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Addressing the obscenity trials of a cohort of American and British fiction writers during 
the first half of the twentieth century, Erik M. Bachman’s Literary Obscenities: U.S. Case 
Law and Naturalism after Modernism seeks to unsettle one of the most enduring narratives 
about censorship in modernist studies. As the story goes, legal efforts to proscribe the 
content of modernist fiction proved paradoxically energizing for the relationship 
between artist and artwork, offering authors an opportunity to exercise their creative 
ingenuity in circumventing censors. Against this heroic tale, whereby suppressive forces 
provide the crucible for modernism’s stylistic innovations (a narrative often associated 
with the elite cadre of Joyce, Woolf, Faulkner, and Lawrence), Literary Obscenities offers a 
different story, one characterized primarily by the motif of failure, and exemplified by a 
more disgruntled and ragtag crew, including James T. Farrell, Erskine Caldwell, 
Wyndham Lewis, and Lillian Smith, whose proscribed fictions Bachman sees animated 
by the crude, compulsive, and insistently corporeal energies of literary naturalism. 
 
Bachman’s thesis rewrites the discourse of modernist triumph as naturalist entropy: “the 
overmastering imperative in telling the story of legal obscenity, modernism, and the dull 
persistence of naturalism in the early twentieth-century United States is not to make it 
new, but to make it neutral” (7). The assumption that written texts could impress 
themselves upon the bodies of readers in legally meaningful ways was becoming 
obsolete. Not only did judges and jurists repeatedly fail to arrive at a common and 
consistent definition of obscene literature, but they also gradually stopped proscribing 
the material under dispute. By placing obscenity case law into dialogue with the targets 
of its scrutiny, Literary Obscenities analyzes fiction’s waning affective potential in the eyes 
of midcentury courts. Although the study falters in this specific task, its failure—in the 
spirit of Jennifer Fleissner, one of Bachman’s interlocutors—is generative. Through an 
array of rigorous, detailed close readings, Bachman expands the concerns of naturalist 
criticism to encompass a group of underexamined writers navigating the death throes of 
the literary obscene. 
 
The book’s opening gambit, which positions naturalism as a “neutralizing” agent in 
obscenity discourse, will be powerfully compelling to scholars in the field: 

[P]roscribably obscene writing in the early twentieth-century United States 
became something we could both take for granted and eventually disregard (it had 
become second nature, as it were, to accept that the obscenity of a book did not 
make it simply an obscene book) because much of that writing had situated its own 
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unmanageable bodily appeals in terms of existing forms of human knowledge that helped 
us articulate them descriptively rather than to reexperience them narratively (it had 
become second nature by way of literary naturalism). (7, my emphasis)  

This proposition is remarkable because of how sharply it cuts against the grain of 
naturalist scholarship over the last three decades. That criticism typically invokes the 
Lukácsian opposition between description and narration to claim for naturalism’s 
descriptive compulsions the aim of sharpening differential taxonomies of embodiment. If 
the nineteenth-century realist novel, in Mark Seltzer’s words, “secures the intelligibility 
and supervision of individuals in an evolutionary and genetic narrative,” naturalism’s 
thematic emphasis on the vicissitudes of the biomaterial body marks “a systemic and 
totalizing intensification of these effects” (Bodies and Machines, 43). Bachman’s account 
proposes something quite different: that the impulse to describe nullifies rather than 
exaggerates differential distributions of bodily affectivity by diffusing dangerous textual 
energies into the mute vacuum of what he calls “mere words on the page” (12). Instead 
of reifying differences in the production of aberrant identities—as influential accounts of 
the genre by June Howard and Dana Seitler have argued—the “naturalizations” of 
naturalist fiction here render those differences inconsequential and increasingly illegible 
to judicial oversight. 
 
This claim is additionally provocative given obscenity law’s clear biopolitical 
dimensions—its role in consolidating and policing the categories of race, class, and 
sexuality through the vector of the biological body. During the first half of the twentieth 
century, US obscenity trials still invoked the 1868 British landmark definition set by Lord 
Chief Justice Alexander Cockburn, which required determining “whether the tendency 
of the matter charged as obscenity is to deprave and corrupt those whose minds are open 
to such immoral influences, and into whose hands a publication of this sort may fall” 
(qtd. in Bachman 16). “The issue of legal obscenity,” Bachman observes, “raises multiple 
questions about what sorts of social identities and interpersonal practices obscene texts 
foster and disseminate within historically changing circumstances” (20). The critical 
conversation surrounding these questions is extraordinarily lively in American studies 
today: Sianne Ngai, Kyla Schuller, Dana Luciano, Lauren Berlant, Mel Y. Chen, and Lynn 
Wardley each address instances of what Schuller calls “the biopolitics of feeling” as it 
materializes at the interstices of readers and their texts, and each interrogates how the 
circulation of affects in a given sociohistorical milieu both forms and deforms a range of 
group and individual identities. Bachman’s interest in the unpredictable effects of words 
on bodies and populations positions Literary Obscenities squarely within a larger scholarly 
debate it could have benefited from engaging more thoroughly. 
 
