wilde 1987, 102). In a phrase which
reverses chronology and throws into question the certainty of origins, Wilde describes

Dorian as discovering in Huysmans' novel "the story of his own life, written before he
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had lived it". (A similar prefiguration marked Wilde’s own life, for Lord Alfred
Douglas, often seen as the model for Dorian Gray, did not in fact enter Wilde’s life
until well after the novel was written).

Domnan feels an affinity not only with Des Esseintes But also with other fictional
characters, his identification with these "ancestors in literature" suggesting a genealogy
outside of, or against, nature; a non-teleological genealogy of influence which mirrors
the lineage threaded through Baudelaire, Huysmans and Wilde. Not dissimilar to
Derrda’s definition of philosophy as “a fable transmitted from ear to ear” (Derrida
1991, 114), 1t is a profound connection with past lives that gives the lie to any belief in
a stable and essential 'self. Instead, Dorian ﬁnds n himée]f “strange legacies of
thought and passion”, finds his flesh “tainted with the monstrous maladies of the dead”
(Wilde 1987, 112). Furthermore, at least one of these historical figures with which
Dorian identifies is female, suggesting a process of identification that transcends or
transgresses the limits of gender. Dorian’s relationship with discourse is disclosed as a
passionate identification above and beyond the mere mapping of knowledge
traditionally required.

Through this passionate engagement, the post-Enlightenment protocols which,
according to Adomo and Horkheimer, demand that the body be “scorned and rejected
as something inferior” are revealed as being also and at the same time a process of
masking a body that as a consequence becomes “desired as something forbidden,
objectified and alienated” (Adomo and Horkheimer 1973, 232). For Adomo and
Horkheimer, the body is desired precisely because it is forbidden, but the process of
outlawing the body has so far involved making it correspond in the conceptual

economy with ‘woman’, and thus, by Western standards, a thing demoted, subordinate,
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and submissive. Adorno and Horkheimer argue that what has “made possible the
supreme cultural achievements of Europe™ is precisely, paradoxically, this discursive
“love-hate relationship with the body” (Adomo and Horkheimer 1973, 232). The
event of the body becomes inseparable from the process that forecloses it, for it 1s a
process made possible by the pulsional intensity it seeks to mask (Lyotard 1993, 6-12).
Tracing this trope of influence makes discursive penetration of the (male) body central

to the process of human thinking and cultural development.

Discursive penetration

Wilde described his novel as “a fantastic variation of Huysmans’ over-realistic study
of the artistic temperament in our unartistic age” (Wilde 1962, 313). That Huysmans’
novel — written in a prose style described by Léon Bloy as “continually dragging
Mother Image by the hair or the feet down the wormeaten staircase of terrified
Syntax” (cited Baldick 1959, 14) - could ever be considered ‘over-realistic’ is in itself
‘fantastic’, but Wilde’s comment nevertheless acknowledges a thematic genealogy
underpinning the two texts. The word ‘fantastic’ (strange, weird, or fanciful in
appearance; illusory; extravagantly fanciful; unrealistic) derives from the Greek
phantastikos, meaning capable of producing images, via the Late Latin phantazein,
meaning to make visible. The following reading will suggest that what Wilde makes
visible within the pages of Dorian Gray is a penetrable male body which, whilst
marked by ‘femininity’, nevertheless insists on such ‘femininity’ as the condition of
‘masculinity’ per se. To be ‘masculine’ is only possible through a submussion to
discourse that makes one simultaneously ‘feminine’ and consequently destabilizes the

very gender norms it attempts to install.
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The novel opens in Basil Hallward’s garden, late aftemoon. Dorian Gray is taking a
respite from modeling for Hallward, whilst Hallward’s friend, Lord Henry Wotton,

discourses on the transience of youth and beauty:

Dorian Gray listened, open-eyed® and wondering. The spray of lilac

fell from his hand upon the gravel. A furry bee came and buzzed

round it for a moment. Then it began to scramble all over the oval
stellated globe of the tiny blossoms. He watched it with that strange
interest in trivial things that we try to develop when things of high
import make us afraid, or when we are stirred by some new emotion

for which we cannot find expression, or when some thought that terrifies
us lays sudden siege to the brain and calls on us to yield. Afier a time the
bee flew away. He saw it creeping into the stained trumpet of a Tyrian
convolvulus. The flower seemed to quiver, and then swayed gently to
and fro (Wilde 1987, 32)

This undulation of the flower’s ‘stained trumpet’ echoes the “vibrating and throbbing
to curious pulses” experienced by Dorian two pages earlier, when he feels as though
the words he is hearing have come from himself, displacing their origin, confusing the
neat distinction of inside/outside. The flower and the ear mirror each other as vessels
or modes of reception and penetration. Each in turn also echoes with the image of the
anus. (The connection with the ear will be developed later in this chapter, whilst that
with the flower is tackled in the following chapter, through a reading of Genet’s work.)

