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Abstract

The notion of maternal criminal behaviour is often unacknowledged due to the cultural idealization of the maternal
role. The societies’ tendency to glorify motherhood serves to disregard the idea of female subjectivity and the
necessity of developing a distinctive identity. Perverse behaviour is ascribed to the disturbances in mother-infant
relationship at early developmental stage. Lack of emotional fulfilment in mother-child relationship can lead to a
sense of anger and the desire to inflict pain on an object or a person. While in male perverse behaviour, the
perpetrator of the perverse act shows an urge to hurt others, in the case of female perversion, the individual often
turns this anger against herself or her own baby. This indicates a symbolic attack on the maternal body. This paper
aims at investigating the idea of female criminality in Gillian Flynn's Sharp Objects with particular attention to
Estela Welldon and Anna Motz's views about female perversion. It will be argued that the different instances of
perverse acts such as self-cutting, child abuse, infanticide and murder committed by the female characters in the
novel are the consequences of abusive mothering as well as the societies' tendency to glorify the notion of ideal
motherhood.

Keywords: perversion, self-harm, attachment theory, social conditioning, Munchausen Syndrome by Proxy

Does maternal perversion exist? The question was brought up more than two decades ago
by Estela Welldon who attempted to trace the notion of female violence back to the mother-
infant relationship at the pre-oedipal stage and even earlier. The psycho-sexual roots of female
criminal behaviour have been traditionally explored from the male perspective with the
reduction of the maternal role to the recipient of the son’s incestuous desire. Flynn’s Sharp
Objects introduces a different notion of female perversion which emphasizes the importance of
maternal subjectivity and its role in the formation of criminal impulses. The novel is an
exploration of the sado-masochistic impulse to inflict pain on the body through an essentially
female perspective. Using Welldon and Motz’s notion of female perversion and violence, this
paper investigates the way disturbed mother-daughter relationship along with the idealization
of the maternal role in the social context of the novel initiates perverse female behaviour leading
to self-destructive acts, self-cutting, crime and murder.
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In Mother, Madonna, Whore: The Idealization and Denigration of Motherhood, Welldon
attempts to locate the site of female perversion in the female body and “its inherent attributes”
(1992, p. 7). According to Welldon, perversion happens when in the process of each
individual’s psychic development a “deep split” takes place between the feelings experienced
at the stage of “genital sexuality” and the emotions developed in the pre-oedipal stage (1992,
p. 7). The perverse act is often expressed in terms of hostility towards the self and others, and
here lies the difference between male and female perversion. As Welldon explains, while
perversion in men is mainly aimed at “an outside part-object”, in the case of female perverse
behaviour, the perpetrator of the perverse act primarily targets her own body or the body of her
baby. In this case, both female “bodies and babies are treated as part-objects” (1992, p. 8). This
“split” goes back to the child’s early relationship with the mother when for a variety of reasons
including disturbances in the child’s need for maternal affection along with the necessity of
forming a separate identity, the individual experiences feelings of anxiety, insecurity and
emotional abandonment. This in turn leads to a feeling of “intense hatred” towards the mother.
As the child grows up, the hatred is turned against others. Eventually, the “victims” are turned
into “victimizers” (Welldon, 1992, p. 9). The perverse act becomes a “manic defence against
formidable fears related to the threat of losing both mother and a sense of identity” (Welldon,
1992, p. 9). In the case of female perpetrators, the sense of hostility is turned against their own
bodies or the body of their babies as an extension of the maternal body.

According to Welldon, this aspect of motherhood or what she calls “perverse mothering” is
rarely acknowledged as it goes against the socio-cultural assumptions about the maternal role
(1992, p. 9). Women are expected to be naturally equipped with the means to deal with the
ordeal of motherhood. The society’s glorification of the motherly instinct denies the role each
woman’s particular experiences can play in the relationship with her own baby. What is often
neglected is the fact that for some women, pregnancy and motherhood provides an opportunity
to give vent to the sense of resentment they had formerly experienced in their relationship with
their own mother. As Welldon has pointed out, “motherhood intensifies their previous
problems” leading to impulsive acts of revenge against the baby (Welldon, 1992, p. 18).

Another reason for the denial of female perversion is the “secretive nature” of the acts of
violence committed by women (Motz, 2008, p. 3). As Motz explains, such acts are often
committed by mothers at home with regard to their own babies. In most cases, the idealized
notion of motherhood provides a perfect “subterfuge” for the perverse maternal behaviour
(Motz, 2008, p. 18). To understand the nature of female violence, Motz lists various models
including “social conditioning”, “biological model”, “behavioural model” and ‘“‘attachment
theory” (2008, p. 6). “Social conditioning” and “attachment theory” are particularly relevant
to this study. “Social conditioning” indicates the cultural idealization of the maternal role and
“attachment theory” refers to the influence of early mother-infant relationship. In what follows,
I will first explain the psycho-dynamics of female violence as developed by Welldon and Motz
and then discuss the notion of female violence in Flynn’s novel with regard to the effect of
abusive parenting, early traumatic experiences (attachment theory) and social conditioning.

