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The Last Issue Between Us 

This is the last issue of m/f. The journal began as an intervention, 
committed to publishing articles which involved different ways of 
thinking about feminism. From the beginning we took certain concepts 
to be a problem and not a solution for feminism and we initiated a 
certain polemic with what had been understood as the first steps towards 
feminist theory at the time. As socialist-feminists we were opposed to the 
much discussed union of Marxism and feminism; on the other hand, 
committed as we were to the exploration of psychoanalytic theory we did 
not think there could be any simple union of psychoanalysis and feminist 
theory. Above all, it seemed important to problematise the notion of 
sexual difference itself, to suggest an analysis which went beyond the 
obvious division of 'men' and 'women'. 

We had hoped to open up possibilities and now our initiatives 
have begun to be taken up elsewhere. But if m/f has had its successes, 
these are bound up with certain failures. It can be said that where there 
was a measure of political agreement our theoretical effect has often 
been slight and that where we have been theoretically welcome the 
political point has not always been sustained. 

Though it was not clear at the time, m!Js project had an inbuilt 
time limit. It was the kind of project which surfaced at a particular time 
and in a particular theoretical and political space. That space no longer 
exists in the same form. It was a project organised on the margins, 
outside any institutional support or constraint. The journal has been 
self-financing and has never been linked to any academic, publishing or 
political group. At a particular time, on the margins- and perhaps this 
was our strength- m!f was able to make its specific contribution. 

The moment of m!fs project has now passed. Like all feminists 
we continue to feel the discontents of women and we continue to feel the 
need for a feminist discourse which does not lose sight of that discontent. 
The concerns which cover the area first designated by feminism with the 
phrase 'the personal is political' remain important. Certainly, 'the 
personal' now seems to span a great complex and 'the political' seems a 
much more fragmented field. As feminism articulates itself, the diffi
culty of its task becomes more apparent. We remain committed to these 
difficult concerns. 

Parveen Adams and Elizabeth Cowie 
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m!f· Interview 1984 

m/f was set up by Parveen A dams, Rosalind Coward and F,lizabeth 
Cowie and the first issue appeared in February 1978 with a joint editorial 
by all three. Rosahnd Coward left the journal later in the same year, 
shortly after the second issue. Meanwhile Beverley Brown had joined the 
editorial group. We continued the practice ofjoint editorials till number 
5/6 in 1981. 

In 1983 Beverley Brown took up a post in A ustraha and she was 
still abroad in June 1984 when this interview took place. 

The interview was for the Dutch women's journal, Tijdschrift 
voor Vrouwen Studies and was conducted by Mieke Aerts and Saskia 
Grotenhuis. The interview was pubhshed in Dutch in 1985 in no 21 of the 
journal. 

A !though the interview was not produced for m/f, we think it 
useful to publish it in our last issue as an explication of our view ofm/f's 
work. We would like to thank Mieke A erts and Saskia Grotenhuis for 
their well-informed, probing, yet sympathetic questions. 

Parveen A dams and Elizabeth Cowie 

Q In Holland there has been some speculation about the exact 
meaning of the letters m/ f on the cover of your journal. Some people 
think that it means Marxism versus feminism, others are in favour of 
masculinity versus femininity, and still others presume m!fto be nothing 
more than the initials of an important contemporary French philo
sopher. Which of these explanations comes closest to being the truth? 

Elizabeth Cowie We had great difficulty in trying to think of a title for 
the journal and decided upon m!f precisely because it did not mean just 
one thing and was therefore open in terms of defining the programme of 
the journal. The m and the f for us have always stood primarily for 
masculine and feminine and the idea of the slash was not that it should 
mean versus but that it should mark a difference, a separation. We also 
considered the order of the letters but decided against reversing them
it might have led to the journal being taken for a radio magazine since 
FM is a broadcasting frequency! 
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Parveen Adams The ·first response I had was from an American 
feminist living in Paris who wrote that she ·was very disappointed that 
men came first. And my initial reaction was- why men? It could be 
mother/father. But anyhow, the important point is precisely that m!J 
makes possible a large number of readings. 

Q In that case, what about the relation of m!Jto Marxism/feminism? 

Elizabeth Cowie The debates around, and critiques of Marxism were 
certainly important to our discussions. Nevertheless our perspective, as 
we stated in the first editorial, was socialist feminist. If we had wished to 
be taken as anything else we would not have simply used 'a feminist 
journal' as our secondary title. 

Parveen Adams In the years we were working on the idea of bringing 
out the journal, from 1976 to 1978, a lot of women were associated with 
Marxism and socialism. There was the domestic labour debate, a great 
deal of feminist-socialist history writing and socialist-feminist confer
ences. We were involved in these conferences. I myself was in a woman's 
Marx reading group for some years. Rosalind Coward, Elizabeth and 
myself studied the newcritiques of traditional arguments on the left and 
we were influenced by the work of Cutler, Hindess, .Hirst and Hussain. 

So we were engaged in many different sorts of argument in rela
tion to Marxism. And it became clear to us that the Marxist-feminist 
position was a paradoxical one, impossible to sustain. We certainly did 
not intend m/f.to be read as Marxist-feminist! 

Elizabeth Cowie There were other discussions too, for example 
aroundJuliet Mitchell's book Psychoanalysis and Feminism and around 
Foucault's work in the journal Ideology and Consciousness which first 
came out in 1977. 

Q What you are saying suggests that all three of our suggested readings 
of m!J are important to the project of your journal. Would you also 
agree if we were to describe its development as a moving away from a 
critique of Marxist-feminist general theory, in the process of which you 
lost interest in a Foucauldian a pp roach (of discourse analysis) but started 
to pay more attention to psychoanalysis? 

Elizabeth Cowie No, the critique of Marxism/ feminism is still impor· 
tant-' the article as recently as no 7 on the question of women as a reserve 
army of labour indicates that. And the commitment to exploring psycho
analysis has been there from the first issue. Our development has, I 
think, been a consolidation of the approach outlined in our first issues. 
The work of Foucault, too, is certainly not something which we've lost 
interest in but nor do we see it as constituting our general theory Or' 
approach. 

Parveen Adams The question is a very complex one because so much 
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is implicated. It is true that from the beginning a general theory of 
women's oppression was rejected and explicitly argued against. The first 
four issues were important for staking out a position, but having done 
that, we tried to map out a terrain in which we could do more 'positive' 
work. Indeed, we had been severely criticised by feminists for being 
extremely negative in our first issues, of only hitting out at things. So 
then there was more emphasis on articles in which theoretical and 
political analyses were brought together, because that exactly is some
thing we very much want to do. I think our double issue nos5/6 has some 
good examples of this type of article. 

Now, about our interest in psychoanalysis. Of course, it is central 
to us. But first I would like to say that for me a lot ofother things are 
important, that don't have anything to do with psychoanalysis. For 
example, the areas of work, unemployment, education, the law, the 
relation of feminism to socialism, and anti-racism. I agree that we have 
not published very much about those areas, but from the very beginning 
we have paid attention to them. We are of course dependent on the sort 
of articles we can lay our hands on. 

Secondly, I would agree that direct references to psychoanalysis 
abound because we engage directly with it. We do not have such a rela
tion to Foucault's work. I do not think however that you can draw any 
simple conclusion from that. The article on mothering I wrote for m!f 
no 8, for instance, shows not only a maybe rather odd use of psycho
analysis, but also a use of Foucault and Donzelot when it comes to a 
critique of Chodorow. There I try to argue not only that she has a very 
simple notion of psychoanalysis, but also that it is very unclear what kind 
of 'social' she is talking about. Compared to Foucault's and Donzelot's 
notions about how norms are set up, and how 'feminine mothering' gets 
set up in the midst of a web of relations- parent-child, mother-father, 
mother-doctor, state-family- Chodorow has a very simple idea of sex 
differences in the social. Certainly, Foucault and Donzelot represent a 
decisive advance in the analysis of such problems. 

Thirdly, our interest in psychoanalysis does not mean that we 
propose a general psychoanalytic theory of women's oppression. You can 
already see part of this in my article on the distinction between sexual 
division and sexual differences, in m/fno 3. This is of course an argu
ment against a general theory of women's oppression. But the important 
point here is my disagreement with Juliet Mitchell, where I say that, no 
matter how sophisticated her use of psychoanalysis, by treating it as part 
of a theory of ideology she finally returns to men, women and patriarchy. 
The central question here is the famous slide from what is said about 
masculinity and femininity in psychoanalysis to the subordination of 
women. Now I don't think you can make that move. Juliet Mitchell 
would probably say that the interesting problem is precisely that slide 
between the phallus, the penis and the father (and so into the social) and 
that this is a problem both for feminism and psychoanalysis to address 
themselves to. But I don't stand in that position. 

Psychoanalysis makes a statement about femininity and masculinity. I 
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agree with what bothjuliet Mitchell andjacqueline Rose argue strongly 
and powerfully, which is that femininity is not defined by a content but 
by a difference from masculinity, and that this is very problematic, 
because nobody wants to be in the position of the feminine, be they man 
or woman. 

But it must also be the case that the 'feminine' when talked about 
in that way, does not exhaust, equal or define women. Femininity is a 
political problem, but it is only one of many problems within feminism. 
As it is not coextensive with women, it is certainly not coextensive with all 
the arenas of women's subordination. 

Q Do you intend to say that within m!fs project psychoanalysis can 
handle the psychic and other theoretical approaches are to handle the 
social? 

Parveen Adams No, not exactly. Let me put it like this. It is not a 
question of saying that psychoanalysis elucidates psychical relations but 
stops short of social relations. Clearly, psychoanalysis makes strong 
claims about culture or the symbolic. I don't want to get into boundary 
disputes within the human sciences which may be important, but are not 
our starting point as feminists. Let us rather start from the claim that the 
personal is political. There you have a strong impetus to try and think 
about an area that is called the personal, and to rethink its articulation 
with the political. Now in a way, psychoanalysis is almost the only kind of 
discourse available and fits with this feminist interest. Because the 
concepts that feminism Wants to develop on that count have to do with 
sexuality, sexual difference, psychic reality, childbearing, parents, 
desire, sexual desire and so on. Now these are also the terms around 
which psychoanalysis- that is classical Freudian analysis- revolves. 
What I am insisting is that there is this curious isomorphism- I don't 
mean to say that psychoanalysis is feminist or that feminist discourse 
should be a psychoanalytic discourse- but there is this isomorphism 
nonetheless. Of course, if you come to psychoanalysis because of your 
feminist interest in 'the personal', perhaps you are bound to end up with 
a problem of the psychic and the social, partly because you get the 
feeling that in psychoanalysis you have left out all those vast concerns of 
feminist politics. Psychoanalysis can certainly speak to some areas like 
sexuality, motherhood, sexual difference, in some way, but there are 
other areas, of employment, social policy, nuclear weapons, that psycho
analysis has little to say about. 

Q But isn't that exactly setting up the problem in terms of the psychic 
versus the social? And what happens then to your proposed rethinking of 
their interrelationship? 

Elizabeth Cowie I think that Parveen is stressing this demarcation in 
order to get away from any suggestion that psychoanalysis would be our 
general theory. And I certainly don't think it suggests a return to posing 
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the social versus the psychic. We had argued in the editorial to nos 5/6 
and in my introduction to Mary Kelly's work in the same issue, that we 
need to address the forms of connection that might exist between psychic 
relations and social relations. But I think now that there is still a diffi
culty in posing the issue in that way because you always end up asking 
which was first and which determines which and thus end up speaking of 
this versus that without even considering what led you to oppose those 
two terms. Within the theoretical terms we have at present I don't think 
we can tackle this problem directly. Instead, we have to examine the 
social practices themselves and consider why we've lined up some as 
social, some as psychical, some personal, some political. 

Parveen Adams Well, that is true of course. But a further problem is 
that what psychoanalysis means by the 'social' is quite different from 
what sociology and Marxism mean by it. And conversely, what they 
imply about the psyche is quite different. Clearly, one cannot combine 
the approaches happily. Obviously it would be wrong to argue that the 
psychic and the social are ontologically distinct realms; rather, it is a 
question of adopting one or other term as a strategic vantage point from 
which to analyse a particular question. 

Elizabeth Cowie Yes, though it can't be a question of simply becoming 
more and more sophisticated at determining which is psychical and 
which is social, not least because the presumption that ultimately the 
latter is really the most important can return. We have to rethink that 
opposition, that division. In the context of my own area of work on film, 
the concept of fantasy is particularly interesting because it seems to me to 
exist or work across the division of psychic and social. Fantasies may be 
individual but they involve within their scenarios social relations. And 
they may be public, involving a mass audience as with cinema, or the 
novel. Psychoanalytically, fantasy. is both a conscious and an un
conscious process, presenting to and for the subject a mise-en-scene of its 
desire. I don't mean by this to propose fantasy as a general concept of 
analysis- reading the social or the political as fantasy. Rather it seems to 
me to pose a disruption of these categories by introducing the issue of 
desire. 

Parveen Adams Exactly. The important point here is that we do not 
see psychoanalysis as a general theory of patriarchy, but maintain that 
there are many different uses of psychoanalytic insights to be made. Two 
examples: Elizabeth's work on film and fantasy and my article on 
mothering. These do not rely on psychoanalysis as a general theory of 
patriarchy and thus they are completely different from the traditional 
feminist concerns that someone like Gayle Rubin has in the context of 
psychoanalysis. 

Elizabeth Cowie Yes Parveen, but surely you do not wish to so 
radically exclude psychoanalysis from certain questions? I don't mean by 
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this that I think that psychoanalysis necessarily has something to say 
about other domains, though it may well do- rape is perhaps one such 
area. Rather, I think its importance- as it has been developed by Lacan 
and others- is as a theory of human subjectivity- it speaks of the human 
subjecr-as a subject of desire. Psychoanalysis describes the stake of desire 
(for desire is constructed for the subject) in relation to the instituting of 
difference and especially sexual difference. And obviously the subordin
ation of women arises from a production of women as different in 
particular ways. This cannot imply an identity in the production of 
difference addressed by psychoanalysis and .by feminism, as is sometimes 
attempted, but it does seem to me to pose their interrelationship .. 

In this sense psychoanalysis is for me not just a body of knowledge 
we can import into other domains. But nor is it simply an interpretive 
tool which can be used to .psychoanalyse social discourses as if they were 
discourses of the couch. I think that Lacan's reworking of Freud in 
relation to a theory of language and signification shows the way in which 
the subject is spoken by the structure of desire rather than simply how the 
subject speaks his or her desire. 

Parveen Adams Of course, ultimately everything has to be social and 
psychic at the same time, so in that sense I've got to be wrong. But to take 
up your example- of course psychoanalysis speaks to rape; but the 
article we had oh rape in the double issue does not speak of psycho
analysis. It tries to show how certain legal and pre-trial practices and 
that which is permissable as evidence come to construct sexual difference 
in court, which is of course always overlaid with an already given sexual 
differnce, but still has its own manner of being constructed. So the 
problems of sexual difference a:re not hegemonised by psychoanalytic 
thought, at least,- I don't want it to be that way for feminism in general. 
It may be that psychoanalysis has something to say about rape but the 
problems which feminists raise within the context of rape slip out of the 
grasp of a purely psychoanalytic point of view. A similar argument can 
be made about the-topic of pornography and Beverley Brown's article on 
it in the same double issue of m!J, nos 5/6. 

Q But Parveen, you would not agree with Elizabeth's view on the broad 
range of domains· psychoanalysis could speak to? 

Parveen Adams Yes, as I said, I would agree in principle. I would 
hardly claim that psychoanalysis could not speak to the problem of rape. 
But I wouldn't agree that other forms. of analysis are therefore any the 
less necessary. I would tend to be suspiaious of any primordial analytic 
tool, '-vhether that is psychoanalysis or anything else. I don't see what is 
wrong with using one theory for this and another theory for that. 

Q But· doesn't a statement like this one, even as the insistence on. the 
study of particular objects Elizabeth argued for earlier on, bring you very 
close to the sort of empiricist analysis traditional history writing got 
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famous for? Has your refusal of general theory landed you in Flat land, 
where the facts speak for themselves? 

Elizabeth Cowie What I think you are indicating as a problem is that 
if you don't have a general theory you can only talk about the contingent. 
But I don't think we are quite doing that! Objects of knowledge only 
emerge within particular theoretical frameworks. Therefore, there is an 
issue of what objects of knowledge can be. And it is the analysis of the 
conditions of the production of such objects that is politically pertinent. 
There is therefore no necessary choice between general theory on the one 
hand and the contingent on the other. 

Parveen Adams So you see how Foucault still informs the whole 
project, even if he doesn't get mentioned! 

Q Could you relate that to the objects of feminist theorising, for 
instance 'men' and 'women'? 

Parveen Adams Of course, everybody 'knows' what or rather who men 
and women are. That's not the problem. The problem is whether or not 
this knowledge is adequate to ground a feminist politics. To what extent 
do women constitute a real or potential unity by being that entity we call 
women? I would like to answer that in two ways. First, I would like to 
repeat something Elizabeth, Beverley and I wrote in reply to Rosalind 
Coward and Michele Barrett (Correspondence, m!f no 7), who are both 
claiming that difference as an historical construction is very important 
and insisting on something called the concrete collectivity of women. 
That is, they want to insist on the specificity of the historical while 
grounding that at the same time in the obviousness of the unity of 
women. It is the difficulty of holding both these positions that we really 
addressed. 

Now we assumed that their appeal to the historical and the social 
means that they are not grounding the distinction of men and women in 
biology. So there must be something else. So what we said was that in 
order to establish a concrete collectivity of the kind that they wanted, 
they would have to demonstrate 1) that the collectivity was socially 
produced; and 2) that it was produced as a unity, which means that each 
and every person in it is constructed in the same way, as a unity; and 3) 
that social relations produce just those groups of people and no other 
groups. And then, all that would have to add up to the conclusion that 
these effects of the socially produced equals oppression. Now you have to 
demonstrate all those things before you can produce a notion of collect
ivity which is not biological. I personally think that this is not possible. 

What I think is this: the common condition of woman is a percep
tion which is not so much dependent on a theoretical argument, but is 
based on the obviousness of experience to some women. Now there you 
have your empiricism. But the problem is that not all women share this 
expenence. 
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fhere is more, and this is the second thing I would like to say. 
Playing devil's advocate to myself I was thinking: now what did I do in 
1970 or 1971? I was in New York then, and I picked up some of the 
radical feminist papers around. And all the way one immediately 'recog
nised'- that is the word- oneself and one would say: good heavens, this 
is me! Now what one was doing there is appealing to experience, openly 
in this case. But you would have to say that it was not just an experience 
of women. It was a socially constructed, experience of white, western, 
middle class women, one that I, even though a Parsi; shared and recog
nised by virtue of my own formation. None of this constitutes an accusa
tion however, precisely because these women are talking in terms of a 
specific experience. It can only become ground for an accusation the 
moment this experience is universalised. Then other women, from other 
backgrounds, constructed in other social relations can come along and 
say: you have not included us in your experience, and you have to, 
because it is supposed to cover all of us. Now I say it would be absurd to 
accuse white women of formulating their experience and calling it 
oppression, but it is also absurd for white women to claim a universal 
oppressiOn. 

And actually, if I may get experiential for a moment, the con
struction of'woman' we are trying to argue for, fits far better with the on
going proliferation of women's groups and female identities, than the 
attempt to subsume everything under one homogeneous sign of oppres
sion. Which is of course not the same as saying that our approach has 
produced this kind of fragmentation. 

Q To us it would seem very difficult to use the fragmentation of the 
women's movement as an argument in favour of your project, of decon
structing the idea of a general theory of women's oppression. For one, 
this fragmentation is really a proliferation of general theories, and 
secondly, the problem seems more to be how to grow beyond all those 
separate groups. How do you feel about that? 

Parveen Adams It seems almost the implication of your question that 
we would oppose the unity of the movement. But of course you need a 
unity. What we are trying to say is that if there is a unity, it is not given by 
being women, you have to work for that unity. 

Elizabeth Cowie I would say that people tend to see this question in 
terms of a simple alternative between necessity ('one day the underlying 
unity will become clear') and voluntarism ('we just have to be one'). 

Parveen Adams And it is at this point that once again theoretical 
activities become important. Because when you want to discuss the frag
mentation of the women's movement in terms more meaningful than 
either 'the decline of feminism' or 'a question of priorities', you have to 
ask the question what the notion of women's oppression means, which is 
a theoretical question. 

Now at this point our refusal of general theory means mostly two 
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things. First of all we are saying that the political objectives that you 
formulate cannot be read off from a general position. There is no such 
thi,ng as having a nice, safe position in which a theory gives you your 
explanations, your justifications, your audience and your politics. 
Marxism may have been one of the last theories that tried to do all this, 
and it just doesn't work. Secondly, and more specifically, we are quest
ioning easy formulas like: why does it always have to be women who are 
discriminated against? Such formulas presuppose something like a 
notion of the universal oppression of women. All we say is that women 
are not universally given as women, and that the notion of oppression 
itself is a constructed notion. So we have to pay careful attention to what 
it means to construct concepts like 'men', 'women' and 'oppression' 
within a specific given theoretical and political conjuncture. 

Q Well, there are some feminists who say that as long as one half of the 
population goes through the same toilet doors, at least about the concept 
of women there cannot be much misunderstanding. 

Elizabeth Cowie But that is exactly the conflation of sexual division 
and sexual difference which we are arguing against. The point is to try 
and articulate the ways in which the construction of oppression relates to 
the construction of the category women, and not to try to deduce one 
from the other. 

But to go back to the question of unity and fragmentation. I think 
that the unity of the early British Women's Movement- symbolised 
perhaps in the way in which the original Four Demands met such general 
agreement- emerged from a specific conjuncture and had a specific 
history. That conjuncture included the awareness of the position women 
had found themselves assigned to in relation to the new socialist struggles 
of the 1960s, a position as ancilliary helpers in that struggle. The 
rejection of that role was later a powerful factor in the arguments for the 
autonomy of the Women's Movement from socialist parties. The history 
was of consciousness-raising in small groups as our form of organising 
and political practice. Do we find an original unity of all women here? 
The fact is that a woman would have had to have already recognised 
herself as being in the position where she is motivated to join a group
and many, many women didn't join. You had to nominate yourself in 
some way as a person who should join a consciousness-raising group. And 
you might do that if you had had a particular set of experiences. What I 
am suggesting is that the original unity of the Women's Movement which 
we have been accused of fragmenting was itself a very contingent unity. 

Q May we see this as an invitation to ask you about your views on the 
developments of feminist politics, in the near future? 

Parveen Adams That can't really be answered in a general way, but it 
would seem to me that two of the things that would be important to dis
cuss are what constitutes socialist-feminism and at what point can 
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feminist objectives be put into relation with the anti-racist struggle? It is 
these questions which necessitate the forging of political objectives which 
will be difficult but which will yield perhaps a more unified feminism. 

Elizabeth Cowie I think it extremeiy important for feminism to 
question the assumption that there is some necessary connection between 
women's struggles and other struggles. Of coui;Se, feminism can and 
must be connected to other struggles, which would themselves be all the 
stronger for the alliance. But it is important that we always explicitly 
recognise these as alliances. Rights, for example, rights to.benefits, can 
be argued for in various ways. It makes a big difference if one is doing it 
by claiming a specific interest for women or by posing something like a 
general or socialist interest. The kind of argument one chooses to make 
will depend on the alliances one chooses to make. .. 

Parveen Adams Modern feminism puts a great deal of emphasis on the 
political and the personal. That means it not only has to do with 
questions of equality, but also with the construction of new norms. That 
is inde~d an incredibly difficult idea: What kind of political undertaking 
is it?How do you do it? How do you guarantee that it gets anywhere? You 
can see the need to develop arguments around this kind of problem when 
you look at the kind of solution Nancy Chodorow offers to the question of 
mothering. She makes it into a question of equality of the simplest kind. 
But as I see it, feminism is not just about getting the chores evenly 
sh~red, it is abo)lt.new f()rms of m!lther-child, parent-child interaction. 
But that reminds me of one other thing I want to say. 

It could be that feminist objectives are not all of one order. I 
mean this: while I certainly would not say that I wanted an androgynous 
human being to emerge as the overall solution to women's subordina
tion, maybe we ought to say that there are certain domains (law, work) 
where we do wish a somewhat androgynous figure to emerge. Our prob
lem then is how to construct our objectives in terms of sexual difference 
while struggling for effects of equality. Yes, maybe the shortest answer to 
your question goes like this: in some cases the objectives of feminist 
politics go against sexual differences, in other cases they do not, and the 
problem is to find out which is which. 
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Woman's Transference 

N icole Kress-Rosen 

Transference love is love. Freud realised this very early. But this only 
shifts the question to another level: what is love? In 1914 he replied: it is 
the transfer to an external object of a subject's total libido, the renunci
ation of most of his narcissism in favour of a love object. But in the same 
article he makes a distinction between a feminine position and a mascu
line position, only the latter demonstrating 'full object love of the ana
clitic type' accompanied by sexual overvaluation. The woman for her 
part remains essentially narcissistic, ie she can only love herself (or her 
child). It would seem it follows immediately from this that such women 
would never be able to establish any kind of transference, something 
Freud was far from observing in his analytic practice. On the contrary, 
the pattern of a woman patient in love with her doctor was always to pro
vide him with a model in his writings on the transference. Seventeen 
years later, in his article on Female Sexuality, Freud returns to his first 
position with a slight modification. Women do make transferences, and 
they do experience love for men, and especially for their fathers, but this 
type of transference is a blind, a secondary construction, in fact enabling 
them to maintain in repression their archaic attachment to their 
mothers, which at this time seemed to him to be the crucial point of 
female sexuality. 

The text I wish to discuss in relation to this seems to me to pose the 
question in a particularly striking way. This book by Th Flournoy, Des 
Indes a la plane le Mars, 1 which appeared in 1900 and which a recent re
publication has made available once again, deals with a relationship bet
ween a doctor, indeed a professor, and a young woman medium whom 
he calls Helene Smith, a relationship which lasted six years, produced all 
sorts of effects and ended in a rupture at the professor's expense. This re
lationship was not an analytic one. In 1894, the year he met Helene 
Smith, Flournoy could hardly have been an analyst. Nevertheless, this 
transference relationship and this failure are of interest to us, because, 
on the one hand, they introduce all the terms found in an analysis: love 
first of all, the relationship between the hysteric and the master, and the 
role of speech and language, which, in this case, are quite particularly 
important. On the other, we shall see that the way, precisely, in which 
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these elements are introduced raises the Freudian question I have just 
evoked, namely; what is a transference in a woman, or, to put it another 
way, what is the object of the love of a woman? 

It is not without significance that the book begins like a novel. The open
ing lines, indeed, are written in just the style of a novel: 

In the month of December 1894, I was invited by M Auguste 
Lemaitre, a professor at the College de Geneve, to attend a 
number of seances at his· house, given by a ·non-professional, 
unpaid medium, whose extraordinary gifts and apparently supra
normal faculties I had already heard highly spoken of in various 
quarters. As can be imagined, I was not going to miss such an 
opportunity, and at the appointed hour I was to be found at my 
friend and colleagues's house. 

A story by Edgar All an Poe or even Conan Doyle might begin in this way, 
and what follows does not fail to fulfill this novelistic promise. It seems 
that here Flournoy has allowed himself to be in a sense contaminated by 
the subject of his research, who, in her 'subliminal states', constantly 
produced 'somnambulistic dreams' that he calls her 'romans', 'novels' or 
'romances', in which she has both him and her play the principal parts. In 
response, the book he produced, and which is supposed to be scientific, 
presents itself as a novel, in which, once again, he and she are the essential 
characters. He has been forced to promote Helene Smith to the rank of 
heroine and to play his own part opposite her. 

For even at that first meeting this young woman made the strong
est impression on him: he describes her as a tall and beautiful woman of 
about thirty, with a clear complexion, very dark hair and eyes, an intel
ligent and open face, and a steady but by no means transfixed gaze. As he 
says, all this 'aroused an immediate sympathy'. Moreoever, her 'supra
normal' qualities had already been drawn to his attention, for he was well 
known for his interest in all such phenomena. For her part, Helene Smith 
was not indifferent to the visit of such a distinguished guest, and received 
him appropriately, ie, by demonstrating to him all she could do, and 
astounding him. 

Indeed, this woman who had the gift of seeing and hearing spirits 
and obtaining answers by rappings, devoted part of the seance to him, 
seeing enacted over his head scenes from the life of his family before this 
birth, although he was sure they had never been acquainted. 

The interest she awakened in him on this occasion was certainly 
mutual, since she agreed from then on to give seances at his house along
side those she offered to her spiritualist friends. Undoubtedly she made 
the best of impressions on him, all the more so insofar as the information 
he obtained about her could not but please him: her means were modest 
but, as he often stressed, her reputation was irreproachable. She gained 
an honest living in a firm which had a high opinion of her work. Her 
father, a businessman of Hungarian origins with considerable linguistic 
gifts, had recently died and there was nothing remarkable about her 
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mother unless it was that she too demonstrated some phenomena of 
automatism. As for Helene, she had been a dreamy child who had several 
times suffered from minor hallucinations, that there was a man she 
believed to be following her, but nothing very serious. Also a family 
romance in which she imagined she sprang from less modest origins. All 
this seemed to Flournoy to explain Mile Smith's penchant for automatism 
and the origin of her 'subliminal romances'. Spiritualism, encountered 
when she was already an adult, had thus 'revived the fire smouldering 
beneath the ashes and given new energy to the rusting subliminal 
mechanism'. And indeed, from her first sessions, Helene entered on her 
career as a medium with a quite remarkable brilliance, of which, two 
years later, Flournoy was to be the dazzled spectator. 

But it was also noticeable, and Flournoy did not fail to notice it, 
that from the Winter of 1984-5, the Winter in which they met, her activty 
as a medium changed in two important respects. The first is that her 
semi-somnambulism without amnesia changed into total somnambulism 
with consequent amnesia. Flournoy realised he had something to do with 
this promotion. After a few seances, he had, in fact, permitted himself to 
touch the medium, with the result that she was plunged into a deep sleep 
from which she awoke for the first time in excellent humour with the 
memory of a kiss from Leopold, her familiar spirit. 

The second change concerned the content of her messages. Flour
noy witnessed the growth of a number of somnambulistic dreams which 
he called 'romances' and which extended, as it were in episodes, over 
months and then years. There were three of them, the Hindu cycle and 
the royal cycle, linked to the notion of previous existences, in which Mile 
Smith proved to have been the reincarnation of either Marie-Antoinette 
or Simandini, the favourite wife of a fifteenth -century Hindu prince, and 
lastly the Martian cycle, in which she made contact with people from the 
planet Mars. It was in this cycle and in the Hindu one that there occurred 
the manifestations of glossolalia on which Flournoy's study concentrates. 

The Martian language appeared on February 2nd 1896. The transcript 
of this seance tells us that, after a conversation with a woman from Mars, 
Helene Smith began very soon to gabble with increasing volubility in an 
'incomprehensible jargon' whose phonetic sequence he painstakingly 
recorded. After the seance she recounted her dream, but suddenly, in the 
middle of the conversation, she began to speak Martian again, without 
realising it. 'She seemed to understand all our utterances and responded 
to them in her foreign idiom in a perfectly normal manner. She clearly 
thought she was speaking French,' just like Professor Breuer's Anna 0 
remarks Flournoy, who understood her German companions but spoke 
only English without realising it. 

Only on November 2nd 1896, nine months later, did a translation 
process begin, thanks to the co-operation of Leopold, whom Flournoy 
had thought to write to requesting his assistance in a matter of such scien
tific importance. From this starting point it became possible to constitute 
a Martian dictionary. 
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Thus the transference we have here clearly worked in both direc
tions: Flournoy, the scientist fascinated by his discovery, strives to set 
down all Helene Smith's productions, while, for her part, she provides 
him with more than enough material, the process being quite clearly one 
of escalation. 

In fact, as it proved hard to record the strange words she pro
nounced in her trance states, and Flournoy conveyed this to her, from 
August 1897 writing began to appear as a new means of communica
tion, ie, Martian characters appeared to the waking Helene, who copied 
them out as faithfully as she could, but as drawings and without know
ing what they meant, the translation being given later during the 
trances. These characters are otherwise unknown, but they remained 
constant, so that it was possible to construct an alphabet of them. 
Flournoy collected together in chronological sequence the Martian texts 
obtained by writing: forty between February 2nd 1896 and April 1st 
1899. He gives a graphic transcription in French letters and a word by 
word translation. He then devoted himself perfectly seriously to"a lin
guistic analysis of this unknown language, with the aim, he reckoned, of 
proving to spiritualists that this is not real Martian but just a 'French in 
childish disguise'. And his work did enable him to demonstrate that 
what the Martians speak is just a French with changed sounds, but he 
was forced to recognise nevertheless that this Martian has all the charac
teristics of a language: a set of articulated sounds grouped so as to form 
words, these words expressing a constant relationship with definite 
ideas. As for the vocabulary of this language, it seemed at first more 
mysterious and to reveal no discernable etymology, but later, in 1901, 
he revised this opinion on the authoritative advice of Victor Henry,the 
eminent professor of Sanskrit and Indo-European languages at the Uni
versity of Paris, who devoted a whole book to the Martian language 
after the publication of Des Indes. . . In it he showed that the words of 
this language can almost all eventually be traced back to real terrestrial 
words drawn from various languages, using methods of derivation well 
known and classified in linguistics. 

But in 1898 Flournoy began to get tired of the Martians. He tried 
an experiment: first, during a seance, he told Leopold, with evidence to 
back it up, that Martian was only a fabrication of Helene's secondary ego, 
in other words, that he had not been taken in. Then, a few months later, 
when this intervention seemed to have no effect, he demonstrated the 
same claim to the medium herself when awake. 'This conversation left me 
with the very clear impression that it was completely useless to try to 
convey to Mile Smith the ideas of subliminal psychology.' 

But consequences did not fail to follow. Indeed, a little later a 
new, ultra-Martian cycle emerged in Helene's visions. It took place on a 
more remote planet on which was spoken an absolutely new language 
unrelated to the previous one and one 'whose construction is so different 
from our own that there is no way to gain access to it.' 

Here then was Helene's response to the criticisms of the scientist 
who, piqued by the failure ofhis educational efforts, saw here a further 
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proof of his claim, namely, that this new language was 'absolutely child
ish, puerile, insignificant in every respect, except as a psychological 
curiosity.' 

