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      Introduction

      
         
         It’s Okay, Everybody Does It, But Nobody Ever,
 Ever Talks About It
         

         
      

      
      I was nearing completion of the first draft of this book when a scandal broke in Australia.
         A major supermarket chain—after becoming the first in the country to stock vibrators—was
         threatened with boycotts by religious and family groups. The sex toy was in stores
         for less than two weeks before the shelves were cleared.[1]   The scandal was near identical to one in the UK in 2007 when another retailer withdrew
         a range of sex toys after their own sales experiment led to criticism. While both
         stories spark worthwhile discussions about the power of Christian lobby groups and
         kneejerk reactions of retailers, most relevant for this book, they spotlight popular
         discomfort with masturbation. News reports in both countries consistently eschewed
         any reference to how the toys would be used: masturbation as a word, as a subject, remains taboo.
      

      
      In a scene from the sitcom Roseanne (1988–1997), family patriarch Dan (John Goodman) sat his new-to-masturbation son DJ
         (Michael Fishman) down for a heart to heart. “The funny thing about this,” said Dan,
         “is that even though it’s okay and everybody does it, there’s nothing wrong with it,
         nobody ever ever talks about it.” He then put his finger to his lips. In just one
         sentence Dan encapsulated the contemporary attitude to masturbation. The Australian
         and UK vibrator scandals don’t presume that people don’t masturbate, nor do they imply that we still connect the practice to disease or demonic
         possession, rather they simply showcase a reality that we just don’t want to talk
         about it. That doing so is considered crass at best, if not salacious and offensive
         at worst.
      

      
      While we may have moved on from our Victorian past where autoeroticism was linked
         to every possible physical and psychological malady and treated with bizarre methods
         from brisk mountain walks through to electroshock therapy, nowadays the standard attitude
         is that it is perfectly fine: as Dan said, it’s okay and everybody does it and there’s
         nothing wrong with it. There is, however, a but. The but is that a cultural imperative exists that we keep quiet about it. That we practice
         it in private and that we refrain from admitting to our own participation.[2]   Today we commonly accept that self-stimulation won’t make us blind, won’t grow
         hair on our palms or straighten our pubic hair or lead to menstrual disruption. In
         fact, it’s even quite common to hear it described as normal, natural and even healthy. But admitting to our own masturbation—or walking into a supermarket and picking
         up a toy to aid the task—is considered a step too far. In an increasingly sexualized
         culture, masturbation remains the secret relegated to the bathroom or deep under the
         bedclothes.
      

      
      After completing a book in 2012 which included a chapter about vibrators in film and
         television, I realised that there was much more to say about masturbation in popular
         culture; a topic that hadn’t previously been treated to a volume of its own. Masturbation in Pop Culture fills this gap. This book is an examination of the how of popular culture’s depiction of genital self-stimulation, as well as extensive
         speculation about the cultural and political whys.
      

      
      Through the exploration of over 600 scenes from film and television, I present the
         case that masturbation has a very strong presence on screen. From sitcoms to horror
         movies, teen comedies to erotic thrillers, autoeroticism is easily detected.
      

      
      The portrayal, however, is not simple.

      
      Just as in real life a paradox exists where most of us masturbate and accept it as
         normal and natural, there simultaneously exists a silence about it; that we do it,
         but we don’t talk about it; that we enjoy it but we laugh about it. The screen reflects
         this conflicted relationship. It is there—hundreds and hundreds of times—but it is
         routinely whispered about, mocked, presented as a punchline, and is inevitably portrayed
         as controversial at the very least.
      

      
      Despite off-screen liberalizing of attitudes towards masturbation, there continues
         to be many screen examples where the practice is demonized, associated with death,
         insanity and criminality. Horror films like The Exorcist (1973), Cruel Passion (1977) or The Ferryman (2007) for example, illustrate devil possession via vivid and frightening displays
         of self-stimulation. Equally, the madness and badness of society’s fringe dwellers—the
         incarcerated, mentally ill, homeless and even homosexual—is frequently proven through
         autoeroticism.
      

      
      At the opposite other end of the spectrum we are reminded that masturbation is primarily
         an act centered on pleasure. That it is done to feel good, to feel sexy. This pleasure
         can help substitute for an absent partner, assuage loneliness and distract from depression.
         Not only is the act itself pleasure-centered, but sometimes—and very frequently in
         the case of female masturbators—its display is a titillating, if not at times pornographic, presentation for an audience aroused by a sneaky peek at a usually private sex act.
      

