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Sex 

•  Is the instinctive response to the reproductive urge. 
•  In mammals, it involves sexual intercourse. 
•  Only in humans (and two other primate species) do 

we see the following behaviors: 
–  Sexual activity ‘out of season’ 
–  Sexual activity that cannot lead to reproduction 
– A high level of social consciousness with regard to sexual 

activity: shame, jealousy, limitations. 
•  Biologically, sex has absolutely NOTHING to do 

with love.  



Eroticism 

•  Is not sexual arousal, or sexual behaviour per se.  
•  It is THE MEANING WE MAKE of our sexual desires and 

practices. 
•  Entails the social practices, constructions, limitations, 

proscriptions, meanings we have culturally developed around 
our sexual drive: i.e. must be about love, can’t be with your brother. 

•  It always reflects the struggle between control & license. 
•  Transgression, sin, rule-breaking are always part of eroticism – 

even if only mentally. 
•  It’s historically and culturally fluid. 
•  It often negatively influences the reproductive instinct. 



Eroticism 

•  Psychologically, eroticism is explained as emerging 
out of Freud’s ‘pleasure principle’. 

•  e desire stemming from the pleasure principle 
begins with the simple desire to do and obtain things 
that feel good – give us bodily pleasure. 

•  Orally, anally and then genitally focused, this 
pleasure seeking takes on more nuanced and varied 
focuses as we mature, becoming even broader it its 
focus in the case of paraphilias or ‘kinks’. 

•  e French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan called the 
reaching of this desire ‘jouissance’ 



Eroticism 

•  Eroticism involves a languageless sense of reaching 
for the ‘something’ beyond pleasure. 

•  For many thinkers, this something is what the writer 
and philosopher Georges Bataille describes as a 
transcendence of the self,  ‘continuity’. 

•  ere is a strong association between ‘eroticism’ and 
death – as this is where culture and nature intersect 
and remind us that we are flesh, and mortal.  

•  is fracturing of the ‘self ’ at the height of erotic 
experience is a short, but powerful ‘death’ of the self-
as-separate-individual. 



Erotic Writing in the Past 

•  Was political 
•  Was revolutionary 
•  Was transgressive 
•  Challenged societal norms of gender, sexuality 

and race. 
•  Challenged the authority of social institutions 

that sought to define what was good vs bad, or 
healthy vs unhealthy sexuality. 



•  Holding me in this posture, he placed a container 
beneath me, established himself on a little stool about 
as high as the pot; his engine was in his hand, directly 
under my cunt. One of his hands supporting my 
haunches, he frigged himself with the other; and my 
mouth being at a level with his, he kissed it.  

 "Off you go, my little one, piss," cried he, "flood my 
prick with that enchanting liquid whose hot 
outpouring exerts such a sway over my senses. Piss, 
my heart, care not but to piss and try to inundate my 
fuck." 

120	  Days	  of	  Sodom,	  de	  Sade,	  1785	  	  



Most Erotic Material Today is 

•  Conservative and proscriptive 
•  Underscores conservative morality and 

perpetuates ‘appropriate’ gender roles and 
sexualities. 

•  Is produced not to resist the prevailing authorities 
but to provide the appearance of  ‘transgression’ 
while participating fully in a global, corporate 
economy, making consumerism sexy. 



•  Beside the elevator, I can see the black 4x4 Audi, 
but it’s the sleek, black sporty number that blips 
open and lights up when he points the key fob at 
it. It’s one of those cars that should have a very 
leggy blonde, wearing nothing but a sash, 
sprawled across the hood.  
“Nice car,” I murmur dryly. 
He glances up and grins. 
“I know,” he says, and for a split second, sweet, 
young, carefree Christian is back. It warms my 
heart. He’s so excited. Boys and their toys.  

Fi0y	  Shades	  of	  Grey,	  E.L.	  James,	  2011	  



The Erotica / Porn Divide 

•  Has been an argument for centuries. 
•  e ‘I’ll know it when I see it’ argument. 
•  ‘Erotica is porn with arty pretences.’ 
•  Erotica is for women who can’t admit they like 

porn. 
•  e political belief that distinguishing between 

porn and erotica perpetuates the condemnation of 
explicit sexual material. 



The Porn / Erotica Divide 

•  Carter’s ‘functions’ of pornography -  it “has a job to 
do”: 
– As instruction manual or simply to arouse the sex drive. 

(so none of the distasteful realities of sex are shown) 
– Porn plots exist only to provide as many opportunities as 

possible for the characters to have sex. (So, no tension or 
conflict) 

– Porn characterization must serve the dictate that all 
characters want to fuck, all the time. (So all characters in 
porn must be caricatures) 



The Porn / Erotica Divide 

•  Sontag’s model of ‘pornography’ that qualifies as 
‘literature’: 
– Must intend to do more than just cause sexual 

arousal. 
– Must have a narrative structure, which includes 

conflict 
– Must be concerned with the use of language as an ‘art 

material’ – i.e. poetics. 
– Must concern itself with the complexity and 

authenticity of human relations. 



Why I Don’t Write Porn or Romance 

•  ere’s already a huge amount of great porn and 
great romance out there. I don’t think I can do 
better. 

•  Porn doesn’t afford me space to explore eroticism: 
it forces me to take the erotic experience out of 
context. 

•  Romance forces me to valorize a very specific 
form of social control: the idealized love bond. 



Why I don’t think you should write 
porn or romance 

•  Because there’s a lot of good porn and good romance 
out there. 

