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Embodied Abjection: Lars von Trier's Antichrist
Watching Lars von Trier’s Antichrist often feels like an exercise in masochism; whether it is the drawn-out tragedy of the boy falling to his death while the parents are blissfully unaware, the excruciating period of grief following this death and the cataclysmic period of violent despair which ends the film. Yet I believe that this film articulates something signifcant about our body culture and its control apparatuses. Through its disturbingly violent images, Antichrist forces us to feel what it is like to be subjected to patriarchal biopower — to be cast out of the order of culture, to feel deep bodily revulsion at the images of the human body in pain, which transfers into deep bodily revilsion of the way biopower regulates and disciplines the female subject. Our bodies embody abjection for the duration of the film, as our bodies are articulated through the aesthetic devices of slow-motion shots and lingering close-ups of violence. This is what I will refer to as the film’s biomediation, the cinematic techniques employed to make us become-abject.
Biomediation
I wish to propose the concept of biomediation here as an inherent part of cinematic aesthetics. We have known now for some time that it does not make sense to separate the cinematic image from the spectator’s body, elaborated on at length by both Steven Shaviro (1993) and Vivian Sobchack (1992, 2004) as well as a host of other theorists. When we watch a film we only feel something because our body comes into contact with another body — that of the film’s materiality. It is this that I call biomediation, the confluence of cinematic and human body, posing the Deleuzian question, what can a body do? 

The cinematic body can remediate human experience and affect, which is how Maria Angel and Anna Gibbs define biomediation in their article “Media, Affect and the Face.”  (2006) They argue that by remediating the human body — such as the face — the media experience may seem more real and less mediated; immediate to use Bolter and Grusin’s terminology. Judging from the extremely strong reactions to Antichrist, people certainly felt that they had just experienced something powerful and immediate, if not exactly real in the colloqual sense of the word. As Angel and Gibbs point out, media co-opt human capacities such as attention and affect for the duration that we interface with them. (Angel and Gibbs 2006, 24) Although they do not discuss it explicitly, this understanding of media points out that we become part of the film just as the film becomes part of us while we experience it. 

There is a connection between the idea that we become-with-media and what Bruno Latour terms the articulation of our bodies. Latour does not discuss film directly but suggests that one should not understand a body as a substance but as “an interface that becomes more and more describable as it learns to be affected by more and more elements.” (Latour 2004, 206) Latour specifically discusses an odor kit as a way of learning how to become more affected by scents and so better able to identify perfumes. If we extend this idea of objects being able to articulate our bodies and affects better and more clearly, we see how film is no longer simply an aesthetic category but also a potential capacity of the body made possible by its articulation with broader techniques, artefacts and practices.

Our cinematic experience makes us sensitive to certain subjects in certain ways and we are articulated in concrete ways by being-in-the-film. While biomediation is thus close to Vivian Sobchack’s cinesthetic subject (Sobchack 2004, 67) I am less interested in the subject and more interested in the process of becoming and what becomes articulable with the film. In case of Antichrist we see how the film’s violent and abject affects make us sensitive to gendered biopower if we use the film as a tool to think and feel with. We are able to better understand what She goes through because our affective life is co-opted and articulated in the same manner by the film, which is what I will discuss in the following. 
Biopower
After Nick has died, we see a brief scene of his funeral, where He is crying whereas She walks in a kind of desolate state of shock. The day is sunny and bright, even as the protagonists are clearly stricken by grief. Mainly, this bright outdoors scene works as a contrast to the Grief chapter of the film, where the mise en scene is dominated by deep blue and gray colors, interiors and quite dark lighting. This contrast is striking and sets the tone for a film dominated by only two people and their relation. What also becomes evident in the scene at the hospital, is His arrogance and belief in his own power and intellect. He claims to be proud that he is not a doctor, when he sees how they treat Her. Instead, He insists that She must come under his care, because no one knows Her as well as he does. The irony of this statement is not lost upon us, as He continues to ignore how She feels, tell her what to do and how to behave and consistently make things worse by overlooking her needs.

