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PANIC CINEMA:

Sex in the Age of the Hyperreal

by Arthur Kroker
& Michael Dorland

WHAT IS SEX in the age of the hyper-

real? A little sign slide between kitsch
and decay as the postmodern body is
transformed into a rehearsal for the
theatrics of sado-masochism in the
simulacrum. Not sadism any longer
under the old sign of Freudian psy-
choanalytics and certainly not maso-
chism in the Sadean carceral, but sado-
masochism now as a kitschy sign of the
body doubled in an endless labyrinth of
media images, just at the edge of ecstacy
of catastrophe and the terror of the
simulacrum.

1. PANIC SADISM. i verver is

the postmodern world. Here, only the
predators, like Frank, have energy and
can make things happen. Everyone else
is reduced to a passive parasite, whether
like Dorothy Vallens who is parasited at
the level of the pleasure of the pain of
sado-masochism (“You put your dis-
ease inside me”) or like Jeff, the detec-
tive who lives out the dream that is Blue
Velvet in the specular, and distanced,
position of the Kantian judge. The
whole fin-de-millenium scene alternates
between the hyper-kitschy and hyper-
chromatic colours of a 1950s advertising
scene and violent excess. Blue Velvet is a
perfect cinematic image for a postmod-
ern culture where sex has now disap-
peared into a fourth order of simula-
tion: Bataille’s parodic vision of the
pineal eye and the solar anus. Not the
body as the sacred object of a power
which inscribes, but now a whole media
production of body parts for a contem-
porary cultural scene where indifference
spreads. Consequently, hyperreal sex as
detrital vision of panic penises, panic
ovaries, and panic erotics.

2. PAN".: PEN'SES. No longer the

old male cock as the privileged sign of
patriarchal power and certainly not the
semiotician’s dream of the decentered
penis which has, anyway, already van-
ished into the ideology of the phallus,

but the postmodern penis which becomes
an emblematic sign of sickness, disease
and waste. Penis burnout, then, for the
end of the world.

And just in time! Because in all of the
technologies of sex which make possible
a sex without secretions (the computer-
ized phone sex of the Minitel system in
Paris; video porn for the language of the
gaze, designer bodies; and gene retread-
ing), in all of these technologies of sex,
the penis, both as protuberance and
ideology, is already a spent force, a
residual afterimage surplus to the
requirements of telematic society,

Anyway, it was predictable. The male
body has always been the privileged
object and after-effect of a twofold psy-
choanalytical colonization: a psychoana-
Iytics of reception which functions, as
Lacan insists, by the principle of mis-
recognition where in the fateful mirror
stage the bourgeois infant self substi-
tutes the illusion of substantial unity to
be provided by a fictive, abstract ego for
concrete identity; and secondly, at the
social level, where as theorized by
Althusser, ideology interpellates indi-
viduals as subjects. This may be why, in
the end, even Michel Foucault said with
resignation that the postmodern self is
really about sedimented subjectivity,
that is, the constitution of the male self
as an afterimage of the moral problem-
atization of pleasure and the torturing
procedures of the confessional.

Or maybe it is this and more. Not
organic, natural sex any longer and not
the discursive sexuality so praised by all
the poststructuralists, but a cynical and
parodic sex—a schizoid and hyperreal
sex—for panic bodies. A schizoid sex,
therefore, where sado-masochism of the
hyperreal kind operates in the language
of a liquid power which, no longer
belonging as property to the old lan-
guage of gender divisions (a male maso-
chism? a female sadism?), operates at the
more general level of torturer and
victim.