The pollination of the flower is suggestive of the dissemination undergone by Dorian,
who discovers himself through or in the words of another, succumbing to an mfluence
Lord Henry describes as “immoral” (Wilde 1987, 28). Immoral, perhaps, because it 1s
a clearly penetrative pleasure, defined by Wotton later in the novel as the ability “to

project one’s soul into some gracious form, and let it tarry there a moment” (Wilde

1987, 41).
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Something, moreover, about Wotton’s “low, languid voice” is described as
“absolutely fascinating” to Dorian. Once again, penetration carries with 1t the charge
of fascination. That fascination, and its attendant threat of the unknown, makes Dorian
fearful, and the fear shames him, because he knows that in the presence of another man
he should not feel fear, however fascinating that man is (indeed, he may fear him all the
more for knowing that one man should not be fascinated by another — even though the
act of thinking is only possible through such fascination). To find something
fascinating, as Dorian discovers after reading 4 rebours, is not the same thing as hking
it, however; on the contrary: “There is a great difference” (Wilde 1987, 102). It is,
rather, to fall under its influence, its spell, and thereby to lose control. Following the
insemination perpetrated by Wotton’s influence, Dorian’s exposure to this poisonous
yet fascinating book (Wilde 1987, 101)° changes him, literally splitting him in two.
The process of Dorian’s emergence creates an alter ego in the form of the portrait, and
the two paths his life subsequently takes - one of superficial purity, the other of
profound corruption - will only reunite at the end of the novel, when both Dorians die.
Like the pharmakon, Dorian’s self is dualistic, ambiguous, existing in the in-between of
undecidability, that uncontrollable state where nothing is certam. Once again,
fascination is the mark of a ‘maleficent penetration’.

The loss of contro-l attending this fascination, however, as shown in the readings of
Baudelaire and Huysmans, is a double-edged sword: both a source of pleasure and a

source of fear, marked by a vertiginous uncertainty. But Dorian’s fascination is not, as

® The opening of the ear would seem to bring with it in this instance an equally widening ocular
reaction. A circuit connecting each point of entry on the male body is emerging.

® The Daily Chronicle reviewer called Dorian Gray “a poisonous book”. In his memoir of the artist,
writer and poisoner Thomas Wainewright, Wilde calls poisoning an art form. Poison raises the
question of an in-between, of an undecidable position, as Derrida’s pharmakon demonstrates. It
doesn’t simply kill, therefore foreclosing the question, but corrupts, and as such opens up the

question.
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with Baudelaire, contingent upon vision, nor, like in A4 rebours, upon the mouth, but
upon discourse. It is a fascination with, as well as a fear of, words:

Words! Mere words! How terrible they were! How clear, and

vivid, and cruel! One could not escape from them. And yet what a

subtle magic there was in them! They seemed to be able to give a

plastic form to formless things, and to have a music of their own

as sweet as that of viol or of lute. Mere words! Was there anything

so real as words? (Wilde 1987, 30)

A fascination, then, with listening, with the spoken word, a submission to the voice,
to the influence of another. For, make no mistake, these words alter Dorian Gray like
no other words he has ever heard. WQtton’s discourse constructs a monstrous version
of Dorian (the suppurating portrait which must be hidden in the attic), disseminating an
alter ego which rots with sin, pustulates with corruption and immorality. And yet, this
fascination is also a process of self-recognition or self-construction: “Why”, Dorian
wonders, “had it been left for a stranger to reveal him to himself?” (Wilde 1987, 31).
As with Miss Scalpel and the poet, as with Des Esseintes and the dentist, this
fascinating, fearful penetration is an act between strangers. Exposure to the unknown
comes through encounters with persons unknown, creating a chaos out of which some
sense must be rendered.

To make clear the penetrative quality of discourse, Wilde compares Wotton’s words
to the trajectory of an arrow: “He was amazed at the sudden impression that his words
had produced... He had merely shot an arrow into the air. Had it hit the mark? How
fascinating the lad was!” (Wilde 1987, 30). Like Saint Sebastian, Dorian is pinioned

by arrows which, though discursive, are no less penetrating, no less violent, and no less

effective for all that.
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Although it is clearly a mutual fascination, then, it remains an unequal one, perhaps
because for Wotton it is the sight of Dorian which fascinates, whilst for Dorian, it is
Wotton’s words that exert this dangerous fascination; words Wilde represents as an
arrow shot in the air, penetrating the ear of the young man who hears them, as the bee
penetrates the flower’s trumpet in order to pollinate it'®. This aural fertilization creates
a monster in the text the very representation of which is as impossible as it is
monstrous. It cannot be demonstrated, cannot be shown, except as the pomt of its
own rupture, its own disappearance. When Dorian reveals the rank face of his soul
rotting on the canvas, its presence cannot be tolerated or sustained, and he rips it to
shreds with a knife, killing himself in the process. To adopt an image from one of
Baudelaire’s poems, he becomes a vampire at its own veins (Baudelaire 1982, 80).