Briefly, the therapeutic regime which He creates for Her is based on Her accepting the irrationality of her feelings, coming back to what he believes to be a reasonable state of mind. One of the exercises He does with Her explicitly states this — She must be the voice of reason and rationality, which supposedly will help her become rational and reasonable. We find this same situation earlier in the film, where She often loses control of her body, weeping on the bathroom floor, banging her head against the toilet, waking up in spasms. He constantly tries to control her body, regulating it and denying her body free movement and expression. He often holdes Her down forcefully, even controlling her breathing. What becomes evident is that He perceives Her condition to be strictly psychological —  He balks at the doctors who treat her body, saying that She is not sick, that this is all in her mind and that he as a therapist can treat her better. It is my argument that the film thus pits two opposing understanding of the body against each other, the representational body and the affective body.

The representational understanding of the body considers the body to be under the control of the mind; it is a continuation of Descartes’ error and stands as the primary understanding of the body that we have today in the Western world. It considers emotional states to be just that — mental states which can be handled psychologically. From a theoretical perspective, we recognize that representation is contingent upon distance and separation, so that the meat sack inconveniently defines my boundaries is not the same as the crystal of my mind, where my self is enshrined, that locus of knowledge and reflection. We have proceeded, so the story goes, to forget the ground of our body in favor of the figure of our mind as the location of our selves. He clearly believes that, favoring a talking cure with exercises designed to prove that Her feelings are irrational and therefore trivial and surmountable. Walking a short distance in the grass will prove that there is nothing to fear and that She can safely walk through the woods. But there is something to fear in Eden.

The affective understanding of the body refutes Descartes and follows a different path ranging from Diderot, Spinoza up to philosophers like William James, Henri Bergson, Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Giles Deleuze, which should not make us think that there are no differences between these wildly divergent thinkers. However, they all agree that the body is an indespensible part of understanding who we are and the concept of affect has become the concept which guides this line in inquiry. With the affective body, there no easy separation between mind and body, and the materiality of the body is an inherent part of who we are, thus bodily expression is as significant as any other expression.

For me, the main conflict of Antichrist therefore revolves around His exercise of patriarchal biopower over Her body. His form of therapy functions as a disciplining and regulation of the body, restraining her body into a docile subject who must accept that there is nothing to be afraid of in Eden and that panic attacks and emotional outbursts are irrational responses that must stop before she can get better.
 What He demands of Her is that in order to have a proper liveable sense of self, She must accept certain limits to her bodily expressions. In other words, She must participate in a politics of representation, a politics where her feelings and emotions, as well as their expressions are made invalid. This is biopower’s subjectification, reaching all the way down to micropractices of self and social regulation. I would argue that His goal is not so much Her recovery and working through her grief, as Her reintegration into a proper subjectivity.

We find here a conflict between what Lisa Blackman has called a bodily materiality and a social materiality. On one side we have the social materiality, of what a body is allowed to do and be, how the body is meant to function within practices of self-regulation. He insists that She reduce herself to her mind, inculcates the practics of therapy and become a docile body. All of Her reactions may be understood rationally and those that cannot must be dispelled. This social materiality clearly constrains Her bodily materiality, her feelings and emotions which she cannot express in rational terms. For this reason, She resists to participate in the practices of self-regulation, She rejects the repetition which will make her a docile body and docile subject. The more He insists that She subject herself to the rational demands of patriarchal culture, the more She externalizes her emotions, acting out her feelings rather than expressing them in the socially acceptable forms.

Drawing upon Gayatri Spivak, Her predicament should not surprise us, since we know that the subaltern cannot speak, there is no language with which to represent itself. Instead, She must somehow signify beyond language. Instead, what She does is attempt to reveal how she feels and She does so through her own materiality and affectivity. We can therefore see all Her bodily reactions as being a way of embodying her emotions, giving them material shape and force, rather than the irrational expression which He insists it is. Viewed this way, Her reactions seem less peculiar — certainly the loss of a child can leave one in a state of panic, with the desire to hit one’s head on a hard object. She conflates experience and expression, so that when She walks toward the cabin in Eden the ground does in fact burn, it becomes literal for her rather than metaphoric. The same issue arises with the materials She has studied for her thesis, where She is unable to maintain a critical distance from the material. The result, as we see, is devastating.

