
Stephen Tifft (Williams College), “The Politics of Disgust: Contradictions of Anarchism in the Riots over Jarry’s Ubu roi”

The audience at the 1896 premiere of Alfred Jarry’s proto-Dadaist play Ubu roi, who rioted at the first word spoken–a quasi-scatological coinage, “merdre”–were provoked to outrage by a triple affront: to bourgeois aesthetic decorum, to lexical and semantic order, and to norms for representing the body and sexuality.  Despite the absurdist, interpretively chaotic nature of the play, its virulent critics in the press, many of them politically reactionary, found no difficulty in identifying it as an anarchist provocation in the cultural sphere, and railed against its threat, all the greater, in their view, because cloaked in the seemingly apolitical garb of art.

To read anarchism in Ubu roi is as irresistible as it is problematic: Père Ubu, an amusingly grotesque figure of exorbitant bodily appetites, overthrows his king as well as every constraint on his desires, but far from carrying out an anarchist program, he happily becomes a tyrant in turn.  He was widely interpreted both as a debased representative of the bourgeois order to be attacked, and conversely as a figure of insurrectionary anarchism–and remarkably, the same astute observers, including Jarry himself, espoused both of these contrary views at different moments.  This contradiction speaks to an ambivalence within anarchist theory as it had developed in the latter half of the 19th century.  The rationalist moral thinking of philosophical anarchism, with its roots in the Enlightenment thought of Rousseau and Godwin, opposed to the corrupting effects of statist authority a faith in the reason and moral virtue of the uncoerced individual.  Yet these very commitments also led logically to currents in anarchist theory that championed, variously, the arbitrary will of the individual in the face of any constraint (radical individualist anarchism), political violence (“propaganda of the deed”), and even the vagaries of psychical impulses and bodily desires as against the “tyranny” of the mind and of abstraction.  Ubu roi gives voice to these renegade currents of anarchist anti-authoritarianism, even as it can be seen to caricature the tyranny of the state and of the bourgeois order along more traditional anarchist lines.

The play also catches up the very outrage of its opponents in its own perverse dynamics, inducing the champions of tradition and of bourgeois good sense, taste, and order to participate in the very violations they denounced.  Venting their fury and disgust (the latter analyzed by Bourdieu as the privileged affect defending aesthetic distinction), rioters found themselves caught up in a play that not only provokes but also depicts and ultimately revels in disgust, to the point that it becomes delectation.  For Jarry, disgust plays a part in that Dadaist assault on reason that manifests the maverick current of anarchist anti-rationalism, as was articulated a few years later in the writing of his most prominent Dadaist follower, Tristan Tzara: caught in the paradox that a principled attack on reason risked being co-opted by reason, Tzara–following the example Père Ubu–began to invoke disgust not only at the status quo but also, more subtly, within and at the very absurdism of Dada language, as a deliberate abjection of the purposefulness of reasoned social critique.  Jarry’s reactionary rioters unwittingly mimicked this dynamic, just as–in their violent foreclosure of the play’s performance–they mimicked the interruptive, laxative effects that are so exuberantly represented in the play.  And mirroring the Dada inconsequence of Jarry, who articulates and at the same time subverts his social critique by collapsing its intelligibility into absurdist dramatic actions and disfigurations of language, the rioters inverted this process: they reacted convulsively to absurdism by attributing to it a clear, virulent political intention, and carried out, in their own spasmodic violence in the theater, their own version of anarchist propaganda of the deed.