Stoller defines perversion as the “erotic form of hatred”, “a habitual, preferred aberration
necessary for one’s full satisfaction, primarily motivated by hostility” (1986, p. 4). The hostility
leads to a desire to inflict pain on an object. In the case of female perversion, the body of the
perpetrator of the perverse act or her own child is used to give vent to the sense of hostility.
According to Motz, different acts of self-harm including self-cutting and anorexia are
essentially female perversions. Similar to Welldon, Motz believes that female perverse
behaviour as the “sexualized expression of aggression” is mostly directed towards “their own
or their children’s bodies” (2008, p. 4). As Motz has explained, self-inflicted injuries including
self-cutting and mutilation can be considered as symbolic acts of revenge against “internalized,
often cruel and perverse mothers” (2008, p. 15). In the case of maternal violence, the body of
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the baby is treated “narcissistically”, as an extension of the mother’s body (2008, p. 15). For
these women, motherhood provides a chance to re-enact the abusive patterns of behaviour they
had formerly experienced in their childhood, in their relationship with their own mothers. As
children, most of these women were often abused by their own parents particularly their
mothers. The maternal role then, provides an outlet for the sense of worthlessness and injustice
the woman had formerly experienced at home when she was a child. It is important to mention
that both Welldon and Motz have based this argument on the clinical observations of their own
patients. Similar studies on the relationship between gender and self-harm have reported that
women tend to resort to non-suicidal self-injury such as self-cutting more than men (Bresin and
Schoenleber, 2015). This idea is particularly evident in Sharp Objects in which a pattern of
abusive behaviour in mother-daughter relationship is indicated in the form of child- poisoning
and self-cutting. As will be fully explained later, in their struggles to break loose of their
mother's poisonous care and cope with anxiety, both Camille and Amma show a propensity to
abuse their own bodies through sexualization and self-objectification. In the case of Camille,
this is also indicated in her obsessive self-cutting.

The process of growing up and forming a separate identity requires a sense of emotional
fulfilment in mother-child relationship. Motz describes this fulfilment in terms of the
“internalization of a sense of being mothered” (2008, p. 19). When this “internalization” fails,
the woman who has moved into adulthood with the feeling of resentment at her own mother for
being abused or emotionally neglected, repeats the same behavioural pattern with her own baby.
Such a process is of course unconscious. The woman may experience a sense of “emptiness”
and become overwhelmed by an unconscious urge to compensate for the missing emotional
fulfilment by having her own baby. While it is often assumed that motherhood will help these
women fill up the feeling of emptiness, in most cases what happens is far from ideal. As Motz
points out, the toll the infant takes on the mother’s emotions may lead to an immense sense of
deprivation; “the demands of the infants [may] reawaken their awareness of their own unmet
needs, making the situation persecutory” (2008, p. 19). Such a mother, in turn, may end up
abusing her own baby.