However, what happens remains a function of biopower and as such comes back to the inculcation which He demands. Through his therapy, He argues that She must internalize his practices of self-regulation, thereby demanding that she conflate his expression with her experience and accept the cultural norms of reason and rationality. Yet at the same time, when the case of witches and evil women come up, He is horrified that She has taken the material at face value, demanding instead that She distance herself from it, keep a critical distance. Here, expression must not be conflated with experience, although at the same time the myth of the woman-as-evil is as much an expression of patriarchal culture as the rational therapy He performs. What the film does is to articulate the fact that due to her grief, She unable to distance herself from anything; everything becomes a physical sensation for her. Because of this, whatever is meant to be internalized becomes instead externalized — her experience expressed.
 It is Her experience of patriarchal culture and its inculcations of social bodily expression which results in her body becoming abject, a transgressive body in contrast to patriarchal culture’s normative and docile body.
Becoming-Abject
Julia Kristeva defines the abject as the that which provokes disgust because is transgresses the easy division between subject and object; it has been me but is no longer me. The abject originates in the concept of social pollution developed by Mary Douglas as matter out of place, which for Kristeva becomes particularly bodily fluids that we excrete and do not wish to reintegrate into our bodies. What is of primary concern to me here is of course the woman’s body as abject. It is commonplace to argue that the difference which the female body brings and the resulting abjection of this body, is what establishes a clear sense of bounded, embodied self. This view also results in the abject body being porous and unbounded, thereby disturbing the easy division between internal and external processes.

The abject is therefore both a threat to biopower and constitutive of biopower; it is the transgression which upholds the norm by marking the boundaries of Law. While there is little bodily waste in Antichrist, the abject body is still present in the transgressive form of the female body, particularly as it relates to sexual extremity. At first, He says that it is a bad idea to screw your therapist, yet he happily participates in their sexual games. Early on in the film we see the couple playing around naked which ends with Her biting His nipple too hard. An innocent mistake at first, it foreshadows the sexual violence which will erupt later on. We find the climax of this sexual extremity in the scene where She has bolted a grind-stone to His leg and then proceeds to have sex with Him while he is unconscious. Not only is the scene trangressive in its graphic explicitness, such as when He ejaculates blood, it is also the one scene where we do find bodily fluids. Even as the semen would be abject enough, the intensity of the scene is heightened by the blood.

Abjection in Antichrist then runs together disgust, violence and sex as a transgressive force. Her excessive emotions are channeled into this transgressive force, because of the way women have been treated in the past. In this way, She lives up to the incriminations He makes against her, arguing that She is internalizing the misogynistic ideology of previous ages, what we can call the cultural archive. However, She reveals His hypocrisy in this argument by living up to these prejudices and showing him that he is as much part of perpetuating these stereotypes when he rejects her emotions and insists on rationalist discourse, a reasonable approach to an unreasonable situation. She continues to externalize the violence done towards women as the only outcome of the biopower discursive effects; She transgresses the boundary created by biopower through abjecting her body. While patriarchal biopower expects women to inculcate and thereby internalize patriarchal power structures and so accept that female bodies are circumscribed and bounded by patriarchal body-cultures, She resists such biopower by literalizing it.

Women are only meant to restrain their sexuality metaphorically, their sexual pleasure subservient to male sexuality only to the extent that they please men before themselves. Yet She takes all these bio-relations literally and in an extremely gruesome close-up cuts off her clitoris to literally be subservient to male sexuality and to punish herself. Her actions and behavior reveals that biopower’s circumscription, the discursive and cultural constraints, are inevitably affective and bodily circumcisions. Symbolic violence becomes real violence in Antichrist and it happens through abjection. Biopower is notoriously hard to resist, because very little exists outside of life, even as life is a complicated term. She manages to revolt against patriarchal biopower by way of rejecting the boundary of her own body.

Firstly, She rejects that there is a dividing line between her and the history of women — she is connected to them through the cultural archive and the way that she feels for them and feels like them. It is this understanding of presence, that all the women through history are present in Her that He necessarily rejects as nonsense. For Him, all these women are in a past archive and has no bearing on the present other than as a reminder of what used to be. For Her, conversely, all these women are still present. The film’s ending suggests as much, with the women with blurred faces walking past Him, pointing to his complicity in murdering Her as his final act of patriarcha biopower.

