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Introduction

Olfactocentrism

Jim Drobnick

If everything were smoke, all perception would be by smell.

Heraclitus (qtd in Davenport 1990)

The act of smelling something, anything, is remarkably like the act of
thinking itself.

Lewis Thomas, Late Night Thoughts on Listening to Mahler’s Ninth Symphony

The sense of smell is mired in paradox. Considered earthy and animalistic,
scents have nevertheless served as a long-standing component in spiritual
practices. Enigmatically lacking a well-defined or extensive vocabulary, odors
are unmatched in catalyzing the evocation of distant memories and places.
Intensely visceral and emotional, fragrances are, however, the subject of an
increasing degree of rationalization by the multi-billion-dollar perfume and
flavor industry. Dismissed as vestigial and obsolete in an era dominated by
information technologies, the sense of smell is now considered one of the
means by which visual media’s alienating effects can be mitigated. Often
delimited as a mere “biological” sense, scents are, on the contrary, subtly
involved in just about every aspect of culture, from the construction of
personal identity and the defining of social status to the confirming of group
affiliation and the transmission of tradition. There is a tendency to regard
smells purely on the level of phenomenological immediacy, yet the manners
and reasons people engage with the sense of smell are influenced by numerous
cultural factors relating to the constructs a society creates integrating the
environment, the bodies of its citizens and its symbolic worldview. In short,
no act of perception is a pure or unmediated event; each society inflects and
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cultivates sensory practices according to its needs and interests. Societal
influences, however, are not all-determining; individuals may challenge as
much as conform to a reigning sensory regime. By examining a disparate
array of Western and non-Western cultures, The Smell Culture Reader seeks to
foreground some of the diversity of historical and contemporary practices of
scent and form a context for continuing research and analysis.

Why should scent be the subject of an anthology, and why now? For a
variety of reasons, the sense of smell is poised to break free from many of its
assumed delimitations. The mystery of how smell works, for instance, has
defied scientific understanding for centuries. However, with the award of
the 2004 Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine to neuroscientists Richard
Axel and Linda B. Buck, the basic code by which scents are perceived and
cognitively processed seems to be on the verge of being cracked (Nobelprize.
org 2004). Another delimitation concerns that of smell’s inconsequentiality.
In a study done in the early 1990s, smell was deemed the least valuable
sense and the first one people would sacrifice if forced to choose among
the senses (Synnott 1993: 183-4). However, given the recent effulgence
in olfactory products and practices—oxygen bars, aromatic cookbooks,
scented consumer items, custom-made perfumes, aromatherapy, designer
room sprays, herbal spa treatments and toiletries, sensuous gardening,
odor-enhanced entertainments and theme parks—it seems that smell is
now the first and most popular sense people wish to indulge. Not only are
individuals apparently unthreatened by smell’s negative reputation, scents
are being actively sought out to revivify overly sanitized environments
and provide richer, more complex, sensory experiences (see Rose and Earle
1996; LaSalle and Britton 2003; Pink 2004: 67-9; Drobnick 2005). Even the
concerns about air pollution, secondhand smoke, and scent bans, which
seem to perpetuate olfactory stigmatization, evidence a heightened awareness
about the physiological and psychological power of smells that in the end
can promote a more responsible and conscious appreciation of olfactory
effects.

Another transitional point resides in the realm of technology. Smell is
often predicted to be a sense that will eventually disappear in the progress
of human evolution, eclipsed in the apotheosis of pure mentality (Bradshaw
1982). With the advent of digital technologies and cyberworlds, complete
disembodiment is theorized to be such a foregone conclusion that it is
confidently claimed that “the senses have no future” (Moravec 1997). But as
developments since the mid-1990s have shown, it is precisely in the field of
technology that olfaction is gaining widespread applicability. Environmental
fragrancing, odor biometrics, electronic noses, artificial fragrances and
flavors, militarized smells, olfactory marketing—these are only some of the
innovations demonstrating that smell is now in the process of becoming
instrumentalized, that is, it is attaining scientifically verified, commercially
commodified and legally patented utilizations (see Davies, Kooijmanb and
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Warda 2003; Pearce et al. 2003; Field 2004; Korotkaya n.d.). Propelled by
advances in chemical analysis and synthesis, sophisticated odor dispersion
technologies and psychophysical research into olfactory effects, the near
future promises to contain an ever-increasing use of rationalized scents
in industry, the public sphere and everyday life. The discourse on these
odoriferous implementations (some might call them manipulations) is for the
most part generated within the parameters set by the developers themselves
or subject to hyperbole in the popular press (see Your Bionic Future 1999),
so there exists an urgent need for a broader understanding of the cultural
context of smell in order to be able to critique and perhaps direct the uses
of these new olfactory technologies, an understanding to which The Smell
Culture Reader hopefully contributes.

My use of the term olfactocentrism for the title of this introduction is a
sly response to the by now commonplace critique of vision implicit in the
term ocularcentrism, a critique that ironically often results in the further
inscription of visuality’s predominance. Even though no sense operates in
complete autonomy from the others, there is a certain strategic value in
isolating the sense of smell. Many of the texts in this anthology include
the other senses along with smell, yet smell is given priority so as to be
able to ascertain its individuality and difference. By asking readers to adopt
Heraclitus’s smoky meditation quoted at the beginning of this introduction,
the goal is to invite immersion into an evanescent olfactocentric realm and
to consider how not only perception would change, but also thought. The
connections between perception, thinking and smell, carried out in various
ways throughout this anthology, is also summed up elegantly by Lewis
Thomas’s epigraph and his related comment that smell “may not seem a
profound enough problem to dominate all of the life sciences, but it contains,
piece by piece, all the mysteries” (1984: 41).

Unlike the voluminous discourse on the senses of vision and hearing,
texts focusing on the sense of smell appeared relatively intermittently prior
to the 1980s (see e.g. Bienfang 1946; Bedichek 1960; Moncrieff 1966; Largey
and Watson 1972 [included in this volume]; Winter 1976). A watershed
moment for smell, though, occurred in the early to mid-1980s when a
series of publications came out that served as the inspiration for a broad
range of subsequent scent-related writings and research (see Tuzin in this
volume). The first, Alain Corbin’s tour de force The Foul and the Fragrant
(1986), originally published in French in 1982, not only focused on scent and
the phenomenology of everyday life but drew out the profound influence
of odors upon major social, political and cultural events during France’s
modernization in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Secondly, German
novelist Patrick Siiskind, influenced by Corbin, created an international
bestseller with Perfume: The Story of a Murderer (1986). Although the main
character is a psychopath who reiterates the stereotype of the degenerate
olfactophiliac, the evocativeness of the novel’s world—completely suffused

Google



INTRODUCTION: OLFACTOCENTRISM

and oriented around odors—stirred literary and critical analyses within and
beyond its own context (see Rindisbacher 1992; de Rijke, Ostermark-Johansen
and Thomas 2000; Carlisle 2004; Hertel 200S; and Gray, in this volume). At
the same time, an upsurge in psychophysical, biochemical and neurological
studies attended to all aspects of olfaction, from clinical studies of smell
disorders and the founding of aromachology to advances in perfumery and
a campaign for fragrance education (see Engen 1982, Gibbons 1986; Gilbert
and Wysocki 1987; Green 1988). These publication events, encompassing the
domains of history, literature and science, can be said to have crystallized an
agenda of sorts on smell, one that sought out the recovery, expression and
explanation of smell on its own terms.

While Corbin’s book served as a touchstone for a number of social
sciences, there nevertheless were separate disciplinary precedents from
which researchers also drew: for anthropologists, it was Marshall McLuhan
and Claude Levi-Strauss (Classen 1997); for historians, Eric Hobsbawm and
Lucien Febvre (Godfrey 2002; Smith 2003); for sociologists, Georg Simmel
and Erving Goffman (Largey and Watson 1972). Since the mid-1980s,
research on smell has been accompanied by a broader interest in the “lower
senses” as a group and articulated under various but related disciplinary
terminologies, such as “sensorial anthropology” (Howes 1991), “sensuous
geography” (Porteous 1990; Rodaway 1994), “sensory history” (Classen 2001;
Hoffer 2003), and culminating, perhaps, in Paul Stoller’s overarching phrase
“sensuous scholarship” (1997). Notable single-sense cultural histories of
smell include Le Guérer’s Scent (1992), Classen, Howes and Synnott’s Aroma
(1994), and several French anthologies, Odeurs du monde (Rey-Hulman and
Boccara 1998), Géographie des odeurs (Dulau and Pitte 1998) and Sentir (Cobbi
and Dulau 2004). The general public also has been well served by books
explicating various aspects of smell, from Gonzalez-Crussi’s The Five Senses
(1989) and Ackerman’s A Natural History of the Senses (1990) to Watson's
Jacobson’s Organ (1999), Glaser’s The Nose (2002) and Burr’s The Emperor of
Scent (2002), not to mention lavishly illustrated books on perfume and a slew
of publications on sexuality and scent, aromatherapy, and other aspects of
a fragrant lifestyle.

Given the conundrum of smell and the challenge it has presented to
scientists, a number of publications have come out since the late 1980s that
bring together biology, neurology, chemistry, psychology, ethnology and
cognitive science. Publications such as the two edited by van Toller and
Dodd, Perfumery (1988) and Fragrance (1992), Engen’s Odor Sensation and
Memory (1991), Mueller and Lamparsky’s Perfumes (1991), Serby and Chobor
Science of Olfaction (1992), Ohloff's Scent and Fragrances (1993), Schab and
Crowder’s Memory for Odors (1995) and Rouby et al.’s Olfaction, Taste and
Cognition (2002) variously examine the relationship of smell to hedonics,
semiochemical communication, psychophysiology, evolutionary biology
and consumer marketing, among other angles.
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In considering the aforementioned publications, an underlying sense
of smell’s dialectical nature runs throughout, irrespective of disciplinary
boundaries. An ambivalence between objective and subjective factors
accompanies any odorous experience, yielding an intimate interplay between
the physical level of materiality and physiology on the one hand, and the
symbolic level of culture and ideology on the other. Perception, as researchers
have pointed out, is inevitably influenced by the socialization of the senses
and the contexts in which olfactory practices are engaged (see Classen, Howes
and Synnott 1994), and this unconventional co-presence of phenomenology
and culture contributes to smell’s elusiveness and imponderability. Alfred Gell
elegantly identifies this contradictory status of smell as one of “semiological
ambiguity”—in which odors uniquely engage the characteristics of both
a stimulus and a sign or symbol. Smells form a “restricted language,” he
argues, that partakes equally of matter and meaning, referring to the world
as much as it alters the perceiver (see Gell in Part VII of this volume; Krogstad
1989). Such a shifting, unstable confluence between material and social
realms, between sensation and perception, yields a remarkable diversity of
olfactory phenomenon, as this anthology amply demonstrates: prominent
odors that are ignored while subtle ones are fixated on (Cohen); imaginary
smells projected onto others (Largey and Watson, Manalansan, Tuzin); smells
variously interpreted as nostalgic or traumatic (Hinton et al., Hirsch); fragrant
experiences transformed into metaphors, and vice versa (Rindisbacher,
Shulman); olfactory evocations in texts (Gatten, Gray, Looby, Mavor,
Stamelman, Turin); visual embodiments of smells (el-Khoury); ambient scents
with psychophysical effects (Damian and Damian, Herz); spiritual olfactory
phenomena (Classen, Guggenheim and Guggenheim, Steele); space- and
identity-transforming fragrances (Aubaile-Sallenave, Graham, Porteous,
Roubin), odors that can be variously abject, narcissistic or obsessive (Aftel,
Corbin, Fisher and Drobnick), to mention only some of the more prominent
themes which inform the following chapters.

The Smell Culture Reader is organized into seven sections. However, just
as smells defy containment and refuse to respect borders, many of the
themes and practices concerning scents cross over these, and indeed any,
categorical divisions. Part I, Odorphobia, addresses the “fear” of smells in
urban, moral and legal domains. With the eclipse of the zymotic theory
of disease, which presumed that smells in themselves caused iliness, the
threat evoked by odors transmuted into social rhetorics justifying racism,
exclusionary politics and the stigmatization of others, even torture. Part II,
Toposmia, examines smell’s spatial roles. Whether a location’s ambiance
serves as a distinctive sensory marker or is strategically added for ritualistic
or manipulative purposes, odors define and subtly alter the functioning of
places. Part 11, Flaireurs, approaches the issue of scent and identity, especially
in regard to individual differences in olfactory abilities, the subjectivity of
memory and the personal affectivity of smells. Part [V, Perfume, examines
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its topic from the positions of novelist, perfumer, biophysicist, archeologist
and cultural critic to foreground perfume’s artistry, obsessiveness, healing
potential and effectiveness as a literary device. Perfume is also relevant to
Part V, Scentsuality, in which, along with body odors and pheromones, issues
around scent and sexuality, eroticism, hygiene and fetishism circulate. Part
VI, Volatile Art, brings forward examples of scents in entertainment, digital
media, contemporary art and aristocratic pastimes, all of which point to
the nascent formation of an olfactory aesthetics and counterpolitics. The
last section, Part VII, Sublime Essences, investigates some fragrant aspects
in the spiritual practices of ritual, divination, veneration, asceticism and
meditation. Given the diversity of approaches represented among these
essays, the definition of the word “culture” included in the title of this
anthology could never be anything but polyvalent. Rather than attempting
to forge a definition that might encompass the truly variegated examples
listed below of artistic, folkloric, indigenous, popular and everyday cultures,
I propose instead that readers consider how the attention to scents can
rethink the idea of what constitutes culture, as well as the implications for
reflexive and immersive research methodologies (see, for example, Classen
1997; Rasmussen 1999; Howes 2003).

The artwork featured on the cover, a view of Anya Gallaccio’s installation
Red on Green (1992), which featured 10,000 fragrant English tea roses, in
many ways brings together the two strands of thinking about smells that run
throughout this volume—the literal and the symbolic. The immense volume
and unmistakable redolence of the flowers, especially when experienced in
a typically sanitized exhibition space, creates for the beholder an emphatic
encounter with the substance of the world, a strategy that could be
considered a “realist” sensibility within olfactory artistic practice (Drobnick
1998). The fragrance of rose petals, in its subtle way, encourages a vibrant,
confrontational experience of materiality beyond the purview of instrumental
logic, commodity evaluation or technological mediation, not to mention
the visualist imperative that Classen (1993) notes is endemic to the flower
breeding industry. Yet the installation also works symbolically, although not
in the expected sentimental manner that is most commonly associated with
the rose, a sentimentality that nevertheless becomes overwhelmed by the
artist’s decision to leave the flowers to decompose over the course of several
weeks. If refreshing floral scents are susceptible to romanticization, Gallaccio
also recognizes that decay is an inevitable consequence of organic matter.
The deteriorating roomful of roses—whereby an appealing scent gradually
gives way to malodorous rot—exposes and confronts what Zygmunt Bauman
(1993) terms modernity’s “hidden truth” of mortality, and works to overcome
the developed world’s generalized ignorance of and alienation from biological
processes (Press and Minta 2000). A dialog is configured between natural
and cultural domains, and urbanized inhabitants are given the opportunity
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to reconnect with the environment’s inherent but often obscured “cycle of
smells” (see Cohen in Part II).

