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Abstract: 

This paper examines how the human body and desire are going through a rearticulation of sexuality 

under the conditions of the excessive intervention of machines and technology through a close 

reading of J.G. Ballard’s Crash (1973). It challenges human assumptions of sexuality as natural, 

stable, and biologically grounded. The paper argues that desire and eroticism emerge as a logical 

posthuman intervention in which flesh and machine form a hybrid “machinic assemblage”. 

Drawing on N. Katherine Hayles’s concept of “flickering signifiers” and Rosi Braidotti’s 

formulation of the “posthuman subject”, this analysis reframes the car crash as a site of coded 

desire that transforms death, trauma, and destruction into unorthodox forms of pleasure and 

eroticism. This paper further contends that J.G. Ballard’s distinctive narrative language 

exemplifies the posthuman condition by collapsing the boundaries between organic bodies and 

machinic structures. This study contributes to contemporary debates on sexuality, desire, and post-

anthropocentrism by foregrounding technosexuality as a mode of posthuman embodiment in late 

twentieth-century literature. 
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Introduction: 

J.G. Ballard's Crash (1973) remains a provocative and disturbing literary intervention in the 

interrogation of sexuality in late twentieth-century fiction. The text challenges our hitherto 

understanding of sexuality, eroticism and pleasure by staging scenes of automobile collisions, 

bodily injury, and technological mediation that evoke erotic desire. It results in a rethinking of the 

conventional understandings of sexuality as natural, intimate, and biologically grounded. 

Therefore, by depicting characters like James Ballard (a semi-autobiographical version of the 

author himself) and Dr Robert Vaughan, who eroticise and fantasise about car crashes, the text 

reconstructs erotic desire as a machinic, mediated, and violent phenomenon emerging at the 

intersection of flesh and metal. 

The text centres on these two characters whose sexual fantasies are structured and formulated 

around car crashes and their traumatic aftermath. Interestingly, they either find it fascinating to 

participate in the car crashes themselves or to witness them. James Ballard’s collision with Dr 

Helen Remington's vehicle, resulting in the immediate death of Helen's husband at the accident 

scene, becomes a formative moment because James becomes aware of his genuine sexual desire 

stimulated by the trauma. This accident transforms into a profound experience that affirms his 

existence. On the other hand, Vaughan is constantly looking for wrecks, damaged vehicles, and 

dismembered victims. Vaughan, obsessively fixated on wrecked vehicles and mutilated bodies, 

radicalises the posthuman logic by anthropomorphising and eroticising automobiles and their 

destructive capacities. He keeps on fantasising about his death in a head-on collision car crash with 

the film actress Elizabeth Taylor. Thus, across these encounters, we witness sexual desire getting 

displaced from human intimacy onto the violent convergence of bodies and machines 
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As Eunju Hwang observes, James and Helen begin to understand the sexual implications of the 

fusion of leaking fluids from damaged vehicles and body fluids from deformed corpses, prompting 

them to explore the emerging sexuality that streamlined autos and mangled bodies from collisions 

may present. This paper argues that such defiant representations of sexuality cannot be adequately 

explained through humanist models of sexuality alone. Crash demands a non-anthropocentric 

posthuman reading that accounts for the reconfiguration of desire, eroticism, and sexuality in a 

post-anthropocentric and posthuman age. Therefore, this paper situates Ballard’s text as a critical 

problematisation of sexuality, wherein flesh and metal form a hybrid assemblage and human desire 

and eroticism are redefined through violence, trauma, and mechanical intimacy. 

 

Analysis: 

Coding Desire: Reconfiguring the Human Body 

Posthumanist theorists like N. Catherine Hayles argue in her 1999 book How We Became 

Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, Literature, and Informatics how the lines between the 

human and the non-human, the animate and the inanimate, and the organic and inorganic have 

blurred to such an extent that we can no longer claim that the human body, made up of flesh and 

bones, is a stable entity. She argues that a body is “constituted through discursive formations and 

material practices that erase the contextual enactments embodiment always entails” (Hayles 194). 