This ear, then, through which Wotton penetrates Dorian - like Baudelaire’s eyes and
Huysmans’ mouth - appears as a site both of fascination and fear, pleasure and anxiety.
Unlike the eyes or the mouth, however, the ear is not capable of penetrating, but can
only remain passive, eternally listening to the Other. In her study of schizophrenia and
telephonic communication, Avital Ronell identifies a jouissance of the ear by which the
submission to discourse is likened to a form of addiction. The submission to discourse,
she claims, means that “[t]he ear has been addicted, fascinated” (Ronell, 1989, 21), and
will never be the same again. Conversely, the critical positioh is one by which such
fascination/addiction has not taken hold. For, while Blanchot is correct to argue that,
“what fascinates us robs us of our power to give sense”, that it is “both terrifying and
tantalizing” (Blanchot 1982, 32), it is nevertheless true that such fascination, once it

does take hold, creates its own way of making sense. If enough people truly do

10 A similar trope of a bee’s pollination of a flower as figuring male-male intercourse can be found at
the beginning of Proust’s ‘Sodom and Gomorrha’, Volume V of 4 la recherche du temps perdu.
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believe that men and women are fundamentally different — psychologically,
biologically, emotionally, etc — and that those differences constitute an ontological and
irresolvable polarity, then such a view of the world will begin to make sense. It will
make its own sense, through consensus.

Yet, as Blanchot’s remark makes clear, fascination is a process by which we are
pulled further away from reason and thus threatens to destabilize the world as
something known. In this powerless state, one submits to what fascinates, as Dorian
submits to Wotton’s influence. One is addicted to — fastened or attached to — the
object of fascination. In other words, meaning is not synonymous with reason. The
ambiguity that surrounded the eyes and mouth in the reédings of Baudelaire and
Huysmans, here surrounds the concept of fascination. Fascination is both a spell and
the breaking of a spell. When it attends something about which one should not be
fasciated — such as, for a man, having one’s body penetrated — the ambiguity of that
emotional response is all the more unsettling.

Furthermore, when that penetration becomes a necessary process in the emergence
of a subject who must, subsequently, remain impenetrable, the instability and anxiety 1s
increased. As the next section demonstrates, moreover, when the ear through which
such necessary penetration occurs becomes readable as a displacement of the anus, a
model of masculine subjectivity emerges that is highly unstable and profoundly at odds

with traditional gender concepts.
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The ear as displaced anus

Like the eye and the mouth, the ear can also be read as a displaced anus, reaffirming
the paranoia attending the male body, but also simultaneously delineating a network of
concepts at work behind the representation of the penetrated male body. As openings
upon the male body — that is, as sites of potential penetration — the eyes and the mouth
function as displacements of the primary site of anxiety: the anus, and thereby they
enter an economy of libidinal investment. Such displacement is not, however, the
displacement effected by metaphor, which forecloses contiguity by establishing
difference. It is, rather, the displacement effected by metonymy. Continuing on from
Barthes’ reading of Bataille, and Holland’s reading of Baudelaire, this metonymy I1s
being understood here as a process by which the body is more clearly attached to
representation. This attachment refutes the intellectual rule of the differentiating
metaphor by providing a channel of contiguity of flow. For example, the flower as
anus, the anus as eye/mouth/ear/sun - all the attachments to the penetrated male body
so far explored in this thesis — obtain their logic within a chain of equivalences that is
radically different to the one which traditionally attaches that body to the concepts of
‘passivity’, ‘femininity’ and ‘submission’. At the same time, however, by remaining
within discourse — as its behind — this chain of equivalences nevertheless connects in
some way to that metaphoric use of language which attempts to remove the penetrated
male body and replace it with that of a woman. This connection between the two
chains — the links between metaphor and metonymy — create a wavy or blurred

meaning, as Barthes claims.
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The anxiety over penetration that centres on the anus in an attempt to define and
reduce the entire body at the same time moves beyond it, connecting with all the
body’s holes, opening up the entire field of the male body to a more destabilizing
discursive appearance. The ear as anus, however, as already stated, 1s more highly
fraught with dangers because it can only ever receive. Permanently open, it is also the
only organ of sense which can be used to detect activity behind the listener.

