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In this issue of m!J the question of sexual politics is addressed both 
directly, through analyses of rape, pornography, motherhood and homo
sexuality, and indirectly by posing the relation between psychical rela
tions and social relations. In order to set out our approach to sexual poli
tics, certain issues must be clarified. m/fhas been accused of denying the 
existence of concrete men and women, or worse, of claiming that they are 
made not of concrete but of words. Of course we have never denied the 
existence of concrete individuals. What we have done is dispute the use
fulness of using the notion of the individual woman or man to analyse the 
complex relations of sexual differences. What we have questioned in par
ticular, is the use and the blind perpetuation of the category of the subject 
as the site and explanation of those relations. 

Our analyses in terms of the production of the categories of masculinity 
and femininity, whether in psychoanalytic terms or in terms of discursive 
practices, are not a way of demonstrating the non-existence or illusoriness 
of individual women and men. Rather, speaking of categories is a means 
of stressing that masculinity and femininity have effects even though they 
have no clear unity of content or reference. For we would insist that 
although discursive practices clearly have relations with each other, there 
is no way in which they produce any fixed abode for the feminine and the 
masculine. Equally, we have argued that psychoanalytic theory does not 
produce the concepts of femininity and masculinity fitted aut with simple 
contents, and certainly not as ones which can be made consistent with any 
general idea of domination/subordination. The effect of our argument, 
then, is hardly to say that individuals do not exist. 

But while the 'subject' cannot be the site and explanation of social 
relations, social relations cannot produce effects out of thin air. There 
must always be some material to work on; it may indeed be other social 
relations. But in the case of humans it has to be recognised that the social 
also works on a heterogeneous psychic material. The issue of a sexual 
politics forces the question of the forms of connection that might exist 
between psychic relations and social relations. 

Some of the articles in this issue directly address this relation 
between the psychic and the social, opening up the question in a number 
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of different ways. Other articles address particular problems of sexual 
politics where analyses of specific practices, legal, educational, political, 
representational, displace the question of the subject. 

This issue of m/fthus contrasts with and disrupts some of the ways 
in which psychoanalytic theory has been used for a sexual politics. For in 
posing the question of the connection between psychic relations and 
social relations, it gives no priority to psychic relations and does not treat 
these as the cause of women's subordination. Yet social subordination has 
indeed been argued to stem from the unconscious read in terms of 
patriarchal structures- and the unconscious itself has been suggested as 
object of reform, subject of a socialist future and a feudal past. The 
psychic has thus been put forward as that which provides a given content, 
masculinity and femininity, which is tantamount to the social subordina
tion of women. It has also been used to provide structures which ~nsure 
willy nilly an asymmetrical production/positioning of sexed subjects. But 
these_ asymmetric structures are ,always finally provided with contents 
which yieldinequality. For what is claimed is a general link between sub
jects and social practices in that asymmetric psychical structur.es are 
taken to predetermine the subordination of women. When psychical 
structures are illegitimately given a content, this robs the social of any 
effectivity. 

But what has been argued in previous issues is that the moment of 
sexual difference as conceptualised by psychoanalytic theory does not in 
itself produce fixed sexualities nor a definite and consequent set of social 
relations. Rather, the moment of sexual difference is about the necessity, 
in humans, of a psychical domain- ofthe unconscious and of desire. The 
inauguration of sexual difference thus makes it possible to ra£se, rather 
than to close off, the question of the connections between psychic 
relations and social relations. But these connections will take no general 
form. The social must necessarily work on psychical material, but it 
cannot be said to work on a finalised, sexed psychical entity. what we call 
sexuality -the object of a sexual politics- emerges from the interplay of 
sexual difference in the psychoanalytic sense and social relations. 

We suggest then, that the psychical and the social do not meet as 
fully determinate domains whose relation is then one of causality, over
determination or parallelism. Thus they cannot substitute for each other 
a-nd they cannot have any necessary relation between them which can be 
stated in advance. To be concerned with sexual politics must necessitate 
tracing the particular forms of connection between psychical relations 
and social relations in specific areas as widely different as co-nsciousness
raising, motherhood or pornography. 

To take consciousness-raising as an example, we would say that its 
effective,ness depends on the form of organisation of the women's group 
involving a specific formation of libidinal ties. The psychica( and social 
relations involved in motherhood or pornography would be differently 
specified. · 

What will be true for all these, however, will be that social rela
tions andpsychical relations, while not the same thing, are nonetheler.s 
insepar~ble. Thus we would argue that the radically different politics 
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that feminism has claimed is radically different precisely in that it will 
have consequences both at the level of social relations and also at the level 
of psychical relations. 

Parveen Adams, Beverley Brown, Elizabeth Cowie 
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A Feminist Interest in Pornography
Some Modest Proposals 
Beverley Brown 

The object of this essay is to lower the level of analysis of pornographic 
images. On the general questions of the relation between sexuality and 
power, sexuality and representation, sexuality and the law, it has little to 
say. Pornography is after all a definite and limited cultural form with a 
specific mode of effectivity. If it is to be assessed as a political issue for 
feminism then there must be some form of distinguishing it and of relat
ing it to possible feminist campaigns. Merely characterising the porno
graphic in terms of extremes of explicitness is about as useful and as 
accurate as characterising capitalism as extreme misery. In suggesting 
instead an analysis in terms of pornography's mode of combining the 
components of genre, sexual phantasy and cultural objects, I am in a 
sense· no more than restating points that have been made in other forms 
elsewhere, by 'common knowledge', by the recently published Wzlliams 
Report on Obscenity, and by feminism. But this analysis also confronts 
the terms of liberal political argument to pose the question of formulat-
ing the grounds of a feminist policy on pornography. . 

The 'Problem' of Pornography 

It would be too formal to say that there is such a thing as an accepted defi
nition of pornography. However, one area of agreement between liberals 
and anti-liberals is that pornography can be characterised in terms of 
extremes or explicitness, that it is a matter of exposing to view certain acts 
or anatomies. But it is this common starting point, and the consequences 
which flow from it, which should be disputed. In producing a 'problem' 
of pornography, already and familiarly demarcated, it pre-empts a 
feminist delineation of the problem and its object: · 

There are two components to this notion of pornography, first 
that it has a certain content, a range of sexual behaviours along a spec
trum differentiated as more or less 'extreme'; second, that an exposure of 
the body is involved, similarly ranged along a continuum in which more 
or less is shown. Taking the two components together, what is produ~ed is 
an account of the pornographic as a single and recognisable. problem of 
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extremes, something which shows too much and goes too far. It is hardly 
surprising that, when it comes to a question of adjudication, the decision 
too is one of 'how much', of where to draw the line. 

·Yet there is clearly a non-correspondence between degrees of ex
posure of the ,body and degrees of 'extreme' behaviour. Forms of 
bondage, for example, depend upon the tactical presence, rather than 
absence, of certain articles of clothing. To pose a challenge to the idea 
that there is a simple convergent 'extreme' is also to challenge the related 
assumption that objections to pornography will increase along a corres
ponding scale, as reactions to a content. This is important because it 
allows us to register the fact that it is often the silly and the sultry - the 
stock in trade of 'soft porn' - which produces the more violent protest 
from feminism. For the statement 'pornography is a part of everyday 
sexism' it is the everyday which is perhaps more galling than the exotic. 

Indeed, even limiting ourselves to one of these supposed con
tinuums it soon comes to seem an implausible characterisation. An objec
tion can be made to images of bound and passive women without having 
to construe the whole range of pornography as incipient sado
masochism. Otherwise sexuality is reduced to a set of acts exemplifying a 
unified field of the sexual, in which the extreme can be taken as the 
typical, and the whole domain known by its destination. 

Such a notion of a unified field of sexuality motivated along a 
single line of 'need' was popularised in the figure of the 'permissive 
society'. Something called 'sex' was represented as in the process of 
emergence, an emergence which could be marked as the increasing visi
bility of an already-constituted but previously repressed set of behaviours 
and desires. A variety of phenomena - different forms of sexual 
conduct, shifts in speech patterns, changes in child-rearing practices, the 
existence of the sexuai therapies - were all treated as aspects organically 
related in a homogenous field of the sexual in which a logic of de-repres
sion urged that the most 'outrageous' and resisted be taken as the most 
truthful and typical. Against this one would wish to protest the 
distinctness of different forms of sexuality, in relation to which a concept 
of 'extreme' is simply unintelligible, the non-correspondence between 
extent of repression and forms of sexuality and indeed the difference 
between physical activities, social conducts and psychic formation. 

There are also problems with the idea of a scale of increasingly 
explicit representation of the body, where representation is thought 
essentially as a transparent medium giving more or less access to its 
object. This might seem unexceptionable insofar as we can all recognise 
pornography 'on sight'. But let us not mistake recognisability for a simple 
givenness of content. Recognisability does not depend just upon what and 
how much is shown - otherwise we would not be able to distinguish 
between pornographic, artistic, medical representations of sexual acts 
and naked bodies (indeed, if it is the extreme which is the test of the 
pornographic, then medical textbooks or biological cross-sections would 
be definitive). What makes pornography recognisable are its non
transparent features, the elements which constitute it as a distinctive 
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representational genre- a certain rhetoric of the body, forms of narra
tion, placing and wording of captions and titles, stylisations and postures, 
a repertoire of milieux and costume, lighting techniques, etc. Even where 
the distinctness of the genre is acknowledged - all that the Williams 
Report glosses as 'shallow and trashy' - it is given a se_condary status in 
identifying the pornographic, merely representation's rather nasty shade 
or ,colouring or, alternatively, a 'knowledge' that something. is 
pornographic. These features are, however, an important element in 
feminism's objections to pornography. 