      
      Whereas female masturbation tends to be sensuous and included to arouse the audience,
         the self-stimulation of men is generally treated vastly differently. It is commonly
         situated in sophomoric comedies for example, where the act is hurried and inevitably
         gets sprung leading to embarrassment, if not also grotesque displays of semen splatter
         as in Love, Sex and Eating the Bones (2003), Grandma’s Boy (2006) and American Pie Presents: The Naked   Mile (2006). Exceptions to all tropes exist though, and just as a small number of unsexy
         displays of female masturbation are detected (Margot (Nicole Kidman) for example,
         in the comedy-drama Margot at the Wedding (2007)), rare and erotic depictions also exist of attractive, buff naked men masturbating:
         the self-stimulation of Ben (Dylan McDermott) in American Horror Story (2011–), Hector (Jonathan LaPaglia) in the Australian mini-series The Slap (2011) and Allen (Daniel Radcliffe) in the biopic Kill Your Darlings (2013) are three examples.
      

      
      The enormous range of masturbation methods—from fingers to fruit, musical instruments
         to sex dolls—are examined in Masturbation in Pop Culture as too are the triggers: the porn and the photos and the celebrity fantasies that
         turn-on characters enough for them to self-stimulate and which mirror the off screen
         ways that masturbation is commonly fuelled.
      

      
      Other themes put under the microscope in this volume include the where of masturbation. I investigate the bathrooms, bedrooms, offices, cars, workplaces
         and schools where self-stimulation takes place, and examine the role that place has
         in framing the act in popular imagination. Just as dark and private venues reflect
         the secrecy that shrouds masturbation, its conduct in public locations like buses
         and beaches signified badness, madness and an absence of social decorum.
      

      
      Masturbation inside relationships is also analyzed. A myriad of scenes suggest that
         doing so once coupled is testimony to dysfunction and dissatisfaction; that autoeroticism
         is a clue to a soured dyad. Some outlier examples however, uniquely dare to suggest
         that self-stimulation has a sexy place inside happy—if often avant garde—couplings.
      

      
      While negativity—from general squeamishness and disgust about bodily fluids through
         to prudishness around sexual pleasure—underpins many examples, there are others that
         buck the trend and dare to suggest that not only is masturbation something pleasurable
         and fun but that it can actually be empowering. Examined also are scenes where masturbation connotes sexual self-sufficiency and
         is implied to play a role in good health and mood stability.
      

      
      Through reference to a very large number of scenes from film and television—as well
         as a diverse and cross-disciplinary academic bibliography—Masturbation in Pop Culture investigates the role that masturbation serves within narratives while simultaneously
         mirroring our complicated relationship with the practice in real life and sparking
         discussions about a broad range of hot button sexual subjects.
      

      
      Notes

      
      
         
            1. Eamonn Duff, “Sex Toys Canned: Woolies Bites the Bullet and Dumps Vibrators,” The Age, September 29, 2013. Retrieved September 30, 2013 from http://www.theage.com.au/nsw/sex-toys-canned-woolies-bites-the-bullet-and-dumps-vibrators-20130928-2ul6i.html;
                  Lauren Rosewarne, “Sex and the Supermarket: Woolworths Giving Off Bad Vibrations,”
                  The Conversation, September 30, 2013. Retrieved September 30, 2013 from https://theconversation.com/sex-and-the-supermarket-woolworths-giving-off-bad-vibrations-18720.
               

            

         

         
            2. An episode of the sitcom Louie (2010–) highlighted this well. The title character (Louis C.K.) ended up appearing
                  on a Fox television program to defend masturbation against a lobby group, Christians
                  Against Masturbation. Louie got the gig because no one else was willing to appear
                  on television to defend masturbation.
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 1

      The Demonization

      
         
         
      

      
      Masturbation is derived from the Latin words for hand (manus) and defilement (stupratio).[1]   That the word is generally used without thought given to the defilement origins highlights that culturally we have moved on from a time when the act was inextricably
         linked to filth. While attitudes towards sex may have liberalized, masturbation is
         still routinely thought about—and portrayed—as something negative. While it is effortlessly
         detected in a wide range of screen narratives, the most obvious depiction—and the
         focus of this chapter—is its presentation as something negative; as behavior worth mocking and laughing at, to be pitied or considered embarrassing.
         Attitudes may have softened since the Victorian heyday of demonization, but the screen
         routinely presents variants of the idea that autoeroticism is taboo. This taboo—reflecting
         entrenched disgust about bodily fluids, discomfort centered on genitals and distaste
         for solo sexual behavior—provides a starting point for a discussion about masturbation
         as bad. Bad, of course, covers the spectrum from something uncomfortable to discuss through to
         it being construed as a gateway to madness, criminality and illness, and it is the
         gamut of bad media portrayals that are examined in this chapter.
      