When we have already passed beyond
the first two orders of sex, beyond sex as
nature and beyond sex as discourse, to
sex as fascinating only when it is about

recklessness, discharge and upheaval—a
parodic sex, then we have also broken
beyond the analytics of sexuality and
power to excess; beyond Foucault’s lan-
guage of the “care of the self” to frenzy;
beyond the *“‘use of pleasure” (Foucault
again) with its moral problematization
of the ethical subject in relation to its
sexual conduct to a little sign-slide
between kitsch and decay. Not then the
nostalgia for an aesthetics of existence
today or for a hermeneutics of desire
(these are passé and who cares any-
way?), but parodic sex as about the free
expenditure of a “boundless refuse of
activity” (Bataille) pushing human
plans; not the coherency of the ethical
subject (that has never motivated
anyone except in’ the detrital terms of
the subject as a ventilated remainder of
death), but the excitation of the subject
into a foxic state, into a sumptuary site
of loss and orgiastic excess. Not, finally,
a productive sex, but an wunproductive
sex, a sex without secretions, as the site
of the death of seduction as that which
makes sex bearable in the postmodern
condition.
Bataille was right:

The (pineal) eye at the summit of the
skull, opening on the incandescent
sun in order to contemplate it in a
sinister solitude, is not a product of
the understanding, but is instead an
immediate existence; it opens and
blinds itself like a conflagration, or
like a fever that eats the being; or
more exactly the head. And thus it
plays the role of a fire in the house;
the head, instead of locking up life as
money is locked in a safe, spends it
without counting, for at the end of
this erotic metamorphosis, the head
has received the electric power of
points. This great burning head is the
image and the disagreeable light of
the notion of expenditure . . .
(Visions of Excess, Minneapolis:
U. of Minnesota Press, 1985, p. 82)

For expenditure is when “life is parodic
and lacks an interpretation,” that is, the
excitation of the solar anus (*‘the solar
annulus is the intact anus of her body at
eighteen years to which nothing suffi-
ciently blinding can be compared except
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David Lynch’s Blue Velvet: Sex in the postmodern rId.

the sun, even though the anus is the
night”). And why not? The pineal eye
and the solar anus are also always about
an excremental sexuality as the third
order of simulation into which sex van-
ishes after the disappearance of organic
and discursive sexuality, and after the
fading away of the body itself as yet
another afterimage of the postmodern
scene.

3. PAN'B UVAHIES. And what then

of women’s wombs? Is natural repro-
duction preserved intact at the end of
the world or have we already entered
into a darker region of the terror of the
simulacrum? Now, more than ever,
women’s bodies are the inscribed focus
of a threefold deployment of relational
power. In the postmodern condition,
women’s bodies are the prime after-
image of a strategy of body invasion
which occurs in the inverted and exces-
sive language of contractual liberalism.
First, the medical subordination of
women’s bodies which results, whether
through in vitro fertilization or genetic
mixing, in the alienation of the womb.
When the ovaries go outside (and with
them the privileged language of sexual
différance), it is also a certain sign of the
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grisly technological abstraction of alien-
ated labour into the alienation of
reproduction itself.

Secondly, the medical inscription of
women’s bodies is superceded by the
subordination of childbirth to the ideol-
ogy of law. For example, in the Baby M
case, the natural mother is reduced to
the contractual fiction of a ‘‘hired
womb"’; the meaning of the **natural” is
inverted into its opposite number (the
actual mother becomes legally a “‘surro-
gate” and the Daddy surrogate—he was
always only present as a free-floating
seed in a genetic mixing tube—is juridi-
cally renamed as a real, living father);
and, in the end, the entire juridical
apparatus is directed towards justifying
a new form of legal slavery for women
who are poor, powerless, and thus
potential victims of the predatory
instincts of the ruling elites. A class of
professional, middle-class elites, men
and women, who measure the meaning
of the “good" by the standards of petty
convenience. Ironically, in the Baby M
case, it was only after the natural
mother lost custody rights to her baby
that the media and the courts began,
finally, describing her, not as the *“sur-
rogate mother™ any longer, but as the
biological mother. Cynical media and

cynical law for a rising class of cynical
elites.

Thirdly, panic ovaries are also about
all the cases of fetal appropriation
where the state intervenes, supposedly
on behalf of the rights of the unborn
baby, to take juridical possession of the
body of the mother. A perfect compli-
city, then, among the rechnological inter-
ventions of medicine into the body of
the mother (the use of medical technol-
ogy as an early warning system for
detecting birth defects in the fetus); the
Juridical seizure of the fetus as a way of
deploying state power against the body
of the mother; and the politics of the new
right which can be so enthusiastic about
the jurisprudence of fetal appropriation
as a way of investing the contractarian
rights of the fetus against the desires of
the mother. A whole hypocritical ferus
Setish by law, by medicine, and by the
neo-conservatives as a way of canceling
out the will of the natural mother, and
of taking possession of the bodies of
women. Margaret Atwood’s thesis in
The Handmaid's Tale about the reduc-
tion of women to hired wombs is thus
disclosed to be less an ominous vision of
the future than a historical account of
an already past event in the domination
of women.



