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“Every civilized body is bound to have its vermin”:

The Abject in Women in Love

 Jill Franks

The abject is an extremely strong feeling which is at once somatic and symbolic, and which is above all a revolt of the person against an external menace from which one wants to keep oneself at a distance, but of which one has the impression that it is not only an external menace but that it may menace us from inside.  So it is a desire for separation, for becoming autonomous, and also the feeling of an impossibility of doing so—whence the element of crisis which the notion of abjection carries with it.  Taken to its logical consequences, it is an impossible assemblage of elements, with a connotation of a fragile limit.  (Kristeva in a 1980 interview, qtd. in Weiss 93)

Julia Kristeva’s description of the abject is a good frame for Women in Love because nausea--the most evident reaction to the abject--permeates the novel.  Social historians would call it wartime malaise, feminists would call it the horrors of patriarchy, but psychoanalysts might identify it as abjection, a repulsion from and attraction to horrific things or, as Brandon Rogers cunningly called it, “identifying with the shit” (10).  Developing out of eighteenth-century theories of the sublime, abjection is central to Julia Kristeva’s development of Lacanian psychoanalysis. Kristeva shifts the focus from Lacan’s mirror stage to the preverbal stage in which differentiation from the mother is still murky--in other words, to the very inception of subject formation.  Abjection stems from very early feelings of separation from the mother. Powers of Horror, a book published in 1980, and translated in 1982, describes the processes of psychic defense against the horror of separation.


We are all familiar with the word "abject."  We use it as an epithet, as in "abject poverty" or "abject misery."  The Oxford Dictionary gives us the meanings: “1) miserable [. . .] 2) degraded [. . .] 3) despicable.”  The etymology is from Latin abjectus, or “thrown away.”  Kristeva builds on these standard definitions, adding Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalytical concepts, and making abjection a distinct category of mental disorder, but one that she illustrates exclusively with examples from literature.  She begins with the most easily recognizable signifiers of the abject, or that which the self throws away in order to exist: rotten food, feces, urine, vomit, sweat, blood and other effluvia.  A second classic signifier of the abject is the corpse, since it is the ultimate refuse of life.  A third category is the social outcast, especially the cold-blooded criminal, because s/he represents that which “disturbs identity, system, [and] order” (Kristeva 4).   A fourth category of signifiers of the abject contains women, the feminine, and the maternal body.  Although this appears to be from an exclusively male viewpoint, it is not. A person tends to internalize the values of the dominant culture, so that, in patriarchy, a woman becomes abject to herself by definition.  We will return to this problem later.  A final category, that may not be abject, but that definitely deals directly with the abject, is that of artists (including writers), particularly those working during and after World War II.   According to the Frankfurt School, artists must contemplate the horror of holocaust, genocide, and mass destruction; they must work through the abject that the twentieth century has made them witness.  To Kristeva, literature is the prime signifier of the abject self, and modern literature’s signified is the experience of primal want, absence, and loss (5).  

Women in Love contains all of these signifiers of the abject—outcasts, corpses, artists, women, and effluvia--but the greatest one of all is the unspoken backdrop of the war.  Writing his magnum opus in the very intense middle year of World War I (1916), Lawrence said he left out any direct reference to it “so that the bitterness of the war may be taken for granted in the characters” (WL 485).   War is abject because of its propensity to break down meaning; in one of Kristeva’s more potent definitions, abjection is “a weight of meaninglessness, about which there is nothing insignificant, and which crushes [one]” (2).   

War is a horror precisely because those involved in it risk undergoing an abjection of the self, an experience in which the subject, unable to identify with anything in the outside world, locates the site of meaninglessness and impossibility within itself (Kristeva 5).  Nothing could threaten sanity or wholeness more than this.  By extension, the identification of the self with the abject would seem to necessitate the final “throwing away” through suicide, which of course brings up the question of Gerald’s death in the novel.  Is his death the textbook case of abjection or something else?  Is his life worse or better than the soulless lives around him?  In fact, how do characters compare on an axis of abjectivity?  Can abjection be compared?  Or does it proceed in all of our lives as the “flux and reflux” pattern that Lawrence used to describe both writing and “every natural crisis in emotion or passion or understanding” (WL 486)?