      
      The Language of Sin

      
      Euphemism and circumlocutions have long been used to discuss difficult topics[2]: their regular deployment in the context of masturbation helps to exhibit our discomfort.
         Such discomfort may stem from the word’s clinical mouth feel but is likely also connected
         to embarrassment and shame: the famous masturbation-themed “The Contest” episode of
         the sitcom Seinfeld (1989–1998) offers a particularly good example of this. The entire episode was about masturbation and yet the word itself was never used. The episode opened with George
         (Jason Alexander) admitting, “My mother caught me . . . I was alone . . . ” The character
         didn’t need to say anything else—nor be more explicit about his actions—George’s circumlocutions
         provided sufficient information to inform the audience about his shameful experience.[3]   The large number of euphemisms that exist for masturbation[4]   achieve a variety of different ends ranging from buffering personal shyness, avoiding
         offence and even soliciting humor. In my book American Taboo: The Forbidden Words, Unspoken Rules, and Secret Morality of Popular
            Culture I discussed stacked euphemisms used on screen to add a madcap, hyperbolic feel to a scene. Specifically, I discussed
         stacked euphemisms in the context of penis references whereby a barrage of euphemisms
         were used in monologues for comic effect. Stacked euphemisms for masturbation are
         also readily apparent on screen. In the comedy There’s Something About Mary (1998), for example, Dom (Chris Elliott) asked his friend (Ben Stiller) about his
         pre-date self-stimulation plans:
      

      
         All right, I think you’re all set. So just go clean the pipes, and it’s a go. . .
            . You choke the chicken before any big date, don’t you? Tell me you spank the monkey
            before any big date. Oh my God, he doesn’t flog the dolphin before a big date. Are
            you crazy? That’s like going out there with a loaded gun!
         

      

      In the suburban-drama American Beauty (1999), when Lester (Kevin Spacey) was caught masturbating by his wife, Carolyn (Annette
         Bening), a similar stacking of euphemisms transpired:
      

      
         Oh all right, so shoot me. I was whacking off. That’s right. I was choking the bishop.
            Chafing the carrot. Saying hi to my monster.
         

      

      Stacked euphemisms were also used in an episode of the fantasy series Game of Thrones (2011–) when Tyrion (Peter Dinklage) confessed to the masturbation of his childhood:
      

      
         I milked my eel, I flogged the one-eyed snake, I skinned my sausage, I made the bald
            man cry.
         

      

      In an episode of the medical-drama House (2004–2012) female masturbation euphemisms were stacked when the titular doctor (Hugh Laurie) tried
         to explain childhood masturbation to an anxious mother, delicately detailing that
         her daughter had been, “Saying yoo hoo to the hoo. . . . Marching the penguin. Ya-ya-ing
         the sisterhood. Finding Nemo.”
      

      
      The sheer number of different euphemisms for masturbation were also well illustrated
         by the puritanical father character, Harvey (Steve Pemberton), in the British sketch-comedy
         series The League of Gentlemen (1999–2002). Harvey was obsessed with preventing his nephew, Benjamin (Reece Shearsmith),
         from masturbating and would frequently mention it: “forever indulging himself in the
         pleasures of the palm,” “cavorting with Madam Palm and her five daughters” and “spraying
         your belly with hot white love piss.”
      

      
      Whether their use is motivated by shame, coyness, conservativism or humor,[5]   euphemisms in these scenes stimulate a wider range of emotions than the word masturbation could on its own: clean the pipes, making the bald man cry and white hot love piss for example, each explicitly reference ejaculation in a way that the more clinical
         term does not. Equally, and something discussed later in this chapter, many euphemisms
         involve reference to animals: a subtle way to demonize the practice. While the negativity
         of a euphemism like choking the chicken reiterates the idea that masturbation is widely considered embarrassing (if not also
         immature as discussed in chapter 2), others such as self-abuse more explicitly spotlight the negativity and demonization.
      

      
      In a scene from the period-drama The Road to Wellville (1994)—a film about Doctor John Kellogg (Anthony Hopkins), who in real life was known
         for his strident anti-masturbation views[6]—masturbation was declared as “the silent killer of the night! The vilest sin of self-pollution!
         It is the sin of Onan!” Similar verbal disparaging transpired in another period-drama,
         The Ice Storm (1997), when Ben (Kevin Kline) gave his adolescent son, Paul (Tobey Maguire), a brief
         lecture about “self-abuse.” The “dangers of self-abuse” were also identified in the
         school-drama The History Boys (2006), as well as in the sitcom The Big Bang Theory (2007–). In one episode, Leonard (Johnny Galecki) attempted cybersex with his girlfriend
         Priya (Aarti Mann) but was interrupted when his roommate, Sheldon (Jim Parsons), called
         out from another room: “Please let me know when you and your girlfriend are done hogging
         the bandwidth for your self-abuse. I’m trying to stream a movie on Netflix in here.”
         Sheldon used the same phrase in another episode when he tried to coerce Leonard to
         have sex with a university benefactor, arguing, “Given how much time you spend engaging
         in pointless self-abuse, you might consider just this once using your genitalia to
         actually accomplish something!” Monica (Courteney Cox) in an episode of the sitcom
         Friends (1994–2004) used a similar term of disparagement when telling her friend, Rachel (Jennifer
         Aniston), that she had sprung her boyfriend masturbating: “I caught him molesting
         himself!” After Carolyn caught Lester masturbating in American Beauty, she similarly branded the act as “disgusting!”
      

