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notion for modern art and consciousness only if deployed with a con-
siderable, near-systematic irony.

XXI

It is in the nature of all spiritual projects to tend to consume them-
selves—exhausting their own sense, the very meaning of the terms
in which they are couched. (This is why “spirituality” must be con-
tinually reinvented.) All genuinely ultimate projects of consciousness
eventually become projects for the unraveling of thought itself.

Art conceived as a spiritual project is no exception. As an ab-
stracted and fragmented replica of the positive nihilism expounded
by the radical religious myths, the serious art of our time has moved
increasingly toward the mest excruciating inflections of conscious-
ness. Conceivably, irony is the only feasible counterweight to this
grave use of art as the arena for the ordeal of consciousness. The
present prospect is that artists will go on abolishing art, only to res-
urrect it in & more retracted version. As long as art bears up under
the pressure of chronic interrogation, it would seem desirable that
some of the questions have a certain playful quality.

But this prospect depends, perhaps, on the viability of irony ltse]f

From Socrates on, there are countless wimesses to the value of
frony for the private individual: as a complex, serious methed of seek-
ing and holding one's truth, and as a means of saving one's sanity.
But as irony becomes the good taste of what is, after all, an essen-
tially collective activity—the making of art—it may prove less service-
able.

One need not judge as categorically as Nietzsche, who thought the
spread of frony throughout a culture signified the floed tide of deca-
dence and the approaching end of that cuiture's vitality and powers,
In the post-political, electronically connected cosmopelis in which all
serious modern artists have taken out premature citizenship, certain
organic connections between culture and “thinking” (and art is cer-
tainly new, mainly, a form of thinking) appear to have been broken,
so that Nietzsche’s diagnosis may need to be modified. But if irony
has more positive resources than MNietzsche acknowledged, there still
rernains a question as to how far the resources of rony can be
stretched, It seems unlikely that the possibilities of continually un-
dermining one's assumptions can go on unfolding indefinitely inio
the future, without being eventually checked by despair or by a laugh
that leaves one without any breath at all

(1967)

The Pornographic

Imagination

I

No one should undertake a discussion of pornography before ac-
knowledging the pornographies—there are at least three—and before
pledging to take them on one at a time. There is a considerable gain
in truth if pornography as an item in social history is treated quite
separately from pornography as a psychological phenomenon (ac-
cording to the usual view, symptomatic of sexual deficiency or de-
forrity in both the producers and the consumers), and i one further
distinguishes frem both of these another pornography: a minor but
interesting modality or convention within the arts.

It's the last of the three pornographies that I want to focus upon.
More parrowly, upon the literary genre for which, lacking a better
name, I'm willing to accept (in the privacy of serious intellectual de-
hate, not in the courts) the dubious label of pornography. By literary
genre | mean a body of work belonging to literature considered as an
art, and to which Inherent standards of artistic excellence pertain.
From the standpeint of social and psychological phenomena, all por-
nographic texts have the same status; they are documents. But from
the standpoint of art, some of these texts may well becormne something
else. Not only do Pierre Louys's Trois Filles de leur Mére, Georges
Bataille's Histoire de Oeil and Madame Edwarda, the pscudon‘yl
mous Story of O and The Image belong to literature, but it can be
made clear why these books, all five of them, occupy a much higher
rank as literature than Candy or Oscar Wilde's Teleny or the Earl of
Rochester's Sedom or Apollinaire’s The Debauched Hospodar or Cle-
land’s Fanny Hill. The avalanche of pornographic potboilers mar-
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keted for two centuries under and now, increasingly, over the counter
no more impugns the status as literature of the first group of porno-
graphic books than the proliferation of books of the caliber of The
Valley of the Dolls throws into question the credentials of Annag Kar-
enina and The Man Who Loved Childrer. The ratio of authentic lit-
erature to trash in pornography may be somewhat lower than the
ratio of novels of genuine literary merit to the entire volume of sub-
literary fiction produced for mass taste. But it is probably no lower
than, for instance, that of another somewhat shady sub-genre with a
few first-rate bocks to its credit, science fiction. (As literary forms,
porncgraphy and science fiction resemhble each other in several inter-
esting ways.) Anyway, the quantitative measure supplies a trivial
standard. Relatively uncommeon as they may be, there are writings
Which it seems reasonable to call pornographic—assuming that the
stale label has any use at all—which, at the same time, cannot be
refused accreditation as sexious literature.

The point would seem to be obvious. Yet, apparently, that's far from
being the case. At least in England and America, the reasoned scru-
th.'ly and assessment of pornography is held firmly within the limits
Qf the discourse employed by psychologists, sociologists, historians,
Jurists, professional moralists, and social critics. Pornography is a mal-
ady to be diagnosed and an occasion for judgment. It's something
one is for or against. And taking sides about pornography is hardly
like being for or against aleatoric music or Pop Art, but quite a hit
like being for or against legalized abortion or federal aid to parochial
schools. In fact, the same [undamental approach to the subject is
shared by recent eloquent defenders of soeiety’s right and obligation
to censor dirty books, like George P. Elliott and George Steiner, and
those like Paul Goedman, who foresee pernicious consequences of a
policy of censorship far worse than any harm done by the books
themselves. Both the libertarians and the would-be censors agree in
reducing pernography to pathological symptom and probiematic so-
cial commodity. A near-unaniimous consensus exists as to what por-
nography is—this being identified with noiions about the sources of
the impulse to produce and consume these curious goods. When
viewed as a theme for psychiological analysis, pornography is rarely
seen as anything more interesting than texts which illustrate a de-
plorable arrest in nermal adult sexual development. In this view, all
pornography armounts to is the representation of the fantasies of in-
fanule sexual life, these faniasies having been edited by the more
skilled, less innocent consciousness of the masturbatory adolescent,
for purchase by so-called adults. As a social phenomenon—for in-
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stance, the boom in the production of pornography in the societies of
Western Burope and America since the eighteenth century--the ap-
proach is no less unequivocally clinical. Pornography becomes a group
pathology, the disease of a whole culture, about whose cause every-
one is pretty well agreed. The mounting output of dirty books is at-
tributed 1o a festering legacy of Christian sexual repression and to
sheer physiological ignorance, these ancient disahilities being now
compounded by more proximate historical events, the impact of dras-
tie dislocations in traditional modes of family and political order and
unsettling change in the roles of the sexes. (The prablern of porneg-
rephy is one of “the dilemmas of a society in transition,” Goodman
said in an essay several years ago.) Thus, there is a fairly complete
consensus about the diagnosis of pornography itself. The disagree-
ments arise only in the estimate of the psychoelogical and social con-
sequences of its dissemination, and therefore in the formulating of
tactics and policy.

The more eplightened architects of moral policy are undoubtedly
prepared to admit that there is sornething like a “pornographic imag-
ination,” although enly in the sense that pornographic works are to-
kens of a radical faiture or deformation of the imagination, And they
may grant, as Goodman, Wayland Young, and others have suggested,
that there also exists a “pornographic society”: that, indeed, ours is a
flourishing example of one, a society so hypocritically and repres-
sively constructed that it must ingvitably produce an effusion of por-
nography as both its logical expression and its subversive, demotic
antidote. But nowhere in the Anglo-American community of letlters
have 1 seen it argued that some pornographic books are interesting
and important works of art. So long as pornography is treated as only
a social and psychological phencmenon and a locus for moral con-
cern, how could such an argument ever be made?

I

There’s another reason, apart from this categorizing of pornogra-
phy as a topic of analysis, why the queston whether or not works of
pornography can be literature has never been genuinely debated. I
mean the view of literature itself maintained by most English and
American critics—a view which in excluding pernographic writings
by definition from the precincts of literature excludes much else be-
sides. :

Of course, no ane denies that pornography constitutes a branch of
literature in the sense that it appears in the form of printed books of
fiction. But beyond that tiivial connection, no morg is allowed. The
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fashion in which most critics construe the nature of prase literature
no less than their view of the nature of pornography, inevitably puts’
Pmnograp.hy in an adverse relation to literature. it is an airtight case,
for if a pornographic hook is defined as one not belenging to literature
(and vice versa), there is no need to examine individual bools,

Most mutually exclusive definitions of pornography and literature
rest on four separate arguments, One is that the utterly single-minded
way in which works of pornography address the reader, proposing to
arouse him sexually, is antithetical to the complex function of litera-
ture. It may then be argued that pornography's aim, Inducing sexual
excitement, is at odds with the tranguil, detached involvement evoked
by genuine art. But this turn of the argument scems particularly un-
convineing, considering the respected appeal to the reader’s moral
[eelings intended by “realistic” writing, not to mention the fact that
some certified masterpieces (from Chaucer to Lawrence) contain
passages that do properly excite readers sexually, It is more plausible
Just to emphasize that pornography stll possesses only one “inten-
tion,” while any genuinely valuable work of literature has many,

Another argument, made by Adomo among others, is that works of

p{l;rnography lack the beginning-middle-and-end form characteristic
of literature. A piece of pornographic fiction concocts no better than
a crude excuse for a beginning; and once having begun, it goes on
and on and ends nowhere. ‘
‘ Another argument: pornographic writing can't evidence any care
for its means of expression as such (the concern of literature), since
the atm of pornography is to inspire a set of nonverbal fantasies in
which language plays a debased, merely instrumental role.

