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Discovering Differences: Sex versus Pornography in The Rainbow

D.H. Lawrence claims that, “[pornography] is the attempt to insult sex, to do dirt on it.”
 Innuendos interwoven in the scenes of The Rainbow assert his ambition to construct an irrefutable separation between the action of sex and the degradation of sex through the production of pornography.
 Lawrence also claims that pornography forms from a construct of what the “mob-mentality” considers to be obscene or clean. The desire to separate sex from pornography and the philosophy to connect sex with a higher, more natural ideal is what Lawrence attempts to accomplish in The Rainbow. What remains in the relationships in this novel continues to confound the ideals surrounding ‘modern’ people. 


Pornography to Lawrence results in the secrecy of the action of sex. If sex acts are viewed as dirty then they loose their hold as a life-giving, natural action. However, if sex looses all of its modesty it becomes mechanical and unnatural in a different way. Lawrence’s philosophy of distinguishing higher levels of sexual encounters from pornography is a constant throughout The Rainbow and his other writings. Moreover, the level of his connection to sex in nature results in the critique of his work as a form of pornography. The infusion of sex with nature has the ability to be seen as confusing if the reader does not realize what Lawrence is attempting.  Therefore, when sexual innuendoes are read in early chapters of this book, it is confusing because it is unsure of what he attempts to accomplish if no further study has been done on his motivations for including them. For example when looking at the quotation, “smooth and supple after their ploughing, and clung to their feet with a weight that pulled like desire, lying hard and unresponsive when the crops were sure to be shorn away,” it is impossible to separate sexual innuendoes from the attempt to solidify the similarities between sex and nature (2 TR). From this explicit rendering of sex as the driving force of nature; Lawrence expresses the importance of including sex in the view of pastoral as well as in modern life. 

This view of sex as being differentiated from pornography creates a problem for the modern person because it remains, to this day, difficult to separate the filth of sex from the joy of sex. Lawrence explains that the hardship of distinguishing sex from pornography relies on the link that sex has with excremental functions. Also, to Lawrence the creation of pornography culminates when a man makes a woman seem dirty or lesser after sex. However, these ideas are consistent with those of the populous or “mob-mentality” and give no weight to the individual construction of the modern person.  The question remains against what will be more dominate: the unquestioning sheep or the individual who attempts to improve?  The easier path to travel generally is the popular one because it does not require individual cultivation. However, no growth can occur if everyone follows the path of least-resistance. Lawrence had to be aware of the arduous time modern people would have attempting to reach a higher level of being, but knew overall that if it could be accomplished it would benefit society as a whole. Intertwined with a stronger way of thinking is the ability of women and men to recognize the difference between higher-level happiness and lower-level pleasures.
 

Looking at how relationships form and how sex interacts with the characters in The Rainbow illustrates the importance of Lawrence’s philosophy throughout the book. The relationship between Anna and Will becomes a different entity when Anna “would admit the outside world again, she would throw away the living fruit for the ostensible rind” (147 TR).  This quotation occurs after they have spent days in bed making love to each other and Anna finally realizes that they cannot stay in bed for the rest of their lives. These passages surrounding Anna and Will’s honeymoon are interesting because even though we see glimmers of this ‘flourishing’ happiness they are not able to make this feeling remain or increase. This could be a result of their lack of being able to reach a clear distinction of sex from pornography or an inability to fully explore the difference between secrecy and modesty. However, what truly ruins this relationship belongs to the need of Anna to win power over Will. Relationships fail in Lawrence when the give and take system no longer balances. Also, the concept of the modern woman never fully realizes itself in this book, because no man or woman ever fully receives the notion of higher bliss on which Lawrence bases his philosophy.

Sex and pornography are difficult to distinguish throughout this book—Lawrence’s intention to bring more attention to sex as a virtuous act— if one remains unaware of what is trying to present with language.  Therefore, when reading passages like those that describe nature through sexual innuendoes it is important to see the connection and the disassociation. The connection between nature and sex relies on the ability of the individual to comprehend the innuendoes as a part of our nature. Sex as our primary nature seems to be what Lawrence conveys through the inclusion of blatant sexual references. This philosophy runs through The Rainbow, and why should we hide our instinct to carry on our genes from one generation to the next? How is hiding our need for sex any different than secrecy around our need for food? Surely, it remains wrong to eat with our mouths open, but we do eat in public and discuss our need for nourishment openly. This basic need—like the need to procreate and to enjoy sex—should not be shunned, in Lawrence’s eyes, as something that carries an evil or misguided weight. 

Sex should not be viewed as something that only facilitates a need because this sets up an expectation that sex is only there to fulfill a need. Lawrence uses the images of sex in a way to display that sex does not just exist to fulfill a need, but also to fulfill higher-desires or lower-desires. The need for sex had always been vested in desires to continue the species. Lower-level desire remains enriched in our want to relieve stresses, sexual tensions, or to strengthen a relationship. Higher-level desire belongs to our belief that we can reach a connection—that enables the destruction of the person that we used to be—to achieve enlightenment in the action. According to the view of Positivism, beliefs can be reasonable or unreasonable, but desires can only be satisfied or unsatisfied.
 However, this view is the second-order desire, a desire to have a belief about something. Lawrence sees sex as all of these things, the give and take of a relationship makes it feasible to desire these things and reasonable to assume that you may be able to achieve this exalted connection to another person –through the annihilation of yourself, by loosing yourself in them. Sex is the best and greatest way to achieve this enlightenment because of its close range to the concept of nirvana in Buddhist studies. Also because of its action of destroying the other is moving them towards an ideal state of being. The issue remains because it is impossible to truly destroy yourself without completely loosing your idea of who you are and therefore you remain in this nothing state. What would that mean for the enlightenment in the broader sense?  This would mean that the only way to achieve enlightenment is to destroy yourself but however by doing this you do not remember you because you have changed so dramatically that you cannot recognize or remember your previous state of being. 

Sex remains defeatist in this attitude.  That if you are to accomplish what Lawrence sets out to make you accomplish you will defeat your original interest. However sex cannot only be linked to the things that we desire it must also be linked to the things that we despise and by eliminating our hates and our loves we are able to accomplish much more than we had previously imagined that we could.  The ability to destroy the person that you were before; the threshing of spirit accomplishes much more than remaining in the same rut that you were before. The connections that you were holding on to for comfort are no longer as important as you originally thought they were. However the vague nature of Lawrence’s discussion of his own philosophy makes it tough to understand what he attempts to accomplish. This is due to the difficulty that he has in understanding his own philosophy as he seems to be attempting to figure it out as the book progresses. This remains a difficult process to comprehend—should philosophy be left out of a novel—because it was so important to Lawrence yet unreachable by any of the characters in his book. 
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