Although Lawrence’s novels, stories and essays are rife with abjection, Women in Love contains the most instances.  In the state of rigor mortis, the corpse of Diana Crich appears to strangle the corpse of the young doctor.  The rabbit’s scratch on Gudrun’s arm “lets through the obscene beyond” (242).   Pussum cuts the Jew on his hand for mocking her lisp.  At Thomas Crich’s death, Gerald watches “the dark blood and mess pumping up” (333).  During her boat ride on the Thames, Gudrun reviles the begging urchins.  Lawrence casts out his Prologue, because it admits Birkin’s desire to possess male bodies.  Loerke, Halliday, Hermione, and Pussum explore the sewers of degradation.  Gerald kills his brother and lives as outcast in his own mind.  Lawrence writes this book in isolation, on the heels of The Rainbow’s destruction.  England casts out Women in Love, refusing to publish it.  America prosecutes for obscenity.  Every single character undergoes repeated bouts of nausea . . . not even a child, such as Winifred, is immune to the soul-killing times.  


In tracing these references, I begin to make a distinction between abjection of the Other and abjection of the self.  As an experience of horror in the face of effluvia, corpses, outcasts, and war--abjection is something we all regularly experience, but self-abjection is a much more serious condition.  It is the progression from identifying the abject to identifying with the abject.  

We can better understand abjection by comparing it to terms with which we are more familiar: neurosis and psychosis.  Whereas neurotics and psychotics’ fundamental psychic opposition is conscious/unconscious, the abjected person’s is I/Other or Inside/Outside (I will use the term “abjected person” from here on to describe one who lives in a continuous state of threat from the abject.) (Kristeva 7).  Likewise, whereas the fundamental activity in neuroses is negation (as in denial, transgression, and repudiation), the fundamental activity for an abjected person is exclusion.   The unconscious contents which the abjected person finds threatening remain excluded, but "not radically enough to allow for a secure differentiation between subject and object” (Kristeva 7).  Therefore, contents that are normally unconscious in neurotics become explicit, if not conscious, in borderline cases of abjection. In some sense, abjected persons are always “borderlines” because their psyches constantly dance on the boundary between what they have and have not excluded.  Policing their mental categories, slippery as they are, keeps them very busy.  Describing the ineluctable appeal and appallingness of what is thrown away, Kristeva writes, “the jettisoned object is radically excluded and draws me toward the place where meaning collapses. . . . And yet, from its place of banishment, the abject does not cease challenging its master” (2).  This sounds like the recipe for a particular kind of discursive, angry writer, like Lawrence occasionally, or Céline always.  Céline, for this reason, is Kristeva’s poster child for writers of abjection.    


Like an artist, an abjected person theorizes or visualizes his dilemma spatially.  He asks, not who am I? but where am I? (Kristeva 8).  He situates himself among the displaced and identifies most strongly with other outsiders.  He strays, and yet he feels that “the more he strays, the more he is saved” (Kristeva 8).   Beware the redemptive script, however.  When Kristeva describes the abjected person in an experience of jouissance (translated as passion, joy, release), it is not a joyful experience, as that other, more commonly known meaning of the term suggests.1   It is a meeting at “a frontier, a repulsive gift that the Other, having become alter ego, drops so that “I” does not disappear in it but finds, in that sublime alienation, a forfeited existence” (9).  In plain terms, it seems to be an intense recognition that the Other is so repugnant because it both is and is not the self.  One resembles it almost too much to acknowledge.  In this jouissance, the Other “keeps the subject from foundering by making it repugnant” (Kristeva 9).  Is this to say that the very act of loathing something keeps us alive (and whole) because it is so energetic?  After the moment of jouissance, the abjected person experiences meaning.  Although ambivalent, this meaning is something the subject can call its own because the Other, having dwelt in the subject as alter ego, “points it out [to the subject] through loathing” (Kristeva 10).  This sense of release from confronting the radical Other is only momentary, because the abject is always dangerously near, threatening to engulf the self.


