| RouTLEDGE RevivALs IMMXN OY MmN -06.02.24 6.

Constance Classen, “The Odor ot the Other”

Worlds of Sense EDITED BY CONSTANCE CLASSEN

Exploring the senses in history and across

cultures Aroma T H E B O O K O F
The cultural history of smell
Constance Classen Constance Classen, David Howes

and Anthony Synnott




......
R AT

PRI

4

24
' A

Centre for Sensory Studies

Constance Classen

Home \ Members \ Constance Classen

Constance Classen is a cultural historian specializing in the History of the Senses. Her latest works include The Deepest
Sense: A Cultural History of Touch (University of lllinois Press 2012), Ways of Sensing: Understanding the Senses in Society
(Routledge 2013, co-authored with David Howes) and The Museum of the Senses: Experiencing Art and Collections
(Bloomsbury 2017). She is also the general editor of the six-volume Cultural History of the Senses set (Bloomsbury 2014). Her
earlier works include The Color of Angels: Cosmology, Gender and the Aesthetic Imagination (Routledge, 1998), Worlds of
Sense: Exploring the Senses in History and across Cultures (Routledge, 1993), and Aroma: The Cultural History of Smell
(Routledge 1994, co-authored with David Howes and Anthony Synnott).
¥ - {"‘:’

\\%

:



Contact Us

Centre for Sensory Studies

Centre for Sensory
Studies

” \~ / -
’I’l’ ',' ,’ '
,/, ,,,..l Ny
/,',”\‘- : '
. i 7
Members Labs and Teams Upcoming Events Occasional Papers




THE BODY SOCIAL

Symbolism, Self and Societ)

LR Anthony Synnott "A Sociology of Smell” (1991)

! rdl-

Aroma

The cultural history of smell

Constance Classen, David Howes
and Anthony Synnott

\- L
-
- C
x ™
» »
& Pranit

00000

ANTHO Q\' \\\() TT
1/ ANN /7 ANN /7 AN KL ANN S/ /

1994

1993 |

SOY 5SS LSS KRRLESS RIS S S



Olfaction is so often ‘overlooked,’'a phrase
which describes the hegemony of sight, and which
is part of the problem of olfaction; 2/ it is often
subliminal or, in Tom Robbins’' (1984) word,
‘magical’; 3/ itis highly personal: an olfactory
‘consumption’ of the other; 4/ it is physiologically
direct; 5/ it triggers memories; 6/ and also
emotions; 7/ and modifies behaviour; but &/ and

[...] olfaction is also a moral construction of reality.
(Synnott 433)




| should clarify at the outset that what |
am attempting to demonstrate is how
people think about odours, i.e. in

and terms, not the
odours themselves. The

(Synnott 443)



The Odor of the Other:

Olfactory Symbolism and
Cultural Categories

CONSTANCE CLASSEN

This essay looks at a variety of ways in which social categories are
constructed and conveyed by olfactory codes in different cultures.
The importance of olfactory symbolism in the West and elsewhere
has been brought out by a number of recent works that have ex-
amined aspects of such symbolism within specific societies.! None-
theless, the subject is still one that remains largely overlooked and
uninvestigated by anthropologists and scholars of culture.

By exploring the ways in which olfactory symbolism is used to
express themes of identity and difference in diverse cultures, includ-
ing that of the West, I hope to show here the extent to which olfac-
tory codes pervade classificatory thought, not only in “exotic,”
highly olfactory-conscious societies, but even in our rather ‘“deodor-
1zed”” Western society. To this end I will bring together examples of
such symbolism from a wide variety of cultures. At the same time
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The foul odor can
invade one,

the fragrant odor,

absorb one.
(Classen 160)



The very ability of odor to break

down barriers, which renders it so
dangerous in one regard,
however, also makes it a powerful
force for integration.