Last and most weighty is the argument that the subject of litera-
ture s the relation of human heings to each other, their complex
feclings and emotions; pornography, in contrast, disdains fully formed
persons (psychology and social portraiture), is ablivious to the ques-
tion of motives and their credibility, and reports only the motiveless
tireless transactions of depersonalized organs.

Simply extrapolating from the conception of literature maintained
by most English and American critics today, it would follow that the
Bterary value of pernography has to be nil, But these paradigms don’t
stand up 0 close analysis in themselves, nor do they even fit their
subject. Take, for instance, Story“of O. Though the novel is clearly
obscene by the usual standards, and more effective than many in
arousing a reader sexuaily, sexual arousal doesn’t appear to be the
sole function of the situations portrayed. The narrative does have a
definite beginning, middle, and end. The elegance of the writing
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hardly gives the impression that its author considered language a
bothersome necessity. Further, the characters do possess emotions of
a very intense kind, although obsessional and indeed whelly asocial
ones; characters do have motives, though they are not psychiatrically
or socially “nermal” motives. The characters in Story of O are en-
dowed with a “psychology” of a sort, one derived from the psychology
of lust. And while what can be learned of the characters within the
situations in which they are placed is severely restricted—to modes
of sexual concentration and explicitly rendered sexual behavior——0
and her partners are no more reduced or foreshoricned than the
characters in many non-pornographic works of contemporary fiction.

Only when English and American critics evolve a more sophisid-
cated view of literature will an interesting debate get underway. (In
the end, this debate would be not only about pornegraphy but about
the whole body of contemporary Hiterature insistently focused on ex-
treme situations and behavior.) The difficulty arises because 50 many
critics continue to identify with prose literature itsell the particular
literary conventions of “realism” (what might be crudely associated
with the major tradition of the nineteenth-century novel). For exar-
ples of alternative literary modes, one is not confined only to much of
the greatest twentieth-century writing—to Ulysses, a book not about
characters but about media of transpersonal exchange, about all that
lies outside individual psychelogy and personal need; o French Sur-
realism and its most recent offspring, the New Nowvel; to German
“expressionist” fiction; to the Russian post-novel represented by Bie-
ly’s St, Petersburg and by Nabokov; or e the nen-linear, tenseless
natratives of Stein and Burroughs. A definition of literature that faults
a work for being rooted in “fantasy” rather than in the realistic ren-
dering of how lifelike persons in familiar situations live withi each
other couldn’t even handle such venerable conventions as the pas-
toral, which depicts relations between peonle that are certainly reduc-
tive, vapid, and unconvincing.

An uprooting of some of these tenacious clichés is long overdue: it
will promote a sounder reading of the literature of the past as well as
put critics and ordinary readers better in touch with contemporary
literature, which includes zones of writng that structurally resemble
pornography. It is facile, virtually meaningless, to demand that liter-
ature stick with the “human.” For the matler at stake is not “human”
versus “inhuman” {in which cheoosing the “human” guarantees in-
stant moral self-congratulation Tor both author and reader) but an
infinitely varied register of foxms and tonalities for transposing the
human veice into prose narrative, For the critic, the proper question
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is not the relationship between the book and “the world” or “reality”
{in which each novel is judged as if it were a unique item, and in
which the world is regarded as a far less complex place than it is)
but the complexities of consciousness itself, as the medium through
which a world exists at all and is constituted, and an approach to
single books of fictions which doesn't slight the fact that they exist in
dialogue with each other. From this peint of view, the decision of the
old novelists to depict the unfolding of the destinies of sharply indi-
vidualized “characters” in familiar, socially dense situations within
the conventional notation of chronological sequence is only one of
many possible decisions, possessing no inherently superior claim to
the allegiance of serious readers. There is nothing innately more “hu-
man” about these procedures. The presence of realistic charactlers is
not, in itsell, something wholesome, a more nourishing staple for the
moral sensibility,

The only sure truth about characters in prose fiction is that they
are, in Henry James’s phrase, “a compositional resource.” The pres-
ence of human figures in literary art can serve many purposes. Dra-
matic tension or three-dimensionalfity in the rendering of personal
and social relations is often 5ot a writer’s aim, in which case it doesn't
help to insist on that as a generic standard. Exploring ideas is as
authentic an aim of prose fiction, although by the standards of nov-
elistic realism this aim severely limits the presentadon of lifelike per-
sons. The constructing or imaging of something inanimate, or of a
portion of the world of nature, is also a valid enterprise, and entails
an appropriate rescaling of the human figure. {The form of the pas-
toral involves both these aims: the depiction of ideas and of nature.
Persons are used only to the extent that they constitute a certain kind
of landscape, which is partly a stylization of “real” nature and partly
a neo-Platonic landscape of ideas.) And equally valid as a subject for
prose narrativer are the extreme states of human feeling and con-
sciousness, those se peremptery that they exclude the mundane flux
of feelings and are only contingently linked with concrete persons—
which is the case with parnography.

One would never guess from the confident pronouncements on the
nature of literature by most American and English critics that a vivid
debate on this issue had been proceeding for several generations, “lt
seems to me,” Jacques Rivigre wrote in the Nouvelle Revite Francaise
in 1g24, “that we are witnessing a very serious crisis in the concept
of what literature is.” One of several responses to “the problem of the
possibility and the limits of Mterature,” Rividre noted, is the marked
tendency for “art (if even the word can still be kepi) to become a
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completely non-human activity, a super-sensory function, if T may
use that term, a sort of creative astronomy.” I cite Rivieére not because
his essay “Questioning the Concept of Literature” is particularly de-
finitive but to recall an ensemble of radical notions about literature
which were almost critical cemmonplaces forty years ago in Euro-
pean literary magazines.

To this day, though, that ferment remains alien, unassimilated, and
persistently misunderstood in the English and American world of let-
ters: suspected as issuing from a collective cultural failure of nerve,
frequently dismissed as outright perversity or ohscurantism or ¢re-
ative sterility, The better English-speaking critics, however, could
hardly fail to notice how much great twentieth-century Lterature
subverts those ideas received from ecertain of the great nineteenth-
century novelists on the nature of lterature which they continue to
echo in 1g67. But the critics’ awareness of genuinely new literature
was usually tendered in a spirit much like that of the rabbis a century
before the beginning of the Christian era who, humbly acknowledg-
ing the spiritual inferiority of their own age to the age of the great
prophets, nevertheless firmly closed the canon of prophetic books and
declared—with more relief, ene suspects, than regret—the era of
prophecy ended. So has the age of what in Anglo-Amerxican criticism
is still called, astonishingly enough, experimental or avant-garde
writing been repeatedly declared closed. The ritual celebration of each
contemporary genius's undermining of the older notions of literature
was often accompanied by the nervous insistence that the writing
brought forth was, alas, the last of its noble, sterile line. Now, the
results of this intricale, ene-eyed way of looking at modern literature
have been several decades of unparalleled interest and brilliance in
English and American—particularly American-—criticism. But it is an
interest and briliance reared on bankruptcy of taste and something
approaching a fundamental dishonesty of method. The critics’ retro-
grade awareness of the impressive new claims staked out by modern
Hiterature, linked with their chagrin over what was usuaily designated
as the rejection of reality and the failure of the self endemic in that
literature, indicates the precise point at which most talented Anglo-
American literary criticism leaves off considering structures of litera-
ture and transposes itself into criticism of culture.

I don't wish to repeat here the arguments that 1 have advanced
elsewhere on behalf of a different critical approach. Sull, some allu-
sion to that approach needs to be made. To discuss even a single
work of the radical nature of Histoire de POeil raises the question of
literature itsell, of prose narrative considered as an art form. And books
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like those of Bataille could not have been written except for that ag-
onized reappraisal of the nature of literature which has been preoc-
cupying literary Europe for more than half a century; but lacking
that context, they must prove almost unassimilable for English and
American readers—except as “mere” pornography, inexplicably fancy
trash. 1If it is even necessary to take up the issue of whether or not
pornegraphy and literature are antithetical, if it is at all necessary to
assert that works of pornography can belong to literature, then the
assertion must imply an overall view of what art is.

To put it very generally: art {and art-making) is a form of con-
sciousness; the materiais of art ave the variety of forms of conscious-
ness. By no aesthetic principle can this notion of the materials of art
be construed as excluding even the extreme forms of consciousness
that transcend social personality or psychological individuality.