      
      While The Road to Wellville was set in the early twentieth century and was explicitly about the puritanical views
         of Kellogg and the Victorian era, and while The Ice Storm was set in the 1970s and Ben was only just adjusting to changing sexual mores, The History Boys, The Big Bang Theory, Friends and American Beauty are contemporary narratives that are each abreast of comparatively more liberal views
         on sexuality and yet also highlight that autoeroticism has not yet been absolved of
         stigma, embarrassment, nor can it easily be spoken about frankly.
      

      
      While euphemisms are a subtle way to frame masturbation negatively, the act can also
         be demonized more explicitly through dialogue. In an episode of the animated series
         Futurama (1999–), during a scene where a robot sex education documentary was screened, the
         narrator reassured the class, “everything your body does is natural”—two teen robots
         in the class high-five each other—“Except masturbation. That’s just wrong.” The teen robots hung their heads in shame. As in
         The Big Bang Theory and Friends, Futurama is a contemporary comedy and thus such a scene delivers dual messages of a) everybody
         masturbates—even robots!—but b) reminds audiences that the practice is not without
         baggage, shame nor vocal detractors.
      

       

      Throughout this chapter I examine a variety of ways that the evils of masturbation—mostly,
         but not exclusively male masturbation—get presented on screen. The starting point is religion: many depictions
         are grounded in the idea that self-stimulation is a sacrilege.
      

      
      The Masturbatory Sacrilege

      
      In The Road to Wellville, Dr. Kellogg condemned masturbation by referencing the sin of Onan. In an episode
         of the detective-series Elementary (2012–), Sherlock (Jonny Lee Miller) described serial killers as “chronic Onanists
         the lot of them.” Onan was also mentioned by Harvey in The League of Gentlemen who, in one episode, insisted on having a few words with his nephew “on the subject
         of Onanism.” While comprehensive cultural histories of masturbation exist elsewhere,[7]   suffice it to say, Kellogg, Sherlock and Harvey were referencing the Genesis story,
         centered on Onan, a man “who spilled his seed upon the ground rather than into the
         wife of his dead brother and was struck down.”[8]   As historian Thomas Laqueur explained in his book Solitary Sex, the Onan story formed the basis for a highly influential eighteenth century book
         titled Onania and, resultantly, “A new, secular morality was thus forged, articulated, amplified
         and legitimated in the language of medicine.”[9]   Kellogg, along with many doctors and influential thinkers of the time, embraced
         Onania’s ideas that masturbation was inextricably bound to physical and mental illness and
         was thus condemnable.
      

      
      While today, the vast majority of health practitioners consider masturbation fine,
         healthy and completely untroublesome (chapter 9), Christian literature is still the
         go-to place to witness masturbation described as “one of the most powerful demons.”[10]   On screen and narratives frequently exploit faith-based disapproval. A relatively
         tame example transpired in the series Gossip Girl (2007–2012). Blair (Leighton Meester) was lying in bed masturbating when she was interrupted
         by her maid, Dorota (Zuzanna Szadkowski), who warned her, “Don’t forget, God is always
         watching, Miss Blair.”[11]   Such themes are taken substantially further in the horror film The Exorcist (1973). The film included one of cinema’s most famous and controversial scenes where
         the demonic possession of adolescent Regan (Linda Blair) was demonstrated when she
         thrust a crucifix between her legs. In line with some fundamentalist Christian thinking—alleging
         that the devil seizes the opportunity to enter a body during “sinful” acts such as
         masturbation[12]—in The Exorcist autoeroticism was presented as disconnected to pleasure and simply, and crudely,
         indicative of a devil presence. Such devil-made-me-do-it/possession themes are identifiable
         elsewhere. In the Hungarian drama Ópium: Egy elmebeteg nö naplója (Opium: Diary of a Madwoman) (2007), the asylum’s new doctor (Ulrich Thomsen) first met the madwoman of the title,
         Gizella (Kirsti Stubø), when he saw her alone in her cell masturbating and screaming
         about the “evil one.” These themes were also evident in the French film Les démons (She-Demons) (1973), the English film Cruel Passion (1977), the Italian film La profezia (Obscene Desire) (1978) and the New Zealand film The Ferryman (2007). In each narrative, a character’s possession was proven via a horrific public
         autoerotic display. More common however, are religious-themed narratives where masturbation
         is simply named as sinful.
      