There are certain characters in Women in Love who live in the threat of the abject more perilously than others; comparing them illustrates a wide range of human response to horror.  The book is carefully structured to contrast its key characters as well as a hot of minor ones.  Kinkead-Weekes describes this structure as “isolating two or three characters [. . .] in the presence of some catalyst [. . .] and then every so often collecting a whole party together, so that we [. . .] see what is happening as a dimension of society” (WL xvi).   Put another way, the development of the four main characters is set against a backdrop of individuals who are rather more sick than they, or who at least seem so because they are flat to the foursome’s roundness.  It is in these flatter figures that Lawrence develops the template for abjection, with Loerke as the prototype.  Loerke is the one character that seems to have subsumed his loathing of the modern world into self-abjection.  While the others experience the abject frequently, he lives it continuously; it is his very identity.  The brief recounting of his childhood to the sisters features a tableau of a rented room shared by three families.  Center-stage, as it were, sits a pan of communal excrement, that very graphic signifier of the abject.  Why did he live this way?  Because he had no mother, and his father did not believe in work.  Loerke’s survival depended on a mystery, which neither Loerke nor Lawrence cared to reveal.  This lacuna, in the context of the abject, suggests something too vile to speak:  


“And how did you live then?’ asked Ursula.


He [Loerke] looked at her—then, suddenly, at Gudrun.


“Do you understand?’ he asked.


“Enough,” she replied.  

Their eyes met for a moment.  Then he looked away.  He would say no more. (425-6)

A variety of clues suggest that his modus vivendi was prostitution.  For one thing, it is a possible, if partial, explanation for his homosexuality.  Symbolically, it links him to other abjected characters who buy, sell, or who try to buy and sell, sex, including Pussum, Halliday, and Gerald.  Gerald obsessively expresses his discomfort with using Pussum for sex by ruing that he had never given her ten pounds.  Halliday is fascinated by the obscene, and terrified of Pussum, but loves his own terror: “He seemed to relish his own horror and hatred of her, turn it over and extract every flavour from it, in real panic” (69).  But Maxim, Halliday’s closest friend, might represent health when he says, “I have never defined the obscene” (74).  To which Gerald, whose self-abjection is in the making, responds that Maxim was “so healthy and well-made, . . . he [made] one ashamed, why did one feel repelled” (78).  Ironically, in the abjected person’s tightly-maintained boxes, healthiness is one of those qualities that repels, that cries out for exclusion.  On the other hand, Lawrence’s instinctive recoil from prostitution is perhaps best expressed when Rupert consistently refuses to dignify Pussum by discussing her and her “fee” with Gerald.  Gerald so prolongs the discussion that it creates hostility between the two men friends.   Tracing our discussion back to Loerke--if he were a child prostitute, and since he is the most abjected character, then Lawrence implies that child prostitution has the power to corrupt absolutely.  

Loerke’s most important function in the novel is to hold up a mirror to Gudrun.  She is strongly attracted to the degradation of his earlier life (427).  She admires his self-sufficiency, his lack of any illusions.  It takes a healthier character to see Loerke  symbolically.  Birkin sees the abjection in Loerke and describes it as though he were reading Kristeva:  “He is the perfectly subjected being, existing almost like a criminal” (427).  He also notes women’s attraction to Loerke, which is interesting, given Kristeva’s equation of the abject with the feminine and maternal body, as experienced by men.  How would women be attracted to the “maternal body,” and could the maternal body be represented to them by a man like Loerke?  One of Birkin’s more cryptic statements gives a clue.  Asked what women want, Birkin answers, “some satisfaction in basic repulsion” (428).  Here I think Birkin confuses what the abjected person wants with what women want.  His answer may be a male projection of the abject onto Woman (that which is, like the abject, both unchangeably Other and yet hauntingly similar).  This reasoning recalls the earlier question: do women experience abjection differently from men?

Several feminist critics have pointed out that it is difficult to theorize women in abjection because abjection is fundamentally related to the maternal function.  That night of the soul which figures the deepest experience of abjection is akin to the self’s initial separation from the mother in birth, what Kristeva calls the initial wound to narcissism.   Trudy Mercer is both “fascinated and frustrated” by Kristeva’s abject for this very reason-- it does not explain how women experience abjection differently from men:

For a woman to perform the same [hysterical] laugh as Céline, she would have to perform some interesting gymnastics.  First, she would need to become a full subject (to have the phallus, not to lack it), then confront abjection while simultaneously rejecting and inhabiting the feminine.  When a woman confronts abjection she also confronts herself, because the abject is a woman, the mother; and, while not all women are mothers, they do all maintain a connection to their mothers . . . that the male subject does not.