We have been arguing that it is misleading to begin from an 
assumption that the pornographic is a literal representation whose con
tent merely happens to exceed certain, disputed, boundaries of accep
tability. When such a position is made central, then pornography's 
distinctive character cannot be recognised and, moreover, feminism's 
objections to 'soft-core' pornography and to the manner as much as the 
fact that,women are therein represented,. simply appear as prudishness, 
as a .particularly limited range of acceptability. But if we separate out dif
ferent forms of objection, then feminism's concern with the more 
quotidian aspects of the pornographic can be posed as a distinct problem. 

And indeed it is not irrelevant to point out that a feminist interest in 
pornography·must be attached to feminist concerns. It is not feminism 
which has produced pornography as a discrete 'social problem' and it is not 
at all obvious that feminists and their supposed allies would even pick out 
the same images as objectionable. It may well be that pornography would 
be acidressed only as a small part of campaigns with other, more general 
objects, which picked up part but not necessarily all of the field of 
pornographic images. A campaign around representations of women 
would,· one might think, confine itself to representations of women. 
Another declared interest of feminism, the reform of the personal, might 
include attention to the pornographic, but once again, this would involve a 
shift. in the domain of comparison and selection and grounds of criticism. 

The Object of Pornography 

Feminist statements on the subject of pornography often take it to be an 
exemplary moment of patriarchy. If patriarchy treats women as objects, 
then,pornography does so in a .most vivid and incitatory way. If patri
archy consists of an organised system of subordinations then pornography 
sub<?rdinates women not only to the eye of the camera, but to the indig
nity of a banal range of objectionable phantasies. At this point the 
language of explicitness offers a temptation to serious parody, a tempta
tion for feminists to claim that indeed 'all is revealed' in pornography. 
But it is not necessary to take up this option and it would be well avoided, 
for such a generalisation of the pornographic would either lose sexuality 
in a general power relation of subordination or it would eroticise and 
make fundamental the eroticisation of all differentiations of power. Por
nography is both more specific and less important than that. 
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It is not necessary to treat pornography as an essence of patriarchy 
to grant that it might in some sense typify it. Its exemplary power lies not 
in its being unitary but in its being discrepant, in holding together 
distinct ranges of determination. That it holds them together is not 
nothing: consider, for example, the sorts of connections allowing the play 
on the word 'availability' in the Williams Report, where it designates an 
availability at the level of commercial transaction, of images in the street, 
of woman in the image. But recognising the powers of an accumulation of 
meanings around pornography does not establish ·what is specific to 
pornography. And consequently it is not as accumulation that it can be 
dealt with. 

Let us take the statement that 'pornography treats women as 
objects' and examine it in relation to the two features which the Williams 
Report takes to be essential to pornography, namely that it 'has a certain 
function or intention, to arouse its audience sexually, and als-o a certain 
content, explicit representations of sexual material (organs, postures, 
activity, etc). A work has to have both this function and this content to be 
a piece of pornography.' (para 8. 2 p 103) The point a bout content, taken 
alone, would amount to an identification in terms of explicitness or 
extremes, in which it would be impossible to distinguish between porno
graphy and other forms of representation involving nakedness, sexual ac
tivity, etc, and impossible to formulate feminism's objection to the way in 
which women are represented. _ 

Considering the question of sexual arousal, an initial sense of the 
feminist objection to pornography would be to the representation of 
women as objects of sexual desire. Yet the presence and, more, the 
promise of an alternative feminist erotica would seem to rule out an 
objection to women ever being placed in a sexual context. However, there 
is something more specific about the Williams formulation since it refers 
to sexual arousal. Even here, made slightly indeterminate by its emphasis 
on more diffuse and non-genital forms of pleasure, the feminist erotica 
will once more signal that it cannot be an arousing body of images as such 
which is objectionable. It is important here not to assume a mapping, at 
least at the level of pract-ical pleasures, of heterosexuality onto genitality 
or vice versa. To pose non-genital pleasures is not in itself to oppose 
heterosexuality or male desire; and to pose homosexuality is not to 
exclude genital behaviours. This is why countering pornography's 
construction of women as 'objects of male desire' means adjudicating on 
three separate issues: the possibility of erotic representations in general, 
the possibility of a form of representation designed to have an effectivity 
of arousal, the possibility of arousing in a genital (and non-genital) way. 
It is assumed here that feminists would accept all three of these possibili
ties in framing an alternative. 

In order to capture the precise sense of 'pornography treats 
women as objects'' we need to be able to specify not just the coexistence of 
a content and arousal, as Williams does, but their form of connection. 
The objection surely consists basically in the way in which pornography 
depends for its sexual effectivity on images of the feminine which are 
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constructed as, a limited and highly fixed repertoire of postures and 
props. The connection is thus between sexual phantasy's 1 capacity to 
hook psychic material onto rigid structures, in this case certain images, 
and pornography's production of pre-packaged erotic visual material, 
'the way its medium mimics the medium of phantasy', (Wollheim p 17) 
Those aspects of pornography's recognisability so often regretted on 
aesthetic gro~nds, far from being gratuitous, are essential to it; it is the 
way in which the organisation and disorganisation of bodies operates as a 
short cut to desire which constitutes 'objectification'. 

A few caveats need to be entered on the notion of objectification. 
Initially and tritely-, all representation objectifies, all representation 
fragments. We should also be wary of taking 'objectification' to signify an 
omission, a dehumanisation, in which pornography just leaves out or fails 
to portray -other aspects of the feminine or aspects of sexual relationS 
which could be, as it were,-simply placed alongside sexuality to give a 
fuller, more healthy, picture.- Given that we accept some possible 
literature whose interest is sexual arousal; ~the problem is not that 
pornography might failto show women at work- why should it?- or even 
that it might fail to picture those extra-sexual accompaniments to 
sexuality demanded by 'responsible adults'. When feminists talk about 
altering the forms of sexuality, it means changing sexuahty, not just 
ameliorating the surroundings. So, curiously; to hold pornography 
objectionable in omitting the faces and the feelings is in effect to accept 
an adequation of pornography to sexuality as such- an equation which 
pornography does its best to promote. But ifthe current sexual regime is 
said to 'objettify' sexuality, then it must 'objectify' feelings as well. In 
fact, as I 'shall mention later, it is by no means the case that pornography 
can :be put forward as 'the sexual' in contrast to other aspects of 'the. 
personal'; on the contrary. In any case; an alternative literature of 
arousal would not at all be committed to representing the whole of life 
and all aspects of the feminine in order to differ-from the pornographic. 

Yet it is not even necessary to supplement sexuality with ·the 
comforts of domestic cosiness or the ecstasies of religious devotion to 
.dispute· pornography's claims to be the truth of sex. Pornography's 
relation to sexual relationships is not at 'the level of a photograph'. We 
_have already argued in the first section that seeing pornography in terms of 
an 'explicitness of content does not sufficiently distinguish it from other 
representations involving bodies or sexuality.-But, it might be claimed, 
now in virtue of its generic features, that pornography does indeed reveal 
the truth of the current regime of sexual relationships and, further, the 
fact that it 'works' is a tribute to this realism: the objectification of women 
in the image is the objectification that women experience and men enjoy. 

Literalness should be met with literalness, and with qualification. 
For the first, it is simply not true that pornography has the status of a 
'factual' account of what people are doing at this very moment all over the 
country. If it were true we would hear no complaints that women were 
forced to live up to or out such phantasies. Ap.d in this consists the 
qualification, for in recognising that it is at the level of phantasy that 
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pornography operates, one recognises that pornography does exist in a cer
tain relation to people's lives. But it would be a literalism of another kind to 
take phantasy scenarios as blueprints for any existent or future world, to 
read them as descriptions of what people would like and endeavour to do 
and have done to them. There is no point putting forward a connection 
between genre and phantasy if phantasy is itself treated as a content. 

' If we take 'treating women as objects' to refer rather to the intransi
gence and fixity with which pornographic phantasy organises its content, 
to its repetitive and fetishistic2 character, then we return to the question of 
what specific sense is to be given to the notion of 'object'. I would like to 
suggest that, insofar as it provides an objection to pornography, the notion 
of 'object' is most appropriately connected with another aspect of 
pornography's generic features. This is pornography's capacity and 
determination to capture and eroticise certain familiar cultural objects. It 
is particularly but not exclusively evident in the sort of images in The Sun or 
in 'soft-core' pornography. Indeed it is pornography's construction around 
those very aspects oflife it supposedly omits that is remarkable: elements of 
personality- the first name, the smile, the biography and the 
'interests'- artefacts from the workplace and the home, the realms of 
hob hies and topical news items (sailing caps in Cowes week, bunting for the 
New Hampshire primaries), domestic settings ranging from the Gothic 
castle to the front room. 

The trouble is that pornographyeroticises women as well. That is to 
say it produces them as erotic in precisely the same way it produces objects 
as erotic. It is as if women had been objects on a par with other cultural 
objects, and had then been subjected to a process of eroticisation. This 
pluperfect formulation is the only one which avoids the hesitation between 
saying 'pornography treats women as objects' and 'pornography treats 
women as sexual objects'. If it treats women as objects in the way that 
porters treat objects as objects, then the claim is merely baffling; if it refers 
to some process of commoditisation, then so does capitalism treat women 
as objects, just as it treats men as objects. Yet, as we have seen, taking it to 
refer to being the object of a sexual interest is also not quite right. 

To speak of an 'eroticisation' ofwomen, then, is to say that pre
existing cultural elements of the feminine are taken up, subject to certain 
protocols of definition and emphasis, placed in relation to certain other 
objects, including men, in a limited syntax of possibilities. The fact that 
cultural elements, including those elements of the feminine, can and do 
exist in different forms elsewhere, placed differently, even differently in 
other erotic situations, does not undermine the specificity of pornography. 
It is not being claimed that pornography invented sexuality any more than 
it invented culture. 