Another factor that can trigger acts of perversion in women is the socio-cultural expectations
regarding the maternal role. It is culturally believed that women are not only the sole care-givers
of their children, but they are also expected to find a sense of purpose in their role as mothers.
Based on this view, women are believed to be naturally prepared for the maternal role. The
notion of the motherly instinct is often used to determine the standards of normal behaviour for
women. From a cultural point of view, the idea of motherhood stands for selflessness and
sacrifice. Women who fail to live up to the standards of “good” motherly behaviour are judged
as unnatural and hence evil by nature. This leads to the sense of guilt and shame at failing to
perform their duties. The root of this glorification of women's role as the sole care-givers goes
back to the Victorian ideology of "angel in the house"”. Based on this view, women are supposed
to find fulfilment in their role as wives and mothers. In their unstinting devotion to their
domestic function, they are expected to commit themselves wholeheartedly to providing
physical and emotional comfort for their husband and children. Historically speaking, this
exaltation of women's domestic function that occurred during the Victorian period is mainly
related to the changes in the economic structure of the 19th century. As Thurer (1995) has
explained, the industrial revolution led to the rise of the idea of separate spheres in the family
with the father working outside home as the sole breadwinner and the mother residing in the
house as the only care-giver. As the father's authority at home declined, the mother as the angel
of mercy who presided over the household, "became the depository of all that was decent and
good” (Thurer, 1995, p. 182). Thus, the idea of unconditional maternal love and devotion was
deemed as the essence of femininity.
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According to Chodorow, for those social theorists who promote the notion of the maternal
role, the questions of parenting and division of roles are "biologically self-explanatory" (1978,
p. 13). They argue that since women are biologically born into their role as mothers, the notion
of the maternal role is the most "natural fact”, because "what is instinctual, or has instinctual
components, is inevitable or unchanging™ (Chodorow, 1978, p. 14). This essentialist approach
to the question of the woman's role in the family leads to a crisis of identity. This idea has been
aptly examined by Friedan. Friedan's study concentrates on the situation of the American
women after 1950s. For many centuries, women have been trying to live up to the standards of
ideal feminine behaviour or what Friedan (1963) calls "the feminine mystique". According to
the notion of "the feminine mystique”, "the highest value and the only commitment for women
is the fulfilment of their femininity" (Friedan, 1963, p. 43). The question that Friedan is
concerned with is finding out the reason why despite her success in fulfilling this feminine
function, the average American housewife is still unhappy. Friedan's answer to this question
resides in the problem of female identity. Many of these women do not go beyond their
culturally ascribed roles as mothers and wives because culture does not allow them to "gratify
their basic need to grow and fulfil their potentialities as human beings™ (Friedan, 1963, p. 76).
In other words, this ideology disregards the question of female subjectivity. As Nicolson has
stated, such a view “rejects the validity of divergence among women in their expectations,
desires and experiences” (1999, p. 162) as it fails to take note of each woman’s unique
experiences from childhood to motherhood. As proponents of attachment theory have argued,
much of what a woman experiences in the process of raising her children and her ability or
failure to attend to their needs is to a large extent affected by her own experiences at the early
developmental stage. Therefore, the social notion of ideal motherhood deprives women of any
sense of identity other than being a mother.

The cultural propagation of the ideology of “perfect” motherhood along with disturbed
mother-infant relationship can lead to the development of pathological urges in women.
Munchausen Syndrome by Proxy is an instance of psychological disorder in which the
caregiver, in most cases the mother, induces symptoms of illness in the child under her care.
Munchausen Syndrome by Proxy (MSPM), sometimes called fabricated illness, is considered
a type of perversion that is mostly dominant in women. The root of this perversion often goes
back to the woman’s childhood experiences: “Early childhood trauma, passively experienced
by the mother whose own mother displayed perverse and perverting attitudes towards her,
mobilizes a perversion of the maternal instinct in adulthood when she herself becomes a
mother” (Polledri, 1996, p. 561). It is a form of child abuse which is often neglected because it
mainly occurs under the guise of intensive maternal care. Due to the idealization of the maternal
function, the idea of a woman intentionally hurting her own child is hard to imagine. The
traditional notion of motherhood puts the woman on a "pedestal” (Thurer, 1995, p. 185).
Nowhere else is her presence more strongly felt than at the sick-bed. Such a view disregards
each woman's actual experiences and reduces her existence to the status of an icon to be praised.

The notion of female perversion is dominant in Flynn’s novels particularly in Sharp Objects
and Gone Girl. Generally speaking, Flynn's representation of female characters in her novels
has led to contradictory responses regarding the notion of gender stereotypes. Murphy, for
instance, states that Flynn's female characters "challenge conventional notions of female
identity, media representation and victimhood" (2018a, p. 166). Flynn has openly asserted that
what frustrates her is the traditional idea that "women are innately good, innately nurturing”
(Murphy, 2018a, p. 160). The notion of an inherently "nurturing” woman serves to disregard
the significance of female subjectivity and its role in the construction of each woman's separate
identity. According to Miller, Flynn's creation of "complex female characters" serves to
challenge the cultural propagation of ideal femininity (2019, p. 10). Flynn's best-selling novel,
Gone Girl, explores the idea of conjugal plotting and deception through the unreliable point of
view of both spouses, Amy and Nick Dunne. Amy's deception is described by the critics in
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terms of a reaction to gender stereotyping (Amato, 2016, Ahmadi Asl, Aliakbari and
Karaminejad, 2019). Osbourne believes that the novel speaks to "an American society that has
increasingly grown cynical of the transcendent power of love™ (2017, p. 87). Ahmadi Asl et al.
(2019) represent a Butlerian reading of the novel in which Amy's criminality including her
disappearance and consequent plan to frame her husband for murder is analysed in terms of
gender performance. The notion of female criminal behaviour is even more prominent in Sharp
Objects in which Flynn blends the psycho-pathology of female violence with the generic
tradition of crime-thrillers. The novel was brought to the readers’ attention with the HBO TV's
2018 adaption of the story. In an impressive study on the figure of the monstrous child in the
novel, Miller analyses the character of Amma, the thirteen-year-old child who turns out to be
the Kkiller of the children in the story. According to Miller, Amma's aggression is the expression
of the society's "pathological hatred of the female body"(2019, p. 11). She bases her argument
on the fact that Amma targets girls who do not follow the society's standard for proper feminine
behaviour. After arranging a ritualistic killing, posing as the Artemis, Amma has the nails of
her victims painted and removes their teeth "reducing their bodies to a passive state of infantile
docility" (Miller, 2019, p. 11). The present study, however, takes the issue of gender stereotypes
in the novel a bit further by focusing on the question of mother-daughter relationship and its
role in the construction of subjectivity. The analysis of a pattern of perverse female behaviour
and its link to maternal upbringing will be conducted with regards to the social context of the
novel.

