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Abstract

To each ego its object, to each superego its abject.

- “Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection” by Julia Kristeva



This essay draws connections between the formation of one’s ego and

identity, the objectification of women, and feelings of anxiety and abjection

prompted by the way female bodies - and female bodily functions - are presented in

art, in particular art which causes laughter. It will focus on theories explaining why

presentations of women in art which resist cultural norms can also create anxiety in

the audience. The social customs surrounding bodily functions, and in particular the

repression of conversation about them, will be analysed with reference to

psychoanalysts such as Julia Kristeva, Sigmund Freud, Jacques Lacan, and Laura

Mulvey, as well as the concept of anxiety as explored by Søren Kierkegaard. Also

considered will be Bataille’s theories of the ‘accursed share’ and ‘unproductive

expenditure’ with reference to the social body and its waste, as well as the individual

body.

The investigation of these theories will mainly consider Work no. 660 (Shit

Film) (2007) by Martin Creed, and some of Marina Abramović’s performances,

including Rhythm 0 (1974), Breathing In Breathing Out (1977), Cleaning the House (1996)

and Cleaning the Mirror I (1995).

At the core of this essay will be an analysis of abjection, as defined by Julia

Kristeva, in relation to these artworks. This analysis will show that works by Creed

and Abramović create feelings of abjection in the audience by demystifying the

female body in a way which could be interpreted as a threat to one’s sense of self,

but also by presenting women in ways they would not normally be seen; as subjects,

rather than objects. This rejects and resists the way in which women are commonly

represented in our patriarchal society. It also argues that the presentation of female

bodily functions is frightening precisely because of their taboo nature, and that these

things must only be seen or talked about if they are being fetishised for male

consumption.
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Bodily functions such as defecating and menstruating are explored in relation

to humour in the essay’s discussion of ‘sick jokes’, and Freudian ideas of humour as

a defence mechanism against threats to the stability of a person’s ego.

This dissertation suggests that the sight of bodily functions, in particular

those of women, cause abjection in the audience because they contradict most

viewers’ ideas of how women should be presented – as clean, pure beings, rather

than as monstrous and abject. Not seeing this in art when one has come to expect to

see it represents an attack on the viewers’ ideas of their own identity.
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Ways in which art that explores bodily functions creates feelings of anxiety and

abjection in the audience, and why viewing this art is an uncomfortable experience.



The human body in art, and in particular the female body, can be a source of

tension and anxiety which is commonly expressed in the audience as either laughter

or disgust.

In Martin Creed’s Work no. 660 (Shit Film) (2007), exhibited recently at the

Hayward Gallery, the viewer sees a young Asian woman squat in an empty white

space, lift up her dress, and defecate. This video, along with two others of a man and

a woman making themselves vomit, was displayed in the last room of Creed’s

exhibition, What’s the point of it?, which the viewer had to pass through in order to

exit the exhibition.

Many video installations are displayed on small screens on plinths with

individual sets of headphones, so that watching them is optional, and also a private

act, much like going to the toilet. Instead, Shit Film was projected onto the back wall

of a large room, which made viewing it a shared public experience. This meant that

watching a woman shit was even more uncomfortable, as it was completely

unavoidable and experienced while in the company of complete strangers. This

disjunctive synthesis1 between public environment and private act opened up a

space where the audience reacted either by laughing hysterically or by leaving the

room in disgust.

Creed’s video creates anxiety in the audience by employing humour as a tool

– something which is universal to all people, just like the act of defecation. Members

of the audience laughed more, or became more disgusted when they realised they

were laughing at something taboo, which should not be laughed at or talked about

in polite society. They then tried to suppress the laughter, which only seemed to

cause it to become more hysterical. Although different people have different ideas

about what it is acceptable to joke about, because humour is subjective, everyone in

the audience is aware of the cultural norms and social conventions surrounding shit,

and the humorous nature of the act of shitting in Creed’s video “makes explicit the

1



Adrian Parr, The Deleuze Dictionary: Revised Edition (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2010), 79.



4



Student number: 20011472



Supervisor: Alun Rowlands



enormous commonality that is implicit in our social life.” 2 For the joke to be funny,

everyone has to be in on it, which would not be possible if the video was intended to

be viewed privately.