(Classen 160)
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It 1s not only the strong emotional appeal of smell that makes
odors useful for classifying others, but also the fact that 1t can be

perceived at a distance and does not require intimate contact to be
experienced. Thus, to label a group *““foul,” one does not need to
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Not only do societies differ with regard to the importance they
accord to smell, they also differ as to the qualities they ascribe to it.
For instance, in the West, perhaps because of its exclusion from the
realm of the intellect, smell is particularly associated with the mem-
ory and the emotions (Almagor 1990). A popular illustration of this
assoclation, celebrated by Proust in Remembrance of Things Past
(1932-1934), 1s the rush of childhood memories that can be brought
on by smelling an odor connected with one’s childhood.
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The Desana of the Amazon, 1in contrast, hold that smell, far from
being evocative of personal memories, contributes to rendering a
personal memory unnecessary. The reason for this is that odors,

along with other sensory stimuli, are comprehensively encoded with
social norms by the Desana and so constitute a collective store of
knowledge (Classen 1990a:728-729). “It is not necessary to remem-
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municative and functionally the same” (Herz 2007, p. 15). That smell
and emotions are “functionally the same” means that there are striking
similarities between how both odors and emotions motivate behaviors.
[t has been said that "More than any other sensory modality, olfaction
is like emotion in attributing positive (appetitive) or negative (aversive)

valence to the environment” (Soudry et al. 2011, p. 21). Humans use
olfactory information mainly to evaluate food, locations, and other

humans (Stevenson 2009). These evaluations result in changes in affec-

VP oNy

Olfaction is often considered the most animalistic and primitive of
our senses. Odor stimuli induce desires, emotions, and physiological

responses that make us respond to certain smells in automatic ways.
i . . L.
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an adaptive, odor-guided, behavioral response. The connection between
olfaction and emotion is so close that Rachel Herz wondered “whether we
would have emotions if we did not have a sense of smell; 7 smell therefore I
feel2” (Herz 2007, p. 14). Herz's thoughts mirror those of Plato, who won-
dered whether we would have reason without vision and those of Michael
Tomasello, who wondered whether we would have language without
vision. Summarizing the different relations between perceptual modalities

and cognitive processes, Irygg Engen wrote: “Functionally, smell may be
to emotion what sight or hearing is to cognition” (Engen 1982, p. 3).
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tion of women as (1) sluts or prostitutes, (2) maidens, wives, or
mothers, and (3) seductresses, prevalent in Western tradition, for
example, has a corresponding olfactory classification.

Sluts (this term can allude to prostitutes, but refers more gener-

ally to women who are slovenly or morally lax) and prostitutes are
identified with stench. The Spanish term for a whore, puta, 1n fact,
is based on the Latin word for putrid, as are similar terms in other
modern Latin languages. This stench is the metaphorical product
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If the olfactory delicacy of the upper class was due to the fineness
of its sense of smell, the olfactory promiscuity indulged in by the
working class was reputed to be the result of a dull sense of smell.
As a Victorian perfumer explains:

Ameng the lower orders, bad smells are little heeded; in fact, ““noses have they, but
they smell not’’; and the result is, a continuance to live in an atmosphere laden with
poisonous odours, whereas anyone with the least power of smelling retained shuns
such odours, as they would anything else that is vile or pernicious. [ Piesse 1891:32]

As these citations make plain, the working classes’ apparent pro-
clivity for “disreputable’ odors was considered an index of 1ts pro-
pensity for all else that was disreputable. As 1s also evident, these
olfactory class distinctions were not thought to be based on mere
social circumstances, but rather on fundamental difterences 1n the
quality of the sense of smell, itself, between the classes.
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di vainiglia. Toto era uscito. Chec- / “,
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Al mattino seguente il marchese

d’ Aragona mando alla signora Pri-

micerio un mazzo di rose bianche e

china si faceva pettinare da Susanna: | .\

/

' -.; 

aveva gli occhi socchiusi e le labbra 9

sbiancate, come chi ha mal dormito.