Secondly, She refuses to accept biopower as a social construction only and so literalizes its effects physically. In this, She transgresses the boundary of her own body by cutting it to pieces. She cripples herself as the only way to reject internalization, to insist that bipower is an external process, it is external to her, she refuses to inculcate its strictures but at the same time She must externalize the violence inherent in this system.

The best way to express this, seems to me to argue that She feels the abjection of women (sexually suspect, inherently evil and entirely loathsome) as obscenely present to her. The presence She feels is obscene because it does not respect the bodily boundary of a patriarchal meaning culture but rather insists on a porous and interconnected body where the past remains present in the present. Hans-Ulrich Gumbrecht distinguishes a presence culture from a meaning culture as located in the dominant human self-reference. In modernity, as I have already argued, we tend to understand ourselves as minds, whereas in earlier ages self-reference was primarily located in the body. (Gumbrecht 2004, 80) Among the complex configurations of how a meaning culture is different from a presence culture, Gumbrecht points out that in meaning cultures it is typical to“infinitely defer the moment of actual violence and to thus transform violence into power” (Gumbrecht 2004, 83)

Biopower works in this exact way, deferring violence except in the most extreme cases and then argues that biopower only acted in defence. We find this expressed in His reaction to Her attack on him and her self-mutilation, when He strangles Her as the only way to end the conflict. What was previously only expressed as a power relation — His analytic and rational mind superior in every way to Her emotional and irrational body — ends as the ultimate expression of power over her life, the power to take it away.

But if becoming-abject fails as a solution for Her, in the sense that she is still killed and so still circumscribed by biopower, there is another aspect which I have yet to delve into —  that of the spectator and the way that we feel this sense of abjection that She is exposed to as well.
Articulate Force
To turn to the film more explicitly, we can refer to it as an enacted materiality which articulates abjected affects. Our disgust, pity and revulsion are remediated by the film’s insistence on Her body and her emotional state of being as consistently shut down and ignored, overpowered and trammeled by Him. Our sensual being, as Sobchack would call it, is not exactly enhanced in Antihrist but instead subjected to biomediated power. We are left feeling abject and outside the social structure because of the violent amplification of our affective life.

Of course, we must say that our sensual being is enhanced because the film makes us feel things we would not otherwise feel. Yet at the same time, it would be more accurate to argue that we feel a kind of sensual reduction because of violent images we are confronted with and the way our attention is remediated and repurposed by the cinematic devices employed in Antichrist. In one sense, we are made to feel less-than-human during the film, especially so because there is no affective conversion into positive, ecstatic feelings at the end of the film. We cannot help but leave the film shocked and stunned; surely we cannot align and identify with Him in the murder of his own wife, considering how He has been complicit in Her breakdown. At the same time, we certainly cannot condone Her actions either, although our identification and empathy lies much closer to Her suffering than His arrogance. And again, if the final shot means anything, it broadens the experience of Her into the experience of all women through history, at the same time diffusing and specifying our experience but making it impossible to acknowledge the cultural archive as it still exists.

While the film does not align us with Her in typical fashion by giving us point of view shots or similar subjectivity devices. Instead, the film makes us feel what She feels through its material make-up. Briefly, the prolonged opening sequence with its beautiful slow-motion imagery and music not only gives us an ironic primal scene as Shaviro points out (“SEQUENCE 1.1 (2012)”) but also draws out the terrible event in painful excessiveness. Surely this is how She feels about the death of their child, unable to escape from it, wanting to stop it and prevent it, yet doomed to repeat it.