But alongside the Martian cycle, Helene Smith developed another 
romance, the Hindu cycle, which Flournoy found much more difficult to 
reduce to an infantilism of the secondary ego, and which eventually left 
him not knowing which way to turn. When he published his book and 
again a year later on the appearance of his Nouvelle observations, new 
observations on the case, he still considered it as an unsolved psycholog
ical riddle. 

The story is broadly as follows: Helene Smith is the reincarnation 
of a late-fifteenth-century princess, the daughter of an Arab sheik, whom 
she leaves to become, under the name Simandini, the eleventh wife of 
Prince Sivrouka Nayaka, and Flournoy turns out, as if by chance, to be 
the latter's present incarnation. He is a tyrannical prince who reigns over 
Kanara, where, in 1401, he builds the fortress ofTchandraguiri. Siman
dini is passionately in love with him, and at his death she is burned alive 
on his funeral pyre, in the Malabar fashion. 

This romance appeared in 1895, ie, a year before the creation of 
the Martian one, in a very spectacular way: on March 6th she went into a 
trance 'during which,' says Flournoy, 'she came and stood behind the 
couch on which I was sitting, laid her hands on my head and pressed very 
hard: made vain efforts to speak, then gradually relaxed her pressure on 
my head, and, raising her arms majestically over me as if in benediction, 
suddenly announced in a grave and solemn voice the following two 
words, separated by several sighs: "Atieya . .. Ganapatinama" .' After 
this benediction scene, which much impressed the spectators, she 
launched into a series of dumb shows in which she seemed to be strug
gling with enemies. 

The two words, the second of which was identified as an equival
ent of Ganesa, the elephant-headed god, were the harbingers of the 
appearance of 'Sanskrit' a few months later, on the occasion of a new 
explosion of the Oriental romance. 

Unlike Martian, it was not possible to secure a literal translation of 
it or written texts. Moreover, as a consequence ofHelene's rapid and slur
red pronunciation, 'sometimes a real babbling,' most of the speeches 
heard during the thirty or so Oriental scenes, spread over a period of four 
years, are lost. Even the fragments that were preserved present, as Flour
nay himself admitted, many uncertainties. Nevertheless, he took Lea
paid's claim that they are Sanskrit sufficiently seriously to send these 
transcriptions to the most eminent experts of his age, including Ferdin
and de Saussure, Professor at the University of Geneva. As a result of this 
consultation, he was able to assert that 'Helene's so-called Hindu is no 
particular idiom known to these experts'; nevertheless, he found it 
disturbing that in it there were, 'more or less unrecognisable or distorted, 
terms and roots closer to Sanskrit than to the present-day languages of 
India, and with meanings corresponding more or less to the situation in 
which the words had been pronounced.' 
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There was another no less disturbing fact: after a long investiga
tion, Flournoy finally discovered in an old history of India, unknown to 
Indianists, the work of a certain M. de Marles, a reference to the Rajah 
Sivrouka Nayaka, who did in fact build the fortress of Tchandraguiri in 
Kanara province in 1401. How could such a detail, omitted by all other 
historians, have been known to Mile Smith? How could she speak 
Sanskrit, when she had never learnt it? This mystery, which to be sure 
Flournoy refused to explain in a supernatural way, nevertheless remained 
without any satisfactory explanation, despite all the efforts he devoted to 
its elucidation. 

Helene's Sanskrit in fact poses very special problems. Thus, if one 
examines the first words pronounced in this language, 'Atz'eya, Ganapat
inama', it transpires that, as de Saussure remarked, the first word is 
meaningless, but the second combines Ganapati'a well-known deity' with 
nama 'name', combined together by no known method, but 'not neces
sarily falsely'. Later, in a tender scene with Prince Sivrouka, Helene very 
gently pronounced the following words: 'Ou mama priva (or prya), 
mama radisivou, mama sadz'ou Sivrouka, apa tava va signa damasa, 
simia damasa bagda Sivrouka.'2 By questioning her, it was possible, 
unusually, to obtain the following translation: 'My good, my excellent, 
my beloved Sivrouka, without thee where is happiness?' 

According to Sausure again, this passage does contain some Sans
krit fragments corresponding more or less to the translation. The clearest 
are mama priya 'my dear' and mama sadiou 'my beloved'; tava does mean 
'thy', but apa tava is a barbarism. Similarly, bag suggests bhaga 'happi
ness', but it is surrounded by incomprehensible syllables. The same was to 
be true of all Helene's Sanskrit texts. 

Thus no expert consulted would state that this language really is 
Sanskrit, but nevertheless it seemed indisputable that, in the midst of 
meaningless syllables there are series of syllables giving fragments of 
meaningful sentences, and that, onthe other hand, the unintelligible syl
lables are never non-Sanskritic. This disturbing impression was rein
forced by one detail: the consonant 'f, which is absent from Sanskrit, 
never occurs. As Saussure remarked, 'in a free invention it is a twenty to 
one chance that she would have created Sanskrit words containing "f's, 
that consonant seeming as legitimate as any other, unless one is 
forewarned.' 

So where did Mile Smith get the snatches of Sanskritshe must have 
seen to fabricate Simandini's Sanskritoid language? Neither she nor her 
family had the slightest memory of ever having studied the language, and 
the only extra evidence Flournoy could contribute remains very hypo
thetical. He found in fact in the house of a M. Y, at which Helene had 
given some seances the year before, a Sanskrit grammar. There was no 
evidence she had ever looked at it. He could only guess that this was the 
case, and that she had absorbed what she knew of this language visually, 
her 'hypnoid' imagination retaining certain features of Sanskrit, in par
ticular its lack of 'fs. 

But all this remained unverifiable, and he was only left to assert, 
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even more strongly in the Nouvelles observations than in Des Indes . .. , 
that he was convinced that it was Sanskrit, 'distorted, mutilated, 
inaccurate Sanskrit, certainly, but Sanskrit for all that and no other 
language.' Hence he was obliged, while refusing to be taken in by 
Helene's supranormal aptitudes, to give up the attempt to answer the 
riddle. Something crucial irremediably escaped him, right up to the end 
of the story. 

Indeed, the story was to end both in this scientific failure, and in a 
rupture, He experienced the failure in a number of ways. Not only did he 
fail to solve the riddle, but his book, despite a favourable reception from 
the Genevan press, was not always understood. There were readers who 
suspected Mile Smith of being a clever swindler whose dupe he had 
allowed himself to become. As a result, pained to see her name dragged 
through the papers and her good faith questioned, and annoyed to dis
cover in a book by someone she thought her friend criticisms calling into 
question her powers as a medium, Helene immediately broke off all rela
tions with him, and with science. 

But the clearest result of this publication, supposed to demystify 
spiritualism, was, quite the contrary, to attract to Helene all the idle cur
iosity of Switzerland and later the whole world. Thanks to this book she 
became a star of spiritualism, and her genius overflowed with more and 
more amazing productions. Until finally an enthusiastic patron endowed 
her with a comfortable pension allowing her to devote herself completely 
to her art. This was the debut in a brilliant career, and it is not going too 
far to say that Flornoy offered her the opportunity to become the queen 
she had always dreamed of being. As for him, seduced and abandoned, 
he could only look on from afar at the triumph he had involuntarily 
engineered, and endlessly nurse the linguistic misery she had left on his 
hands. 

You may think I have picked a.strange story if my aim is to discuss the 
transference. In fact, I do not think it is so very exceptional save insofar as 
it takes to extremes features to be found in every transference relation
ship, and hence in every analysis. 

I shall not say much about the most obvious of these features, ie, 
the birth and growth of a love story. But it might be remarked that, fol
lowing Breuer, Flournoy refuses to recognise the reality of this love, 
unlike Freud who drew from it the consequences we are all familiar with. 
Flournoy constantly reduces all the declaratiO[\S made to him in the 
'romances' to infantilisms of the subliminal ego, the reality as far as he is 
concerned being the respectable Mile Smith. In this he might be thought 
to be perfect, as incorruptible as Freud asked doctors to be, but with him 
this was never more than a misrecognition. To recognise as the truth what 
Helene said in her trance states would have been to question his own 
position, ie, the pleasure, unalloyed with risk, that he took in the whole 
business. 

It is'dear, though 1 shall not say very much about this either, that 



24 m!f 

his position of mastery was linked to this misrecognition. In fact he 
repressed his own subject position, ie, his division, beneath what func
tioned for him as master signifier, and the most obvious consequence of 
this was that he was never able to put the knowledge offered to him in its 
true place. 

But, as this story shows in exemplary fashion, this was also what 
put him at the mercy of the hysteric he had encountered who, it must be 
admitted, was, in her way, a genius. Indeed, from her place as divided 
subject, a division she expounded in the fiction of the duplicated per
sonality, she managed by a progression we have been able to follow in 
this book, to entrap the desire of the master. We see him gradually 
hooked, ensnared, as it were, in the pseudo-scientific material he is so 
fond of and which she abundantly provided him, but always slightly off
centre, so that eventually he loses his balance. In the story of Martian, 
for example, he starts out quite sure of himself- it isn't a problem, we 
all know Martian doesn't exist- but all the same sufficiently interested 
to take it all down, analyse it and treat it as a language worthy of 
demystification, just as we find someone as serious as Victor Henry 
writing a whole book on Martian, its origins, its syntax and its vocab
ulary. And when Flournoy set out to prove to Helene that he has ration
ally demolished, not her fraud, but her invention, she responded with 
admirable facility by producing another language, this one absolutely 
indecipherable. 

As for Sanskrit, there is clearly great subtlety in the way he is led 
right up the garden path. Here there is no way he could say it did not 
exist; Sanskrit certainly does exist. And there is genius in Helene Smith's 
production of a language which cannot eventually be said to be or not to 
be Sanskrit. Moreover it is clear the part suggestion played here, sugges
tion from Helene to Flournoy. In the sounds she produced and which he 
admits were barely audible, he was induced to look for Sanskrit, and per
haps even in his transcriptions to put Sanskrit of his own, because she sug
gests it by her fantastic Indian tale. And as for Ferdinand de Saussure's 
contribution to the story- remember that he identified in the magma of 
the transcription as a whole certain syllables that might be meaningful in 
Sanskrit- one might ask if he did not demonstrate the tendency we have 
seen at work in his research into the anagrams: the tendency to find 
embedded in a given text traces of some other discourse. 

To return to Edgar Allan Poe, whom I evoked at the outset, this 
suggests to me The Murders in the Rue Morgue, in which the auditory 
witnesses to a crime report that they have heard behind a door someone 
speaking a foreign language, the language varying with the witness, but 
always being a language the witness does not know. It turns out that it was 
a great ape that committed the two murders and that it was its gibbering 
that was interpreted in these ways. Probably the same thing is at issue 
here, ie, it is the strangeness, in the sense of pure otherness, evidenced by 
Helene's secondary ego, that drives Flournoy to clutch at a rational 
explanation and then finally lose his grip. 

And it is indeed from somewhere quite other, on which reason has 
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no grip, that Helene Smith was able to lead Flournoy astray. And as far as 
the transference is concerned, this seems to me to be the most interesting 
thing about the story. What indeed was Helene doing as she lived in these 
secondary states the existences of other women, spoke these other 
languages, so other sometimes that they did not exist? One can say quite 
precisely that she was constituting herself as the literal spokeswoman for 
the Other woman, that she let her speak through her mouth. In doing so 
she was, in the end, doing just the same as Dora, ie, where desire is con
cerned, she could only pronounce, in her own way, the following state
ment: let someone other than me live it. Their kinship with one another 
does not stop there, for it was also via her mouth and throat that Dora 
symptomatically expressed both her desire and her renunciation of 
desire. In her romances, Helene allowed the amorous voice of another 
woman to be heard, whereas her conscious life was dedicated to silence 
and abstinence. 

And it is clear here that the place she accorded Flournoy, even 
though she was in love, in no way restricted the place of the Other. He was 
in no way enabled to challenge it. But this was just what happened to 
Freud with Dora, as a result of the misrecognition he obstinately demon
strated in relation to what he was later to call her homosexual ties, which I 
would prefer to call her ties to the maternal figure. His whole analysis had 
concentrated on what he thought to be a secret love for Herr K and a 
paternal transference to himself, which was not so much incorrect as 
insufficient, just as Flournoy only registered the declaration of love made 
to him in the romances, without taking into consideration the peculiar 
way that declaration was made. 

And it is clear how little weight both Flournoy and Freud carried 
as transference objects compared with the unfailing attachment the two 
women they were dealing with showed to the Other. Indeed, both did not 
hesitate to break with them in order to pursue their careers as hysterics, 
each in her own way. 

To this extent it seems to me that one can return to the question I 
raised at the outset about the transference of women. The various 
approaches Freud made to it from the article on narcissism I quoted to 
the more worked out texts on female sexuality of 1931, seem to me to be of 
the utmost interest if one refuses to be put off by the shocking character 
they might sometimes seem to present. Indeed, from his first intuition 
about feminine narcissism, which means at any rate that it is not the man 
who is the true love object for woman, to what was to be gradually spec
ified in the following terms, that love for the father and then for the man 
is always secondary, transferential, in relation to the pre-Oedipal relation 
to the mother, which in the end Freud was to make the stumbling block in 
the analysis of women, via all the texts in which he explained marital 
problems by the conflict with the mother that re-emerges in the relation
ship to the husband, in all these the same thing is at issue, and it must 
unfailingly have consequences as to the mode of transference that a 
woman can make in an analysis. 

In this sense, Freud's remark in Female Sexuality (1931) which I 
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found surprising for a time, viz that the women he had analysed had 
established with him a transference which arose from the bond with the 
father, keeping everything touching the pre-Oedipal phase repressed, 
and hence that he had never been able to complete the analysis of a 
woman, I found this remark less surprising in reference to the preceding 
argument. Without going so far as to suggest, as Freud himself went on to 
do, that women analysts should therefore take on the analysis of women, 
so that the latter can find 'suitable transference substitutes', I do think 
this is touching on a very correct point, one which each of us may exper
ience in our practice. 

In fact, it seems crucial to me to bear in mind that, so long as a 
woman's transference operates in what we might call the classical way, ie, 
the way Freud described as the typical transference untill915, with the 
man appearing as the love object and the father functioning as object of 
reference, the essential point has not been reached, ie, the archaiC rela
tion to the Other, which may besides be perfectly present in the passion
ate, exclusive, ravenous or even persecutory forms 'that that love can take, 
but if it remains unanalysed, I believe, with Freud, an analysis of a 
woman cannot be considered as terminated. 

In the case of Helene Smith, it is clear how the relation to the 
Other, which takes as mad a form as glossolalia (do not forget that the 
name for this practice derives from religious glossolalia) desubstantialises 
any reference for her to the phallic pleasure of which Flournoy is the 
immediately present representative.· And her love stories, and this is 
perhaps something that can be said of anything that functions as a love 
story, appear as blinds, for her as for others, in the sense that in them she 
simply dreams the love of an Other woman. In this respect there seems 
every justification in wondering about that well-known character Prince 
Charming, who has perhaps been incorrectly identified as an Oedipal 
character, a representative of the father. I should say he is closer to the 
phallus of the mother. 

Notes 

Th Floumoy: Des Indes a la planete Mars. Etude sur un cas de somnambul
isme avec glossolalie, Slatkine Reprints, Geneva & Paris 1983. 

2 Helene Smith's 'Sanskrit has been left in its original transcription, and should 
therefore presumably be pronounced as if spelt in French- Translator's 
Note. 

Translated by Ben Brewster 



Versions of the Body* 

Parveen Adams 

I want to start from a nagging problem which has always concerned those 
who try to develop a psychoanalytic account of women. It is the body, and 
the special relation which women are assumed to have to the body. Much 
of this concern has circled around the issue of hysteria, where hysteria is 
conceived as a female formation and one which frequently displays itself in 
and on and through the body. In hysteria the body can bleed without 
obvious cause or refuse to bleed when there is good cause, the body can 
vomit in a symbolic expression of conflict, the body can swell in an 
imaginary pregnancy. It has been this kind of symptom- the conversion 
symptom- that has been of particular interest. 

It is because conversion hysteria has traditionally been taken as 
the paradigmatic case of hysterical disorder that the problem of hysteria 
as a predominantly female formation has been taken to be a problem of 
women's relation to their bodies. But hysteria cannot be defined through 
the conversion symptom as I have argued elsewhere. 1 This paper arrives 
at the same conclusion by examining the category of the body in psycho
analytic thought. Psychoanalysis always conceives the body in relation to 
the psyche. A variety of bodily disorders can express psychic disorders 
and there is no one to one relation between them. There is no necessary 
relation which ties a particular kind of bodily symptom to a diagnostic 
category like hysteria. Hysteria cannot therefore be defined through the 
conversion symptom. The arguments about women's bodies (for exam
ple, as the site of resistance), arguments based on a misunderstanding of 
the hysterical condition, collapse. 

We must step back from the problem a moment to ask what on 
earth the category of the body is. Because in some sense it is obvious, per
haps it is also misleading. Perhaps because psychoanalysis is taken to be a 
theory of psychical mechanisms, it is all too easy to imagine that the body 
is what is external to it, some irreducible given system. This is made even 
more plausible when one considers that the body is also the object of clin
ical medicine, an organic domain subject to the laws of anatomy and 
physiology. 

* This is the text of a paper given at the Institute of Contemporary Arts 
in London in February, 1986. 



28 m/f 

But the situation cannot be as simple as this. I do not think 
hysteria can have an exceptional relation to the body in psychoanalytic 
thought, and therefore I do not think women can have the exceptional 
relation to the body that is so often asserted or assumed. To say this is not 
to say that there may not be a particular relation between women, 
hysteria and the body. But this must be re-thought in a much more care
ful consideration of the category of the body. 

Let me start by insisting that a range of relations is possible 
between psychical processes and the body. Perhaps it would be useful 
here to make a distinction between bodily symptoms that produce an 
actual or functional change in the body and those that don't. The first 
kind of bodily symptom can be illustrated by reference to the paralysed 
arm when it belongs to the hysteric: but it can also be illustrated by 
reference to spermatorrhea when it is a psychopathological symptom 
and obviously, it is specific to men. 2 The second kind of bodily symptom 
is found in the condition known as depersonalisation where there is no 
actual or functional change but where the subject might see his face as 
changed; his voice as unfamiliar, as if it were not himself speaking; his 
body without life and like a shadow. Usually, the outside world also 
appears unfamiliar and unreal. It is relevant to add that there also exist 
altered perceptions of the body without actual or functional change 
wnich, unlike the case of depersonalisation, do not in and of themselves 
constitute symptoms, but are the basis for a further psychical elaboration 
which constructs a symptom. 3 

There is always in fact a relation to the body in the formation of 
symptoms, a relation which includes eruptions of the body, functional 
disorders of the body and fantasies of the body. For the body which 
psychoanalysis deals with is not some external realm but something 
which is internal to the psyche. 

One of the problems here is that much psychoanalytic writing 
both recognises this and doesn't recognise this. Obviously when Freud 
writes of hysterical paralysis he writes of a bodily symptom which is 
organised psychically. 'Hysterical paralyses', Freud writes, 'must be 
completely independent of the anatomy of the nervous system, since in 
its paralyses and other manifestations hysteria behaves as though 
anatomy did not exist or as though it had no knowledge of it' (1893)4 .Just 
so. The problem is that what is true of hysterical paralysis is in some sense 
true of the experience of the body in general. We do not experience the 
body as if we had knowledge of the laws of anatomy and physiology. In 
which case the distinction between a hysterical experience of the body 
and a normal experience of the body cannot exist in this simple way: 
both are psychically organised experiences of the body. I shall try to 
develop this thought a little. 

The laws governing the workings of the body which is the object 
of clinical medicine assign a specific, distinct and stable place to bodily 
organs and their interconnections so as to explain the functioning of the 
parts and of the whole. This body is a given entity and follows the laws of 
anatomy and physiology. On this model, our experience of the body is 



Versions of the Body 29 

our perception of this pre-given entity. 
The interest psychoanalysis has in the body concerns the develop

ment of the conscious and unconscious experience of the body and also 
concerns what these experiences can tell us about the formation of 
symptoms. Here, the body is not given, but is constructed. The develop
ment of the body is not merely the maturation of the body and our 
passive perception of it. For psychoanalysis does not conceive of percep
tion as an unmediated registration of the reality of a pre-given body. 
Rather, it has a libidinal theory of perception. That is to say that 
perceptions are .represented from the start as agreeable or disagreeable. 
Libidinal energy attaches to and continues to be attached to the 
perception of the erotogenic zones. Parts of the perceptual will come to 
have a relatively autonomous function, but will remain subject to the 
fluctuations in the distribution of libido. The experience of the body, 
then, can never be the unmediated reflection of anatomy and physio
logy. 

I will try and clarify what the body is for psychoanalysis by 
introducing the idea of the body-image.And it is only when we make this 
distinction between the body as a physiological and anatomical system 
and the body-image that it is possible to see in what sense psychoanalysis 
is always about the body even when it is not about the physiological body. 
And it is also then possible to see how it can explain the instability of that 
body in relation to the laws assumed to govern its functioning. 

The term body-image was introduced in a psychoanalytic context 
in 1935 by Paul Schilder in a book entitled The Image and Appearance 
of the Human Body. He elaborates his argument in two parts. The first 
part of his argument is developed quite independently of psychoanalysis. 
He argues as a neurologist that there is no such thing as a direct, 
unmediated experience of the body which is sufficient to initiate and to 
co-ordinate actions. The necessary conditions for the localisation of 
sensations and the initiation of actions is that there be a body-image 
which is the a priori of perception and action. This he illustrates from 
the evidence of brain lesions which create abnormalities of perception 
and action. So for example, there are cases where, when the body is 
touched, it is known that a point in space has been touched, but where 
exactly it is on the body has to be worked out. There are other cases 
where the patient is unable to move a limb unless he can first look at it. 
Experience of the body even at the simplest level is mediated by a 
representation of the body, the body-image. Perception depends on a 
plan of action which requires knowledge of our bodies. It is the body
image that gives knowledge of our own bodies. The body-image is the 
central issue then; there is no simple reflection of the body in a mental 
process. 

So, knowledge of the body is not given directly by a physiological 
process. Let us take a more startling example of this. There are cases 
where the knowledge of the existence of one half of the body is lost. This 
is quite common in hemiplegia (where one side of the body is paralysed). 
The patient can look at her hands and her feet and say that 
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these are not her own limbs. Schilder argues that this denial of her own 
limbs is a defence against being disabled. At this point Schilder has a 
complicated and finally untenable argument about the relation of denial 
in this case of organic brain damage and psychic denial. I don't want to 

· go into the argument. What is relevant here is a simpler idea- that 
motivations affect perception. We might say that Schiider is postulating 
the necessity for some kind of notion of biological instinct. The impor
tant point is that agairi the phenomenon, in this case denial, cannot be 
explained in terms of physiology alone. 

What is of special interest to us is that there are psychical 
conditions which greatly resemble these hemiplegic cases. Ernest Jones 
found identical symptoms in a case he identified as one of hysterical 
dissociation. The similarity concerns not only the loss of meaning on one 
side, but also the transference of sensations from one side to the other 
and the existence of a number of strange sensations found in hemiplegic 
cases. Of course, in the hysterical case there is no organic damange, 
though the organic apparatus is not functioning. It is the patient's 
psychical state that has produced a change in her sensations. Here we 
can speak of unconscious wishes, but it is important to note that these 
operate on the body-image. After all her organic condition is un
changed. It is the alteration in her body-image that produces an alter
ation in her perceptions and sensations. Yet again, knowledge of the 
existence of the body and its perceptions are an effect of that active, con
structive process that is the body-image. 

Schilder's argument is not just an assertion of the centrality of the 
body-image; it is an argument that the body-image is not an innate 
attribute of humans." The body-image is a complex construction for each 
human, who both develops through his or her body image and whose 
body image changes with his or her development. At this point Shilder's 
argument is that this account must be psychoanalytic rather than neuro
logical and that the psychoanalytic account of the development of the 
body-image is an account which must be based upon Freud's concept of 
the libido. He points out that libido must be attached to something. 
What is the object to which the libido is directed? Schilder's answer is 
that libido has as its object the image of the body. The image of the body 
is the representation through which the drive is known. For the infant 
there is no body, only the body-image which is at first the 'mouth'. But 
even this mouth is not the mouth as adults think of it. For the infant, 
body and world are not dearly differentiated. For the body-image, parts 
of the body are in the world and a part of the world is in the body. The 
body-image in its initial stages is created through projection and intro
jection and the 'mouth' also consists of milk. There is next a development 
of the body-image through the anal and phallic phases. But we only have 
a whole body, parts of which may be more or less free of being cathected 
with libido, with the development of genital sexuality. Schilder is, of 
course, referring to Freud's theory of the drive. 

We are not concerned with a developmental story in the sense of 
an ever more complex differentiation and organisation of sensory inputs 
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and motor outputs centred around the erogenous zones. What is of 
concern are the libidinal stages of the development of the body-image. 
And to give this picture of the psychoanalytic account of the body, the 
subject's desire must also be taken into consideration. 

It is usual to couch the story of the infant's body-image in terms of 
projection and introjection, the outside world being a projection of the 
inside. The important point that is sometimes omitted is that the desire 
of the other is also located in the outside world and the individual has to 
deal with that. There is no moment prior to that of desire, which in turn 
entails that there is no moment prior to signification and the lack that 
signification always brings in its train. This implies that there is no 
moment at which the sexual drive is outside desire. 5 

Let us recall that the Freudian term 'wish' (desire is a Lacanian 
concept) is fundamental to his explanation of the drive. The 'experience 
of satisfaction', feeding, gives rise to the wish, the wish to repeat that 
satisfaction. This, Freud says, is done in an hallucinatory mode. The in
fant obtains satisfaction through hallucination, but this is not a simple 
making present of the objects of need. The hallucination is part of a 
structure of fantasy and thus it always implicates lack, a subject of de
sire and the other of desire. I cannot justify this posit on here; it is enough 
to stress that the sexual drive and hence the body-image is always struct
ured in a relation to desire. Thus to speak of the body-image is always 
to speak of desire. 

While Schilder obviously does not use this framework of Lacan
ian concepts, he stresses that there is no fixed developmental destination 
for the body-image. The body-image remains subject to fluctuations in 
the distribution of libido; the body-image is labile. Psychopathological 
states can result from the re-distributions of libido. 'The neurosis' 
Schilder says, speaking of a male neurasthenic patient, 'perpetuates the 
infantile structure of the body-image in a symbolic way'. 6 This 'symbolic 
way' is not some ideational supplement to the body-image. It is the body
image. Let us see how. The patient had a number of symptoms including 
difficulty in urination and defecation, itching on the hands, feet and 
genitals, frequent erections and spermatorrhea. The parts of the body 
that suffered were those that had previously been full of libidinal 
pleasure in a strong anal organisation of the infantile drive. Following 
the Oedipus complex, that infantile drive still demands expression. 
Schilder shows that the neurotic symptoms occur in those organs that 
had previously given infantile sexual pleasure. The neurotic conflict 
takes place in the body, in those parts determined by the body-image. 
The trouble with Schilder's account is that the argument appears 
somewhat circular. Just what is 'the neurosis' that perpetuates the body
image? They seem to be the same thing. The relation of psyche to soma is 
not thereby elucidated. I am suggesting that the Lacanian theory of 
desire can be used to sharpen the claim of the link between psyche and 
soma. 

So far I have said little about the body-image and the 'genital' drive. 
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In order to develop my argument about the woman's body and hysteria I 
must now pose the relation of the body-image to the Oedipus complex in 
the form of a question: if the infant's body-image runs with the develop
ment of its desires, what is the consequence of the moment of symbolic 
castration for the body-image itself? Schilder himself does not really deal 
with this problem, but let us pursue it for a moment. And in order to 
pursue it we must now pose the question .of men and women. 

Let me insist that initially the body-image for the infant is not 
a gendered image. There is no simple post-natal recognition on the part 
of the infant that it has a male or female body, and this, of course, is in 
accordance with Freud's account of the infant's libidinal identity. It is 
only through the demand that there shall be men and women, masculin
ity and femininity, a demand that comes from the outside, that the child 
submits to symbolic castration, to the law that prohibits incest. This 
is what I mean by the Symbolic- the moment when phallic desire is 
connected to the law and the problem of its transgression. Now, al
though the anatomical difference does not, in and of itself produce a 
sexually differentiated body-image, the necessity of sexual difference 
forces the child to confer significance on the anatomical difference. So 
there will be a genital body-image which is different from that of the 
phallic phase. _ 

Let us take the case of the girl and see how symbolic castration 
might be registered at the level of the body-image. I have spoken of a 
demand that comes from the outside. Granoff and Perrier in their paper 
on the problem of perversion in women put it even more clearly, 'the 
news that she is a girl ... comes from outside'. 7 For the girl this will create 
a real lack, a somewhat paradoxical notion. Because it is not that there 
was always a lack which has now been recognised, but that this moment 
constructs the girl as having a real lack. Yet this is not to be confused with 
symbolic castration. What I am saying, following Gran off and Perrier, is 
that real lack is only one part of the castration complex that propels the 
girl into the Oedipus complex. The girl must also undergo symbolic 
castration, just a the boy does, but she cannot do this in the same way. 
Her problem is that she has no bodily features to attach to the suggestion 
that comes from outside. It may be objected that the clitoris is erotogenic 
and the girl may assign to it the significance of the penis. But this is not a 
route to symbolic castration because even though a prohibition may be 
attached to her pleasurable activity with her genitals, there is no penalty 
attached to this prohibition on her clitoral body-schema. For the girl to 
set up a symbolic object in terms of her body-image she must use a model 
which functions in terms of the possibility of its severance with respect to 
the body. She has to do it in terms of pre-genital features, on the pattern 
of separation from the faeces. The fantasies of girls come to acquire a 
genital meaning according to the symbolic equation with which we are 
familiar: penis= faeces= baby. 8 

So we have to recognise that the construction of the body-image 
of the boy and the body-image of the girl is different at this point. It is 
not so much that they simply experience a difference in the body, but 
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that they experience their bodies differently. If this is the case, then we 
have a means of analysing the formation of symptoms as between men 
and women without recourse to some essential notion of the link between 
women and the body. It is now possible to see that the vicissitudes of the 
Oedipus complex might well produce conversion symptoms in women. 
Note that the symptom would be explained by the girl's tenuous relation 
to the Oedipus complex. 

This, of course, is the issue I raised at the beginning: what is the 
relation between hysteria and conversion symptoms? The question is 
imortant because it is that relation that is the basis for arguments about 
women's special relation to their bodies. Freud had given an account of 
hysteria in terms of the conversion symptom in his work in the 1890s and 
while he continued to hold to this account, there appears in his work 
another mechanism for the production of hysterical symptoms- hysteri
cal symptoms can come about through identification. The famous 
example is Dora's cough. I do not think Dora's cough can be called a 
conversion symptom in Freud's sense, though the cough is clearly a 
bodily symptom. In any case, what makes the cough hysterical is the 
place Dora puts herself in in the Oedipal triangle. The symptom is an 
hysterical one because of its relation to the Oedipus complex. Of course, 
that is precisely what we have said about the conversion symptom- it is 
hysterical in the context of the problems of the feminine Oedipus 
complex. 

So we have two symptoms- the symptom through identification 
and the symptom through what Freud calls conversion- both are hyster
ical symptoms and both are bodily symptoms. But I am saying that 
nonetheless they are not hysterical symptoms by virtue of being bodily 
symptoms. 'Conversion' says Schilder 'is only an accentuation of what 
goes on in every "Psychic Process"'. Libidinous changes in the body 
image tend to become changes in the body. Conversion is a general 
mechanism which produces bodily symptoms of all kinds in men and 
women. The existence of bodily symptoms in a variety of psychopatho
logical conditions and in both men and women is not in question. It is a 
question of their meaning. 

Let me conclude very briefly. In this paper I have tried to show 
that the body-image is part of the psyche. I have argued that outside of 
this there is no feminine or masculine body. The woman has no more 
direct access to her body than the man. We cannot claim for her a body 
that lies beyond the operation of the psyche, a body that is essentially 
feminine and subject to its own mysterious laws. 

Notes 

See P Adams 'Symptoms and hysteria' Oxford Literary Review 1986. 
2 Indeed Charcot speaks of spermatorrhea as an hysterical symptom in men. 

See] M Charcot and P Marie in D H Tuke (ed) Dictionary of Psychological 
Medicine 1982. 
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3 See Tausk's elaboration of 'paranoia somatica'. V Tausk 'On the origin of 
the "influencing machine" in schizophrenia' Psychoanalytic Quarterly 1933 
(originally published in 1919). 

4 S Freud 'Some points for a comparative study of organic and hysterical 
motor paralyses' 1893 Standard Edition Vol I. 

5 See J Lacan The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho-analysis especia]ly 
the section on The Transference and the Drive tr A Sheridan Hogarth Press 
arid the Institute of Psychoanalysis 1977 (1973). 

6 P Schilder The Image and Appeara"'!ce of the Human Body pp 127-138. 
International Universities Press (originally published 1935). 

7 W Granoff and F Perrier The problem of perversion in women and feminine 
ideals' (published in France 1962) in S Lebovici and D Widlocher (eds) 
Psychoanalysis in France International Universities Press 1980. 

8 This applies only where the girl takes the path of femininity. This paper has 
not dealt with the relation of body-image to other outcomes of the Oedipus 
complex. 

I would like to express my gratitude to Mark Cousinsfor his incessant 
criticism and untiring support. 



The Train of Thought in Freud's 
'Case of Homosexuality in a Woman' 

Mandy Merck 

Nearly twenty years after the first of Freud's six celebrated case histories, 
'Fragments of an Analysis of a Case of Hysteria' (completed on January 
25, 1901), he wrote the final one- 'The Psychogenesis of a Case of Homo
sexuality in a Woman'~. 'The last case', notes ErnestJones, 'resembled the 
first one in so far as the patient was a girl of eighteen and the analysis a 
short one. But this time it was Freud, more alive to the significance of 
resistance than twenty years earlier, who broke off the treatment.'2 

The invitation to compare this analysis with the more famous case 
of 'Dora' has proved 'irresistable' to commentators3 - not least because of 
the much debated significance of Freud's own footnoted revision to the 
earlier study: 

The longer the interval of time that separates me from the end of 
this analysis, the more probable it seems to me that the fault in my 
technique lay in this omission: I failed to discover in time and to 
inform the patient that her homosexual (gynaecophilic) love for 
Frau K was the strongest unconscious current in her mentallife. 4 

Freud's failure to discover Dora's homosexual tendency 'which he none 
the less tells us is so constant in hysterics that its subjective role cannot be 
overestimated'- the exasperation is Lacan's5 - seems difficult to detach 
from his own involvement with his patient, his famous counter-trans
ference. The fact that nineteen years later he could break off the analysis 
of another 'beautiful and clever girl of eighteen' (Dora's 'intelligent and 
engaging looks' are also made much of) seems to support Jones' 
interpretation - that Freud had learned from a clear precedent. But as 
his analysis of the origins of homosexuality in this case suggests, there are 
many pathways for libidinal investment. It is upon these, particularly 
upon questions of identification, that I wish to focus here ... 