      
      In the thriller Camp Hope (2010), the head priest (Bruce Davison) harangued the campers about the evils of
         masturbation, warning them that doing so provides a portal for the devil. In the Catholic-themed
         films Angela’s Ashes (1999) and Heaven Help Us (1985), boys formally confessed to their masturbatory “sins.” In the comedy-drama
         Don Jon (2013), the Catholic porn-addicted title character (Joseph Gordon-Levitt) repeatedly
         confessed his masturbation to his priest. Such confessions also transpired in the
         Irish drama Calvary (2014). In episodes of the animated series The Simpsons (1989–) and The Drew Carey Show (1995–2004) male characters referenced being sent to hell for their masturbation.
         In the drama Saint Ralph (2004), Catholic schoolboy Ralph (Adam Butcher) was caught rubbing his genitals against
         a rope; a priest punished him by forcing him to join the track team. In the Mexican
         thriller El quinto mandamiento (The Fifth Commandment) (2012), Victor (Guillermo Iván) recounted a story about being taken to a priest
         after his devout mother had caught him masturbating.
      

      
      While The Exorcist, Ópium, Les démons, Cruel Passion and La profezia offered simplistic examples of Catholic anti-masturbation messages—and while Saint Ralph perfectly illustrated the Catholic idea of channelling energies into physical activity
         to thwart sexual impulses—in the other narratives the position on autoeroticism is
         less dogmatic. In Angela’s Ashes, Heaven Help Us and Don Jon for example, that the boys continued to masturbate despite Catholic orthodoxy subtly implies that religion and prohibitions
         on self-stimulation are futile in the face of raging hormones. In fact, two of these
         films presented the abolitionist stance as inextricably linked to hypocrisy. In Heaven Help Us, the priest—on hearing the confessions of his students—fled from his confessional
         box, seemingly very hot and bothered by their accounts. In El quinto mandamiento, the priest to whom Victor was sent for absolution, actually molested him. These films both articulate the Church’s anti-masturbation message, but also
         offer a subtle sermon about the potentially abusive downside of repressed sexuality.
      

      
      One interesting element to these films is the role of gender. While the masturbation
         of the boys in Angela’s Ashes and Heaven Help Us was presented as technically sinful it was also presented as pretty much normal male behavior. The idea of masturbation
         depicted as normal is addressed further in chapter 10, but worth noting here is the
         gender difference in these religion-themed examples. In The Exorcist, Ópium, Les démons, Cruel Passion and La profezia—examples where females masturbated—instead of the act being portrayed as normal or inevitable, the undercurrent
         was that the act was the devil’s work. Such presentations reference pervasive ideas
         about women’s sex drives presumed as lower than men’s and thus imply that a woman
         needs a good reason to masturbate such as devil possession. A variant on this interpretation
         is that possession grants women the opportunity to masturbate—something otherwise
         unavailable to them in their repressive cultures—by virtue of it not being their fault;
         the devil made me do it.[13]  
      

       

      While likely originating in the idea that masturbation is unholy is a more common
         presentation that it is—as physician John Meagher noted in his 1936 book on the subject—routinely
         considered “unclean.”[14]  
      

      
      Dirty Masturbation

      
      In an episode of the sitcom Roseanne (1988–1997)—centered on the masturbation of the youngest son DJ (Michael Fishman)—the
         family were about to sit down for dinner. Dan (John Goodman) asked his son, “DJ, did
         you wash your hands?” to which sister Darlene (Sarah Gilbert) interjected, “God, I
         hope so.” This scene provides a literal and humorous presentation of masturbation
         as dirty: that hands would be unclean and that the masturbator is unclean; spiritually and literally.[15]   In his book on disgust, cultural theorist Winfried Menninghaus provided an overview
         of the kinds of bodily attributes that conjure disgust: “Folds, wrinkles, warts, excessive
         softness, visible or overly large bodily openings, discharge of bodily fluids (nasal,
         pus, blood), and old age are registered . . .”[16]   In line with such disgust triggers, it is no surprise that Darlene—who is likely
         thinking about the end result of successful male masturbation: ejaculation—would find
         its presence at the dinner table abhorrent. A different spin on disgust was apparent
         in an episode of the satirical show Jon Stewart (1996–) when the host quipped, “Nothing promotes abstinence as well as the image of
         [political commentator] James Carville masturbating.” Stewart’s comment, while facetious,
         implied that watching someone—notably a man—masturbate is unpleasant; that the act is somehow too horrible to be exposed to.
         This situation reflects an interesting double standard discussed throughout this book:
         there are innumerable examples of sexualized female masturbation but a noticeable paucity of equivalent male presentations. When men
         masturbate on screen there is frequently an undercurrent of revulsion.
      