In daily life, to be sure, we may acknowledge a moral obligation to
inhibit such states of consciousness in ourselves. The obligation seems
pragmatically sound, not only to maintain social order in the widest
sense but to allow the individual to establish and maintain a humane
contact with other persons (though that contact ean he renounced,
for shorter or onger periods). Ti's well known that when people ven-
ture into the far reaches of conscicusness, they do so at the peril of
their sanity, that is, of their humanity, But the “human scale” or hu-
manistic standard proper to ordinary life and conduct seemns mis-
placed when applied to art. It oversimplifies. If within the last cen-
tury art conceived as an autonomous activity has come to be invested
with an unprecedented stature—the nearest thing to a sacramental
human activity acknowledged by secular society—it is because one
of the tasks art has assumed is making forays into and taking up
positions on the frontiers of consciousness (often very dangerous to
the artist as a person) and reporiing back what’s there. Being a free-
lance explorer of spiritual dangers, the artist gains a certain license
to behave differently from other people; matching the singularity of
his vocation, he may be decked out with a suitably eccentric life style,
or he may not. His job is inventing trophies of his experiences—ob-
jects and gestures that fascinate and enthrall, not merely (as pre-
seribed by older notions of the artist) edify or entertain. His principal
means of fascinating is to advance one step further in the dialectic of
outrage. He seeks to make his work repulsive, obscure, inaccessible;
in short, to give what is, or seems to be, not wanted. But however
fierce may be the outrages the artist perpetrates upon his audience,
his credentials and spiricual authority ultimately depend on the au-
dience’s sense (whether something known or inferred) of the out-
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rages he commits upon himself. The exemplary modern artist is a
broker in madness.

The notion of art as the dearly purchased outcome of an immense
spiritual risk, one whose cost goes up with the enfry and participation
of each new player in the game, invites a revised set of critical stan-
dards. Art produced under the aegis of this conception certainly is
not, cannot he, “realistic,” But words like “fantasy” or “surrealism,”
that only mvert the guidelines of realisin, clarify little. Fantasy too
¢aslly declines into “mere” fantasy; the clincher is the adjective “in-
fantile.” Where does fantasy, condemned by psychiatric rather than
artistic standards, end and imagination begin?

Since it is hardly likely that contemporary critics seriously mean to
bar prose narratives that are unrealistic from the domain of literature,
one suspects that a special standard is being applied to sexual themes.
This becomes clearer if one thinks of ancther kind of book, another
kind of “fantasy.” The ahistorical dream-like landscape where action
is situated, the peculiarly congealed time in which acts are per-
formed—these occur almost as often in science fiction as they do in
pornography. There is nothing conclusive in the well-known fact that
most men and women fall shert of the sexual prowess that people in
pornography are represented as enjoying; that the size of organs,
number and duration of orgasms, variety and feasibility of sexual
powers, and amount of sexual energy all seem grossly exaggerated.
Yes, and the spaceships and the teeming planets depicted in science-
fiction novels don't exist either. The fact that the site of narrative is
an ideal topos disqualifies neither pormography nor science fiction
from being literature. Such negations of real, concrete, three-
dimensional social time, space, and personality—and such “fantastic”
enlargements of human energy—are rather the ingredients of an-
other kind of literature, founded on another mode of consciousness.

The materials of the pornographic books that count as literature
are, precisely, one of the extreme forms of human consciousness,
Undoubtedly, many people would agree that the sexnally obsessed
consciousness can, in principle, enter into literature as an art form,
Literature about lust? Why not? But then they usually add a rider to
the agreement which effectually nullifies it. They require that the
author have the proper “distance” from his obsessions for their ren-
dering to count as literature. Such a standard is sheer hypocrisy, re-
vealing once again that the values cormonly applied to pornography
are, in the end, those belonging to psychiatry and social affairs rather
than to art. (Since Christianity upped the ante and concentrated on
sexnal behavior as the root of virtue, everything pertaining to sex has
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been a “special case” in our culture, evoking peculiarly inconsistent
attltudesl.) Van Gogh's paintings retain their status as art even if it
seems his manner of painting owed less to a consclous choice of rep-

resentational means than to his being deranged and actually seeing .

reality the way he painted it. Similarly, Histoire de 'Oeil does not
become case history rather than art because, as Bataille reveals in
the extraordinary autobicgraphical essay agpended to the narrative
the biook’s obsessions are indeed his own, ’

What malkes a work of pornography part of the history of art rather
than of trash s not distance, the superimposition of a consciousness

more conformable to that of ordinary reality upon the “deranged con-

sciousness” of the erotically obsessed. Rather, it is the originality
thoroughness, authenticity, and power of that deranged consciousj
ness itself, as incarnated in a work. From the pomt of view of a1t the
exclusivity of the conscicusness embodied in pornographic bool,cs is
in itself neither anomalous nor anti-literary, .

Nor is the purported aim or effect, whether it is intentional or not,
of such boolts-—to excite the reader sexually—a defect. Only a de:
graded and mechanistic idea of sex could mislead someone into
thinking that being sexvally stirred by a book like Madame Edwarda
is a simple matter. The singleness of intendon often condemned by
critics is, when the work merits treatment as art, compounded of many
resonances. The physical sensations imveluntarily produced in some-
one reading the book carry with them something that touches upon
the 1eader’s whole expertence of his humanity—arnd his lmits as a
personality and as a body. Actually, the singleness of pornography's
intention is spuricus. But the aggressiveness of the intention is not.
What seems like an end is as much a means, startlingly and oppres-
sively concrete. The end, however, is less concrete, Pornography is
ane of the branches of literature—science fiction is another-—aiming
at disorientation, at psychic dislocation.

In some respects, the use of sexual obsessicns as 1 subject for lit-
erature resembles the use of a literary subject whose vajidit‘y far fewer
people would contest: religious obsessions. S¢ compared, the familiar
fact of pornography’s definite, aggressive impact upon is readers Jooks
somewhat different. Its celebrated intention of sexually stimulating
readers is really a species of proselytizing, Pornography that is serious
literature aims to “excite” in the same way that hooks which render
an extreme form of religious experience aim to “convert,”

1%
Two French books recently wanslated into English, Story of O and
The Image, conveniently illustrate some issues involved in this topic,
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barely explored in Anglo:American cxiticism, of pornography as litex-
ature.

Siory of © by Pauline Réage appeared in 1954 and immediately
became famous, partdy due lo the patronage of Jean Paulhan, who
wrote the preface. It was widely believed that Paulhan hirnself had
written the book—perhaps because of the precedent set by Bataille,

+ who had contributed an essay (signed with his own name) to his

Madame Edwarda when it was first published in 1937 under the
pseudonym Pierre Angelique, and also because the mame Pauline
suggested Paulban. But Paulhan has always denied that he wrole
Story of 0, insisting that it was indeed writien by a woman, someone
previously unpublished and living in another part of France, who in-
sisted on remaining unknown, While Pauthan’s story did not halt
speculation, the conviction that he was the author eventually faded.
Over the vears, a number of more ingenious hypotheses, attributing
the bool’s authorship to other notables on the Paris litevary scene,
gained credence and then were dropped. The real identity of Pauline
Réage remains one of the few well-kept secrets in contemporary let-
ters.

The Image was published two years later, in 1956, also under a
pseuglonym, Jean de Berg To compound the mystery, it was dedi-
cated to and had a preface by Pauline Réage, who has ot been heard
from since. (The preface by Reéage is texse and forgeitable; the one
by Pauthan is long and very interesting.) But gossip in Parls lierary
circles about the identity of Jean de Bexg is more conclusive than the
detective work on Pauline Réage. One rumer only, which names the
wife of an influential younger novelist, has swept the field.

It is not haxd to understand why those curious enough to speculate
about the two pseudonyms should incline toward some name from
the established community of letters in France. For either of these
baoks to be an amateur’s one-shot seems scarcely conceivable, Dif-
ferent as they are from each other, Story of O and The Image both
evince a quality that can’t be ascribed simply to an abundance of the
usual writerly -endowments of sensibility, energy, and intelligence.
Such gifts, very much in evidence, have themselves been processed
through a dialogue of ariifices. The somber self-consclousness of the
parratives could hardly be further from the lack of control and craft
usually considered the expression of obsessive lust. Intoxicating as is
their subject (if the veader doesn's cut off and find it just funny or
sinister), bolh narratives are more concerned with the use of erotic
material than with the expression of it. And this use Is preemi-
nently—there is no other word for it—Jiterary. The imagination pur-
suing its outrageous pleasures in Story of O and The Image remains
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firmly anchored to certain notions of the formal consumimation of
intense feeling, of procedures for exhausting an experience, that con-
nect as much with literature and recent literary history as with the
ahistorical domain of eros. And why not? Expertences aren't porne-
graphic; only images and representations—structures of the imagi-
nation—are. That is why a pornographic book often can make the
reader think of mainly, other pornographic books, rather than sex
unmediated—and this not necessarily to the detriment of his erotic
excitement.