In sniffing through olfactory texts, it is striking to note the neologisms
that arise. Invented no doubt to compensate for the paucity of vocabulary
concerning smell, they are also an indicator of the innovativeness required
to articulate olfactory matters. Interdisciplinarity is also a prominent
feature of practically any attempt to understand scent as a cultural or
physical experience. While The Smell Culture Reader brings to the fore work
in the cultural sphere, threads of scientific research and discourse certainly
weave throughout the chapters that follow. Despite their origins in vastly
different domains of culture, art and science, researchers nonetheless
parallel and mutually support one another in the task of understanding
the complexities of olfaction. Even if the question of smell’s neurological
functioning is answered in the near future, and smell’s scientific “mystery”
resolved, there will still remain many untheorized odoriferous phenomena.
As Montaigne (1958: 135) discerned many years ago, scents operate “to
better fit us for contemplation”; this anthology is certainly the product of
that contemplation as well a catalyst, perhaps, for further investigation into
the role of smell in culture and history.
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Preface

Celebration of Mistrust
On the first day of classes, the professor brought out an enormous flask.
“It’s full of perfume,” he told Miguel Brun and the rest of the students. “I
want to measure how perceptive each one of you is. Raise your hand as soon as you
perceive the scent.”

And he removed the stopper. Moments later two hands were in the air.
Soon five, ten, thirty—all hands were raised.
“May I open the window, professor?” a young woman asked, dizzy from the
overpowering fragrance. Several voices echoed her request. The air, thick with
the aroma of perfume, had quickly become unbearable for everyone.

Then the professor had the students examine the flask, one by one. It was
full of water.

Eduardo Galeano, The Book of Embraces

The polarized response to smells—the like/dislike reaction that occurs almost
instantaneously when encountering an odor—is one of olfaction’s most
distinctive characteristics. Eduardo Galeano’s parable, above, illustrates the
rapid trajectory that a smell can take in transforming from a faint, presumably
pleasant experience into something disagreeable and suffocating. The fact
that the “perfume” in question is really water only underscores the power
of suggestion in regard to olfactory perceptions, and illustrates how easily
an intolerance for even a nonexistent scent can be incited. “Celebration
of Mistrust” uses odor to portray the dangers of an unquestioned belief in
authority and how gullible conformity yields a passionate but mistaken
collective opinion; yet the illusion and subsequent stigmatization of smell,
especially when facilitated by and reinforced through group cohesion, is not
an unusual occurrence as the chapters in this section attest.

“Odorphobia” may be a rather clinical sounding term by which to group
the texts of this section, and it should be emphasized that the olfactory
phenomena being discussed here have nothing to do with the neurological
disorders characterized by a distorted or deranged sense of smell, for example,
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14 ODORPHOBIA

dysosmia, parosmia or cacosmia. My use of odorphobia relates to cultural,
and in many cases ideological, intolerance toward smells, specifically as
it is directed at places or people. As the following chapters demonstrate,
odorphobia is often linked to state or majority agendas in which alterity
is defined as a physical characteristic. Odors are the means by which the
boundary between self and other is demarcated, as well as the supposed basis
of prejudicial extensions of such demarcation; in other words, olfaction is
the means to corporealize dislike and a prominent excuse for expressions of
racism, sexism, classism and xenophobia (see Classen, Howes and Synnott
1994; Miller 1997; Carlisle 2004). The fear of odors, whether they can be
actually smelled or not, naturalizes cultural disapproval, where immoral
behavior is believed to produce a foul smell and, conversely, being odorous
is tantamount to being odious (see van Beek 1992; Bubandt 1998; Telle
2002). Commensurate with these claims of foulness are inflamed anxieties
over “contamination,” which often justifies practices of segregation and
colonialism (Stallybrass and White 1986; Cohen and Johnson 2005).
The exception to the ideological use of odorphobia in this section is the
concluding chapter, which concerns the deliberate use of smells as a tactic
of oppression and terror.

The first chapter in this section addresses odorphobia and its relation to
notions of place during that watershed moment in the modern Western
history when sanitization campaigns became social policy and were instituted
via the redesign of buildings, public spaces and entire cityscapes. Rodolphe
el-Khoury’s “Polish and Deodorize” revisits the thinking and hygienic
practices of late eighteenth-century France. A number of anxieties about the
purity of the atmosphere arose during this time—concerning putrefaction,
telluric emanations, mephitic and morbific vapors—which led to a previously
unmatched antipathy towards smells and an array of vigilant deodorization
projects. Protecting citizens from subterranean miasmas by paving streets
and sidewalks, sealing in residential odors by covering walls with plaster,
moving noxious industries to the outskirts of the city, reorganizing and
widening streets for better ventilation—these techniques sought to cleanse
and purify the urban environment. Odorlessness became manifest by a
visual logic articulated by white paint, shiny surfaces and panoramic vistas
that continues to this day in architecture and city planning. Despite the
prominence of these visible signs, the victory over stench was not entirely
adequate until the introduction of city-wide sewer systems that took another
hundred years (in Paris anyway), yet the influential architectural program
begun at this time was more than enough to usher in what el-Khoury calls
the reign of “olfactory silence.”

Odorphobia directed at individuals and groups constitutes the second
primary thematic of this section (Part I, Toposmia, will continue the
discussion on smell and issues of place). The sociological dimension is
foregrounded in the pioneering text by Gale Largey and Rod Watson who
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draw upon a diverse range of interpersonal and intercultural examples to
propose that one fundamental role olfaction plays in society is as an indicator
of moral status and value. On an individual level, pleasant smells are said
to emanate from those who are virtuous and elevated on the social scale,
while unpleasant smells cling to those who are corrupt and low-ranking.
On a group level, similar dualistic judgments prevail. Groups considered
“other” are generally considered malodorous, and good smells (or no odor
at all) are believed to characterize the critic’s own social group (see further,
Classen 1993; Smith 2006). Avoidance behaviors, prejudicial comments and
stereotypical characterizations are then rationalized by the supposed presence
of a repugnant odor, which, in the end, turns out to be projected upon the
other rather than actually perceived. Malodors thus function rhetorically and
arbitrarily, for they can be attributed to any designated population segment,
and in fact operate as a technique for in-group identification. Even within
the in-group, however, odorphobia can be present in internalized form.
Largey and Watson discuss the use of perfume as a method of impression
management, and here the potential for self-scrutinized stigmatization
continually threatens. Bad breath and body odor, especially when exaggerated
by advertising ploys and a plethora of consumer products, constantly remind
individuals to be on guard about the taboo of bodily emanations and keep
odorphobia habitually engaged.

The next two chapters address particular instances of olfactory-based
intolerance in the urban North American context. “Immigrant Lives and the
Politics of Olfaction in the Global City,” by Martin Manalansan, considers
the circulation of odorphobic discourses in New York City generated by
residents resistant to the influx of immigrants and changing neighborhood
demographics. Smells, especially the aromas of culturally-specific cuisines,
materialize as markers of difference, and offend mainstream sensibilities by
virtue of being uncontainable, unfamiliar and representative of the supposed
refusal of new citizens to assimilate and conform to majoritarian standards of
odorlessness. Food odors become the ostensible and purportedly self-evident
rationale through which a sensory politics, such as the euphemistically titled
“Quality of Life” campaign, is enacted, but which has at its roots the goal
of maintaining economic and racial stratification. Manalansan’s primary
research in the field and his interviews with Asian Americans also unveil
the ambivalence created by these odorphobic discourses within immigrant
communities. Already struggling with the upheavals involved in relocating
to a new culture and environment, the smells of cooking create what the
author calls a “quotidian dilemma”: the aromas celebrate the sensorial
knowledge of one’s heritage and preserve cultural continuity, yet they also
mark one’s residence and body as distinctly “other” and thus vulnerable to
being targeted. Finding ways to accomplish the former without invoking
the consequences of the latter becomes a challenge requiring ingenuity and
constant self-monitoring.
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16 ODORPHOBIA

Alan Hyde's case study, “Offensive Bodies,” centers on a US court decision
to exclude a homeless man from a New Jersey public library’s premises
because of his odor. Hyde references the history of hygienic standards in
the US, showing how the normative understanding of “clean” is a shifting
and contingent one, rather than a convention that could be considered
universal. What the emphasis on cleanliness over time does reflect, though,
is the consistent policy of economic and social elites to subject the poor and
other minorities to processes of purification—a policy with moral as much as
physical implications. A tension, similar to the one Manalansan described,
exists between two conflicting interpretations about the odor of the other:
that either the smells pertaining to the body are conditional, in the sense
that individuals possess the ability and, indeed, obligation to remove them;
or that smells inherently adhere to the body, making them ineradicable, thus
“justifying” the removal of persons themselves. Both positions, however,
depend on the assumption that those in power are odorless or at least possess
pleasing or non-offensive odors. Using Julia Kristeva’s notion of the abject,
whereby what is considered polluting is expelled in order to confirm the
definition of one’s own identity, Hyde argues that the expulsion of odorous
others is the practice by which a political hegemony maintains its own self-
assured status.

The moral implications for smell are even more pronounced among the
Ilahita Arapesh of the East Sepik province of Papua New Guinea. Donald
Tuzin's chapter, “Base Notes,” discusses how smell is considered by the
Ilahita to be the distillation of an object’s (or person’s) innermost being,
and is a significant means by which communication, specifically of the
moral kind, takes place. Smells project beyond an individual’s body; at the
same time, individuals permanently accumulate the smells of others and
the environment. This is compounded by the fact that not all smells can be
avoided. One must inhale, so often there is no choice but to ingest odors
wafting in a person’s immediate vicinity—whether they be good, bad or
neutral. As the author remarks, the issue of morality usually entails some
aspect of voluntary choice, yet given the necessity of breathing, one’s moral
condition for the Ilahita is not necessarily within voluntary control. Smells
are thus a shared substance with mutually influential properties, necessitating
mindfulness on the part of villagers to be careful of contagion from the
ambiances encountered in everyday life. Alternately, odors can ensure useful
and beneficent connections, such as between farmers and their crops or
among marriage partners.

This section concludes with accounts of odorphobia generated specifically
and intentionally by a state military apparatus. Olfactory-triggered panic
attacks, the topic of investigation by Devon E. Hinton, Vuth Pich, Dara
Chhean and Mark H. Pollack, differ from the above moral and ideological
instances of odorphobia by being deliberate acts of intimidation and torture.
Many of the Cambodian refugees who lived through the tyranny of the
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Pol Pot regime and the terror it unleashed upon the country’s population
have been found by the authors to be afflicted with odor-induced panic
attacks that are combined with horrifying flashbacks, debilitating physical
symptoms and olfactory hypervigilance. The suffering is similar to the
symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder, but is compounded by traditional
smell-sensitive Cambodian beliefs, especially those about the poisonous
danger of smells and the anxiety stimulating potential of “wind attacks” to
cause nausea and stroke. Even when the survivors are separated by distance
and time from the original events, everyday smells such as cigarette smoke,
car exhaust, garbage, perfume and burning food can invoke the traumas once
experienced and lead to severe psychological and bodily effects. As much as
olfaction was employed as a torture device, became intrinsically associated
with the terrors of the Khmer Rouge and continues to incite torment in
survivors decades later, the authors also point out smell’s therapeutic value
in retraining patients’ odoriferous cognitions to alleviate fear and anguish.

Jim Drobnick
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Polish and Deodorize

Paving the City in Late Eighteenth-Century
France

Rodolphe el-Khoury

In Visible Environments
The unhealthy has the amorphous and the unnameable as its limits.

Jacques Guillerme

Two strikingly dissimilar images of les halles in the eighteenth century: a
“realist” depiction of the existing marketplace and a rendering of its projected
improvement in conformity with the latest principles of embellissement. The
contrast encapsulates the urbanist impulse of the late eighteenth century,
a systematic sanitization of urban space undertaken primarily through
aesthetic—visual—means. Evidently, this contrast is not limited to visual
discrepancies since the depiction of the two realities implies difference in
more than one sensory register. These differences though are translated and
conveyed in visual clues. While the bristling melanges of the existing market
can bring to mind the “olfactory vertigo” evoked in Patrick Siiskind’s (1986)
prose, the precisely delineated masses, the shiny surfaces and sharp edges of
the projected square have a distinctly odorless look.

It is precisely in this capacity for the image to colonize and absorb
nonvisual categories of experience that the urbanism of the eighteenth
century reconciles the formal preoccupations of the past with the functional
imperatives of rapidly growing cities. A long-standing tradition of town
planning thereby confronts and adapts to the new agents in the production of
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space in which historians have identified a new paradigm of urban theory and
practice. Urban historians have indeed spoken of a Copernican revolution
in the Enlightenment’s conception of the city. Beauty, once the governing
principle of urbanism, is claimed to have been overthrown by health, hygiene
and physiology—a constellation of operative concepts introduced by the
scientific discourse. As a demonstration of this historical break, the aesthetic
and fictional images of the baroque city are contrasted to the “functional”
and “real” urbanism of the eighteenth century; the preoccupation with
monumental vistas and axial composition is accordingly distinguished from
the new concern for the optimal flow of air and merchandise in smooth and
unobstructed street corridors.

Here is a characteristic rehearsal of the argument, quoted from a canonical
work on eighteenth-century Paris:

The old conception of the polis, inherited from the Renaissance and depicted
in the paintings of Piero della Francesca, insisted first and foremost on cities’
formal beauty; their monuments and their girdle of ramparts made them
a priori pleasing to the eye and exhilarating to the spirit. The new design,
however, which dates from the eighteenth century, somewhat neglects these
aesthetic vaticinations and takes its inspiration from medicine. (Ladurie
1980-85: 203)

In the positivist/functionalist scenario, the interventions that led to the
transformation of eighteenth-century Paris into the “capital of the nineteenth
century” were guided by factors that eluded the disciplinary range of
architecture. The term embellissement, which continued to describe the large-
scale effort in street alignment, would seem to have survived by the force of
habit. As an inertial vestige of a previous paradigm, it could not adequately
describe a new mode of spatial production that was driven primarily by
invisible forces. Recent studies have nevertheless demonstrated how these
forces are defined and exercised in articulate spatial configurations that
strive on visibility and are mediated by aesthetic criteria. Michel Foucault’s
analysis of the visual structure of the disciplinary apparatus is perhaps the
most familiar (Foucault 1977, 1980; Mashek 1993; Evans 1971, 1982); its
assimilation into architectural history has brought issues of power and
aesthetics into previously unsuspected proximities.