      
      In Roseanne and Jon Stewart, the disgust is spoken about. In other examples however, the horror is actually explicitly shown. In line
         with the tendency for comedies to solicit laughter from bodily fluids,[17]   scenes exist where disgust centers on public ejaculation and the horror of semen-made-visible.
         In an episode of the British teen-series The Inbetweeners (2008–2010) for example, Jay (James Buckley), was volunteering at a nursing home.
         The character soon got bored and snuck into a tenant’s room to masturbate. Jay thought
         the room was unoccupied, he was wrong, and after being sprung by the tenant who was
         actually lying in her bed, a nurse and the tenant’s son entered the room just as he
         finished. Jay shook hands with the son and in doing so transferred the semen from
         his hand. Mentioned earlier was Something About Mary. In one of the film’s most famous scene, Ted’s ejaculation, unbeknownst to him, landed
         on his ear: his date, Mary (Cameron Diaz), removed the white substance and spread
         it through her hair under the impression that it was styling gel. Along similar lines,
         in the Canadian romantic-comedy Love, Sex and Eating the Bones (2003), Michael (Hill Harper) and Jasmine (Marlyne Barrett) were having phone sex.
         Michael was at work and just as he ejaculated he accidentally did so over his colleague
         who had unexpectedly entered the office. The same thing happened in the teen-comedy
         Grandma’s Boy (2006): Alex (Allen Covert) was masturbating in the bathroom at his friend’s house
         when his friend’s mother entered. Alex turned to her and—seemingly unable to halt
         his momentum—ejaculated all over her as she screamed in horror. Semen-made-visible
         is often framed as funny in teen comedies; in American Pie Presents: The Naked   Mile (2006), for example, Erik (John White) was masturbating when his parents and grandmother
         unexpectedly walked in on him and got hit with his semen. In each scene, the comedy
         centered on the “grotesqueness” of a private—a sexual—substance being made public and worse, being put onto the body of someone else.
      

      
      The mere presence of semen in public space can also be the basis for comedy. In the
         black-comedy Happiness (1998), Allen (Philip Seymour Hoffman) ejaculated onto his bedroom wall. He ended
         up leaving his semen there and affixing a postcard.[18]   In another scene adolescent Billy (Rufus Read) masturbated standing on the balcony
         while staring at a woman sunbathing: he ejaculated onto the balcony rail. Billy’s
         semen was then licked up by the family dog who then licked Billy’s mother on the mouth.
         In the suburban-drama The Squid and the Whale (2005), young Frank (Owen Kline) masturbated by rubbing himself against a shelf at
         the school library; afterwards, he wiped his semen on the books. In an episode of
         the animated series South Park (1997–), Randy masturbated to Internet porn. His loud moans attracted attention: when
         he was sprung, he—and his computer and the walls—were covered in semen. Randy tried
         to argue that “a spooky ghost” had slimed him. More than simple amusement, these scenes
         boast numerous layers of negativity. Firstly, visible semen can be interpreted as
         referencing the masturbatory sin of spilled—or wasted—semen.[19]   Secondly, they each link with Menninghaus’ ideas about disgust centered on bodily
         fluids. A third element is underpinned by some of the key anxieties about male masturbation:
         in this case, the inevitable tell-tale signs of the act. While women can disguise their arousal as well as their orgasms,[20]   men cannot and thus are acutely aware of the capacity for their bodies to betray
         them and expose their sins.[21]   Also apparent in both scenes—and a theme explored later in this chapter—is that
         Frank in The Squid and the Whale and Allen and Billy in Happiness were both socially awkward: that in each narrative their masturbatory grotesqueness
         helped prove their weirdness.
      

      
      In this section I have discussed presentations of masturbation that I interpret as
         being illustrations of disgust. While such themes might be construed as testimony
         to moralistic undercurrents, another explanation is that the screen simply reflects
         real life anxieties: that despite a general liberalizing of attitudes towards sex,
         that some people do still find autoeroticism disgusting. A woman for example, was
         quoted in sex researcher Shere Hite’s work claiming, “When I masturbate I psychologically
         feel guilty or disgusted with myself.”[22]   In public health researchers Nathalie Bartle and Susan Abel Lieberman’s book Venus in Blue Jeans, a similar position was expressed by a girl who had just learned about masturbation
         at school: “it’s disgusting—people who sit around and play with themselves.”[23]   While it is difficult to gauge how widespread such disgust is, it seems unsurprising
         that some people, both off screen and on, would feel varying degrees of discomfort
         with it, in line with deeply embedded negative cultural attitudes.
      