For instance, what resonates throughout Story of O is a volumi-
nous body of pornographic or “libertine” literature, mosty trash, in
both French and English, going back to the eighteenth century. ri‘he
most obvious reference is to Sade. But here one must not think only
of the writings of Sade himself, but of the reinterpretation of Sade by
French literary intellectuals after World War 1, a critical gesture per-
haps comparable in its importance and infiuence upon educated Lt
erary taste and upon the actual direction of serious fiction in France
to the reappraisal of James launched just before World War 11 in the
United States, except that the French reappraisal has lasted jonger
and seems to have struck deeper roots. {Sade, of course, had never
been forgotien. He was read enthusiastically by Flaubert, Baudelaire
and most of the other radical geniuses of French literature of the laté
fnineteenth century. He-was one of the patron saints of the Surrealist
movement, and figures importantly in the thought of Breton. But it
was the discussion of Sade after 1945 that really consolidated his
position as an inexhaustible point of departure for radical thinking
about the human condition. The well-known essay of Beauvoir, the
indefatigable scholarly biography undertaken by Gilbert Lely, and
writings of Blanchet, Paulhan, Rataille, Klossowski, and Leiris 3.1,‘6 the
most eminent documents of the postwar reevaluation whickh secured
this astonishingly hardy modification of French literary sensibility,
The quality and theoretical density of the French interest in Sade
remaing virteally incomprehensible to English and American literary
intellectuals, for whom Sade is perhaps an exemplary figure in the
hi@tory of psychopathelogy, both individual and social, but inconceiv-
able as someone to be taken seriously as a thinker.) |

But what stands behind Story of O is not only Sade, both the prob-
lems he raised and the ones raised in his name, The book is also
rooled in the conventions of the libertine potheoilers writtenr in nine-
teenth-century France, typically situated in a fantasy England popu-
lated by brutal aristocrats with encrmous sexual equipment and vio-
lent tastes, along the axis of sadomasochisin, to match. The name of
O’s second lover-proprietor, Sir Stephen, clearly pays homage to this
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period fantasy, as does the figure of Sir Edmond of Histeire de POcil.
And it should be stressed that the allusion to a steck type of porne-
graphic trash stands, as a literary reference, on exactly the same foot-
ing as the anachronistic setting of the main action, which is lifted
straight from Sade’s sexual theater, The narrative opens in Paris (O
joins her lover René in a car and is driven around) but most of the
subsequent action is removed to more familiar if less plausible terri-
tory: that conveniently isolated chateau, luxuriously furnished and
lavishly staffed with servants, where a clique of rich men congregate
and to which wornen are brought as virtual slaves lo be the objects,
shared in common, of the men’s brutal and inventive lust. There are
whips and chains, masks worn by the men when the women are
admitted to their presence, great fires burning in the hearth, un-
speakable sexual indignities, loggings and more ingenious kinds of
physical mutilation, several lesbian scenes when the excitement of
the orgies in the great drawing room seems to flag. In short, the
novel comes equipped with some of the crealdest itemns in the reper-
toire of pornography.

How seriously can we take this? A bare inventory of the plot might
give the impression that Story of G is not s0 much pornography as
meta-pornography, a brilliant parody. Something similar was urged
in defense of Candy when it was published here several years ago,
after some years of modest existence in Paris as a more or less official
dirty book. Cundy wasn't pornography, it was argued, but a spood, a
witty burlesque of the conventions of cheap pornographic narrative.
My own view is that Candy may be funny, but it's still pornography.
For pornography isn't & form that can parody itself. It is the nature
of the pornographic imagination to prefer ready-imade conventions of
character, setting, and action. Pornography is a theater of types. never
of individuals. A paredy of pornography, so far as it has any real com-
petence, always remains pornography. Indeed, parody is one common
form of pornographic writing. Sade himself often used it, inverting
the moralistic fictions of Richardson in which female virtue always
triumphs over male lewdness (either by saying no ot by dying after-
wards). With Stery of O, it weuld be more accurate speak of a use
rather than of a parody of Bade.

The tone alone of Story of O indicates that whatever in the book
might be tead as parody or antiguarianisin—a mandarin pornogra-
phy?—is only one of several elements forming the narraiive. (Al
though sexual situations encompassing all the expectable variations
of lust are graphically described, the prose style is rather formal, the
level of language dignifled and almost chaste.) Features of the Sadean
staging are used to shape the action, but the narrative’s basic line
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differs fundamentally from anything Sade wrote. For one thing, Sade's
work has a built-in opern-endedness or principle of insatiability. His
120 Days of Sodom, probably the most ambiticus pornographic book
ever conceived (in terms of scale), a lind of summa of the porno-
graphic imagination; stunningly impressive and upsetting, even in
the truncated form, part narrative and part scenario, in which it has
survived. (The manuscript was accidentally rescued from the Bastille
after Sade had been forced to leave it hehind when he was trans-
ferred in 178g to Charenton, but Sade believed undl his death that
his masterpiece had been destroyed when the prison was razed.)
Sade’s express train of outrages tears along an interminable but level
track. His descriptions are too schematic to be sensucus. The fic-
tonal actions are illustrations, rather, of his relentlessly repeated ideas.
Yet these polemical ideas themselves seem, on reflection, more like
principles of a dramaturgy than a substantive theory. Sade’s ideas—
of the person as a thing or an object, of the body as a machine and
of the orgy as an inventory of the hopefully indefinite possibilities of
several machines in collaboration with each other—seem mainly de-
signed to make possible an endless, non-culminating kind of uiti-
mately affectiess activity. In contrast, Story of O has a definite move-
ment; a logic of events, as oppesed to Sade’s static principle of the
catalogue or encyclopedia. This plot movement is strongly abetted by
the fact that, for most of the narrative, the author tolerates at least a
vestige of “the couple” (O and René, O and Sir Stephen)—a unit
generally repudiated in pornographic literature.

And, of course, the fAgure of O hersell is different. Her feelings,
however insistently they adhere to one theme, have some modulation
and are carefully described. Although passive, O scarcely resembles
those ninnies in Sade’s tales who are detained in remote castles to be
tormented by pitiless noblemen and satanic priests, And O is repre-
sented as active, teo: literally active, as in the seduction of jacque-
line, and more fmportant, profoundly active in her own passivity, O
resembles her Sadean prototypes only superficially, There is no per-
sonal consciousness, except that of the author, in Sade's books. But
O does possess a consciousness, from which vantage point her story
is told. (Although written in the third person, the narrative never de-
parts from O's point of view or understands more than she under-
stands.) Bade aims 0 neutralize sexuality of all its personal associa-
tions, 1o reprezent a kind of tmpersonal—or pure—sexual encounter.
But the narrative of Pauline Réage does show O reacting in quite
different ways (including love) to different people, notably to René,
to 5ir Stephen, to Jacqueline, and to Anne-Marie.

i
i
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Sade seems more Tepresentative of the major conventions of por-
nographic writing. So far as the pornographic imagination tends to
make one person interchangeable with another and all people inter-
changeable with things, it's not functional to describe a person as O
is described—in terms of a certain state of her will (which she's trying
to discard) and of her understanding. Pornography is mainly popu-
lated by creatures like Sade’s Justine, endowed with neither will nor
intelligence nor even, apparently, memery. Justine lives in a perpet-
ual state of astonishment, never learning anything from the strikingty
repetitious violations of her innecence. After each [resh betrayal she
pets in place for another round, as uninstructed by her experience as
ever, ready lo trust the next masterful libertine and have her trust
reviarded by a renewed loss of liberty, the same indignides, and the
same blasphemous sermons in praise of vice,