I 

Like Dora, the young woman in this case was 'handed over' to Freud by 
her father- and also by her mother, slightly less the neglected party in 
this analysis than in Dora's. This was six months after an 'undoubtedly 
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serious attempt at suicide' precipitated by a not-very-chance meeting of 
father and daughter while she was out walking with the woman she lov
ed, an upper-class courtesan about ten years older whom 'the girl' (as 
Freud describes her throughout) 'pursued' with 'devoted adoration'. Al
though 'the lady', as Freud terms the courtesan, carried on numerous 
affairs with men, she lived with a woman lover, but her relations with 
Freud's patient were never more than friendly. Despite- or indeed, be
cause of- this distance, the girl had become so infatuated with her that 
she'd abandoned studies, social functions and most of her friends in 
order to conduct a courtship which seemed to consist of sending flowers, 
waiting at tramstops and occasionally taking walks 'in the most fre
quented streets' with her beloved. Here- inevitably- the pair were one 
day discovered by the girl's furious father, who'd already become aware 
of her past and present attractions to women - including this woman of 
ill repute. 'Immediately afterwards', Freud writes, 'the girl rushed off 
and flung herself over a wall down the side of a cutting on to the 
suburban railway line which ran close by.' 

Six months later, after an extended convalescence and a related 
softening on the part of her parents, the girl agreed to analysis for their 
sake- an unpropitious start, in Freud's view, for what he anyway saw as a 
difficult project. For he believed that the girl 'was not in any way ill'- not 
neurotic, but its negative, perverse. (As early as 1905, Freud had 
opposed the neuroses to the perversions, arguing that neurotic symptoms 
are formed at the cost of abnormal sexuality. 6 As Otto Rank reiterated in 
1924, the neuroses can function to block the perversions. 7 This girl had 
no such block on her homosexual object choice.) And so, Freud speculat
ed, unless the libidinal impulses which led the girl to mollify her parents 
were as strong as those invested in her consciously sexual objects, or unless 
she retained enough bisexual organisation to provide compensatory 
heterosexual attachments, the prognosis wasn't good. Indeed, it was as 
bad as that for converting a convinced heterosexual to homosexuality, 
'except that for good practical reasons the latter is never attempted.' 

Thus Freud undertook a rather sceptical analysis of eleven weeks 
(Dora's also lasted eleven weeks), during which he nevertheless believed it 
possible to trace the 'origin and development' of female homosexuality 
'with complete certainty and almost without a gap'. This 'remarkable' 
situation is explained by Jones as the result of the patient's determination 
'to retain the sole "symptom" for which she was being analysed (so) that 
she could afford to let the analysis of it proceed quite freely: her 
resistance was not against the analysis itself, only against it having any 
effect. '8 And in a fascinating comparison, Freud likens the process of 
analysis to the stages of a train journey to a distant country: the first, 
which this girl managed so well, is like the traveller's prepara
tion- booking the ticket, acquiring a passport, packing, and finally ar
riving at the station (ie the analyst extracts the necessary information 
and interprets it to the patient). 'But after all these preliminary exertions 
one is not a single mile nearer one's goal.' The second stage of analysis re
quires the patient 'to make the journey itself. 



Train of Thought in Freud's 'Case of Homosexuality in a Woman' 37 

Before he relates the first stage of this analysis, Freud addresses 
himself to the 'fruitless and inapposite' question of the biological deter
mination of homosexuality- a question to which, despite his own prefer
ence for a psychogenetic explanation, he will return in this case study. 
Here we are told that the 'beautiful and well-made' girl's appearance 
and menstrual cycle are feminine, although she is tall, sharp-featured, 
and conspicuously intelligent and objective (conventional, rather than 
scientific, signs of masculinity, argues Freud). More importantly- and 
this ostensibly non-physical evidence follows on immediately in the 
text- she takes the masculine part not only in her object (a woman) but 
in her attitude towards it (technically, her aim), greatly overvaluing the 
loved one and humbly renouncing all narcissistic satisfaction. 9 

11 

Freud's account of his patient's psychic development is yet another of the 
frustrating consequences of his first theory of the Oedipus complex. 
(Lacan's commentary on this case refers to 'the ... prejudice which falsi
fies the conception of the Oedipus complex from the start, by making it 
define as natural, rather than normative, the predominance of the 
paternal figure.' 10

) Although in his 1905 'Essays' Freud acknowledges the 
primacy ofthe mother's breast as an object for all infants, it is not until 
1925 -five years after this case study- that the mother is posed as the 
original Oedipal object for both sexes. 11 Thus Freud assumes here that 
the father is the first normal Oedipal object for girls- including this one. 
After her father, in a trauma-free childhood, she turned to her older 
brother, with whom she compared genitals at the age of five- an event 
whose 'far reaching after-effects' Freud doesn't explain for several pages 
(in a writing strategy which effectively divides his patient's heterosexual 
history from her homosexual one.) At five and a haif a second brother 
was born, then at school the girl discovered 'the facts of sex' with the 
usual reactions of fascination and loathing. At thirteen to fourteen, she 
displayed a markedly maternal affection for a small boy in the local 
playground. But after a short time she grew indifferent to him and began 
to take a romantic interest in older women- mothers in their early 
thirties- and was chastised for this by her father. 

Freud attributes this change in object to the birth of a third 
brother when the patient was sixteen, an affront to the girl's pubescent 
desire for a child of her own from her father. 'Furiously resentful and 
embittered, she turned away from her father and from men altogether. 
After this first great reverse she forswore her womanhood and sought an
other goal for her libido ... ' The consequent transformation, Freud 
points out, was severe: 'She changed into a man and took her mother in 
place of her father as the object of her love.' 

This interpretation sets up several major themes which will 
reappear in the psychoanalytic literature on homosexuality: 

1 its heterosexual origins Qones refers to the 'discovery that 
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homosexuals always have to begin with a profound fixation 
on the parent of the opposite sex'12

); 

2 the 'motive of evasion', or what Freud calls 'retiring in favour 
of someone else' -withdrawing from a painful competition 
for a heterosexual object into homosexuality; 

3 and finally, the identification of the homosexual with the op-
posite sex ('she changes into a man'). 

In the girl's case, her renunciation of her father served to improve rela
tions with her mother, a youngish woman who had hitherto favoured her 
three sons and treated her daughter quite harshly. And her blatant be
haviour also produced a libidinal gain in regard to her father- namely, 
the pleasure of revenge for his betrayal of her. 

Ill 

The third section of this case study opens with the author's complaint 
about his previous linear presentation of the patient's development as an 
inadequate 'means of describing complicated mental processes going on 
in different layers of the mind'. The ensuing topographical digression 
(on the masculinity of the girl's attitude towards her objects and her re
sistance to the analysis) raises two more influential themes in the psycho
analysis of specifically female homosexuality- courtly love and the 
question of transference to a male analyst. 

In describing his patient's attitude towards her lover, Freud re
peatedly employs the terms of courtly love, at one point citing the Italian 
Renaissance poet Tasso's description in the Gerusalemme Liberata of a 
male lover who 'hopes for little and asks for nothing'. This idealisation of 
the beloved and neglect for one's own satisfaction is a broadly masculine 
tendency, in Freud's scheme, which divided anaclitic and narcissistic 
object choice along gender lines. And courtly love, . which places 
'unsatisfied desire in the centre of the poetic conception of love'13 , also 
connects Lacan's analysis of female homosexuality to his theory of the 
excessive nature of all desire and the impossibility of its gratification. 
The homosexual woman, whose courtly love 'prides itself more than any 
other on being the love which gives what it does not have'14 is phallic pre
cisely in that lack. For it is lack, the threatened lack of castration, which 
constructs the masculine identity in Lacan's theory. 15 What neither 
Freud's homosexual patient nor Dora will accept is the mystery of the 
Raphael Madonna contemplated at such length by the latter in the Dres
den museum: that of accepting oneself as idol rather than idolator, as 
object of the man's desire, rather than worshipper of woman. 16 

In Freud's view this homosexual girl's idealisation of an unavailable 
woman of ill repute corresponds 'to the smallest details' with that special 
type of masculine object choice discussed in his 1910 essay17 - the 
exclusive attraction to women who are both already attached and who 
suffer from a dubious sexual reputation. This he traces to a profound 
mother fixation challenged by the son's discovery of his mother's 
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'infidelity' with his father. Concluding 'that the difference between his 
mother and a whore is not after all so great', the boy elides their func
tions, combining genital desire and filial tenderness with phantasies of 
both rescue and revenge. 

Now this allusion fleetingly reopens the question of early mother 
love only briefly mentioned thus far in the homosexual case study. But 
again it is deferred in favour of a discussion of the motives for the 
patient's suicide attempt- not simply the conscious despair she felt when 
the lady perceived her father's anger that day and broke off their rela
tionship, but also, according to Freud, self-punishment and the fulfill
ment of a wish. The girl's fall onto the railway line, Freud argues, grati
fied her desire to 'fall'- to become pregnant- through her father's fault. 
(The pun works in both English and German.) Her own death-wish 
represented the turning against herself of her desire to punish her par
ents, and its coincidence with a fall indicated the girl's identification 
with her mother, 'who should have died at the birth of the child denied to 
herself. 

Underlying all this Freud perceives the girl's desire for revenge on 
her father, an emotion so strong that it actually permitted her coolly in
tellectual co-operation with the first stage of the analysis- while ab: 
solutely refusing to go further, and in particular to make anything but a 
negative transference onto the analyst. The patient's only ostensible ges
tures at a positive transference, a series of dreams which seem to suggest 
heterosexual wishes, are rejected by the analyst as lies- intended to 
deceive both father and father-substitute. And here Freud's own identi
fication with his patient's father takes on an almost paranoiac tinge, as 
he speculates that the girl may have sought his good opinion of her 
'perhaps in order to disappoint me all the more thoroughly later on'. His 
subsequent termination of the analysis has a strong emotional charge, as 
he accuses his patient of transferring to him 'the sweeping repudiation of 
men which had dominated her ever since the disappointment she had 
suffered from her father'. The parents are advised to take their daughter 
to a woman analyst and the case st!ldy moves on to its conclusion. 

IV 

In this final recapitulation of the psychogenesis of the girl's homosexual
ity, Freud notes the advantages of hindsight in tracing causation. Taken 
in reverse, no factor seems wholly determining, no result inevitable. So 
why were the patient's reactions to her mother's last pregnancy so ex
treme? The story of the girl's development is told again, but this time 
with an emphasis on the continuity of her homosexual attachments, 
which go back from the courtesan, to one of her teachers, to a· number of 
young mothers, to a probable infantile fixation on her own mother. Be
cause this history is conscious, Freud regards it as superficial, the surface 
eddies of a river which also has its deeper- unconscious- heterosexual 
current. And the fact that the deeper current has been deflected ;nto the 
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shallower one, rather than vice-versa, seems to require an explanation 
-the only one available being that of a congenital disposition to homo
sexuality. 

To this end, albeit with some difficulty, Freud cites his patient's 
early 'masculinity complex', her reluctance to be second to her slightly 
older brother and her envy of his penis upon the genital inspection con
ducted at age five. But he also retains the belief of the term's originat
or- Van Ophuijsen- that the complex is the result of a girl's sense of in
justice at her parents' preference for a son 18

, and he associates this sense 
of injustice with a political protest: 

She was in fact a feminist; she felt it to be unjust that girls should 
not enjoy the same freedom as boys, and rebelled against the lot 
of women in general. 

The notion of an in-born sense of injustice seems untenable, and Freud 
goes on to admit that the 'girl's behaviour ... would follow from the com
bined effect in a person with a strong mother-fixation of the two in
fluences of her mother's neglect and her comparison of her genital 
organs with her brother's.' But the explanation for the mother-fixation 
in the first place? Despite the sophistication of Freud's final critique of 
the 'Third Sex' theory of homosexuality in his conclusion to this study, 
the idea of a congenital- if not necessarily hermaphroditic- bias to
wards homosexuality is explicitly retained: 'on the other hand, a part 
even of this acquired disposition (if it was really acquired) has to be as
cribed to inborn constitution.' 

Afterword 

The truncated character of Freud's analysis, and the ambiguous biolog
ism with which the case study concludes, leave important questions 
unanswered. In the first place, the stated seriousness of the girl's suicide 
attempt, and the severity of her feelings about her father, do not fit 
comfortably with Freud's non-pathological diagnosis. Jacqueline Rose's 
discussion of this case argues that 'his explanation of this last factor - the 
lack of neurosis ascribed to the fact that the object choice was established 
not in infancy but after puberty- is then undermined by his being 
obliged to trace back the homosexual attraction to a moment prior to the 
Oedipal instance, the early attachment to the mother, in which case 
either the girl is neurotic (which she clearly isn't) or all women are neuro
tic (which indeed they might be)'. 19 But I wonder if there's a third pos
sibility- which is to say that this girl may not suffer conflict about her 
object choice, but instead about the 'masculine' identification with 
which she carries it off, an identification presented in the case as a 
singular and unproblematic concommitant of that choice. 

The question of whether a masculine identification is actually ne
cessary to female homosexuality has preoccupied commentators from 
Havelock Ellis to Helene Deutsch. Cherchez les femmes, we might say, 
since the historical difficulty has been how to explain those 'feminine' 



Train of Thought in Freud's 'Case of Homosexuality in a Woman' 41 

women which the 'masculine' kind are supposed to desire. If a masculine 
libido is what produces female homosexuality, what makes these other 
women do it? Ellis's answer in 1897 was to distinguish the (masculine) 
'actively inverted woman' from the (feminine) woman 'open to homo
sexual advances'20

, 'a womanly woman ... not quite attractive enough to 
appeal to the average man' 21

• Thirty-five years later, Helene Deutsch 
solved the problem in a different way: while acknowledging the pre
dominance of the 'phallic masculine form' of female homosexuality, she 
argued that this is often a cover for a joint infantilism reflecting a pre
phallic mother fixation, which displays itself in reciprocal mother-child 
role play. 22 

In the 'Three Essays' Freud challenges Ellis's views on physical 
and psychical hermaphroditism in inverts, with one significant 
exception: 'it is only in inverted women that character-inversion of this 
kind can be looked for with any regularity. In men the most complete 
mental masculinity can be combined with inversion. '23 Although this 
case study includes a general qualification of the view ('The same is true 
of women; here also mental sexual character and object-choice do not 
necessarily coincide'), it argues repeatedly for the masculinity of this 
patient's identifications. Indeed, Freud points out that the girl's 
masculine identification produced a 'gain from illness'; it improved the 
girl's relations with her mother, who evidently preferred to function as 
confidante to a homosexual daughter rather than competitor with a 
heterosexual one. He doesn't however count as related 'losses from 
illness', his patient's neglect of her own friends, her studies and her ap
pearance; her attraction to impossible objects; and her 'undoubtedly 
serious' attempt to end her own life. 

This may be the result of the positively narcissistic character of 
the girl's 'masculinity complex', with its suggestions of a robust refusal of 
inferiority. But this phallic identification, a five-year-old's rebellion 
against castration prior to the installation of mature gender identifica
tion at puberty, is not the only 'masculine' identification in this case. 
There is also the girl's psychical transformation 'into a man' after puber
ty, when her mother bore the child she desired from her father. This 
process corresponds to that described in 'Mourning and Melancholia', 
whereby the lost object is not relinquished, but instead absorbed into the 
ego through a process of identification. 24 Like the jilted melancholic, the 
homosexual girl could be seen to preserve her love for her father by this 
method. But in identifying with an object which she also hates for the 
pain it has caused her, she may suffer, like the melancholic, from an 
excess of self-denigration. Such a 'powerfully cathected and destructive' 
paternal introject is also remarked by Joyce MacDougall in the clinical 
material presented by her analyses of four homosexual women. 25 

Thus we see, in an analysis structured on a simple mascu
line/feminine dichotomy, at least two different 'masculine' identifica
tions: one with the father after puberty, the stage at which Freud would 
three years later identify the accession into the masculine/feminine 
division; and another, at five, via the masculinity complex, with a 
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phallic principle which disavows castration and sexual division and may 
well be an identification with the 'phallic mother'- in short, a 'mascu
line' identification with a female imago. 

This brings me to my second observation, which is that this case 
study closes where you think it really must continue, with the question of 
the girl's apparently fundamental (but largely unexamined)attachment 
to her mother. Delving into this area- that of Freud's 193126 and 193327 

discussions of the pre-Oedipal development of girls- may not answer the 
question 'What does the little girl require of her mother?'. Especially if, 
as Jacqueline Rose points out- after Lacan- the answer is only the un
answerability of desire. But the hypothesis that girls do focus their early 
desires on their mothers, and refocus them with such difficulty, seems to 
contradict Freud's assumption of the dominance of the heterosexual cur
rent in his homosexual patient's psychic life. (It might also facilitate a 
less symmetrical account of male and female homosexuality than that in 
which both have an original love object of the opposite sex.) Further
more, the 1931 essay's discussion of the active sexual aim28 involved in 
early play with dolls (in which the little girl enacts the rituals which the 
mother performs on her- dressing, feeding, spanking, etc) would also 
contradict the presentation of the homosexual girl's later interest in 
small children as her accession to a heterosexual passivity, which is then 
so thoroughly (and inexplicably) reversed. 

Here it is instructive to compare Freud's famous comments in the 
'Case of Homosexuality' with the relevant passage in 'Female 
Sexuality'29 : · 

... psychoanalysis cannot elucidate the intrinsic nature of what 
in conventional or in biological phraseology is termed 'masculine' 
and 'feminine': it simply takes over the two concepts and makes 
them the foundation of its work. When we attempt to reduce 
them further, we find masculinity vanishing into activity and 
femininity into passivity and that does not tell us enough. (1920) 

The fondness girls have for playing with dolls, in contrast to boys, 
is commonly regarded as a sign of early awakened femininity. 
Not unjustly so; but we must not overlook the fact that what finds 
expression here is the active side of femininity, and that the little 
girl's preference for dolls is probably evidence of the exclusiveness 
of her attachment to her mother, with complete neglect of her 
father object. (1931) 

I should stress here that these references to the pre-Oedipal are not in
tended to propose it as either a possible place of refuge from the de
Il!ands of mature womanhood or as the location of a 'true' femininity. I 
simply want to argue that it may offer an active sexual aim after the e·x
ample of the mother, rather than the father, which may be preserved 
(along with others) into later life. Does the girl's impersonation of the 
courtly lover indicate a transformation of such early feminine activity 
into a masculine mode- and thus a recognition of bravado (and libido) 
as a male prerogative- at the expense of her own self:esteem? Does this 
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amount to an inevitable splitting of the ego under the pressure of a con
flict between a demand (to be active) and a threat (to relinquish her fem
ininity in the process)? (In which case Lacan has the last word: 'in order 
to be the phallus, that is to say, the signifier of the desire of the Other 
_ .. the woman will reject an essential part of her femininity ... It is for 
what she is not that she expects to be desired as well as loved. '30

) Or was 
there any therapeutic possibility of reconciling the girl's activity with her 
femininity? 

I suspect that the failure to raise these questions makes this influen
tial case study a somewhat less radical approach to female sexuality than its 
rejection of a 'cure' might suggest. Lacan argues that Freud played a part 
in this failure by not perceiving here, and with Dora, the identity of his 
patient's desire with that of the father, and her commensurate need to be 
seen as an 'abstract, heroic, unique phallus, devoted to the service of a 
lady'. 31 Yet, as we have seen, Freud seems to have no difficulty identifying 
his homosexual patient's 'masculine' ambitions (her desire for the 
mother)- the trick is to square them with her 'feminine' ones (her desire to 
be a mother)_ Does her mature homosexuality represent a displacement of 
an earlier heterosexual desire, or does the heterosexual episode (her desire 
for a child by her father) represent the usual displacement of what Freud 
sees as evidence of an early current of homosexuality? (The child as surro
gate for the phallus which this patient, in her youthful 'masculinity com
plex', was so reluctant to relinquish.) Given the original 'bisexuality' of the 
infant perhaps we should insist upon both. 

As I pointed out earli.er, the logic of his analysis leads Freud back 
to biology, and to his reflections at the end of this case on contemporary 
attempts to surgically modify male inversion (presumably through the 
replacement of 'hermaphroditic' testicles). Could an analogous ovary 
transplant be successful in cases of female homosexuality? Freud thinks 
the solution impractical, and his explanation is the final sentence of the 
case study: 

A woman who has felt herself to be a man, and has loved in 
masculine fashion, will hardly let herself be forced into playing 
the part of a woman, when she must pay for this transformation, 
which is not in every way advantageous, by renouncing all hope 
of motherhood. 

Note here how motherhood has finally been gathered under the phallic 
aegis. In this strange hypothesis of biological causation, the subject's 
original- suspect- ovaries apparently enable both homosexual love ('in 
the masculine fashion') and heterosexual reproduction. On this assump
tion, female heterosexuality could only be achieved surgically at the 
price of one of its major compensations, motherhood. Without acknow
ledging it, this speculation inverts the equation heterosexual
ity= fertility/homosexuality= sterility ('at the time of the analysis the 
idea of pregnancy and child-birth was disagreeable to her') which has 
structured the entire case. 

And this brings me back to an earlier point, the remarkable 
extent to which the homosexual patient has.been masculinised. Might 
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this say as much about the analyst as the analysand? In her discussion of 
'Dora' and this case, Suzanne Gearhart points out that Freud's solution 
for the homosexual girl- a woman analyst- is as biologistic as his solu
tion for the hysteric- a husband. Neither analysis comes to terms with 
early bisexuality, and thus female homosexuality is assumed to present 
'an absolute obstacle' to positive transference to a male analyst. 52 In 
insisting upon a woman analyst isn't Freud acting precisely as he accuses 
his homosexual patient of doing? Retiring in favour of someone else 
when a rivalry for a loved object becomes intolerable? If this is so, it 
would suggest two things: that here, as in the case of Dora, counter
transference is an important factor; and that in addition to Freud's con
scious identification with the homosexual girl's father there is an uncons
cious one with the patient herself. (Similarly, Toril Moi has referred to 
Dora as both Freud's 'opponent and alter ego. She possesses the secret 
Freud is trying to uncover, but she is also a curious person in search of 
sexual information- a quest oddly similar to Freud's own quest for the 
secrets of sexuality. '53 ) 

Two aspects of Freud's own biography- if they are admissable to 
this sort of discussion- might support this argument. The first applies to 
his peculiar description of the surgical treatment of female homo
sexuality in the last sentence of the study: 'A woman who ... has loved in 
masculine fashion, will hardly let herself be forced into playing the part 
of a woman ... '. During the month that this study was written-January 
1920- and the previous December, Freud was visiting a dying friend 
every day. The friend was Anton von Freund, still in his early forties, a 
former patient and member of the private 'Committee' formed to support 
Freud's work. Freud had treated von Freund in 1918-19 for a severe 
neurosis which followed an operation for the cancer which eventually 
killed him. The operation which precipitated the neurosis involved the 
removal of a tumour of the testicle. 34 Could this contribute to the air of 
castration anxiety which pervades Freud's conclusion to this case? 

The metonymical slide from castration to death (not so metony
mical in the case of the unfortunate von Freund, who died on January 
20) brings us to the second biographical ,detail, an experience of the 
three-year-old Freud when his family was emigrating from Freiberg to 
Leipzig in 1859: 

the train passed through Breslau, where Freud saw gas jets for the 
first time; they made him think of souls burning in hell! From this 
journey also dated the beginning of a 'phobia' of travelling by 
train, from which he suffered a good deal for about a dozen years 
( 1887 -99) before he was able to dispel it by analysis. It turned out 
to be connected with the fear of losing his home (and ultimately 
his mother's breast) ... Traces of it remained in later life in the 
form of slightly undue anxiety about catching trains. 35 

So ... a man with an abiding fear of train travel undertakes the analysis 
of a woman brought to him because of her suicidal leap onto a railway 
line. After weeks of preparation, they reach what he· terms the 



Train of Thought in Freud's 'Case of Homosexuality in a Woman' 45 

station- but then their reservation is cancelled. And who shall we say 
was more reluctant to make the journey? 
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Daughters of the Swan 

Maud Ellmann 

And thinking of that fit of grief or rage 
I look upon one child or t'other there 
And wonder if she stood so at that age
For even daughters of the swan can share 
Something of every paddler's heritage
And had that colour upon cheek or hair, 
And thereupon my heart is driven wild: 
She stands before me as a living child. 

W B Yeats, 'Among School Children' 

Daimon Lovers 

'We desire belief and lack it', muses Michael Robartes in A Vision. 
'Belief comes from shock and is not desired.' 1 He may be thinking of St 
Paul, who fell into belief when he tumbled off his horse, but he implies 
that shock may break epistemologies. 2 Both Yeats and Freud are pro
phets of shock, though both would be shocked to be associated, for Yeats 
espouses all the superstitions Freud sets out to vanquish. But his magic 
haunts Freud's science like the return of the repressed, or the Daimon 
raging in its soul. For psychoanalysis began in mesmerism; and although 
Freud abandoned circus tricks for the subtler witchcraft of the talking 
cure, his science can be seen as magic inside out. In the place of ban
shees, elves, and leprechauns, he dreams up an internal demonolatry. 
He believes in chance in the external world, but disavows the psychic 
accident, whereas the superstitious person disregards the errors of his 
tongue to crack the parapraxes of the universe. 3 Yet science and sorcery 
unite in their compulsion to interpret random signs as plotted symptoms. 
While Yeats's gyres and cubes and midnight things make sense of the 
vicissitudes of history, psychoanalysis makes intrigue of lapse, conspiracy 
of error. 4 Secretly, they both evolve out of the shock that they decode, be 
it the rape of Leda or the trauma of castration. 

For Freud, psychic life begins in shock, and its history unfolds 
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through a series of inevitable accidents. Vergessen, Versprechen, Ver
lesen, Verschreiben, Vergriffen: these are the fortuities the science must 
explain away, so that the slips of reading, speech, and writing, the lapses 
of the memory and every flop and spill bespeak a furtive but inexorable 
destiny (SE Vol VI p 239). But these upheavals shake the science in its 
turn, for its history lurches and careens, ambushed by its own imaginings. 
It was the spectacle of shell-shock which jolted Freud into the invention of 
the death-drive, to lay the last contingency to rest, for even death no 
longer takes its victims by surprise when life reveals itself to be the will to 
die. 5 Yet the death-drive also spells the suicide of teleology, for it turns the 
pleasure principle awry and steers it to its own repudiation. Circuitous as 
the paths to death, psychoanalysis colludes in the accidents that it denies: 
and the war without reverberates within, as if it had transpierced the 
double cortex of the system. 6 

Similarly, Yeats's poems measure shock, like the seismographic 
poetry of Mauberley, but they also represent convulsions in themselves, 
wracked by the visions that they tell. 7 The poet must not seek originality, 
Yeats argues, 'for passion is his only business, and he cannot but mould or 
sing after a new fashion because no disaster is like another'. 8 Born of pas
sion, every poem jettisons its antecedents in the disaster of its brusque 
nativity. But Yeats adds, 'accident is destiny' (M p 336): and though he 
seems to be denying chance, he may also mean that destiny is accident, 
composed of errors, freaks, calamities, blind bargains. 

When Freud announces that' Anatomy is destiny' in 1924, he could 
be misquoting Yeats, though he claims to be improving on Napoleon. 9 The 
two prescriptions meet, since Yeats and Freud both envisage woman as in
carnate accident. Helen ofTroy, Maud Gonne, are names for shock. Acci
dent literally means 'fall', and it is significant that both the symptomatic 
falls that Freud investigates occurred to women- 'fallen women'. 'When a 
girl falls she falls on her back', he quotes from an old proverb (SE Vol VI pp 
174-5, pp 183-5). But thesearejustthesymptomsoftheaccidentwhichhas 
befallen all her sex, for Freud regards the female body as the signature of 
shock, scarred by a primordial dismemberment. Merely to perceive her 
genitals is to cicatrise the visible with lack. 10 Both Yeats and Freud charge 
women with the lack or luck which urges men to science, song, disaster, and 
desire. In Per A mica Silentia Lunae, Yeats recalls: 

an old Irish story of three young men who went seeking for help in 
battle into the house of the gods at Slieve-na-mon. 'You must first 
be married,' some god told them, 'because a man's good or evil 
luck comes to him through a woman'. (M pp 336-7) 

Yeats's poetry, however, hints that you must first be betrayed, for only a 
woman lost can shock desire into the catastrophe of art. 'The passions, 
when ... they cannot find fulfillment, become vision', he writes: and 
poems are begotten in the bitterness of vexed desire (M p 341 ). As he puts 
it in 'The Tower': 

The tragedy began 
With Homer that was a blind man, 
And Helen has all human hearts betrayed (pp 51-3; Var p 411). 
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The birth of tragedy depends upon the fall of Troy, ·and literature begins 
when Helen burns the city in a kiss. 11 Yet in the circles of the syntax, the 
very sense plays traitor to itself: for although Helen has betrayed all 
human hearts, she still has all that human hearts betrayed. Betrayal 
means adultery or treason, but it may also mean apocalypse, when the 
disasters of the heart break forth at last in shattered glass and toppling 
masonry. Only when a woman lays reality to waste do visions stir or poems 
whisper in the ruins. 

In afterthought, however, Yeats suppresses woman, for he argues 
that poetry emerges from the strife between the self and anti-self. He sub
sumes the accident of woman into the Daimon of determinism, and she 
fades away as teleology returns. 'The Daimon is our destiny', he corrects 
himself; and although there may be 'some whispering in the dark between 
Daimon and sweetheart', the love of man and woman is engulfed into the 
fury of the male divided self (M p 336). Yeats's Daimon plays the role that 
Freud assigns to the third person in his analysis of dirty jokes, which begin 
like visions in desire. The joker wishes to seduce a woman, but the pres
ence of a third person forestalls him: and just as the Daimon ousts the 
sweetheart to enrage the poet to creation, so the third person diverts 
desire from the woman into the ingenious detour of a joke. As 'smut' 
evolves, the woman fades away, leaving the joker and his interlocutor to 
their delight. Displaced, effaced, she merely haunts their laughter with 
the silence of the grave their words have built. 12 Habitually, Freud figures 
woman as the blindness in men's vision, the darkness in their speech, the 
blank which plagues them out of thought. 13 Since her very form is half
erased, woman comes to stand for both the source and the confounding of 
interpretation, like the navel of a dream. 14 

It is through the infant's search for origins that woman comes to 
represent the gap in theory, and the next part of this paper will pursue 
these carnal hermeneutics. Her!", the opposition of the sexes surrenders to 
the traffic of desire, where the body is reduced to the 'exchange values' 
that Lacan calls the objets petit a 15 The unconscious treats all organs as 
equivalents once they pass into this intrapsychic currency; but Freud and 
Lacan fail to see how this economy subverts their phallicism. On the other 
hand, Yeats abolishes the genders in the moment that he institutes their 
opposition, when Leda is ravished by the swan. A violation of taxonom
ies, the 'sudden blow' which ushers gender into history is as rash and 
groundless as the institution or the sign. 16 Both Freud and Yeats must 
summon all their patience and their rage to resurrect the ruins of anti
thesis, and to defend their systems from the shock that gender is not dest
iny but history. 

Dark Declivities17 

Freud intimates that gender and interpretation mutually engender one 
another: 'the instinct for knowledge in children is attracted unexpectedly 
early and intensively to sexual problems and is in fact possibly first aroused 
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by them' .18 It is characteristic of his pedigrees that soma should precede 
psyche, for sexual curiosity begets philosophy and sustains it. At least, 
this is how he thinks in 1905: but as his work proceeds, it becomes more 
difficult to tell whether the sexual or the 'epistemophilic' instinct comes 
first. 19 For example, the castration complex arises from a question, rather 
than a glance at the anatomy, and this is 'the oldest and most burning 
question that confronts immature humanity': 'Where do babies come 
from?'. 20 In 1925, moreover, Freud realises that he has missed a further 
enigma. 'Many years ago', he writes, 'I believed that the sexual interest of 
children ... was aroused ... by the problem of where babies come from. 
We now see that, at all events with girls, this is certainly not the case'. 
Another puzzle troubles feminine inquisitors: 'What is the difference bet
ween boys and girls?' .21 (Coincidentally, literary criticism has undergone 
a similar reversal in the last few years, since the question of origin has 
been supplanted by the question of difference.) It seems that little girls 
are not concerned with the perpetuation of the species, and they shock 
Freud out of biological determinism, for the question of difference di
verts sexuality from babies and their beginnings into an interminable 
interview. Freud identifies the question of origination with the riddle of 
the sphinx: but femininity outriddles Oedipus, and opens a new question 
to supercede the central Western mystery. 