Attention has, moreover, been given to the “superficial” aspects of the
environment. Features that scholars have traditionally been trained to ignore
in their quest for fundamental causes behind trivial symptoms are now
recognized in their structural role. Mark Wigley’s speculation on the function
of white paint in modern architecture exemplifies this quasi-Nietzschean
sensitivity to the depths of the surface: “modern architecture,” he argues,
“is never more than a surface effect” (Wigley 1995: 240).
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Surface Effects

The cleanliness of our [linen] clothing and the quantities in which we own it
are worth more than all the baths in the world.

Claude Perrault, La Querelle des anciens et des modernes

In his history of hygiene, Georges Vigarello underscores the primacy of the
visual field in the construction of the concept of cleanliness; “only the visible
counts” (Vigarello 1985: 94). Since the Middle Ages and until the modern
practice of hygiene, cleanliness pertained mainly to the exposed areas or
the body. Etiquette and civility manuals, which codified the behavior of the
nobility in the medieval courts, insisted on the cleanliness of the face and
the hands, making no further prescription for other parts of the body.

However systematic, the norms of cleanliness were moral rather than
functional: cleanliness, or propreté, had more to do with “propriety” than
with health. The instructions on the toilette of the hands were thus stated
and adopted as a fixed code for the practice of “decency”:

Honorable child, wash your hands
when you rise and when you dine
and again at supper, all the time

(Glixelli, “Les Contenances de table,” fourteenth century,
qtd. in Vigarello 1985: 54)

This partial and social cleanliness is visual and immediately discernible.
Much like a vestimentary accessory, it has particular cultural and social
associations that are indicative of certain distinctions. The clues are strictly
visual because the visual sign “is without a doubt the most intuitive indication
here, the one which convinces most ‘naturally,” the one which can be
subjected to the most effortlessly formulated norms. Through it, the signs
of cleanliness are expressed and explained succinctly. The precepts seem
‘limpid.” One need only look” (Vigarello 1985: 241).

White linen played the prominent role in the exercise and display of
cleanliness. Its cleansing virtues had been promoted since the Middle Ages
but only in the sixteenth century did it acquire a public function, as the white
shirt began to emerge at the margins of the gown, spilling into the space of
appearance at the collar and the sleeves, to eventually develop an elaborate
rhetoric of display during the classical age. The overflowing shirt cascaded
and folded over the dress, steadily claiming more exposure, transposing,
metonymically, the hidden skin to the surface of the garment. The linen
that had touched the skin intimately became an objectification of the private
body and its whiteness an ostensible signifier of cleanliness.

Considering the visual and primarily accessory character of cleanliness,
it is not surprising to find little concern for olfactory experience in the
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premodern practice of propreté. The odor of the body that nowadays would
be considered the most evident index of cleanliness played a minor role in
the theater of propreté. More important was the use of perfume, which was
believed to have therapeutic effects as a counterodor, but also functioned
as a mask in the olfactory display of cleanliness. The importance accorded
to powders and fragrant sachets in the panoply of grooming accessories
further testifies to the “visuality” of smell: they were the material support but
also the visible traces of the evanescent perfume. Along with the oversized
collar and cascading sleeves, immaculate whites, and abundant lace, they
participated in the logic of the spectacle by constructing reality as an effect
of the surface.

At the end of the eighteenth century, the emerging discourse on hygiene
began to undermine the scenic code of cleanliness with Newtonian notions
of dynamic influences and invisible forces. The proper functioning of internal
organs—the new definition of health—eventually displaced the primacy of
external appearance and was thereafter associated with physical vigor and
dynamic stimulations of the body. Cold water was prescribed for tighter
and firmer fibers and cleaner skin for the vital respiration of the pores—an
evolution in health practices that Vigarello associates with the bourgeois
economy of “vigors” that had just displaced the aristocratic strategies of
appearance. But this shift to the internal functioning of the organ also
entailed new strategies of representation that persisted with the effort to
“visualize” the unseen, attempts to recover the hidden and the imperceptible
in superficial and tangible traces (Stafford 1993). The visual practice of
hygiene did not decline, as Vigarello would have it in his historical scenario;
it was re-adapted to new registers of experience and levels of abstraction.
The semiotics of the tanned skin testify to the recent realignments in the
visualization of health.

This process was perhaps most effective in the visualization of smell;
emphatically reasserted in the mid-eighteenth-century preoccupation
with miasmic threats, olfactory vigilance ultimately served to reorganize
the environment according to the dialectic of transparency and opacity
that shaped the aesthetic of cleanliness. Permeable and transparent urban
fabrics remedied the much maligned stagnation of the air while hard and
impregnable surfaces satisfied the demand for prophylactic revetments.

Prophylactic Revetments

O superb city! what disgusting horrors are hidden within your walls! But let
us not ask the reader’s gaze to linger any longer on the shocking outcomes of

a populous city.

Louis Sébastien Mercier, Tableau de Paris
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The visual logic of cleanliness is evidenced in the treatment of the architectural
surface, in floor pavements and wall coverings that exhibit a vestimentary
“visuality” in the exercise of their professed sanitary function. The eighteenth
century was very keen on the sanitary “coating” of the surface, especially
when the miasmic threat reached its peak in the 1770s. Stone, plaster and
even paint were among the most valued instruments of deodorization.
Barely containing some of the noxious effluvia behind their scaling film,
they brought temporary relief to the nose; their “superficial” effect on the
eye nevertheless proved to be far more lasting.

Paving figured prominently in the projects of embellissement. Only the
resonance of a multiplicity of circumstantial factors, of different agents
promoting the value and utility of the paving project, could account for the
urgency of its formulation and subsequent implementation. The practical
advantages of paving are evident, however: it facilitated the rapidly increasing
traffic of carriages, protected pedestrians from the dust and mud of the
street, and could be washed easily by running water. The trend favored large
granite flagstone rather than the conventional cobble as the material of
choice. The paving stone was valued mostly for its sealing capacity: paving
was held to constitute a hermetic surface that would contain the deadly
“telluric emanation” below ground and thus safeguard the air of the city
from miasmic contamination.

The anxiety caused by the telluric emanation has an enduring history in
the French cultural imaginary. So engrained was the belief in the subterranean
threats that the Abbé Dubos considered it a principal determining factor
in his cultural geography. In his chapter titled “That the difference that
fills the air of different countries can only be attributed to the nature of
the emanations that issue forth from the earth and that are different in
differing regions,” he details how the vapors released from the fermenting
substrata of the earth can have a drastic influence on the character of a given
culture. Favorable conditions consist of an extended period of diminished
telluric emanations while adverse climates are a consequence of increased
subterranean activities. Genius is not possible in a land that is permeable to
the gaseous influences of the telluric depth. Within the same land, different
generations are furthermore conditioned by more or less favorable rates of
earthly exhalations. The threatening vapors are held to emanate from a
lower stratum that is composed of “minerals and clayey earth whose sap
nourishes the exterior soil” (Dubos 1770: 318). “Prudent Nature” has taken
the precaution to cover this dangerously fertile layer with a prophylactic
crust of rubble, stone and sand. The trouble arises when the seal is broken
by human intervention (building and agriculture) or natural catastrophes
(earthquakes and volcanic eruptions):

One lays open several locations of this rich and teeming envelope and exposes
them to the instant action of air and sun, whereupon such unobstructed
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contact triggers the release of molecules in too great a quantity ... Thus the
air of the region is corrupted. (Dubos 1770: 318-19)

One cannot help take notice of the sexual overtones in Dubos’s language,
an indication that such irrational anxieties might have an origin in the
depths of a collective unconscious (see Bachelard 1949). But psychoanalysis
is not necessary here to diagnose the hysterical mistrust for the feminine
subterranean and its “morbific vapors”—old anxieties that were intensified in
the eighteenth century due to the mining industry and its recent excursions
into previously unknown subterranean depths. Scientific and medical reports
were indeed filled with references to the miner’s battle with noxious vapors
of all kinds. Repeatedly mentioned among the perils of the quarries: a deadly
gas “exhaled by marble, tufa and certain stones, and which obviously attacks
the nostrils and the brain” (qtd in Corbin 1986: 23).

Not only did the mysterious earth concoct the much dreaded “emanations,”
its porous depths were also suspected of retaining the excremental waste
incessantly infiltrating the soil through cracks in the cesspools, only to
resurface eventually with more concentrated venom:

The cesspools, often poor structures, allow the foul matter to seep into
neighboring wells. This has not kept bakers, whose custom it is to use well
water, from abstaining from doing so, and the most basic of staples is perforce
impregnated by noxious and malevolent elements. (Mercier [1782] 1994:
116)

In the Parisian imaginary, the subterranean soil amounted to a gigantic
reservoir where the remains and waste of past generations precipitated into
a horrific brew. Under the street thus lay the excremental past of the city,
ready to burst forth again at any opportunity: a fissure in the ground, the
digging of a well, an excavation for a building’s foundation.

More so than mining, archaeology cultivated the anxiety of terrestrial
depths. The excavation of layers of accumulated debris from past civilizations
made a tangible display of the excremental history of the earth. While
whole cities were excavated under the ashes at Pompeii and Herculaneum,
fantasies about a subterranean Paris were cultivated at the same pace; images
of a Swiss cheese-like underground, labyrinthine catacombs and galleries
bristling with hideous miasma and threatening to cave in at any moment
from under the overcrowded mass of the decaying city. Along with the terror
of depths bursting onto the surface, thus flourished a more apocalyptic
fantasy, that of the surface collapsing into an abysmal earth. This scenario
betrays a quasi-ecological hostility to the artifice of architecture, as evidenced
in Louis Sébastien Mercier’s alarm at the incessant displacement of lapidary
mass from natural and stable sources below to contrived and precarious
accumulations above:
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All that can be seen on the surface has essentially been pulled from the
ground that serves as the city’s foundation. Therein lies the reason for the
terrifying chasms that open up beneath houses in many city neighborhoods.
Houses nest on the abyss, and a not too considerable tremor will reclaim
these stones for the very places from which they were so laboriously lifted.
(Mercier [1782] 1994: 36)

The widespread preoccupation with paving is a manifestation of such anxieties.
This is particularly evident in the adamant promotion of flagstone that was
imported from England, at great cost, to systematically replace cobblestone.
Also telling are the extreme instances where quasi-irrational arguments, such
as recommendations for the paving of entire villages, including interiors,
were urgently discussed at the academies. They consistently focused on the
increasing permeability of the ground surface supposedly aggravated by the
sedimentation of waste below as well as its accumulation on the streets and
dumping sites above: intensifying osmotic pressures disrupting the natural
crust that had previously protected the air from the mephitic emanations
of the earth.

Yet the deodorizing properties of the paving stones are negligible next to
their visual effectiveness in transforming the urban environment. In fact,
little was achieved by way of paving in the fight against the foul Parisian
smells. Urban odors seem to have lingered and intensified well into the
nineteenth century. The worst ever were supposedly reported in the summer
of 1880. Chlorine-based chemical compounds and an extensive sewage
system were far more efficient in the deodorizing process than the stone
surface that was meant to hermetically seal the miasmic vapors within their
terrestrial reservoir.

The pavement could only fail in this impossible task but its virtues were
never doubted, mainly because it was very effective in providing solutions
to many other practical problems (see Mercier [1782] 1994: 1202). The
sidewalk, an innovation imported from England, was one of its most
celebrated applications. The first to be executed was in 1782 on the Rue du
Théatre Frangois, and it was met with much enthusiasm by the bourgeoisie,
for whom issues of pedestrian comfort had become evermore urgent. The
revolted bourgeois, struggling to avoid the degrading filth of the street was
an emblematic cliche, often invoked in protests against the inefficiency of
government:

Little could amuse the passing foreigner more than the sight of a Parisian
bounding and leaping across muddied streams in a three-cornered wig, white
stockings and a coat festooned with garlands, speeding on tiptoe down sorry
streets while roof gutters empty their gullets on taffeta parasols ... Mud in
mounds and slime-glazed pavements and grease-laden axles and pitfall after
pitfall to sidestep! He hurtles on nonetheless. At every street corner he stops
and motions a crud-cleanser. (Mercier [1782] 1994: 110)
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The décrotteur in question is the object of one of the Tableau de Paris’s most
memorable characterizations (Mercier [1782] 1994: 1255-9). A polyvalent
invention of the eighteenth century, his primary function was to assist the
bourgeois with brushes and waxes, in the desperate attempt to maintain a

proper appearance:

A handy crud-cleanser awaits you at even street corner, an imperious brush
darting from his dexterous hand. Only his tidying and grooming could make
you fit to enter the houses of gentlemen and take your place amongst the
ladies. A threadbare coat, coarse linens, cheap materials—all these can be
overlooked, but no one, not even a poet, can come to the door ridden with
crud. (Mercier [1782] 1994: 1255)

Other roles reserved to the décrotteur included stunt acts at the theater,
in which they incarnated gods and monsters, suspended with cables from
the machinery of spectacle. Furthermore, since they were readily available
in great number, whole crowds of them were invited to visit new theaters
on the boulevard so as to test their structural soundness before their
official inauguration. In the exercise of all these different functions they
consistently served as accessories of spectacle: they maintained the linen’s
whiteness, which was de rigueur in public appearance, and insured the proper
functioning of the theatrical apparatus. In this context, Mercier’s reference
to the decorator and the painter, the other experts of stenography and
representation, is all the more pertinent: “No apprenticeship for decorators
... they take tip the brush and proclaim like the famous painter: and |, I also
decrud” (Mercier [1782] 1994: 1256-7). “Why couldn’t we have sidewalks
like in London” is Mercier’s reaction to the sight of the filthy street and the
busy décrotteur. But his remark is little inspired by issues of health and safety;
even less critical is the ease and efficiency of pedestrian circulation that a
paved surface would most evidently favor. Rather, the capacity to shield from
spattering mud is the sidewalk’s most appreciated virtue. The sidewalk thus
reproduces the role of the décrotteur: it serves to maintain the whiteness that
is required of linen, to achieve an image of propreté according to the code
of appearance.

Paving was no less visually minded in its other applications. This is
particularly evident when its logic is extended to the treatment of the
vertical surface, a site that has traditionally been more favored by aesthetic
considerations. Paving's prophylactic potential also implicated the wall
because telluric emanations were believed to permeate entire structures,
infiltrating their most elevated section through the capillary action of the
walls. This suspicion conceives of the wall, the vertical extrusion of the
buried foundations, as an artificial extension of the earth. The notion is
particularly plausible in the cases of stone and brick architecture, instances
where the geological origin of the building material facilitates the conflation

Google



26 ODORPHOBIA

of the natural and the artificial. The paving imperatives thus extended to
the walls: they had to be sealed at the surface. Otherwise, the mephitic sap
that their porous sections incessantly drew through the foundation would
be released into the atmosphere. In light of such threats, a crack in wall
revetment would have caused much alarm; it was not merely a symptom of
structural fatigue but also a breach in the seal that kept the telluric influence
hermetically locked behind the surface.