For the most part, the figures who play the role of sexual objects
in pornography are made of the same stuff as one principal “humour”
of comedy. Justine is like Candide, who is also a cipher, a blank, an
aternal naif incapable of learning anything from his atroeious crdeals.
The familiar structure of comedy which features a character who is
a still center in the midst of outrage (Buster Keaton is a classic im-
age) orovs up repeatedly in pernegraphy. The personages in pornog-
raphy, like those of comedy, are seen oniy from the outside, behav-
joristicaily. By definition, they can't be seen in depth, so as truly to
engage the audience's feelings. In much of comedy, the joke resides
pracisely in the disparity between the understated or anestheti;ed
feeling and a large outrageous event. Pornography works in a similar
fashion. The gain produced by a deadpan tone, by what seems to the
reader in an ordinary state of mind to be the incredible underreacting
of the erolic agents to the situations in which they're placed, is not
the release of laughter. I¢'s the release of a sexual reaction, criginally
voyeuristic but probably needing to be socured by &n undetlying di-
rect identification with one of the participants in the sex act. The
emotional Aainess of pornegraphy is thus neither 2 fatlure of avtistry
nor an index of principled inhumanity. The arousal of a sexual re-
sponse in the reader reguires it. Only in the absence of directly stated
gmotions can the reader of pornography find xeom for his own re-

sponses. When the event narrated comes already festooned with the
author’s explicitly avowed sentiments, by which the reader may be
stirred, it then becames harder o be stirred by the svent itself”
“This is clear in the case of Genel's books, which, despite the explivitness of the
sexual experiences related, are not sexually arousing [or most readers. What the reader
knows (and Genet has stated it many tmes) is that Genet himself was sexually excited
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Silent film comedy offers many illustrations of how the formal prin-
ciple of continual agitation or perpetual motion (slapstick) and that
of the deadpan really converge to the same end—a deadening or neu-
t?'ahzation or distancing of the audience’s emotions, its ability to iden-
qu ina “humane” way and to make moral judgments about situa-
tions of violence. The same principle is at work in all pornography.
1t's nat that the characters in pornography cannot conceivably pos-
sess any emotions. They can. But the principles of underreacting and
frenetic agitation make the emotional climate self-canceling, so that
the basic tone of pornography is affectless, emotionless. ,

. HQWEVG:’, degrees of this affectlessness can be distinguished. Jus-
tine is the stereotype sex-chject figure (invariably female, since most
ppz‘nography [s written by men or from the stereotyped male point of
view}: a bewildered vietim, whose consciousness remains unaitered
?y her expertences, But O is an adept; whatever the cost in pain and
ear, she is grateful for the opportunity to be initiated into a mystery.
That mystery is the loss of the self. O learns, she suffers, she changes.
Step by step she becomes more what she is, a process identical with
the emptying out of herself. In the vision of the wozld presented hy
Story of O, the highest good is the transcendence of personality. The
plot's movement is not horizontal, but a kind of ascent through deg-
rz@ation O dees not simply become identical with her sexual availa-
bility, but wants to reach the perfection of becoming an object. Her
condition, if it can be characterized as one of dehumanizatibn, is not
io he understood as a by-product of her enslavement to René, Sir
c_ﬁtephen, and the other men at Roissy, but as the point of her situa-
tion, something she sceks and eventually attains. The terminal image
for her achievement comes in the last scene of the hook: O is led to
a party, mutilated, in chains, unrecognizable, costumed (as an owl)—
so convineingly no lenger human that none of the guests thinks of
speaking to her directly. ”

(¥s quest is neatly summed up in the expressive letier which serves
ber for 2 name. “O” suggests a cartoon of her sex, not her individual
sex but simply woman; it also stands for a nothing. But what Story
of G uniolds is a spiritual paradox, that of the full void and of the
vacuity that is alse a plenum. The power of the hook lies exactly in
the anguish stirred up by the continuing presence of this paradox.

while writing The Miracle of the Rose, Qur Lady of the Flowers, cto, The reader makes
an intense and unsettling contact with Genet's erotic excitement, which is lhé enc—:rgﬂ'
thntl propels these metaphor-studded narratives; but, at the san;e time, the author‘i
excitement precludes the reader’s own. Genet was correct when he said Ehat hig bonk_:s
were not porriographic.
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Pauline Réage raises, in a far more organic and sophisticated manner
than Sade does with his clumsy expositions and discourses, the ques-
tion of the status of human personality itself. But whereas Sade is
interested in the obliteration of personality from the viewpoint of power
and Liberty, the author of Story of O is interested in the obliteration
of personality from the viewpoint of happiness. {The closest state-
ment of this theme in English literature: certain passages in Law-
rence’s The Lost Girl.)

For the paradox to gain real significance, however, the reader must
entertain a view of sex different from that held by most enlightened
members of the community. The prevailing view—an amalgam of
Rousseauist, Freudian, and liberal social thought-—regards the phe-
nomenon of sex as a perfectly intelligible, although uniquely pre-
cipus, source of emotional and physical pleasure. What difficulties
arise corue from the long deformation of the sexual impuises admin-
istered by Western Christianity, whose ugly wounds virtually every-
one in this culture bears. First, guilt and anxiety. Then the reduction
of sexual capacities—leading if not to virtual impotence or frigidity,
at least to the depletion of evotic energy and the repression of many
natural elements of sexual appetite (the “perversions™). Then the
spillover into public dishonesties in which people tend to respond to
news of the sexual pleasures of others with envy, fascination, revul-
sion, and spiteful indignation. It's from this pollution of the sexual
healih of the culture that a phenomenon like pornography is derived.

I den't quarrel with the historical diagnosis contained in this ac-
count of the deformations of Western sexuality, Nevertheless, what
seems to me decisive in the complex of views held by most educated
members of the community is a more questionable assumption—that
human sexual appetite is, if untampered with, a natural pleasant
function: and that “the obscene” 1 a convention, the fiction imposed
upon nature by a society convinced there is something vile about the
sexual functions and, by extension, about sexual pleasure. Itf's just
these assumptions that are challenged by the French tradition rep-
resented by Sade, Lautréamont, Bataille, and the authors of Story of
0 and The bage. Their work suggests that the obscene is a primal
notion of human consciousness, something much more profound than
the backwash of a sick society’s aversion to the body. Human sexual-
ity is, quite apart from Christian repressions, a highly questionable
phenomenon, and belongs, at least potentially, among the extreme
rather than the ordinary experiences of humanity. Tamed as it may
be, sexuality remains one of the demonic forces i human conscious-
ness—pushing us at intervals close to taboo and dangerous desires,
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which range from the impulse to commit sudden arbitrary violence
upon another person to the voluptuous yearning for the extinction of
one's consciousness, for death itself Even on the level of simpie
physical sensation and mood, making love surely resembles having
an epileptic fit at least as much as, if not more than, it does eating a
meal or conversing with someone. Everyone has felt (at least in fan-
tasy) the erotic glamour of physical cruelty and an erotic lure in things
that are vile and repulsive. These phenomena form part of the genu-
ine spectrum of sexuality, and if they are not to be written off as mere
neurotic aberrations, the picture locks different from the one pro-
moted by enlightened public opinion, and less simple,

One could plausibly argue that it is for quite sound reasons that
the whole capacity for sexual ecstasy is inaccessible to most people—
given that sexuality is something, like nuclear energy, which may
prove amenable to domestication through scruple, but then again may
not. That few people regularly, or perhaps ever, experience their sex-
ual capacities at this unsettling pitch doesn’t mean that the extreme
fs not authentie, or that the possibility of it doesn’t haunt them any-
way. (Religion is probably, after sex, the second oldest resource which
human beings have available to them for blowing their minds. Yet,
among the multitudes of the pious, the number who have ventured
very far into that state of consciousness must be fairly small, too.)
There is, demonstrably, something incorrecidy designed and poten-
tially disorienting in the human sexual capacity-—at least in the ca-
pacities of man-in-civilization. Man, the sick animal, bears within him
an appetite which can drive him mad. Such is the understanding of
sexuality—as something beyond good and evil, beyond love, beyond
sanity; as a resource for ordeal and for breaking through the limits of
conscisusness—that informs the French literary canon I've been dis-
cussing,

Story of O, with its project for completely transcending personality,
entirely presumes this dark and complex vision of sexuality so far
removed from the hopetul view sponsored by American Freudianisn
and liberal culture. The woman who is given no other name than O
progresses simultaneously toward her own extincticn as 2 human
being and her fulfillment as a sexual being. It is hard to imagine how
anyene would ascertain whether there exists truly, empirically, any-
thing in “nature” or human consciousness that supports such a split.
But it seems understandable that the possibility has always haunted
man, as accustomeil as he is to decrying such a split.

O’s praject enacts, en another scale, that performed by the exis-
tence of pornographic literature itself, What parnographic lterature
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does is precisely to drive a wedge between one‘s.existenc_e as a fu]]
human being and one’s existence as a sexual bemg——wh;}e in ordi-
nary life a healthy person is one who prevents such,a gap from open-
ing up. Normally we don't experience, at least don't want to e:::perxv
ence, our sexual fulfiliment as distinct from or vpposed to our pex.sonall
fulfiilment. But perhaps in part they are distinct, whether we‘hke it
or not. Insefar as strong sexual feeling does involve an obsessive de-
gree of attention, it encompasses experiences in which a person can
{eel he is losing his “self.” The literature that goes from Sade throggh
Surrealisin to these recent books capitalizes on that mystery; it iso-
lates the mystery and makes the reader aware of it, invites him to
participate in it o o

This %iterature is both an invocation of the erotic in its darkest sense
and, in certain cases, an exorcism. The devout, solemn mood of Story
of O is falrly unrelieved; a work of mixed moodg on the samel_ theme,
a journey toward the estrangement of the self from the seli,_ls Bu—
fiuel’s film L’Age d'Or. As a literary form, pornograp}}y W{_u'ks wllth two
patterns—one equivalent to tragedy (as in Story of O) in which the
erotic subject-victim heads inexorably tc}wgrcl de_ath, and the otheﬁ
equivalent to comedy (as the The Image) in yvluch thc 0]})5@5510}1
pursuit of sexual exercise is rewarded by a terminal gratification, union
with the uniquely desired sexual partner.