This new sense of 'pornography treats women as objects'thus regis
ters a double objection, both to the initial implicit equation with a thing, 
impersonal and non-sexual, and to the techniques bywhicheroticisation is 
produced. It allows us to extend feminism's emphasis on the form of 
connection between arousal and content by adding the other element it 
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stresses, the 'everyday'. To repeat this another way: pornography is a 
·coincz'dence of sexual phantasy, genre and culture z'n an erotic organisa
tion of visibility. 3The objects which pornography produces as erotic, in a 
form provocative to phantasy's tendency to accrete and solidify, are 
familiar objects. Insofar as phantasy does not work without material, 
there must be some object, arbitrary but not random. If that object is 
already connected with the sexual, so much the better. Pornography 
essentially provides a stock of visual repertoires constructed out of 
elements of the everyday, using objects, including elements of the 
feminine, already placed within definite cultural practices. In re-placing 
these,objects, in makin~ them available or special, as objects around 
which sexual phantasy can· operate without too much wit or effort, 
pornography simultaneously opens up the possibility of a reversal, of 
seeing objects return to their cultural niche with a· certain afterglow. 
Since pornography is involved in constructing a form of recognisability or 
visibility for women within a space of eroticisation ofeveryday objects, it 
can have effeCts at the level of ordinary life without having to make a long 
excursion by way of the 'extreme'; a day return will do, and do better. 

.. On this analysis, definite rather than general connections can be 
made between pornography and other forms of representation, particu
larly advertising. The reason why advertising images are especially prone 
to quote from the pornographic genre is that they are by definition in the 
business of promoting everyday objects, and eroticisation offers a means 
to that promotion. It is not just as commodity that a parallel exists, but as 
desired commodity. 

The Grounds of a Feminist Intervention 

The logic of interVention is dominated by the liberal argument that -it is 
only harms· that justify intervention, that harms must be demonstrable 
effects and that the harm of intervention must always be less than the 
harm it is to alleviate. The -Williams/Wolfenden formula, -which itself 
begins from these premises; 4 is emerging as the current legislative strategy 
for the management of a range of issues around sexuality. It is thus both 
useful and pertinent to ask how these principles of argument condition 
the possibility of a feminisr-policy on pornography. It is important to 
emphasise that, although guiding legislative argument, the principles are 
framed in order to apply as well to extra-legal intervention: John Stuart 
Mill's On Liberty speaks equally of the force of moral opinion as a public 
intervention constraining individual liberty. Thus to prioritise the extra
legal as a site of struggle is not in itself to escape the constraints of this 
form of argument. 

· Let us try and set out the terms of reference of the debate about 
pornography as classically conceived. This means locating an effect of 
pornography, arguing that it is a harm, weighin_git against the harmful 
effects of possible means of action against it. The strongest argument, as 
conducted by Dr Court and the Festival of Light, as well as some 
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feminists, is that pornography is a direct cause of undeniable and great 
harms, namely sexual offences such as rape and sexually-inspired 
murders. The requirement that demonstrable connections be shown 
urges that pornography have its effects in a very literal way, that certain 
individuals are inspired to re-enact a scene they see in such magazines or 
that they 'mistake' real women for images of women. Equally the 
requirement to produce a truly serious harm to justify the harm of inter
vention pushes the argument towards concentrating on what is seen as the 
most 'extreme' and 'explicit' material. Indeed the language of exposure 
suggests that such 'extreme' material is more effective precisely because it 
is closer to reality; it is a short step from seeing pornography as a 
reproduction of acts in the image to seeing it as a reproduction of images 
in the act. 

The usual means of intervention being considered is censorship, 
whether a suppression at the point of production or a restriction on the 
conditions of availability. While both forms of censorship involve an 
incursion on the individual's freedoms to indulge 'tastes and pursuits', a 
proven connection between sexual offences and pornography would 
render availability restrictions merely whimsical. This is why Williams 
first examines the Court evidence before, finding the connection 'not 
proven', he suggests restrictions on availability. 

The harm of censorship by suppression is held to consist in its 
threat to freedoms of expression and opinion. The danger is not only that 
a particular object of suppression may have countervailing good proper
ties (even if they refer only to the shortness of life and the limited forms of 
pleasure it allows) but also censorship's blindness, its incapacity to 
distinguish between good and bad objects, whether present or future. 
Clearly the dangers which censorship~ of either kind- would pose for 
feminist images of the body is one reason for wariness. A different but 
related fear is not of censorship's blindness but its clearsightedness, that 
such power, once granted, would fall into the wrong hands- if it is ever in 
the right ones. . 

The classic dilemma around pornography is thus a balancing of 
extreme harms of doubtful direct connection with pornography against 
the harms censorship offers not only to traditionally conceived freedoms 
of the individual but now to feminist interests as well. But this anxious 
irresolution is not the essence of feminism's problem with pornography. It 
is merely a symptom of the more general lack of fit between feminist 
politics and· liberalism's central terms of reference: individual/society, 
harms, intervention. 

For liberalism, harms attach to the interests of individuals or, less 
popularly, to society as whole. Yet feminism is concerned with the 
interests of a constituency of women for whom pornography will have 
different effects on different individual women. This constituency cannot 
be simply reduced to a collection of individuals, or made homogeneous 
with either 'reasonable people' or 'society'. Consequently the level of 
harm to such an interest is not amenable to liberalism either. 

And what is more, liberalism prefers harms to be measurable in 
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something tangible, such as acts against individuals. Yet the harms 
feminism wishes to mark do not depend for their seriousness on being or 
resulting directly in acts. The harms indicated by pornography's relation 
to 'a sexist society' are serious in themselves. 

The reason why libeialism attaches an import<mce to the at least 
notional possibility of measuring harmful effects is that it must weigh 
them against the harm of intervention. The ·concept of intervention is 
posed as absolutely general. It may not be only the state or the lawwhich 
c·an act in this way; but it is action of this scale which is premised. Yet 
feminism has always posed forms of intervention which could be sporadic 
and local, take the form of campaigns or personal interaction. 

In short, liberalism offers neither a means of representing a 
feminist"interest or a harm to that interest, nor a means ofreckoning the 
type of harmful effects feminism seeks to emphasise; nor a way of 
thinking such a harm in relation to non-generalised forms of interven
tion. This is why, in seeking to register its level of interest and complaint, 
feminism is always placed by liberalism in the position of having to 
'overstate' its case in order to have a case liberalism can recognise at all. 
Thus feminism is forced to stake its claim centrally on pornography's 
power to produce direct harms to individuals in the form of actions. It has 
to state all its other objections to pornography as if they referred to effects 
convergent on if not quite expressed in such acts. It has to give its objec
tions to ·pornography a seriousness of the order, of murder or treason in 
order to weigh in the balance against a possible· censorship. And, at the 
end of it, a prohibition of pornography, even a total policing of the sexist 
society, would bear very little relation to the sort- of changes feminism 
would wish to see. It is not that feminism is excessive to liberalism, but 
that liberalism is inappropriate to feminism. 

If the emphasis on acts as a direct effect of pornography has been 
provoked by a form ()f calculation which finally is irrelevant to feminism, 
then there is no reason why it should dominate a feminist analysis as such. 
But shifting attention away from an attempted match between extremes 
of pornography and extremes of harmful action is by no means to deny 
that" there are individual cases in which pornographic images, like certain 
religious paintings, may have a particular power to produce deep patho
logical disturbances, 5 which might take theform of a literal re-enactment 
of images: To count as re-enactment there would clearly have to be a high 
degree ohimilarity between act and image; indeed it is this literalness 
which grounds any argument that pornography 'puts ideas into people's 
heads' -otherwise pornography could be held responsible for all sexual 
activity. But what is being staged in such precise detail is not just a 
possibly novel arrangement of bodies or acts: It is the scenario asscenario, 
the scene. constructed by pornography ritually reconstructed. And to 
make a specific scenario the object of such theatrical compulsion is to 
mark a definite order of pathology. The Moors murders, far from 
functioning as an extreme example of a typical form of effect, are 
atypical because they are re-enactments. Where pornographic images do 
have effects in 'ordinary' behaviour, they will not be of the order of a 
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literal re-enactment, but work through a general psychic economy as it 
orders and disorders conduct. 

Reconsidering Effects 

Unhooking the possible range of effects of the pornographic from acts of 
imitation involves rethinking what is meant by an effect. 'Acts' are em
phasised by liberalism not only because they are an obvious way in which 
individuals come into contact with and hence may harm other indivi
duals, but because of an assumption that actions are the proper place to 
look for effects. Yet what makes something an effect is nothing to do with 
where it happens. It is not because something happens in the 'real world' 
that makes it an effect. When we said earlier on that pornographic 
images could have effects on advertising images, this was not because ad
vertising images were more 'real' than pornographic images. Obviously 
things have to be different from each other before one can affect the 
other, but being different is not a matter of being more or less real. For 
that matter pornographic images and adveitising images are just as real. 

Of course not just anything can count as an effect. In the case of 
advertising we.said that it was possible for pornographic images to be 
'quoted' because both of them were concerned with the visual promotion 
of objects. In other words, it was because of pornography's organisation 
of a certain space of visibility that another form also concerned with visi
bility could borrow from it. And this borrowing is facilitated to the extent 
that both are concerned with an erotic promotion of cultural objects. 