Much like the soil that held the excremental history of the city, walls were
known to absorb and retain the noxious vapors of the surrounding air. The
persistence of this miasmic impregnation was noted by many “observers”
who recognized a lingering odor emanating from surrounding walls years
after its actual source had been removed from the space. The revetment was
thus needed to shield the permeable wall from external influences as much
as to contain the ascending ramifications of the miasmic earth. Mathieu
Géraud argued that the thick wall tapestries of medieval interiors were better
suited to this double task than modern wall papers and fabrics, which he
considered far too flimsy and dangerously permeable (Géraud 1786: 34).
Others promoted the virtues of wall tiles; the glazed kind were preferred, no
doubt because their shiny surface is a visual demonstration of impregnability
(see Howard 1994). Visual categories can accordingly account for the success
of varnish in the armored protection against miasmic infiltration. Varnishes
were recommended and applied to all kinds of surfaces, including clothing.
Their effectiveness was convincingly displaced in their reflective properties:
the shiny and slippery aspect they gave to the surface sufficed to guarantee its
salubrity. This is largely because reflective surfaces are characteristic of hard
and therefore impervious materials; by association, a soft but shiny taffeta
can evoke the impregnability of glass, metal or polished stone. Still more
effective is the visual allusion to a mineral realm, to inert substances that are
not subject to the inevitable processes of organic putrefaction.

The reflective surface is one of the most “obvious” sites of overlap
between the olfactory and the visual—instances where odors and images are
confounded in the convergence of their semantic fields. Varnishes and glazed
tiles could here translate an olfactory condition into a visual experience: to
be shiny is to be odorless. This transposition has yet to lose its potency in
the rhetoric of hygiene; the myriad of household products still devoted to
the maintenance of the shiny/odorless surface testify to the longevity of
miasmic mythology in the collective imaginary.

Equally lasting and far more critical in its architectural implications is the
white wall. Plaster and whitewash had been available as wall finishes for quite
a while but the medical reports of the late eighteenth century boosted their
popularity to unprecedented highs. The potency of plaster as an antimephitic
agent was demonstrated in the sulfurous gases it released while it was still
fresh on the wall. The belief was that miasma could be effectively neutralized
with counterodors such as aromatics because their characteristic volatility
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is supposedly antithetical to the earthbound density of organic miasma.
Aromatic scents and sulfurous gases not only served to mask unpleasant odors
but were accordingly held to constitute active antidotes to their mephitic
counterparts. Hence the importance of perfumes, fumigations and incense
burning in the fight against disease.

The antiseptic emanations of fresh plaster, however, were so potent that
they constituted a health hazard in themselves for a few months after the
coating of a wall. Newly plastered interiors were thus left vacant until the
sulfurous gases dissipated. Mercier described an urban tradition known as
essuyer les plutres [“wiping down the plasters”], whereby new structures were
momentarily left at the disposal of the filles publiques until they could be
safely occupied by the bourgeois (Mercier [1782] 1994: 923).

The sulfurous “counterodor” could indeed neutralize the mephitic
exhalations of a decaying wall but the effect was only momentary and
actually due to the sterilizing contact with the active chemical agents in
the whitewash. If the white wall gradually gained a universal appeal, it is
primarily because of its visual properties or, more precisely, by virtue of its
capacity to translate the olfactory condition of odorlessness into an image.
The rhetorical power of the white surface in demonstrating and insuring
cleanliness can hardly be overestimated. White paint became a staple of
modern architecture and its persistent efficacy in the space of the museum
testifies to the complexity of its genealogy (Wigley 1996): not only did it
once represent olfactory silence, it has also come to visualize the absence
of visual stimuli.

Note

All translations from the French are by Nadia Benabid and the author unless
otherwise noted.
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2
The Sociology of Odors

Gale Largey and Rod Watson

Universally, human animals are simultaneously emitting and perceiving
odors. Ethologists, psychoanalysts, and biologists have seriously studied
the phenomenon. Yet, with the exception of Georg Simmel (1908: 646-60),
sociologists have either ignored odors or regarded them as an insignificant
dimension of human interaction—a curious fact for the sociology of
knowledge.

The sociological approach to odors might ask: What effects do differences
in culture and life style have upon the perception and generation of odors?
What social meanings are attributed to such perceived and generated odors?
What social functions do such meanings fulfill? More specifically: Why are
African Americans and lower-class persons often stereotyped as being “foul
smelling”? To what extent are alleged malodors used as grounds for avoiding
interaction? What is the social significance of the fart taboo? What are the
dynamics of odor manipulation? Why, for instance, do people perfume? And
does the use of incense during religious services have a sociological relevance?
In this essay, we will attempt to examine these questions and point out that
odors, though long neglected by sociologists, do indeed have a significant
bearing upon human interaction.

Odors and Moral Status

Much of the moral symbolism relevant to interaction is expressed in terms of
olfactory imagery. An untrustworthy person may be described as a “stinker,”
a “stinkoe,” or a “stinkpot.” In contrast, a holy or ritually pure person may
be metaphorically described as emitting the “odor of sanctity” (see Wright
1967: 23-4). At the same time, groups may be termed “smelly and slovenly”
or, on the other hand, “clean and orderly.” In any case, particular odors,
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whether real or alleged, are sometimes used as indicants of the moral purity
of particular individuals and groups within the social order, the consequences
of which are indeed real.

For example, E. T. Hall (1969: 119) has observed that when intermediaries
arrange an Arab marriage they often take great care to smell the woman, and
will reject her if she “does not smell nice.” In the same vein, Havelock Ellis
(1928, IV: 64) cites a variety of situations where priests claim they are able to
perceive whether a woman is a virgin by her odor. And, likewise, Pearl Buck
(1946: 159) describes the association of odors with purity in Asian cultures. In
Pavilion of Women she portrays the Chinese reaction to Westerners: they are
“rank from the bone because of the coarseness of their flesh, the profuseness
of their sweat, and the thickness of their woolly hair.” And later she depicts
Madame Wu assessing the character of one of her girls, Rulan:

“Open your mouth” ... from it came a sweet, fresh breath ... she noted that
all of the girl’s skirts and inner garments were scented. She lifted the girl’s
hands and smelled the palms. They were scented, and her hair was scented,
and from the body came a delicate scent. “You will do well, my child”
Madame Wu said kindly. (Buck 1946: 262)

Historians inform us that during the Middle Ages perfumers were suspected
of “moral laxity,” and it is pointed out that “although it hardly mattered to
them they were held ineligible for service as kings” (Baron 1957, III: 248).
Also, it was commonly believed that “sorcerers and heretics could be detected
by their foul and fetid odor” (see Summers 1956: 44); and it was widely held
that deeply religious persons could generally ascertain the specific virtues
and vices of those they met by the odor that was emanated. A particular vice
at the time was being a Jew, and Jews were noted for emitting an unusually
foul odor which was believed to miraculously disappear upon conversion and
baptism into the Christian faith (Golding 1938: 59; Klineberg 1935: 130).
Apart from illustrating the moral relevance of odors, the belief is interesting
in that it drew much of its meaning from an additional belief that at Passover
Jews would themselves sacrifice criminally obtained Christian children
(in parody of the Passion of Jesus) and consume the blood in order to rid
themselves of their fetid odor—an act intrinsic to only a fiendish faith, that
is, an immoral group (see Hecker 1859: 38, 70-4).

Anthropologists have also afforded some fascinating examples of the
association of odors with “purity” in the moral order. For instance, Reynolds
(1963: 126) reports the activities of a diviner within the Nguni tribe: “Where
he seeks out cannibals and necrographers he does so with his nose for they
have the smell of flesh on their fingers ... the diviners frequently sniff
vigorously when in the company of other people.” Similarly, the nose-kissing
practices of the Inuit and many other so-called primitive groups is usually
associated with the mutual expression and assessment of character.
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In modern societies there are many comparable examples. For instance,
many males of the labor class associate the odor of cologne on a male
with effeminacy—“he smells pretty.” Consequently, it would be rare to
find a steelworker who dabbed himself with cologne before going off to
work. By the same token, a white-collar worker may be heard expressing a
repugnance toward those who emit a “stinky sweat” or those who “smell
like a farmer”—dirty and unclean. And his before-work ritual is more likely
to include odorizing himself with cologne.

There are also echoes of the Middle Ages: “she smells like a whore,” the
implication being that a heavily perfumed woman is likely to be promiscuous.
At the same time, advertisers are continuing to create a social consciousness
that “bad breath,” “ugly perspiration” or the “feminine odor” are signs of a
contaminating character, a woman who rudely affronts others.

The linkage between one’s olfactory identity and one’s moral state is
referred to in the so-called scientific, as well as the fictional, accounts of
human life. For example, the British social psychologist Ronald Goldman
(1969: 95), in writing of a youth club, strikingly describes a “problem
member”: “In personal terms. .. Tim was always smelly and dirty, and many
teachers reported the obnoxious nature of the smell that came from him
during school hours. Very few people who dealt with him could dissent from
the judgment that he was sly, vicious and totally unreliable.” In this case,
Tim, the individual, stank physically and therefore morally.

Likewise, many alleged odors of groups are related with stereotyped notions
about their moral laxity. For example, Pakistanis in Britain are described by
a London dockworker in the following way: “They seem passive and weak.
They smell, don’t they?” (Time, May 20, 1970: 38). Similarly, an American
white may be heard to speak of the “stench of niggers,” suggesting that it
arises necessarily from their failure to bathe and to follow “decent human
standards,” and because they “live like pigs” (see Faulkner 1948; Dollard
1957; Brink and Harris 1969: 138—40).

Finally, there is the “fart taboo,” that is, the rule of etiquette which restricts
flatus. It is so widely agreed upon that formal etiquette books do not even
discuss it, and certainly anyone who “lets go a fart” in public is usually
considered somewhat crass and undisciplined.

Curiously, social scientists have not touched upon the taboo, but its
significance in human interaction is often vividly portrayed in novels. For
example, in The Catcher in the Rye, ].D. Salinger describes a situation: “All of
a sudden this guy sitting in front of me, Edgar Marsalla, laid this terrific fart.
[t was a very crude thing to do in chapel and all” (Salinger 1951: 48). Again,
in The Sotweed Factor, John Barth describes the indignation that such a fart
may evoke: “But this was a hard matter, inasmuch as for everrie cheerie wave
of the hand I signalled them, some souldier of Gentleman in my companie
must needs let goe a fart, which the Salvages did take as an affront, and threwe
more arrows” (Barth 1967: 371). One might also note that the stigmatization
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of an individual for so “letting go” often involves an attempt by the “crass
one” to convince others that it was someone else.

In short, odors, whether real or alleged, are often used as a basis for con-
ferring a moral identity upon an individual or a group. And certainly such
moral imputations bear upon the processes of human interaction. Let us next
consider olfactory boundaries and the patterns of avoidance and attraction
as they are generated through olfactory definitions of individuals, groups
and settings.

Odor-avoidance and Odor-attraction

A skunk is a symbol of avoidance, whereas a rose is a symbol of attraction.
Upon encountering a skunk most persons carefully maintain distance and
warn others nearby of potential contamination. On the other hand, if one
smells a rose one is attracted toward it, and invites others to smell it and
admire its aroma.

Avoiding the Skunk

From the sociological standpoint, the “skunk” we avoid may be an individual,
a group, or even a setting, that is, a physical environment. If we encounter
an individual “skunk” (e.g. a person with “bad breath”), it is commonly
accepted that we may step back from the person so as to prevent further
violation of our sense of smell. Usually, we mentally label such a person, and
we may extend our discreditation by informing others that the person has a
“problem.” Strangely enough, these persons are seldom directly confronted
about their “problem” because of the embarrassment it would cause the
dishonored self to embarrass the dishonoring one. Nonetheless, it is quite
clear that if sensorial involvement were disrupted repeatedly, then social
involvement would become sharply jeopardized—particularly in modern
societies in which, there appears to be a growing consciousness of odors.

The “skunky group” has more sociologically interesting aspects. As
indicated previously, stereotypes and the dynamics of prejudice often derive
from alleged, as well as real, odors given off by particular groups. Indeed,
odors are often referred to as the insurmountable barrier to close interracial
and/or interclass interaction, and they are repeatedly referred to in order to
account for avoidance patterns and segregated ecological niches. In Poland,
for instance, anti-Semitism is often expressed in terms of the odor of garlic.
The novelist Prus presents a graphic example of this association in his work
Lalka (“The Puppet”):

The new assistant set to work immediately, and half an hour later Mr.
Lisiecki murmured to Mr. Klein: “What the hell is it that smells of garlic?”
And a quarter of an hour later, he added: “To think that the Jewish rabble
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are pushing toward the Cracow suburb! Can’t the damned nasty Jews stick
to Nalewki or St. George street?” Schlangbaum kept quiet but his red eyes
trembled! (Prus 1969: 68)

Like the hostile stereotypes of the Jews, racial prejudices, too, seek cred-
ence by reference to the malodor of the minority group. In fact, both
Dollard (1957: 381) and Klineberg (1935: 29) have pointed out that alleged
malodor is a crucial component in the white racist’s conception of African
Americans—so much so, Dollard suggests, that a hypersensitivity to or
fastidiousness about body odors may become evident.

Class prejudices are equally supported by imputations that those of the
lower class are “foul smelling” and must be avoided if one is sensitive to such
odors. As Simmel observed:

[N]o sight of the proletarian’s misery, much less the most realistic account
of it, will overwhelm us so sensuously and directly ... that we can smell the
atmosphere of somebody is the most intimate perception of him ... and it is
obvious that with the increasing sensitiveness toward impression of smelling
in general, there may occur a selection and a taking of distance, which forms,
to a certain degree, one of the sentient bases for the sociological [sic] reserve
of the modemn individual. (Simmel 1908: 658)

It might also be added to Simmel’s statement that given (a) the extremely
subjective nature of olfactory perception, (b) the simultaneous process
of social interpretation of these perceptions, and (c) socially generated
and maintained stereotypes influencing (a) and (b), the allegation of the
malodor of a group member can be imputed a priori rather than “accurately”
perceived, and the interpretation of the meaning of the odor may not reflect
the condition or the customs of either individuals or their group. Hence,
social distance may be maintained by conventionally imputed, rather than
“actually perceived,” impressions of malodor. An example of this is contained
in a pamphlet that urged white parents to keep their children away from
youth camps allegedly dedicated to miscegenation: “How would you like it
if an exquisitely-formed white child was no longer white? ... Its sensitive
mind no longer sensitive but apelike? Its beautiful body no longer beautiful
but black and evil-smelling?” (National Renaissance Bulletin 1963).