EII‘m]ie writer who renders a darker sense of the erotc, iL‘Is pe.rﬂs.oi
fascination and humiliation, than anyone else is Bataille. I'EIS H zs.t(m'e
de FOeil (first published in 1g28) and Mac.lame Edwarda Ic-luahfy a;
pornographic texts insofar as their theme is an all-engrossing sexu
quest that annihilates every consideration of persons extrzm'eous o
their roles in the sexual dramaturgy, and the fulfilment of 't‘ms quest
is depicted graphically. But this descripiion conveys nothing of the
extracrdinary quality of these books. For sheer explicitness aboutlsex
organs and acts is not necessarily obscene; it on?y becomes so \—v 1&?1}
delivered in a particular tone, when it has acquln"ed a certain mom:i
resonance. As it happens, the sparse number of sex acts and Guasi-
sexusl defilements related in Bataille's novellas can hardly compete
with the interminable mechanistic inventiveness of the 120 Days of

“Unforiunately, the sele anslation available in English of what purports o be M.ad"l
ame Edwarda, that included in The Olympia Reader, pp. 652—79., published by Gch:
Press in 1g6sg, gives just hall the work. Only the récit is transllated‘ Butp A/Iq:fanzc
Edwarde ism't a récit padded out with a preface also h‘y .lﬂatalﬂ!e. Ttis a lwg-prm inven-
Lion—essay and récit—and one part is almost unintelligible without the other,
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Sodom, Yet because Bataille possessed a finer and more profound
sense of wansgression, what he describes seems somehow more po-
tent and outrageous than the most lurid orgies staged by Sade.

One reason that Histoire de I'Oeil and Madame Edwarda make such
a strong and upsetting impression is that Bataille understood more
clearly than any other writer 1 know of that what pornography is really
about, ultimately, isn't sex but death. I am not suggesting that every
pornographic work speaks, either overtly or covertly, of death. Only
works dealing with that specific and sharpest inflection of the themes
of lust, "“the obscene,” do. 1's toward the gratifications of death, suc-
ceeding and surpassing those of eros, that every truly ehscene quest
tends. (An example of a pornographic work whose subject is not the
“ohscene” is Louys's jolly saga of sexual insatiability, Trois Filles de
leur Meére. The Image presents a less clear-cut case. While the enig-
matic transactions beiween the three characters are charged with a
sense of the obscene—more like a premenition, since the obscene is
reduced to being only a constituent of voyeurism—the book has an
uneqguivocally happy ending, with the narrator finally united with
Claire. But Story of O takes the same line as Bataille, despite a little
intellectual play at the end: the book closes ambigucusly, with sev-
eral lines to the effect that two versions of a final suppressed chapter
exist, in one of which O received Sir Stephen’s permission to die
when he was about to discard her. Although this double ending sat-
isfyingly echoes the book’s opening, in which two versions “of the
same beginning” are given, it can't, I think, lessen the reader’s sense
that O is death-bound, whatever doubts the author expresses about
her fate)

Bataille composed most of his books, the chamber music of porno-
graphic lterature, in récit form (sometimes accompanied by an es-
say). Their unifying theme is Bataille's own consciousness, a con-
sciousness in an acute, unrelenting state of agony; but as an equally
extraordinary mind in an earlier age might have written a theology of
agony, Bataille has written an erotics of agony. Willing to tell some-
thing of the autohiographical sources of his narratives, he appended
to Histoire de I'Ocil some vivid imagery from his cwn outragecusly
terrible childhood. (One memory: his blind, syphilitic, insane father
trying unsuccessfully to urinate.) Time has neutralized these memo-
ries, he explains; after many years, they have largely lost their power
over him and “can only come to life again, deformed, hardly recog-
nizahle, having in the course of this deformation taken on an obscene
meaning.” Ohseenity, for Bataille, simultaneously vevives his most
painfitl experiences and scores a victory over that pain, The obscene,
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that is to say, the extremity of erotic experience, is thg reot of vital
energies. Human beings, he says in the essay part of Madame Ed-
warda, live only through excess. And pleasure depends on “perspec-
tive,” or giving oneself to a state of “open being, open to death as
well as to joy. Most people try to outwit their own ieeh'l_'lgs; they war3t
to be receptive to pleasure but keep “horrer” at a dlstancg. ’l:hats
foolish, according to Bataille, since horror reinforces “ativaction” and
excites desire, )

What Bataille exposes in extreme erotic experience is its subterra-
nean connection with death. Bataille conveys this insight not by d(?-
vising sex acts whose consequences are lethal, thereby‘litt_erh?g i‘us
narratives with corpses. (In the terrifying Histvire de 'Qeil, for In-
stance, only cne person dies; and the book ends with the three sexgal
adventurers, having debauched their way through France and Spain,
acquiring a vacht in Gibraltar to pursue their infarm‘es elsewhere.)
His more effective method is to invest each action with a weight, a
disturbing gravity, that feels authentically “mortal.”

Yet, despite the obvicus differences of scale and finesse of execu-
ton, the conceptions of Sade and Bataille have some resemb].a_mces.
Like Bataille, Sade was not so much a sensualist as someone with an
intellectual project: to explore the scope of transgression. And he
shares with Bataille the same ultimate identfication of sex and death.
But Sade could never have agreed with Bataille that “the truth of
eroticism is tragic.” People often die in Sade’s books. But these dea_ths
always seem unreal. They're no more convineing than those mutjla
tions inflicted during the evening’s orgies frorn which the victims
recover completely the next morning foliowing the use of a Wondrc'ms
salve. From the perspective of Bataille, a reader can't help being
caught up short by Sade’s bad faith about cleqth. (Of course, reany
pornographic books that are much less interesting and accomplished
than those of Sade share this bad faith.) _

Indeed, one might speculate that the fatigning repetitivenes‘s of
Sade’s books is the consequence of his imaginative failure to\mnh’ont
the inevitable goal or haven of a truly systematic venture of the por-
nographic imagination. Death is the only end to thg odysse‘y of the
pornegraphic imagination when it becomes systematic; that is, when
it becomes focused on the pleasures of transgression rather than mere
pleasure fiself. Since he could net or would not arrive at hj'f; ending,
Sade stalled. He multiplied and thickened his narrative; Ledmtjsl.y re-
duplicated orgiastic permutations and combinations, And his hct;(?na.l
alter egos regularly interrupted a bout of rape or buggery to deliver
to their victims his latest reworkings of lengthy sermons on what real
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'.‘Enlli‘ghtenment" means—the nasty truth about God, society, nature
individuality, virtue. Bataille manages to eschew anything res’emb]ing’
the counter-idealisms which are Sade’s blasphemies (and which
thereby perpetuate the banished idealism lying behind those fanta-
sies); his blasphemies are autonomous.

Sade’s books, the Wagnerian music dramas of pornographic ltera-
ture, are neither subtle nor compact. Bataille achieves his effects
:w1th far more economical means: a chamber ensemble of non-
interchangeable personages, instead of Sade’s operatic multip]icétior,t
of_ sexual virtuosi and career victims. Bataille renders his radical neg-
atives through extreme compression. The gain, apparent on every
page, enables his lean work and gnomic thought to go further than
Sade’s. Even in pornography, less can be more.

Bataille also has offered distinctly original and effective solutions to
one perennial problem of pornographic narration: the ending. The
most common pracedure has been to end in a way that lays no claim
to any internal necessity. Hence, Adorno could judge it the mark of
pOl‘nOgTa.‘.phy that it has neither beginning nor middle nor end. But
Ac‘lomo is being unperceptive, Pernographic narratives do end—ad-
rittedly with abruptness and, by conventional novel standards, with-
ou.t meotivetion. This is not necessarily objectionable. (The diséovery
midway in a sclence-fiction novel, of an alien planet may be no Iess,;
abrupt or unmotivated.) Abruptness, an endemic facticity of encoun-
ters and chronically renewing encounters, is not some unfortunate
Flefect of the pornographic narration which one might wish removed
in order for the books o qualify as literature, These features are con-
§L‘ltutiVe of the very imagination or vision of the world which goes
into pornography. They supply, in many cases, exactly the ending
that's needed.

But this doesn’t preclude other types of endings. One notable fea-
tgre of Histoire de I'Qeil and, to a lesser extent, The Image, con-
S_ldered as works of art, is their evident interest in more systemfatic or
rigorous kinds of ending which siill remain within the terms of the
pornographic imagination—not seduced by the solutions of a more
reedistig or less abstract fiction. Their solution, considered very gen-
elrally, i8 to construct a narrative that is, from the beginning, more
rigorously conirolled, less spontaneous and lavishly descriptive,.