This question plunges the child into the castration complex, 
which is its first experience of theory. But the theory of castration dis
avows the difference between the sexes, for it implies that they were once 
the same. Ironically, the infant chooses mutilation rather than confront 
the shock of difference; and since this gruesome fable institutes the world 
of gender, the whole adventure of sexual difference begins in blunder. 
The truth is even less convincing than the fiction, and the child's theories 
are evasions which defend the questions rather than the genitals. For this 
interrogation fuels desire, and if it could be solved, the curiosity that fires 
sex and speculation would be quenched. Gender is the ruse which keeps 
these questions burning, and makes them both rhetorical and inexhaust
ible. In his open letter on 'The Sexual Enlightenment of Children', Freud 
hints that knowledge blights desire, for if children understood sex they 
wouldn't need to do it. While the enlightened child would resist both 
theory and desire, the child is left in darkness is seduced by hermeneutics_ 

The mystery making with which his parents treat what he has 
nonetheless discovered actually increases his desire to know more. 
This desire, which is only partly satisfied and only in secret, 
excites his feeling and corrupts his imagination, so that the child 
already sins while his parents still believe that he does not know 
what sin is. 22 

Secrecy encourages the onanistic pleasures of interpretation, and ensures 
that satisfaction is only partial and endlessly renewed: 'The desire that is 
satisfied is not a great desire', as Yeats wquld say (M p 337). It is the un
answered question which begets desire, the sins of lust, the sweeter sins of 
speculation; and children must resist their parents' efforts to enlighten 
them if they are to grow into lovers and interpreters at all. 
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However, these researches lure the child to the body of the 
mother, where the abysses of interpretation are foreshadowed in the hol
lows of the flesh. According to Freud, there is nothing to see, and the 
child's explorations end in darkness. But this nothingness cannot be kept 
at bay: it tortures speculation, bungles speech, and even rends the tissue 
of the dream: 

A young man had a very clear dream ... that it was evening and 
he was in a hotel at a summer resort. He mistook the number of his 
room and went into one in which an elderly lady and her two 
daughters were undressing and going to bed. He proceeded: 
'Here there are some gaps (liicken) in the dream; there's some
thing missing'. 23 

Freud interprets these gaps as 'the genital apertures of the women who 
were going to bed'; while '"there's something missing' describes the 'prin
ciple feature of the female genitalia' (SE Vol IV p 332). But these lucunae 
mine their way into the aporia of his own analyses. In 'The Dissolution of 
the Oedipus Complex' he writes: 

the destruction of the Oedipus complex is brought about by the 
threat of castration. But this does not dispose of the problem; 
there is room for a theoretical speculation which may upset the 
results we have come to or put them in a new light ... The process 
which has been described refers ... to male children only. How 
does the corresponding development take place in little girls? 

At this point our material- for some incomprehensible 
reason- becomes far more obscure and full of gaps (dunk/er und 
liickenhafter) (SE Vol XIX p 177; my emphases). 

Although these gaps outwit interpretation, they also irk Freud into 
theory, for they ensure that there is always 'room for a theoretical specu
lation' and for the stolen pleasures of investigation. According to Freud, 
'the female genital has remained undiscovered', and the dark continent 
rests undisturbed by his Napoleonic view of femininity. 24 Indeed, he 
admits that girls bewilder him, for not only do they baffle little Hans's 
theory of castration, but they impugn the very enterprise of theorisation: 25 

This account of how girls respond to the impression of castration 
... will very probably strike the reader as confused and contra
dictory. This is not entirely the author's fault. In truth, it is hardly 
possible to give a description which has general validity. 26 

If no description has general validity, femininity perplexes theory, and 
Freud must abandon 'what is rigidly fixed by biological laws' to 'what is 
open to movement and change under the influence of accidental experi
ence' (SE Vol XXI p 242, my emphasis). Accidents demand a reading, 
rather than a theory: and woman is a text which moves and changes to 
dissolve not only theory but phallocentrism and centrism itself. Through 
woman, Freud learns that the question of difference may launch male 
children on their quest for knowledge, too: and 'with both sexes, chance 
experience may determine the event' which shocks them into gender and 
hermeneutics (SE Vol XIX p 252n). 

When the little girl interprets her own gap, she discovers rhetoric. 
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'She slips', says Freud, 'along the line of symbolic equation, one might say 
-from the penis to a baby. Her Oedipus complex culminates in a desire, 
which is long retained, to receive a baby from her father as a gift- to bear 
him a child' (SE Vol XIX p 178-9). Little girls displace the law of gender 
with a poetics of the flesh, new-minting organs as metonymies. All these 
organs circulate in phantasy to form a network for transactions of desire; 
and it is only through belated violence that any one of them assumes 
priority_27 In the general economy of Freud's text, the 'feminine' is the 
void element which ensures displacement, eliciting the commerce of 
metonymies. This semantic slippage means that sexuality can never be 
reduced to a single theory, or a single organ, but only to the void where 
speculation breeds. The gap that Freud perceives in 'woman' designates 
the gap in theory where the reading of gender must commence. 

After Babylon 

If Freud believes that theory issues from the void, with an infant brooding 
over the erogenous abyss, Yeats believes that poetry begins in poverty. 

I shall find the dark grow luminous, the void fruitful, when I 
understand I have nothing, that the ringers in the tower have ap
pointed for the hymen of the soul a passing bell (M p 332). 

Instruments of power, these words make impact before they make sense, 
like the sudden blow that prostrates Leda. But it is clear that the fecun
dity of art requires the evacuation of the spirit. Imagination is an over· 
draft, rather than an overflow of powerful feeling: it represents a dearth 
in being which burgeons in desire. 'The desire that is satisfied is not a 
great desire'- and in this economy, delirious with debt, desire hollows 
itself out with its own petulance. This is why the poet must be old, for 
youth is just the 'hollow image of fulfilled desire' which the old concoct to 
torture their own sleep (M p 329). 

I think that we who are poets and artists ... must go from desire to 
weariness and so to desire again, and live but for the moment 
when vision comes to our weariness like terrible lightning, in the 
humility of the brutes (M p 340). 

Why should the 'hymen of the soul' demand such bankruptcy? Although 
hymen means marriage, and implies the consummation of desire, Der· 
rida has pointed out that it may also mean the maidenhead, which signi· 
fies virginity and barrenness. 28 As membrane, the hymen segregates anti· 
theses, but as marriage it confounds them, so that the darkness may grow 
luminous, the void fruitful. 'Nothing can be sole or whole I That has not 
been rent', intuits Crazy Jane, enraptured as she is in dermal dialectics. 29 

Chaste and nuptial, rent and whole, the hymen means that every unity is 
branded by its intimate division from itself. 

In 'Leda and the Swan', it is the breaking of the hymen, rather 
than castration, that splits the world into antitheses. Yet either of these 
mythic mutilations wipes out an entire history. Yeats said that Leda gave 
birth to love and war, and by extension, to antimony itself: 'and when in 
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my ignorance I try to imagine what older civilisation that annunciation 
rejected I can but see bird and woman blotting out some corner of the 
Babylonian mathematical starlight'. 3° Castration, too, blots out a pre
Hellenic culture, for Freud sees the 'maternal midnight' of the daughter's 
passion for her mother as the crushed Minoan-Mycenean world. 31 The 
father's law entombs the mother's dispensation, as Leda's accident erases 
Babylonia: and from these blots calamities unfold, spreading like a stain 
across the starlight. 

In Yeats, the rupture of the hymen also stands for the syntactic 
violence that makes and breaks the poem's sense. Mallarme called him
self a 'syntaxer', and he could have bequeathed this epithet to Yeats, who 
suspends his meaning in the joints and sutures of the sentence more than 
in the words that they articulate. 32 The poem pivots on its copulae: for the 
beast and woman image the conjunctions of the text itself, the brute mis
cegenation of antitheses. Although Yeats opposes man to woman, bird to 
human, flesh to god and blood to air, these antimonies unravel in the 
gyres of the syntax and plummet towards their own daimonic counter
parts. 83 

Leda and the Swan 

A sudden blow: the great wings beating still 
Above the staggering girl, her thighs caressed 
By the dark webs, her nape caught in his bill, 
He holds her helpless breast upon his breast. 

How can those terrified vague fingers push 
The feathered glory from her loosening thighs? 
And how can body, laid in that white rush, 
But feel the strange heart beating where it lies? 

A shudder in the loins engenders there 
The broken wall, the burning roof and tower 
And Agamemnon dead. 

Being so caught up, 
So mastered by the brute blood of the air, 
Did she put on his knowledge with his power 
Before the indifferent beak could let her drop? 

(CPpp211-12) 
The title is the only place where Leda and the swan are ever named, and 
from this moment on they rush towards anonymity. Geoffrey Hartmann 
once remarked that 'and' was the most important word in this poem: in 
the title, 'and' could mean deadlock or wedlock, like the 'and' in senti
mental graffiti that embraces two names in a valentine. Empty in itself, 
this conjunction catches sense from context in an invisible contagion. In 
the line 'And Agamemnon dead', the 'And' implies that one catastrophe 
entails another, yet blankly insists upon their randomness. The hymen of 
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the syntax, 'and' dissevers what it joins, semantically both virgin and 
adulterate. 

The first words, 'A sudden blow', assert the shock of the conjunc
tion, rather than the subject striking and the object struck, for both are 
seized in its abrupt annunication. 'Beating still', the shock is frozen yet 
eternally recurs. The great wings', like 'the dark webs', name the points 
of contact rather than the feathered glory. When Yeats changes the 'web
bed toes' to the 'dark webs' in the final version of the poem, he enmeshes 
god and body in the darkness of the text, ·woven like Arachne's web with 
'heavenly crimes'. 34 In Ovid, rape becomes the trope of trope itself, for 
Zeus changes shape with every nymph or mortal he assaults: and it is 
impossible to tell if it is metaphor which activates desire or desire which 
induces trope and violation. As a shepherd, satyr, eagle, dolphin, ram, 
bull, horse, snake, and even as a golden shower or a flame, Zeus crammed 
the world with the children of catastrophe. When he seizes Leda in his 
wings, the poem figures its own rhetoric: for they incarnate its meto
nymies by 'touching here' and 'touching there', and fuse at last into a kind 
of airborne oxymoron. 35 Bodies become serial, temporal instead of 
spatial, and their meto!}ymies roam through the text to form a switch
board for the transfer~'nce of power. Leda's body, like the swan's, un
ravels into thighs, nape, breast, fingers, heart, and loins- a currency for 
the exchanges of desire. The word 'beating' in the first line invokes the 
power pulsing through these bodies, and the word itself beats through the 
text, resounding in 'the strange heart beating where it lies'. 

In 'her nape caught in his bill', Yeats pits the masculine against 
the feminine so sharply that he turns these organs into euphemisms for 
the genitals. Yet in an instant, this opposition melts into a strange redun
dancy. In the fourth line, breast and breast displace the nape and bill, 
suggesting that the violation has undone their difference: and 'those' fin
gers in the second stanza dispossess themselves of Leda, embraced in the 
impersonality of power. Moreover, 'body' is no longer his nor hers, for the 
white rush sweeps them both beyond propriety: 

And how can body, laid in that white rush 
But feel the strange heart beating where it lies? 

The 'it' in the eighth line could refer to body or to heart, but which 
belongs to beast and which to virgin? Although their hearts are strange to 
one another they have now been rendered other to themselves. Similarly, 
in the fourth line- 'He holds her helpless breast upon his breast'- the 
simplicity of domination is disturbed: for although 'helpless' modifies 
both 'her' and 'breast', it could also implicate the 'He'. Read this way, the 
master yields his power to the slave, and he turns into the victim of his own 
assault, for he is helpless but to hold her to his hreast. The syntax insinu
ates that Zeus is not the source of his own power, for power is itself a syn
tax, a sliding system of relationships. The very notion of a source is cast in 
doubt. Divested of its transcendental origin, power rises from the violence 
of negativity itself. 

But these disintegrations can be read as rapture, for another story 
lurks within the text, where Leda welcomes violation while the god is 
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overmastered by desire. Though the power of displacement undermines 
the god's supremacy, the poem uses this transgressive force to sentimen
talise the rape and wipe away the crime. Throughout the octet these two 
readings sabotage each other. The second stanza begins with a question, 
and each of the three questions Yeats leaves burning_in the text, interro
gate the strategies of power. ('How can ... ?' 'How can ... ?') In the first 
place, it is the girl whose power is in question, but by the end it is the swan 
who cannot let her drop, for Leda has put on his knowledge with his 
power before the second stanza has concluded. 'Her loosening thighs' 
imply abandon: but while the poem hints that every woman loves a rapist 
it also questions who is raping whom. Is Leda's 'pushing' passionate or 
self-protective? Are her fingers 'vague' because they neither act nor suf
fer, since the distinction between ravisher and ravished has collapsed? In 
the ruses of the syntax, the feathered glory that she pushes from her thighs 
could even be her own creation, as if she were engendering the violation 
and the god. The rhetoric reduces both their bodies to a shudder, with 
neither a subject nor an object: for this convulsion murders and creates 
duality itself. Leda gives birth to gender in the spasm that gives birth to 
death, as the very word 'engender' intimates. The text itself splits open 
with the 'broken wall', which is both the hymen and the Trojan barricades: 

And Agamemnon dead. 
Being so caught up 

Here the typography suggests that life depends on death as speech moves 
upon silence. Like the gaps in Freud's analyses, the gap between these 
sentences reveals the shock that makes articulation possible. Here, words, 
events and bodies rupture to engender power, language, history and 
desire. Agamemnon's murder consummates the violence that Zeus 
began, since Helen hatched from one of Leda's eggs while Clytemnaestra 
and her fury burst out of another. 36 Only in the following line does the 
syntax separate the rapist from his prey, as each is 'caught up' with the 
other. But 'the brute blood of the air' conflates the categories that it tears 
asunder; for blood is a medium that circulates, forms networks, and over
rides the boundaries between the woman and the beast to trace the trans
migrations of desire. 

The question which concludes the poem may be read in many 
ways, for both its words and its syntax are equivocal. Did she put on his 
knowledge and his power? Or was it 'with his knowledge' that she stole his 
sovereignty? Did he know that she had robbed him of his potency? By 
'putting on' does she usurp or simulate divinity? Though these questions 
have no answers, Yeats hints that this transaction has deranged the ratios 
of power, and that the god has lost his sole command. In the last line, the 
word 'beak' demotes divinity to poultry: and his beak is now 'indifferent' 
because its difference has been stripped away, for the rough beast had 
undergone the labour of the negative by submitting to the labour of the 
loins. This rape dismantles ancient forms of power, vested in the myth of 
sovereignty, for the monarch of the air can no longer delimit the effects of 
a decentralised and circulating force. While rape figures power as op
pression from above, another kind of power rises from below, fretful with 
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its own negativity. It surges from the clash of difference, where opposition 
shudders into indeterminacy: and it interpollates both beings in a field of 
forces, like a switchboard that nobody controls. At the same time, Yeats 
retrieves this force to whitewash rape and vindicate its violence. The text 
restores the law of symmetry, and the final question smuggles in the 
master and the slave through the connivance of inverting them. But the 
question remains open, leaving power in the balance, and hinting that its 
course is still to run. Poised for new excursions and disseminations, power 
quivers with the syntax, restless for another Troy to burn. 

Indeed, it is a second Tory that Yeats prefigures in this poem, for 
his whole system doubts the notion of a first. The poem was to auger a new 
era, pagan, subjective, and authoritarian, to squash democracy and 
objectivity. Yeats admired Mussolini because he promised to 'trample on 
the discomposing body of Liberty', like the god who crushes Leda's 
fleshY But the revisions show that 'Leda and the Swan' refused his 
politics, for whenever he credited all power to the beast, his cadence 
slackened and his sense grew stale. 

Now can the swooping godhead have his will 
Yet hovers, though her helpless thighs are pressed 
By the webbed toes; and that all powerful bill 

- Has suddenly bowed her face upon his breast. 
And again: 

The swooping godhead is half hovering still 
Yet climbs upon her trembling body pressed 
By the webbed toes; and that all powerful bill 
Has suddenly bowed her face upon his breast. 

And again: 
The swooping godhead is half hovering still 
But mounts, until her trembling thighs are pressed 
By the webbed toes, and that all powerful bill 
Can hold her helpless body on his breast. ~8 

Yeats had to efface the godhead and the authoritarian ideal he represents 
before the poem could assume its knowledge and its power. As he obser
ved himself: 

I wrote 'Leda and the Swan' because the editor of a political re
view asked me for a poem ... I thought, 'Nothing is now possible 
but some movement from above preceded by some violent annun
ication'. My fancy began to play with Leda and the Swan for 
metaphor, and I began this poem; but as I wrote, bird and lady 
took such possession of the scene that all politics went out of it, 
and my friend tells me that his 'conservative readers would mis
understand the poem'. ( Var p 828) 

These conservative readers bely the notion that the politics have vanish
ed, for they would have sensed that the poem jeopardises the regime that 
it celebrates. If power is a syntax, rather than the birthright of the Word, 
it circumvents the master and the slave. Ernest Fenollosa, whose work 
Yeats knew through Pound, wrote that 'All truth is the transference of 
power'- much as Nietzsche had envisioned truth as an army of tropes. 39 
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'Leda' also implicates epistemology in power, power in figure, figure in 
desire, embracing all into the movement of the transference. Here, know· 
ledge consists of an interchange rather than a content; and power, too, 
depends upon the difference rather than the essence of the subjects it arti · 
culates. For this reason, Yeats could no more purge the poem of its 
politics than he could rid it of its sense, or forbid the syntax from trans· 
valuing its values. In 'Led a', it is in the shock of trope or transference itself 
that truth emerges with the will to power. 

4 The Transference of Power 

Transference has two meanings in Freud, and there is the shudder of a 
transference between them. In the analytic transference, the patient re· 
enacts the past, and relegates the present to the archives of desire, creat
ing a metastasis in time. But transference can also mean displacement, as 
in the chimeras of a dream, where meaning and affect slide from organ to 
organ, sign to sign. 40 This is how transference works in 'Leda and the 
Swan', where difference strays through wings and webs and nape and bill 
and thighs and loins. Similarly, every little girl, in Freud, knows that 
gender merely screens the traffic of venereal metonymies. Faeces for 
phallus, phallus for baby, baby for gift, or gift for word: how can we know 
the tenor from the vehicle? Phantasmatic organs circulate till every car
nal signifier is dethroned, in a ruthless rhetorical democracy. 

Zeus is also Leda's analyst, and although Yeats confessed that he 
tore up hundreds of pages in his 'endeavour to escape from allegory', the 
poem can be seen as an allegory of the countertransference (M p 334). 
The swan would force the maiden's thighs as Freud forced Irma's jaws to 
cough up his knowledge with his power. 41 Yet both these nightmares 
sweep the master into the white rush of his own desire, so that the slave 
must vouchsafe his solution and catastrophes. Where does power begin? 
Does the woman steal it from the swan, or must the god descend into a 
brute to wrest his power from her loins? Too mercurial to be possessed by 
the tyrant or the prey, power seizes both into its metonymic circuitry. 

In The Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche declares that: 
when the boundary of the present and future, the rigid law of in
dividuation and, in general, the intrinsic spell of nature, are 
broken by prophetic and magical powers, an extraordinary 
counter-naturalness- as, in this [Oedipus's] case, incest- must 
have preceded as a cause; for how else could one force nature to 
surrender her secrets but by victoriously opposing her, ie by 
means of the Unnatural?42 

In 'Leda', it is rape which breaks the spell of nature, and confounds the 
present with the future, so that Eurotas' grassy bank is defiled with the 
blood of Agamemnon. 43 The law of individuation scatters in a 'formless 
spawning fury' .44 What Nietzsche calls the counter-natural, Freud calls 
anaclisis, the 'leaning' of the drive upon the instinct, when nature is 
ravished by the sign. 45 Swan and sign are homonyms in French (signe/ 
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cygne), an accident that Mallarme and Baudelaire seize upon, and 
Yeats's swan retains their cygneture. 46 For Zeus signs Leda when he 
wounds her flesh, and superscribes his text upon her text, writing destiny 
in bodies rather than in words. 47 The rape portrays the violation of the 
reader by the text, the text invaded by its reader. There always are at 
least two texts', says Paul de Man, 'regardless of whether they are ... writ· 
ten out' (p 260): and the power that imposes one upon the other is the 
'sheer blind violence' that Nietzsche figures as an army of tropes, Yeats as 
the rape by the sign. 48 

The two texts I have been calling Yeats and Freud surrender to 
this transference of power, too, for each can play the ravished or the 
ravisher. Yet Freud could no more settle Yeats upon the couch than Yeats 
could snuggle Freud into any of his eight and twenty cradles. 49 The shock 
of their collision has revealed that science and magic are as intimate and 
strange to one another as the woman to her beaked and feathered god. In 
different ways, both show that gender is an imposition, rather than the 
destiny of the anatomy. Because the sexes flicker, tremble, deliquesce, it 
takes a sacred crime, a counternatural event, to institute them and to 
keep them in their place. Ruined from within, the violence of gender as 
an institution and a history is the measure of its intimate collapse. 
Beyond domination, this is the violence of non-coincidence, the sudden 
blow that never hit its mark: the failure of mastery or rape to overcome 
the mutinous effects of difference. 50 The gap at the centre of this text
and every text- brings reading, power, and desire into being, yet also 
guarantees their punctual defeat. In 'Leda and the Swan', it is the will to 
death beyond the will to power that forces opposites together- for each 
antimony is rushing to its own extinction in the wink of a gyre or a shud
der in the air. 
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Silvia Kolbowski in discussion with J a ne Weinstock 

J a ne: As two Americans working 
in New York but speaking to Eng
land, we might want to begin by 
trying to place your work. 

Silvia: It's possible that my work 
may be seen as foreign to these 
pages. I've contributed a 'work of/ 
on art' to this issue- something 
done only once before when m!J 
published a segment of Mary 
Kelly's 'Post-Partum Document' in 
1981. 

J a ne: But of course Mary Kelly's 
work was already familiar to many m!f readers, and the 'Post
Partum Document' itself 'documents' some of the debates 
occurring within the British Women's Movement. Somehow, I 
think your work must seem more foreign than Mary Kelly's. 

Siivia: Absolutely. My work has to be understood within the 
context of an American (mostly New York) art practice, which is 
often hostile to the use of words in art works. Although this was 
not the case during the height of conceptual art, at the present 
time most of the art shown in New York does not include words 
at all. When it does use text, such as in the more self-consciously 
cr~tical work, words are used very sparingly. Also, my work is 
produced within the confines of an American art market. 

J a ne: And it is explictly a market. In Britain, this kind of work is 
generally supported by public institutions, but in America it 
circulates in a 'free' market. There's always the pressure to sell. 

Silvia: That's right. To a certain extent finding an art audience 
in the USA often means walking a tightrope between producing 
desirable objects and presenting work which analyses existing 
codes of representation. These activities need not be seen as 
exclusive, but often the commercial gallery system in New 
York- which feeds so many other art institutions, such as 
museums and magazines- draws a line between the two. So 
although the work produced for this issue, 'Model Pleasure' Part 
IX, can be looked at by any reader of m!J, the viewing of this 
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work may be obscured by certain differences- such as that of 
field of practice and realm of distribution. Much of the 
theoretical work on sexuality which has appeared in m!f and 
other British journals during the past decade has had an 
influence on a small group of American artists. But the art 
which has been produced in this area has not- for the most 
part- made its way back. I see this dialogue as an attempt to 
articulate some of these differences in the hope of creating places 
from which to view this work. 

Jane: One place is in the context of the other 'Model Pleasure' 
pieces. After all, the work you're showing here is part of a 
continuing project. 

Silvia: The 'Model Pleasure' project was begun in 1982. It con· 
sists of ten parts to date, each composed of a wall grouping of 
images taken from the fashion and advertising print media, 
cropped and rephotographed into 8xl0inch modules. In addi
tion to these images, I also use words. Each of Parts I through V 
focuses on a particular part of the female body- the foot, facial 
features, 'bust', and mirrored torso- in an attempt to re· 
deliberate the media's fragmentation of the female body. 

J a ne: But you don't just rephotograph the media's images. You 
also rephotograph your own. 

Silvia: Parts VII and VIII are aggregates of images (modules) 
drawn from the pieces of 'Model Pleasure', fragments which are 
then re-assembled into gridded compositions. The impetus for 
this recycling was my realisation that certain codes of pose, seen· 
ario, and costume were repeated within the forty or so images. 
At the same time, the magazine copy insists upon inscribing the 
woman within a discourse of the 'new' and asserting the ceaseless 
'need' for (ex)change. So the work produced with these recycled 
images is 'new' and, ironically, it feeds the art market's demand 
for new products. But simultaneously it's caught in the same old 
story: Woman and Art are exchanged and interchanged within 
a continuous displacement of models of 'sameness'. After all, 
fashion models typify sameness, regularity, and the repetition of 
styles and acceptable codes. And the art market also relies on the 
contradictory combination of predictability and originality. 
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Jane: In other words, by repeating 
the same images or series of 
images, you make them different, 
and not simply by reducing their 
size. 

Silvia: Yes. By continuously re
shuffling the images, I was trying 
to prevent the possibility of a 
singular reading, a truth in 
meaning. That's why I chose the 
gridded format for the later pieces. 
They allow for multiple readings in 
the interrelationships between 

continuous, diagonal, horizontal, vertical, outer and inner 
placement of the framed images. As for the scale of the images, 
to date the rearranged pieces have been exhibited only in a 
further reproduced form: that is, I have had the rearranged wall 
pieces rephotographed from the wall and then enlarged as one 
photograph. In this way an entire wall is reduced to the size of a 
single, smaller image. 

Jane: So in the rearranged pieces you're not simply talking 
about an accumulation of readings over a series of works but 
about a multiplicity within a single piece. 

Silvia: Well, I've always tried to prohibit the singular reading, 
but the earlier pieces were probably more susceptible because 
they were arranged either horizontally, vertically, or in grouped 
pairs. Although I attempted to disrupt a linear reading from left 
to right or top to bottom, or an equivalence between pairings 
(always a danger with the 'pair'), I became increasingly aware of 
the viewer's desire to read a narrative. 

/ 

In fact, the first piece in the series- 'Model Pleasure', Part I- is 
the most strictly narrative in structure. I now read it as almost 
moralistic in its movement from the forbidden to the 
assimilated. The work consists of ten images- arranged 
horizontally on the wall. beginning on the left with a black and 
white rephotographed, classificatory etching of a particular 
variety of apple, inscribed as a title in the etching (I chose one 



with the name of 'The Maiden's Blush'). Next came colour 
photographs of three white fashion models with heads flung 
back or to one side in poses closely resembling the swoon of Saint 
Theresa, a very typical pose in the fashion photography genre. 
The colouring of the models ranges from elegant tan, to rosy 
blush, to white pallor. And they are cropped so as to emphasise 
the 'V' created at their necks by their collars, their 'slice of the 
pie'. 

Interspersed with these images are photographs which I set up 
and took myself. First, a shot of a man's hands peeling an apple, 
seen from his point of view, with a measuring cup in the 
distance, and second, a medium shot of myself peeling the 
apple, seen from the point of view of the camera, with the 
measuring cup looming in the foreground, beside an expectant 
apple. Then, there's an overhead view of a rustic apple 
pie- taken from a Betty Crocker cookbook. 

So in this grouping one could read a narrative with a beginning, 
a middle and an end: the forbidden fruit, standing in the place 
of feminine 'pleasure' (because it's not so easy to stand for one's 
pleasure in the face of a prescribed pose) transformed, with the 
participation of the man and the woman (although in different 
positions) into the fully assimilated, innocuous object. It 
becomes as 'American as apple pie', a 'fact of life'. (The pie, 
significantly, has a wedge, a 'slice of life' cut out of it.) But in my 
attempt to re-direct the reading, to resist a closure, I added three 
more images after the apple pie- images of the three models, 
but in black and white, and with the negatives flipped, so that 
they face in opposite directions to their partner images. 

By doing this I hoped to create an opening, like an ellipsis, and 
to point to the futility of trying to reduce feminism to a desire for 
inversion or equality. Quite a heady expectation of these three 
heads! 

J a ne: Before we leave Part I, could you say something about the 
fact that you used photographs of your own making, and in 
particular a photograph of yourself. In your more recent work, 
you always take images of other people taken by other people. 

Silvia: Before 1982 my work had been composed of groupings of 
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photographs which I had set 
up- scenarios- and photograph
ed myself, my intention being to 
point to the unnatural quality of 
the medium_ I used pictures of 
myself twice in order to try to 
implicate the artist in the work. I 
later began to combine those with 
'found' images from newspapers. I 
became involved with the exclusive 
'appropriation' -to use a New York 
art term- of media images partly 
out of a response to work which was 

being done at the time. ['Appropriation' is a New York art term 
given to the activity- begun in the late 70's of reproducing 
images and codes from popular and art media. Often this work is 
unmediated, except for the change of presentational context, ie 
from magazine page to art gallery wall. Much of this work 
appears in photographic form, although it has also made its way 
into performance, film and video.] I was interested in trying to 
address the images analytically, and the prevalent mode of 
critique seemed to me to be based on a fascination with the 
repetitive status of certain images in the media. This strategy 
involved a repetz'tz'on of the media's, but explicitly so. My 
thought at the time was that for women there was a stake in 
going beyond fascination, or at least in going into fascination 
with more distance than could be found in excessive repetition. 

Jane: Could you say something about your own relationship to 
these media images. Your project seems to come out of an am
bivalence- a fascination with your (their) images combined 
with a desire to analyse and therefore destroy those same images. 
Yet it's hard to find an inscription of this ambivalence in the 
works themselves. 

Silvia: These images fascinate me partly in the way they seem to 
be living and frozen at the same time: in order to work models 
must follow directives and still themselves (before the camera). 
The camera captures and silences them. The only thing they 
'speak for' is the product. (Although it can also be said that in 
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contemporary terms the model refers to a star system.) 

So I see the female model as a paradigm of femininity. Her 
relationship to the camera reenacts the woman's relation to 
culture. Therefore my fascination is not without bounds; it 
encompasses my reading of that relationship as an entrapment. 

It's true it would be difficult to find a literal trace of myself in the 
work, except for the one image I used in Part I, a tactic which I 
then abandoned, and the letter from Part Ill which vacillates 
from first to third person. I had thought that the viewer could 
read my voice in the work as a combination of fascination and 
analysis. But the point you raise makes me wonder whether this 
was enough. Registering my ambivalence within the pieces 
would work against the authoritative voice of the artwork and 
allow more space for the viewer to enter into a reading. Looking 
back at the series so far, it seems something crucial which is lack
ing. The modular structure of the work actually leaves itself 
open to reworking, by adding and subtracting over time. It 
would be interesting to see whether I could register that ambival
ence in some other way. 

Jane: Why did you decide to focus mainly on High Fashion? 

Silvia: I decided to focus on the High Fashion model system in 
this series because it's so pervasive in its circulation (in subways, 
news magazines, newspaper advertising, and other areas as well 
as fashion magazines), and thus reaches a broad spectrum of 
women. But there are problems involved in addressing such an 
exclusive mode of representation (High Fashion), and the class 
structure and racial hierarchy in which it is rooted. I could have 
used Black or Asian models in the series, but I chose not to 
because I felt very uncomfortable about speaking for women 
whose lives I really did not know very much about, in any direct 
sort of way. This is a very real conundrum, though, because it 
makes the series vulnerable to being read as exclusive in its own 
practice. Also, I think that my use offantasy images created by 
and largely for the middle class marks my own ambivalence 
about the exhibition system, which reaches a very limited and 
fairly homogeneous audience. 

Those images in the series which were 'Low Fashion' (in Part Ill) 
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were removed from the immediacy 
of the body- they are sketches 
taken from an advertisement for 
an 'Everything Chain' which was 
meant to be used in an endless 
variety of ways: as ankle bracelet, 
long loop choker, double necklace, 
triple tiered bracelet, etc. I used 
these sketches to signify Woman's 
response to cultural demands- she 
spreads herself thin. But they were 
also meant to mark the place of the 
working class woman- who must 

create variety out of economy. 

Jane: I'm slightly confused. If High Fashion does what it's 
supposed to do to women of all classes, then why do some women 
read Low Fashion magazines? Then there's the question of men. 
You've been talking about pictures of women for women, but 
High Fashion images a re not simply for women. And by the same 
token, your audience is not exclusively female. 

Silvia: I think that High Fashion magazine layouts- my source 
for images- are directed exclusively toward women. The genre 
filters out into advertising in other contexts which have a mixed 
audience. But then they are often accompanied by a different 
rhetoric. I'm not really certain, but it seems to me that women 
read fashion magazines for different reasons. It's a mixture of 
seeking to draw out information- an accessible look- and 
looking to be drawn into other-worldly fantasies. In this sense 
one could see the systems as being complementary. Therefore 
one reads what is within as well as outside of reach. 

I'm interested in drawing the female audience in to rethink these 
images (as I'm doing in putting them together). It's not so much 
that I do my work only for a female audience, it's just that the 
consideration of a male audience is not primary to my work. I 
could say that I consider their reading of the work to be 
incidental to the project. Which is not to say that a male viewer 
of the work would be unable to find any stake in being engaged 
by it. I began to do this series because I saw the fashion model 
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system as being analogous to the models of masculinity which 
define femininity. I would hope that this work articulates the 
masculine interfacing of the excessively feminine posture. There 
is a parallel here to the Lacanian concept of the masquerade of 
excessive femininity as a cover-up for a lack. But I would 
elaborate it further as a lack of power. And this specification of 
the 'lack' may be problematic for Lacanians. I think that the 
female fashion model represents the dream of power that women 
seek, in the 'perfect', 'complete' outfit, makeup, etc. So perhaps 
men could also 'recognise' themselves in the work. 

Jane: We seem to be talking about your work as if it's limited to 
images. But you actually use words too. I'm bringing this up not 
only to ask you about how you think the words work but also to 
raise the question of film theory. By combining text and image 
and by constructing series which imply narratives, you're getting 
very close to film. And of course your approach to the issue of 
voyeurism is not unlike that of feminist film theory. 

Silvia: I went from using a lot of text in my earlier work to using 
almost no text in the 'Model Pleasure' series. I found that it'was 
difficult to avoid the authoritative, indicative voice in the use of 
image and text together. So I experimented with using words 
which were either inherent to the images (fragments of 
advertising copy), or words of my own which were used in a form 
given by the institution of art- that is, words presented in a 
graphic format. For example, I used the word 'Crave' in a 
typeface which made it look like a logo, or I rephotographed an 
excerpted definition of woman from the dictionary, and 
arranged a letter, written by myself, as a graphic element. 

In my more recent work I've used small brass or plastic wall 
plaques, containing data such as title, source of material, and 
dates in an attempt to locate the artwork in a world outside of the 
gallery, but in the language of the gallery. My intention was to 
locate the woman in the overlapping area of business and art. 

As for film theory, I had been reading Freud, Lacan, and many 
of the French and British women theorists since around 1977 
when you and I were in a reading group together. I remember 
feeling rather alienated in that group because I '.vas the only visual 
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artist among film-makers and film 
theory students_ At the same time, 
I knew that there was a dearth of 
photography theory of which I 
could make use. So I began to try to 
apply the film theory which I had 
begun to read to photographic 
practice. This might be one reason 
why I was so attracted to multiple 
images. 'Model Pleasure' Part ll, 
for example, has been referred to 
as looking like an excerpt from a 
film strip. In fact, film and 

photography have several structural aspects in common: fram
ing, mise-en -scene, point of view. In looking back I can see that I 
might have been trying to incorporate a sense of filmic time by 
the use of serial images. 