She questions what it means to have a classified, well-defined, and sacred human body. This is 

because, according to her, the human body has never been stable and has always undergone 

transformation. The body is always in a state of flux, continuously evolving. Understanding this 

theoretical framework is crucial because the technological revolution has dramatically intersected 

and transformed the human body. Thus, the body is getting mediated in the digital age. The body 
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has long been an unstable site that is being redefined and reconfigured by machines, codes, 

prosthetics and information patterns. Consequently, the body has transformed into a site of coding 

and interaction, emerging as a site of code and interface. In chapter two, titled “Virtual Bodies and 

Flickering Signifiers”, Hayles argues that human bodies have become enmeshed with the virtual: 

“Flickering signification extends the productive force of codes beyond the text to include the 

signifying processes by which the technologies produce texts, as well as the interfaces that enmesh 

humans into integrated circuits” (Hayles 46). Thus, Ballard and Vaughan’s sexual arousal with car 

crashes can be theorised with the posthuman argument that reiterates that new forms of sexuality 

like Vaughan's actions, though abnormal, deviant, and perverse, are occurring with excessive 

technological mediation and intervention in our lives. Human desire is, thus, shifting its base with 

this new and radical mode of thinking. Vaughan is a part of this paradigm shift, and his sexual life 

and, more broadly, desire are going through a revolutionary change. For Vaughan, technology—

specifically car crashes—constitutes another vital aspect of his identity. He sees the crash wounds 

as a new erotic code. He views cars as both his new sexual partners and symbols of desire. This is 

the reason why he wants to die in a self-imposed crash with Elizabeth Taylor, as it would culminate 

in his sexual fulfilment. The narrator, James, says, “Holding the arm of her chauffeur, the film 

actress Elizabeth Taylor, with whom Vaughan had dreamed of dying for so many months, stood 

alone under the revolving ambulance lights” (Ballard 6). He opines that his life will be fulfilled 

when he meets death in a car crash. Therefore, death is imagined as a source of ultimate pleasure 

and satisfaction for Vaughan. His idea of sexuality “appears not to be sensual, but marked by a 

constant search for new possibilities of how to penetrate the body to reach satisfaction” (Seiwald 

423). We can argue here that Vaughan achieves his orgasm through his death in a car crash. Here, 

the machines fuse with his sexuality. 
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The violent and destructive car crash is welcomed as a fertilising and productive experience. The 

body becomes a “machinic assemblage” where the machine is no longer a distant entity but rather 

a co-constitutive part (Braidotti 145). The machine is an extension of the human body. It challenges 

the anthropocentric notion of sexuality and the natural body. Rosi Braidotti explores this 

phenomenon in her book The Posthuman. She argues that the idea of subjectivity is, in fact, an 

assemblage of human and non-human entities, wherein subjectivity should not be the prerogative 

of “anthropos”. She asks us to revise our ideas of subjectivity and embrace relational embodied 

identity, taking into account “animals and earth as a whole” (Braidotti 82). 

Ballard, the protagonist, uses language that strikes our attention. He uses automotive parts to talk 

about parts of the human body. Consciously or unconsciously, he becomes so immersed in his 

abnormal fetishisation of cars that he equates car parts with human organs. The text is a “fetish for 

the techno-Apocalypse, intermingling blood, semen, engine oil and the violent reconstruction of 

anatomy and the anatomised” (Thomas 352). It highlights the post-anthropocentric and post-

humanist arguments that ask us to embrace machines, technology, and the inanimate as a 

continuum. Ballard’s language, while describing the car, the subsequent crashes and technology 

in general, helps us understand the intricate, entangled, enmeshed and embedded relationship 

between technology (typically man-made objects) and nature. The language, as a result, acts as a 

mediator and enhancer of this newfound relationship. The entangled language does not act as a 

differentiator. Thus, our entanglement and embeddedness with technology are reflected and 

symbolised through our language. Ballard’s narrative language is a poignant testament to how 

intrinsically connected we have become with technology. 