But this means that the effects of pornography could be sought in 
spaces of'imaging' other than advertisements or, indeed, outside the con
ventionally limited space of representations altogether. There is no 
reason why a notion of representation should be tied to the conditions of 
viewing set up around printed images and darkened auditoriums. We 
can also consider the viewing of everyday objects, of daydreaming and 
nightdreaming. To put it crudely, women may be looked at in a certain 
way- by women as well as by men- and pornographic images may have 
contributed to that organisation of viewing. Thus it is possible to speak of 
a connection between pornographic images and 'everyday sexism' in a 
way which does not take as its starting point two materially distinct 
reaims, a concrete domain of real acts as against an abstract domain 
of representations.6 Both these supposed unities can be disrupted. For 
pornographic images to have effects on the everyday is not more mira
culous than their having effects on other forms of representation. And no 
less specific: for, in saying that pornography can have effects on everyday 
viewing practices (whether their object is on paper, in the mind, in the 
street) one is also insisting that it is just viewing, precisely the possibility 
and probability of being looked at in a certain way which is in question. 
There may indeed be further effects, as has been mentioned, between 
modes of viewing and forms of action, but forms of action are not as such 
the more legitimate space of effects. Forms of viewing are just as real. 
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A Reform of Visibility? 

In thinking about pornography's possible range of effects within 'every
day sexism', what has been raised is a much larger issue than porno
graphy as such. In fact, it might be in relation to a possible campaign 
around the reform of forms of feminine visibility that a feminist policy on 
pornography could be formulated. It would thus be part of feminism's 
project of altering (not eradicating) forms of sexuality, in this case as they 
were implicated in the organisation of viewing the everyday. Surely the 
insistence that the personal -is poijtical, that sexuality is not innately 
private,•involves both locatingjlistAhissort of'public' configuration and 
making it-an object of 'political'- reform. And it is pornography's avail
ability at the level of ordinariness which links it to such a campaign. 

Ac this point a· certain interest attaches to the Williams Report 
which poses the question of pornography in relation to a policing of a 
'public' space of visibility. 7 Its objection ·to pornography is that, 
particularly when displayed in the street, pornographic images expose to 
view certain private, sexual acts and anatomies, and that this is offensive. 
Consequently pornography should be returned to the private realm of in
dividual choice· by being· available only under certain restricted 
conditions, in bookshops and cinemas with no external displays of 
material. 

, u Obviously this formulation comes into direct conflict with femin, 
ism's refusal to accept that the sexual is innately private. Yet it.has not 
always been easy to formulate what its 'publicness' .consists in. When we 
look at-the Williams Report it is clear that the sexual is thought primarily 
in,terms of certain acts or parts of the body, and that what is meant by 
'public' is exposing them to view: Now this is just to apply a notion of 
public and private to the sort of thinking about pornography we challen · 
ged at the start by emphasising that sexuality was not just a matter of acts 
and bits of bodies and that representation, or indeed making visible, was 
not just a matter of what was seen but how that seeing was organised. At 
least this makes it clear that feminists cannot be thinking in the same way 
as Williams since they are not talking about public nudity or sex in the 
public library. 

But the issue is complicated for Williams by an unspoken reliance 
on certain arguments in the Wolfenden Report. Wolfenden uses the 
privacy of the sexual to guarantee certain liberties in .respect to sexual 
conduct, specifically homosexuality and prostitution. Yet Wolfenden's 
formula of 'consep.ting adults in private' tries to do two things at once. It 
begins from an argument that there are areas in which the law has 'no 
business', so long as no harm is involved, that, with respect to a domain of 
sexual conduct it is improper for the law arbitrarily to introduce an en
forcement of morals. It then goes on to make a contrast with 'public 
indecency'. Yet a 'private' space of judgment about sexual conduct is by 
no means equivalent to or coterminous with an innate privacy of the 
sexual in a way which can determine its proper and improper venue. 
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Sexual conduct is not just acts, and private domains of judgment are not 
dwelling places. 

Wolfenden functions as the background to the Williams Report. 
This means that when Williams treats pornography in terms of its making 
public the private, he has actually confused three different senses of 
public and private: private in the sense of 'not the law's business', private 
in the sense of 'as or in dwelling places', and private in his additionaJ 
sense, of 'not exposed to view'. 

But Williams uses the principle of privacy of the sexual not only to 
explain why pornographic images are offensive, especially when publicly 
displayed, but to insist that there should also be 'private' access to porno
graphy in restricted bookshops, etc. The harm of offensiveness is thus not 
to be outweighed by the harm of a suppressive intervention, and it is with 
fitting symmetry that private liberties can be matched onto private 
sexualities. This correspondence itself goes back to another infelicity in 
Wolfenden, a slide from the general domain of moral matters 'outside the 
law' to the specific domain of sexual conduct. Yet only a very narrow 
sense of morality would, in allowing that it was not the law's business to 
enforce morals, assume that only sexual morality was important. 

If feminism's challenge to the privacy of sexuality seems at odds 
with Wolfenden's guarantees of certain freedoms of sexual conduct, then 
this is because a struggle to define domains of autonomous conduct or 
'private' judgment has not been rigorously separated from issues around 
sexuality. And if feminism seems to demand a scrutiny or invasion of 
these areas, then they must be defended, where defensible, in terms other 
than unexamined assumptions of some innate privacy of the sexual. 

The tenlis of the Williams Report are thus unsatisfactory for any 
possible feminist campaign around a reform of visibility, and offer no ac
ceptable means of producing a feminist policy on pornography in 
relation to such a campaign. The most that can be gleaned are certain 
limited ways of beginning to think about a relation between protocols of 
everyday conduct and organisations of visibility. As an opening proviso, 
any notion of a single public/private distinction would have to be jet
tisoned, particularly when seen as a distinction between acts on the one 
hand and an exposing to view on the other. 

What can be salvaged, with a measure of disrespect to the 
original, are the following: on the one hand, there is an organisation of 
spaces, civic and domestic, not only towns, streets and country lanes but 
the internal differentiations of dwelling places. On the other hand, there 
are domains of 'private' judgement whose autonomy rests neither on in
dividuality, or sexuality, but rather the assignment of differential rights 
and responsibilities, whether by a professional code of conduct or 
manners for everyday or special occasions. 

In both cases, principles of access/ exclusion/ appropriateness 
govern conduct, and in both cases conduct includes modes of visibility. In 
just this sense, then, places and judgments could be the subject or site of 
reforms of feminine visibility. 

Clearly a feminist policy on pornography in relation to such a 
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campaign would involve certain tactical judgments, such as a possible 
defensive strategy around 'appropriateness'. But it would also mean dev
eloping positions on questions such as whether or not phantasy is 
'private', what it would mean to talk of a reform of phantasy or a reform 
of manners, whether action would be considerea-in relation to porno
graphy as such or in relation to its other levels of effects, whether such 
intervention might take the form of breaking up_ its genre elements. 

Notes 

'Phantasy' is used in this article to refer to certain organisations of psychic 
material, rather than in the looser sense of wildest, or most secret, wishful 
ruminations. Nor is phantasy taken to be 'unreal' or fiction. Thus I am saying 
that phantasy involves a general capacity to hook unconscious material onto 
psychic structures, and that some of those structures take the form of visual 
scenarios. It is these scenarios, as structures, that I am relating to porno
graphic images' generic features. 

2 In this article I have avoided any account of the considerable body of work on 
the relation between representation and sexuality and the structure of the 
look, for which fetishism is a central moment. Anyone who wishes to pursue a 
connection between fetishism and the 'eroticisation' of cultural objects is free 
to do so, but this is a very different level of analysis. On pornography, see John 
Ellis's recent article and the reply by Paul Willemen. 

3 Designating pornography as such a combination both makes it specific and 
identifiable, not simply a manifestation of patriarchy or even everyday 
sexism, and also allows a manoeuvreability for its components. Pornography 
does not tell us everything there is to know about sexual phantasy, for 
instance, and there are other organisations of cultural objects, visual and 
non-visual, erotic and non-erotic. 

4 For a proper account of the sorts of harms and considerations attaching to 
them for Mill and Williams, see the extremely elegant essay by Richard 
Wollheim. 

5 It should be emphasised that pathology as such does not distinguish the 
normal from the :tbnormal as a classification of persons. Nonetheless this 
argument is distinguishing between pathology in a general sense and a 
particular pathological formation as a contrast between even 'deep' 
disturbance and a fetishising of the pornographic scenario. Richard 
Wollheim also raises some questions about pornography and phantasy, 
attributing to pornography an effec.tivity over and above. a reinforcement 
and activation of the 'volume' of a subject's phantasy; he claims that porno
graphic images may also independently mould the character of phantasy (p 
17) and regards this as arguably harmful. But this is not an argument of any 
specific feminist concern. 

6 There is another way in which the normal sense of'effect' has been shifted: on 
this account the notion of a cause is irrelevant. Instead there is, on the one 
hand, an availability of a certain effective organisation of components and, 
on the other, sets of conditions under which that availability could be taken 
up. 

7 For a discussion of the general Williams/Wolfenden strategy and some of its 
incoherencies, see my article in Ideology and Consciousness. 
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The Assertion of Homosexuality 
J eff Minson' 

'The phrase "coming out" as used by gays has three meanings: to 
acknowledge one's homosexuality to oneself; to reveal oneself as 
homosexual to other gay people, and lastly to declare one's homo
sexuality to everyone and anyone'. Hutter and Hodges With 
Downcast Gays 

The significance of coming out for the gay liberation movement seems 
incontestable when, for all its internal fragmentation, shifting definition 
and boundaries, that movement continues to locate itself under the 
rubric of personal politics. Nevertheless, the sufficiency and necessity 
(under all conditions) of coniing out have [leen contested. Comiug out is 
not universally reckoned the be-and-end-all of homosexual liberation. It 
is thus necessary to bear in mind both its cardinal importance for the 
politics of homosexuality and the fact that its political significance and 
effects are sometimes perceived to be problematic. · 

Two types of reservation may be singled out. For the first, coming 
out fails to tap the material roots of.homosexual oppression, which lie in 
capitalist and/or patriarchal economico-political structures. Hence, 
while it may secure some legal concessions under a liberal regime, it fails 
to challenge the domination of a heterosexist ideology and power struc· 
ture which will only tolerate homosexuality on condition that it retain its 
deviant status. But another line of reservation is possible. Whilst similarly 
concerned with the perpetuation of typecast sexual identities, this second 
type of reservation queries the whole conceptualisation of homosexuality 
as an issue of personality and personal identity which can simply be 
asserted. It focuses less on the failure of coming out to challenge this order 
of sexual definitions than on its tendency to positively consolidate them; 
and attends less to the supposed structural causes of its limitations than to 
the meaning of the act itself, to the nature of its political consequences 
and to their possible interdependencies. 