Finally, there are the urban-rural stereotypes. In Western societies urbanites
may be heard identifying farmers with manure or “earthy—dirty” work,
while the farmer may label the urbanite as “artificial-smelling,” perfumed,
or factory-smelling.

A poignant description of similar urban-rural antagonisms in Chinese
society is offered by Pearl Buck:

Wang Lung and his wife and children were like foreigners in this southern
city ... where Wang Lung'1 fields spread out in leisurely harvest twice a year
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[

of wheat and rice and a bit of corn and beans and garlic, here in the small
cultivations about the city men urged their land with stinking fertilizing of
human wastes ...

In Wang Lung’s country a man, if he had a roll of good wheat bread and
a sprig of garlic in it, had a good meal and needed no more. But here the
people dabbed with pork balls and bamboo sprouts and chestnuts stewed
with chicken and goose giblets and this and that of vegetables, and when
an honest man came by smelling of yesterday’s garlic, they lifted their noses
and cried out, “Now here is a reeking, pig-tailed northerner.” The smell of
the garlic would make the very shopkeepers in the cloth shops raise the price
of blue cotton cloth as they might raise the price for a foreigner. (Buck 1931:
110-11)

As with individuals and groups, we are also prone to identify certain
settings or physical environments in terms of real, as well as alleged, odors;
and, we thereby seek to avoid them. Consider, for example, the avoidance
feelings and patterns generated by the odor of a dental surgery, an unkempt
greasy-smelling restaurant, or a smoke-filled tavern. Note the tendency
to associate mental hospitals and wards for the elderly with the odor of
urine (see Henry 1966: 406-8). Likewise, it may be observed that land use
and development may be impaired in communities where the odors of a
cannery, glue factory, brewery, tannery or paper mill dominate the setting.
Too often in their concern with the political and economic institutions of
a community, social scientists overlook its sensorial aspects—whether they
be visual, auditory or olfactory.

Smelling Like a Rose

While “skunks” are to be avoided, “roses” suggest intimacy; and the individual
who emits attractive odors relates effectively on at least one sensorial level.
This fact is evidenced by the importance placed on odorizing and deodorizing
rituals, as well as such practices as sending flowers or scented letters to one’s
lover.

Smelling, however, is not restricted to individual “roses.” We also like
bouquets. In other words, there are grounds for hypothesizing that group
intimacy or alignments are at least partially established or recognized
through olfactory stimuli. As pointed out by Herbert Spencer (1896, II:
15-16), the practices of nose-Kissing and sniffing among the Inuit, Samoans
and Philippine Islanders are not simply salutary gestures. More important,
they are means of group identification and cohesion. And, quite possibly,
those very odors that serve as indicants for avoidances by out-groups
simultaneously generate a we-feeling in the in-group. In this regard, one
may hypothesize that the odor of garlic, which constitutes a component of
the anti-Pakistani complex among the British, may nonetheless contribute
to an in-group identification among the Pakistanis themselves.
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Finally, there is the “rose garden” that is, the odor setting that attracts
and facilitates interaction. While we tend to have avoidance feelings toward
urine-smelling asylums, we are drawn to pine-scented parks; while we are
disgusted by canneries, we are enticed by bakeries; while we find cesspools
and polluted streams repugnant, we delight at beaches permeated by the
smell of salt and sand. In short, an odor is often a crucial component in the
definition of, and orientation to, an environment and is instrumental in
generating appropriate activity. While odor settings may be taken for granted
in an unreflective manner, they are nonetheless cues to particular modes of
involvement within the setting.

Impression Management Through Odors

Since odors do indeed bear social meaning, it is not surprising that various
practices have developed by which olfactory identity and odor settings may
be manipulated. Cross-culturally and historically one may observe efforts
by actors to insure that they “give off” a creditable odor. Likewise, there are
numerous examples of efforts to create a desirable odor setting. To establish
and maintain a socially accepted olfactory identity, actors engage in two basic
practices: deodorizing and odorizing. The first practice usually entails the
removal of socially discreditable odors through such activities as washing,
gargling and cleansing of teeth. There is usually a particular concern about the
removal of perspiration. Odorizing, on the other hand, involves presentation
of self with accreditable odors through the “art” of perfuming. The existent
rationales for deodorizing include “health” and “cleanliness” while those
for odorizing include “being fresh and pleasing to others.” Through the use
of deodorants and odorants an actor may anticipate his or her identifying
label to be that of a “good, clean, and decent person” rather than a “stinker”
or a “stinkpot.” Through these practices an actor attempts to avoid moral
stigrmatization and present an olfactory identity that will be in accord with
social expectations, in turn, gaining moral accreditation: one who smells
good is good.

One’s olfactory identity is particularly associated with racial, class and
sexual identification; and, as noted earlier, perfuming is closely related to
the presentation and manipulation of those identifications. It has already
been observed that racial minority groups are often stigmatized in terms of
odors, and, as Dollard (1957: 380) pointed out, the allegation that a minority
group is “foul-smelling is an extremely serviceable way of fixing on him
an undesirable lower-caste mark and by inference justifying superiority
behavior.” Likewise, Myrdal (1944, I: 107) noted that “the belief in a peculiar
“hircine odor” of Negroes, like similar beliefs concerning other races, touches
a personal sphere and is used to justify denial of social intercourse and the use
of public conveniences which would imply close contact, such as restaurants,
theaters and pubhc conveyances.”
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Dollard (1957: 381) found that in order to cope with their stigmatization
African Americans engage in a widespread use of perfume: “Perfume is an
effort to avoid the odor-stigma of being ill-smelling which Negroes know to
be one of the beliefs of white people about them.” Unfortunately it might
well be that the perfuming is seldom effective in the avoidance of the stigma.
Instead, it may reinforce the white racist’s belief that African Americans stink:
if they didn’t stink, they wouldn't have to cover themselves with perfume.

Like racial identity, class identity is often imputed in terms of odors. On the
basis of reactions to forty-three different odors, Brill (1932: 40) reported that
respondents “disliked most” the odor of perspiration; and he concluded that
“this was not only because of its very sour smell, but, because it was associated
with people of the lower class.” Likewise, novelists and literary critics have
noted that the odor of perspiration denotes lower class or status.

In a perceptive observation about Western society in the early twentieth
century, Somerset Maugham asserted: “The matutinal tub divides the classes
more effectively than birth, wealth or education ... the cesspool is more
necessary to democracy than parliamentary institutions. The invention
of sanitary conveniences has destroyed the sense of equality in men. It
is responsible for class hatred much more than the monopoly of capital”
(Maugham 1930: 140). In addition, Maugham thought it was significant that
“writers who have risen from the ranks of labor are apt to make the morning
tub a symbol of class prejudice” (see Brill 1932: 41-2).

The observation of Maugham may have been grossly exaggerated; none-
theless, deodorizing—odorizing practices to avoid being “foul-smelling” and
thus being associated with the lower class remain widespread. And, as with
racial minority groups, it appears that the lower class often utilizes a great
deal of perfume to avoid stigmatization—so much so that the lower class
is sometimes described as being “scent smothered” or “daubed in cheap
perfume,” “cheap” being a term used to imply lower class.

At the same time, the middle and upper classes attempt to support their
status position by the appropriate use of “expensive perfumes,” perfumes that
symbolize high status. These perfumes are known through their advertise-
ments in middle- and upper-class magazines: Féte, “a really distinguished,
sophisticated, classic perfume”; Amalie, “expensive”; and Joy, “the costliest
perfume in the world.” Often, too, these advertisements are associated with
an aristocratic tradition, suggesting for instance, that Cleopatra or Queen
Elizabeth used the perfume, and thereby appealing to a potential consumer’s
concern with class identity or status.

In short, one may observe that actors manipulate their olfactory identity
to establish and/or to maintain their class identity. Often, too, they attempt
to follow class rules set forth by etiquette books regarding the amount and
type of perfume worn by those of the “proper class.”

Historically, perfuming has also been associated with the enhancement of
one’s sexual attractiveness; and the belief that perfumes are erotic stimulants
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persists in most societies. For example, Beach (1965: 183-4) has described
a Southwest Pacific society where there is an aphrodisiac based upon the
similarity of vaginal odor to that of fish: “Men use a red ground cherry
attached to the leader of a trolling line to attract fish. After having caught
a fish in this way the ground cherry is believed to have the power to attract
women in the same way as it attracted fish. Their vaginas, like elusive fish,
will be attracted to the possessor of the ground cherry.” Beach continues:
“Other odors are also thought to be seductive. Most potent of these is a very
musky aromatic leaf worn only by men when they dance and another is the
somewhat astringent odor of coconut oil mixed with turmeric. Women rub
this mixture in their hair.”

In modern Western societies, the perfuming practices are quite similar.
Perfumes themselves are widely used by both men and women, and odorants
are usually added to toothpastes, shaving lotions, hand lotions and soaps, as
well as hair oils (see Aikman 1951). Moreover, if advertising appeals indicate
the legitimating motives for their use, then odorants are worn very often to
enhance sexual identification. Consider the following advertisements of men'’s
colognes: Old Spice, “Starts the kind of fire a man can’t put out”; Kent of London,
“It can’t talk but women get the message”; Pub, “Uncorks the lusty life”; By
George, “She won't? By George, she willl”; 007, “007 gives any man license to kill
... women.” These types of advertisements are very often featured with nude or
“sexually suggestive” women. They appeal to male desires to manipulate their
olfactory identity so that it is sexually attractive.

Though less direct in approach, many advertisements for women’s per-
fumes express a similar message: Emeraude, “Want him to be more of a man?
Try being more of a woman”; Tabu, “The forbidden fragrance”; Intimate,
“What makes a shy girl intimate?”; Chanel No. 5, “The spell of Chanel”; L'Air
du Temps, “To summon a man, push this button”; Maja, “Maja is Woman.
Genteel, earthy, provocative, poignant. The very mystique of a women”;
Ambush, “Wait for him in Ambush.”

The extent to which a motive offered in an advertisement serves as a
legitimating rationale for the use of a particular perfume needs further study;
nonetheless, it can be hypothesized that a relationship does indeed exist. It
is suggested that often the manipulation of an olfactory identity is related
to a sexual identity.

Social actors realize, too, that the context within which they act sometimes
influences behavioral patterns. They know that an odor often defines a setting.
Thus, like olfactory identity, odor settings are subjected to manipulation.
As previously mentioned, the odor of whole communities is sometimes
described as “stinky”; and the label may be detrimental to the image and
development of the community. It is therefore understandable that efforts
have been made to control or alter the odor of communities.

In 1969, Washington DC adopted an air pollution code which outlawed
odors injurious to the public weifare, the definition of welfare including
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reasonable enjoyment of life and property. To enforce the case the city
acquired a scentometer, a scientific device for calibrating “stink” (reported
in Time, October 19, 1970: 12). Other communities have adopted similar
procedures, particularly to force industries and sewage treatment plants to
deodorize. Each time the essential argument was: “Getting rid of the odor
will stimulate a growth of the community through a more pleasant and
healthy environment.”

While communities are often concerned with deodorizing a setting to
create a more aesthetic environment, other efforts have been made to odorize
settings. For example, odorants were applied extensively in the Roman
Colosseum during gladiatorial games, the intent being to create a communal
or we-group feeling (McKenzie 1930: 56). Likewise, the Chicago White
Sox baseball organization has attempted to spray the scent of hot buttered
popcorn in its stadium because that “makes people feel good”; and at the
1964-65 New York World’s Fair, the India exhibition was presented with the
manufactured scent of curry and cows (Hamilton 1966: 84).

The use of incense is another example of the management of an odor
setting. Religious groups have traditionally used incense to create an “odor
of sanctity,” an atmosphere of “sacredness” among the followers. It is
burned so that the group may share a common experience. As followers
introject “particles of the odor” within themselves, they are believed to
more nearly achieve unity with others. Boulogne (1953: 95) has noted that
the use of incense “provides for the senses a symbolic representation of the
invisible action (communion) that is taking place” (see also Frazer 1951,
I: 379-84). In the Durkheimian sense, the use of incense generates a truly
social phenomenon.

The deodorizing and/or odorizing of other settings such as theaters,
supermarkets, homes and rooms might also be considered. Again, each setting
has a socially expected or desirable odor. Thus we find widespread use of
aerosols, for example, the seasonal application of pine and spruce scents in
homes to convey “the spirit of Christmas.” As Hark (1952: 152) describes
Christmas eve: “Throughout the room, intangible but definite, the faint
perfume of spruce and moss and beeswax hovered like a benediction.”

Finally, odors are sometimes used to control, rather than please, a group
within a setting. The use of tear gas to disperse a crowd is one such example—
though at the same time it creates a common or shared experience by which
a we-feeling may be generated within a group, thus only reinforcing the
crowd’s further unity: “Did you get gassed by the cops?”

Conclusion

While much of this paper has of necessity been truncated and impressionistic
we feel that it nevertheless points to a need for the study of a much-neglected
field of sociological analysis. Simmel (1908) and Berger and Luckmann (1967:

Google



THE SocioLocy oF ODoORS 39

203) are just about the only sociologists who even mention the possibility of
a sociology of the senses, or “sociology of the body” (e.g. considerations of
the alienation from one’s “bodily self” social projection of the “bodily self,”
etc.). The sociology of odors and olfaction should, ideally, develop as one
part of a more general sociological concern with the senses.
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Immigrant Lives and the
Politics of Olfaction in

the Global City

Martin F. Manalansan IV

The Smelly Immigrant

The immigrant is a paradigmatic figure of modern alterity. Discourses around
epidemics, natural disasters, crime and other catastrophes or social ills are
constructed around the body of the immigrant as vector. Moreover, the
immigrant body is culturally constructed to be the natural carrier and source
of undesirable sensory experiences and is popularly perceived to be the site
of polluting and negative olfactory signs.

Scholars have often pointed out how aromas and smells have been
important constituent elements in the cultural construction of difference and
inequality. Classen (1992) echoes a long line of scholars when she suggests
that smell is a pivotal index of moral, racial, ethnic, class and cultural
difference and marginality. In the modern West, the olfactory process has
historically been denigrated in relation to vision. At the same time, other
researchers have argued that modern Western discourses have established
aromatic phenomena to be “non-Western,” pre-civilized and primitive. For
example, Le Guérer (1990) goes further to accuse Westerners of becoming
“olfactory invalids” because the sense of smell has become compartmentalized
in daily life and relegated to highly specialized commodified spaces such as
aromatherapy clinics or perfume stores. At the same time, McPhee (1992)
characterizes US culture as a deodorized one. According to Howes (1991:
128, 131), the emergent interest in the sense of smell is in part due to the
“universal association between olfaction and transition” and that smell is
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the “liminal sense par excellence.” As a social marker that evokes change
and liminality, smell therefore provides a strategic mode of communicating
identities, bodies and temporalities that are betwixt and between.