The story is told from the perspective of a crime reporter, Camille Preaker, who is sent by
her editor to Wind Gap, her hometown, to write a story about the double case of a murdered
child and another missing child in the town. The body of the second missing child is also
discovered soon after Camille’s arrival in the town. Camille’s empathetic involvement with the
case brings up fragmented memories of her traumatic childhood induced by the sudden death
of her sister and her own disturbed relationship with her mother. Right from the beginning of
the novel, the theme of maternal abuse is highlighted when Camille states her discomfort at
having to work on the case of Tammy Davis, a twenty-two years old mother who had left her
four kids in a locked-up room with some sandwiches and milk for three days “for a suck on the
pipe” (Flynn, 2007, p. 1). The kids are found “flurrying like chickens over the food and feces
on the carpet” (Flynn, 2007, p. 1). No harm intended; she had simply forgotten their existence.
Camille imagines the way smoking pot enables the young mother to leave her children behind
and be transferred to a better time when she was “a glossy-lipped thirteen-year-old” surrounded
by boys who “still cared” (Flynn, 2007, p. 2). The novel abounds in the images of dead and
abused children. Wind Gap is a town that “murders its children” (Flynn, 2007, p. 32). The two
murdered girls, Natalie and Ann, have their teeth pulled out. Adora, Camille's mother, hesitates
to enter her daughter's room "as if it was the trophy room of a dead child" (Flynn, 2007, p. 51).
Camille’s reminiscence of violence in Wind Gap entails the memory of her mother biting an
infant’s cheek. The idea of child abuse stands in sharp contrast with the notion of ideal
femininity that dominates the mind of the town people. Regardless of the secretive acts of abuse
happening in the town (mostly by female perpetrators), Wind Gap is a town that “demands
utmost femininity in its fairest sex” (Flynn, 2007, p. 17). Marriage and motherhood are
important factors for acquiring a proper place in the society: “a single woman even a hair over
thirty was a queer thing in these parts” (Flynn, 2007, p. 55). "Most nice women in Wind Gap
are teachers or mothers" (Flynn, 2007, p. 9). When a school girl is forced to insert a stick inside
her own body by two boys, the teacher has her apologize to other students because "young
ladies must be in control of their bodies because boys are not" (Flynn, 2007, p. 139). Camille's
peers (former high school classmates) at "Pity Party"” cry over their wish to have more babies.
The Biblical quote "be fruitful and multiply"” sums up what is believed to be the sense of purpose
for women in a town like Wind Gap (Flynn, 2007, p. 172).
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It is interesting to note that Adora who represents the town’s notion of perfect femininity,
is afflicted by Munchausen Syndrome by Proxy. As is suggested by her name, Adora is “the
schmoozer in the family” (Flynn, 2007, p. 70). In the eyes of the town people, she is a
compassionate grieving mother who despite her own grief at the loss of a child is always ready
to dedicate herself to the public good. As Camille bitterly states, Adora is unable to bear “the
cruelty of human beings” (Flynn, 2007, p. 88). She is admired for her feminine sophistication
and her tendency to empathize with those who have suffered loss and grief. This social
reinforcement of female compassion is at the core of Munchausen Syndrome by Proxy.
Scheper-Huches describes this disorder in terms of the “social-psychiatric illness of mothers”
who use their children to acquire social recognition as heroic mothers (2002, p. 155). As in
most patients afflicted by Munchausen Syndrome by Proxy, Adora's manners reveal an element
of theatricality that attests her need for public acknowledgment. Camille describes how Adora
used to take her outside when she was a child: "she'd parade me into town, smiling or teasing
me, tickling me as she spoke with people on the sidewalks™ (Flynn, 2007, p. 123). But when
they went back home, she would go to her room leaving Camille feeling confused and guilty,
"searching for clues to what I'd done to displease her" (Flynn, 2007, p. 123). Adora seems to
have acquired her reputation as an exemplary mother through her anxious involvement with the
sickness of her second daughter, Marian who died when she was only ten years old. In Adora’s
treatment of her daughters it is possible to find the symptoms of Munchausen Syndrome by
Proxy. Her behaviour indicates a compulsive need to take care of her children through making
them sick and dependent. This idea is later confirmed by the nurse who takes care of Marian
when she is hospitalized: “Munchausen by Proxy. The care-giver, usually the mother, almost
always the mother, makes her child ill to get attention for herself.... You got MBP, you make
your child sick to show what a kind, doting mother you are” (Flynn, 2007, p. 293). As the nurse
states in her report, Marian shows "signs of illness after spending time alone with the mother"
(Flynn, 2007, p. 291), while Adora is able to pay attention to her daughter only when she is
sick. Based on the nurse's report, she even tends to "punish her" when she is feeling well (Flynn,
2007, p. 292). 1t seems that the only way she can relate to her children is through their sickness.
Adora's reputation as a compassionate maternal figure relies on keeping her children dependent.
The doctor who treats Marian, refers to Adora as "an angel”, the kind of mother every child
should have (Flynn, 2007, p. 310). However, as it becomes evident later, behind the mask of a
devoted care-giver lurks the reality of a devouring mother who uses her children to acquire the
social commendation of "a kind doting mommy" (Flynn, 2007, p. 293). It is interesting that the
nurse's observation and diagnosis is treated as an instance of "some childless, jealous nurse's
pettiness” (Flynn, 2007, p. 294) because as Motz has explained, the notion of a mother
intentionally making her own children sick is an unimaginable offence, a perfect example of
"thinking the unthinkable" (2009b, p. 206).