In other words, a woman certainly can face abjection, but perhaps with even less hope of success (than a man), since she identifies with the very essence of the abject, which is the maternal body.   In Kelly Oliver’s explanation of Kristeva, women’s identification with the abject turns their anger inwards.  She writes: “matricide is our vital necessity because in order to become subjects within a patriarchal culture we must abject the maternal body.  But, because women cannot abject the maternal body with which they also identify as women, they develop what Kristeva calls a depressive sexuality.”  Women’s sexuality is depressive because it is posited upon a lack.  This is not penis envy (Freud), but the “love of a lost identity of attachment” to the mother.  While men also undergo this primal loss, they can construct a new identity under patriarchy, one that is forbidden to women because they are not full subjects, having no access or having different access to language and power.  Given this depressing status, one would expect that all female characters in literature would commit suicide were they to confront their own abjection.  

How, then, do the two main female characters in Women in Love experience sex and abjection?  This is a book whose title calls attention to women, so if abjection is such a prevalent theme, it must encompass Gudrun and Ursula.  Of the two, Gudrun is more clearly in pursuit of the abject--first, by her choice of Gerald, a man with a mechanical soul; second, by her admiration for Loerke, the most abjected character; and third, by her sense of alienation, her desire to be the “stray” that Kristeva describes as the abject’s spatial and geographical condition.  Gudrun never wants to stay long in any one place.  She needs to leave London after a depressing visit to the Pompadour; she never knows where she is going until the last minute; she wants to postpone her final destination in the book to “see which way the wind blows” (470), because “possibility . . . was pure illusion” and “nothing was possible but death” (468).   Kristeva defines abjection as a sense of impossibility, the impossibility of excluding that which menaces.  The abjected person is aware that the menace lies at least partly within the self, so that changing external places will do very little to change the inner condition.  This does not mean they do not relish movement itself.

Although Gudrun is more drawn to it, Ursula also confronts the abject.  Remember, as a particularly good example, the strange horse stampede in The Rainbow and her subsequent illness, miscarriage and loss of Anton.  Perhaps it is the fact of having such a past experience that enables her to behave differently with Birkin, whereas Gudrun is having her first real love affair with Gerald.  From the beginning, Lawrence is aware of the doubling and opposing possibilities inherent in the two sisters.  They grew up together in close quarters, and they agree on several things (for instance, that marriage would more likely be the end than the beginning of experience), but are actually fundamentally different at the deepest level.  Their different destinies are worked out by how they attract and respond to various characters in their journey.  They represent health and its opposite.  

Contrast, for instance, Gudrun’s sense of the interchangeability or irrelevance of place with Ursula’s sense of the “miracle” of right places.  When Loerke’s artistic and sexual tastes nauseate her, Ursula regains tranquility by recollecting of Italy’s fecund earth.  She runs to the house “full of hope” to tell Birkin they must leave the doomed land of “eternal snow” (488).  From the first chapter, Ursula’s look of “sensitive expectancy” captures Birkin’s soul (8).  In the modern dance performance with Gudrun and the Contessa, Ursula’s quality of “brilliant frustration and helplessness” unconsciously draws Birkin to her (92).  On the other hand, Gudrun’s malaise, directly linked to her need to control everything, makes Birkin distrust her from the beginning, and provides a foil to Ursula’s readiness for experience.  