The “smelly immigrant” trope may be seen as always and already an
ignorant stereotype unworthy of any serious study. However, as I demonstrate
in this chapter, the trope does not conjure the easy and linear narrative
of assimilation where the immigrant figure is symbolically and materially
fumigated—divested of the repellent olfactory, moral and political
underpinnings and eventually transformed into an odorless yet modern
entity. Instead, | would argue for a strategic use of the “smelly immigrant”
trope as a way to understand corporeal politics and sensory meanings within
the frame of global capitalist restructuring. To pose the project in terms of a
question—if sensory experiences are ways of knowing the world, what can
we learn through a politicized and historically situated conception of the
olfactory process?

I pursue this inquiry through a study of Asian American communities in
New York City. I conducted field work from January to early August, 2001
in the Asian neighborhoods in Queens, New York. Asian Americans have
historically been directly associated with food and indirectly with specific
aromas (see Tchen 1999; Lee 1999). Filipinos, Koreans and Vietnamese have
been branded as dogeaters. The Chinese have been accused of cooking and
eating cats, rats and every animal imaginable. Indians are charged with
being guilty of creating a fiery, spicy cuisine that defies human capacities.
At the same time, economic realities have also rendered the stereotypical
conjunctions of Asian Americans and food. Asians, particularly the Chinese,
have been associated with the food service industries as waiters, busboys and
cooks. Chinese food is the ubiquitous and the “most ethnic” of American fast
food. Yet, while studies of the alimentary constructions of Asian Americans
mark their abjection in American immigration history and culture, these
works are characterized by their dependence on the hegemonic visual and
gustatory apparatuses. One crucial exception is Aihwa Ong's (2000: 89-90)
study that demonstrates how Cambodian refugees are ushered into American
life through a guidebook and training sessions that admonish them to bathe,
use deodorants and, in general, avoid unpleasant odors in cooking and
maintaining their homes. Despite this notable work, it is telling that smell,
which occupies the lowest rung in the Western hierarchy of the senses, has
never been usefully deployed in these kinds of analyses. Nowhere is this gap
more telling and ironic than in Asian Americans who inhabit the sensory
spaces of New York City.

New York City and the “Restructuring” of the Senses

The global city of New York is more than a serendipitous choice for study.
Cinematic and literary renditions of the city characterize it as a sensory
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overload. This urban locale is the site for the ironic juxtaposition of sensory
stimuli, and an arena for contesting, creating and imposing regimes of
olfactory meanings and corporeal practices. Smells abound in New York City
streets, subways and other public spaces, but despite this reality, the city is
almost always visually represented by the mythical image of an odorless
Manhattan skyline. This skyline and its odorless quality are constitutive
elements of its modernity and its centrality as a global center of finance
and technology. Odorlessness, which is the basis for the utopic myth of
the modern city and the visual dimension of the skyline, masks a more
complex arrangement or logic of things (see e.g. Illich 2000; Corbin 1986;
Pinard 1991).

Immigrants from the Third World and communities of color from
impoverished rural and urban centers in the USA have migrated to this city to
provide the services of the secondary labor market and make possible the awe-
inspiring silhouette of a global center. The city has therefore been popularly
perceived as constituted by a duality. The dual-city model proposes that the
global city’s gleaming modernity is made possible through a hierarchical
stratification. The city’s modern financial superstructure is propped up and
made possible by a substratum of service-oriented industries staffed mostly
by immigrants, women and people of color.

This economic and racial stratification can be mapped and grafted into a
vernacular topography of the city. People in the outer boroughs of Queens,
Bronx, Staten Island and Brooklyn, or “the bridge and tunnel crowd,” as they
are disparagingly called by Manhattanites, are stereotypically portrayed as
lacking international cosmopolitanism and their districts deficient in the
gleaming rational modernity evoked by the Manhattan skyline. This “lack”
of the outer boroughs and their denizens is often couched in denigrating
terms and the sites are depicted as being enclaves of smelly immigrants,
home to working-class culture of pre-modern or archaic tradition. These outer
boroughs form a temporal and cultural counterpoint to the island across
the East River. Seen as other worlds and anachronous spaces, one informant
jokingly stated that his Manhattan friends often have to take their passports
along when they cross over to the outer boroughs. Queens in particular is
constructed as the home of people fresh off the immigration boat and a
haven for INS (Immigration and Naturalization Service) raids. But what is
sorely lacking in these largely untenable dualisms is a critical understanding
of the relationship between Manhattan and its others. This relationship can
be firmly and critically delineated with the politics of smell and the struggles
of Asian immigrants in the borough of Queens.

This popular image is also manifested in the political and cultural machinery
that attempted to maintain the post-Fordist dream of separate worlds between
the financial elite and the teeming service workers. This machinery is best
exemplified by a series of laws and ordinances as well as police directives
called the “Quality of Life” campaign, which was first hatched under the
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administration of Rudolph Giuliani who was mayor of the city from 1994
to 2001. At face value, this corpus of directives, laws and ordinances can
be seen as harmless and admirable attempts to rid the city of crime and
unwanted noise, panhandling, lewd conduct, urinating in public, dirt and
garbage, but on closer inspection, they are part of a Manichean attempt to
foist disciplinary regimes to control the foreign, the queer, the poor and
visible minorities (McArdle and Erzen 2001). The transformation of Times
Square in the late nineties is the crystallization of this campaign. The writer
Samuel Delaney (1999) chronicles the “cleaning-up” and gentrification of
this district that not only removed the adult business establishments but also
displaced numerous inhabitants of color from the streets and buildings.

The idea of a dual city has been criticized by numerous urban theorists.
Saskia Sassen (1994, 1996) suggests that the emergence of New York City
as a global city is part of its subsequent deindustrialization and eventual
growth as a financial and cultural center. As such, New York operates as a
consolidating force in the global arena not because of its putative social
duality but due to its effective operation as a unified specialized center of
world finance. Mollenkopf and Castells (1991) criticized and nuanced this
idea of a fragmented and divided city by rightly countering that the city’s
cleavages no more signal a separation than a symbiotic yet oppressive unequal
relationship where structures do not diverge but rather interpenetrate each
other. In other words, New York City as a global urban space is made possible
by the cosmopolitan financial elite and their political and cultural machinery,
which attempts to localize immigrants and racialized others. It is against this
tableau that the corporeal narratives of Asian American immigrants and the
cultural politics of olfaction are set and read.

Smell, particularly in the America and New York City of the early twenty-
first century, is a code for class, racial and ethnic differences and antagonisms.
I submit that the sense of smell is the basis for recognition and misrecognition
and that it provides an opportunity to affiliate, to belong as well as to
disidentify and to ostracize. Most importantly, olfaction provides the means
in which to narrate the permeability of the two worlds of financial and
cosmopolitan modernity and immigrant alterity. By doing so, the narrative can
contribute to a critical understanding of New York’s urban modernity. While
smell is widely considered to be the antithesis of modernity, | demonstrate
that modernity itself, with its hegemonic seemingly monumental force, is
fragmented and contradictory. This fragmentation allows for vernacular
renderings of modernity that run counter to its monolithic construction.

Domesticating Odors: Bodies, Households and
Aromatic Intimacy

The whole house smelt of fried onion, the goodly smell which gets stale so
soon and fills the very bricks of these mining villages with such a reek that
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you can tell them from far away in the country by the strong scent of poor
man's cookery.

Emile Zola, Germinal

Asians smell of food. It is funny, but we Asians really smell of what we eat. We
walk around and our kitchens stay with us. You know, Koreans smell of garlic,
Indians smell of curry, Filipinos smell of vinegar ... and so on. Caucasians—a
lot of them just smell bad.

Jun, Chinese American informant, 24 years old

Government reports about immigrant enclaves in the early twentieth century
described the visual and olfactory abjection of immigrant neighborhoods
(Claghorn 1901). Immigrant homes were deemed to be no more than
unsanitary niches of social derelicts and outcasts that reeked of their moral
deprivation. However, aromas, particularly those of food and bodies in
contemporary immigrant homes in Queens, suggest more complex reactions,
images and constructions than the old reports. These reactions and images
involve struggles around memory, identity construction and creating a sense
of belonging.

Recent studies have focused on the aromatic and other sensory travails of
diasporic groups. David Sutton (2001) emphasized the mnemonic dimensions
of sensory experiences around food among the Greek inhabitants of Kalymnos
Island. He suggested that these sensory experiences “move” with people in
migration and other travels. Most importantly, Sutton argued that these
sensory experiences become part of a struggle against the displacement
and fragmentation of migrant experiences. Lisa Law’s ([2001] 2004) study
of Filipina domestics in Hong Kong focused on their attempt to mitigate
diasporic displacements through cooking, which then creates “smellscapes”
or fluid domestic spaces that go beyond physical geography.

In Asian immigrant homes, such sensory experiences evoke memories and,
at the same time, constitute many quotidian dilemmas and struggles around
immigrant embodiment. Numerous informants in my research marveled
at and celebrated the smell of their native food. This celebration revolved
around the idea of social reproduction and cultural continuity. As one Indian
man said, “This is the food of my childhood. I want my children to experience
the taste and smell of the food so they will know their roots.”

However, not all of the informants considered native food smells in
terms of nostalgia and cultural socialization and perpetuation. Many
had an ambivalent attitude towards these aromas. For Gloria, a Filipina
immigrant with a husband and two children, specific food smells were not
only nostalgic fuses that triggered memories but they also provoked anxiety.
Food smells, according to Gloria and several other informants, did not just
waft into the air and disappear. These odors adhered to clothes, to walls and
to bodies. Part of Gloria’s anxiety about such situations was due to the fact
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that the smell marked or indexed her household and her family member’s
bodies as “immigrant.” Gloria said: “One time, my office supervisor made
a surprise visit to my house. I just cooked binagoongan [a pork dish made
with fermented shrimp paste]. The whole house reeked of the shrimp paste.
It was so embarrassing.”

She reasoned that, at work, she had maintained the respect of her col-
leagues through a skillful accumulation of cultural capital, such as having a
fashionable taste in clothes, speaking seemingly unaccented English and the
like. The unexpected visit virtually marked her as an FOB—an ignorant new
immigrant “fresh off the boat.” The same concerns related to her tenacity
regarding the smell of her children’s clothes and bodies. Gloria’s mother
visited her the previous year, and one weekday morning decided to feed the
family fried tuyo (small sardine-like dried fish—very salty and odoriferous).
Gloria’s apartment was so small that even with the doors closed, the smell
just virtually attacked their clothes and, she said, the kids had to go to school
reeking of fish. Gloria longed for the day when she could have two kitchens,
as do many middle- to upper-class homes in the Philippines: a clean one for
all to see, and another “dirty” one, usually located outside, where the maid
can cook the family meals. She was very sensitive to what her neighbors,
mostly other Asian immigrants, might think of her home. Despite the fact
that several of her next-door neighbors actually do cook foods with pungent
aromas, Gloria always worried about the possibility of complaints and gossip
about this issue.

Sometimes, the problem was not only about the size of the kitchen or
apartment. Interracial couples I interviewed also talked about compromising
their food preferences because of smell. Kara, a Korean woman married to a
Caucasian man, had tried to create a heavily boarded-up pantry to contain
the smell of kimchi and other Korean food items, but she was never really
successful. She had resigned herself to eating Korean food only when her
husband was away on business, in Korean restaurants, or at friends’ and
family’s houses. Gloria, on the other hand, marveled at the fact that the big
Filipino grocery in Woodside now carried cooked food items-—particularly
fried fish and pork intestines. Now, she can just buy the food without
having to encounter the smell. In these two situations, food odors become
the medium through which identities are amplified or marked. At the same
time these odors also signal how the seemingly seamless intimate spaces of
the home are actually marked by porousness, tensions and conflicts. These
tensions and conflicts of disciplining odors are rendered in strongly gendered
and racialized terms.

The burden of trying to contain these smells is left to the women, who
were seen as the bearers of tradition (Ray 1998). The men | interviewed were
concerned only when the smells crossed over to their public and occupational
personas. One of them said: “I want people to smell Calvin Klein and not my
wife's curries.” Although some of them expressed not caring whether other
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people perceived anything peculiar with their body odors. Alfred, a Filipino
clerk who works in Manhattan, said: “If I don’t notice anything coming out
of me, then I really don’t give a damn about what people smell.”

I interviewed two Asian realtors who were in the business of selling homes
in Queens. Mrs Ng, a Chinese American realtor, told me that she advised
Asian homeowners to paint drab walls, fix the faucets and showers, and,
most importantly, to clean their houses thoroughly. By cleaning she really
meant to deodorize the entire house:

There is nothing that will annoy a potential home buyer but to be met at
the door with the smell of years of fried food and spicy cooking. The buyer
will assume that the smell is permanent and cannot be scrubbed out. You
know, there is some truth to that since | have been in houses that have been
scrubbed until the walls and floors have been virtually stripped bare.

She further admitted that while some buyers may not be alarmed or dismayed
with the smell of pets, many react more violently with the heavy aroma of
food lingering in the hallways.

A Korean American realtor, Mr Kim, advised the homeowner to cook
something American such as pot roast or, even better, apple pie. While most
homeowners selling their homes will balk at this suggestion, Kim had an
easier trick of having several apples and a stick or two of cinnamon inside
a low oven. He argued that while many of the homebuyers are Asians them-
selves, they were upset when confronted with what they believed to be
permanent olfactory “damage.”

The domestic struggles around food aromas in Asian American homes
suggest the inflection of gender, class, race and ethnicity with sensory
meanings. At first glance, the experiences of families parallel, in part, the
experiences of the other ethnic and racial minorities in different settings at
the moment of their assimilation into middle-class status (see e.g. Kaplan
1991; Gay 1984; Elias [1939] 1982). However, this should not be taken as
a facile transhistorical and transcultural bridging of divergent processes of
emerging bourgeois cultures. Rather, to contextualize this project within
twenty-first century New York City, the struggles of containment and
domestication of food aromas around Asian immigrant homes are part of
competing economic and political interest of global capital in perpetuating
racial and class subordination (Sassen 1996).

The concerns behind containing smells can also be about not getting
oneself into trouble with the police. Some informants were aware of how
animosities between neighbors can easily escalate into accusations of public
disturbance and how the police can get involved. Garbage, noise and other
intolerable behavior have been criminalized to such an extent that many of
the Asian American immigrants [ interviewed were wary of making any kind
of public display of their difference. In many cases, some feared that police
intervention might unearth a person’s illegal immigration status.