My interest in voyeurism and the woman's relation to the look 
grew out of this involvement with film theory. 'Model Pleasure' 
locates several gazes. In an overt way, it locates the woman as the 
object of the male gaze- within fashion scenarios as well as in 
the structure of the medium. But it also deals with the fact that 
much of this imagery is made for the female gaze. It's often the 
case in women's fashion magazines- High or Low- that the 
female reader/viewer is drawn to identify with a woman who is 
being looked at by a man, sometimes playing the role of an 
ominous intruder. The danger of the male gaze is a common
place in this genre. 'Model Pleasure' Part II makes the connec
tion between the veil (in this case represented by net veils, venet
ian blinds half-obscuring a female silhouette, a lace shroud, and 
sunglasses) and the look. Interspersed with these images are two 
of a man spying on a woman posing for 'our' look. Thus the 'veils' 
through which women are seen are almost fatal. 

Jane: I can certainly see traces of psychoanalytic film theory in 
the piece you're describing. But in your more recent work I keep 
hearing the French feminists. I'm not saying that you've aban
doned film theory, but that there is a shift in emphasis. You seem 
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to have moved away from questions of narrative and point of 
view as you got closer to the French theories of femininity. 

Silvia: I began to read the French women in translation (and, 
therefore, mainly to read around them, since there weren't 
many translations available). Now, with recent translations of 
Luce lrigaray's writings (This Sex Which is Not One, in particu
lar), I've been finding a view of'models' which often approaches 
my own. I saw the model pose as freezing action, while often 
maintaining a semblance of activity and subjectivity. I read lri
garay's references to the sliding or fluidity inherent to the female 
body and thus also to the formation of femininity (in differing 
degrees of repression) not solely as an attempt to find a code of 
femininity which is rooted in the body, but also as a response to 
the ways in which women are 'fixed' by external models or stand
ards of value. Thus, in 'Women on the Market' she not only crit
icises the marginalisation of the 'woman question' in Marxism, 
she also locates a feminine stake in resisting stability in the ana
logy she makes between the Marxist concept of 'commodity' and 
the woman, both of which she finds are given value in relation to 
a static, external model or standard- whether gold or phallus. 

I have also found it very useful to consider her proposition of the 
mimetic as a way for women to skirt the repetition of masculine 
values. I could say that it's in the difference between the model 
and the mimetic that I seek to place my work. Having read a 
review of This Sex Which is Not One written by Elizabeth Berg 
several years ago, I became fascinated with Irigaray's descrip
tion of the woman's function as a mirror for the masculine, and 
her proposal that women take up those places in the mirror 
which are the 'invisible' support of that structure- the silver 
backing of the glass, in her words, the dazzle of the tarnish- in 
order to make that structure overtly evident. 

In a sense, I see myself as repeating, and reproducing certain 
images of femininity from their 'original' media sources. But I 
act upon those elements and that makes a difference. I focus in 
on particular details, re-position from the original referent, and 
create 'new' stories through placement and juxtaposition, while 
trying to stay within the very language of this mode of repre
sentation. I could say that this is my approach to the dazzle. 
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Jane: Although you're still work
ing on 'Model Pleasure', you've 
also begun several other series 
recently. The one where you use 
logos and advertising copy seems 
the closest to 'Model Pleasure'. 
Almost like its continuation. It's as 
if the woman had to be removed so 
that you could see her with more 
distance. 

Silvia: I started to use the media 
images of women in 1982 because I 
felt that one could not ignore the 

pervasiveness of their appearance. But after three years of work
ing with fashion imagery I began to feel drained by their power 
-it was so difficult to attempt to mediate them while remaining 
within the realm of their language. And yet I didn't want to step 
outside of that language in order to stage a critique. So I began 
to use all of the refuse from the magazine, the black and white 
'backbone' of the advertisements and fashion layouts. In doing 
so, I left the female body literally out of the picture, but not fig
uratively. I was looking for the containment of the woman im
plicit in the symbols of corporate power, and in the defining ele
ments of slogans. It was not difficult to find her there, and it has 
added a new dimension to the work- a way of working out (of) 
her absence. 
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Difference: On Representation and 
Sexuality 

Exhibition mounted at the Institute of Contemporary 
Arts, London, October 1985 

Margaret I verson 

This was an abbreviated and revised version of an exhibition curated by 
Kate Linker for the New Museum of Contemporary Art, New York. In 
the accompanying catalogue, the Museum's director, Marcia Tucker, 
announces that this is a different kind of show, one which is 'designed to 
examine an important cultural issue through the lens of visual repre
sentation' (p 5). The implication seems to be that one should suspend 
one's customary expectations of an art exhibition and instead anticipate 
a documentary-style enquiry. I am quite sure none of the artists involved 
would be happy with this suggestion, for it leaves the domain of art 
untouched by defining the work as extra-artistic, or as a supplementary 
outpost. Rather the exhibition should be viewed as an intervention 
within the domain of art with a view to changing its character. 

In New York, the show attracted a great deal of attention and 
press coverage, including an eight-page review in Art in America by Paul 
Smith (April, 1985). In London, however, it was passed over in silence by 
the mainstream press. I trust that our critical establishment will soon re
cognise the need to come to terms with the work of this collection of 
artists in Britain and in the United States' who contest received ideas 
about what constitutes art in general and the gender neutrality of repre
sentation in particular. 

As its title suggests, the exhibition took as its theme the construc
tion of sexual difference within visual and other forms of representation. 
The work is grounded in the debates surrounding this issue from psycho
analytic, ideological and linguistic perspectives which have been the 
abiding concern of m/f among other journals. The most successful 
pieces engage in a sophisticated theoretical elaboration of emotionally 
charged experience. The forms of representation are restrained, mostly 
serial photography and texts, foregrounding the textual quality of all 
representation, but the subjects treated are gripping: women's fantasy, 
popular representations of femininity, the anxiety of middle age, the 
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unequal power relations in the sexually differentiated roles of looking 
and being looked at, the questions raised for male identity by the 
feminist critique of patriarchy. 

Apart from its thematic point of departure, the exhibition was 
conceived as an intervention on several fronts in the contemporary art 
scene. By including both British and American artists, it crossed na
tional boundaries. By exhibiting, at least in New York, several media in
cluding film and video (curated by Jane Weinstock), it enabled one to re
cognise a community of interest based on something other than medium 
or style. In this way it counterposed itself to two dominant post-modern
ist tendencies: Neo-expressionist painting and the pluralist scepticism 
about the possibility of any collective project after modernism. Also, 
although the work builds on the foundation of feminist theory and art 
practice, it advances the debate to include problems of male sexual 
identity, and indeed the ambivalence associated with any sexual 
identity. Finally, while some post-modernist art has challenged the 
notion of authorship by appropriating imagery, here appropriation 
serves the wider purpose of undermining patriarchal institutions and 
discourses. In other words, it does not, like much radical art on the left in 
New York, direct its critique at art institutions. Rather, in Victor 
Burgin's pungent phrase, 'it is a use of the museums and galleries for a 
purpose other than a soggy-sock contemplation of the aesthetic'. (ICA 
talk, October 3, 1985) 

As I cannot do justice to all the complex exhibits on show, I shall 
first consider in detail the work of Mary Kelly and Victor Burgin who 
have been pioneers in this area and then touch more briefly on some 
others. 

Mary Kelly- Interim, part I (Section 1) 

Mary Kelly's piece, here as in Post-Partum Document, is a paradigm 
case of what I've described as a distanced reflection on personal and 
emotionally charged experience. The complete cycle, begun in 1983 and 
still in progress, is an enquiry into the anxiety surrounding feminine 
identity as we approach middle-age. Or, to put it the other way around, 
it is a search for an identity outside maternal femininity. Part I 
(30 units), called Corpus, concerns the body, and is to be followed by 
parts on money, history and power. Kelly has approached the subject of 
the body by distilling from women's magazines three repeated themes 
which she understands as symptoms of women's fantasies and anxieties: 
fashion, popular medicine and romantic fiction. The work is con
structed around these and also around the five passionate attitudes docu
mented in the I conographie Photographique de la Salpetriere ( 1877 -80), 
a collection of 'clinical' photographs of hysterical women at Charcot's 
hospital in Paris. These are Menace, Appel, Supplication, Erotisme and 
Extase. The six panels on exhibition at the ICA take the attitude Menace 
as it is refracted through fashion, popular medicine and romantic 
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fiction. Each of the attitudes is represented by an article of clothing; the 
emblem of Menace is a leather jacket. The articles of clothing are 
metonomies of the literal photographs of women's bodies in the 
Jnconographie. Yet the 'literalness' of the original documents are in 
some doubt, first because of their 'art photography' treatment and com
position, and secondly because there is evidence to suggest that Charcot's 
overly-willing assistants rehearsed the patients for their starring 
performances in his weekly lectures. Kelly has played on these sugges
tions, making quite explicit the sense of an adopted posture or identity. 
A black leather jacket is a counter-cultural uniform and an emblem 
loaded with connotations: a sign of youth, sensuality, rebellion, tough
ness and street chic. 

The jacket motif has a curious presence. It is a semi-transparent 
photographic image (laminated photo positive) cut from its surrounds 
and applied to a perspex panel. The panel is raised against a light 
ground so that the image casts a real shadow. This treatment gives the 
jacket a fetishistic appeal and, at the same time, the look of a shadowy 
immaterial trace. Kelly's dialogue with photography, evident in the 
Post-Partum Document's use of non-photographic traces (strains, 
molds, imprints), is continued here. 

The jacket appears in three progressively twisted configurations, 
marked in red like clinically annotated x-rays. Each image panel has an 
associated text panel or 'story' evoked by the particular article of cloth
ing. These reflexive texts are all printed on perspex and raised against a 
black ground so that the viewer is mirrored. In fact, the first textual 
panel refers to the trick of 'passing in front of reflexive surfaces to catch a 
glimpse of myself as others see me'. 

The leather jacket of the fashion panel is smooth and neatly fold
ed, showing only its protective exterior surface like a shell closed around 
the vulnerable identity of its wearer. Laura Mulvey has suggested to me 
that we might regard this pose as that of the perfect, to-be-looked-at 
woman so often encountered in Hitchcock's films. The text is a first per
son narrative recounting the reunion of women friends at a fortieth 
birthday party, and focusing on the self-consciousness about one's ap
pearance (or change of appearance) this occasions. The second, popular 
medicine, jacket-emblem sharply contrasts with the first. It is unzipped 
so as to expose the soft intestinal convolutions of its lining. The accom
panying interior monologue is about a woman visiting a doctor to discuss 
a possible pregnancy and abortion. It is punctuated with scraps of 
disconnected dialogue with the doctor who is interested only in ascertain
ing facts through a physical examination, rather than in listening for 
signs of the emotional stress a late and possibly last pregnancy provokes. 

In the final, romantic fiction image the arms of the jacket are 
knotted giving it connotations of a straight-jacket. The delicate shades of 
pink ground of the previous image-panels is now much more saturated, 
evoking a blush of embarrassment, flush of anger or desire, or perhaps 
the hot flashes of the menopause. The text relates an unpleasant mo
ment of self-recognition at a party with students when the narrator's 
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illusory sense of shared experience is shattered by a student's protest that 
he was only fourteen in 1968. This triggers a self-mocking fairy tale 
hallucination of a hideous old crone who turns the young people at the 
party into frogs. Kelly's leather jacket turned straight-jacket is a power
ful image of an identity which no longer fits comfortably, yet from which 
it is difficult to escape. 

Victor Burgin- Olympia (1982) 

This 6-part photographic series ties together a number of threads from 
two distinct though related domains: the voyeuristic and fetishistic 
n;ature of visual representation, on the one hand, and the unequal power 
relations in the typical Freudian scenario of male psychoanalyst and fe
male patient, on the other. Their mutually illuminating juxtaposition is 
accomplished by a procedure which mimics dreamwork: fortuitous as
sociative connections, displacements and condensations. Several of the 
connecting links are provided by Hoffmann's tale 'The Sand-man' which 
figures prominently in Freud's essay on the uncanny. For Freud, the tale 
is about a disturbed young student, Nathaniel, whose feminine love for 
his father makes him pathologically dread castration: he falls in love 
with a girl he spies on in the house opposite who he believes to be the 
daughter of the brilliant Professor Spalanzani but who is actually his 
clockwork creation. The doll's enamel eyes are made by the Sand-man 
whom Nathaniel has feared from childhood would tear out his eyes. 
Freud understood this phobia as a fear of castration at the hands of the 
father whose threatening aspect has been displaced onto the Sand-man. 

Burgin plays on several elements of the story. The name of the 
lovely doll is Dlympia, which is also the title of Manet's famous reclining 
nude. The brilliant professor, creator of the doll, is linked to Freud; both 
Olympias are associated with Anna 0, one of Freud's patients who pre
sumably reclined on the couch in his consulting room. Nathaniel's voy
euristic spying is brought into connection with the James Stewart char
acter in Hitchcock's Rear Window, and both Manet's and the photo
grapher's relation to their models are implicated in this activity. 

This network of associations is compressed into two sets of three 
panels each of which has an appended text. In the first set of three, a de
tail of Manet's Olympia (with a text about Hoffmann's) is the object of 
the gaze ofJames Stewart in a still from Rear Window; his exaggeratedly 
long telephoto lens points in her direction. Between them is a photo
graph which acts out Lacan's cartoon about the construction of sexual 
difference in language: a men's and women's toilet side by side. The door 
of the women's toilet is open and the photographer, reflected in a mirror, 
is caught in the act of pointing his camera. While there certainly is a 
suggestion of intrusion and illicit spying here, there is also perhaps a 
consciously vain effort to escape by fiat the fixity of the positions and 
roles which sexual difference prescribes. 

The other set of three photographs dwells more on the psycho-





Difference: On Representation and Sexuality 85 

analytic scenario while retaining the associative links. Here a photo· 
graph of Freud's consulting room with a text about Anna O's disturb
ances of vision is paired with a studio photograph of a young woman 
mimicking Olympia's reclining pose. Between them is a detail from 
Manet's painting of a bunch of flowers given her by an admirer. Olympia 
is thus linked to Anna 0 who complained that she could only see one 
flower at a time in the bunches that were brought to her- a vision too 
close to its object as opposed to the distant survey of mastery. 

What is the point of these elisions and superimpositions? Burgin 
wants us to consider the analogies between the mastery which is assumed 
by the male painter or photographer in relation to his models and the 
Freudian position of authority in relation to his patients. But the chain of 
associations linking both these with the position of Nathaniel in The 
Sand-man indicates that Freud-Manet-Burgin's professional distance is 
pathological or, at least, perverse. The fetishist must keep a safe distance 
because in fantasy he is too close to a prohibited object of desire. One of 
Freud's metaphors, intended to connote scientific detachment- 'the 
case opened smoothly to my collection of picklocks'- is in fact that of a 
sneak thief or private detective trying to penetrate women's secret places. 
The theme of investigation, we know, is bound up with the castration 
complex. The reference to Anna 0 is particularly pertinent in this con
text. Freud's collaborator, Breuer, broke off his treatment of her because 
he feared her intimacy or, what Freud would later call, transference. 

Burgin has been criticised for reproducing the imagery of woman 
as object in the process of investigating the psychological and ideological 
determinates of that practice. It is a problem of which all the artists in
cluded in this exhibition are acutely aware. While Kelly resorts to meto
nymic articles of clothing to avoid representing stereotypes of femininity, 
Burgin and several others- Sherrie Levine, Barbara Kruger, Silvia 
Kolbowski- foreground stereotypicality by re-staging familiar imagery 
in a new context. 

Ray Barrie- Fellowdrama (1985) 

The two pieces I've treated in detail are neatly complemented by Ray 
Barrie's recent large-scale photographic work. In Fellowdrama, Barrie 
explores the repressed world of male hysteria. He has photographed a 
male model miming the expressions, Terror, Irony and Repugnance. 
The poses are based again on photographs from Charcot's Jncono
graphie of a patient whose sexuality is ambiguous. There were some 
male patients at the Salpetriere, but it is said that only females were 
photographed. By posing a male model Barrie rediscovers the history of 
male hysteria and in the process underscores the dissimulation practiced 
by Charcot's patients I've mentioned earlier. Each expression is paired 
with an enlarged version of the original photograph from the Jncono
graphie, printed from a negative which has been vigorously scratched. 
There are three ways of interpreting these images. The scratched-out 
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faces may refer to the nearly obliterated history of male hysteria, or they 
may relate to the 'doctored' photographs printed in the Iconographie, or 
they may be a wry comment on the contemporary photographic prin
ciple of the pristine negative with its connotation of documentary 
evidence. 

Silvia Kolbowski- Model Pleasure (1982-4) 
Kolbowski has been engaged for several years with this series which is a 
psychoanalytic analysis of the images in women's magazines. It plays on 
puns and slips of the tongue/eye. Juxtaposed images and texts create 
dangerous elisions: the word 'crave' next to a photograph of a turkey leg 
being carved off, next to a photograph of a leg in a plaster cast, near an 
image of a foot in a precariously high-heeled shoe. This series is related, 
I'm sure, to Meret Oppenheim's brilliant and disturbing surrealist ob
ject: a pair of high heels trussed together and served up on a platter. 
Some of the images of women are fetishistic fragments, others appeal to 
the scopophilic drive with their veiled or shadowed faces (Mulvey, 1975). 
Yet Kolbowski wittily subverts this kind of pleasure by reading the frag
ment as literally cut off or by reproducing such a heavily gauzed face it 
looks like a mummy's. 

Those artists included in the exhibition whose work I do not discuss are 
Hans Haacke, Barbara Kruger, Sherrie Levine, Yve Lomax, Jeff Wall 
and Marie Yates. 

There has been a great deal of discussion in recent years around 
the, as yet undefined, phenomenon of Post-Modernism. If it means any
thing at all; it is an acknowledgement that the high modernist moment 
of autonomous, self-reflexive art is part. The field is open to contest. 
From the right, a pastiche version of expressionism re-instates the 
familiar figure of the agonized male painter. This exhibition offers an 
alternative way forward. It is an artistic practice which engages in poli
tical struggles by deploying a specifically visual/textual expertise to en
quire into and subvert oppressive forms of representation while groping 
towards a new language. 
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Reviews 

Discussion of Denise Riley War in the Nursery: Theories of 
the Child and the Mother Virago 1983 ISBN 0-86068-273-0 
Paperback 250 pages £5.50 

In an area of feminist research that has often been distinguished by work 
that while worthy, even important, has nonetheless remained pedestrian 
and unchallenging, this book offers both excitement and frustration. It is 
informed by the continuities of an early to mid-seventies feminism that 
took the state and its policies towards the family as central, both theoretic· 
ally and politically. In confronting that centrality certain a:r:guments were 
developed and some connections made, sometimes vehemently, some
times tenta(ively. Riley's work in many ways represents the dissatisfaction 
with those emphases, but it acknowledges in a far from grudging way the 
formative importance of that earlier moment, especially the engagement 
with Marxism and the attempt to follow through the implications for a 
committed socialist feminism of its inadequacies on the theme of the per
sonal and of the place of biology. This in itself is refreshing in a period 
where theoretical work is most often explicitly dissociated from practical 
political choices. 

War in the Nursery consists in an investigation of two vast, loosely 
grouped sets of issues. These in turn comprise the foundations for asser
tions that were made regarding the possible links between l. war and im
mediate post war government policies about two related areas, working 
mothers and child care facilities, and 2. the dissemination of accounts of 
the relationship between mother and child that stress the need, the desir
ability and the right of young children to be at home in the exclusive care 
of their mothers. Riley shows the impossibility of making these links and 
theoretically asks under what conditions such links could ever be made. 
Her approach establishes a distancing from the seeming ease that may 
have distinguished earlier attempts at the elaboration of theories and 
politics ofsexual difference but there is a continuing engagement with 
the political stances that inspired them, an argument about why the links 
were argued, how they were understood, and why the desire to make the 
kinds of tidy connections that can provide a basis for a politics of activism 
has its charms. Fundamental questions regarding what gender means, 
how it operates in relation to people's choices, desires and needs, and how 
a different emphasis could begin to be ascribed to its determining effects 
are basic to this work. They structure its challenge but also engender its 
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frustration, since some of the most thought provoking insights arise in the 
form of asides, of apparent afterthoughts growing out of the more obvi
ously scholarly descriptions of material. This adds to the book's difficulty 
and to the uncertainty of its cumulative cohesion precisely because there 
are different issues at stake. 

'The mother' and the growing awareness of the complexity of 
what is to be said and written about that status are increasingly visible 
concerns in feminist work. Such work attempts to recognise and assess the 
impact of what it means to be a mother or to opt not to be one in a culture 
where motherhood assumes a primacy in discussions of what it means to 
be a woman. These issues have been explored in widely divergent work 
that ranges from the personal memoir to the theoretical terrain of sexual 
difference. But motherhood is also a status that has been at the centre of 
interest in a range of different debates about childrearing, familial rela
tions, education, citizenship, nationalism, state policies on welfare, 
sexual rights and so on. Riley is interested in the wealth of accounts where 
both of these orientations are represented, as she is also interested in 
somehow getting at their results for women who are, or have been, 
mothers. But her determination to pursue both perspectives has its diffi
culties for the scope of her project and in the problems of maintaining 
simultaneously a series of clearly interrelated, but equally clearly, rather 
separate, strands. The form of the book reflect this. It falls into two over
lapping halves each of which describes, develops and explains very differ
ent sets of texts. Her position is that these are often spoken about, not as 
discrete but as very definitely linked; her interest lies in how, if at all, the 
connections came to be made and why they could have been and indeed 
are, argued as existing. An exploration of what is meant by the kinds of 
terms often used as cover-all explanations for this is a major part of her 
project. What is the significance of gender, what does ideology mean and 
how does it work, how is the phenomenon of popularisation to be under
stood, how is it possible to assess the effects of what is said, and at certain 
times, said with increasing frequency and insistence? Questions and 
emphasis of this type run side by side with the detailed historical work, in
forming and commenting upon it. The links under investigation are the 
dissemination in a particular period of certain accounts of mothers and 
children and the existence of certain state policies at two differing 
moments in the forties. To know how the links were made but also just 
what is involved in each side of the equation she presents a history of 
psychological and psychoanalytic accounts followed by a history of how 
different state departments adopted and then argued for varying posi
tions on the establishment of nurseries and the allocation of government 
funds for this project. This is a history of how decisions were taken, of the 
internal decision making processes of different sections of the state and of 
other interested organisations. 

As can be seen from this schematic description and as will become 
more obvious below, these are very different projects and an attempt to 
deal with them both in the same book is a bold move. But the author is also 
concerned with what appears as the widely diffused haze of pro-natalist 
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discourse which is both constitutive of, and provides some of the condi
tions through which these very different bodies of material are to be read. 
This is examined in relation to a separate set of statements but it is closely 
related to those more general issues listed above. 

In the central two chapters, Riley looks at a series of texts that take 
as their focus the child and the relation between child and adult. Begin
ning with those texts where the father, as both investigator-scientist and 
author, explores the child's development and acquisition of social skills in 
and through familial relations, she describes the emergence of the so
called scientific study of the child. The child in itself is the object of 
interest, but it is clear that, from the beginning there are implications for 
the 'management' of that child by both parents but especially by the 

\
.mother. The chapter moves from parental study of the child, to psycho
logy, to education, to the prominence of the school, to more comprehen
sive accounts of the family and society, to the increasing use of psychologi-
ea! insights in other disciplines, to the contribution of psychoanalysis. And 
it demonstrates the growing interest not only in the child but in the bond 
between mother and child. While stressing the different national traditions 
what is identified as of interest in both the USA and Britain by the 1940s is 
the broad commitment to argue links between innate and environmental 
factors and to utilise the claims of a variety of disciplines to produce 
accounts of child-bearing, education and management that have an in
creasingly prescriptive flavour despite the fact that the work in Britain 
which was the impetus for much of this was not concerned with such pre
scriptions at all. The presentation of these texts is obviously the work of a 
process of selection from a vast reading and that selection is one that is 
geared to a progressively more insistent emphasis in child psychology. 

While there is no doubt of the compelling detail reproduced, the 
sheer range of readings undertaken or when all's said and done, the per
suasiveness of the account as it stands, questions of the criterion of selec
tion, and perhaps inevitably the desire for a more sustained encounter 
with some of the texts do intrude. Partly I think this is because of the diffi
culty of the project Denise Riley has set herself but partly it is a question of 
how the reader positions herself in relation to the various questions being 
pursued. In my case I found it hard to hold the overall somewhat daunt
ing themes at the same time as being swept along by the fascination of the 
material presented. Perhaps this does not matter but it does engender a 
mild sense of unease. 

The following chapter examines the popularisation of some of the 
psychoanalytic accounts sketched earlier. Its focus is the revision and 
extension of Klein's work that was undertaken by Winnicott and John 
Bowlby. Around a discussion of how 'Kleinianism was rendered environ
mental' Riley explores the growing emphasis on the vital importance of 
the relationship between mother and child and, in its concentration on 
the needs of the child, what such an emphasis implies for the figure of the 
mother. These chapters do highlight and attest to the increasing concern 
with the child and her or his development. And they very successfully 
make the point that women as mothers are continually there but glaringly 



92 m!f 

absent. What emerges is the invisibility, the impossibility within the 
terms in which these debates are framed, of tackling what it means to be a 
mother. How the matter of differential needs may even begin to be 
studied or understood, or how the desires and needs of mothers them
selves are to be approached or catered for are issues that cannot be 
thought in these frameworks. While women as mothers are constantly at
tributed a range of possible positions regarding the present and future 
health and well- being of their children, positions that move from virtual
ly none at all to positions of complete and total responsibility, the impli
cations of such positions for the mothers themselves are never considered. 
The delineation of a discursive space that could encounter such emphases 
and construct the terms in which it could be explored is just not there. 
Riley's argument uses the absence of the mother as a separate object of 
study as an important point of reference and stresses the extent of the 
naturalistic assumptions on which such an absence depends. And indeed 
the thorny issue of how the mother is there and not there is a central one. 
It is the concern with popularisation, with how these initially scholarly 
interventions become something else, how they then seep into a more 
generalised consciousness and what the results of such processes are that is 
really at issue here. It is not an in-depth study of any of these writers, but 
in trying both to engage with what they say and with its social impact 
th~re is the tentative staking out of a terrain on which some debate of the 
relations between the psychic and the social that does not see them as op
posite poles could hopefully be continued. 

In the final two chapters she moves from the texts that are explicit
ly concerned with the child and her or his well-being to others that 
explore the government policies of the 1940s. Her interest remains the 
connections, if any, between particular psychological accounts and social 
policies, explored here through an examination of the histories of those 
policies. This is a set of historical and theoretical concerns extremely wide 
in its extent and in the number of different departmental and organisa
tional histories it is potentially possible to pursue. As with the earlier 
material this produces a text that does pose difficulties in its interweaving 
of general ideas and particular histories, but one too, that is full of unex
pected pleasures. 

To take two of the many avenues opened up, there is the relation
ship of the history of wartime nurseries to later government policies of 
childcare and the evaluation of the potential emancipatory effects of war
time work for the women involved. The first makes a painstaking attempt 
at historical reconstruction to see how Bowl by, or more correctly Bowlby
ism, simply understood as the belief that all young children need and 
have the right to be at home with their mother, could be linked to the dis
appearance of the war nurseries. What she shows is that accounts of the 
psychological damage to be laid at the door of the very existence of nurs
eries, a dominant theme later, is a consideration that was scarcely men
tioned, either in the course of the war, or in post-war plans for nursery 
education. This opens up an avenue of investigation as to how then such a 
position could be, and still is, sustained. One tendency oflater reports for 
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instance, is to conflate day nurseries with the residential ones that sprang 
1 up in the war years to cater for children of single parents forced to work or 
for children from evacuation areas. Residential nurseries were a source of 
concern even then and were linked to pre-war psychoanalytic work on the 
dangers to children of sustained institutional care. In the 1950s assertions 
of the damag~ deriving from the separation of young children from their 
mothers did refer back to this earlier work, misrepresenting the history of 
wartime day nurseries in the process. But the idea that such work would 
weigh in any decisions at the time to continue to finance even the residen
tial nurseries is dismissed by Anna Freud and Dorothy Burlingham 'The 
continuance or discontinuance of residential nurseries after the war will 
probably be decided by social and economic needs and not on the basis of 
psychological requirements' (quoted p 115). 

This section shows the conflicts between the positions taken by dif
ferent government departments in their statements of how the nurseries 
were to be understood. It also shows how these positions changed and that 
discussions that focussed on nurseries as a welfare service structured very 
different departmental objectives from those in which they were seen as a 
short-term response to the demands of war. This is an important example 
of the kind of detailed work that is needed to understand the workings of 
the state and is a serious contribution to these debates. 

The emancipatory effects for women of having access to kinds of 
work from which they were before and afterwards excluded is much less 
clear cut in Riley's account than in that given in the film Rosie the Riveter 
(1981) which takes the USA situation and re-examines it through a com
bination of archival footage and oral testimonies from women speaking 
in a historic present about their own pasts. This area could have been 
more developed; her own comments are largely organised around her 
criticisms of a 1944 survey carried out for the Ministry of Reconstruction 
and a justified scepticism regarding the unalloyed joys of war work when 
it was combined with sole responsibility for child care and its financial 
rewards often demanded long hours of overtime. But in the context of 
raising both theoretically and personally, the ways in which war work 
may have been lived by the women concerned, there are discussions of the 
married woman as worker (temporary but reliable), of the attitudes and 
positions of women's organisations and of the unions, of conditions of 
work and of equal pay, of the implications of absent fathers, of the mean
ingofneeds when applied to an institution like the family, of what women 
themselves want and of how that may be arrived at. And these are a real 
contribution to how the debates on women and work are often conducted. 

In these chapters the mother, women as mothers, and the needs of 
women who work, are clearly distinguished in the process of describing 
how mothers come to be seen as different from women workers. These are 
histories of statements that directly regard 'the mother' or 'the working 
woman', 'The child' in, or not in, the nursery, is indirectly of interest but 
certainly not the central focus. But then it is not always the mother as such 
either! The issue may be the work force, or the disagreements between 
government departments on how the unions argued their position on equal 
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pay, or- the most fascinating array of questions of all- how was it that a 
general emphasis on increasing the birth rate could be appropriated to 
long existent demands for the acknowledgement of work at home as 
work, of the mother as doing a job like any other, and for this then to be 
utilised to separate off the idea of women as workers from the idea of 
women as mothers. When such histories are traced the potency of this dis
cursive separation is evident. 

Although extremely cautious in asserting any definite conclusions 
that could be drawn from her investigations Riley does suggest towards 
the end of the book that the increasing concentration on the mother 
especially in 1945-1946 may be seen as 'a symptom of the impossibility of 
holding together at the level of language the doubtful unity of the family, 
once the end of the war had dissolved its rhetorical appeal' (p 170). This 
stems from her analysis of the contention that the post-war period saw a 
rehabilitation of the family and a reassertion of its value. But Riley's re
search demonstrates that far from confirming any decisive change of 
direction the emphasis on the family was undeniably there throughout 
the war years. There are other relevant continuties as well, so that, des
pite the climate of pro-natalism and the retrospective sense of a massive 
return to the home, increasing numbers of married women did work and 
the figures for this accord with pre-war predictions about the gradual rise 
in the employment of women (p 146). 

The question of the significance of the establishment of nurseries 
in the early 1940s and the entry of women into work situations from which 
they had previously been excluded is a different one from the sense that 
has been made of war-time experience and its effects in and relation to 
the family. Riley demonstrates that this latter is a constructed and miv 
taken one. This is done through a carefully researched account of the dif
ferent sets of issues in operation at particular times and of how these are 
glossed later. But the former question is a far more difficult one to answer 
and its implications are not confined to the nurseries of the 1940s but to 
how nurseries are to be argued for now. One of Riley's strengths is her 
argument for the reconceptualisation of biology and how it structures 
lives, especially the lives of women_ However differently nursery provision 
is argued for, and Riley's account shows that it can be harnessed to the 
most conservative demographic purposes as well as to the supposedly pro
gressive rhetoric of the left, it remains a central question for the explora
tion of what it means to be a parent, especially a mother and contributes 
to how such a choice, once taken, may be lived. 

In this book there is a definite sense of the political importance at
tached to knowing and understanding the past and its continuities with 
the present; there is an equally definite sense of questions opened up and 
left unanswered, many possibly confirmed as not answerable in any 
straightforward sense. In short there is a lot to be gained from this book, it 
is a rich mixture that repays careful reading, but it does not consist either 
in a completely coherent and non,fragmented study or any translatable 
programme of practical politics. 

Lesley Caldwell 
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Discussion ofJacqueline Rose The Case of Peter Pan or The 
Impossibility of Children's Fiction Macmillan 1984 ISBN 
0-333-354400 Paperback 181 pp £6.95 

We all know Peter Pan. It is a story about a little boy who did not want to 
grow up. It is a book written for children which has become a cultural 
myth, which conjoins adult and child alike in a harmless and delightful 
fantasy. 

Yet this slippage from child to adult masks a multitude of confu
sions and deceptions. Here Jacqueline Rose gives an account of the mak
ing of Peter Pan which questions the extent to which it was ever written 
for children at all. From a story originally presented in a novel for adults, 
this is a history of reorderings, rephrasings, concealments and downright 
censorship. Furthermore, in presenting this history she argues a profound 
and more general case implied in her subtitle: the impossibility of writing 
children's fiction. It is not, of course, that fiction cannot be written as 
children's fiction, whether it is to be read, or presented as a Christmas 
gift, and which children may even enjoy. Rather, she seeks to expose the 
fundamental impossibility of reaching 'the child' in a simple straight
forward fashion, independently of the 'impossible' relation between adult 
and child, and of this relation to language. These relations are integral to 
children's fiction, but as she points out, they are seldom if ever talked 
about. What is assumed is a universal child who can be spoken to directly, 
disguising the fact that the image of the child built up in the book is 
designed to secure or capture the reader, and that this imaginary child is 
itself a product of the adult's desire. 