In Adora’s encounters with her daughters, it is possible to find signs of what Welldon calls
"perverse mothering™. Her perversion is revealed in abusing her daughters (Marian and later
Amma) through poisoning them with drugs. With her eldest daughter, Camille, she is
emotionally unresponsive mainly because Camille has always refused to take her medicine. As
Camille says, "Adora hated little girls who didn't capitulate to her peculiar strain of mothering”
(Flynn, 2007, p. 284). In Adora's room, the police eventually finds a variety of unauthorized
drugs such as "eight vials of anti-malarial pills ...that had been discontinued due to their
tendency to induce fever and blurred vision", "three dozen anti-seizure tablets, the misuse of
which can cause dizziness and nausea”, "three bottles of ipecac syrup, used to induce vomiting"
and etc. (Flynn, 2007, pp. 308-309). As it becomes clear by the end of the story, Adora who
had formerly used the drugs to make Marian sick and in need of her care, continues using them
with her third daughter, Amma.

Flynn's Sharp Objects represents a repertoire of female perversion including maternal abuse,
child murder and self-cutting. Writing a review on the HBO TV adaptation of the novel,
6
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Murphy describes Camille’s journey into uncovering the mystery of child crimes in Wind Gap
in terms of the way “a wounded psyche attempts to process unresolved trauma” (2018b, p. 181).
“I am a cutter, you see. Also, a snipper, a slicer, a carver, a jabber” (Flynn, 2007, p. 76), this is
how Camille introduces herself to the reader. Self-cutting is categorized as a type of perversion
in which the person uses his or her own body to express anxiety. According to Motz, physically
self-destructive acts such as self-cutting are often regarded as the “female expression of anger”
(2008, p. 139). While men who feel victimized often express their anger by a desire to hurt
others, in the case of women, the feeling of anger at being treated unfairly takes the form of
self-loathing and self-punishment. “When memories of abuse or feelings of anger threaten to
overwhelm them, and destroy their conciliatory stance in relation to aggressors, they turn the
anger inwards” (Motz, 2008, p. 139). In some self-cutters, the act of self-harm is initiated by
the “rejection of a loved one, others’ refusal to validate feelings or lies and insults by trusted
others” (Rameshwari, 2006, pp. 46-47). The sense of emotional abandonment is aggravated by
the person’s low self-esteem and emotional vulnerability. In the case of Camille, the compulsive
habit of carving words onto her skin starts after her sister’s death. She is traumatized by her
sister’s mysterious death and her mother’s withdrawal of love. The act of self-cutting can be
considered a reaction to her sister’s long suffering, frequent hospitalization and eventual death.
The self-inflicted pain also serves as a distraction from the sense of abandonment she
experiences in her relationship with her mother.