Google



48 ODORPHOBIA

Odors, in these situations, acquire contradictory meanings. Informants’
yearnings to become “middle class,” “modern,” “respectable” and “American”
should be read against the more complicated counter-struggles and yearnings
to be “safe,” “rooted,” “traditional” and “nationalistic.” Their bodies are
no mere vessels for aromas and odors but the arena for negotiating these
identities. At the same time, these domestic quotidian settings should be
set against the events of border crossing between these intimate spaces to
more public ones. These border crossings involve smell “out of place” and
run counter to the increasing privatization of a post-Fordist New York City
under Rudolph Giuliani.

Odors on the Run: Aboard the Number 7 Train

Imagine having to take the 7 Train to the ballpark [Shea Stadium] looking
like you're riding through Beirut, next to some kid with purple hair, next to
some queer with AIDS right next to some dude who just got out of jail for
the fourth time right next to some twenty-year old girl with four kids. It's
depressing... The biggest thing I don't like about New York are the foreigners.
I'm not a very big fan of foreigners. You can walk an entire block of Times
Square and not hear anybody speaking English.

John Rocker (qtd. in Pearlman 1999)

What happens when food smells, which are stereotypically considered to be
part of the private realm of social life—the home, crosses the border into the
public sphere? In my interviews, people talked about encountering people
on the train and how their bodies, specifically the food odors emanating
from specific bodies, acted as a sign of their marginality.

The Number 7 train the New York City subway has been popularly dubbed
“the Oriental Express.” It runs from Times Square and ends up in the Flushing
neighborhood in Queens. Included in the train’s path are numerous Queens
neighborhoods that are deemed to have their own peculiar odors. Jackson
Heights, ElImhurst and Flushing are considered to be neighborhoods with
strong peculiar smells and not surprisingly, they have the biggest number
of Asian American residents: Filipino, Korean, South Asian and other Asian
business establishments like restaurants, as well as residences, line the streets
of these neighborhoods or districts.

Odors do not just characterize or mark particular neighborhoods, these
food odors mean something symbolically and politically for different people.
For the first-time rider of any New York City subway train, the force of
visual and olfactory elements is immediately apparent. This “assault on the
senses” is apparent in the controversial statements by the baseball athlete
John Rocker about the experience of riding the Number 7 train. His fear
and dismay over the varied forms of alterity that one can encounter in this
subway ride—differences in sexuality, class, language, cultural expression and

ethnicity—is omirglﬁgction of outsiders (especially privileged ones).
i |
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The subway ride is a moment where bodies are kept in more confining spaces
and where aromas are amplified. The subway ride pushes urban bodies in
closer proximity than in many daily rituals. It therefore creates an anomalous
“intimate” moment in a visibly public, anonymous space. The reactions
and sensory experiences become part of struggles to demarcate spheres of
separation, of maintaining both physical and social distance.

The struggles around maintaining boundaries, preventing instances
of pollution and containing “private” aromas, are not just part of public
quotidian life. These struggles were also elevated to the level of urban politics
during the Rudolph Giuliani era in New York. Neighborhood and borough
politics around property values, hygiene and “quality of life” implicated
struggles around odors and aromas. This was forcefully demonstrated in
the case of community politics in Flushing, New York—the endpoint of the
Number 7 train in Queens and a place dubbed “the new Chinatown” because
of the massive settlement of Chinese, Taiwanese and Korean residents and
merchants.

In the mid-1990s, Julia Harrison, an elderly, long-time resident, was voted
into council office on the strength of her platform to bring back the “old
glories” of Flushing. She argued that these new, mostly Asian, immigrants
tarnished and transformed the “old” Flushing with their new businesses—
mostly restaurants with “strange” food, smells and signs in foreign languages.
According to Harrison, unlike the “authentic” European immigrants at
the turn of the twentieth century who were escaping death from the
pogroms, these mostly Asian immigrants were only there for economic profit.
Harrison, buoyed by an older, Jewish voting minority (as opposed to a largely
immigrant, non-voting Asian majority), further constructed the alterity of
the new settlers by characterizing them as “speaking languages the old-timers
don’t understand and selling foods they have never tasted” (Dugger 1996:
38). New York Times reporter Celia Dugger reported on this vitriolic politician
by trailing Harrison as she went around her jurisdiction: “Mrs Harrison
drives to the Waldbaum'’s in College Point to do her grocery shopping. On a
recent walk in downtown Flushing, she paused at a greengrocer’s and sniffed
a bunch of Chinese broccoli covered with delicate yellow buds. ‘I think it’s
dandelion,’ she said. She examined a star fruit and asked, ‘What is this?
Papaya?’” (Dugger 1996: 1).

On other side of the cultural and political spectrum, critic Calvin Trillin
(2003) celebrates the varied exotic spaces of food in Queens. He manages to
sanitize a ride aboard the Number 7 train as one filled with a kind of touristic
awe and enthusiasm of the “foodie.” The train becomes a physical and
symbolic vehicle that provides him access to the culinary delights and sensory
knowledge of immigrant neighborhoods. Here lies the kind of privileged
positionality that consumes the culinary cultures of these neighborhoods
as part of an accumulation of cultural capital. Foodies such as Trillin are in
search of “authentic” culinary experiences, including being able to experience
what may be abh(rignt tgﬂ'g visual, olfactory and gustatory'sensibilities of
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the hoi polloi. Therefore, the olfactory experience here becomes part of the
touristic cosmopolitanism exuded by the “cultured” foodie.

These opposing poles of attitudes and positions are not significant
influences in Asian American immigrants’ daily lives. The Number 7 train
is a vehicle for their economic and social survival that enables them to
literally and figuratively override the issues around odor containment. This
situation amplifies the ways in which odors intrude upon and complicate
the easy divide between public and private, and between the dual realms of
the global city.

Al, a 27-year-old Chinese worker, told me that the Number 7 train and
his home are not sharply demarcated olfactory spaces as they are for other
people. At the same time, the food and the aromas either at home or in the
streets and subways are so much a part of his daily routines that they are
barely noticeable or perceptible. Therefore, immigrant residents lay claim
to these streets, subways and other public spaces in a different and less
possessive way than would privileged white subjects such as Harrison and
Trillin.

This situation brings to mind the idea of the flaneur, the figure of urban
modernity who is classically constructed as a white, upper-class male able
to traverse the various sections of a modern city with a knowing eye and, I
suspect, a discriminating nose. If one were to posit a flaneur of color, prefer-
ably one who is an Asian immigrant woman, we are faced with complicated
figure who then would stake a claim not for an all-encompassing, masculine,
privileged form of modernity, but one that is filled with gaps and conflicting
allegiances between tradition and modernity. In other words, if one were to
examine the ways in which odors in general and food aromas in particular
are politicized, policed and disciplined in New York City, the immigrant
subject’s claim on the city’s modernity will be constituted in partial and
ambivalent ways. In Asian immigrant informants’ attitudes and ideas around
odors I found a contradictory yet flexible form of negotiation involved
in the relationship between identity, olfaction and modernity that is not
characterized by overt resistance or complete submission.

Some Brief Aromatic Reflections on Power and
Knowledge

In light of my analysis of the “smelly immigrant,” olfaction is a political and
cultural process that should be seen in terms of the visceral or the emotional
which includes shame, fear, disgust and shock. This process not only affects
immigrant life in the urban context, but also the anthropological enterprise
itself, for both fieldwork and everyday life are always enmeshed in some kind
of power struggle. I argue that anthropologists should be made aware of the
vitality and integral value of the “visceral”—primarily the olfactory in the
anthropological engagement with the operations of power.
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I would advocate the centering of the emotional content in order to
denaturalize the bifurcated anthropological understanding of the senses
that is at once universal (as fieldworker’s tools) and also culturally specific
(as part of subjectivity). I encourage the act of self-questioning to uncover
the motives underlying sensorial predispositions in ethnographic fieldwork.
Consider the following excerpt from my own field journal:

It was another one of those cramped two-bedroom apartments in the borough
of Queens, New York City. If you were watching a film, it will not be marked
by anything out of the ordinary, maybe a trinket or two, a bottle of soy sauce,
but nothing to really mark it as an Asian household unless you are able to
smell the surroundings. The Park family, who immigrated to the US, in the
early 1980s from Korea, keeps their household clean and sparkling. I suspect
they cleaned up when I told them I was going to visit them and conduct an
interview about their culinary practices and beliefs. As | walked through the
kitchen I noticed, at least according to my storehouse of recognizable aromas,
vestiges of spicy cooking. Was it kimchi—the only spicy Korean food that I
know? Was I looking for a specific smell—one that would have indicated or
hinted something about the people who lived in this space? (Manalansan
2001)

In what ways were my own presuppositions about odors influencing
my own actions, feelings and reactions in that domestic space? Was I—the
anthropologist—authority figure, causing specific anxieties and emotions
among the members of the Park family? In other words, the new anthro-
pology of the visceral should make explicit the emotions and power entangle-
ments that proliferate in everyday life, including shame, pride and disgust.
These emotions, I suggest, form part of the embodied (sometimes read as
“gut”) reactions in the lives and sensory experiences of immigrants who
create paradoxical and incomplete negotiations, refusals, resistances and
capitulations between competing ideas and experiences of modernity and
tradition, the public and the private, self and the other and between the
odorless and the malodorous.
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4
Offensive Bodies

Alan Hyde

He whose odor is unpleasant shall be punished and ostracized.

Egyptian pyramid inscription (Le Guérer 1992: 30)

Law facilitates the construction and abjection of hated Others whenever it
permits classification and exclusion around issues of sameness or propriety.
Abjection is not just about hatred of immigrants or particular races. It is part
of the psychological process of the formation of the self and is particularly
associated with the purification of the body and maintenance of body
boundaries. Social concern with hygiene is inseparable from division of the
population into high and low, and control of the lower orders. Such abjection
is well illustrated by a recent case upholding the power of a public library to
exclude a homeless patron who smelled bad.

Richard Kreimer is a homeless man who lives in various outdoor public
spaces in Morristown, New Jersey, and at one time spent a great deal of time
in the public library. The library expelled him more than once because his
offensive odor “prevented the Library patrons from using certain areas of
the Library and prohibited Library employees from performing their jobs.”
The library also asserted that Kreimer, in addition to smelling bad, stared
at and followed patrons and talked loudly to himself and others. Inasmuch
as Kreimer'’s attack on library rules was “facial,” the courts made no factual
findings on the library’s allegations (Kreimer 1992: 1242). Lawyers close to
the case have told me that, in their opinion, Kreimer’s alleged odor was the
fundamental reason for his exclusion from the Library.

The court held that Richard Kreimer had a right under the First Amendment
to receive information, and that the public library was a “limited public
forum,” “intentionally opened ... to the public for expressive activity, namely
‘the communication of the written word'” (Kreimer 1992: 1250-5, 1259,
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emphasis in original). The library’s rule provided that “patrons whose bodily
hygiene is offensive so as to constitute a nuisance to other persons shall be
required to leave the building.” The court noted that this rule “would require
the expulsion of a patron who might otherwise be peacefully engaged in
permissible First Amendment activities within the purposes for which the
Library was opened” (Kreimer 1992: 1264).

Nevertheless, held the Court, the library’s rule was “narrowly tailored”
(as Mr. Kreimer surely was not) “to serve a significant government interest.”
That interest is ensuring, in the library’s words, that “all patrons [may] use
its facilities to the maximum extent possible during its regularly scheduled
hours.” Since, according to the library, “Kreimer’s odor was often so offensive
that it prevented the Library patrons from using certain areas of the Library
and prohibited Library employees from performing their jobs” (Kreimer 1992:
1247), a regulation excluding Kreimer would protect library attendance by
everyone else.

The main reason the court permitted the library to exclude Kreimer was
then that his odors allegedly prevented others from using the library. (The
rule also “promotes the Library’s interest in maintaining its facilities in a
sanitary and attractive condition.”) If this should be true, it may say more
about library patrons than it does about Kreimer. We do not have a history of
American odors to match Alain Corbin’s (1986) or Georges Vigarello's (1988)
of France. Moreover, we do not know with much precision how Kreimer
smelled, as a legal matter, because no findings of fact were made and, as a
discursive matter, because our language of odors is nowhere near as precise as
our language for sight and sound. Odors cannot be named in any European
language; the closest we can come is to say something smells like something
else (Classen, Howes, and Synott 1994: 3). Indeed, it has been suggested that
the physical location of the sense of smell, in the most primitive, reptilian
part of the brain, makes it inaccessible to the language centers of the brain
that develop much later (Rivlin and Gravelle 1984: 88-9).

However, if Kreimer's were simply the odors normally attendant on one
who does not bathe—they may well have been worse—it is likely that there
have been patrons with similar odors ever since there have been public
libraries. Offense at the unbathed other is a comparatively late development
in American social history; it is intimately linked with social stratification.

Bathing was in fact widely believed until the 1850s to constitute a hazard
to health. Vigarello summarizes the legal bans on bathing in plague-infested
areas of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Western Europe:

The skin was seen as porous, and countless openings seemed to threaten,
since the surfaces were weak and the frontiers uncertain. Behind the simple
refusal of proximity lay a very specific image of the body: heat and water
created openings, the plague had only to slip through... Baths and steam-
baths were dangerous because they opened up the body to the atmosphere.
(Vigarello 1988:9)
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It thus followed that dirty bodies would be healthier than clean ones (Corbin
1986: 31; Vigarello 1988: 7-17).

These attitudes disappeared very slowly. Throughout nineteenth-century
America, baths were an occasional indulgence for the upper classes. They
were not part of anyone’s daily life; they were not accessible to the lower
classes; and they were still associated with health hazards. Law played a role,
in constructing this normative unbathed body, that was even more direct
than Kreimer's contemporary construction of the normatively bathed body.
Law in Boston as late as 1845 prohibited bathing during the winter except
on medical advice, and Philadelphia nearly adopted a similar ban the decade
before (Eberlein 1978: 340). Law did not need to construct the denial of access
of the poor to bathing, beyond law’s general regime of private property and
conceptualizing of bathing as a private privilege.

The rise of bathing in nineteenth-century America has been documented
by Richard L. Bushman and Claudia L. Bushman, and attributed to a
combination of a general “civilizing process”; changing medical thought
as to the skin and perspiration, now emphasizing the unhealthy quality of
perspiration and the need to remove it from the body; and, though of lesser
importance, religious tracts and preaching on cleanliness. These intellectual
influences were largely in place at the turn of the nineteenth century but took
over half a century to alter much behavior: “[P]robably not until 1850 did
regular personal washing become routine in large numbers of middle-class
households.” Baths in which the entire body was immersed were even rarer.
“The proposal to install a bathroom in the White House in 1851 raised a
furor over the unnecessary expense. By 1860 there were 3,910 baths reported
in Boston in a population of 177,840; probably most were portable tubs and
not plumbed. Albany, New York, reported just 19.” As late as 1906, only one
dwelling in five in Pittsburgh had a bathtub (Bushman and Bushman 1988:
1213, 1225-6, 1231).