. In The I'mage Lthe narrative is dominated by a single metaphor, “the
image” (though the reader can’t understand the full meaning c;f the
title until the end of the novel). At first, the metaphor appears to have
2 cleax: single application, “Image” seems to mean “flat” object or
two-dimensional surface” or “passive reflection’—all referring to the
girl Anne whorn Claire instructs the narrator 10 use freely for his own
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sexual purposes, making the girl into “a perfect slave.” But the book
is broken exactly in the middle (Section V in a short book of ten
sections) by an enigmatic scene that introduces another sense of “im-
age.” Claire, alone with the narrator, shows him a set of strange pho-
tographs of Anne in obscene situations; and these are described in
such a way as to insinuate a mystery in whal has been a brutally
straightforward, if seemingly unmotvated, situation. From this cae-
sura to the end of the book, the reader will have gimultaneously to
carry the awareness of the fictionally actual “obscene” situation being
described and to keep attuned to hints of an oblique mirroring or
duplication of that situation. That burden (the two perspectives) will
he relieved only in the final pages of the book, when, as the title of
the last section has it, “Everything Resclves Itself.” The nacrator dis-
covers that Anme is not the erotic plaything of Claire donated gratui-
tously to him, but Claire's “image” or “projection,” sent out ahgad to0
teach the narrator how to love her.

The structure of Histsire de 'Oeil is equally rigorous, and more
ambitious in scope. Both novels are in the first person; in both, the
narrator is male, and one of a iric whose sexual interconnections con-
stitute the story of the book. But the two narratives are organized on
very different principles. Jean de Berg describes how something came
to be known that was not known by the narrator; all the picces of
action are clues, bits of evidence; and the ending is a surprise. Ba-
taille is describing an action that is really intrapsychic: three people
sharing (without conflict) a single fantasy, the acting out of a collec-
tive perverse will. The emphasis in The Image is on behavior, which
15 opaque, unintelligible. The emphasis in Histoire de UOeil is on fan-
tasy first, and then on its correlation with some spontanecusly “in-
vented” act. The development of the narrative follows the phases of
acting cut, Bataille Is charting the stages of the gratification of an
erotic obsession which haunts a number of commonplace objects.
His principle of organization is thus a spatial one; a series of things,
arranged in a definite sequence, are tracked down and exploited, in
some convulsive erotic act, The obscene playing with or defiling of
these objects, and of people in their vicinity, constitutes the action of
the novella. When the last object {the eve) is used up in a wansgres-
sion more daring than any preceding, the narrative ends. There can
be no revelation or surprises in the story, no new “knowledge,” only
further intensifications of what is already known, These seemingly
unrelated elements really are related; indeed, all versions of the same
thing. The egg in the first chapter is simply the earliest version of
the eyeball plucked from the Spaniard in the last.

Each specific erotic fantasy is also a generic fantasy—of perform-
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ing what is “forbidden”—which generates a surplus atmosphere of
excru'lcmtjng restless sexual intensity. At times the reader seems to
be vyltness to a heartless debauched fulfillment; at other times, sim-
ply in attendance at the remorseless progress of the negativé. Ba-
taﬂlg s Works, better than any others I know of, indicate the aesthetic
possibilities of pornography as an art form: Histoire de IOeil béing
the m?st accomplished artistically of all the pornographic prose fic-
E}otglsigc\éi :ﬁ?d and Madame Edwarda the most original and powerfut

To speak of the aesthetic possibilities of pornography as an art form
and as a form of thinking may seem insensitive or grandiose when
one considers what acutely miserable lives people with a full-time
specialized sexual chsession usually lead. Still, [ would argue that
pornography yields more than the truths of individual nightmare
Convulsive and repetitious as this form of the imagination may be it
does?' generate a vision of the world that can clatm the interest (spéc-
ulative, aesthetic) of those who are not erotomanes. Indeed, this in-
f.;erest resides in precisely what are customarily dismissed as, the lim-
its of pornographic thinking,

v

' Th.e pr.ominent characteristics of all products of the pornographic
Imagination are their energy and their absolutism. '
The Ibooks generally called pornographic are those whose primary
exclusive, and overriding preoccupation is with the depiction of sex-
ual “intentions” and “activities.” One could also say sexual “feelings,”
except that the word seems redundant. The feelings of the per%01;~
ages deployed by the pornographic imagination are, at any given lmo—
ment, either identical with their “behavior” or else a preparatory phase
that of "intention,” on the verge of breaking into “behavior” unléss,
physically thwarted, Pornography uses a small crude vocabulary of
feeling, all relating to the prospects of action: feeling one would like
to act (lust); feeling one would not like to act (shame, fear, aversjo-n)‘
There are no gratuitous or non-functioning feelings; no musings
whether speculative or imagistic, which are irrelevant to the business
at hand, Thus, the pornegraphic imagination inhabits a universe that
is, however repetitive the incidents occurring within it, incomparably
economical. The strictest possible criterion of relevance applies:
everything must bear upon the erctic situation. T
The universe proposed by the pornographic imagination is a total
universe. It has the power to ingest and metamorphose and transiate
all concerns that are fed into it, reducing everything into the one
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negotiable currency of the erotic imperative. All action is conceived
of as a set of sexual exchanges. Thus, the reason why pornography
refuses to make fAxed distinctions between the sexes or allow any
kind of sexual preference or sexual taboo to endure can be explained
“structurally.” The bisexuality, the disregard for the incest laboo, and
other similar features common to pornographic narratives function fo
multiply the possibilides of exchange. Ideally, it should be possible
for everyone to have a sexual connection with everyone else,

Of course the pornographic imagination is hardly the only form of
consclousness that proposes a total universe. Another is the type of
imagination that has generated modern symbolic logic, In the total
universe proposed by the logician’s imagination, all statements can
be broken down or chewed up to make it possible to rerender them
in the form of the logical language; those parts of ordinary language
that don't fit are simply lopped off Certain of the well-known states
of the religious imagination, to take another example, operate in the
same cannibalistic way, engorging all materials made available to them
for retranslation into phenomena saturated with the religious polari-
ties (sacred and profane, ete.).

The latter example, for obvious reasons, touches closely on the
present subject. Religious metaphors abound in a good deal of mod-
ern erotic literature—notably in Genet—and in some works of por-
nographic literature, too. Story of O makes heavy use of religious
metaphors for the ordeal that O undergees. O “wanted to believe.”
Her drastic condition of total personal servitude to those who use ber
sexually is repeatedly described as a mode of salvation. With anguish
and anxiety, she surrenders herself; and “henceforth there were no
more hiatuses, no dead time, no temission.” While she has, to be
sure, entirely lost her freedom, O has gained the right to participate
in what is described as virtually a sacramnental rite,

The word “open” and the cxpression “opening her legs” were, on her Tov-
er's lips, charged with such uneasiness and power that she could never
hear them without experiencing a kind of internal prostration, a sacred
submission, as though & god, and not he, had spoken to her.

Though she fears the whip and other cruel mistreatments before they
are inflicted on her, “yet when it was over she was happy to have
gone through it, happier stili il it had been especially cruel and pro-
ionged.” The whipping, branding, and mutilating are described (from
the point of view of her conseiousness) as ritual ordeals which test
the faith of someone being initiated into an ascetic spiritual disci-
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pline. The “perfect submissiveness” that her original lover and then

Sir Stephen demand of her echoes the extinction of the self explicitly

required of a Jesuit novice or Zen pupil. O is “that absentminded

person who has yielded up her will in order to be totally remade,” to
be made fit to serve a will far more powerful and authoritative than
her own,

Ag might be expected, the siraightforwardness of the religious met-
aphors in Story of O has evoked some correspondingly straight read-
ings of the book. The novelist Mandiargues, whose preface precedes
Paulhan’s in the American translation, doesn’t hesitate to describe
Story of O as “a mystic work,” and therefore “not, strictly speaking,
an erotic book.” What Story of O depicts “is a complete spiritual
transformation, what others would call an ascesis.” But the matter is
not so simple. Mandiargues is correct in dismissing a psychiatric
analysis of O's state of mind that would reduce the hook's subject to,
say, "masochism.” As Paulhan says, “the heroine’s ardor” is totally
inexplicable in terms of the conventional psychiatric vocabulary, The
fact that the novel employs some of the conventional motifs and trap-
pings of the theater of sadomasochism has itself to be explained. But
Mandiargues has fallen into an error almost as reductive and only
slightly less vulgar. Surely, the only alternative to the psychiatric re-
ductions is not the religious vocabulary. But that orily these two
foreshortened alternatives exist tesiifies once again to the bone-deep
denigration of the range and sericusness of sexual experience that
stll rules this culture, for all its much-advertised new permissive-
ness.