This moves children's literature inescapably into the terrain of 
sexuality and politics. Crucial to the argument is a reading of Freud which 
problematises our relation, as adults, both to the past and to language, and 
to what we take to be our sexual identity. AsJacqueline Rose points out, 
perhaps the most common reading of developmental implications of 
Freud's theory sees effects of the past in terms of simple determination. 
Early childhood is viewed as a time of trouble which is eventually resolved 
through the dissolution of the Oedipus complex; or environmental causes 
are sought on the understanding that their effects can be modified to pro
duce a happier resolution. In contrast, Jacqueline Rose stresses, firstly, 
the significance of Freud's discovery that childhood persists in all of us, to 
be constantly reworked and reinvoked in relation to conflicts of the 
present and, secondly, his recognition that sexuality above all works at 
the level of fantasy. Here she pertinently uses Freud's account of the 
'Wolfman' case to illustrate how Freud was led to recognise that the actu
alities of a particular event in the 'Wolfman's' past, a sexual act between 
the parents which Freud thought his patient had seen, were less signifi
cant than the fantasies surrounding the event. These represented for the 
patient the question of sexual difference which he was still trying to 
answer for himself. As Jacqueline Rose puts it 'What Freud uncovered in 
that analysis is that there is no straightforward answer to the question, no 
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single meaning to an event, and no childhood which is simply over and 
done with' (p 17). From the position of the child, she uses Freud's (1908) 
lesser known addition to his essay on infantile sexuality, The Sexual Re
searches of Children, to illustrate that the child's first questionings 
around the problems, 'Where do I come from?' and 'Why are men and 
women different?' are already an indication of that uncertain identity, 
which carried a loss within it. Behind the first question is a recognition of 
a time before the child was born, and an inescapable relation between 
birth and death. The second presupposes that the child's sexual identity 
rests on a differentation from something which it is not. As Jacqueline 
Rose suggests, there is a level at which both these questions undermine 
the very identity which they simultaneously put in place. The adults' ans
wers, even if 'factual', inevitably diffuse, deny, or confirm that uncer
tainty, introducing a seal for the child which is imperfect and which is 
itself a repetition of the adult's partial closure. 

From this perspective to approach children's literature critically is 
not to ask whether it is what the child wants, nor even what would be 
'good'for the child, but to probe what the adult desires in the very process 
of constructing the child in language. In this respect Jacqueline Rose 
demonstrates that certain characteristics of children's literature have re
mained pervasive since the commercial production of children's litera
ture first begun in England in the mid to late-eighteenth century. At that 
time this literature was heavily influenced by the conceptualisation of the 
'child' associated with the philosophies of Rousseau and Locke, and a 
view of language which goes with it. In Rousseau's scheme, the child was 
part of nature, set outside or prior to the degeneracies of modern society 
from which it had to be saved to carry responsibility for the future. Para
doxically, this educational enterprise involved not only rescuing the child 
but also giving back to the child uncontaminated or 'real' experience. 
Since language was seen as part ofthis degeneracy, as a ready-made 
system cutting us off from direct experience, finding an instructional 
medium posed something of a problem. Various proposals were made, 
Rousseau discouraging the reading of books except for the morally and 
thematically acceptable Robinson Crusoe, Locke advocating using pic
tures and fables. But the terms of the problematic set in train a search for 
an ideal form of language for the child which most closely approximates 
nature. There have been substantial changes, of course, since the first 
children's books. For instance we no longer have a 'narrator' who didac
tically points out (for the parents?) the morals that the child is supposed to 
imbibe. Nonetheless there is a persistent preoccupation with matching 
language to the child's experience and a glorification of the child, where 
the confusion of queries and evasions is concealed through the image of 
the child which stands not only as origin but as the potential saviour of the 
race. In consequence, Rousseau's Emile, the books of Alan Garner- a 
contemporary writer well acclaimed for honesty and directness, and 
Spielberg's film E. T. repeat the same problem. 

Peter Pan is clearly both about origins and the impossibility of 
avoiding the inevitable loss involved in growing up. In one sense this 
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tension is that of the author, J M Barrie, whose own acknowledged uncer
tainties about sexual identity have now, apparently, been made public. 
Behind the fantasy of Peter Pan lies a man's desire for a little boy, or boys. 
But to concentrate on diagnosing the author's emotional problem as 
pathology, or on exonerating him (by insisting, for instance, that nothing 
ever happened between him and the five small boys whom he picked up, 
stole and eventually adopted) is, Jacqueline Rose suggests, to miss the 
point: the problem is ours, to the extent that we are implicated in produc
ing the cultural myth which Peter Pan embodies. Moreover she argues 
that J M Barrie's own initial writing of the story of Peter Pan is probably 
one of the most explicit accounts available of what it might actually mean 
to write fiction for the child. Within the novel for adults where it began, it 
is a story which the narrator tells to a little boy whom he was trying to 
steal. The novel describes the difficulties involved in the child's seduc
tion. It queries the relation between the adult and child, their sexuality, 
their origins, and what is happening between them. These questions are, 
apparently, not answered in the book, but displaced in the telling of Peter 
Pan. Of course, the first step in rewriting the story was to extract it from 
this context, such that Peter Pan began as a work for children through an 
act of censorship. Yet Peter Pan has never entirely broken free, which is 
partly evidenced in the continual rewriting and revision. But there is a 
marked contrast between J M Barrie's own attempts, culminating in the 
play Peter and Wendy, and other efforts. He was extremely reluctant or 
diffident in starting the enterprise and, particularly interesting, it took 
several rewritings before he found a way of ending the play, with which he 
was never entirely satisfied. Here he faced a dual problem: how to intro
duce a closure into the play without invoking the inevitable as a final solu
tion- 'all children grow up'- and how to deal with his own relation to the 
text. In his version, a narrator begins 'All children, save one, grow up'. 
This one, of course, is J M Barrie himself. 

The pathos of Peter and Wendy and] M Barrie's struggles with it 
are in marked contrast to the sentimental delights of the pantomime 
Peter. In discussing the commercialisation of Peter Pan, Jacqueline Rose 
questions the extent to which the audience for these extravaganzas was 
ever the child at all. But of course in another sense Peter Pan was written 
and rewritten for children. In the final section of the book she examines 
the specific omissions, transpositions and orderings involved in trans
forming Peter Pan into a school reader. In this account the 1902 Educa
tion Act, which for the first time provided state aid at the secondary level, 
provides a crucial moment. Here again, the debate on a 'language for all' 
was couched in terms of capturing a natural language for the elementary 
school child. This was set against something more literary towards which 
the child would grow naturally if appropriately fed. But this natural lan
guage was no more natural than the classical tradition which dominated 
the public school since it was founded on this opposition, and a differenti
ation between classes of children. The implications of this are vividly 
demonstrated by the criteria used in transforming Peter Pan. Not only 
were all indications of anything sexually suggestive removed, but so too 
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were J M Barrie's references to the classical tradition and. class differ, 
ences. In addition, parody and other indications of self consciousness 
about or disorder in language are disguised or flattened through an 
emphasis on concrete description. Any episodes which disturb the logical 
sequence of the story, which confuse what is past and present, are 
removed. And finally, the school version removes any signs of an identifi
able narrator, who might force us to recognise not only who is telling the 
story, but the question 'Who is it about anyway?' Far from being a form of 
language for the child, this produces one which demands stable identity, 
produces what the child is allowed to speak and, by suppressing its own 
history, disguises the implications of divisions in the institution of school
ing, which themselves undermine any notion of the universal child. 

This is a fascinating book. Though the theoretical arguments are 
not simple, the book is extremely lucid and very readable. This, I think, is 
largely achieved through the way in which the theory is interwoven with 
examples and quotations which are often very amusing. It is a book which 
is written with love. It is obviously essential reading for anyone interested 
in the historical production and diffusion of children's literature and cori
ceptualisations of the child which have come with it. But a major contri
bution of the work must be as a case study which demonstrates the value 
of a theoretical orientation which uses psychoanalysis to problematise our 
relation to both language and sexuality, and at the same time elucidates 
the positioning of subjects in social relations and institutional practices. 
It is particularly interesting that Jacqueline Rose problematises both the 
task facing the child and our own identity through drawing attention to 
the developmental implications of psychoanalysis. That is, just as the 
notion of a fixed, stable identity is challenged, so too is the idea of a com
pletion point reached at any particular stage or developmental moment. 

But perhaps the clearest implication of this book is that it throws 
into question our own relation to children, and why we invest what we do 
invest in them. Given the. concern amongst many feminists with the 
stereotypic content and possible effects of children's literature, the sub
title of this book clearly poses something of a challenge. Is a feminist 
children's fiction possible? Of course the purpose of this book is not to pre
scribe in this direction, though it does not imply that interventions are 
unnecessary or irrelevant. But certain caveats are clear. Jacqueline Rose's 
analysis shows the temptation and illusions behind trying to represent the 
world 'like it is' to children, in a way which bypasses our own relation to it 
and to them. Representing the drudgery of household tasks, for instance, 
would seem as problematic here as anything more obviously fantastical. 
There is a similar temptation toleplace one form of final resolution with 
another. And while reversing sex-role stereotypes, men shopping and 
women plumbing may suggest alternative possibilities to children, this 
nevertheless bypasses what is problematic about both sexuality and 
sexual identity. But there are also more positive implications which 
follow from this analysis, illustrated particularly clearly in J M Barrie's 
own writing. This does not simply challenge the categories 'child' and 
'adult' but explores the tensions between them from within. Jacqueline 
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Rose's own writing, I think, examines this relation and brings it alive. 
Whatever the significance for the making of children's books, for me a 
major value of this book is that it demonstrates the necessity for contact
ing and using those childlike parts of ourselves, and of entering into a pro
ductive relationship with them. 
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It is as if the Sphinx-like voice of post-modern politics has gone hoarse 
with harping on the same question: What do a trade union member, an 
unemployed worker, a Tory, a racist, a Christian, a wife-beater, and a 
consumer all have in common? The answer, of course, is that they can all 
be the same person, or rather that the same person can be thus variously 
defined from one discursive moment to the next. The consequences of 
this simple revelation, however, have proved radical enough to prob
lematise, corrode and all but decimate whole areas of traditional left 
theory and practice in the political arena of the last decade. Gone forever 
is the coherent picture of a society that is politically intelligible from the 
tidy perspective of its economic class divisions. So too, socialists have had 
to forego the privileges enjoyed by a theoretical system that could reduce 
and collapse all of its encounters with the social on to the flat, unitary sur
face of workerism. By that same token, there is no common left 'content' 
to be found among the new political movements that rose over the 
bleached bones of a class politics in that same space of time. There do not 
seem to be any necessary links, for example, between anti-sexist and anti
capitalist positions, while workers' interests can be, and often are, in 
direct opposition to ecologist, feminist, gay, or ethnic minority plat
forms. Ultimately, there is no guarantee that any new political movement 
will necessarily be progressive: the discourses which it both embodies and 
generates are just as likely to be appropriated by interests on the right as 
on the left. To recognise the indeterminacy of this situation, moreover, is 
to ask whether the recent participatory imperative on the left has tended 
to produce an allied front in the name of opposition only (anti-Thatcher, 
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and to a much lesser extent, anti-Reagan), and is thus ill-equipped, as 
yet, to think itself constructively beyond these purely oppositional 
moments of common purpose. 

It would be reductive to interpret this erosion of an intelligible 
class politics as yet further evidence of the divisionary, fragmented effects 
of a capitalism more advanced than ever. On the other hand, the theo
retical shape of any alternative and more productive interpretation 
would, it seems, be obliged to serve both God and Mammon; it would 
have to be generous enough to include the broad chorus of voices and 
subject-positions associated with the new movements, and also rigorous 
enough to transform its sharp critique of classical Marxist necessity into a 
thorough-going social logic that could make provision for a future 
beyond what many have seen as the present, but temporary, coalition of 
interests. The perils of this latter course are self-evident, if only because 
such an analysis is predicted upon working around two relatively distinct 
notions of failure: firstly, the historical failure, at a number of levels, of 
Marxist rationalism to account for the proliferation of new social agents 
and positions in terms of its old universalising forms- classism, statism 
and economism; and secondly, the promotion of failure to the rank of a 
social logic, not in the sense of justifying quietism, reformism or even de
featism, but rather as a normative epistemology of social formations that 
cannot be seen to add up to any complete and unified structure. No 
matter how fraught with the pitfalls confronted by an anti-positivist 
politics, the net result of this latter course would be to inspire a project 
long needed but hitherto unthinkable on the left- a progressive, political 
description of the social based upon a discourse of impossibility. 

In their book, Hegemony and Socialzst Strategy, Ernesto Laclau 
and Chantal Mouffe have responded to that challenge with a clarity that 
derives as much from the persuasiveness of their arguments as from the 
striking pertinence of those arguments for the current state of political 
play. Much of the polemical energy of their theses is drawn from the un
abashedly post- Marxist claim that the Jacobin imaginary of Revolution 
(with a capital R) has finally dissolved, along with its depositories of privi
lege: homo oeconomicus, the ontologically central role of the working 
class, and the infallibilist logic of historical necessity. By contrast, their 
reconstructive project- to present a thinkable politics for a radical and 
plural democracy- is bound to a new, libertarian imaginary that is 'in
finitely more ambitious in its objectives than that of the classic left' (p 52). 
The theoretical vehicle for this new imaginary is the concept of hege
mony, which, among the field of diverse operations that it covers, can ac
count for the process whereby non-class relations come together to consti
tute the ever-temporary identity of social subjects. Conceived by Gramsci 
as a pre-eminently political strategy for advanced capitalist countries, 
hegemony is here developed in the context of the need to negotiate bet
ween the often mutually contradictory discourses that populate the 
modern 'war of position'. The result is what Laclau and Mouffe see as the 
struggle for a radical democracy, a process of deepening the democratic 
revolution of which socialism is one and only one component. 
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Pertinent as it is to the current instability of political space, a poli
tics of hegemony has been active in the West ever since the French Revo
lution, the last great political struggle in which society could be divided 
into two anatagonistic camps, clearly and empirically given. According
ly, the first part of Laclau and Mouffe's book is given over to the historical 
rediscovery of the origins of a social logic of hegemony within Marxist 
theory itself. Rosa Luxembourg's spontaneism, for example, which 
refuses to mechanistically foresee the revolutionary process, providing 
instead for an array of non-classist subject-positions within relatively 
autonomous struggles, is seen as one of the seminal socialist responses to 
the moribund positivism of the Second International. Thus, the split 
between theory and practice (economic and political struggle) implicit in 
spontaneism is interpreted as a symptom of the 'crisis of Marxism' which 
put in question the essentialist paradigm enshrined within the Second 
International's vision of emancipatory necessity. Laclau and Mouffe go 
on to outline three of the historical responses to this 'crisis of Marxism', 
each of which promises to break open the classical logic of necessity, but 
which fails, in turn, to fully develop the idea of an autonomy of political 
initiative requisite to that task. Within the orthodoxy of Kautsky and, 
later, Plekhanov, we can, for example, find the space reserved for the 

_political mediation of intellectuals which is so crucial to Lenin's policy of 
vanguardism, but which is nonetheless inexplicable according to the 
'objective' historical determinations of Marxist theory. So too, in the 
claims that Bernstein's revisionism makes for autonomous political inter
vention. Initially distinct from the quietest impulse of reformism, the re
visionist move finally fails to be anything more than reformist when it 
ignores the split between the economic and political identity of the work
ing class and when it succumbs to the gradualist strategy of a theory of 
progress. The third response to the crisis is the syndicalism ofSorel, which 
is initially predicated upon the impossibility of guaranteeing the class 
character of any political subject, but which ultimately falls prey to the 
pre-hegemony myth of the general strike- an ideological lure which 
points beyond and thus forsakes the everyday realm of political struggle. 
Nonetheless, it is Sorel's concept of the bloc, organised around the collec
tive will of allied, popular subjects that contains the seeds of Gramsci's 
own 'historical bloc', a structurally diverse set of relations among groups 
whose fragmented historical displacement from the positivist schema of 
economism has thrown them together as temporarily allied, or rather, 
commonly articulated, social agents. 

Similarly, the term 'hegemony' was first used by Plekhanov to des
cribe the revolutionary situation in Russia whereby the working class was 
called upon to complete the task of bourgeois liberation. Hegemony was 
thus the 'dislocated' relation between the class nature of this task and the 
heterodox historical agent which fulfilled the task. Increasingly, how
ever, the Soviet orthodoxy favoured an authoritarian practice of hege
mony which merely shifted the mantle of ontological privilege from the 
working class to the political vanguard of the mass movement. In search 
of a democratic practice of hegemony which would properly displace the 
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identification between social agents and classes, Laclau and Mouffe look 
to Gramsci's response to the open structural split between 'class' and 'mas
ses'. Notwithstanding the vestiges of essentialism which linger on in his as
sumption of the fundamentally necessary class core of any hegemonic 
struggle, Gramsci 's concepts of' organic ideology', 'collective will', 'war of 
position', and 'historical bloc' provide many of the components for a radi
cal democratic practice that would be differentially contingent upon the 
changing field of political play- as opposed to the more traditional cate
gories of socialist change: planism, transitionalism, and even stagism. In 
terms of such a practice~ the shape of any single political struggle, 
workerist or otherwise, would depend upon its form of articulation within 
a given hegemonic context, while its outcome would in no way be 'objec-
tively' determined. " 

It is to this question of articulation that Laclau and Mouffe address 
much of the second part of their book in a chapter devoted to developing 
the theoretical concepts central to a social logic of hegemony. The context 
of their daims, however, is outlined in the course of a powerful polemical 
intervention within the post-Althusserian debate about epistemology. The 
point of this intervention is to recover the field of contingent articulation 
first opened up by Althusser's use of the concept of overdetermination, and 
subsequently reduced to the rank of simple determination through the 
notorious retention of economism in his work. The result was that 
Althusser failed to develop a full-blown logic of contingency, reaffirming 
instead the rationally unified totality of the social. Laclau and Mouffe 
insist, however, that the subsequent critiques of Althusser- in Balibar, 
Hindess and Hirst, and others- have taken the path of a 'purely logicist 
deconstruction'. In their common flight from Althusser's reductionist 
notions of 'structural causality' and economic 'determination in the last 
instance', these critique~ were aimed at de-essentialising all relations within 
the social totality, to such an extent however that they end up with a realm 
of essentially separate elements, bound by no necessary relations and by no 
single causal principle. Whether this separatism is logically discrete or 
empirically demonstable, Laclau and Mouffe argue that it fails to account 
for the terrain or articulatory context in which the unity or separation of 
elements and objects occurs, a context which necessarily endows their non
essential relationship with meaning; Necessity remains unchallenged, 
then, in the shift from a Spinozist essentialism of totality to a Leibnizian 
essentialism of elements. 

In reclaiming the original, fugitive effects of overdetermination, 
the authors propose a social realm of Brownian motion in which non
essential relational elements, in any given context, are articulated 
together in such a way that some elements and objects are present in each 
other, rather than separate to one another. It is a realm·, moreover, that is 
discursively constructed; the objects and elements do not exist outside of 
their discursive moments. In the sense in which society is then a discourse, 
the articulation of any 'moment' of the social would be manifest as a rela
tion among elements that changes their identity. Just as the articulated ele
ments can never be separately identified outside of that rational context, so 
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too 'society' has no fixed, intelligible meaning from one discursive 
moment to the next. 

Two further theoretical components of this discourse analysis are 
the concepts of subject position and antagonism. In the post-structuralist 
critiques of the category of the originative subject, Laclau and Mouffe 
detect a return to essentialism that is similar to that which they had pre
viously attacked in the various post-Althusserian positions. They argue, 
then, that the deconstructive imperative to fragment or disperse the unit
ary subject has led to the same kind of insistence on the separation of sub
ject positions, again abstracted from any terrain or context in which they 
might be articulated together. In fact, this absolutist claim for dispersion 
is as effectively essentialist as the traditional Marxist1theorising of classes as 
universal and transcendental subjects. Instead, they maintc.in that any set 
of subject positions is not only endowed with the same incomplete and am
biguous character as that which overdetermination assigns to every discur
sive identity, but also that the relations between these subject-positions, 
although never fixed, are, nonetheless, necessary relations which change 
from one articulated moment of the social to the next. 

There are limits, however, to the heady, polysemic run of defer
ment and contingency invoked here, limits which involve the partial fixa
tion of subject positions, and which therefore have a felt discursive pres
ence. These are the moments of an antagonism, by far the most useful 
and original of the concepts developed in the book. The antagonism is to 
be distinguished, respectively, from real oppositions and from contradic
tions- both starring roles in the history of Marxist epistemology- be
cause it does not involve either objective relations among things(real op
positions) or objective relations among concepts (contradictions). In fact, 
the antagonism is to be thought of as the limit or failure of objectivity. It is 
the presence of the Other in an antagonistic relation, for example, that 
prevents me from becoming totally myself; the authors illustrate this rela
tion by pointing out that it is because a peasant cannot be a peasant (and 
not because he is a peasant) that an antagonism exists with the landowner 
who is expelling him from his land. The peasant's identity is in question: 
he is less than a peasant, just as the landowner has become more than a 
landowner. In effect, there is no longer any clear-cut logic of difference at 
work in the peasant-landowner relation. But the antagonism only deve
lops when the peasant enters into the discourse of equivalence which he 
shares with all other peasants- the equal rights inherent to every peasant 
qua peasant. In this way a logic of equivalence takes hold, limiting, ar
resting, and subverting the smooth play of differences that constitutes the 
existing, and thus legitimate, social structure. 

This distinction between a logic of equivalence and a logic of dif
ference is further employed to describe two fundamental types of political 
discourse organised, respectively, around popular and democratic sub
ject positions. A popular subject position refers to the kind of political 
space which is divided into two antagonistic camps, while a democratic 
subject position refers to a political space populated by multiple points of 
antagonism. The former is more endemic to populist confrontations, like 
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the anti-imperialist struggles of the Third World, split into two opposing 
fields from the outset, while the latter best describes the logic of inte
grated Western politics where a host of democratic struggles are being 
waged, but which do not generally enter into a relation of equivalence 
with each other to form a 'people's' or populist rupture (occasionally, 
however, this does happen, more usually on the right, as with fascism, but 
sometimes on the left, as with Maoism). A hegemonic articulation of 
political relations presupposes the latter field of multiple antagonisms 
because it contains 'floating' elements that can be articulated, unlike the 
always already given frontiers between divided communities that charac
terise the popular struggle. 

Clearly, then, the force of this distinction is that it attempts to 
account for the difference of conditions under mature capitalism while 
avoiding those by now cardinal sins of Marxist interpretation- econom
ism and historicism. What is even more striking about such an analysis, 
however, is the way in which it seems to improve upon the Foucauldian 
use of a theory of pan-power in order to describe the expansion of the 
political into spaces hitherto considered private and thus exempt from 
the ravages of the class struggle. For where Foucault is content to demon
strate how power relations structure all social space, everywhere generat
ing relations of resistance that are not, however, always manifestly politi
cal, Laclau and Mouffe intend to explain how relations, even of resist
ance, become political, through the introduction of an antagonism. 
How, for example, does the non-antagonistic relation of subordination, 
which all employees share, become one of oppression (hence, antagonis
tic), and, potentially, one of domination (hence, illegitimate)? In effect, 
what is it that destabilises the logic of differences whereby positions of 
subordination are viewed as legitimate, even natural, differences? The 
answer, of course, is the logic of equivalence which, in its turn, sanctions 
demands for equality as legitimate, and even natural. Thus, a servile 
position only becomes oppressive when inserted into a discursive forma
tion of the sort that espouses equal rights for all human beings. Such is the 
discourse of the democratic revolution, which Laclau and Mouffe discuss 
in a last chapter given over to the dangers inherent in the recent ideologi
cal success of the political discourse of inegalitarianism. In joining the 
call for a deepening of the democratic revolution (of which socialism is 
but one moment), they cast a critical eye over the neo-conservative prac
tice of redefining crucial concepts like 'liberty', 'equality', and 'justice' for 
specifically right-wing interests, concepts which had until quite recently 
been the trusty, discursive vehicle of progressive social gains, but which 
are now up for grabs. 

How is it that the neo-conservatives have managed to appropriate 
the discourse of democracy for anti-democratic ends? One of the answers 
to this question (arguably the most politically pertinent of our day) lies in 
the traditional left neglect of all issues of individualism. In effect, a whole 
area of discursive political space that is endemic to the liberal democratic 
revolution has been surrendered without a struggle. Individualism, after 
all, is as central to liberalism as egalitarianism- Mill, for one, strictly 
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adhered to both. Time and time again, the demand for individual rights 
has constituted the grounds for the furthering of democratic causes. In
deed, the general argument for equal opportunity rests upon the claim 
that each individual ought to be able to exercise the capacity to make cer
tain choices, for which capacity equal access to social resources like edu
cation, health, and material stability is indispensable. In abandoning 
this discourse to the radical right, socialism allows the notion of 'posses
sive individualism' to flourish, unopposed, at the ideological core of the 
inegalitarian, anti-state movement. The Welfare State, and all of its dis
cursive apparatus, is thus seen as an aggressive and illiberal intervention 
into the 'private' life of individuals; the 'free' market, by contrast, is the 
only truly 'egalitarian' system of collective justice. Consequently, this 
negative definition of individual liberty (which has threatened to de
politicise in ten years what two centuries of democratic discourse has had 
to gain) has been articulated along with the traditional, anti-egalitarian 
conservatism and a new, radical inegalitarianism to produce the present 
liberal-conservative hegemony. The weak version of this inegalitarianism 
has been manifest in the return of biological hereditarianism with all of 
its effects for a social-Darwinist politics. In a series of volatile debates in 
America (Arthur Jensen on intelligence and race, Richard Herrnstein on 
intelligence and class, Steven Goldberg on the inevitability of patri
archy,), socio-biologists have argued that social inequality is grounded in 
natural differences; major social change is made to appear impossible, 
for genetic reasons. The stronger and more successful neo-conservative 
version takes its cue from the 'minimal state' theories of Friedman, 
Hayek, and Nozick who argue against the political rationality of any form 
of redistributive justice- be it economic, sexual, racial, or political. 

To re-affirm the constitutive aims of democratic revolution, a re
newed attention to affirmative definitions of individual rights must share 
the egalitarian platform. The problem with this general rule, however, 
lies in how it should be articulated in the context of the new political 
groupings. As Philip Green argues, in a study of inegalitarianism, all 
women, white and non-white, and non-white males have a different rela
tion to a democratic revolution that has excluded them for by far the larg
est part of its political tenure. This relation is one which the merely 
formal equality of liberal suffrage cannot hope to fully accommodate; 
what is needed is more special compensation along the lines of the Ameri
can legislation for affirmative action. 1 Laclau and Mouffe's response to the 
same issue is at once more radical and less empirical than this functionalist 
solution. They recognise that the principle of democratic equality should 
flourish generally, but since a system of total equivalence is impossible, 
except under the totalitarian will, the principle of autonomy must be ex
tended to the logic of equivalence specific to each and every democratic 
struggle. Thus, the 'equality' claimed by each political grouping is recog
nised as different. However, in order to articulate these autonomous 
claims on 'equality' in a hegemonic fashion, we must drop the conceptual 
notion of an alliance, because it assumes an a priori identity of its con
stituent elements. On the contrary, the hegemonic articulation changes 
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or re-defines the relational identities of its equality-seeking constituents 
in such a way that workers' and feminists' demands, for example, do not 
contradict each other. The result is a common articulation of different 
struggles for equality, an articulation that avoids the dangers of centralis
ing the logic of equivalence into one, single political space- the danger 
presented by a totalitarian logic, left or right alike. · 

Hegemony and Socialist Strategy is an important theoretical sup
plement to a Gramsci revival that has long since demonstrated its im
mediate political relevance. It is all the more urgent, then, that Laclau 
and Mouffe's cogently developed concept of social articulation should be 
distinguished from a more traditional Marxist concept of alliance within 
which the role of the working class and its organisations preserve their 
privileged, central role over and above the contribution of allied 'progres
sive' groups. The authors of the widely read pamphlet Class Politics: An 
Answer to its Critics seek, for example, to 'rescue' the concept of alliance 
from what they see as 'an incipient liberal pluralism in which the "new 
forces" and indeed the labour movement itself become so many discrete 
interest groups which can only be held together at any one time by a 
populist electoral programme based on the lowest common denominator 
of political acceptability'. 2 This may or not be the standard reductionist 
reading of the political context of recent left strategy within which Laclau 
and Mouffe's book is likely to be received. It would, however, be an injus
tice if the arguments of the book itself were to be received in an similar 
vein. For the lesson of Laclau and Mouffe is not only significant for the 
present currency of a pluralist political strategy; it is also a lesson about 
the inflated currency of suc.h reductionist readings within the very history 
of Marxist theory and practice. 

Notes 

Philip Green The Pursuit of InequalityNew York: Pantheon 1981. 
2 Ben Fine et al Class Politics: An Answer to its Critics Leftover Pamphlets 

London p63. 

Andrew Ross 
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The Sex of Angels 

Discussion of Catherine Millot Horsexe, Essai sur le trans
sexualisme Point Hors Ligne Paris 1983. 

Since Harry Benjamin invented the term 'transsexualism' in the early 
l950's 1 and since Robert Stoller gave an exhaustive account of it in the 
two volumes of Sex and Gender, 2 the transsexuals have been drawn from 
their shady and marginal existence into the harsh light of clinical and 
theoretical analysis- and all at once, the phenomenon seems to have be
come ubiquitous and almost contagious. 3 Millot's book is undoubtedly 
the most important recent contribution to the subject, linking the strange 
fascination of the phenomenon with a rigorous theoretical elaboration, 
placing it in the center of the intricate labyrinth of Lacanian concepts 
which it may serve to clarify- indeed, it may prove useful as a kind of 
Ariadne's thread. 

There could be no more compelling instance than transsexualism 
of the frailty of the sexual positions we assume and of the fact that these 
are not bound by biological data but obey a different kind of logic. 
Transsexualism effectively blurs the biological lines of division and casts 
strange shadows on what we regard as normal. How can we explain that 
odd conviction in certain men that they are women and dwell in a male 
body only by some error of nature- or, less frequently, the conviction in 
certain women that they are men in disguise- a conviction which leads to 
insistent and fervent demands for actual surgical interventions in order to 
make the bodily features accord with the inner certainty. Stoller, as can 
be seen from the title of his book, had to stress that difference as one be
tween sex and gender. The transsexual4 seems to undermine the false 
clarity of biological evidence which should surrender, by the expedients 
of modern science, to the strength of subject's anchorage in the symbolic. 

The question has its legal aspects: should one go so far as to say 
that one's gender is subject to free choice, the (fe)male being somebody 
who, performatively, declares himself or herself to be (fe)male? Is belong
ing to one gender or another based on a 'speech act'? In the social conse
quences of transsexualism, one might see cause for alarm, as, for in
stance, Janice Rayrnond does, 5 for emerging from the transsexual opera
tions, there is a new type of 'she-male', with the most pronounced femin
ine features, conforming to the most cliched image of the sex, free from 
the bounds of menstruation and procreation- the men become women 
seem to be better at being 'women' than women themselves. By the 
parodic conformism of their image, they tend to represent a blow to the 
cause of feminism, indeed a challenge to womanhood as such. They do 
nothing but try to incorporate and endorse the very image of women in 
the male phantasy that feminism is trying so hard to counteract. 

Before judging its consequences let us look at transsexualism 
from a psychoanalytic viewpoint. Stoller proposed an explanation by 
isolating roughly three layers of sexual identity: the 'bedrock' identity, 
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female for both sexes, based on the early symbiotic relation with the 
mother; the core gender identity, fundamental pattern developed in re
sponse to the expectations of the environment; and finally the Oedipus 
complex, complicating the basic identity in a conflictual drama with dif
fering results. 

Male transsexuals seem to have remained at the first level, their 
transsexual demand being the consequence of a prolonged 'Close Bind
ing Intimate' relationship with their mother. By fixation to that phase 
they eventually become 'mother's feminised phallus', presenting them
selves as that which would complete the narcissistic whole of their re
lationship. All Stoller's patients (and he had a large number), seem to 
tell the same story of a very close bond with their mother. The female 
transsexuals have 'enjoyed' a similarly close relationship with their father 
but since such situations are much less frequent in our society, it would 
also account for the predominance of male transsexuals. 

In Millot's criticism of Stoller's approach, the main point is 
(among a number of others) that the symbiotic unity of mother and child 
is something of a myth of a lost paradise, a phantasy constructed retro
actively after the separation, on the basis of a loss, and does not corres
pond to anything clinically observable (p54). 6 The same general critic
ism could apply as well to Margaret Mahler and many others on her 
tracks, who tried to elevate the symbiosis to the crucial point of psycho
analytic treatment of psychosis. 7 Millot tries instead to find the points of 
anchorage in Freudian and Lacanian theory. 

It seems that Freud offers us a clue in his famous analysis of 
Schreber, 8 whose main problem was feminisation (Entmannung). Unlike 
the transsexual, Schreber's feminisation did not reflect an inner convic
tion that he was a woman in a man's body but was the result of complying 
with God's wish. He merely submitted to the demand of the Other, 
drawing his jouissance from the narcissistic image of himself as a woman 
offering himself to God, that is, as an object of God'sjouissance, but at 
the same time resenting his feminisation as his great sacrifice. One can 
account for this very briefly by referring to the Lacanian notion of psy
chosis as a foreclosure of the Name of the Father, the psychic representa· 
tive of the paternal instance, the essential signifier which ties the subject 
to the symbolic order. The lack of this instance that would intervene in 
the relationship of mother and child entails the identification of the 
infant with the phallus that the mother lacks. By becoming himself the 
very thing the (M)Other lacks, the psychotic succeeds in a narcissistic 
circumvention of this lack. The price is his feminisation; (to represent an 
imaginary phallus, only the girl, not having one, is appropriate). Finally, 
' ... not being able to be the phallus missing to the mother, the solution 
remains to be the woman missing to men.' (Lacan)9 

Although this identification with the phallus is essential to 
transsexualism, it does not necessarily entail psychosis. The person may 
be, and usually is, perfectly 'normal' except for the transsexual demand. 
However, in Lacan's theory, the position of woman as such, is in a cer
tain way related to psychosis (p38). What defines the woman, according 
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to the Lacanian formulae of sexual differentiation, 10 is the absence of 
that instance 'which says no to castration', that]x t:{ x in Lacan's writing 
(There is one which is exempt from the phallic function'). The instance 
can be exemplified by the position of the primal father of the primitive 
horde, a place of non-castration, an image of omnipotence, total 
jouissance. It is through fear of castration that a limit is set and this 
distinguishes the male position, while it is through the absence of a limit 
that the boundless feminine jouissance is related in a way to psychosis. 
The transsexual position is 'an endeavour to palliate the deficiency of the 
Name of the Father, that is to fix a limit, a halt, to allow for a suspension 
of the phallic function' (p39). For one of the ways to occupy that 
paradoxical place of non-castration is the impossible endeavour to 
embody the Woman, La Femme, trying to put that image at the place of 
the missing Name of the Father in an effort to obviate one's castration. 
The male transsexual is thus pushed towards femininity by the absence 
of the Name of the Father (as in psychosis), and in the same gesture, by 
trying to incarnate the Woman, he supplements the absence of the 
Name of the Father by that very image. 'The Woman (La Femme)', 
writes Millot rather surprisingly, 'is one of the Names of the Father' 
(p40). Essential is that place of the Other not marked by castration which 
can be occupied by the myth of the omnipotent father as well as by the 
phantasy of a phallic Mother. (The same point can be illustrated as well 
with the aid of Lacan's Borromean knots.) The transsexual, instead of 
following Schreber's example, avoids psychosis. The Woman in the place 
of the Name of the Father paradoxically sets a limit to the mortifying 
presence of the Other. 