Interestingly, the medical learning on respiration through the skin
and the necessity of cleaned, open pores was linked, at least in France, to
thermodynamics and the analogy of the body to a steam engine, running
on combustion (Vigarello 1988: 170-2). So the machine body became a
cleaned body just when the machine analogy changed from clockwork to
steam engines. The discovery of microbes by the end of the century gave
further impetus to the growing popularity of cleanliness, although as late
as 1900 families that never bathed can be identified (Corbin 1986: 217-18;
Vigarello 1988: 175).

The history of cleanliness alerts us to another aspect of Kreimer: the
mobilization of norms of cleanliness and good odor in a larger policing
project of ethnic and economic elites against poor and minority populations
(Corbin 1986: 142-75). The discovery of offensive odor is always necessarily
at least in part a Kristevan abjection script in which purity is maintained
through the expulsion of the polluting member.
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The body may indeed be common to us all, but an almost universal aspect
of human behavior is the insistence that one’s own social group is inodorate
while others smell. This attitude is not confined to the uneducated. It finds its
way into classics of modern social analysis, such as Georg Simmel'’s Soziologie,
which includes the following jarring paragraph in its self-consciously
scientific approach to modern society:

The exclusion of the Negro from high society in North America appears to be
due to his body odor, and the complex and deep mutual aversion to Jews and
Germans has been attributed to the same cause. (Simmel 1908: 657, trans. by
the author)

George Orwell thought he had penetrated “the real secret of class dis-
tinctions in the West ... summed up in four frightful words ... The lower
classes smell” (Orwell 1958: 159). Today we are more inclined to say of
Simmel and Orwell what anthropologists say generally: “Rather than a cause
of ethnic antipathy, ... olfactory aversions are generally an expression of it”
(Classen, Howes, and Synnott 1994: 165). Since smell can be perceived at a
distance, it has been speculated that smell may be particularly salient in the
observation of people with whom one is not intimate, does not converse or
embrace (Classen 1993: 79-105).

Every step in the history of public health measures for the encouragement
of personal hygiene, the spread of bathing and eradication of filth, is always
and necessarily a form of political hegemony. Distinct odors are attributed
to hated ethnic groups, foreigners, the poor, homosexuals (Corbin 1986:
142-51; Stallybrass and White 1986: 125-48). Richard Bushman and Claudia
Bushman (1988: 1227-31) document the frequency with which popular
literature of the nineteenth century use cleanliness to divide people into
two worlds, a high world of refinement and a detested lower world. In the
optimistic version of this myth, the freed slave, the immigrant could well
ascend into the higher world, should he or she simply be induced to bathe
regularly; Simmel’s is the pessimistic account in which odor, like race itself,
inheres in the body, not in our construction of it.

Kreimer’s case represents a post-nineteenth century, individualized version
of the myth, in which Kreimer’s odors are in some sense peculiar to him as
an individual. Sensitivity to each individual’s odor and a belief that everyone
might become inoffensive graphically represent an individuation of the
person; in earlier periods bodily odors, if noticed at all, could only represent
the forces of nature or a less differentiated mass of people. An insistence on
individuals’ controlling their own odors helps reiterate and embody the
abstract, liberal political program of self-government.

To describe the library's conduct as Kristevan abjection is not to say that
it should stop forthwith. We cannot live without abjection. This detour into
Kristevan abjection then does not demonstrate that the Kreimer case was
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wrongly decided. No doubt if so many people thought that Richard Kreimer
smelled bad, he did, and if this sensitivity to odor is historically contingent,
then so be it—what other sort of sense of odor could we have except that of
our own era? If there is to be such a category as people whose odors are so
offensive as to prevent others from working, I can think of no alternative
source for the definition than the good sense of library staff. Given language’s
weak range of descriptions of odors, objective rules do not seem feasible. I
wasn’t in the library with Kreimer, and perhaps removing him really was
like the expulsion of waste that lets us live.

Perhaps. Yet I do not think a court that was self-conscious about this
complex of abjection problems, in which bodies are figured as polluting, from
drugs and immigration to racial segregation, could have written an opinion
as unself-conscious as the opinion in Kreimer, with its narrow tailoring and
weighing of interests.

The benefit of this discussion of abjection might be a greater judicial self-
consciousness about what it is doing in a case like Kreimer. I would like law
to develop a pause here, a sudden stopping of the hand at the recognition
that law has constructed and abjected an Other, the kind of recognition
that comes when the prototype is firm in our minds and we recognize it
everywhere. Perhaps we are too quick to identify our security with firm
boundaries and internal purification and fail to see how the security we
prize comes only from the way we enter into communication with people
around us, particularly people who might as easily be constructed as Other
and abjected.

For an alternative treatment of the odorous body, consider John Donne’s
1622 Lenten sermon on the text “Jesus Wept,” as described by Elaine
Scarry:

[Donne] imagines that Jesus could have looked at the four-day rotting corpse
of Lazarus and said, “There is no such matter, he doth not stink,” but says
instead, He is rotting, there is a stench, but yet he is my friend (“but though
he do, my friend shall not lack my help.”). This, finally, is Donne’s most
characteristic reflex, to bring forward the human hand at moments of both
desire and repulsion; to say, but yet he is my friend. (Scarry 1988: 97)
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5
Base Notes

Odor, Breath and Moral Contagion in Ilahita

Donald Tuzin

Is it not curious that anthropology, a discipline chartered to explore
humanity’s cultural and biological wholeness, has had relatively little to
say about the senses? There have been some notable contributions, of course:
the researches of Edward T. Hall (e.g. 1966) come immediately to mind, as
do the excellent work on sensory topics by Alfred Gell (1980 and in this
volume) and Uri Almagor (1990). John Blacking’s edited volume (1977) on the
anthropology of the body must be mentioned, and there have been several
pieces dealing with various sound stimuli in relation to reported religious
experience (e.g. Needham 1964; Freeman 1968; Rouget 1980; Tuzin 1984).
For the most part, however, ever since the Abbé de Condillac’s famous treatise
of 1754 (Condillac 1930), sensory phenomena have been left to philosophy
and psychology. This is a shame, for culture has much to do with how we
see, hear, smell, taste and touch the world (Ackerman 1990; Howes 1991;
Classen 1993).

Conversely, because the sensory hardware is commonly judged to be
standard for our species, it follows that many of the sensory idioms that recur
widely (if not universally) in world cultures represent an elaboration that is,
so to speak, invited by precultural peculiarities of the modalities themselves
(Tuzin 1984). Thus, Gell’s observation that smell-signs are semiologically
ambiguous, in that they are not fully detached from “the world of objects
to which they refer” (Gell 1977: 26), may have application even beyond
the Proustian domains of taste and olfaction. At the very least, the further
development of an anthropological perspective on sensory phenomena
should help to illuminate (non-reductively, one would hope) both the
perceptual bases of culture and the cultural bases of perception.
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That, then, is the larger program. In this chapter, I wish to speak only of
smell and its close companions. Smell—a sense that, with the simultaneous
release of Patrick Siiskind'’s relentlessly olfactory novel Perfume (1986), Alain
Corbin’s fascinating history (1986) of smell in the French imagination and
the unprecedented smell survey conducted in the September 1986 issue
of National Geographic Magazine, suddenly became airborne as an object of
popular and scholarly interest. Subsequent works have broadened awareness
of culture and olfaction and entered it more firmly on the anthropological
agenda (e.g. Classen, Howes and Synnott 1994).

And yet, in all this flurry of interest in the different faces of smell, the
distinctively moral implications of this sense have not been explored at
length. The association of smell with memory and emotion is well known;
its role in identifying self and other is also well described. Evolutionary and
comparative biology have examined smell in an even broader explanatory
framework. These features make smell singularly available to the development
of the moral aesthetic of good and bad, right and wrong, kin and non-kin,
the familiar and the alien, the safe and the dangerous. George Orwell grasped
the morality of olfaction when he bluntly stated, “The real secret of class
distinction in the West can be summed up in four frightful words ... the lower
classes smell” (qtd. in Watson 2001: 136). Olfaction has been called “the sense
of sympathy”—but also “the witch’s sense” (Watson 2001: 143, 147). Saints
in the Middle Ages exuded the “odor of sanctity” (Le Guérer 1992: 122), but
certain persons and ideas were and are repelled as “stinking.”

This pervasive dualism in the moral inflection of olfaction may derive
from the sense’s most primitive features. While Sigmund Freud and others
make much of the fact that human olfaction is much less acute than that
of other mammals (“repressed”), and that dogs and rabbits have hundreds
of times more receptors than we do, two other facts are worth noting. First,
although less hairy than other primate species, humans have many more
apocrine glands, making them the smelliest of all primates (Stoddart 1990);
one must wonder what all of that perfume is for, if not to affect behavior in
some way. Secondly, while humans may have fewer receptors and therefore
less olfactory input, they also have a much larger neocortex with which to
process that input. “And that opens the door to an unexpected conclusion,”
writes Watson (2001: 212), “far from being poor smellers, we may in some
ways be the most evolved of all species in this respect.” If humans have
taken olfaction to the level of high art, with thousands of perfumes, not to
mention the many other exudations of industrialized society, it is because
of what our higher cortical capacities have done with material that is quite
simple and primitive, signaling only what the organism needs to know to
survive; and at that level, the issue reduces to some version of the simple
binomialism—good or bad. Borrowing a term from the perfume makers, these
are the “base notes” of moral reckoning. These arouse the feeling-states that
validate moral responses; they are the fixatives that grace the moral mixture
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with “warmth, texture and lasting qualities.” They do not overpower the
higher notes, but enhance them and act as a “true accompaniment” (Stoddart
1990: 158).

Among the Ilahita Arapesh of the East Sepik Province, Papua New Guinea,
the moral salience of smell is highly cognized and culturally embedded.
But if smell in Ilahita holds its own in importance with its sister senses, the
hypothetical injunction “Smell no evil” presents a dilemma not found with
the others, namely, that evil smells cannot always be avoided or, indeed,
detected. If morality is generally about choice, then olfaction is a paradoxical
moral sense, in that daily life is full of odors we do not choose to inhale, but
we do so all the same. One does what one can, and hopes for the best. As
will be seen, the people of Ilahita are aware of this problem, and have used
it to further their cultural purposes.

At a deep cultural and emotional level, the Ilahita judge smell to be the
distillation of physical and, more importantly, moral essences—of goodness
and badness, of purity and pollution. Though in Ilahita all living or once-
living things have essences, only some have a detectable odor; it is this feature
that renders them morally identifiable and problematic. Just as Western
science classifies olfaction as a chemical or “contact” sense, the Arapesh
understand that smell is the communicable aspect of its source, which is
the innermost core of the object emitting it. In humans and other animals
this core is located in the okom, or heart, while in inanimate things such
as aromatic leaves, piles of ordure and stinking dead bodies, it is diffused
throughout the object’s substance. One cannot be wholly indifferent to a
smell, as one can to visual and aural objects, because during sensory contact
the perceiver directly ingests the volatile essence into his or her own okom,
where it remains permanently. Because, then, the goodness or badness of a
thing is transmitted in its smell, the vapors of everyday life are a constant
source of moral contagion. And, in the nature of moral classification,
things are either “good” or “bad.” Informants are able, under the duress of
questioning, to rate one smell as better or worse than another, but in the
end there are really only good and bad smells, just as there are only good
and bad moral qualities.

Arapesh ideas concerning smell also apply to gustatory ingestion, which
in these terms is the swallowing of smell. Of the food we eat, part goes to
renewing blood and bodily tissue, part is excreted, and the morally imbued
part—the essence—lodges in the okom. As the Germans say, Man ist was Man
ifit: we are what we eat. Ordinarily, one is able to control what one eats—the
nose helps to guide us in this matter—but the contagion requires only a
small, perhaps undetectable amount slipped into one’s food. This happens,
for example, during initiation into the several grades of the men’s cult, when
novices are surreptitiously fed fecal material and other noxious substances,
the essences of which find their way to the okom and thereafter insure that
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any violation of ritual food taboos will cause bodily harm, possibly death,
to the person who has been initiated—the perfect, embodied, unsleeping
censor of one’s moral acts.

Another technique, using the same purported mechanism, is available to
women who desire that their husbands stop beating or tyrannizing them.
The woman tucks a piece of coconut meat in her armpit for a time long
enough for it to acquire her smell, then she pricks her finger and allows some
drops of blood to fall on it. The treated coconut is fed to her husband in
his yam soup, thus changing him from bad to good in his behavior toward
her. These examples illustrate my major theme, which is that among the
Arapesh one’s moral condition is accessible to—may be coerced, tricked or
beguiled by—olfactory sensations of either personal or impersonal origin.
By the same token, one may affect a moral situation by manipulating its
olfactory components.

My first inkling that the people with whom I lived had (what by Western
standards must be) an exaggerated olfactory aesthetic, occurred early during
fieldwork. My pet cat had chosen to give birth in my book box, and as soon as
was practicable I removed her and her brood to another location and closed
the box against her return. The dame seemed desperate to get back into the
box, but I was unyielding. A few days later, following my nose, I discovered
that a newborn kitten had been overlooked and was now decomposing
between Mead and Malinowski. When I casually asked my paid assistant—a
man of the village—to dispose of the remains, he evinced such horror at
the prospect, with such grimacing, spitting, gagging and moaning, that to
insist would have been out of the question. I was amazed. Agreed, the smell
was not pleasant; but it was only a little kitten, with not much flesh to begin
with, and the stench seemed hardly sufficient to incapacitate my assistant.
The incident did alert me, though, to the possibility that the ideas and
experiences surrounding olfaction in Ilahita are elaborated to a remarkable
extent. This suspicion was later confirmed.

Two examples might convey the aroma of smell in Arapesh behavior and
ideology.

1. I had obtained the use of a truck with which to drive myself and a few
villagers to the port town of Wewak, which was one hundred bumpy,
swervy miles from Ilahita. The man who was to ride with me in the cab
arrived with a small, roasted yam that had been partially split lengthwise.
It was the reddish-skinned, spectacularly aromatic variety known locally
as nematap. When I made some comment about his sensibly bringing a
snack with him for the long journey, he replied that the yam was not to
eat, but to smell. He explained that he was prone to motion sickness, and
that when he felt the nausea rising he had only to breathe deeply the
fragrance of the yam, and the discomfort would go away. And, indeed,
frequently during the drive he successfully used the yam as an inhalator.
Several time(ogr tgﬁ’[&ollowing months, [ observed individuals using
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