There is a self-punitive side to Camille’s compulsive self-cutting. An examination of some
of the words she cuts onto her skin can help us understand the nature of her anxieties and her
desire to punish herself. When she is thirteen years old, Camille cuts her first word “wicked”
with her mother’s “steak knife” on her pubic area (Flynn, 2007, p. 76). The word “wicked”
reveals her sense of guilt and self-loathing. Camille’s sexuality started to bloom after her sister’s
death. It is interesting to note that although she becomes a popular girl at school, she turns this
popularity against herself. The circumstances of her first sexual experience are brutal. From the
fragments of her memories, we find out that around the same time (after her sister’s death), she
gives in to four boys at one time. Fragments of that horrifying memory appear in her
conversation with Richard, the detective investigating the case. When Richard asks about the
history of violence in the town, Camille mentions that she does not know if the case of a drunk
eight grader having sex with four guys, (they “kind of passed her around”), is considered
violence (Flynn, 2007, p. 139). As can be seen, Camille blames herself for allowing herself to
be gang-raped. Her self-punitive behaviour reflects her low self-esteem. Another fragment of
her memory reveals a thirteen-year-old Camille experiencing her “first blow job” in the woods
with a senior basketball player: “He wouldn’t kiss me until I serviced him. Then he wouldn’t
kiss me because of where my mouth had been” (Flynn, 2007, pp. 142-143). Camille’s
masochistic sexual adventures at her adolescent years reflect her desire to punish herself. The
sexual abuse she suffers and even encourages at her adolescent years embodies her own self-
loathing. According to Welldon, openness to abusive relationships is a major characteristic of
female perversion. This is mainly related to the fact that the abusive partner “represents an
internal part of herself” (2014, p. 22). The internalization of abuse is evident in Camille’s
assertion that she is not really sure if she was exploited by those boys because based on “Old
Testament” she “got what she deserved” (Flynn, 2007, p. 222).

Camille's promiscuity at her adolescent years can also be attributed to the sense of loss she
experiences at home. As Welldon has argued, "promiscuity is basically a compulsive, illusory
attempt to create object-relationships which is doomed to failure” mainly because the
promiscuous person is motivated by a desire to compensate for the lack of a nurturing mother
(1992, p. 48). In her interactions with men, Camille shows a desperate need to please by offering
her own body. This has aggravated her low self-esteem and her desire to punish herself. It is
important to note that in Camille’s disturbed mind sex is associated with pain and violence. Her
first experience with self-pleasure occurs right after she sees explicit pictures of rape and torture
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in a hunting cabin, “a wood-planked shack where animals were stripped and split” (Flynn, 2007,
p. 18). What she witnesses in the cabin functions as a primal scene that leads to the association
of sex with brutality and painful penetration in Camille's mind. Her lack of self-respect is further
evident in her tendency to label herself as a sexual object as in the four-letter words she used to
cut onto her skin, “cunt”, “clit”, “cock” etc. (Flynn, 2007, p. 78). Camille cannot allow herself
to be touched with love mainly because she does not consider herself worthy of love. The sense
of self-disgust is evident in her interactions with others. She seems to be unable to initiate and
maintain social connection with anyone. When she goes into a care centre to be treated for her
compulsive self-cutting, her editor, Curry, comes to visit her. She scrutinizes his body to find
something sharp. After he leaves, Camille goes into the bathroom: “I was so sick with myself I
vomited in the bathroom” (Flynn, 2007, p. 80). Even then she cuts herself with a screw she
finds in the bathroom: “blood splurting from the wound like stigmata” (Flynn, 2007, p. 80). As
the word “stigmata” suggests, Camille associates her self-inflicted wounds with the sufferings
of Christ. The act of spilling her own blood is a symbolic act of atonement. According to Motz,
for self-cutters blood "connotes purification” (2009a, p. 16). It is often believed that for self-
harmers, the act of cutting the skin provides a sense of relief from anxiety. After cutting, comes
the process of taking care of the wound and healing. As this sense of relief is temporary, the
process needs to be repeated. Motz explains this process in terms of "splitting”, dividing objects
and things into good and bad:

In self-harm, this type of dichotomy is expressed when the toxic contents of the
mind are violently discharged onto the body. One part of the self can become
calm, purified and released, while another is violated and intruded upon. The
movement does not end here though: the body that has been injured and thus the
victim of a savage attack, is then tended to and cared for. The attacking self then
becomes the caring nursing self. (2009a, p. 19)

In Camille's case, this is evident in the ritualistic way through which she decorates her skin with
words. "I adored tending to myself", she says (Flynn, 2007, p. 78). The ritual which consists of
a cycle of cutting, bearing pain, attending to the wounds and cleansing, gives her a sense of
control over her own body. By inflicting pain on her body and then treating her own wounds,
she assumes the role of both the abuser and the care-giver. This is an enactment of the role
Camille's mother plays in her life as both her primary care-giver as well as abuser.