Therefore, Vaughan’s sexual arousal is mechanical and technologically mediated, and the author 

beautifully portrays that through his deft use of language while describing the car. The narrator 
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describes cars by using terms such as “taxi’s body frame” (Ballard 121) and “stainless-steel body 

mouldings” (Ballard 132). For Vaughan, the car was as lively as any other human being. The car 

and the body become the same for him. For instance, he would stare at the car with enthusiasm 

and wondrous lust. The narrator says Vaughan would often stop at traffic signals to stare at the 

parked cars. He would invest hours to study every detail of “body trim and rear deck moulding” 

(Ballard 132). Vaughan, the narrator says, had a special fascination with European sports cars, 

especially Buick and Ferrari. His obsession reached such a height that the police often stopped him 

for hanging out for hours beside these captivating sports cars.  

 

Eroticised Extinction: Posthuman Desire and the Organisation of Death 

It would be more accurate to describe it as a sexual union between the man and the machine, since 

Vaughan nearly attempts to penetrate the car. He deifies the car and simultaneously sexualises it. 

It becomes a metaphor and symbol of worship for him. James Ballard writes through the narrator, 

“What most disturbed me about Vaughan was the strange stance of his thighs and hips, almost as 

if he were trying to force his genitals through the instrument panel of the car” (Ballard 70). Even 

more disturbing was when he went on to compare human body fluids with machine fluids. He 

attempts to illustrate a sense of sexual fulfilment by merging human elements with machine 

components and attempts to show a libidinal satisfaction by amalgamating the human and the 

machine: 

A dank odour rose from his body, an amalgam of rectal mucus and engine coolant. His 

pencil cut heavier grooves in the picture. The shaded areas had begun to perforate under 

his more and more savage slashes, blows with the broken pencil point that punctured the 
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cardboard backing. He marked in points of the motor-car interior, stabbing at the protruding 

areas of steering assembly and instrument panel. (Ballard 115–116) 

James Ballard’s corporeal satisfaction with cars is disturbing to such a severe extent that he takes 

pleasure and excitement when he involves himself in sexual intercourse with women having grave 

injuries from car accidents. However, this behaviour objectifies and commodifies women, treating 

them as toys adorned with wounds, marks, and scratches. This fixation on wounds as sources of 

sexual gratification and the subsequent objectification of women is particularly exemplified in the 

case of Gabrielle, a young lady seriously wounded in a car accident, whose injuries Ballard exploits 

for the fulfilment of his erotic drive. The narrator thus states, “Each of her deformities became a 

potent metaphor for the excitements of a new violence” (Ballard 137). Significantly, Ballard 

experiences his first orgasm within her wounded thighs. He goes on to give us the grotesque detail 

of the act, which seems that he used the lady as a prop to achieve his sexual gratification. 

These moments point to the radical collapse of the artificial and the natural as we witness a break 

in the boundary between erotic intimacy and bodily violation. Ballard locates sexual pleasure in 

the wounds. Orgasm is achieved not in consensual corporeal contact but within wounds produced 

by technological violence. Moreover, the human body is transformed into a machinic surface as 

bodily fluids are compared with lubricants and wounded flesh is described in mechanised industrial 

terms. Here, sexual climax is devoid of any intimacy and affect. Instead, it functions as a 

mechanised discharge. 

Other characters, like Helen and Catherine, are also rendered powerless, nameless, and 

identityless. This is because Vaughan continually fantasises about the deformed organs of young 

women for his sexual pleasure. J.G. Ballard describes a series of disturbing images of injuries 

caused by car components and intimate human body parts. He narrates different car designs and 
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car parts like dashboards, windshields, steering wheels, and other interior mechanisms. However, 

he shows these components crashing into human flesh and body, resulting in mutilations and 

damages (Ballard 104–105). 