Perhaps the need to control self, others, and experience is what most clearly differentiates Lawrence’s abjected characters from those who harbor the possibility for health.  Hermione, Loerke, Gudrun, and Gerald certainly fit the description of people with a driving need to control.  Unfortunately for them, it seems that the greater the need for control, the more the random world poses horrific experiences.  Lawrence accentuates their inner terror in the face of the abject in scenes where the characters’ reactions exceed the objective correlative.  Gudrun’s description of a pleasure ride on a Thames steamboat is one such excessive reaction, where she turns ordinary experience into perceptions of the abject:

Well, it’s one of the most vile experiences I’ve ever had. . . . There was absolutely nowhere to sit down, nowhere, a man just above sang ‘Rocked in the Cradle of the Deep’ the whole way; he was blind and he had a small organ, one of those portable organs, and he expected money; so you can imagine what that was like; there came a constant smell of luncheon from below, and puffs of hot oily machinery; the journey took hours and hours and hours; and for miles, literally for miles, dreadful boys ran with us upon the shore, in that awful Thames mud, going in up to the waist—they had their trousers turned back, and they went up to their hips in that indescribable Thames mud, their faces always turned to us, and screaming, exactly like carrion creatures, screaming ‘Ere y’are sir, ‘ere y’are sir, ‘ere y’are sir,’ exactly like some foul carrion objects, perfectly obscene; and paterfamilias on board, laughing when the boys went right down in that awful mud occasionally throwing them a ha’penny . . . and materfamilias spreading her fat little knees and eating, continually eating—“ (WL 161)

While Gudrun is trying to convey a sense of revulsion based on physical things, such as bad food smells, mud and noise, it is actually her class consciousness that gives rise to most of her objections.  For this reason, she objects to the blind man with the small organ, which is an unintended pun on something that might be disgusting to a sexual snob.  She objects because he “expected money,” just as she objects to the “dreadful boys,” not just because they muddied their trousers, but because they did it in an open plea for coins.  Also infra dig are the middle class pater- and materfamilias who are so vulgar as to enjoy the spectacle.  The carnivalesque image of a fat woman gorging herself with her legs spread is the abject of the maternal body, legs parted for copulation or parturition, feeding constantly in order to nurture more and more vile life.  Gudrun’s exaggerations (the woman “continually eating,” the boys chasing for miles and miles, the journey lasting “for hours and hours and hours”) reflect the abjected person’s sense of a life force gone out of control, of a maternal power far beyond that of the child to resist, of an archetypal Devouring Mother.  The passage illustrates how the abjected person’s exclusions of literally rotten or unpleasant physical things simultaneously imply her exclusions of metaphorically rotten social things.   Physical repulsion, instinctive to the human body when in contact with vile smells, is, in the case of the abject sufferer, transferred to the things which he or she considers socially repulsive.  

Gudrun is a snob, and Gerald is attracted to that aspect of her.  When she refuses to swim at Breadalby because she doesn’t “like the crowd,” there is a moment of recognition for Gerald:  “He wanted to come up to her standards, fulfil her expectations.  He knew that her criterion was the only one that mattered.  The others were all outsiders, instinctively, whatever they might be socially” (102).   The abjected person feels strongly that he is an outsider to the mainstream, or what Kristeva calls a “deject” or “stray” (8).  By definition, he inhabits a zone of loss, absence and want, since he has not resolved his primal separation trauma.   In Kristeva’s words, “There is nothing like the abjection of self to show that all abjection is in fact recognition of the want on which any being, meaning, language, or desire is founded” (5).  While Gerald is perfectly able to accept Birkin’s friendship despite his sometimes snobbish proselytizing about star equilibrium and the ills of industry, Gudrun and her form of snobbery present a far greater challenge.  Her need to control matches his own, and he conceives of their love as “a final contest.”  How can he make this Other, who is also so similar, into self? (It is impossible, of course, but there are many such delusions in a diseased psyche.)  Will he be able to subsume her power, just as he was able to conquer Pussum?  We know it is not possible with Gudrun, who is not only better bred, but also stronger and more self-identified than Pussum.  Gerald knows this too, but is driven by the insatiable desire to try his will.  Like a neurotic, one in the possession of the abject continues a course of action that he knows to be false and destructive, for he is ineluctably drawn towards that which he detests.  This couple experiences an extreme of hatred towards each other precisely because they do recognize their own worst problems in the other.  