Like the Madonna, Dorian conceives through the ear, that orifice Emest Jones claims
is “best designed to receive thought” (Jones 1951, 349), and what Michel Leiris calls
“the organ by means of which auditory sensations penetrate into ﬁs”“. Making explicit
the implicitly masculinist properties of discourse, Derrida adds that “speech is the
sperm indispensable for insemination” (Derrida 1982, xiv). (The silencing/castrating
effects of the dentist’s fist in Des Esseintes’ mouth thus become clearer). The ear is
the receptacle for this speech-sperm, and as such remains a terrifyingly permanent
opening. In his essay on the Madonna’s conception through the ear, Jones argues,
furthermore, that the ear functions as a displaced anus, through a symbolic chain
linking breath with flatulence (Jones 1951). This helps provide a clearer understanding
of the fear attending its penetration. Derrida echoes this thought, taking it further by
suggesting that all of philosophy might be characterised as “conception through the
ear” (Derrida 1982, xiv).

But if the ear can be read as a displaced anus, and if thought occurs there via an act
of penetration, what does this do to masculinist discourse? What does it say about the

paranoia of the (im)penetrable male body if the generation of that discourse, that 1S,

1 1 eiris’ text runs in a narrow column alongside the main text of Derrida’s essay ‘Tympan’, in
Margins of Philosophy, trans. Alan Bass (New York, London, Toronto, Sydney, Toyko, Singapore:
Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1982, ix-xxix). The quotation here appears on page xv. Leiris’ text, moreover,
echoes Wilde’s analogy of the flower and the ear, when he writes of “a connivance between that

which could seem to be only a human voice and the rhythms of the fauna and flora™(xx1v-xxv).
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thinking itself, is contingent upon an act of penetration coterminous with sodomy? Is
there a link between anality and human thought, and, if so, what is it?
Several writers have considered the effects brought about by the development of

bipedal locomotion in humans. In Civilisation and its Discontents, Freud argues that

with the assumption of an erect posture by man and with the depreciation

of his sense of smell, it was not only his anal eroticism which threatened to
fall a victim to organic repression, but the whole of his sexuality, so that since
this, the sexual function has been accompanied by a repugnance which cannot
further be accounted for, and which prevents its complete satisfaction and
forces it away from the sexual aim into sublimations and libidinal displace-
ments... All neurotics, and many others besides, take exception to the fact
that ‘inter urinas et faeces nascimur [we are born between urine and faeces]’

(Freud 1985, 296n)

This horror of anal eroticism is, moreover, explicitly linked, for Freud, to a gender
ambiguity which is masked behind the reduction of masculinity to activity and
femininity to passivity: “a view which is by no means universally confirmed in the
animal kingdom” (Freud 1985, 295n). This suggests not only that the strictly
maintained differences between men and women as, respectively, active and passive, 1is
a response to and refusal of an innate bestiality, but also that such differentiation is
above all a way of avoiding sexuality altogether. The division of the human species
into two supposedly different sexes or genders, whilst discursively posited as a natural
division, remains, for Freud, a paradox. Within this division, moreover, lurks the
association of anality with passivity and therefore femminity.

Georges Bataille similarly argues that the assumption of an erect posture lead to the
repression of what he calls anal forces (Bataille 1985, 88-9). No longer on permanent

view, the anus lost its erotic significance and the energies it once expressed find an

outlet at the other end of the alimentary canal — the mouth, or, more generally, the
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head. For Bataille, whilst the cultural and intellectual supremacy of humans over apes
may well be at the expense of this anal energy, it nevertheless also remains as an
expression — albeit diluted — of its original force.

In a similar vein, Deleuze and Guattari argue that the anus was “the first organ to
suffer privatization, removal from the social field” (Deleuze and Guattari 1983, 143).
As discussed in the mtroduction to this thesis, the private status of the anus is
constituted by, and helps constitute, the public status of the phallus. It is clear from
the work of Freud, Bataille, and Deleuze and Guattari, however, that a residue of
anality 1s retained by these processes of sublimation, repression and privatization by
which the anus is hidden. They all suggest some kind of nétural‘or original anality that
is subsequently tamed or displaced by socialization.

It is also clear from each of these theories that it is almost impossible to discuss the
anus without discussing its function — that is, without discussing shit. This is perhaps
the single most difficult issue when it comes to considering that particular orifice. As
such, the focus 1s on its function as a point of exit, not a point of entry, and the issue of
penetration is avoided. Consider this description of the desiring-machine, for example,

from Deleuze and Guattari:

Every machine, in the first place, is related to a continual material flow
(hyle) that it cuts into....: the anus and the flow of shit it cuts off, for
instance; the mouth that cuts off not only the flow of milk but also the
flow of air and sound (Deleuze and Guattari 1983, 36)
Whilst the mouth cuts off both the entry of nutrition and the exit of air and sound,

the function of the anus is presented as one-way, only ever cutting off the flow

outwards. Its association with the ear is therefore immediately problematical, given
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that the ear has an equally unidirectional purpose, but i the opposite direction,
mmwards. The ear is, moreover, incapable of ‘closing’ off. It is only ever a point of
entry into the body, such that as a displaced anus the ear sugge<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>