The female transsexual, a much less frequent figure, is in fact a 
rather asymmetrical counterpart to the male. While the male transsexu
al is subject to the stereotypes of the 'star-system', trying to come as close 
as possible to the imaginary figure of The Woman, the female transsexu
al wants only to become as inconspicuous as possible, anonymous among 
the mass of ordinary men- her problem is not being The Woman, but 
being as men. She is often accused of homosexuality in disguise though 
she strongly denies any such connection and avoids contact with lesbians. 
Her aim is to be recognised as a man by women who care for men and to 
sustain an altogether male image in their eyes. To be able to do that, she 
relies heavily on hormonal aids and demands surgical removal of her 
breasts which embarrass her (the female equivalent of castration?). Since 
she cannot be given a penis, she puts her hopes into the development of 
science, looking forward to the day she would eventually truly and 
entirely become a man. Waiting for that day, they only submit to sexual 
activities for their partners' sake, they would easily do without 
themselves. As one of them told Millot: transsexualism is not a question 
of sex but of identity (pll9). And still more surprisingly, she doesn't 
claim with full conviction to be a man, she declares herself a man only by 
the absence of a third choice: being certain that she is not a woman, she 
chooses to be a man as 'a lesser evil, since one has to decide one way or the 
other' (124). In spite of the dissymmetry with male transsexualism, there 
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seems to be the same underlying structure: the prevalence of the 
mother's desire, the endeavour to supplant the lack of the Other, finally 
the identification with the phallus. 

That identification, common to both, requires the elimination of 
sexual characteristics of either sex and actually produces something like 
a sex apart. The phallus belongs to neither sex- that is the central 
thesis- it is essentially horsexe, 11 as the title of Millot's book says.Outside 
of sex, exterior to both sexes, it is external to the body as well, 'hors
corps', but as such it is the essential pivot, the axis in relation to which 
both sexes define themselves as well as the mark of their impossible 
union. In psychoanalysis (Lacanian, at least), it is not defined as a par
ticular organ (that one sex is endowed with and the other not), but as a 
function, as a signifier of the difference, in itself neither male nor fe
male. The delusion of transsexuals doesn't lie in the instability of sexual 
identities (which is a common lot) nor in the identification with the 
phallus in itself (common with women, as psychoanaysis tells us), bufin 
the conflation of the function and the organ: they try to acquire the 
organ or get rid of it, hoping thus to be rid of that signifier that divides 
them, of their scission, their condition of 'barred subjects' (sujet barre, $, 
in Lacanian terminology). By personifying the phallus, they try to get to 
that impossible place of Other jouissance in a sort of angel-like existence, 
detaining the secret of the sex, being of neither. It is that phantasy that 
nourishes their demand for an operation - there seems to be just a small 
readjustment required to remove the last obstacle to that place ofjouis
sance. But the surgical intervention fails to achieve that goal and after a 
short period of euphoria, there is frequently depression and resignation. 
To attain the place beyond castration, the transsexual has to undergo 
the operation that would wipe away his or her sexual traits, but the 
operation itself finally comes to equal the castration, an irredeemable 
loss. Though the situation may still offer some promise of satisfaction 
(embodying The Woman, for men; or the hope of developments in 
plastic surgery, for women), it often ends in catastrophe (high suicide 
rates etc). The path chosen to obviate castration is the very one that 
eventually leads to it. 

Incarnating the object of the jouissance of the Other, the trans
sexual, in his privileged intimacy with the Other, can find him (her) self 
in a sort of no man's land, 12 watching human affairs from some detached 
special place that one could designate as the realm of the sacred. 

Pursuing the red thread of the sacred, Millot uncovers for us an 
astonishing history of male transsexualism avant la lettre - a history of 
voluntary ritual castration, going almost as far back as the memory 
reaches and continuing up to our days-

The first figure of Deity is the Mother. A symbol of life and 
death, of fecundity and destruction, omnipotent in good and in 
evil, the Goddess-Mother has reigned under countless names 
through the regions and the centuries before being supplanted 
(was she ever entirely?) by patriarchal deities. (p73) 

The Mother, that figure of the omnipotent Other, had usually to be served 
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by castrated priests, the most famous case being that of Cybele and her 
son-lover Attis who emasculated himself for love of the Goddess, setting 
an example for all her followers. 13 And the cult had numerous followers 
in Antiquity- there are traces of it in Ovid, Apuleus, St Augustine and 
many others. It has certain parallels in Christianity as well. Episodes of 
voluntary ritual self-castration are scattered through the whole history of 
Christianity, from Origenes and the Valesian sect to its various appear
ances in the Oriental Church. Millot traces a curious history of the 
Skoptsy sect, which emerged in eighteenth-century Russia (as an off
spring of the Raskolniky movement and its mystical radicalism), and 
gained considerable support in the nineteenth century in spite of the 
attempts at repression by different tsars, numerous trials, deportations 
to Siberia, etc. They were still sufficiently strong to cause some headache 
to the Bolsheviks. 14 Some of them escaped in time to Romania where they 
organised public transport in Bucharest, lead a peaceful life, enjoyed 
public respect and became an object of scientific investigation in the 
1930's. 15 (All the studies, by the way, showed an astonishing mental 
stability, absence of any kind of depression, the lowest suicide rates 
etc) 

There is a strange persistence of what one could call a drive to
wards self-sacrifice throughout history- culminating in the utmost sac
rifice of virility as the most precious object. 'The offering to obscure Gods 
of a sacrificial object is something that only few subjects are able not to 
surrender to, in a sort of monstrous spell', says Lacan in Seminar XI. 16 

The sacrifice is always a question addressed to the Other: what can I 
offer to the Other that he wants? Can I seduce him, rejoin him, with the 
sacrifice of what is the most precious? Perhaps one can best describe it 
with the Lacanian distinction between desire and jouissance. The only 
way to become the object of the jouissance of the Other is the sacrifice of 
desire. The sacrifice of the object of desire, of its very instrument, opens 
the dimension ofjouissance as the realm beyond the desire. The constant 
non-satisfaction of the desire is an obstacle to the completion of jouis
sance and the exclusion of the phallic function seems to open the way to 
that place of the Other. Castration becomes the only possible equivalent 
for total jouissance, demonstrating the two basic properties of the 
symbolic order in which (and only in which) the minus is equivalent to 
the plus and the part is equivalent to the whole. Crucial is the passage 
from a self-effacing attitude (trying to be only an instrument of the jouz's
sance of the Other) to an incarnation, an evocation of thatjouz'ssance, a 
proof of the existence of the Other ('If I can attain jouz'ssance in 
castration, the Other exists'). 17 The transsexual, the last historic stage in 
this line, passes from the identification with the object that is lacking to 
the Other to embodying the Other through the figure of The Woman. 
Neither the priests of Cybele nor the Skoptsy had to embody themselves 
in this way since the figure of the Goddess- Mother was massively present 
in their cult- they had only to serve it and to keep it in existence with 
their· carnal sacrifices (which can perhaps account for their mental 
peace, vanished in our times). 
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But strictly speaking, there are no transsexuals avant la lettre, 
they didn't exist until science gave them a name. The Other that the 
modern transsexual serves is that obscure Deity of our time incorporated 
in Science- it is to Science that they address their demand. There is no 
transsexual without a surgeon, an endocrinologist, a psychiatrist, a psy
chologist etc. And there is always something in the transsexual that 
makes him/her speak in the name of the cause of transsexualism, speak
ing in order to dispel false notions and keep the public informed. They 
confront the Other of Science with their symptom, supposing hidden 
knowledge there that would enable them to realise their desire (there is 
always a question addressed to the Other in the symptom- as in the sac
rifice- tell me what I want, or, which amounts to the same, What do you 
want of me?). Psychoanalysis refuses to answer that question and returns 
the subject to his own questioning, 18 but science offers support by pro
curing the rrieans for the real change of sex. So the transsexual pays that 
carnal tribute to the omnipotence of Science, allowing the extension of 
its boundaries, widening its biological limits. For the modern transsexual 
(the male ones at least), the two figures of the Other bolster one another: 
that of The Woman which they endeavour to incarnate themselves, and 
that of Science that offers all the answers with its technological know
how. Science is a very handy support for phantasy and can give a 
convincing consistency to the Other, so we could venture to prophecy a 
great future for transsexualism. 

But the trouble is that, Lacanianly speaking, the Other does not 
exist and even transsexuals who do what is humanly possible to obviate 
that fact, cannot ultimately escape it. 

Notes 

Cf H Benjamin Transvestism and transsexualism- Symposium A mer J 
Psychoter 8/1954 p 219-230. 

2 Hogarth Press 1968 1975. 
3 One need only quote The World According to Garp as a token of its general 

presence in the American phantasy. 
4 As opposed to mere transvestites who seem to derive their principal 

jouissance from the shocking presence of a penis under the skirt. 
5 J G Raymond The Transsexual Empire, Beacon Press 1979. 
6 For criticisms of Stoller cf M Safouan 'Contribution a la psychanalyse du 

transsexualism' Scilicet 4 Paris 1973 p 137-159 (a modified version in his 
Etudes sur l'Oedzpe, Seuil 1975); N. Kress-Rosen 'Le transsexualisme de 
Stoller' Omicar? 22-23 Paris 1981 p 184-9 ('with the transsexuals, 
Stoller ... shares the common illusion that The Woman exists' p 188). 

7 Mahler's theories found larger application. In his much discussed analysis of 
fascism, Klaus Theweleit (Miinnerphantasien 2 vols Rowohlt 1980) argued 
that the fascist personality could be seen as another result of the same basic 
situation of prolonged symbiosis which prevented them becoming autono· 
mous subjects. 

8 'Psychoanalytic notes on an autobiographical account of a case of paranoia 
(Dementia paranoides)' 1911 Standard Edition of the Collected Works of 
Sigmund Freud Vol XII. 
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9 Lacan's analysis of the Schreber case is to be found in 'D'une question pre-
liminaire a tout traitement possible de la psychose' Ecrits Seuil 1966. 

10 Cf Encore Seminaire XX Seuil 1975 p 73 ff. 
11 Encore op cit p 76. 
12 Millot analyses the autobiographical account by an Oxonian, Jan Morris 

Conundrum, fr translation L'enigme, Gallimard 1974. 
13 Cf Robert Graves The Greek Myths I Pelican 1960 p 71 117 263 etc. 
14 There were several trials against them in 1929/30. One of them, Menshenin, 

defended the sect arguing that the 'secret parts' were the origin of all the 
troubles of humanity and if an adult person decided to get rid of them, that 
couldn't possibly damage socialism (Millot p 88). 

15 Cf Lionel Rapaport Les Faits de Castration Rituelle- La secte des Skopt
zy - Essai sur les formes pathologiques de la conscience collective Paris 1945. 

16 Lac an Les quatre concepts fondamentaux de la psychanalyse Seminaire XI 
Seuil1973 p 247. 

17 In all castration sects, one finds an astonishing mixture of orgies and ascet
ism, debauch and chastity, self-castration being usually the culmination of 
an orgiastic rite. 

18 The unshakeable inner certainty about sexual identity in transsexuals seems 
to be a myth: psychotherapy based on suggestion, hypnosis or behavioural 
therapy has been effective in many cases, 'so why not psychoanalysis?' p 139. 

Mladen Dolar 

A Moral Reverie 

Discussion of Michel Foucault L' Usage des plaisirs1 and Le 
Souci de Soi Gallimard 1984 Paris 

One remembers that, eight years ago, Foucault had announced five little 
volumes that were to give substance to the propositions set in motion in 
La Volonte de savoir. It was a case of going over yet again, from various 
angles, and from the point of view of a history of sexuality, the space that 
goes from the Classical age to the outskirts of our present epoch. As in 
Madness and Civilisation, more or less. As in The Order of Things. 

Foucault has explained too well, at the start of L'Usage des 
plaisirs, what it was that drove him to displace his inquiry towards quite 
other epochs, for one to be detained too long in repeating it after him. 
Wedded to the idea of a 'history of sexuality as experience', he needed, 
he said, to succeed in articulating 'the three axes that constitute it: the 
formation of knowledges that refer to it, the systems of power that 
regulate its practice, and the forms within which individuals can and do 
recognise themselves as subjects of this sexuality'. Armed for the first two 
points both with the analysis of discursive practices and by those of the 
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relations of power and their technologies (forged in his previous books), 
he felt himself to be less well provided for in relation to the third. 
Understanding how subjects constituted themselves by 'bringing into 
play, by themselves, a certain relation between them which allows them 
to discover the truth of their being in desire' was dragging Foucault 
towards what he calls !the history of the man of desire'. Hence this dis· 
placement in space and time, to where the conjoint history of desire and 
truth begins to construct itself and thereby illuminates the genealogy of 
Western man: in the Classical Greece of the fourth century, then in the 
Greek and Latin authors of the first two centuries of our era, finally (for 
the fourth volume of the Hzstory, which will be entitled Les Aveux de la 
chair) in the Patristic of the third and fourth centuries. 

To the logic of this movement, one can add two further motifs. 
First of all, that of the proper weight of La Volonte de savoir. This book 
has been little taken account of, it seems, because it presented itself as a 
programme: one awaited its realisation in order to judge it. Re-reading 
it today, one is surprised by the vividness of the figures sketched in it (the 
child, the woman, the pervert) and by the richness of the historical 
perspectives outlined under the questions of method. Foucault does not 
only say: let us invert the hypothesis of repression and prohibition in 
order to shape the history of sexuality as a persistent production of 
powers; he half does it, and in writing an introduction of this breadth, he 
cuts the ground a little from under his own feet. 

To the risk of repeating himself was added that of feeling caught 
up in the discourse of others. A great deal has been written and 
published over the last few years on sexuality (sometimes prompted by 
Foucault's works) and in particular around the nineteenth century. 
However singular Foucault's trajectory may have been, it would no 
doubt have been as difficult for him to forget this mass of texts as it would 
to have taken account of them, he whose every book owes its virtue to the 
absolutely clear-cut light with which it strikes an idea and a time. 

But above all in this turning of the original project, one senses the 
echo of a pain: Foucault knew how to transform it- therein lies his 
strength- into an indomitable will to know. To know always more of it. 
This pain is the one that grips the throat in front of 'the austere 
monarchy of sex'. Let us think, for example, ofthe portrayal of Marvin 
Gaye shown three weeks ago on The Children of Rock: in passing exile at 
Ostend, the sex symbol of black music described how he came to be there 
in order to flee the being of sex that he was, to flee women and the image 
of unrestrained desire that he had of them because he had also become 
their object. With his beautiful gentle voice, he said: 'If I were stronger, I 
would live like a nun or a priest.' I imagined Foucault looking for the 
point of attack in order to shed light on this folly of our time without 
being obliged to flounder around in it, hearing these words so close to 
Christian asceticism and revealing, beneath this, the ambiguity of their 
original formulation in the conflicts of Platonic eroticism. 'There are 
moments in life when the question of knowing whether one is able to 
think otherwise than one does and perceive otherwise than one sees is 
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essential in order to continue looking and thinking'. Foucault talks like 
this of the necessity of 'releasing one from oneself: breaking the circle in 
order to be able to delimit its circumference. In our culture, Greece has 
often had this role: through immersions in it for those who are not 
specialised surveyors of it. Already, as far back as Holderlin, it was 
moulding the utopia of the French Revolution, drawing the new condi
tion of the poet. On this score, the beauty of Foucault's gesture is to have 
combined the precision of a history with the power of a reverie. 

One imagines that in his initial project Foucault would have found him
self constantly confronted with the following problem: disengaging from 
the pregnant form of the law (the juridico-discursive model formed by 
the Judaic, Roman and Christian traditions) sexuality understood as the 
diversified production ofknowledges and powers, the always more press
ing interrogation on the truth of being, the elucidation of the relation of 
self to self. Beginning his history in the world of ancient Greece, he 
makes a world come into view where sexuality conceived of as 'usage of 
pleasures' is not as distinctly subjugated to the rigours of norm and code 
as it will be later on. Its practice, the object of supple and assiduous 
codifications carefully considered in the social space (in the Dietetic and 
the relation to the body, the Economic and the relation to the wife), is 
nevertheless not exempt from a profound unease that Foucault situates 
at the beginning of the genealogy which will lead him, through Le Souci 
de soi, right to the asceses of Christian doctrine (it is the third of the 
practices he interrogates: the Erotic). 

This unease, in Greek culture, touches essentially on what he calls 
'the love of boys'. Perfectly permissible yet also very problematical, the 
'pederasty' that Foucault describes for us has nothing to do with the 
liberatarian homosexuality within which our modernity has sometimes 
wanted to hear an echo of its own fantasies of liberation. It is a matter of 
a conflictual relation between pleasure sought and the demand for 
mastery and freedom proper to each subject. In Platonic eroticism, this 
conflict, enlivened by the search for truth common to master and 
disciple alike, resolves itself, at least ideally, in a renunciation; without 
ever being posed as a prohibition, this ascesis pushes the stylistic of the 
relation to a limit where the first figure of desire is outlined 'in a morality 
organised around the search for the usage of pleasure'. It is this unease 
which, more or less marrying the rise of Christianity, will gradually 
displace itself around the woman who thereafter becomes the active 
focus of the interrogation that the man carries on with himself qua 
subject of desire. 

Situating in his inquiry the levels of 'problematisation' of sexual 
conduct, the effects of continuity and discontinuity in which 'they have 
been at stake, Foucault distinguishes two aspects within what is termed 
morality: 'codes of behaviour and forms of subjectification'. Little dis
sociable from one another, they should nevertheless not be assimilated. 
In those morals where the accent is rather more on the code, it is in the 
relation to the instances of authority that subjectification tends to define 
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itself; inversely, in those morals that rely less directly on these instances, 
'the strong and dynamic element is to be sought on the side of the forms 
of subjectification and of the practices of the self. It would be wrong, 
from there, to trace too neat a line between Classical antiquity and the 
Christian world. This would be for Foucault to forbid himself the raison 
d'etre of his work as an historian: to follow the slow evolution of the 
relation of self to self that builds itself up, modifies itself, shaping its 
distance with regard to the norm of codes and laws. But it remains 
nonetheless true that from ancient Greece to the Christian world centred 
around the 'confessions of the flesh', the idea that the subject forms of 
himself as proof against sexuality has changed in a perceptible manner: 
on the one hand 'pleasure with the aesthetic of its usage', and on the 
other 'desire and its purifying hermeneutic.' 

This is where the reader can wonder. He guesses that Foucault has never 
been more modern than he is in projecting himself into this very distant 
past. He knows that the man who today discusses French society with 
Edmond Maire and yesterday was presenting Duane Michals's photo
graphs really lives the desire for an effect produced by this retrospection 
in the present. The reader also knows that there is neither utopia nor 
nostalgia there. But perhaps a moral reverie stoked by the precision of a 
history. He re-reads the last few pages of La Volonte de savoir where 
Foucault sketched the image of a future in which one would be surprised 
at the blockages and contradictions that had been ours: 'One day, 
perhaps, in another economy of bodies and pleasures, it will no longer 
really be understood how the ruses of sexuality, and of the power that 
sustains its disposition, were able to subject us to this austere monarchy 
of sex, to the point of dedicating us to the indefinite task of forcing its 
secret and wringing from this shadow the truest of confessions. '2 The 
reader thus has the right to ask himself: what does Foucault mean? What 
effect is he seeking to produce by quartering us thus between the future 
of a mutation still invisible to our eyes and a past whose configurations, 
so different from our own, have slowly transformed themselves to make 
us what we are? What does he expect from his own book, and from us, his 
readers? I think, quite simply, that he is seeking to provoke a sudden 
awareness, a sort of moral upheaval. But without saying so, obviously: in 
his eyes, this would be the surest way to dissipate its effect. He would like 
his reader to be able to read his books as he himself wrote them, at the 
cost of patient research: that is to say by discovering in the examples, the 
forms of thought, the schemas of behaviour that he recomposes, the 
reality of the mental work that each carries out for himself in order to 
know who he is, and, from there, what he has a right to bring to and 
demand from the society in which he lives. 

The style of these books is striking in this respect. I would willingly say 
that they have no exteriority. Not that the statements of method are 
missing from them, nor even the precautions for use, nor, especially, the 
dissertational constraints that are the lot of the majority of books of 
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scholarship. But all this seems as if reabsorbed into the flow of a unique 
substance, without fissure, in which no alien air penetrates. This does 
not mean to say that air is lacking in it, on the contrary: it circulates all 
the better given that, as Paul Veyne was well aware, in Foucault, 
'relations replace objects'. In the handsome essay he devoted to him, 
Veyne spoke of 'strange tableaux' produced by the 'pictorial method of 
archaeological description; he added: 'Certainly these tableaux are those 
of the world we know: Foucault no more does abstract painting than does 
Cezanne; the Aix countryside is recognizable, it is only that it is provided 
with a violent affectivity; it seems to emerge from an earthquake.' The 
remarkable thing here is that Foucault should have succeeded in 
rendering, with an obviousness superior even to that of his earlier books, 
a world which was little known to him. He draws his reader there with an 
assurance and a persuasive force that give Paul Veyne reason to write 
that Foucault 'is the first entirely positivist historian.' 

While we are on this subject, one remark. In La Volonte de 
savoir, Foucault opposed his project of a 'History of bodies, of the 
manner in which what is most material, most alive in them, has been 
invested', to the project of 'a history of mentalities which would take 
account of bodies only by the manner in which they have been perceived 
or given meaning and value.' He comes back to this opposition, in other 
terms, in the first pages of L'Usage des plaisirs, opposing this time 'a 
history of thought' to 'the history of behaviours and representations.' 
One can clearly see that Foucault wants to demarcate himself absolutely 
fro~ everything in the history of mentalities that refers, from near or far 
(as in Michel Vovelle for example), to the circle of error and illusion, to 
the sterile notion of ideology. By contrast, one can see less well what it is 
that he refuses to assimilate himself to nowadays, and the price of the 
difference that he intends to preserve, as he does, between history and 
philosophy. That is to say, between his mode of interrogation and that of 
certain historians (Philippe Aries as well as Paul Veyne, to whom he feels 
so close)- while his project, like theirs, seems to me to work (in spite of 
secondary nuances) towards a surpassing of this antimony. It really is a 
question, in each case, of grasping, at the level of certain practices con
stituting the social space, the subject in relation to himself, as regards the 
manner in which he conducts himself, organises himself and thinks. The 
third theoretical displacement introduced by Foucault 'to analyse what is 
designated as the subject' seems to me to do justice to cleavages which 
had been indispensable but which dissipate themselves of their own 
accord with the sentences that he writes. History or philosophy? Subject 
or society? Interiority or exteriority? Real or image? For me the whole 
beauty of Foucault's book is to make us forget (or at least to help us to 

relativise) these impossible couples within which we have struggled for so 
long. If it was necessary to choose a term to qualify the work of philo
sophy that Foucault wants to do in remodelling our history, I would 
borrow it from the historian who has most exploded the idea of history 
itself: 'constituant imagination' says Paul Veyne (in Did the Greeks 
believe in their Mythsn to qualify the 'programmes of truth', close to the 
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gestures of scientists and of artists, by means of which the historian
philosopher (we do not yet have the word that we need) invents his 
thought to produce our own. 

But let us come back to the Greeks. And to this 'other economy of bodies 
and of pleasures' that Foucault dreams of for a moment in La.Volonte de 
savoir. Two expressions recur constantly in his evocation of the Greek 
experience: 'stylistic of condqct' and 'aesthetic of existence'. They clarify 
themselves in contact with the notions of truth and freedom: it is his love 
of truth and of freedom that the Greek citizen stylises in his attitude 
towards pleasure (as already in the impasses of desire), by a sort of moral 
mastery lived without an excess of constraints, in order to feel himself to 
be a free man in a society of free men. 

This book that makes appeal to nothing- this is its force- says at 
least this: the Greek world, which must not be our utopia, can serve us as 
a reference point. Not through any direct relation that this world, where 
the liberty of men presupposes the oppression of slaves and the 
submission of women, might have with our own. But because (at least for 
Western societies) we are on the theshold of a world where the somewhat 
new necessity is posed, for every man and every woman, of having to 
redefine themselves as a subject. In particular, at the level of the body, of 
pleasure, of desire, and of their difficult relationships. 

In ten years, three important books on love and sexuality have 
been published in France. Fragments of a Lover's Discourse; within it, 
Barthes took on, up to its limit, the wandering of the amorous subject, 
the lone subject par excellence, trapped in the exhausting delights of 
desire and lack. The New Disorder of Love by Pascal Bruckner and 
Alain Finkielkraut: this book tried courageously to evaluate, as a live 
issue, the effects of the sexual liberation which has shaken modern 
societies with an immense movement, foreshadowing the menace of 
another solitude, perhaps more terrible still. There is finally the work of 
Foucault. Taking cognisance of the double trap of lack and excess- the 
same thing in reverse- he writes, against the grain, witQ the weapons of 
knowledge and the effects of distance, a series of books of philosophy and 
of history which resemble books of wisdom and are in the final analysis, 
in their own way, political books.To liberate oneselffrom sexual libera
tion, to search between 'true love' and the pleasures, on the basis of an 
aesthetic of beahviour, for something as yet indefinable, is to want to 
rediscover society within every subject. Not in order to liberate it from 
the state, which is a mythical and inexact force, but from the multiple 
powers that oppose, within society itself, the shattering of the social link 
and its truth. 

Raymond Bellour 
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Translator's Notes 

L 'Usage des plaisirs (The Usage of Pleasure) will be published in England by 
Viking Press, June 1984, hardback £16.95 ISBN 067080896 as vol 2 of The 
History of Sexuality. The French title for vol 1, La Volonte de savoir- trans
lated as The Will to Knowledge- was dropped in the English edition; it is 
retained here as the French in order to preserve the resonances set up in 
Bellour's text about Foucault's own 'desire to/will to know'. Vol 3 La Souci 
de soi- The Pre-occupation With the Self- and Vol 4 Les Aveux de la 
chair- The Confessions of the Flesh- have not yet appeared. 

2 Translations from La Volonte de savoir are my own. 

Translated by Wendy Harrison 
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Entertaining Ethics 

Review of Michel Foucault L 'Usage des plaisirs and Le Souci 
de soi Gallimard 1984 Paris 

Jeffrey Minson 

Two books on ancient sexual ethics by Michel Foucault, L'Usage des 
Plaisirs 1 and Le Souci de Soi (henceforth L 'Usage and Le Soucz), were 
published shortly before his death on June 25, 1984, 2 Together they trace 
a changing series of moral 'problematisations' of sexual activity and a 
related set of techniques of attention to the self in the philosophical, 
medical and literary thought of Greek and Roman antiquity. 

The main concern of my review will bel. to advertise two empha
ses of pre-Enlightenment humanist ethics: the rhetorical, performantial 
element in moral judgement; and the selective, purposefully non-univer
salising use of ethics as a means of self-fashioning 2. to examine Fou
cault's related focus on pre-humanist equivalents of personal-political 
ethics (the spiritual exercises and regimes of pleasure pertaining to sex
related 'arts of living'). 

One must grant Foucault that his interest in these ethical tech
niques was not an antiquarian one. His intention was rather to develop 
categories and perspectives for understanding forms of self-concern and 
self-control, including perhaps especially modern ones. Despite the 
'archaic' nature of these categories and the fact that so much of modern 
ethical thought is defined against crucial aspects of traditional 'master
moralities', I would nevertheless suggest that these pre-humanist ethical 
forms do constitute resources for handling contemporary moral problems 
of a personal-political order, though I cannot enlarge on that here. 

U nenlightened Morality 

L'Usage and Le Soucihave broad implications for moral-political ques
tions- these come out of both their methodological proposals for the 
study of 'personal' ethics and the at once alien yet suggestive nature of the 
ancient forms of moral thought themselves. These implications consti
tute a challenge to certain strands of the Enlightenment- a humanist, 
ethical inheritance of which our contemporary socialist and feminist 
movements are the direct or indirect beneficiaries. 
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A preliminary excursion into the history of ethics brings out two 
questionable strands in Enlightenment-humanist thought. These can be 
abbreviated as: the universalisat1·on of the moral subject and the disso
ciation of ethics and rhetoric. 

It is a commonplace in the history of Western ethics that (with the 
possible exception of Christianity and its 'democracy of souls') the prac
tice of virtue prior to the Enlightenment was regarded as a privilege or a 
competence as much as an obligation, certainly where the cultivation of 
self-knowledge was concerned. To be the subject of prescriptive state
ments in the writings of the stoic moralist Seneca was a mark of illus
triousness and superiority. Read in his Letters from a Stoic about how a 
man ought to treat his slaves. As in Plato, self-mastery over one's 
impulses and passions is commended as a token of one's fitness to rule 
over social inferiors. Contrast this attitude to the insistence in the post
Enlightenment humanist ethics of Karit that morality is not something 
commen·ded but something imposed~ and imposed in the form of a 
universal law-like obligation to which, moreover, all humans qua 
bearers of will, reason and consciousness are in principle subject. 

Of course, (post-) Enlightenment ethics admits exceptions to this 
rule of universality (minors, the insane, etc)just as the ancient 'master 
moralities' imposed limited moral requirements on slaves and 
commended a kind of moderation to wives. 3 However, these differences 
between ancient and modern ethics are not annulled on some neutral 
middle ground of exclusions. Pre-humanist morals in fact lack the very 
substratum of the humanist rule of universality- only in the eighteenth 
century was 'humanity' clearly and qualitatively differentiated from 
living beings in general, angels or legendary monstrous races. In 
Classical Greek philosophy the soul was compared to a polity, a complex 
of ruler and ruled, each of which is allotted its natural share of virtue in 
accordance with its 'natural' condition. Slaves only need the limited sorts 
of virtue which would prevent them neglecting their work or breaking 
the laws; women rriust acquire the practical wisdom required to manage 
the household and check their alleged special propensity to garrulous
ness and gossip. Those in positions of authority are required to cultivate 
the full complement of the virtues to a much more considerable degree. 
Your superiors are in that sense your moral betters. By contrast with 
humanist ethics, therefore, which makes exceptions to a universal rule, 
pre-humanist ethics makes inclusions for limited purposes into a 
privileged moral hierarchy. 

The unpalatable aspects of pre-humanist ethics apparent in this 
sketch hardly need underlining. Nonetheless, can the superiority of the 
humanist rule of universalisation over the pre-humanist rule of privilege 
be taken for granted? For it is possible that the scope of the humanist rule 
of universalisation extends further than most of the actual historical 
ensemble of political criticism of pre-humanist privilege, discrimination, 
indiffernce and disparagement (aristocratic hierarchies, mysogyny, 
conditions of labour, etc) logically requires. To make an immoral 
spectre out of any sort of hierarchy as such is the moral and political 
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equivalent of conjuring up the spectre of a totalitarian programming of 
everyday life whenever the humanist principle of equal rights is invoked. 
To doubt the necessity to place particular egalitarian or democratic 
campaigns in a single series governed by the utopian dre'am of elimina
ting hierarchies is not in the least to question the importance of those 
campaigns. 

The second strand in Enlightenment-humanist thought, the 
divorce of ethics from rhetoric, is related to a certain epistemological 
realignment of the ethical domain. This is associated with two successive 
and familiar moments in the history of ethics: the rise of projects for 
moral and political sciences around the eighteenth century; and the 
theme (itself mooted in that century) of the separation of fact and value, 
which came to the forefront of debate in twentieth century ethics. 
Finding its paradigmatic philosophical rationalisation in 'emotivist' 
theories of ethics, this second theme is probably more familiar as the 
moral-relativist view that moral judgements or actions are not grounded 
in objective standards but express personal values, dispositions, funda
mental orientations to the world, existential choice, etc. What is 
common to these possibilities is that they are not subject to rational justi
fication, since they form the termini of moral reasoning. If it is true that 
'emotivism has become embodied in our culture' (Maclntyre, 1981, p 21, 
1st ed) its presence is particularly strongly felt in parts of leftist political 
culture where, extremisms apart, 4 it is widely assumed that one's 
political activity ought to be a vehicle for expressing people's values. As if 
believing something to be evil or hateful was in and of itself a necessary 
and sufficient reason to move politically towards its abolition. 

To a surprising extent, this 'expressive' view of ethics is as much 
heir to the eighteenth and nineteenth century moral sciences as it is in 
conflict with them. It may be denied that moral values can be scientifi
cally grounded. But this denial leaves a crucial epistemological 
condition of possibility for moral science projects untouched: namely, 
the attempt to divorce ethics from the tradition of rhetorical skills and 
erudition. 

Rhetoric- the ancient art of persuasive oratory, combining 
instruction and entertainment, wisdom and style. It evolved into an art 
of written (mainly verse) composition, but continued to retain and renew 
connections with basic education, law, religion, political speech, court 
society, diplomacy, letter writing and other areas of cultural and social 
life. 5 The art of rhetoric could be seen as one of four (frequently over
lapping or competing) ways of articulating ethics as a form ofknowledge 
prior to the Enlightenment era; the others being dialectic, prophecy and 
allegory. For the purposes of my argument what matters is the contrast 
between rhetoric and the other modes of ethical knowledge. In spite of 
all their differences from one another (and their own highly developed 
rhetorical dimensions), the figures of the philosopher, religious prophet 
and allegorist are united in their appeal to a source of truth which trans
cends mundane understanding. This transcendence, the foundation, 
guarantee and inspiration of their discourse, forms the basis of their 
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respective forms of exclusivity. No matter how this precious truth is 
obtained (disciplined philosophical reflection, esoteric hermetic studies, 
divine visitation), it is a truth which it is thought owes nothing to con
ventional wisdom; and which will inevitably be misinterpreted, 
cheapened or found unbearable and rejected by all but the pure-of-heart 
or the initiate. 