       

      Discussed earlier in the context of the demonic-possession narratives was masturbation
         functioning as a reveal to an audience that a character is dangerous: that they are
         perhaps possessed by the devil as in The Exorcist or sexually maladjusted like the characters in Happiness and The Squid and the Whale. Masturbation serving as a red flag to a character’s problems is also widely identifiable.
      

      
      Masturbation and a Sexuality Most Dangerous

      
      While The Exorcist, Les démons, Cruel Passion, La profezia and The Ferryman presented extreme—and rather literal—examples of masturbation connoting the presence of evil, for most narratives, the
         undercurrent is less about devil possession and more generally a way to cast a character,
         particularly a woman, as troubled. In Cyndi Lauper’s masturbation-themed song “She Bop” (1984), the singer
         lamented that she needed to “stop messin’ with the danger zone.” The idea of female
         genitals as a kind of danger zone—and of women’s sexuality as something to fear—is certainly not a new presentation:
         the genre of horror, for example, is arguably premised on men’s fears of female sexuality.[24]   More so than just generalized fears of mysterious bleeding and cavernous, penis-devouring/baby-making
         bodies, masturbation showcases a woman’s ability to sexually pleasure herself without a man. That women can get themselves off without a penis—and in turn be sexually independent—can be read as threatening to
         men who attach value to their prowess as lovers.[25]   Taken further, the idea of a woman bucking expectations of chastity and decorum
         and instead electing to indulge in carnal pleasures conveys to the audience that at
         best, the female character is not “normal” (at least not normal in the context of
         the screen’s parameters), and at worst, that she is a threat to the very fabric of
         society.[26]  
      

      
      The scariness of the masturbating woman is depicted in a variety of ways. At a tame
         level is the simple threat of her being sexually knowledgeable; that she is worth
         fearing because she knows as much—if not more—about sex and pleasure as a man; that in turn, any of his prowess-shortcomings will
         soon be exposed.
      

      
      On screen and the threat of the sexually self-sufficient woman was illustrated well
         in the love triangle film An American Affair (1997). While Sam (Corbin Bernsen) was in the bedroom with Geneveve (Maryam d’Abo),
         Barbara (Jayne Heitmeyer) phoned him and spoke seductively as she masturbated. Her
         sexuality—her brazenness and bravado—was presented as an assault to Sam’s relationship
         with Genevieve: there was Barbara, sexually self-sufficient and subtly sexually aggressive,
         tempting Sam into a world of sin and sexual excess. Barbara in fact, can be likened
         to Alex (Glenn Close) in the thriller Fatal Attraction (1987): the affair-partner-who-wants-more and is using her sexuality as a tool of
         manipulation.[27]   (Such ideas are discussed further in chapter 6).
      

      
      Female sexuality as dangerous is also alluded to via self-stimulation scenes in dramas
         The Safety of Objects (2001) and Ashes and Sand (2003) as well as in the British series Skins (2007–), whereby masturbation connotes that a female character has become wayward,
         deviant. In The Safety of Objects, early into the film adolescent Julie (Jessica Campbell) lay in her backyard masturbating.
         Her masturbation—alongside behavior such as sneaking out of her window at night—was
         a shorthand way to frame her as wild. In line with research indicating that adolescents
         sometimes sexually act out for attention and because they lack other kinds of affection[28]  —and also illustrative of the show-don’t-tell mantra of the screen—Julie’s masturbation functioned to reveal that she was on a
         path to “ruin”. Something similar transpired in the British film Ashes and Sand when teenager Hayley (Lara Belmont) masturbated alone in her bedroom. Hayley was
         in a violent girl gang and in this scene her self-stimulation worked to present her,
         like Julie, as out-of-control. In Skins, adolescent Lucy’s (Aimee-Ffion Edwards) growing obsession with Maxxie (Mitch Hewer)
         reached an apex when she broke into his home while he was out and masturbated on his
         bed. The masturbation established Lucy as being without appropriate social and sexual
         boundaries; her self-stimulation was indicative of just how far she had “fallen.”
         Each example presents an interesting, and notably gendered idea, that when a girl masturbates it is often symptomatic of personal characteristics
         other than merely horniness. A theme identifiable throughout this book is that male characters
         are routinely allowed to masturbate simply because they are horny, but that sane and
         well-adjusted women don’t masturbate, and that those who do are often on a path to self-destruction.
      