The problem with coming out on this view is that to make homo
sexuality the defining characteristic of the entire person is to make the 
very assumption made by those hostile to homosexuality, eg. in an 
employer's justifications for giving someone the sack purely on the 
grounds of their being a known homosexual. [ 1] At the level of gay 
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communities it is a matter of concern when certain possibilities of a less 
clandestine homosexual social life and of mutual and emotional support, 
which have arisen or been furthered since Wolfenden, only deepen the 
confinement of homosexuality within the ranks of a 'socially' visible yet 
still effectively semi-closeted population oflikeminded persons. The post
Wolfenden gay community remains at worst subject to the usual sorts of 
harassment and victimisation, at best condemned to a complacent exist
ence within a politico-sexual quarantine at least partly of its own making. 
For anyone, gay or otherwise, who believes that at least some features in 
the current order of sexual definitions and identities need to be 
challenged, even the outstanding successes of recent homosexual politics 
might in this way appear to possess all the political defects of their virtues. 
Yet opposition to anti-homosexual discrimination need not rule out 
assessment of the implications and effects of the types of argument 
mobilised in the course of opposition, or the possibility of alternatives. 

In pursuing this second type of reservation and trying to make it 
more comprehensible, my aim in this article is to examine coming out as a 
'social' form and to indicate its political limitations insofar as it entails a 
totalising self-identification, i.e. where the assertion 'I am a homosexual' 
implicates the speaker's personality. I will attempt to arrive at a closer 
description of what this 'personal' element in the politics of homo
sexuality involves. The study begins by indicating something of the way 
homosexuality has been and continues to be produced as a 'social' 
problem. It then focuses on a single dispute involving anti-homosexual 
discrimination in Great Britain, the case of the teacher John Warburton, 
in order to question the contestation of anti-homosexual discrimination 
on a 'personal' political platform. The argument, reflecting its docu
mentary sources, expressly concerns male homosexuality, though it may 
have wider implications and relevance. Its general aim is to produce a 
clearer understanding of the difficulties involved in setting up progressive 
practicable objectives and effective political arguments in the area of 
sexuality. 

The Personal, the political and the Pathological 

The principle that the personal is political challenges the consignment of 
matters to do with sex, the family, emotion, etc. to the apolitical limbo of 
private life. However, the rightful insistence that these matters either 
should be reclaimed as important objects of public concern and political 
struggle or, that as objects of legal, administrative, industrial and medi
cal policy, they already are political, seldom involves any challenge to the 
notion of the personal itself. It is accepted that sexuality, etc. properly 
fall within the common domain of personal experience yet in making its 
stand on this ground, progressive personal politics is simply, and, it will 
be argued, dangerously following social-administrative definitions. 

The standard account of coming out typifies this personalisation 
of the political. Speaking (and acting) out one's true sexual identity in the 
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face not only of society's refusal to recognize it but of one's own internal 
resistance is a necessary if not ·sufficient condition of liberation from a 
social and psychological oppression which consists in not_ being treated as 
a person, in essence in being socially unrecognised-and subject to insult, 
assault, dismissal etc., if this rule of exclusion is transgressed. Such an 
account does not lack for corroboration in personal experience: the 
internal obstacles to avowal and feelings of relief on unburdening oneself; 
the physical concomitants of these; the sense of integrating hitherto corn
partmentaiised parts of one's life; the response of others, the often bitter 
cost. So much points to coming out as a liberating act whereby a vital yet 
hitherto undisclosed facet of one's being is publically affirmed. 

· Yet can this be all there is to it? Without dismissing such personal 
experiences, one may ·question the role and status of the category of 
personal experience itself. There is an evident circularity involved when 
personal experience is held to constitute both the means and the object of 
validation (personal experience testifies to the significance of, .. perso
nal experience). Or again, the fact that the interpretation and the act of 
coming out itself are virtually identical assumes the incorrigibility and 
self-sufficiency of human consciousness with respect to the interpretation 
of its own contents (riot to speak of those of the unconscious1. And this 
stretches belief. For to come out just is to disclose one's sexual identity in 
so many words or acts. The objeCtive/subjective reality of the true person 
is simply part ofwhat is asserted in the act of coming out. Can the asser
tion of homosexuality ·and its concomitants, resistance, etc. be inter
preted in no other way than as the assertion of a difficulttruth about one's 
personality? On this view, in short, coming out seems to involve the 
followingpremises: 1) that homosexuality is an issue of personal identity. 
2) that personal identity is largely a matter of sexual identity. 3) that 
'speaking' one's identity is the most appropriate form of 'knowing' it. In 
examining these propositions I shall refer to Foucault's work on the field 
of the social, using The History of Sexuality and its examination of the 
historical conditions of emergence of the 'homosexual personality'. [2] 

First of all, insofar as coming out entails speaking out, it would be, 
according to Foucault, caught up in a quite specific range of discourses 
and behaviour patterns. In the light of The History of Sexuality, coming 
out appears as only the latest in a long line of organised and obligatory 
ritualS of confession running back to a transformation in Catholic confes
sional practice: 'the first technique for producing the truth of sex' 
(Foucault, 1978, p 68). The elements of regularity and patterned effect 
(including the element of obligation) in rituals of confession do not neces
sarily presuppose any formal institutional locations or sanctions.[3] 
Consequently, the liberatory characteristics and informal organisational 
forms (eg. 'a consciousness-raising group) associated with coming out do 
not preclude the possibility of their being inscribed within mechanisms of 
'social' regulation, of their being a kind of self-regulation. Indeed 
Foucault argues that confession is an important constituent of a 'social' 
regime which implicates categories of individual and population in what 
he calls a deployment of sexuality: an ensemble of procedures, techniques 
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and norms which regiment sexuality not primarily through attempts to 
repress it, but rather through its 'discursification' ( mis-en-discours). Inter 
alia this involves the production and dissemination of an idea of sex as an 
intrinsically elusive and secret object of knowledge and desire, a 'will to 
know' the truth about ones' sexuality and that of others. But if speaking of 
sex is part of that deployment of sexuality it cannot function as liberation 
to repression. 

The second genealogical line of development has to do with the 
way the category of homosexual was constructed in the 19th century as a 
pathological personality type. This occurred in a wide range of scientific 
and 'social' administrative debates, classifications, and campaigns, in 
legal and even party political controversy, and in literature and literary 
circles. Homosexuality a recent invention? No, in a sense; but the homo
sexual as an object of sexology is a recent historical figure: 

As defined by the ancient and juridical codes, sodomy was a cate
gory of forbidden acts, their perpetrator was nothing more than 
the juridical subject of them. The nineteenth-century homo
sexual became a personage, a past, a case-history ... with an 
indiscreet anatomy and possibly a mysterious physiology. Nothing 
that went into his total composition was unaffected by his 
sexuality .. It was everywhere present in him: ... written 
immodestly on his face and actions because it was a secret that 
always gave itself away . . . the category of homosexuality was 
constituted from the moment it was characterised- Westphal's 
famous article of 1870 on 'contrary sexual sensations' can stand as 
its date of birth -less by a type of sexual relations than by a certain 
quality of sexual sensibility, a certain way of inverting the 
masculine and feminine in oneself.[ 4] Homosexuality appeared 
... as a hermaphrodism of the soul. The sodomite had been a 
temporary aberration, the homosexual was now a species .• 
(Foucault, 1978, p 43). 
Though there are problems about the way Foucault conceives this 

emergence of the homosexual as a personality type,[5] the passage 
provides an excellent depiction of that characteristic movement of the 
'human sciences' and the related adjustive technique of examination and 
confession whereby diagnostic, penal, pedagogical and related categories 
are incorporated into the agents to whom they are applied. The usual 
view of this process of identification as labelling or as objectifying people 
founders in the face of the part played by subjective categories and the 
agents subsumed under such categories in the process. By contrast, the 
identification of subject and pathological category as described by 
Foucault requires the construction of definite categories of personality, 
here differentiated on the basis of a sexual identity peculiar to a perverse 
population. If at the outset the homosexual was constructed as a sub
species of the human form, this involved a focus on more than say the 
objective, legally evidenced behavioural facts on which, for instance, the 
prosecution of Oscar Wilde drew- observed acts, stained linen, etc. The 
pathologisation of homosexuality required the construction, and 
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consequent recognition in definite bodies of knowledge, of a definite 
whole type of personal experience. This was defined by reference to a 
constructed set of norms of behaviour and mental disposition from which 
homosexuality represents a perverse departure. [ 6] 

Foucault places the deployment of sexuality within a panopoly of 
discursive practices which constitute 'the social', the historical and 
distinctive character of which he, though not alone in noticing it, has 
identified more clearly than almost anyone. This is the development of 
the field of social policy and administration with its characteristic objects 
of enquiry and intervention: the health, security, welfare and regulation 
of individuals and populations. 