The video takes an ordinary, everyday act and turns it into a spectacle. It is

funny to see something so mundane, that we all do, made into a kind of perverted

attraction in an art gallery. The video is humorous because it is situated in a place

where one expects to view ‘high art’, or at least artworks which are deemed

culturally and historically significant – and perhaps in most people’s minds,

documenting the act of taking a shit is not culturally significant and does not

warrant being displayed in an art gallery. Again, this illustrates that the video is

funny, and produces laughter, because it juxtaposes two very different things: the

setting and presentation of the video (a place where we expect to see ‘good art’) and

the content of the video (an act not conventionally seen as ‘good art’), as well as the

distinction between public setting and private act. Art which features bodily

functions is often seen as humorous or anxiety-inducing because it confounds our

expectations of art. Shit Film in particular exploits its dichotomous nature to

challenge the audience’s expectations of the presentation of the female body in art.

Creed’s Shit Film creates an environment where cultural norms can be

ignored, and where there is a temporary break in society’s repression of

conversations about our bodily functions. Seeing the video with a group of strangers

prompted conversations within the audience about bodily functions – not something

one would usually talk about; especially not in public, or with strangers. This

resulted in feelings of openness, togetherness and a sense of participation, which

should be a pleasant thing; only this relationship with the other people in the room is

turned on its head, and made into a thoroughly awkward experience when you are

forced to remember that you shit, and so does everyone else in the room.

We like to pretend we don’t shit, because although it is something everybody

does, we are taught from an early age that it is disgusting and must not be talked

about. We are constantly trying to distance ourselves from our bodies, and are

amused when reminded of its functions in such an obvious way. “I produce a

2



Simon Critchley, On Humour, (London: Routledge, 2002), 9.
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surplus of energy in laughter to cope with my inhibition when repressed

unconscious material threatens to force its way through into consciousness.” 3 Our

collective unwillingness to discuss our bodily functions is the “commonality”

Critchley writes about; Creed’s video reminds us of our awareness of the taboo

surrounding shit to create laughter. In addition, “humour functions by exploiting the

gap between being a body and having a body.”4 The subjects we see ourselves as

(the bodies we are) are reduced to objects (bodies we have) in a process of abjection,

defined by Julia Kristeva in “Powers of Horror” as a feeling one experiences when

presented with something “I permanently thrust aside in order to live,”5 such as shit.

Our bodies are objectified by the video - they become the body being presented to us

in the video, and this creates feelings of abjection. Everyone watching Shit Film is

aware of how it feels to shit and so the reaction to watching these acts is a bodily one

as members of the audience recall personal experiences.

“The succession of tension by relief in humour is an essentially bodily affair.

That is, the joke invites a corporeal response… Laughter is a muscular phenomenon,

consisting of spasmodic contraction and relaxation of the facial muscles with

corresponding movements in the diaphragm.”6 Critchley also describes laughter as

an explosive loss of self-control, and compares this to other “moments of radical

corporeal exposure”7 such as orgasms and uncontrollable crying. Such explosive

laughter could be said to be a rupture of the barrier between a person and their body

– the body takes over its person in an uncontrollable way, whereas usually people

like to present themselves to others as being in control. This embarrassment at being

seen laughing at something as taboo as shit is potentially what makes the laughter

more hysterical. Shit Film, at the same time as reminding the audience of the

boundary (or lack of) between being and having a body, and between subject and

object, makes them laugh in such a way that it is easily transgressed.



3



Critchley, 75.

Critchley, 43.

5

Julia Kristeva and Leon S. Roudiez. Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection (New York: Columbia University

Press, 1982), 2.

6

Critchley, 7-8.

7

Critchley, 8.

4
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Shit Film also creates anxiety by making us laugh, but then subverting our

expectations and attitudes towards ourselves: reminding us that we all shit, so we

can no longer laugh at the woman in the video. This is abjection – the horror one

feels when there is a collapse between self and other, and between subject and object.

This horror can be expressed as laughter, or joking. “Laughter is the sign of

aversion, of horror. Laughter is the compromise attitude man adopts when

confronted by something whose appearance repels him.”8 Shit is a part of our

bodies, but at the same time separate from them, and it is something our bodies

reject in order to keep working properly. “Polluting objects”9 such as faecal matter,

urine, menstrual blood and other bodily fluids represent a threat to our idea of what

we are like - “the ego threatened by the non-ego, society threatened by its outside,

life by death.”10 Not only does the video create feelings of abjection within the

audience, but the image of a woman shitting is, in itself, an abject one.

Shit, as Kristeva points out, does not respect the boundaries of our egos – it is

something we are constantly trying to escape, but cannot, because it is a part of us.

Shit, and other bodily fluids, are fundamentally opposed to one’s sense of self and

the I - “it is something rejected from which one does not part.”11 Feelings of abjection

are often coupled with fascination, which then lead to feelings of shame – we fear

and repress the abject and its threat to our sense of self, but we also identify with it,

because “what is repressed cannot really be held down.”12 We are drawn to the

abject because without it we would have no way of understanding ourselves as

subjects in the symbolic order. In order to deny the abject, we first have to recognise

that it is a part of ourselves from which we cannot escape. Faecal matter, and other

matter that exits the body gives rise to abjection, but this is necessary to a person’s

development of a clean, pure self.