      
      Taking things a few steps further is the female masturbator presented as explicitly dangerous; that masturbation is a clue to her forthcoming worse behavior. In a 1993 newspaper article, Ryan Murphy referred to this issue in his
         discussion about the thriller The Temp (1993):
      

      
         In the ‘90s . . . the job description for the psychotic femme fatale has become much
            more demanding. Now, as evidenced by the current cycle of movies featuring women from
            hell —Basic Instinct [1992], The Hand That Rocks the Cradle [1992] and Single White Female [1992], for example—you have to do a lot more than scream and scheme. Showing off
            your naughty bits is a must. . . . A masturbation scene is de rigueur.[29]  
         

      

      In a scene from The Temp, the title character, Kris (Lara Flynn Boyle) masturbated; she turned out to be a
         serial killer. Kris’ autoeroticism was an early sign that she was not merely a little
         weird but dangerous. Murphy also mentioned Single White Female, a film that utilized depictions of masturbation similarly. Allison (Bridget Fonda)
         advertised for a roommate and got Hedra (Jennifer Jason Leigh). In one scene Allison
         heard noises in the night; she approached Hedra’s room and saw her new roommate masturbating.
         While Allison stood at the door nursing a puppy—looking every bit the picture of innocence—her
         new roommate’s autoeroticism functioned as an early clue to both Hedra’s madness (addressed
         in the next section) and notably her dangerousness; Hedra became, predictably, an obsessive stalker. In the thriller Stoker (2013), in an early scene, teenager India (Mia Wasikowska) was seated on a piano
         stool close to her seemingly dangerous uncle Charles (Matthew Goode). India was clearly
         aroused by her uncle’s physical presence and squeezed her thighs together in a subtle
         allusion to self-pleasuring. Later in the film, after Charles killed India’s would-be
         rapist, India masturbated in the shower to thoughts of the death. Her masturbation
         was key in the revelation of India’s own penchant for violence (as well as her sexual
         interest in her uncle). The theme of masturbation being entwined with female scariness—of
         the woman-out-of-control—is widely identifiable. In the French horror film Regarde la Mer (See the Sea) (1997), Sasha (Sasha Hails) was a sociopathic drifter: a scene where she masturbated
         “proved” her evil. In the horror film The Captives (2011), Sandy (Emily Haack) masturbated with a broom handle. Sandy was a murderer
         and torturer so her masturbation was simply an extension of her badness. For a woman
         to prioritize her own pleasure—without involvement of a man—casts her as unusually
         brazen, and most notably, as potentially threatening to social order in ways in-synch
         with the violence she commits.[30]   For a woman to allow herself to let this private act become public—even if it is
         only “public” because it is on screen—proves her evil.
      

      
      Masturbation of course, can similarly be used to cast a male character as bad. Quoted
         earlier was Sherlock in Elementary linking serial killers to masturbation by describing them as “chronic onanists the
         lot of them.” In the aforementioned episode of Roseanne, Roseanne (Roseanne Barr) warned her daughter Darlene not to tease DJ about his masturbation:
         “I don’t want you to give him any grief about this you know, because you can traumatize
         him and turn him into a serial killer.” In the comedy Forgetting Sarah Marshall (2008), the masturbation/murder link was again made in a metanarrative scene where
         Sarah (Kristen Bell)—playing a detective on a crime-themed television show—mentioned
         a hunch that the killer masturbated prior to his crimes. While humorous in these scenes,
         the link between male masturbation and criminality is widely identifiable. Film theorist Greg Tuck describes
         them as “mad male masturbators” and referenced scenes from Silence of the Lambs (1991), Quills (2000) and Psycho (1998). A particularly good example transpired in the Spanish thriller Matador (1986). The film opened with the protagonist Diego (Nacho Martinez) masturbating
         while watching slasher films. Matador’s director, Pedro Almodóvar, explained that he chose such an opener because “[t]hat
         way, I’m already linking him to death. . . . In this sequence, I’m also explaining
         that what turns him on the most is the woman about to die from a violent death. This
         preference will be reinforced later in the film.”[31]   Later, it is discovered that Diego had murdered several young girls and, as Almodóvar
         noted, his masturbation was an early clue to his violent turn-ons. The thriller The Cell (1999) was also about a serial killer, Carl (Vincent D’Onofrio), who abducted, murdered
         and then bleached the bodies of young women. Carl in fact, masturbated over the corpses
         while watching video recordings of their murders. In the Irish mystery series The Fall (2013–), the serial killer (Jamie Dornan) masturbated to photos he had taken at crime
         scenes. In the opening scene of the mystery Afterschool (2008), Robert (Ezra Miller) masturbated to porn involving strangulation; by the end
         of the film he had committed murder. In a scene from the suburban-drama Little Children (2006) similar ideas are apparent: at their end of their first date, Sheila (Jane
         Adams) and registered sex offender, Ronnie (Jackie Earl Haley), were in her car, parked
         outside a school playground. Ronnie had asked Sheila to turn off the car lights, and
         Sheila spoke at length about the last guy she had
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