Si fisava nello specchio, -senza ve-
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Mentre Susanna si attardava, di 13,
Checchina con la faccia china sul maz-
zo delle rose, pensava a quello che
avrebbe scritto al marchese: era pre-
sa dalla vergogna di non saper scri-
ver bene, di far qualche grosso errore
di ortografia. Era da tanto tempo che
non scriveva piu una lettera: e il mar-
chese, sicuramente, doveva ricevere di
mirabili bigliettini da quelle fantasti-
che principesse, sue parenti. Esse do-
vevano scrivere su quella fine carta
che pare raso, che Isolina ci si ro-
vinava a comprarne una scatola, una
carta che odora di buono, come tutte
le cose di questa gente nobile e ric-
ca. Ella, Checchina, non aveva carta,
salvo quei larghi fogli da ricetta, di

suo marito, che portavano per inte-
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DI CHECCHINA 43
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il pettine nella foltezza dei capelli
bruni. Checchina, fra le palpebre se-
michiuse, seguitava a guardare i fiori,
a seguire il sottile traforo della lieve

carta che li circondava.

— Dove lo vuol mettere quel

mazzo?

— Qui...

— Stia attenta che la puzza dei
fiori fa male al capo. Glielo avverto,
perché una signora dove ero a ser-
vizio, ne prese un mal di testa, uno
sturbo da morirne.

— Allora li metteremo in salotto.

— E dove li fara bagnare? Non.

Ccl SoOno vasi.
— In un bicchiere...

— Sono tutti troppo piccoli...
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raccolta, ella pensava che dovesse
essere di bello, di confortante quel
nido caldo, ombroso, profumato, do-
ve si affondava nella piuma e non
si udivano rumori. Le ronzava nella
testa la voce di lui, cosi soave, cosi
soave, mentre le parlava.

Nel dormiveglia, pensando, sognan-
do, le pareva udire di nuovo quella
voce profonda, toccante, carezzevole,
che alle piu dolci parole dava una
intonazione musicale: le pareva di
respirare nell’ aria, intorno a sé, quel-
I’ odore fresco, quasi giovanile, di
violetta. — Una scossa nervosa la
fece trasalire, le fece aprire gli oc-
chi: tremava dal freddo, ora, in quella
oscura stanza da pranzo, con quella

umidita di novembre. LLe mani bru-
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One can become other not only through contact with others, but
also through a change in.one’s social status, which often produces a

corresponding change in one’s olfactory status (and vice versa). In

“olfactory reversal”
(Classen 152)

D59 154 ny
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The association between stench and death found among the
Warao is common to many societies in which death and the dead

are accorded a foul odor. The origin of death, in fact, is attributed
in one way or another to a foul odor in many traditions. The Uduk

~

- 1dan sa N2 riginallv. people resurrected from the grave.
105D 150 ny
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Seductresses resemble prostitutes in their lack of sexual morals.
They difler from them in that, whereas prostitutes tend to be char-
acterized as ugly, promiscuous, and unlovable, seductresses are
beautiful, discriminating, and (while heartless themselves) heart-
breakers (femmes fatales). In the olfactory scheme of things, seduc-
tresses are associated with heavily sweet and spicy odors; the sweet-
ness of the scent signifying their beauty and attraction, and the spi-
ciness and heaviness, their exotic status and overwhelming powers
of fascination. “Put on your silks; and piece by piece/Give them the

D5 143 ny
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The primary negative olfactory characteristics ascribed to the
other in different cultures are: (a) foul, (b) dangerously fragrant,

and (c) inodorate. The foul other 1s immediately and obviously re-
pellent. The dangerously fragrant other 1s a “‘sweet deceiver,” ap-
parently attractive yet fundamentally destructive of one’s integrity.
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culture. The odor of the other in these cases signifies not only the
disorder of the other, but also the power of the other to cause disor-

der.
~43 o

certain odors, such as that of urine, tend to be universally disliked,
cultural norms can make these odors a matter of indifference or even
of appeal. Just as “beauty 1s in the eye of the beholder,” so “‘fra-
grance 1s 1n the nose of the smeller.”
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