A parallel development helps to put this 'social' field in a clearer 
perspective (though this is a development not extensively specified by 
Foucault himself). This is the emergence of a certain domain of the 
political in the form of a sphere of government which came to be defined 
administratively and legally, as different from 'society' and the 
'economy'. This separation at the 'level of organising political categories 
of the political and the social is crucial to the foundation of the 19th 
century constitutional or democratic State.[?] It is a counterpart ofthe 
forrpation of the social field itself insofar as it provides the possibility of 
political statements to the effect that certain 'social' matters, say, to do 
with the family, are not political. (Whereas families under the ancien 
regime in France for instance were political units, instruments of 
government.) This separation of the political and social offers a way of 
making intelligible the 'depoliticising' tendency of social reform without 
havingrecourse to essentialist conceptions of the political. 

Coincident with these two developments around the social is the 
universalisation of the status of person or individual (subject to the satis
faction of certain conditions) to national populations at large. Foucault 
describes this as a 'reversal in the political axis of individualisation' and it 
is exemplified in, for instance, the according of personal status to women 
and children and of course in universal suffrage. Previously a 'person' was 
by definition a personage, a notable or at least notorious, to be individua
lised was to be memorable. Whereas today 

... each individual receives as his status his own individuality and 

... is linked by his status to the features, the measurements, the 
gaps, the 'marks' that characterise him and make him a case. 
(Foilcault, 1977, p 192; emphasis added) 

From this it follows that the place of the homosexual in modern society is 
not adequately described in terms of an exclusion. The homosexual in a 
sense did not exist prior to I) theformation of the social; 2) the separation 
of the social and the political; 3) the universalisation of personal categories 
These are some of the means by which the homosexual personality was 
constructed, as a social problem for parents and educators. 

Clearly this is not just to say that the homosexual is social as 
opposed to a natural or purely biological datum, but rather to insist that 
the very terms of reference of that sociality have a definite form and 
definite effects, whose political consequences must be considered. As a 
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social entity in this sense, homosexuality partakes of all the political 
ambiguity for which this field of policy is noted (see Minson, p 35-40). A 
well known historical illustration of this ambiguity is the view of homo
sexuality as pathological, today a hallmark of reaction. Yet its pathologi
sation was the historical precondition of its being decriminalised; it was 
for instance the platform on which the sexologist Krafft-Ebbing 
campaigned in the 1890s for the repeal of the relevant sections of the 
Austrian penal code. E. Bernstein and A. Herzen in the SPD adopted 
another progressive-pathological position when homosexuality became 
an issue in German politics at the turn of the century. Thus Herzen: 'For 
homosexuals neither prison nor the madhouse, but hygiene in the widest 
sense' (Bernstein and Herzen, p 38). In this leftist-hygenist position, 
homosexuality was not to be persecuted. Whilst it was accounted an 
innate biological personal condition, it was only construed as a problem 
of social and not individual pathology: a product of repressive social 
conditions. They also advance now familiar unleftist constitutionalist 
arguments against attempts by the state to police 'individual morality' 
where there is no infringement of a person's rights (p 35 ). They argue that 
heterosexuality should no more be enforced by law than chastity. Homo
sexuals should be accorded citizen's rights. 

A Contemporary Report 

To take up a contemporary example of how the status of a person is 
crucial to the construction of homosexuality as a distinct sexual identity 
and social problem, the controversial ecclesiastical document, Homo
sexual Relationships (1979), will now be examined. The main body of the 
text was produced by a Working Party commissioned by the General 
Synod Board for Social Responsibility of the Church of England. Part 11 
of the document (no mere appendix for all its brevity) lists a set of 
objections to those arguments and conclusions of the Working Party 
which favour a (heavily qualified) pastoral acceptance of homosexuality 
among both laity and clergy. The positive part of the Report takes as its 
point of departure the recent and unprecedented decade of the 'public 
history' of homosexuality since the 1967 Sexual Offences Act decrimi
nalised homosexual acts between consenting adults. Section One focuses 
on the one hand on the revolt against the closet and the flourishing of 
'homophile' organisations and community and, on the other, on the per
petuation of elements of hostility and prejudice. 

From the outset the problem of who shall count as a homosexual is 
posed and it is partly with this in mind that the present state of scientific 
knowledge is canvassed in the second section of the Report. Significantly, 
this is subtitled 'a medical view', though this is not because hard medical 
knowledge is actually preferred to that afforded by social/psychological 
enquiry. It signifies a curious but characteristic non-acknowledgement of 
the equally theoretical and hence disputable nature of the categories of 
the 'social' sciences (including psychology in this designation) consulted 
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in this section. On the assumption that ought implies can, medical 
science is deemed in principle sufficient to settle the moral issue. If it were 
unambiguously the case that homosexuals 'could not help it', by dint of 
either genetic endowment or its being an illness, condemnation would be 
irrelevant. However, since medical knowledge has no determinate answer 
to this-question, it is here that psychological and sociological research on 
'sexual identity' is introduced, for instance in support of the proposition 
that 'it is a subjective view about oneself or in statistics about the 
incidence (according to Kinsey.et af.) of 'exclusive homosexuality', and so 
on. In the fourth section we find a series·of sociological and psychological 
categories and themes worked through into a 'personalist' ethical under
standing of sex (pp 42-4). With its emphasis on the quality of personal 
relationships in sex, and hence the implication that homosexual acts as 
such are morally neutral, this view runs counter to traditional Christian 

· teaching on homosexuality and allegedly requires its revision (p 39). 
The provisional character of existing knowledge is repeatedly 

insisted upon; however, the theoretical postulate that homosexuality is a 
form ofsexual personality -sui generzs, a matter of a person's essential 
personal identity, it never itself put in question. Nor could it be. For it 
forms the wedge by means of which the report seeks to reopen the 'homo
sexu.al question' (p 39) for the Church. The nub of the argument, in the 
Report's third section ('The Biblical Eviden.ce') is that, whether or not the 
Church ultimately reaffirms its traditional view of homosexualpractices, 
its attitude to homosexuals cannot be determined simply by reference to 
Biblical texts. The question facing the Church concerns not so much 
homosexual acts (practices) as the homosexual condition qua form of 
human personality. It is here that the tendency to play down the theoreti
.cal provenance of the social sciences' categories and to treat their 
reference as unproblematic takes effect. In spite of its 'subjective' nature, 
homosexuality is none the less a universal nature, given prior to any 
analysis: 

· ... an area of human personality which has been identified only 
in comparatively recent times and which seems to have been 
largely unknown to the Biblical writers. They appear to have no 
conception of the 'true' homosexual or the exclusively oriented 
homosexual condition as such.[8] Rather they are speaking of 
homosexual behaviour undertaken by those they presume to be 
heterosexually inclined by nature (p 35 ). 

If the reference of Biblical condemnations of homosexuality is essentially 
to practices as opposed to the homosexual condition, then the whole 
theological, ethical and pastoral question of homosexuality has to be 
considered anew. This emerges in the following bizarre proposition, 
which nicely illustrates the calculated 'confusion of tongues' (psychology 
and sociology; humanist ethics; natural theology) which is one of the 
main organising principles of the Report: 

... if ... there are those who genuinely cannot achieve this 
[Christian- conjugal] ideal with members of the opposite sex, is 
their condition an aspect of the Jallenness of creation or is there a 
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place for them in the divine order wherein they may fulfil the 
sexuality which is theirs.? (p 37; emphasis added)[9] 
Against this the 'Critical Observations' in Part 11 of the Report 

argue that the Biblical writers could have recognized homosexuality as a 
personal condition, or that the Working Party failed to establish the 
contrary. This is justified on the doubtful grounds (see footnote 5) that 
distinctions correlative with that of personal· biological condition/ 
behavioural practice such as that between homosexual passion, 
intention, etc. and their fulfillment in action, can and were made (pace 
the Working Party) in the Biblical era. And this insinuation of continuity 
between Biblical·and modern categories of person is crucial to their case. 
Given that it is homosexl\ality which is in question, as opposed to similar 
'irregular' sexual activity in which men and women in a heterosexual 
relationship engage (conjugal buggery, etc), on which a circumspect 
silence is usually maintained, the personal status of the homosexual is 
crucial to their identification of the problem at issue and hence their dis· 
agreement with the Working Party's arguments and findings. Whatever 
their disagreements as to its consequences for the Church, both the 
Working Party and the dissenters share the view that homosexuality is an 
issue of personality. 

A Case of Coming Out 

Attention has been drawn to some of the conditions of emergence and 
current functioning of the personal elements in political discourse on 
homosexuality; in psychopathology, as in the C of E Report, there was 
shown to be some connection between the identification of homosexuality 
through personal categories and its presentation as a 'social' problem. 
But one should not jump to the conclusion that such discourse is 
necessarily counterproductive simply by dint of its origins or its being 
saturated with the conceptual stock in trade of the forces and arguments 
which gay politics sets its face against- indeed, the progressive effects of 
left-wing hygienist arguments have been noted. Still, the possibility must 
be faced that under certain conditions certain ways of making one's 
sexual personality public may be instrumental to the very power it seeks to 
defy. And at the very least, the obviousness of coming out has been 
queried. . 

