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11 | Carnal Boundaries

The Commingling of Flesh in
Theory and Practice

Stuart A. Newman

HUMAN FLESH Is on the cultural menu. Cannibalism as the last resort of ordi-
nary people under duress has received sympathetic treatment in recent films
that recount events that took place two decades’ and a century and a half* ago.
Cannibalism as the characterological organizing principle of a fictional mad
genius was the hook of the Academy Award-winning best picture of 1991.% Per-
sistent rumors about the ceremonial consumption of the livers and hearts of
“class enemies,” initially by zealots and then by ordinary villagers, in the
Guangxi Autonomous Region of China during the Cultural Revolution of the
late 1960s were kept under wraps for more than twenty years. The dissident
journalist Liu Binyan, questioned about these stories in 1984, said that he had
avoided writing about them “because the subject was so nasty.” But the Ameri-
can public is now presumably ready: two nonfiction books on the Guangxi can-
nibalism incidents by the recently expatriated novelist Zheng Yi, although not
yet available in English, have been widely discussed in the U.S. press by, among
others, Liu Binyan himself.# And during the same period the emergence and
trial of an individual in Milwaukee who had been eating or freezing portions
of his murder victims’ bodies played to a fascinated public and defined new
outer limits of social pathology.®

How can we account for the recent interest in violation of one of the most
fundamental of social taboos?® I suggest that cannibalism is a potent symbol of
the erasure of traditionally conceived boundaries between different kinds of
flesh. Such crossing of biological borders—previously the stuff of art and my-
thology—is, in the late twentieth century, increasingly a technological reality.
This is evident in the recent profusion of research, medical, and commercial
ventures involving transplantation of human embryonic tissues, human gene
modification, and the production of “transgenic” animals.” The clash of this
“carnal pragmatism” with traditional ideas of the mainstream culture inevita-
bly fascinates and unsettles, providing a social context for entertainment tech-
nologies such as “morphing” (the computer-simulated transformation of one
body into another seen in Arnold Schwarzenegger movies and Michael Jackson
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192 | Border Crossings

videos), the obsession in certain sectors of society with body building and cos-
metic surgery, as well as the morbid interest in cannibalism.

The commingling of flesh is a central principle of animal existence, and its
representation in the minds of humans in the form of metaphor and myth is a
fountainhead of drives and taboos. Indeed, various senses of “commingling”—
the mixing of the substance of one kind of individual with another, as in pro-
creation, the transformation of the substance of one individual into that of an-
other, as in pregnancy, and the incorporation of the substance of an individual
into that of another, as in consumption, have been conflated in the conceptual
frameworks of different cultures.® Functionally, animal procreation is only pos-
sible through the merging of cells produced by what are arguably the most bio-
logically distinct members (i.e., the two sexes) of the most biologically uniform
of populations (i.e., a species). Human sexual relations do not necessarily cor-
respond to biologically defined roles, but all societies have sexual prohibitions
(e.g., incest taboos) formulated in relation to the “facts of life” as they are un-
derstood. And the fact that women’s bodies can grow babies makes the mainte-
nance of carnal boundaries a qualitatively different issue for women than it is
for men.

In Freud'’s view, the organization of the human psyche itself is initiated by
the infant’s recognition that its body and that of the mother are not confluent.?
Freud’s notion, as he acknowledged, is only a modern form of Plato’s famous
speculation in the Symposium that human love is based on a longing for a pri-
meval state in which the lovers’ bodies were a single entity. The special terror
of cancer among all the ailments to which the human body is subject is related
to its inversion of the ecstatic mixing of flesh. In this disease the body’s own
flesh produces an alien tissue that malignantly invades and may eventually suf-
focate its host.

Consumption of meat is the most common mode by which one individual’s
flesh is commingled with another’s, and few if any cultures are without some
restrictions in this area. Human flesh is, of course, subject to the most severe
taboos, and when it has been eaten, the purpose almost invariably has been cere-
monial rather than nutritive. Moreover, most if not all human groups have re-
ligious or aesthetic prohibitions against eating the flesh of certain kinds of ani-
mals, or concerning when or in what form animal flesh may be consumed.
Maintenance of carnal boundaries thus appears to be a constant of human social
organization and mental life, a point made repeatedly, on the basis of wide-
ranging ethnographic evidence, by the anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss.'®

Apart from procreation and diet, the mixing of the flesh of different indi-
viduals or species has traditionally been a strictly theoretical, rather than prac-
tical, possibility. And on a speculative plane the connotations of chimeras, or-
ganisms made up of mixtures of naturally occurring types, have not been
always negative. The gods of ancient Egypt and India and the ancestral figures











































































