While these gaps are a missed opportunity to hone the theoretical stakes of the argument, 
there is no gainsaying the force of Bachman’s close readings. Consistently generous and 
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dialectical, his analyses of Farrell, Lewis, Caldwell, and Smith are a pleasure to read, 
and—especially in the case of Caldwell and Smith—provide welcome reassessments of 
frequently neglected bodies of work. Bachman establishes each author as a sophisticated 
theorist of obscenity and excavates from their oeuvres sustained interrogations of texts’ 
imputed capacities to “deprave and corrupt” reading publics. Erskine Caldwell, whose 
novels The Bastard (1929) and God’s Little Acre (1933) were both subject to legal action on 
account of their “impure” content, emerges as a savvy ironist of the very kind of 
lascivious, pornographic voyeurism his works were charged with disseminating. In a 
virtuosic display of intermedial analysis, Bachman reads Caldwell’s dime-store 
paperback edition covers alongside the novels’ own scenes of fetishistic looking, 
concluding that in Caldwell’s works “we end up not so much with a totalizing male gaze 
but rather with an infinite regress of interiors” that consistently fail to disclose their 
obscene content (123).  
 
The treatment of Lillian Smith is equally illuminating. Under Bachman’s eye, Smith’s 
white Southern liberalism transforms into a complex political vision in which racial 
segregation manifests as a form of obscenity. When the Massachusetts Supreme Judicial 
Court deemed her 1944 novel, Strange Fruit, guilty of “tend[ing] to promote lascivious 
thoughts” (qtd. in Bachman 145), it ignored Smith’s career-long interest in “the identity-
constituting functions [words] can perform . . . particularly along racialist lines” (148). In 
Smith’s works, the logic of obscenity law itself—the project of partitioning communal 
discursive space into the sayable and the unsayable—serves the ends of liberal racism. 
“According to Smith,” writes Bachman, “the Jim Crow South creates complicit subjects 
out of white Southerners by teaching them to parcel up their bodies just as they are 
acculturated to parcel up their communities and relationships into a series of inclusive 
and exclusive binaries: sanctified/sinful, skin/body, black/white, silence/words” (152). 
While slightly baggier and less tightly focused, chapters on Wyndham Lewis’s 
“Cantleman’s Spring-Mate” and James T. Farrell’s Studs Lonigan trilogy reveal texts 
similarly engaged in complex autotheorizations of their own affective potency. 
 
Precisely by virtue of their persuasiveness, however, these readings collectively engender 
a second narrative that diverges significantly from the one Literary Obscenities proposes at 
its outset. Bachman, remember, argues that the very chemical makeup of naturalism—its 
ability to “situat[e] its own unmanageable bodily appeals in terms of existing forms of 
human knowledge”—precipitated its affective neutralization vis-à-vis US courts. The 
readings themselves, however, do not support this causal claim. The language of 
“neutralization” effectively drops out of the argument after the introduction, and there is 
little evidence that judges and jurists understood naturalist epistemologies to have this 
effect. What the readings do reveal is a collection of writers theorizing obscenity with a 
subtlety and sophistication far surpassing the legal actors passing judgment upon them. 
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Bachman’s canny assessment of Judge Curtis Bok’s opinion on Caldwell’s case could 
equally apply to every judge in the study: “[Bok’s] opinion does not simply miss 
something about the effects books can have on their readers; it also completely disregards 
the reflexive staging of the specific effects for which Caldwell’s novel strives” (30). The 
legal authorities in Bachman’s study are paradigmatically bad readers in Merve Emre’s 
sense. Skilled neither in close reading nor the hermeneutic practices associated with 
college literature classrooms, they read fiction in the context of institutions that stressed 
its perceived public value—a mode of reading that in the case of obscenity law often 
looked a lot like not reading at all. 
 
If, as Bachman convincingly demonstrates, literary obscenity laws became increasingly 
outmoded over the course of the twentieth century, this would seem to have little to do 
with the “neutralizing” effects of the fictions’ formal qualities. On the contrary, 
Bachman’s analyses reveal texts practically pulsing with unpredictable biosomatic 
energies that were channeled toward a variety of sociopolitical ends—from critiques of 
segregation and mass-market advertising to meditations on behaviorist psychology. The 
result is that Literary Obscenities comes very close to retelling modernism’s metanarrative 
about a group of writers who creatively redirected censorship forces to circumvent and 
expose the ham-fistedness of legal reasoning. In Bachman’s hands, this argument unfolds 
in fresh and fascinating ways, but it lies buried beneath a different claim that never fully 
develops. For the reader that parses this tangle, Literary Obscenities offers an important 
chronological extension of naturalist criticism as well as an innovative contribution to the 
scholarly discourse of “obscene modernism.” 
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