Gerald is similar to Gudrun in his need for tight categories of what is and is not acceptable.  Childhood wounding suggests the cause for his need for such control.  As a young boy, he accidentally shot and murdered his brother while playing with a gun.  Although Birkin would like to think that Gerald could outwit this primal trauma, he catches himself assuming that Gerald will be an outcast forever, that one’s fate is given and cannot be changed.  The rest of the book bears out this assumption.  Gerald is an absolute success in his mine; he is abreast of the latest technological improvements, and institutes them.  He cares not at all for the feelings or the equality of the workers, producing a very efficient business, as he fires whoever does not comply with his demands.  He knows they hate him and he does not care.  He feels like God, and the only thing that matters is to subjugate the materials of the earth to his will.  

“The Industrial Magnate” chapter suggests a link between Gerald’s upbringing and his eventual spiritual shutdown.   His mother and father were incompatible and afraid of each other.  Especially his father was afraid of his mother, who did not share Mr. Crich’s charitable attitude towards the miners.  However, because she submitted to him in the bed and in the household, Mr. Crich denied the incompatibility between them.  His terror of her grew, however, and darkened his last years.  Perhaps Gerald let his will to power conquer his charitable self because of the damage he had seen his mother and father do each other.  The child, as experts predict, identified with the stronger parent—in this case, the rather sardonic mother.  Gerald overheard his mother’s mockery of his father’s attempts to help the parasitic miners, and internalized that mockery so that he would not become the buffoon she thought her husband was.  

Clearly, Gerald’s attitude of mastery in the workplace carries over to his relationships with women.  Pussum appealed because she seemed to enjoy being “violated like a slave.”  Why, then, would he choose Gudrun?  Cleverly, in “Water-Party,” Lawrence gives us a brief passage where Gerald does truly love Gudrun, just to tease us with the idea that Gerald might be redeemed from his darkness.  In this moment, Gudrun rows Gerald around the lake, instead of vice versa.  The very Lawrencean signifier of bliss is a kind of conscious fainting: “he was almost transfused, lapsed out for the first time in his life, into the things about him” (178).  Suddenly, their peace is interrupted by cries of danger; Diana is drowning.  This is Gerald’s last chance for bliss.  After Diana’s and his father’s deaths, he is too damaged to be able to give and receive.  Appropriately, the chapter wherein the couple makes love is entitled “Death and Love,” foreshadowing the connection between these two extreme human experiences during the rest of their affair.  

Gudrun and Gerald’s relationship is based, not on love, but rather on what Gerald perceives as a “mutual, hellish recognition” (242).  During their strange communion over Winifred’s rabbit, Gudrun apprehends Gerald’s mastery over the animal, similar to his mastery over the horse that he had forced towards the train.  Gerald seems to understand, through his sublime vision of Gudrun’s torn skin and exposed blood, that she will both make herself the victim for his attack, and fight back, at least as hard as the horse did.  Calling their relationship “the supreme challenge,” Gerald puts his goals for it on a par with his work, in which the ultimate and only good is to subdue the self and others into efficient machinery to achieve his arbitrary goals.  Consequently, his murder instinct towards Gudrun in the Alps is the only possible outcome of her declaration that their relationship has failed.  

Once he actually lays hands on her, something changes.  It is his perception of the abject, which is in the process of inversion.  No longer are Gudrun and Loerke the abject; the abject is now within.  Ironically, it is his rival’s attitude that saves Gerald from killing Gudrun.  Loerke looks up weakly from the snow bank where Gerald has knocked him down:  “Monsieur!” he said, in his thin, roused voice:  “Quand vous aurez fini—“ (472).  At this moment, contempt, disgust, repulsion, and nausea overcome Gerald, and he lets go of Gudrun’s neck.  Loerke’s utter lack of honor in the moment, his absolute degradation of being able to look on, unmoved, while another man murders the woman whom he has been courting (or lurking around), is finally a mirror to Gerald of all the degradation that is in himself.   This is the Kristevan moment of self-abjection, whose accompanying jouissance is not the sexual release of la petite morte  (orgasm), but the final psychic release of boundaries and efforts to maintain them, in la grande morte (suicide).  