Though Camille starts the self-cutting act after her sister’s death, she develops an obsession
with words even before that, copying words compulsively on her clothes, notebooks etc. “with
a keenness bordering on the religious” (Flynn, 2007, p. 77). For Camille, the act of cutting
words onto her skin can also be considered a psychic dialogue with her mother particularly
when we consider the fact that she is deprived of establishing a sense of healthy connection
with her mother from early childhood. The self-cutting act indicates her desire for self-
expression. This becomes particularly clear in her most inarticulate moments when she feels
specific words moving on her skin, "squabbling at each other over my skin™ (Flynn, 2007, p.
78). According to Motz, self-harm in the form of self-cutting may indicate the cutter's urge to
convey her own mental state to other people, "inscribing a narrative on the body itself" (2009a,
p. 15). Itisadistorted form of symbolization through language. In this sense, Camille's wounds
express her pain at the sense of neglect and abandonment she experiences in the relationship
with her mother.

Camille's impulsive behaviour reveals a pathological urge to attack her own body. As Motz
has argued, the act of inflicting pain on the body can be considered "a symbolic attack on the
maternal body" (2009b, p. 206). In Camille's case, this hostility is expressed in carving words
on her skin and her contempt toward the female anatomy: "sometimes I think sickness sits inside
every woman, waiting for the right moment to bloom™ (Flynn, 2007, p. 262). Her disgust with
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the female body is evident in her assertion that a woman's body is a vehicle for penetration:
"men love to put things inside women, don't they? Cucumbers and bananas and bottles, a string
of pearls, a Magic marker, a fist. Once a guy wanted to wedge a Walkie-Talkie inside of me, |
declined (Flynn, 2007, p. 262).

As it was pointed out before, Adora's style of mothering indicates a pathological urge to
relate to her children through their sickness, administering various ointments and vitamins to
them. As Camille says, Adora "has that voraciousness about children. She swoops in on them"
(Flynn, 2007, p. 123). Adora's former friend, Jackie, describes her in this way: "Adora devours
you and if you don't let her, it'll be even worse for you" (Flynn, 2007, p. 261). Her hostility
towards Camille is mostly related to Camille's refusal to yield to her poisonous care. As a child,
she refuses to take her various oils and potions: “that was the last time I had her full attention
as a mother” ((Flynn, 2007, p. 74). After that, she turns her full attention to Marian. An entry
in Adora's diary reads: "I've decided to stop caring for Camille and focus on Marian. Camille
has never become a good patient- being sick makes her angry and spiteful” (Flynn, 2007, p.
309). Adora's treatment of Camille reflects the sense of hostility she feels towards her own
mother, Joya. She associates Camille's defiance with her own mother's emotional rigidity, with
what she calls "Joya's spite” (Flynn, 2007, p. 309). Through verbal and emotional denigration
of Camille, she projects her anxieties onto her daughter. Camille becomes a reminder of a
mother who neglected her. After Camille finally gives in to her mother's poisonous care, Adora
allows her to enter her room and tells her about her traumatic experiences with her own mother:
"When a child knows that young that her mother doesn't care for her, bad things happen” (Flynn,
2007, p. 305). The circumstances of both Adora and Camille's childhood can be best described
by referring to Chodorow's words that "women's mothering is reproduced across generations"
(1978, p. 3). As Welldon argues, women who have suffered abuse in the hands of an "aggressive
mother", tend to identify with that terrible mother and may end up abusing their own children
(1992, p. 69). Both Adora and Camille are abused in childhood. When Adora is eight years old,
her mother takes her to the woods and leaves her there alone. She has to walk all the way back
home barefoot. Camille has vague memories of feeling pain while sleeping and then finding
her mother standing in her room "kissing the pink circle" on Camille's arm (Flynn, 2007, p.
211). The act of pulling at Camille's injured ankle with a tweezer by Adora mirrors her own
experience with her mother, Joya. Once Adora had a severe sunburn, Joya sat next to her and
peeled her skin off "in long strips” (Flynn, 2007, p. 258).