I now want to examine in some detail a single dispute: John 
Warburton's campaign for reinstatement as a teacher, following the non· 
renewal of his contract after he came out in a London school. The case is 
documented in the Gay Teachers' Group's pamphlet, Open and Positive, 
which consists mainly of a dossier of correspondence between War· 
burton, the London teaching authorities (ILEA), and the NUT, the 
latter after considerable procrastination refusing to back him. Its interest 
lies, I will argue, in the discrepancy between the pamphlet's personal 
political framework and rhetoric and its account of the tactical 
arguments which informed his campaign. 
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Warburton was employed by the ILEA as a temporary teacher in 
a Church of England girls school in 1974. Recognised by a pupil on a 
demonstration in aid of the Campaign for Homosexual Equality (CHE) 
and the rumour of his homosexuality having rapidly spread, Warburton 
was on his return to school subjected to insults and barracking in his first 
class. As a result of openly admitting to being homosexual, explainingthe 
purpose of the demonstration and the social position of homosexuals and 
answering some personal questions in a straightforward but non· 
sensational way, he was called to account for his actions by a reactionary 
head teacher. The ILEA laid down that he would only be kept on if he 
signed a statement undertaking never to discuss homosexuality with 
pupils except in the context of a structured programme of sex education, 
approved by the Head. He refused, and a campaign for his reinstatement 
was initiated. It failed, but only after two years of sustained effort which 
attracted a favourable press and considerable support, and which notice· 
ably discomfited the authorities. The ILEA subsequently took a more 
liberal line with other self.professed gay teachers threatened with dis· 
crimination. Indeed the authority had itself already paved the way for 
this- contestation by its avowedly non-discriminatory policy on teacher 
employment. What I find salutary in Warburton's campaign turns on his 
not having made an issue of his homosexual identity, as both gay liber
ation ideology and the ILEA do; the former as a matter of personal right, 
the latter admitting this right but hedging it round_with conditions and 
definingit as a problem. Warburton turned the issue round, insisting 
that the problem was the anti-homosexuality introduced into_the class
room by the children, a problem, therefore, not of his personal rights but 
instead one of discipline and political education in the broadest sense. 

For all his concessions to the ideology of gay liberation 
(Warburton, p 13) and in addition to a benign medical viewpoint (pp 
50-1), Warburton mainly justifies his having discussed homosexuality 
with his pupils as the only reasonable way to regain the classroom dis
cipline.and the respect of the class, without which he would have been 
unable to continue teaching; and secondly, as falling within the gneral 
responsibilities of .a teacher to confront any rank prejudice and social 
typecasting whether it be of a sexual, racial, or social class nature. In his 
view, these arguments are connected. In the classroom, the vulnerable 

·social position of homosexuals generally combines with the familiar 
tussles between teacher and pupils revolving around, and potentially put
ting in question, the teacher's authority. The effect is to weaken homo
&exuals' position of authority as teachers. Had Warburton signed the 
ILEA's statement, he would subsequently have had no means of counter
ing anti-homosexual insults and associated indiscipline. In effect the 
ILEA's policy would confirm that well-known typecasting of homosexu
ality as on the one hand a weakness or natural mutation of sensibility, on 
the other a morally reprehensible thing, unspeakable except as the butt 
of jokes or insults. 

Confronted with Warburton's refusal to sign, the ILEA could only 
reiterate the position in official statements and in communications with 



28 m/f 

Warburton, that a teacher had the right to be homosexual in his or her 
private life- the private domain here being defined as whatever falls 
outside professional teaching responsibilities. Being homosexual was 
compatible with being a teacher provided the former did not 'intrude' (p 
14) on the latter, as in Warburton's case it was deemed to have done. If he 
had staked his case on merely protesting the right to be homosexual, this 
response would have been plausible, at least, more so than the E.A. T. 
judgement against John Saunders (see footnote 1). The ILEA would then 
have had available some notoriously effective supports for the restriction 
of a teacher's personal rights: broadly, a configuration of rights, pre
rogatives and responsibilities attaching to parents, teachers and children. 
These will be discussed in the following section 'Political Argument and 
the Personal Sphere'. 

Certainly the momentum of the campaign for Warburton's rein
statement suggests that his 'case' did place the Authority in a manifestly 
hypocritical and discriminatory position. If the ILEA was in the event 
forced to eat its liberal word and, in firing Warburton, stand obdurately on 
its legal authority (having no other leg to stand on), this was in virtue of 
those salient features of Warburton's defence which did not depend on 
considerations of personal identity and rights. That this was the case is at 
least indicated by the ILEA's outright refusal throughout to accord even 
the slightest consideration to precisely these arguments. Neither in their 
correspondence nor in their public pronouncements did they ever 
acknowledge the disciplinary and ideological/educational problems 
raised by pupils' anti-homosexual conduct and attitudes. Not once did 
they venture to recommend even the lamest practical alternative to War
burton's (or any teacher's) confronting anti -homosexual prejudice openly; 
and this in spite of Warburton's repeated request. An oversight? Or was it 
not rather that what may be termed his non-personalist -approach 
undercut the usual stock of effective, plausible responses available to 
educational authorities who have the onus of administering such issues? 

To further substantiate this point about the effect ofWarburton's 
argument it is useful to look more closely at the main prop of the ILEA's 
case, namely its non-intrusion-of-the-personal-into-professional-life
stipulation. It cannot be doubted that its effect is necessarily to consign a 
homosexual teacher back to the closet- keeping one's sexuality secret 
would become a condition of continuance in professional teaching under 
that authority. Here it must be recalled that it was the ILEA's initial 
liberal gesture that made the conflict possible in the first place. Under
standing the effectiveness of Warburton's argument is, then, a matter of 
seeing how it comes about that the ILEA's stipulation undercuts its initial 
liberal posture. Why is its implication to force homosexuals back to the 
closet and to force the ILEA itself into making an embarrassing volte
Jace? The question is best approached through considering more closely 
the discriminatory character of their position. 

It is discriminatory, firstly, in that no 'straight' teacher would be 
required to sign such a statement, despite the fact that this or comparable 
extra-curricular topics frequently arise in the course ofa day's teaching. 
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The ILEA's positiOn is discriminatory, secondly, in that it imposes 
intolerable constraints on gay teachers' non-professional lives. If gay 
teachers' out'of-schoollife presents the slightest sign of homosexuality, 
however innocuous, its discovery by PllPils can be relied upon to precipi- · 
tate what the ILEA would call an unprofessional intrusion of their 
sexuality. This, after all, was what occurred in Warburton's case, 
recognized whilst partaking in a legal, 'public' demonstration, which 
nevertheless took place, as he put it, 'in my own time'. 

We have termed these impositions on gay teachers discriminatory 
and hypocritical, and so they are. But this second type of discrimination 
displays a feature of the ILEA's position which cannot adequately be 
caught in ethico-legal terms: namely, the discrepancy between the public 
space of the CHE demonstration and the private time of its occurrence. 
The hypocrisy and discrimination of the ILEA depends on the partz'al dis
locatz'on between several distz'nctive differentiations of pub he and prz'vate 
domaz'ns. 

The critical oppositions of private and public are not between an 
inside (a private house) and an outside (a public place): what is permitted 
conduct for professional teachers in the street will itself differ according 
to whether they are on a gay rights demonstration or frogmarching their 
pupils to the municipal pool for a swimming lesson. What is private from 
the standpoint of what counts' as being on professional teaching duty 
differs from a private, as distinct from a public, place in civil and 
criminal laws which define certain behaviour as constituting a public 
nuisance. This again would differ from that truly closeted privacy that 
would in all-probability preclude any sign of an untoward sexuality 
coming to the notice of anyone not on intimate terms with the person in 
question. Finally it should not be forgotten that Warburton's professional 
credentials as a teacher are impugned by the ILEA's action, which 
challenges his pedagogical judgement. This is 'private' insofar as one's 
professional status implies a license to practice teachingwith a measure of 
independence from state supervision. Thus the private-professional 
contrast is not an absolute one, since professional status is itself crosse_d by 
a distinction of private and public. 

This multiplicity and incongruence of public-private differenti
ations is a crucial constituent of the situation of action and consequently, 
critical for understanding the limits of coming out in a pedagogical set
ting. But before taking its discussion further I want to return to the 
question of the effectivity of arguments in terms of personal rights. 

Political Argument and the Personal Sphere 

Why exactly is an assertion ofhomosexual rights in a pedagogical setting 
under currel)t conditions bound to be controversial? The answer to this 
question will suggest that putting the issue in the language of personal 
rights may fuel that controversy to the advantage of the powers-that-be. 
This issue will be approached through some prior comments on the status 
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of argument in politics generally. For many readers, to focus on the argu· 
ments and principles used in opposing the teaching authorities, to say 
nothing of their own, will appear consummately naive. What do these 
. bigots and hypocrites care about rational argument? They sidestepped it 
at every turn. Warburton, after all was said and done, was not 
reappointed. They have the power to hire and fire, control the curricu· 
!urn, and so on. Where power is held to be hard and fast, a fixed quantum 
distributed 'zero-sum' fashion between material forces, what possible dif· 
ference can it make whz"ch argument is used? 

Yet it is hard to deny that political arguments cans be won or lost, 
be more or less effective, and this in two senses, both of which are incom· 
patible with an equation of argument with mere words. Firstly, an argu· 
ment means a dispute, an engagement between definite parties. A 
controversy over, say, the competence of a governing political party may 
be settled one way or the other. Secondly, some of the arguments 
advanced in such a wrangle may contribute more effectively than others 
to winning or losing it. These need not be limited to statements of 
opinion: a party's electoral symbol, a personal scandal, or the invocation 
of an economic crisis may be equally decisive. Both these points indicate 
that the political argument is not limited to the justification of principles, 
and their applications, but rather is implicated in the construction and 
interrelationships of political forces. It is not, for instance, a God-given 
fact but the assumption of political ideologies that the main constituency 
for socialism is assumed to be working class. Once these points are con· 
ceded, it cannot be maintained that discourse is merely a form of words in 
which political issues are clothed, the real issues being determined non· 
discursively, by 'brute' force or material interests. It can always be shown 
that even the most brutal force is never 'naked' and that interests must 
always be constructed in a discursive form which is never entirely 
arbitrary. 