The language expressing Gerald’s death wish contains many of the descriptors of abjection.  First and most prominently is the pervasive sense of nausea.  He was “sunk under a sense of nausea” as he drifted away (472).  Halfway up the slope, he is buffeted by winds and sleepiness, only “his indefinite nausea would not let him stay” (473).  Like the abjected stray looking for oblivion, Gerald  “had lost all his sense of place” (473).  Beautifully recollecting the struggle between his parents, the crucifix he meets in the snow threatens to murder him.  If Christ should murder him, then his rejection of his charitable father, and his unwitting embrace of his mother’s selfishness, would be coming back to avenge him.  Since killing his brother, his greatest fear was to be murdered.  To make that murderer Christ himself is attractive in its simplicity, yet expresses the perversion of the abjected mind, since Christ is no murderer.  

Lawrence makes Gerald’s impending violence inevitable from the very beginning, when Gudrun notices the “significant, sinister stillness in his bearing, the lurking danger of his unsubdued temper” (14).  But why is it Gerald rather than Loerke who kills himself, when Loerke is so much further along the path of self-abjection?  Is it as simple as the truism that the stronger the character, the greater his struggle with his own terrors?  Or is it that Loerke came to know his degradation so early in life?  Can a child build early defenses against abjection by never knowing security, belonging, or parental love?  Or is Loerke safe from the ultimate confrontation with the abject because he does not engage in romantic relationships, or because he engages in homosexual ones?2  Lawrence does not develop his affair with Leitner (the big, athletic, sexual partner who accompanied him to Hohenhausen), perhaps because the relationship had already "reached the state of loathing" when he met Gudrun (422).  This phrase suggests that perhaps all of Loerke's affairs proceed through predictable stages, until they end in hatred.  

In an essay entitled “D. H. Lawrence and the Abject Body: A Postmodern History” (2001), Garry Watson provides a clue to the different paths Lawrence’s characters choose.  First, he describes Lawrence’s admiration for artists who are courageous enough to explore “the phenomenon of physical repulsion” (12).  Watson points out that the “rat,” one of Loerke’s totems, is not a negative symbol for Lawrence, citing his praise of Maurice Magnus as “a courageous, isolated little devil, facing his risks, and like a good rat, determined not to be trapped” (11).  I find this praise of Magnus’s courage ironic, given his suicide, apparently to avoid his creditors a few months later.  Extending the comparison between the rats Loerke and Magnus, one must ask whether Loerke too, in his negative goal of “exploring the sewers,” would have ended up a suicide were the novel to continue.  

Watson helps with my question of the difference between Gerald and Loerke by pointing out that although Lawrence admired an artist’s exploration of vile experiences, he recognized that it was only one way to try to understand the world (12).  The other way is of course Birkin and Ursula’s, and the positive goal of “taking human relationships seriously” (WL 302).  Gerald’s problem, which kills him while vile Loerke lives on, is that he shares Birkin’s goal to a degree.  In all of their conversations about whether marrying would provide the secret solution to life, Gerald outwardly disagrees with Birkin, while he is really somewhat taken in.  His defense against what he calls Birkin’s innocence is that he feels he knows better what women are, but such mental knowing is not any guarantee, for Lawrence, of the truth.  

Despite the fact that both have terrifying confrontations with the abject, there is a greater difference between Gerald and Loerke than there is between Gerald and Birkin.  One of the main differences between Gerald and Loerke is that Loerke does not expect another being to complete him:  “A bore . . . what does it matter, whether I wear this hat or another.  So love!  I needn’t wear a hat all, only for convenience.  Neither need I love, except for convenience” (458).  Gerald, too, knows that to "exist at all, he must be perfectly free of Gudrun" but, unlike his rival Loerke, to contemplate existence without her throws him into a panic of nothingness (445).  He poses three choices, none of which he finds acceptable: 1) to fawn on Gudrun and retain the relationship, 2) to kill her, or 3) to become "indifferent, purposeless, dissipated, momentaneous" (445).  The last one is the life path chosen by Loerke, the sculptor for whom art has no relation to social reality, to whom "love does not matter."  But the narrator steps in to correct Gerald, and proclaims him "too serious, not gay enough or subtle enough for mocking licentiousness" (445).  So Gerald is left with the last choice, which is somehow not a choice at all, as he drifts to his death barely conscious of his intent.  