The symptoms of perverse behaviour are also visible in Amma's character, Camille's
thirteen years old sister who turns out to be the real child-killer in the story. Acutely aware of
her mother's attempts to keep her from growing up, she leads a double life. At home, Amma is
her mother's baby-doll, a spoiled girl who cherishes and even craves for Adora’s attention.
Although thirteen, she wears the clothes of "a ten-year-old" and plays with a doll-house, a
replica of Adora’s house (Flynn, 2007, p. 54). She removes the teeth of the murdered girls and
uses them to decorate the floor of her doll-house, in close imitation of Adora's house, carpeted
with ivory tiles. She even tries to imitate the way her mother speaks. According to Welldon,
children who are abused by their mothers often "respond in a complementary way to their
mother's exploitation™ (1992, p. 67) and encourage the abusive behaviour. This can be related
to the fact that for them, the mother's aggression is "a means of survival™ (Welldon, 1992, p.
67). Amma who seems to feel threatened by her mother's withdrawal of love, complies with
Adora's fantasy of a perfect child and takes her poisons willingly. In return for her submission,
Amma is rewarded by Adora's overbearing love and attention. She even makes sure Adora's
love will stay "uncontested” (Flynn, 2007, p. 320). Amma has her own ways of making Adora
"happy". Her tantrum is a part of the game she plays with her mother. Outside home, however,
Amma is the town's bad girl who leads a group of teen agers. She drinks, bullies other kids and
uses drugs. She forces younger girls into showing their private parts to boys. Camille says that
Amma has a "penchant for doing and seeing nasty things" (Flynn, 2007, p. 128). She makes
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regular visits to her mother's pig farm to watch the brutal nursing of sows "strapped to their
sides in a farrowing crate, legs apart, nipples exposed" (Flynn, 2007, pp. 126-127). While
Camille describes the scene in terms of "watching a rape", Amma sits there and watches the act
of nursing, "fascinated" (Flynn, 2007, p. 127) by the sow's terrible squeals, "the sow's eyes
rolled up into her head" (Flynn, 2007, p. 127).

Similar to Camille, Amma uses her body for self-assertion. Her premature sexuality is
an act of rebellion against her mother: "after she takes care of me, I like to have sex", Amma
says (Flynn, 2007, p. 233). It is interesting to note that both Camille and Amma tend to
manipulate their own bodies. But while Camille uses her sexuality to humiliate herself, for
Amma sex is a weapon to exercise control: "sometimes you need to hurt" (Flynn, 2007, p. 236).
Amma is evidently a disturbed child. She is fascinated by "female killers" (Flynn, 2007, p. 312).
Her favourite fairy-tale character is Persephone, "the Queen of the Dead" (Flynn, 2007, p. 302).
After Adora was imprisoned for the alleged charge of murdering Ann and Natalie, Amma stays
with Camille in Chicago. Camille finds her sister to be extremely jealous and emotionally
needy. As it becomes clear later, Amma is responsible for the murder of Wind Gap girls, Ann
and Natalie, and another girl she befriended briefly in Chicago. She kills Ann and Natalie
simply because Adora takes an interest in them. And later in Chicago, she kills Lily because
she thinks Camille likes her better. As can be seen, Amma's peculiar upbringing has turned her
into a psychopath. She acts out the murderous impulses of her mother. Whoever attempts to
break loose of her control, is punished. As Camille says, "a child weaned on poison considers
harm a comfort™ (Flynn, 2007, p. 320).

The killing of Ann and Natalie can also be considered Amma's reaction to her own sense of
inadequacy. Both Ann and Natalie are rebellious girls who respond fiercely to anyone who
threatens their sense of integrity. They are both unruly girls who do not conform to the society's
notion of perfect feminine behaviour. Ann has a sharpened stick which she uses for killing a
neighbour's bird. Natalie mutilates her classmate's eye with a pair of scissors. Both girls have
"serious tempers" and are described as "biters" (Flynn, 2007, p. 202). Once Ann bites Adora's
hand and pulls her hair just because Adora was "tutoring her and Anne didn't understand"
(Flynn, 2007, p. 202). Their openly rebellious behaviour stands in contrast with Amma's
circumstances at home where she has to play the role of Adora’'s baby doll to acquire her
undivided love and attention. She asks Camille: "why could Ann bite her and I couldn't” (Flynn,
2007, p. 320). The girls possess a sense of inner strength which Amma lacks. The act of pulling
their teeth can thus be regarded as Amma's desperate urge to subdue the girls' rebellious nature
and punish them for doing what she herself was not able to do.

The pattern of perverse female behaviour in the two generations of the Preaker family attests
to the main premise of this study which argues that abusive parenting, more specifically
troubled mothering, can lead to the development of perverse impulses in women. This problem
is aggravated by the society's idealization of motherhood. The abuse that Adora suffers in
childhood in the relationship with her mother becomes the groundwork for the growth of a
pattern of perversion in the family. Adora’s view about motherhood is conflicted. On the one
hand, she aspires to play the role of a devoted care-giver as propagated by the society's notion
of perfect motherhood. On the other hand, she reveals a pathological tendency to inflict pain on
the children under her care. Camille's compulsive self-cutting and Amma'’s aggression toward
others indicate their natural reaction to trauma. The plight of the Preaker girls can be best
described by referring to Motz's words that "perverse behaviour enables women to project their
own experience of childhood victimization to someone else™ (2008, p. 17). The pattern of
perverse behaviour such as Munchausen by Proxy, self-harm and child murder that runs in the
family is the consequence of this sense of deprivation in childhood as well as the society's
tendency to ignore the reality of female subjectivity as we have seen in this study.
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