These incidents in the text break the traditional idea of sexuality and sexual stimulus. Ballard’s 

narrative imagines a world in which such a shift has already occurred, in which the binary between 

the natural and artificial has been shattered. While we find it unsettling and strange, individuals 

like Ballard and Vaughan may perceive it as normal. Consequently, they anthropomorphise 

inanimate objects, things, and bodies. Male characters in the novel do not see these violent acts as 

destructive and alarming. Regina Seiwald argues in her article that the male characters enjoy a 

sublime sensation while they are involved in the car crash, and they would be sublimated when 

they die in the car accident. She writes: 

His notion of a normal sexuality has shifted towards the perverse after experiencing the car 

crash. Hence, not the life-threatening feeling evoked by the sight of the crash and its victim, 

but the confrontation with the boundaries of one’s own mind causes a sublime feeling. 

(418) 

While the text’s representations of sexuality are disturbing and ethically troubling, they are 

analytically important because they expose the extreme and unorthodox logic through which desire 

is recognised in a posthuman condition.  

 

Violence and Sex: Posthuman Erotics and the Death Drive 

It would not be wrong to say that Ballard and Vaughan search for violent sex. They discovered 

this connection by examining the self-inflicted pain caused by car accidents. It is compelling 
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because the author James Ballard also experienced a car accident, and he parallels his experience 

by using imagery from Ernest Hemingway’s The Sun Also Rises, wherein the novel’s central theme 

was bullfighting, and it is used to symbolise male sexuality and “sexual acratia resulting from the 

physical and psychological injuries stemming from the war” (Seiwald 420). Thus, the characters’ 

proclivity towards car crashes arises from a radically new kind of sexuality that involves violence 

and aggressivity. Klara Kofen compares Vaughan’s new aggressive form of sexuality with 

Prometheus’s form of sexuality. In her article “Censoring Perversion: J.G.Ballard’s Crash, the 

Novel and the Film”, she argues that “Vaughan, with whose death the tale starts and finishes, is 

the seductive, omnisexual Prometheus of a new race, created by a “new sexuality born from a 

perverse technology” (Kofen 44). 

In Crash, the objective is to comprehend the correlation between violent behaviours and 

technology, as the protagonists’ aberrant actions are linked to automobiles. The triangular 

relationship of violence, sex, and technology converges in a collision. For Vaughan, the death trials 

concerning Elizabeth Taylor represent sexual encounters; hence, his demise concludes the 

association between him and the actress. Vaughan seeks to achieve sexual gratification through a 

vehicular accident, where perversion intertwines with technology. In contemporary society, 

individuals often exhibit violent primitivism through the utilisation of technology, such as 

automobiles and aeroplanes, as evidenced by incidents like September 11th, as well as through 

cybercrime (Hwang). 

Eunju Hwang’s article, “Violence and Perversion in J.G. Ballard’s Crash,” argues that the text, 

though it does not look like it, is a masochist story. This argument aptly applies to the two 

characters, both psychologically and informally. Although the characters in Crash might initially 

appear to exhibit sadistic tendencies, their impulses are not directed toward the infliction of 
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suffering upon others. Rather, their fascination with vehicular collisions stems from an inwardly 

directed death drive — a desire for self-annihilation and transcendence through the crash itself. 

The violence of the act is not primarily motivated by cruelty but by an obsessive pursuit of 

existential intensity and self-destruction. Hwang validates this argument: 

What they are actually involved in is their own death rather than victims' death and in 

pleasure from the repetitive death trials therefore they are obviously not interested in other 

people’s suffering. They do not concern with victims' pain and when they look at crash 

victims' mutilated bodies, they rather envy those sectioned bodies. Characters enjoy the 

pain voluntarily. (65) 

Freud shows in Beyond the Pleasure Principle the intricate and interwoven relationship between 

sexual pleasure and the death drive. Freudian psychoanalysis explicates that both life and death 

drives are so intertwined that they cannot be separated. We observe traces of the death drive in 

instances of the life drive and vice versa (Freud). 