Ultimately, one’s response to abjection is a question of one’s nature.  One is either capable of suicide, or conversely, of continuing a life perceived to be degrading.  Either one can live, however superficially, with one's own horrors, like Loerke, or be literally overcome by them.  A third way is to face them more honestly and deeply, entering the fray of intimate relationship like Birkin and Ursula.  

Returning to my introductory questions, I find that Gerald's is indeed a textbook case of abjection.  Because of his primal fear that he will be murdered as he has murdered his brother, he constructs defenses against his own powerlessness, including a sterile, unfeeling master-servant relationship with his employees.  He attempts to inhabit a supremely male world of work and mistresses.  Meeting Gudrun breaks down his defenses because he recognizes a kindred will to power.  He attempts to tame her to his will, which is impossible.  Already his repressed horrors had become distracting, but when their affair goes wrong, there is nothing to prevent him from confronting them.  In that passionate moment in which he finally confronts the abject, he finds, in Kristeva's words, "a sublime alienation, a forfeited existence" (9).  Rather than attempting to continue to exclude his horrors, he chooses to end them.  What saves one character in his confrontation with horror and kills another is a mysterious element, something to do with his temperament and upbringing.  Throughout the book, Gerald holds himself to very high, self-made standards.  When he perceives that he cannot live up to them, he gives up life itself.  Accustomed to many varieties of limitation and defeat, perhaps Gudrun and Loerke are better able to cope with their own degradation.  It is important to note, however, that it is Lawrence, the author, who formulates the ultimate exclusionary categories.  He kills the industrial magnate who thought he could play God in human relationships, he lets harmless degenerates survive, and he encourages those two characters who, in their own confrontations with the abject, always choose health and life.  

Notes

1 Roland Barthes (Kristeva’s professor) expanded the definition of jouissance from its sexual (orgasmic) meaning to a more generalized experience of pleasure/pain.  Although he categorizes “texts of pleasure” (readerly) or “texts of bliss” (writerly) according to how they are experienced by readers and writers, the concept can easily be applied to how the characters within the text experience pleasure or pain.  Texts of pleasure—the bourgeois novel, romance, adventure--confirm the reader’s sense of subjectivity and comfort in his or her culturally allocated position.  Texts of bliss (jouissance) “impose a state of loss,” and “unsettle the reader’s historical, cultural, psychological assumptions, . . . [and] bring to a crisis his relation with language” (Barthes 14).  When a character confronts his sense of abjection, the jouissance of release is akin to this latter definition.  It is pleasurable to upset assumptions (in the abjected person’s case, exclusions) because in doing so, one faces the threat that always menaces, no matter how hard the psyche tries to exclude the menace (the abject).  In other words (Freudian ones), if the return of the repressed is a given, then the confrontation with it is a (pleasurably) courageous act, at the same time that it (unpleasurably) frightens the subject.  

2 Creating a character that lives in the abject and is a homosexual might signal a prejudice against homosexuals.  Throughout his life, Lawrence examined both his occasional eruptions of homophobia and his homoeroticism.  Although Lawrence’s male characters, especially in this book, seek deep relationships with other men, they cannot attain them, or, attaining them, cannot sustain them.  This is probably due to the fact that Lawrence believed that sexual relationships had to cross the gender border in order to reap deeper creativity and fulfillment.  The novels all bear this out (think of Aaron’s emptiness at the end of Aaron’s Rod or the ease with which Winifred and Ursula end their love affair in The Rainbow).  He expressed the idea more directly in a letter to Henry Savage (1913).  Starting from the observation that all great men tend to homosexuality, Lawrence explained such a phenomenon by saying it was a projection of the man’s own image upon another.  But from a woman he needs something else: “he wants himself re-born, reconstructed.  So he can always get satisfaction from a man, but it is the hardest thing in life to get ones [sic] soul and body satisfied from a woman, so that one is free from oneself” (qtd. in Kinkead-Weekes 103).  As Kinkead-Weekes interprets the letter, “the greater otherness in heterosexuality makes it more transforming [than homosexuality]” (103).  Abjection and homosexuality make an interesting topic of study, since the social taboo against homosexuality flags many people’s attraction/repulsion towards the forbidden.  
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