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Monstrous Bodies: Writing the incestuously abused adolescent body
“Why can’t I see myself, feel where I end and begin?” (Push p. 32).
The sexually abused adolescent body is quintessentially abject. Where voluntary sexual activity is often troped in literature as marking the end of childhood and entry into adulthood, the involuntary sexuality of father-daughter incest places the victim outside the semiotic order. She is no longer a child, yet she is also not an adult. More monstrous than human, the sexually abused adolescent body fills its perceiver with horror and yet it is endlessly fascinating. Incest is a source of such shame that it is perhaps the greatest of all sexual secrets. And precisely because it is such a closely guarded secret, even amongst adults, it fascinates us even whilst we are repelled by it. Victims of incest are treated with a special deference: they know secrets about adult sexuality that most adults do not. This degree of knowledge destroys distinctions between children and adults that claim to be based on knowledge (Postman [1982] 1994). So writing about incest is characterised by ambivalence between the desire to know more and the horror of knowing more.

This paper will examine the ways in which contemporary authors have attempted to represent victims of father-daughter incest. The discussion will focus on Push by Sapphire, but reference will also be made to Walker’s The Color Purple, to which Push overtly alludes, and to Morrison’s The Bluest Eye, to which Push is intertextually related. By comparing a work intended for teenage readers with works intended for adults, the paper aims to expose differences between the ways in which adults and adolescents are addressed on this topic. The paper will also comment on how issues of race intersect with sexual violence in these narratives.
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