However, Crash does not represent the actual Freudian death drive; rather, it pertains to the fusion 

of life and death. The cinematic adaptation of Crash juxtaposes a desire for death with a life 

instinct, which seeks permanence by immortalising a vehicular collision. The protagonists seem 

“to move from life to death as the Freudian death drive suggests” (Hwang 69). Yet, this kind of 

perverse sexuality is not something new. For instance, Hwang argues that modern mass violence 

is intricately linked to machine culture and eroticisation of technology. She takes up the case of 

Sylvestre Matushka, who derived sexual pleasure from orchestrating train crashes. It suggests how 

serial violence reflects an intimate fusion of body and machine (Hwang 68).  

Therefore, this section argues that we are witnessing a perverse pleasure in the post-

anthropocentric, posthuman age, where machines and humans are becoming inseparable. The 
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perverse obsession of Vaughan and Ballard with car crashes tells us that death and trauma induced 

by cars do not repel them. Instead, they are deliberately looking for a crash. In fact, Ballard’s final 

wish to die in a head-on collision with the celebrity Elizabeth Taylor speaks volumes about it. 

Thus, he used to narrate his imaginary death with excitement: “Vaughan elaborated endless 

variations on these collisions, thinking first of a repetition of head-on collisions” (Ballard 11). His 

behaviour testifies to his obsession. The narrator writes about Vaughan’s fixation with cars: 

As obsessed with his hard body as he himself was with the bodies of automobiles, I found 

myself locked into a system of beckoning violence and excitement, made up of the 

motorway and traffic jams, the cars we stole and Vaughan's discharging sexuality. (135) 

The machine has become a crucial part of our lives in this technological age. Most of our lives are 

either governed or ruled by technology. It has, therefore, become an integral part of our quotidian 

lives. Thus, the posthuman thinkers urge us to naturalise the otherwise denaturalised position of 

these machines. According to them, we would be able to integrate technology as a kind of co-

constitutive member in our society when we embrace a positive and welcoming attitude towards 

our posthuman others. 

Importantly, in Crash, the very act of sexual intercourse is desensualised. Ballard indulges in the 

act without any feelings attached. Ballard does not see it as robotic or mechanised. Rather, his tone 

is celebratory. He describes his intercourse with Catherine in this manner: “By some paradox, this 

sex act between us had been devoid of all sexuality” (Ballard 164). This reading is reinforced by 

Regina Seiwald, who argues that it seems that James Ballard was happy to embrace this kind of 

sexuality, wherein the body was in “constant search for new possibilities of how to penetrate the 

body in order to reach satisfaction” (423). 
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However, human desire, in Crash, is not only technologically mediated but also shaped by 

excessive consumer culture and unchecked late capitalism. The glamour of capitalist culture 

reshapes the protagonists’ erotic investments, whether consciously or unconsciously. According 

to Dennis A. Foster, the late capitalist society is emotionally damaged, and it is marked by 

consumerist culture, media spectacle, and technological imagery. As a result, it replaces authentic 

human relationships with commodified and mechanised forms of experience (Foster 51).  

James Ballard, the author, creates a dystopian world in the text in such a fashion that it seems the 

surrounding atmosphere and characters are paving the way for the deviant and perverse sexuality 

of the protagonists. In the text, the cops, when present, serve as silent observers of sexual dysphoria 

or as retrospective custodians of post-orgasmic remnants. Indeed, the police occasionally serve as 

unwitting enablers of James Ballard’s schooling under Vaughan’s influence. The police lack 

agency and normative authority, being easily sidetracked by trivial matters, ineffectual even in the 

straightforward task of crowd management at the scene of yet another fatal incident. Instead, they 

are relegated to menial duties such as clearing the roadway following an accident. Mark Thomas 

also notes this erosion of institutional authority and argues in his article, “The Rules of 

Autogeddon: Sex, Death, and Law in JG Ballard’s Crash”: 

The police remain, it seems, wholly uncomprehending of the nature of the events – of the 