By contrast, ethical thought subsumed within the classical art of 
rhetoric will by definition be attuned to the received opinions or 'good 
sense'- ie the stock of commonplace wisdom- of the audience to whom 
it is addressed, even, or especially, when the aim is to convey something 
that the audience does not wish to hear. 6 In contrast, to say, the stark 
choice presented to the people of Jerusalem by the Old Testament 
prophet Jeremiah- repent or perish! -the rhetorical moralists 
elaborately calculate on the best way of moving their audience (however 
restricted it may be) to think or act in a morally appropriate fashion, 
given their current dispositions, knowledge and circumstances. 7 

Schematically, moral oratory is based on principles of authorisation, 
decorum and emotive appeal. To be effective, wisdom must be well 
expressed and authoritative. It was of course precisely these worldly and 
calculative elements, particularly the emotive element, which formed 
the basis of ancient philosophical attempts to morally discredit rhetoric. 8 

These reproaches include an ad hominem ingredient- they impugn the 
probity and sincerity of the orator's character. Now the force of such 
arguments depend on generalising on the basis of notorious abuses of the 
rhetorical art (such as the unscrupulous commercial practices and self
aggrandising tactics associated with the Sophists' schools which flour
ished in Greece during the fourth and fifth centuries BC). Rather the 
entire rhetorical-didactic tradition was vulnerable to such charges to the 
extent that rhetorical education entailed the cultivation of a 'mobile 
sensibility'. A student of rhetoric would be taught not merely how to 
present alternative (including morally bad or improbable) points of view 
but also how to recreate in oneself the 'emotional' concommitants of that 
viewpoint and its typical human representatives, and thereby draw in 
and entrance one's audience. These affiliations of ancient ethics to the 
art of rhetoric are central to the mobile, modifiable concept of the self 
envisaged in the sexual ethics and accompanying moral exercises which 
will be encountered shortly in L 'Usage and Le Souci. 

It should now be evident as to why (retrospectively) traditional 
rhetorical ethics appears so 'unenlightened'. To make the truth of ethical 
statements depend on a persuasive conjunction of wisdom and style, on 
factors such as the sense of occasion and the moral authority vested in the 
speaker's persona (ie on 'charisma') is evidently anathema to the idea of a 
supposedly empirically based moral science. As much of an anathema, 
indeed, as that more commonly noticed target of Enlightenment moral 
criticism, ethical discourses vouchsafed by religion. The question is 
whether the price of this enlightened 'disenchantment' of ethics was not 
too high, whether the consequence of attempting in this way to detach 
ethical judgements from their conditions of enunciation is not an over-
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whelming weight of moralism. 
Whilst the rule of universalisation and the attempted dissociation 

of ethics from its rhetorical bases has not gone altogether unchallenged 
there is no disputing their established currency in current political 
ethics. To question them is to suggest that ethical statements are not 
necessarily applicable in all similar situations, might not be based on 
rational empirical considerations, might be more applicable to some 
types of people than others, or might be invalidated on account of their 
tone or style. 

'Athletes of Temperance': Self-fashioning 
and Sexual Ethics 

L 'Usage and Le Souci are set off from Foucault's previous publications 
by their strict, architectonic organisation; by their greater, full 
referenced dependence on secondary sources; and by the mode of exposi
tion- consisting to a large extent of a series of spare and simple 
explications de texte, one text or group of texts per chapter. More 
importantly, by comparison with the introductory volume they are 
characterised by a shift in the way the topic of sexuality is put into 
history. There it was mainly a question of how sexuality became an 
object of knowledge and a target of normatising interventions. Its 
successors are more concerned- though very differently- with the ques
tion Louis Althusser asked about ideology, how are individuals brought 
to attempting to 'behave themselves', to constituting themselves as moral 
subjects in respect to certain classes of actions or codes (L'Usage, p 33). 

The central question is this: how in the history of the West did 
one's own sexual conduct and above all one's desire come to be estab
lished as a major personal moral concern? What in other words are the 
origins of 'sexuality' insofar as it is constituted, not only as a political
administrative issue and a domain of knowledge but equally as an area of 
self-reflective moral experience, evaluations, choices and above all, 
interpretations of hidden meanings? Lastly, then, how did Western 
moral 'experience' 9 come to be so largely organised around a hermeneu
tics of desire? 

These new questions introduce a change of chronological scale 
into the initial ground-plan for Foucault's history of sexuality. As 
mapped out in Volume 1 the argument, insofar as it had a narrative 
thread, began with an 'explosion' of discourses on the subject of sex in 
seventeenth century Western Europe: the multiplication, transfor
mation and migration to new areas of knowledge and power of an orig
inally uniform, ecclesiastically-based concern with the management of 
the spiritual problems of temptation, daemonic possession, and so on, 
which were associated with 'the flesh'. In Volume 1 its formation is 
loosely referred to a battery of interpretative techniques of confession 
and penance established in the Middle Ages (Foucault, 1978, pp 18, 33). 
The second volume was to be given over to this establishment of sexuality 
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as a spiritual-ascetic problem, the remammg four volumes to the 
dispersion of the problem of sex across fields as various as political 
economy and demography, medicine and hygiene, pedagogy and child
rearing, psychiatry and psychoanalysis. In the event, Volume 2 became 
the as-yet-unpublished Volume 4; Confessions of the Flesh. 

The intervening volumes concern the classical 'forerunners' of 
this Christian problematisations of sexual desire. L'Usage treats prob
lematisations of sexual manners in classical Greece during the fourth 
century BC, whilst Le Souc£ examines the more intensified and modified 
forms of sexual ascesis recommended in Greek and Roman texts in the 
period AD 100-200. 

The main business of these texts is a scholarly one. Their aim is to 
query the traditional story of the origins of 'repressive' Christian sexual 
asceticism. According to Foucault it is a mistake to locate this origin 
either in a reaction against the 'pagan' licence associated with Ancient 
Roman antiquity or in the gradual evolution of a moral thematics of 
'sexual austerity' within classical antiquity itself. The core of L'Usage 
and Le.Soud is their attempt to differentiate the two problematisations 
of pleasure in classical antiquity from one another and to hint at how 
they both differ from Christian asceticism. 

As you would expect, Foucault insists that the history of recom
mendations and recipes for sexual austerity cannot be organised around 
the question of how a large prohibitive code of sexual conduct first saw 
the light. Classical sexual austerity as recommended by moralists and 
medical men was neither conceived as repressive nor took the form of a 
moral or legal code. 10 As we shall see, even the Christian problematics of 
the flesh is not initially predicated on a codification of sex. 

Nor. are the docotors' and moralists' reflections and precautions 
regarding sex of an essentially repressive order. Firstly, in accordance 
with the pre,humanist 'rule of privilege' discussed above, reflection and 
prudence in respect to the proper 'use' of sexual pleasures are recom
mended primarily to the male ruling elite. Only rarely do moralists of the 
day call for campaigns of public moral reform. 

Secondly; sexual prudence is recommended rather than being 
apodeictically enjoined on individuals. Sex is not viewed as intrinsically 
evil but rather as potentially dangerous to health; damaging to one's 
moral and political standing; and above all as undermining the 'sover· 
eign' element in the soul (linked to the preciousness of sperm). So what is 
called for is an art of adjusting to circumstances rather than intense 
moral inwardness. A characteristic example of the threat to health lay in 
the effects on the body's economy of seasonal or wind variations 
(L'Usage, p 139-40). Even in the second era, where the regime of sexual 
pleasure recommended by moralists and doctors is far more stringent, 
still the contrast with Christian asceticism could not be clearer. Consider 
the Stoic Musonius Rufus' formula for subduing the unruly elements of 
the soul in order to permit the body to dictate its own intrinsically minimal 
needs: 'subdue the soul and make it obey the body' (Le Souci, p 159). 

The threat to status derived from the combination of the fact that 
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sexual pleasure, as the 'liveliest' of ple~sures, was most likely to forcefully 
carry one away into excess and the fact that in this classical framework 
there are only two ways of engaging in sex: the active and the passive, to 
penetrate or to be penetrated. To be placed in the passive role 
traditionally reserved for women is the greatest social disgrace in this 
unashamedly virile sexual ethic. 

Finally, excessive use of sexual pleasures is construed as a form of 
unfreedom. Not simply a restraint on freedom, temperate use of pleas
ures is commended as a means of consolidating a man's sovereignty both 
with respect to himself and to others. In an argument with a long career 
in English public schools ahead of it, freedom was equated (notably in 
Plato), with self-mastery over the passions which threaten to enslave one. 
Self-mastery in turn is the virtue prerequisite to ruling effectively over 
others. 

So it is that sexual ascesis forms an essential ingredient of the 
classical injunction to 'know thyself, placing it moreover in a different, 
above all, less contemplative light than is usual. For concern about one
self, souci de soi, entails a practical attention to oneself aimed at 
modifying oneself at once morally, aesthetically and politically. To 
perfect oneself, according to Plato, means to give one's life, thought and 
conduct a more beautiful form. The cultivation of virtues is thus 
inseparable from ascetic self-stylisation or 'self-fashioning', to use the 
later (and more felicitous) English Renaissance phrase; 11 the virtuous 
man, and in the later period the virtuous wife, are to occupy them
selves- ascetically rather than cosmetically- in cutting a fine figure. 12 

Classical self-fashioning is bound up with the aim of improving the 
quality of political life in the polis, and later, in the wider ambit of the 
Roman empire. Far from implying disengagement from public life for a 
life of inner contemplation, ascetic self-fashioning, even in the Stoic 
doctrines of the later period, is designed for the 'personal' formation of 
political actors and as a recipe for the wise government of (and later, 
good personal relations between) husband and wife within patriarchal 
households. 

The redefinition of love and conjugality in the ethics of the 
imperial era bears some resemblances to early Christian doctrine. For 
instance, some Imperial ethics moves away from 'the classical 'dualist' 
account of love (which favoured love of boys over love of women) towards 
a 'general theory' in which love is endowed with a single form (best 
embodied in the conjugal relation). 13 However, even this imperial erotics 
is shown to be sharply differentiated from Christianity by dint of its own 
mode of ascetic self-fashioning. Even where romantic tales sing the 
praises of pre-marital sexual abstinence (for both partners) or celibacy is 
recommended to philosophers, one finds nothing approximating to a 
Christian sense of sin and the need for self-renunciation. On the 
contrary, retaining one's virginity before marraige is depicted as an 
heroic performance, 'an odyssey of double virginity' which testifies to the 
virgin lovers' greatness and beauty of soul. (Le Souci, p 265). Virginity 
inaugurates a well-formed marriage. Or again, there could hardly be a 
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sharper contrast in the rationale for ascesis and in ways of practising it 
than between the chastity and self-renunciation of the Christian desert 
fathers and Diogenes the Stoic, who, in order to demonstrate his 
independence of the sexual passion would on the rare occasions on which 
he required sexual release, masturbate in public. 

The exposition so far has concentrated on introducing Foucault's 
category of self-fashioning; indicating its centrality to his historical 
argument differentiating Christian asceticism and its pagan precursors, 
and finally pointing up respects in which these forms of ethics operate in 
accordance with a rule of privilege. In addition, the 'beautiful' qualities 
of Platonic ethics and Diogenes' 'exhibitionism' might stand as emblems 
of the performantial, rhetorical, aesthetic edges of these forms of sexual 
ethics. 

In addition to the tight chronological frame indicated above, the books' 
contents are organised in accordance with a (fairly strictly adhered to) 
topical and analytical scheme. First, changes in the problematisation of 
sexual pleasures are charted across four axes of sexual experience. For 
the most part, these concern the way men reflect and conduct themselves 
in relation to boys, to their wives, to their own bodies and to 'truth' (ie to 
the nature of love and its relation to sexual pleasure). Second, for each of 
these topics, and for each period, Foucault attempts to specify four 
dimensions of the moral problematisation: 
1. Its ethical substance: which elements of sexual experience are 
picked out as morally significant and as therefore requiring evaluation, 
monitoring, and so on in a given set of moral discourses and techniques. 
2. Its mode of subjectification: approximating to 'reasons for action' in 
moral-philosophical parlance, this spells out the grounds of the 
individual's relation to a particular rule or ritual made available by the 
discourse and techniques. For example, does one practice marital 
fidelity in order to enhance the nobility of one's life or out of a desire to 
conform to a social norm? 
3. Its ascesis or practices of the self. As Foucault insists in Le Souci, to 
be attentive to oneself was not essentially an inward preoccupation, but 
on the contrary a time-consuming set of occupations- practical t:xer
cises, tasks, activities and mental attitudes towards the activities, 
including public activities in which one is engaged_ Ascesis is a 
component of the enormous variety of traditional 'arts of living' 
(L'Usage, pp 16-17) which were prevalent in this era. 
4. Finally, its moral teleology: the stadia!, composite image of the ideal 
life of virtue, from which particular precautionary actions draw their 
broader ethical point. 

A Classical History of Ideas? 

Does this temporal, topical and theoretical architectonic work? Broadly, 
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there are two sorts of potential difficulties- both a tendency to ana
chronism, together with a concomitant teleology; and an opposite ten
dency to historicise the entire subjective sphere. As Foucault points out, 
such tendencies loom especially large where the Western classical 
tradition is concerned, Greek and Roman antiquity having long served 
as the ever-renewablefons et origo of Western intellectual thought. 14 To 
what extent are these tendencies realised in the text? How successfully 
are they resisted? 

Both problems arise around Foucault's ambition to reinstate the 
desiring subject within the scope of historical enquiry. The possibility of 
anachronism and teleology arises out of a) the fact that the emergence of 
subjective desire is ostensibly predicated on a chronological development 
of precursors- the succession of pagan problematisations of sexual 
pleasure; and b) the insertion of the modern conception of sexual desire 
within the tongue duree of Christian tradition. It can be argued that the 
texts avoid these problems, but paradoxically, only on condition that one 
does not read them as providing a genealogy of the experience of sexual 
desire. 

For a 'genealogy' in Foucault's sense is an enquiry into the condi
tions of emergence of some current value or state of affairs. The critical, 
or at any rate re-evaluative, point of the enterprise rests on its producing 
some sort of discrepancy between the valued object of the genealogy and 
its origins, typically by tracing its originally unedifying or contingent 
associations. This does not presuppose a total discontinuity between 
origins and outcome -were that the case, then the former would have no 
critical relevance to the latter. It does, however, presuppose a 'moment' 
of emergence- ie that the object is not always already present albeit only 
in embryonic form. Naturally, it is fashioned out of hitherto existing 
materials but only by drastically reworking them and bringing them into 
relations with new elements. By this criterion 15 Foucault's two volumes 
fall well short of providing a genealogy. 

L 'Usage and Le Souci present us with a succession of moral 
problematisations of sexual pleasure. If they are read as constituting a 
history of the moral experience of sexual desire, they would constitute 
not a genealogy but a conventional history of ideas, in which the glacial 
evolution of the constituents of the Christian problematisation of 'the 
Flesh' were anachronistically traced back to their ascetic forerunners: 
self-interrogation, sexual restraint evolving into a call to abstinence, and 
so on. It is not that these materials would be irrelevant to a genealogy, 
but only as materials to be reworked, authorities to be cited, criticised or 
imitated. In other words their prior occurrence would have no causal 
significance independently of these retranscriptions. But in that case, 
why organise the genealogy of sexual desire around this succession of 
classical forebears? Foucault himself underlines the fact that the space 
accorded to the problematisation of sexual pleasure by classical moralists 
is minimal compared to the attention accorded to overeating and 
drinking and neglect of civic duties (L'Usage, p 165). To understand 
how sexual pleasure became a major problem in early Christianity and 
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why its problematisations became organised around sexual desire one 
might well have to look beyond the forms of thought which the Church 
created as precursors. 16 

Having questioned whether L'Usage and Le Souci work as 
genealogies of the experience of desire, it may be insisted that the books 
work perfectly well as, in Paul Veyne's phrase, 'an inventory of differ
ences', a demonstration of 'cultures of the self which do not revolve 
around the concept of desire and which, as will become apparent, may 
have an independent ethical and political relevance. On their own the 
materials presented here can only be at most one element of the gene a· 
logy proposed in the Introduction to Volume 2. 

A further locus of potential anachronism- but one which is more 
successfully avoided- is the change of chronological scale required by 
Foucault's focus on the element of desire, self-control and self
fashioning. For the effect of taking this 'longer view' of the history of 
sexuality is undoubtedly to blur some of the discontinuities and contrasts 
outlined in Volume 1. The force of the latter's central thesis concerning 
the 'birth' of sexuality and its regimentary parentage would seem to be 
diminished to say the least if the 'pregnancy' of the category dates from 
Classical or Christian Antiquity. 

Perhaps the single most important critical revision to Volume 1's 
picture of the history of sexuality can be picked out by reference to the 
history of male homosexuality, though its implications are much 
broader. In Volume 1, a timeless history of homosexuality stretching 
back to the ancient 'Greek love' is challenged by a thesis concerning the 
emergence of the category of the homosexual in the nineteenth century. 
The homosexual exists only when a particular constellation of sexual 
acts, bases of attraction, feelings, gestures, demeanours, etc are grouped 
together and made intelligible as the expression of a specific type of 
personality defined by an 'inverted' form of sensibility and 'contrary' 
sexual desires. This formation of the feminised figure of the invert is 
foregrounded through a contrastive reference to the status quo ante: the 
figure of the sodomite, defined mainly in juridical terms, as the 
perpetrator of a set of acts. This makes it appear as if what is new and 
specific to the social construction of homosexuality is its identification 
with a set of mental dispositions (as if previous homo-erotic relations and 
their regulation did not posit any relation to forms of self and 
sensibility). 17 

This assumption is first of all questioned by the acknowledgement 
(L'Usage, pp 10, 24) that the emergence of the homosexual category and 
stereotype do not betoken the irruption of a brand new phenomenon. On 
the contrary, the homo effeminatus figure of nineteenth century medical 
psychology texts is prefigured, attribute by stereotypical attribute, in 
ancient Greek and Roman dramatic comedies (as a figure offun) and in 
contemporary medical regimes (as an object of warning). However, to 
acknowledge the ancestry of this 'subjective' representation of homo
erotic choice is not to reinstitute an anachronistic continuity in the 
history of homosexuality and homoerotic relations, based on the 
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'exclusive' homosexual identity. Certainly, the emergence of the cate· 
gory of homosexuality signifies more than a change of vocabulary 
(L'Usage, p 10). That 'something more' consists in the development of 
'psychological' knowledges and techniques, scientific-cum-administra
tive classificatory, investigative and supervisory practices; literary or 
aesthetic representations and cultural groups and other forms of homo
sexual self-definition- in other words, all that we might connect with the 
nineteenth century construction of homosexuality as a 'social' issue. 
However, this network of subjectification takes for granted, or at most 
modifies, a conception of homoerotic desire as an object of moral 
experience, interpretation and self-government which owes its existence 
to a much earlier development not prior to, but within the domain of 
reflective 'practices of the self. 

This development, the disintegration of aphrodisia, the classical 
pagan realm of sexual pleasures, is perhaps the pivot on which Volumes 
2 and 3 of Foucault's history of sexuality seem to turn. It effectively 
rebuts the assumption in Volume 1 that a subjectificatory dimension was 
not crucial to the regulation of homoerotic relations prior to the 
establishment of homosexuality as a deviant personality-type. Both the 
legal definition of sodomy as an act and the medical-psychological 
definition of homosexuality as a personality type are predicated on this 
prior 'event', which makes the regulative distinction between sexual 
desire or personality and sexual acts possible, and, consequently, the 
prioritisation of one over the other. 

Thus it is argued (L'Usage, pp 47-62) that classical pagan 
attempts to make sexual pleasures matters of moral reflection and self
fashioning make no such distinction. Or rather, things that we modems 
would place in the domain of sexual desire, such as dreams, are rendered 
symbolically isomorphic with the domain of 'acts' by the fact that, as in 
Arthemidorus' dream book (Le Souci, Chapter 1), the 'ethical substance' 
of a sexual dream is the sexual-and-social position and state of mind of 
the dreamer in the various acts of penetration around which all morally 
significant dreams are centred. It is not that 'feelings' or fantasies are 
insignificant. However, they are placed differently, for instance on the 
grid of active/passive sexual relations, which are appropriate to, and 
mirror, the dreamer's and the sexual partner's respective positions in the 
social hierarchy. This explains why 'the effeminate man' of pagan 
antiquity plays such a marginal role in the problematisation of homo
erotic relations in that era, and why they would be construed not as 
'homosexuals' but merely as an extreme, because perpetual, eronymoi, 
as they from whom the erastes- ie occupants of the active superordinate 
role- take their pleasure. The anxiety about 'being made a woman of 
which apparently suffused relations between men and boys does not 
derive from the prospect of acquiring 'female' sensibility and demeanor, 
but from the far more immediate prospect of a shameful symbolic 
diminution of social status by being placed in a sexual position similar to 
that which a woman was expected to occupy. 18 

It is only in Christian problematisations of 'the flesh' dating from 
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Late Antiquity that a distinction between the domain of sexual acts and 
that of desire becomes pertinent. In this perspective, the seventeenth 
century legal problematisation of (the act of) sodomy and the indiscrim
inate classification of 'irregular' sexual dispositions and conduct as 
'unnatural', 'libertine' acts are not part of the pre-history of sexual 
subjectification, and concomitantly, the conception of homoerotic 
relations as a problematic type of desire. To anticipate the argument of 
Volume 4, as yet unpublished, it might be that the problematisation of 
homoeroticism-as-desire is the prior development. On this hypthesis, the 
focus on irregular sexual acts would be a subsequent concomitant of the 
broader 'juridification' of Christian culture in the course of its 
assimilation of and impact on Imperial and post-Imperial Roman Law. 

It has been suggested that taking this 'longer view' of the history 
of sexuality leads Foucault to a relocation of significant discontinuities in 
the history of homosexuality rather than to their annulment. It is legi
timate to ask whether this work of differentiation is valid beyond the 
precise array of historical questions on which it is based, to ask about the 
means by which sexual relations were conceptualised for purposes of 
moral reflection and self-fashioning. Are there no continuities in homo-· 
sexual or any other sexual disposition at the level of psychic organisation 
which might operate partly irrespective of particular ways of organising 
the 'experience' of such dispositions? The question might be unresolv
able, yet it is important to any contemporary use that can be made of 
Foucault's attention to practices of self-fashioning that the question of 
their sufficiency with regard to the psychological dispositions they 
attempt to shape and regulate be at least placed on the agenda. Which is 
why the second and opposite problem to that of anachronism, namely, 
Foucault's tacit claim that the desiring subject is a purely historical 
phenomenon ie an effect of social and discursive determinations alone, 
must now be briefly surveyed. 

The texts themselves are a poor guide to their logical implications 
and limits. Foucault distances himself from the supposition of culturally 
invariant psychical-sexual mechanisms which he associates with a 
commitment to a history of sexuality based on 'the repressive hypothesis'. 
This only serves to evade questions about the limits· to genealogical 
argument. A demonstration that the moral experience of sexual desire is 
an historical artifact does not prove that sexual desire is absent in 
individuals and collectivities for whom it is not an object of moral 
reflection. 

Similarly, it must be asked whether a genealogy of the self is 
committed to arguing that, in the absence of a culture of the self- ie 
practices by which conduct is regulated by constituting a 'surface' of 
inspection and reflection, and a coincident locus of norms and respon
sibilities for non-compliance- there could not be any sense of self, 
however elementary. 19 

The evidence afforded by L 'Usage and Le Souci for the 
sufficiency of contemporary practices of the self for the formation of the 
self they attempt to regulate is inconclusive. Most of their detailed argu-
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ment is given over to analysis of prescriptive ethical texts. Plainly these 
texts play a crucial role in such practices but they are hardly constitutive 
of them. Foucault is alert to the utility of the ancient philosophical, 
medical and moral texts as manuals of instruction. But he does little 
more than list an array of practical exercises (typically involving writing) 
whose potential for shaping a particular sense of self (as opposed to 
simply intensifying a hitherto existing one) is hinted at rather than 
demonstrated (Le Souci, Ch 2). 

The lack of detail on practices of the self can of course be made 
good by further studies: Pierre Hadot's (1981) collection of essays on 
ancient philosophical meditative writings, considered as forms of 
'spiritual exercise', is exemplary. 20 But every study must confront the fact 
that some of the conditions of the efficacy of these practices, including 
what I have termed an 'elementary' sense of self, lie outside the practices 
themselves. The consequences of both acknowledging the limits of self
fashioning practices whilst at the same time insisting on their shaping 
and differentiating powers will be drawn out shortly. 

Anal ytics of Ascesis 

Offsetting these problems and limitations, the merit of Foucault's 
analytical scheme (ethical substance, mode of subjectification, ascesis, 
and teleology) lies in the way it fences off its object- self-fashioning and 
self-government- from the other ethical spheres. It does so by insiting on 
the heterogeneity of the relationships of the ethical to the individual and 
to the domain of social rules. 

One pervasive means by which a factitious unity is usually 
imposed on ethics via its relation to individuals is the historical-socio
logical category of 'individualism'. For Foucault, the intensification and 
modelling of relationships with oneself cannot be located in a unitary, 
evolutionary series, as one expression among others of social recognition 
of the supreme value belonging to 'individuals'. He distinguishes 
relations of self-government from two other types of relationship 
between the individual and the ethical which may subsist independently 
of souci de soi (and indeed of one another). 
(i) valorisations of individual singularity or independence with respect 
to institutions, as instanced by certain ancient military establishments 
(notably the Spartan one) in which individuals would be picked out on 
grounds of valour in battle or feats of endurance; 
(ii) valorisations of private life ( eg in the Victorian bourgeois family) 
which did not always go along with an encouragement of intense self
reflection. By contrast, early Christian ascetic sects, in the name of self
renunciation, abandoned both domestic life and concern for individual 
singularity or achievement (Le Souci, pp 55-7). 

Secondly, the domain of ethical self-fashioning is distinguished 
from (i) the general codes of moral laws, customs and values usually 
thought to constitute 'social moralities'; and (ii) the domain of conduct 
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as conceived and measured against the moral codes of a society (L 'Usage, 
pp 32-33). 

The crucial distinction here is not between public and private 
ethics, between self-government and the government of others. Instead it 
serves to differentiate the ethical sphere according to whether or not the 
moral significance attributed to actions is held to implicate the individ
ual's self-integrity or self-respect; whether in Foucault's term, their signi
ficance extends beyond themselves and their immediate and social 
consequences to form part of the 'moral teleology' of the individuals' 
sense of themselves and their life; whether, therefore, the action is a 
matter for serious moral reflection and self-reformation. That ethical 
self-concern of this order is not mutually exclusive of an active public life 
is underlined by Foucault's attempt to prise the Stoic moralists away 
from standard interpretations in terms of the history of individualism. 21 

The stoic culture of the self in his view entails neither withdrawing from 
public life nor exclusive preoccupations with oneself. On the contrary, it 
could both foster an intensification of friendships and semi-institutional 
forms of spiritual guidance, and provide a way of being involved in 
politics amid the shifting, insecure authority and status relationships 
characteristic of Greek city states under Roman imperial rule. 

This distinction between codified and 'personal' ethical domains 
needs to be used with care. It cannot be presumed either that moral 
issues which are not matters of intense moral reflection are ipso facto 
unimportant; or that uncodifiable matters of individual discretion or 
interpersonal negotiation necessarily rise above the trivial. Indeed it is its 
very unsettling effect on conventional moral rankings and divisions of 
private and public which might make Foucault's analytic of self-fashion
ing productive for us. 

Notes 

A translation of L 'Usage will be published as The History of Sexuality vol 2 
Viking Press 1986 ISBN 067080896. 

2 This paper has benefited from discussion with: Beverley Brown, Stefan 
Feuchtwang, Nikolas Rose, and Mark Cousins. 

3 According to North (1966) in ancient Greek thought moderation, or 
sophrosyne was the virtus feminarum par excellence, especially personified 
by Penelope's faithfulness, domestic skills and chastity in her husband's 
absence. One of North's themes is the attempt to make sophrosyne 
compatible with previous forms of 'manly' ethics dominated by heroic 
principles of nobility or greatness of soul. Sophrosyne for men accordingly 
meant more like 'intense passion under perfect control'. 

4 An extreme example would be statements by some feminists elevating hatred 
of men or patriarchy to the status of a moral-political force: eg 'Mothering 
Sons', in Spare Rib, No 160, Nov 1985 ('Let's make fresh use of our hatred. 
Together.') Although such statements are not 'typical' of feminism they do 
have currency in the Women's Movement. 

5 For a general introductory survey of the rhetorical tradition see Kennedy 
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1980. Fumaroli 1980 provides by far the most sophisticated (and massively 
detailed) account of the institutionalisation of rhetoric in one historical 
instance, that of seventeenth century French society. 

6 This commitment to popular persuasion is not incompatible with certain 
forms of exclusivity. But in the rhetoric tradition these are based on 
authorised common places to the effect that the folly of youth, self.regarding 
nature of women, etc, place these categories beyond the pale of under· 
standing and profiting from wisdom. 

7 Here and more generally for this way of differentiating the spectrum of 
traditional epistemological alignments of ethics and reality, acknowledge
ment must be made to Murrin (1969, Chs 1-2). 

8 The locus classicus of this tendency to equate rhetoric and sophistry is, of 
course, Plato. For more precise references and discussion (including Plato's 
qualifications of this condemnation of rhetoric) see Erickson (ed) 1979. 

9 'The project was then a history of sexuality as experience- if by 'experience' 
is meant the correlation in a particular culture between domains of know
ledge, types of normativity and forms of subjectivity' L'Usage, p 10. Must 
they be correlated? 

10 For instance, moral problematisations of concubinage did not move to make 
the legally and customarily recognised institution illegal. Legal prohibitions 
on homoerotic activity were limited to prohibitions of sexual assaults on 
'free' men's sons and disqualification from holding political office for 
practising prostitution. 

11 This term (along with the earlier notion of 'mobile sensibility') is drawn from 
Greenblatt's study of sixteenth century English writings (More, Tyndall, 
Wyatt, Spenser, and Shakespeare) which exemplify 'an increased self
consciousness about the fashioning of human identities as a manipulable 
and artful process' on the part of writers and public figures (Greenblatt, 
1980, p 2). 

12 Zenophon argues that a wife can retain her attractiveness to her husband 
without resorting to cosmetic trickery ... by assiduous management of the 
household and servants. On this austere doctrine it is held that such indus
triousness will enhance her bearing and thereby her beauty. (L'Usage, p 
180). 

13 In the earlier 'dualist' account the pursuit of eros and aphrodisia are 
distinguished. The lover of boys may either be more vulgarly preoccupied 
with securing pleasure or may seek to endow his love with a nobler, erotic 
form. In this perspective, by dint of the inferior status of women love of boys 
could be valorised above that of women by reference to its higher aims
from which women were excluded- of pedagogy and friendship. In this 
philosophy of love the place of sexual pleasure, however muted and 
decorous, when put into relation with nobler pretentions was as Foucault 
shows highly ambiguous. In the later general theory, love is endowed with a 
single form; and women are admitted into the ranks of love-objects capable 
of manifesting beauty of soul as well as corporeal beauty. 

14 Pausing on the problems confronting a non-classicist proposing to work on 
the texts of Antiquity, Foucault refers to the quality of familiarity which 
with patient study they may acquire: 

a familiarity which allows one- in accordance with a practice which is 
doubtless constitutive of Western philosophy- simultaneously to inter
rogate the difference which distances us from a type of thought which we 
recognise as the origin of our own and the proximity which remains in 
spite of this distance that we ceaselessly hollow out. (L'Usage, p 13n). 
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15 For a further elaboration of the concept of a genealogy of morals and its 
critical or reevaluative implications see Minson 1985, Chs 2, 4, 5 and 10. 

16 For example, Jack Goody has recently suggested that ecclesiastical order· 
ings concerning for example priestly marriage and the institution of con· 
cubinage had more to do with their financial than with their spiritual 
consequences. On this hypothesis the injunctions to celibacy and exclusive 
conjugality are placed on a quite different series. Along with other measures 
only marginally linked to sex, such as banning widows from remarrying, 
they form part of an array of 'inheritance strategies' designed to ensure that 
a greater proportion of Christians' worldly wealth was passed on to the 
Church on their deaths. Naturally, the relevance of Goody's argument to 
Foucault's genealogical question is only a hunch, here merely indicative of 
what a non·teleologically based account might look like. 

17 In Disczpb'ne and Punish 1976, Foucault gives a similarly misleading 
impression that the 'notable' or 'commemorative' form of individuality 
associated with pre-disciplinary hierarchies was also built up by means of 
purely public rites of recognition (statutory, song, badges of office, etc) as if 
these functioned independently of any subjective sense of self. However, Le 
Soud's descriptions of ancient techniques of the self suggest the need to 
revise this unduly crude contrast. Think for example of the cardinal courtly 
virtue of)prezzatura (and associated techniques of self-presentation) recom
mended by Castiglione for kings, courtiers, diplomats and anyone wishing to 
'get on' in high society. This is the rhetorically eJaborated renaissance out of 
public appearance, whereby everything one says or does is accomplished 
with an air of gracious, effortless, nonchalant spontaneity, all these 
qualities, needless to say, being the product of assiduous prior rehearsal 
aimed at fashioning onself ... 

18 See Dover 1980 on the almost 'Victorian' reticence and coyness with which 
approved forms of courtship and sexual intercourse between 'free' men and 
boys was suffused. 

19 By an 'elementary' sense of self I mean that simple capacity to ascribe an 
action, a decision to act, or thought to oneself, which is arguably- following 
Benveniste- a concomitant of linguistic competence as such. A sense of self 
predicated on entry into language is necessary but not sufficient for subject
ive phenomena such as conscientious introspection or a sense of moral re
sponsibility for one's actions. 

20 For instance, Hadot argues that Marcus Aurelius' reductively physical char
acterisations of sexual intercourse are not commonly thought a forerunner of 
a modern 'existentialist' disgust and pessimism. Rather they are analysed 
generically as a Stoic meditative exercise- a technique of distanciation 
aimed at breaking people's attachments to particular things preparatory to a 
willingness to embrace as valuable all aspects of the natural world, however 
apparently inferior or negligible. See Hadot 1981, pp 225-39. 

21 See for example Jaeger's view of sophronsyne as 'a strong repression of the 
new individualistic impulse' 1939-45 Vol. 1, p 167. 
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