My own view is that Pauiine Réage wrote an erotic book, The no-
tion implicit in Story of O that eros is a sacrament is not the “truth”
behind the literal (erotic) sense of the book-—the lascivious rites of
enslavement and degradation performed upon O—-but, exactly, a
metaphor for it. Why say something stronger, when the statement
can't really mean anything stronger? But despite the virtual incom-
prehensibility to most educated people today of the substantive ex-
perience behind religious vocabulary, -there is a continuing piety to-
ward the grandeur of emotions that went into that vocabulary. The
religious imagination survives for most people as not just the primary
but virtually the enly credible instance of an imagination working in
a iotal way.

No wonder, then, that the new or radically revamped forms of the
total imagination which have arisen in the past century—notably,
those of the artist, the erotomane, the left revolutionary, and the mad-
man—have chronically borrowed the prestige of the religious vocab-
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ulary. And total experiences, of which there are manyl kjnds:, Lenc}
again and again to be apprehended only as revivals or tlan;}atlons]o
the religious imagination. To try to make a fresh way of talking .at“tdi
1most serious, ardent, and enthusiastic level, heading off the r‘el.:giouu
encapsulation, is one of the primary %ntell‘ectual tasks of fu]t\;llre
thought, As matters stand, with everything from Stgry of o to\ 2](1)
reabsorbed into the incorrigible survival of the religious impulse, cd
thinking and feeling gets devalued. (Hegel made perhaps th’? gmx;. -
est attempt to create a post-religious vocabullary, out of phl 080p ;yci
that would command the treasures of passion and cr.eclhblhty an
emotive appropriateness that were gathered iqto the rehglouds \!foca;b-
ulary. But his most interesting followers_ steadily undermine t}ie ; b-
stract meta veligious language in which he_ had bequeathu ’ :fl
thought, and concentrated instead on the specific socrfﬂ cmc] p.fiilc !
applications of his revolutionary torm_ of }procefss—thmkmg,“ :: (L)}rlle
cism. Hegel's failure lies like a gigantic dlstux'l?lng hulk across °
intellectual landscape. And no one has heen big e‘nough, pomp_oua
cnough, or energetic enough since Hegel to altempt the .1.ask agamd)
And s0 we remain, careening among our overvaried choices of kinds
of total imagination, of species of total sericusness, Pe_rhgp? ‘I‘;he je?p,—,
est spiritual resonance of the career of pornography in 1tb ‘hm(()) ‘eblxnt
Western phase under consideration here (pqmography 111'L e ‘ mn
or the Moslem woild being scmething very different) is this vas,tl I?rus-
tration of human passion and seriousness since the old rghglous
imagination, with its secure monopoly on the total m'aggmat}on‘, ’be(;
gan in the late eighteenth century to crumble. The ludmrpusnes'b anb
lack of skill of most pornographic writing, films, and paa._nwl‘gﬁmfcl) -
vious to everyone who has been exposed to them. V\fhé?.i‘. s ie:-,.e, often
remarked about the typical products of the pcrnggraphm mmgmamQ
is their pathos, Most pornography-—the books discussed here cﬂann(rﬁ
be excepted—points to something more general thgn fven twif;?{u;
damage. 1 mean the traumatic faiture of modern capltall.bt somc,l‘y ho
provid—e authentic outlets for the perer{nj.al human i:laJrP for ];igé
termperature visionary obsessions, to satisfy the gppet]te for ex Led
self-transcending modes of concentration and_ senousness.‘The nef:
of human beings to ranscend “the personal” is no }esg profound than
the need to be a person, an fndividual, But this §0c1.el‘.y ?grves tht
need poorly. It provides mainly demonic vocabulanes in which to sit-
uate that need and from which to initiate action and gonstmct rites
of behavior, One is offered a choice among vocabularies of thm{ght
and action which are not merely sci-transcending but self-destruc-

tive.
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VI

‘ But the pornographic imagination is not just to be understood as a
forra of psychic absolutism—some of whose products we might be
able to regard (in the role of connoisseur, rather than client) with
more sympathy or intellectual curiosity or aesthetic sophistication
Several times before in this essay I have alluded to the posqibi‘ht
thatvth'e pornographic fmagination says something worth heten;n toy
all?mt in a depraded and often unrecognizable form. T've ;ll’ged %h’l;
this spectacularly cramped form of the human imagination hflcs
neve.rtheless, its pesculiar access to some truth. This truthkabc:ui
genglbﬂity, about sex, about individual personality, about déspm about
hmlts' can be shared when it projects itseld in,io art. (Evec1 n;r;e at
!eagt in dreams, has inhabited the world of the pomogTaphiZ iHié’l e
nation for some hours or days or even longer periods of his life: bgult
0}1ly the full-time residents make the fetshes, the Lrophies the’art)
That ‘discoul'se one might call the poetry of transgressidn is al:
know[e;lge‘ He who transgresses not only breaks a rule. He gozg
2(;?1(;2 ’tef(i;};ﬁt the others are not; and he knows something the oth-
Pomogmphy, considered as an artistic or art-producing form of the
i‘lumar.x nﬂfﬂ.ginatz‘on, is an expression of what Williarn James called
morbzd—mmdedness." But James was surely right when he h avle as
pgt‘t of the definition of morbid-mindedness that it mngeci écg)v—* 4
wider scale of experience” than healthy-mindedness, o
What can be said, though, to the many sensible and sensitive DEC-
ple 'vj;ho find depressing the fact that & whole library of pornographic
rea(llmg material has been made, within the last few vears ‘35 c(,gsﬂ
available in paperback form to the very young? Probably c;r{e thin Y
that the.ir apprehension is justified, but may nat be in scale. { am ngl
acld.res_smg the usual complainers, those who feel that s‘mcz; sex after
allis dirty, so are books reveling in sex (dirty in a way that z; genociac
screened nightly en TV, apparently, is not). There still rerains a siz-
able minority of pecple who ohject to or are repelled by pom.e:gr.'l }1I
not becavse they think it's dirty but because they know that 01:15) Y
rap?}y can be a crutch for the psychelogically deformed an(j apbrutzlgl;—
ization of t}}@ morally innecent, [ feel an aversion to pornograpﬁy for
Phose reasons, too, and am uncomfortable about the consequences of
mf 111?reasi'1]g avalability. But isn't the worry somewhat misplaced?
What;s really at stake? A concern about the uses of knowlédgé itqelf
There's a sense in which afl knowledge is dangerous, the reason b:ain ,
that not everyone is in the same condition as knowers or potentia%
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knowers. Perhaps most people don't need “a wider scale of expert-
ence.” It may be that, without subtle and extensive paychic prepara-
tion, any widening of experience and conscioustiess is destructive for
most people. Then we must ask what justifies the reckless unlimited
confidence we have in the present mass availability of other kinds of
knowledge, in our optimistic acquiescence in the transformation of
and extension of human capacities by machines. Pornography is only
one item among the many dangerous conmmodiiies being circulaied
in this society and, unatiractive as it may be, ane of the less lethal,
the less costly to the community in terms of human suffering. Fxcept
perhaps in a small circle of writer-intellectuals in France, pornogra-
phy is an inglorivus and mostly despised department of the nagina-
tion, Tts mean status is the very antithesis of the considerable spirit-
ual prestige enjoyed by many items which are far more noxious.

In the last analysis, the place we assign to pornography depends
on the goals we set [or our own consciousness, our own experience.
But the goal A espouses for his consciousness may not be one he's
pleased to see B adopt, because be judges thal B isn't qualified or
experienced or subtle enough. And B may be dismayed and even in-
dignant at A’s adopting goals that he himself professes; when A holds
them, they hecome presumptuous or shallow. Probably this clwonic
mutual suapicion of eur neighbor’s capacities—suggesting, in effect,
a hierarchy of competence with vespect to human CONSCiousness—
will never be settled to everyone’s satisfaction. As long as the guality
of people’s consciousness varies so greatly, how could it be?

In an essay on the subject some years ago, Paul Goodman wrote:
“The question is not whether pornography, but the quality of the por-
nography.” That's exactly right. One could extend the thought a good
deal further. The question is not whether consciousness or whether
knowiedge, but the quality of the consclousness and of the knowl-
edge. And that invites censideration of the quality or fineness of the
hurnan subject—the most problematic standard of all, It doesn’t seem
inaccurate to say most people in this society who aven’t actively mad
are, at best, reformed or poteniial lunatics. Bui is anvone supposed to
act on this knowledge, even genuinely live with it? If so many are
teetering on the verge of murder, dehumanization, sexual deformity
and despair, and we were to act on that thought, then censorship
much more radical than the indignant foes of pornography ever en-
visage seems in order. For if that's the case, not only pornography
but all forms of serious art and knowledge—in other words, all forms
of truth—are suspect and dangerous.
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