(r)evolution of the human–machine interface – which they witness as, for the most part, 

passive voyeurs. (358) 
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Conclusion: 

J.G. Ballard’s Crash asks us fundamental and exasperating questions about the anthropocentric 

nature of human desire. It compels us to rethink erotic desire beyond biologically grounded and 

morally sanctioned frameworks. The paper articulates a posthuman erotics by illustrating how 

sexuality is no longer confined to human bodies but emerges through an intimate and 

masochistically violent entanglement of flesh, technology, and violence. By drawing on the 

posthuman thought of Rosi Braidotti and N. Katherine Hayles, the analysis exemplifies how 

Ballard’s characters not only eroticise destruction but also inhabit a machinic desire.  

Crash problematises sexuality and desire by foregrounding car crashes as sites of sexual intensity. 

Moreover, it exposes the limits of humanist models of intimacy, desire, and sexuality. Sexuality 

in the novel is mediated through technological prostheses and late-capitalist regimes of 

consumption and spectacle. Ballad anticipates contemporary posthuman debates by depicting 

desire as distributed across human and non-human assemblages. While the text’s extreme imagery 

of perversion and sexuality continues to provoke discomfort and moral resistance, its significance 

rests on this very excess. The text is, in fact, not a celebration of pervasive sexuality. Rather, it is 

a diagnostic exposition that renders visible the latent economies of machine culture. This 

convergence of violence, media, and technology reorganises concepts of erotics and embodiment. 

Digital mediation, algorithmic intimacy, and technologically augmented bodies mark our era, 

making Ballard's vision disturbingly prescient.  

Ultimately, this paper advances and problematises erotics and sexuality, thereby contributing to 

posthuman thought. Future research may broaden this framework to encompass digital intimacy, 

AI-facilitated desire, and modern techno-sexual practices, wherein human-machine relations are 

reconfiguring embodiment, pleasure, and erotics.  

689



Abul Hasnat/Between Flesh…                                                                                   Vol. 17, Issue-I, February 2026 

 

Works Cited: 

Ballard, J. G. Crash. Jonathan Cape, 1973. 

Braidotti, Rosi. The Posthuman. Polity Press, 2013. 

Foster, Dennis A. “J. G. Ballard’s Empire of the Senses: Perversion and the Failure of Authority.” 

PMLA, vol. 108, no. 3, 1993, pp. 519–532. doi:10.1632/462619. 

Freud, Sigmund. Beyond the Pleasure Principle. Translated by James Strachey, W. W. Norton, 

1961. 

Hayles, N. Katherine. How We Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, Literature, and 

Informatics. University of Chicago Press, 1999. 

Hwang, Eunju. “Violence and Perversion in J. G. Ballard’s Crash.” Inter-Disciplinary Press: 

Publishing Creative Research, 2004, pp. 65–70, 

pureportal.coventry.ac.uk/en/publications/violence-and-perversion-in-j-g-ballards-crash. 

Kofen, Klara. “Censoring Perversion: J. G. Ballard’s Crash, the Novel and the Film.” Groundings 

Undergraduate, 2015, pp. 42–55. 

Seiwald, Regina. “Between the Natural and the Artificial: The Sublime Sexual Sensation of Car 

Crashes in J. G. Ballard’s Crash.” Green Letters, vol. 22, no. 4, 2018, pp. 412–425. 

doi:10.1080/14688417.2018.1529607. 

Svendsen, Lars. A Philosophy of Boredom. Translated by John Irons, Reaktion Books, 2005. 

Tabbi, Joseph. Postmodern Sublime: Technology and American Writing from Mailer to 

Cyberpunk. Cornell University Press, 1995. 

690



Abul Hasnat/Between Flesh…                                                                                   Vol. 17, Issue-I, February 2026 

 

Thomas, Mark. “The Rules of Autogeddon: Sex, Death, and Law in J. G. Ballard’s Crash.” Griffith 

Law Review, vol. 20, no. 2, 2011, pp. 333–361. doi:10.1080/10383441.2011.10854701. 

 

691