Metaanrog)mou .' in avid ronenberg’s Vide 1982‘

4. PANIC PARASITES. so it is

therefore appropriate, in a hyper-
dependent cinema such as Canada's,
that sex is portrayed as panic; either cas-
tration anxiety (L'Ange et la femme,
1977; Opération beuire de pinotte, 1985),
voyeurism (Porky’s, 1981; Meatballs,
1979) or domination (the long-standing
rape motif in Canadian cinema from Le
Viol d'une jeune fille douce, 1968; Wed-
ding in White, 1972, to Loyalties, 1986).
For the triply dominated (economically,
culturally and administratively) Cana-
dian cinema can only achieve expression
through virulent extremes of under-
statement (absence) or overstatement
(excess). To take as an example that
most Canadian, because hyper-realistic,
of filmmakers, David Cronenberg, he
represents sex (or in fact any form of
interaction) as viral, that is, as a meta-
androgynous (or interspecies, including
human and machines) parasitism, and
this from the abdominal parasites of his
first feature, The Parasite Murders, 1975;
the vaginal armpit-penis of Rabid, 1976,
to the (off-camera) super-fuck of Joy
Bushell by Brundlefly in The Fly, 1986.
Cronenberg’s sexual (or affective) uni-
verse is one of relations of the absolute
domination of parasitism-plus. In

Videodrome, 1982, cable TV producer
Max Renn is aroused by the commercial
possibilities of pirating a Pittsburgh-
based signal diffusing sadomasochistic
sex, until his own body becomes the
pirated and vaginal site of Videodrome
tapes. In a grim illustration of McLu-
han’s thesis (in Understanding Media)
that we have become the sex organs of
the machine, the new flesh of Video-
drome is shed by Brundlefly in the hor-
rific conclusion of The Fly to reveal the
meta-human and genetic fusion of cable
and insect in the technological nirvana
of achieved parasite culture. Thus, of
course, Cronenberg’s The Fly is itself a
parodic parasite (a remake) of the 1958
film, and this in turn refers back to the
horror film as parasitic of literature,
here Kafka’s “*‘Metamorphosis’ and
Mary Shelley’s denunciation of (the
modern) Prometheus whose classical
archetype was itself a parasite for puni-
tive vultures sent by the gods.

5. PAN'E HERU‘SM Seemingly at

the opposite end from Cronenberg’s
hyper-realistic understatement, stands
Bruce Elder who in such experimental
epics as [Illuminated Texts (1982) or
Lamentations: A Monument to the Dead
World (1985) offers against parasitism

by (the) world (-culture) the (cultural)
parasitism of the world in a post-
Heideggerrian lament of heroic solip-
sism (hyper-realist overstatement).
However, here too the sexual (affective)
universe presented by Elder is one of
sado-masochistic domination (the long
voice-over on pornographic photo-
graphy in Illuminated Texts; the diary
passages of ecstatic descriptions of phys-
ical illness in both films). Yet if Elder
sculpts a critique, an analytics and a
therapeutics of the diseases of Western
culture, this is possible on the condition
of the revelation of the emptiness within
(the images of Elder as ‘a man with a
movie camera’ at the end of llluminated
Texts) mirrored in the windows of the
Auschwitz barracks of a dead culture.

The slide, from Lynch’s human pre-
dators to Cronenberg’s parasites to
Elder's absent depictions of the stench
of corpses that cannot be smelled, fully
states the panic of a contemporary
cinema which has nothing left to show
for itself but the surfaces (and special
effects) of its own putrefaction.

6. PANIB EINEMA. Filmmakers

have only interpreted the world in var-
ious ways; the point, however, is to see
through it. O
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