Kristeva’s psychoanalytical perspective suggests that an individual’s first

experience of abjection is at the point of being separated from the body of the mother

8



Georges Bataille, “Madame Edwarda”, in The Bataille Reader, eds. Fred Botting &amp; Scott Wilson (Oxford:

Blackwell, 1997), 224.

9

Kristeva, 71.

10

Kristeva, 71.

11

Kristeva, 4.

12

Kristeva, 13.
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and entering the symbolic realm - in order to become a subject, one must violently

break away from the mother. Female bodies are often configured as abject and

‘othered’. She suggests that this is because of a fear of female “generative power”13

and “the prohibition placed on the maternal body (as a defense against

autoeroticism and incest taboo).”14 The body of the mother must be abjected and

constantly rejected in order for an individual to form an identity and find their

position within the symbolic order, despite the fact that a person will always have a

connection with their mother’s body. The constant rejection of the abject only serves

to affirm its existence and the threat it poses to the boundaries of one’s identity. The

abject nature of female bodies and the denial of female subjectivity is perhaps why

the performer in Shit Film is seen as so monstrous and disgusting. “That other sex,

the feminine, becomes synonymous with a radical evil that is to be suppressed.”15

However, for Kristeva, the corpse was the ultimate abject object – an exsubject symbolising suffering, pain, decay and defilement, and inducing a reaction of

horror because it reminds us of the finite nature of our lives and our materiality.

Abjection occurs when one encounters an object which has been rejected the

symbolic order and by socio-cultural norms – such as faecal matter – and seeing it

elicits a collapse in meaning when the subject/object boundary is broken.

This is what happens when the viewer sees the performer in Creed’s video shitting the viewers suffer a loss of ego, and become the subject of the video when they see

someone doing something they do every day. We like to pretend we have bodies,

rather than acknowledging that we are bodies, so when confronted with the

uncomfortable truth that we are just like all the other bodies in the room, we

experience abjection, because our idea of ourselves as unique, clean, pure beings is

contradicted. “It is thus not lack of cleanliness or health that causes abjection but

what disturbs identity, system, order. What does not respect borders, positions,

rules. The in-between, the ambiguous, the composite.”16 In this sense, identity,

system and order are a person’s ego, and its fundamental denial of the abject.

13



Kristeva, 77.

Kristeva, 14.

15

Kristeva, 70.

16

Kristeva, 4.

14
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Laughter at sick jokes also works in this way; we laugh at them more because

we know we should not. Cracking jokes is a nervous reaction to our surroundings

when they threaten us or the stability of our egos. “Nothing is so sacred, so taboo, or

so disgusting that it cannot be the subject of humour. Indeed, it is precisely those

topics culturally defined as sacred, taboo, or disgusting that tend to provide the

principal grist for humour mills.”17 Alan Dundes uses quadriplegic jokes as an

example of this defence mechanism against abjection, abject objects, and the

unknown. Although it is considered taboo to joke about disability in a time where

disabled people are fighting for access, inclusion and visibility in a predominantly

able-bodied society, jokes and humour provide a more socially acceptable medium

through which to express feelings of guilt or aggression to marginalised or underrepresented groups such as disabled people, but also people of colour, LGBT+

people, and women. This relates to the way that these groups are often coded as

abject, or something to be feared and rejected.

Dundes explains that able-bodied people may not know how to address

disabled people, or talk about disability, and may experience some guilt or

embarrassment at being able-bodied when meeting a quadriplegic person, for

example. In this sense, jokes about disabled people and disability function as an

expression of discomfort or irritation at having to accommodate people with

disabilities, and also a way of relieving tension in an awkward situation. Perhaps it

could also be argued that such jokes spring from fear, or asserting and affirming

one’s dominance and privilege over disabled people. “No-one likes to be reminded

of human fragility and frailty,”18 so jokes are a way to relieve the fear one might

experience when being reminded of these things. It could be argued that jokes about

disability have emerged as a way of dealing with the feelings (of abjection) which

able-bodied people experience when seeing disabled people in the public sphere,

and being reminded that it is entirely possible for able-bodied people to become

disabled (by losing limbs, through degenerative diseases and so on). This kind of

humour does not necessarily function as an escape from reality, as self-deprecating

17



Alan Dundes, Cracking Jokes: Studies of Sick Humor Cycles and Stereotypes, (Berkeley: Ten Speed Press,

1987), 19.

18

Dundes, 18.
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