In a different way, we see how the camera constantly seeks out the actors’ faces, tracking in to draw out their emotions, their affective turbulence. The handheld camera often follows a cinema verite approach, attempting to provide a sense of immediacy and being-there. As Shaviro points out in the same article, Antichrist both follows continuity editing and flaunts it in what Shaviro has termed post-continuity — editing for affective impact. (“SEQUENCE 1.1 (2012)” 2013) While the camera movements alternate between motivated and unmotivated, what we find is that as the film progresses, the camera cares less about the face of the actors and begins tracking in on their bodies instead, especially in close-ups of their body parts as these parts are subjected to violence and of course most notoriously in the extreme close-up of Her vagina as she cuts of her clitoris. Located both in editing and the shot, the camera insists on the violence behind these actions and forces our bodies to register the felt intensities of the characters and so to experience the externalization of gender violence.
The film’s biomediation is what allows us to become sensitive to patriarchal violence, the film is what allows us to articulate the fact that discursive power structures rarely remain only discursive but become affective and violent. Such articulation is an arduous becoming, it is not a pleasant, sensuous experience but rather an experience which disciplines in itself. It is an experience which renders me, as the cinesthetic subject, abject for the duration of the film. It is an embodied abjection, where I feel ‘as if’ I were She. It is the catachrestic functioning of cinema which Sobchack talks of, the ambiguous and ambivalent vacillation between literal and figural.

The gendered, sexual violence which is expressed discursively in patriarchal society (remember, meaning cultures always threaten with violence but defer the actual moment of violence) is expressed affectively in Antichrist (presence cultures always turn toward physical violence) and so we are violently affected by Antichrist  because what is meant to be figural, symbolic violence against women is turned into literal, actual violence against women and so catachrestically towards the spectator/cinesthetic subject. This embodied abjection of feeling ‘as if’ we are She goes towards explaining the uproar surrounding Antichrist; critics and viewers trained to expect artfilms being heavy on symbolism and meaning were shocked and offended by the visceral pounding they received from von Trier’s film. Furthermore, in the same vein, von Trier’s film also confronts us with real actual violence rather than modernity’s insistence on infinitely deferred violence. Being directly confronted with the explicit consequences of our culture’s gender politics, rather than wrapping it in proper, meaningful symbolism is revealed to also be offensive because it is transgressive and exposes the inner workings of patriarchal culture.

To the extent that we ‘like’ Antichrist it must arise from the recognition and appreciation of this transgression; that the abjection of our bodies is both literal and figural. That this is the only way of honestly articulating gender violence because it shies away from meaning as the primary mode of understanding. While asking what matters to a woman, in making his film articulate this question, von Trier not only raises the question from the point of view of the one to whom the question is addressed. He does more than that: he activates this point of view, and therefore he activates his object as a subject, a subject of affact, a subject of questions, a subject producing questions. What affect means here is to become interested, to immerse oneself in the multitude of problems presented to a woman, to experience the lifeworld of a woman. Through the affect of embodied abjection von Trier reveals that learning to address gender inequalities is not the result of understanding but the condition of this understanding.
References
Angel, Maria, and Anna Gibbs. 2006. “Media, Affect and the Face: Biomediation and the Political Scene.” Southern Review: Communication, Politics & Culture 38 (2): 24.

Gumbrecht, Professor Hans Ulrich. 2004. Production of Presence: What Meaning Cannot Convey. Stanford University Press.

Latour, Bruno. 2004. “How to Talk About the Body? the Normative Dimension of Science Studies.” Body & Society 10 (2-3) (June 1): 205–229. doi:10.1177/1357034X04042943.

“SEQUENCE 1.1 (2012).” 2013. SEQUENCE One. Accessed January 26. http://reframe.sussex.ac.uk/sequence1/1-1-melancholia-or-the-romantic-anti-sublime/.

Sobchack, Vivian. 2004. Carnal Thoughts: Embodiment and Moving Image Culture. University of California Press.
�	 Here, it should be noted that I am less interested in discussing the validity of such therapeutic practices, since I am far from qualified to make any such judgements. Instead, I am interested in the way the film reveals His approach to be ignorant, arrogant and harmful. The more He insists on her being rational, the more out of touch he becomes with Her feelings. My discussion is therefore centered on biopower and control, rather than therapy. This is also why I do not engage in a trauma reading of the film.


�	 I am using the terms expression and experience deliberately to echo both Vivian Sobchack’s and Daniel Frampton’s argument that film is the expression of experience, which to my mind is the most fruitful way of thinking about cinematic articulation. 