•  Because our culture will be richer for approaching 
the eroticism of living in all its complexity. 

•  Because this is an aspect of the human experience we 
seem to find the most difficult to explore bravely, 
without glossing it over with romance, or caricaturing 
it with porn. 

•  Because we cannot leave the production of this 
material to people who only care about making 
money. 



So… how 

•  Intention 
• Structure 
• Style 
• Substance 



Intention 

•  e best way I know of to orient your intention 
as a writer is to decide on a ‘theme’ before you 
start. 

•  is will ensure that, although you might succeed 
in arousing your reader wildly, you complicate it 
with other things – other emotions.  

•  Ask yourself what you want your reader to walk 
away with. How do you hope they’re changed by 
the experience of reading your work? 



Structure 

•  Whether you use a “Hero’s Journey” structure, or 
just a ‘Freytag’s Pyramid’,  stories require a 
structure. You need conflict in  your story. 



Structure: Conflict 

•  ere is no unconflicted transgression. 
•  It can be inner conflict (don’t want to, I can’t do 

this, it’s scary, they’ll jail me, etc.) 
•  External conflict (an enemy, a god, a monster, 

society, the mob, zombies, the job). 
•  ink realistically – when it comes to intense 

interpersonal relationships – things get in the 
way. Let them. 



Style 

•  Don’t just use language to ‘textualize’ a porn movie. at’s 
what video is for. 

•  Language has an advantage over images – it allows space 
for the reader to participate in building the story, filling in 
the details, making meaning for themselves. 

•  Don’t mistake explicitness for detail.  
•  Listen to the ‘music’ of the words  you use. eir texture, 

their rhythm, their colour. 
•  Don’t feel  you have to say EVERYTHING. Trust your 

reader to ‘get’ it. 
•  Remember that everyone’s had sex, so we’re not depending 

on you for a manual. 



Substance 

•  Our erotic desires: 
– Reflect who we really are 
– What we think we deserve 
–  Influence the entirety of our lives 
– Have echoes and consequences that change us, and 

that we have to live with for years after. 
– Can give us the confidence to do incredibly brave, 

fantastic things 
– Can turn us into base, evil, treacherous assholes 



Substance 

•  It wasn’t just sex with Monica Lewinsky that tempted 
Bill Clinton to risk his presidency. 

•  It wasn’t just love that tempted a candidate of 
Emperor of Rome to give it up for Cleopatra. 

•  Ten years after he divorced her, Napoleon’s last 
recorded word was ‘Josephine’. 

•  None of these people were stupid. But they were all 
obsessed.  

•  More than romantic love, more than lust, they were 
erotically obsessed. 

•  What was it they were reaching for? 



Your Setting 

•  Use your time, place & circumstances to help or 
hinder your characters. 

•  Do your research. 
•  Use appropriate language conventions: 
– Yup, in the middle ages, they used the word ‘cunt’. 

•  Observe appropriate cultural limitations: 
– If your hero is jerking himself off in a box at the Opera in 

1820, please make sure there are repercussions. 



Look,	  ma…	  no	  fly	  



Your Characters 

•  Make them real 
•  Give them agency 
•  Give them REAL FLAWS (not ‘clumsiness’ or 

‘workaholicness’) 
•  Give them edges 
•  Give them limits 
•  Now… put them through hell. 
•  (Don’t write yourself as a character unless you can sit 

down and write the slitting of your own throat) 



Your Plot 

•  Don’t make SEX your plot 
•  Make DESIRE a major element in your plot. 
•  Foil that desire.  
•  It’s easy to imagine all the ways you can have your 

character have what they desire. 
•  But don’t start writing until you can think of five 

ways they DON’T get what they desire. 



Your Ending 

•  Look at the divorce rate. (approx. 45%) 
•  Consider the break-up rate (every couple who didn’t 

even get married so that 45% of them could get 
divorced) 

•  at’s the rate of ‘success’ in a relationship. 
•  A good ending is when your characters have 

fundamentally changed. 
•  A good ending needs to be what FEELS possible, not 

what you WISH were possible. (We’re writing for 
adults here) 



Romanticism 

•  Is not the same as romance, it’s much bigger 
•  It is about adventurism 
•  It’s about the extraordinary 
•  It’s about looking where other people forget to 

look 
•  Or where they fear to look 
•  It’s about discovery 



Romanticism – Traditionally 

•  Carried strong moral messages, tolerates no moral 
ambiguities 

•  Allows the reader to immerse in nostalgic fantasy. 
•  Doesn’t require characters to act rationally, but allows 

them to be driven by fate. 
•  Escapist 
•  Unrealistic 
•  Denies characters agency 
•  Historically criticised for its fascist and ultra-

nationalistic qualities. 



Writing Task 

•  inking about our earlier definition of eroticism: 
– Determine the transgression 
– Explore the social/emotional/internal barriers to that 

transgression 
–  Identify the mechanism of the jouissance 
– Remember that explicitness is not a substitute for 

truth. 
– Transcendence is not pleasure, it’s the intersection of 

bliss and terror. It’s awe.  
– Transcendence is not ‘writeable’ per se, but you can 

write ‘around’ it. 



The Face Slap 

•  In slow, slow, slow motion 
•  Semiotics 
•  What is the transgression in a face slap? 
•  Physical aspects 
•  Tangents of power 
•  Where is the jouissance? Where for whom? 
•  Stop in that single, wordless moment.  
•  What are the echoes, the reverberations? 