Who would deny that 'subjective' or 'ideological' factors have 
political, material effects? But little is gained by insisting that the ideo· 
logical is also part of the reality it claims to represent, if it continues to be 
maintained that basically political forces or positions enjoy an existence 
which is somehow ·independent of its discursive form. The discursive will 
necessarily be relegated to the status of an instrument. Such an instru· 
mentalist view is present in the very metaphor by which the material force 
of ideology is registered, at least in classical marxism: ideology is a 
weapon of criticism. Whilst serviceable enough for some purposes, the 
military analogy breaks down when the two senses of 'argument' 
distinguished above are combined. An argument in the second, 'singular' 
sense cannot be compared, for instance, to a knife, for it lacks the equiva· 
lents ot the haft and the guard which ensure that the effects of the blade 
are felt only by its intended target. [I 0] Shifting the metaphor slightly, it 
may be suggested that 'singular' arguments are themselves always already 
double edged. In other words their effects are not limited to representing 
their own side; they also play a role in organising a differentiation of 
forces and arguments. An argument advanced in a dispute is always 
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already derived from the intersection of fields of argument-andjorce. 
Discourse-as-weapon, or arguing conceived simply as an alternative to 
achieving one's ends by force, cannot represent these constraints. 

_On this view, any analysis of the relative effectiveness of coming 
out in particular circumstances has to be framed in recognition of the 
potentially symbiotic relationship of political arguments and forces. To 
differentiate an arena as a field of political argument and force is to 

reduce it, all right, but to reduce it to a sphere of effects and the 
estimation of possible effects. Equally, principles cannot be distinguished 
as supportable independently of their effects. This works both ways: it 
requires that they be formulated,.orexisting ones interpreted, with an eye 
to their practicability. But it also means that whether or not political 
principles respect this anti-utopian recommendation, i.e. are actually 
realisable under any definite set of social conditions, they must not be 
evaluated in isolation and then dismissed as utopian. A more productive 
approach is surely to assess the effects of their combination with parti
cular sets of demands and their modus operandi, in the configuration of 
practices on which such demands and principle bear. Further, this 
undercuts a distinction between principles and tactics, where this reduces 
to a distinction between ends and means. An argument cannot be differ
entiated as 'merely' tactical if all argument involves an (implicit or 
explicit, good or bad) estimation of effects and consequences within 
definite a_renas. 

So, where political evaluation of the likely effects of coming out in 
an educational setting is concerned, an order of analysis suggests itself. 
First, specify (partly an historical task) the configuration of practices 
which pertain to demands for homosexual rights. This configuration 
involves compulsory education and its administration, home and family, 
law and 'social' knowledges (though to specify that configuration 
entails a departure from their institutional definitions). Second, gauge 
the effectivity of personal political principles by attending to the regular 
functioning of the personal categories on which they are built up in such a 
configuration. ·This analysis indicates that it is a plausible hypothesis that 
the personal element in claims attendant upon coming out makes those 
claims easier to oppose. 

To illustrate, consider the ramifications of the statuses accorded 
to the child and the teacher. For, obviously, sexual deviation is not the 
only ingredient of the situation to be defined through personal 
categories: the 'child', too, is socially constructed and recognized in these 
terms. And indeed both pupils, teachers, parents and educational 
authorities are accorded definite forms of personality in law, .though 
these personal statuses vary from one complex of social relations to 
another. Schematically it may be proposed that one way in which school
ing, parenting and legal practice form a political complex is through the 
rights and responsibilities defined in family law and other discourses and 
'social' technologies which pertain to the child. 

Two differentiating features of the child qua category of person 
may be noted. One is that its rights concern not so much its own capacity 
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to pursue this or that activity, as the capacities of others to act or to 
refrain from acting with respect to it (eg. child labour laws, in part a 
means of regulating parental powers and conduct). By dint of their 
endowment with a set of 'human' characteristics (in the definition of 
which the role of human sciences in the operation of law and adminis
tration in the domain of'the social' is crucial), minors are deemed in need 
of certain standards of care, protection and control. The child is a 
category of 'persons at risk'. Responsibility for the child devolves upon the 
parents and the school in loco parentis. Here, the child is constructed 
partly in negative terms, i.e. by reference to its lack of normal adult 
personal attributes (e.g. what in Adams and Minson (1978) was called an 
'all purpose' responsibility for itself). A second status of the child relevant 
here is obviously its sexual status. Both at law and in certain customary or 
ethical discourses this is, as in the first status, negatively defined, by 'a 
lack of access to sexuality' (Ennew, 1979); whence the scandal aroused by 
early teenage pregnancy, prostitution, seduction and corruption. How is 
the teacher implicated in this complex of discursive practices? Apart 
from the educational qualifications prerequisite to the position of 
teacher, this position is at the same time a locus of adulthood, and hence 
of the normal sexual identity and propriety deemed particularly appro
priate where an adult is responsible for children. 

The hazardous nature of coming out in the classroom is apparent, 
if this implies taking a stand on one's homosexual personality. Virtually 
all the statuses noted above require reference to normative discourse at 
the centre of which stands the human person, a category which is always 
defined, as noted above, via a set of individualising differences with 
respect to some norm. The homosexual as a personality type is arguably 

· one of the most important deviations (albeit not explicitly) against which 
norms of child development and child-rearing practice have been con
structed. Given the importance of familial norms in this complex; the 
preoccupation in 'child-centred' familial discourse with the child's 
protection and welfare; and the generally facilitating role played by 
personal categories in so many techniques and tactics of'social' admini
stration; to then appeal to the personal as a point d'appui in making 
demands and taking a stand on behalf of homosexuality is to enter a 
minefield. Of course the arguments which draw on these and related con
siderations, such as the school acting in loco parentis, the wishes and 
rights of parents, the alleged dangers of seduction and corruption, the 
alleged abnormality of homosexuality itself, the supposed special attrac
tiveness to homosexuals of children, do not lack elements of sophistry, 
misrepresentation and illogicality. But these elements are not undeter
mined even there, they draw strategically on a set of interdependent 
material supports, e.g. these legal, pedagogical, parental and minority 
statuses and, consequently, on institutional powers and sanctions. 

This complex can be used to make some further points about the 
effectivity of taking one's stand on personal principles: 
l. A familiar, if cynical, political rationale for supporting problematic 
slogans is their effectiveness in mobilising popular support. Too 
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frequently ignored, however, is a quite opposite propensity: viz, their 
unwitting mobilisation of forces opposed to the objectives sought under 
their name. In the educational setting the principle of coming out as a 
homosexual may well have this red-rag-to-a-bull-effect, providing an 
(arguably unnecessarily) effective focus around which opposition may-be 
organised. This is not to deny that any claims by or on behalf of homo
sexuals are not_ likely to provoke opposition under current conditions, no 
matter how they are expressed. Yet outrage, even when it is able to find 
organised outlets, e.g. in demonstrations, may be a far cry from effective 
counter-action, whilst some claims, slogans etc. provide abetter focus for 
opposition than others. 

Warburton's tactical stand on a principle of classroom protocols 
demonstrates that the field of political force and argument around 
homosexuality is not a field of necessary effects in which the forces of 
reaction hold all the cards. Certainly personalist categories are cr.ucial to 
the way this field of controversy is organised, and this, I have tried to 
show; is one important reason why the sexual is such a politically intract
able arena. But Warburton's arguments indicate that there are other 
categories, other principles, other moves. One should not claim too much 
for them. Arguments based on the obligation to combat 'prejudice', for 
instance, have definite limitations. 

· 2. Since it is precisely a field of different possible effects that is at stake, 
questioning the tactic of coming out in the classroom does not imply that 
every public assertion of a homosexual identity is bound in every situation 
to have the effect of providing a focus of anti-homosexual opposition. 
Even teachers who have come out in this sense have in some cases been 
successful. But, above all, not all forms of coming out need implicate one 
in this kind of political bind because, to repeat, the assertion of homo
sexuality per se does not necessitate making any statement about one's 
personal/sexual identity. To take a simple example, where, as in certain 
branches of the Civil Service, homosexuality, once known, is a bar to 
keeping a job or to further promotion, there might be a clearcut case for 
openly declaring one's homosexuality. Here the object would be to under
cut the evidently circular justification for anti-homosexual discrimi
nation, namely the threat of blackmail, and hence the leaking of classi
fied information. All that is necessary to coming out in such a situation is 
the provision of an item of information- viz that one has or has had 
homosexual realtionships. One's personal or social identity is not here in 
question. 
3. Nor does wariness of discussing sexuality in a classroom in personalistic 
terms entail 'depersonalising' sexuality (in the current mechanistic mean
ing of this expression), and consequently ruling out any possible open 
discussion of homosexuality or indeed sexuality generally in class. The 
problem here comes down to whether there really is no alternative to 
speaking about sex in terms of total sexual identification, the fulfillment 
and health of personalities, etc. except the pornographic, lavatorial 
mode, and the clinical, biological mode. There is a problem, since what 
might look like a reasonable, available alternative, what may be called 



34 m!f 

the 'informational' mode of speaking about sex currently favoured in 
progressive sex education texts, may in turn be questioned. But allowing 
'How to speak of sex?' to be a problem does not mean that a teacher 
impressed by these anti-personalist arguments would in comparable 
circumstances be reduced to silence. 

The Liberal Closet 

There is an undeniable element of hypocrisy and bigotry on the part of 
the teaching authorities when they affirm the right to one's own sexual 
identity, only to turn round and brand homosexual identity a problem. 
Yet there is also, echoin_g Brecht, a 'temptation to be moral' here. Further 
reflection on the role of categories of public and private in the field of 
argument surrounding homosexuality and pedagogy brings out not only 
the limitations but the untoward effects of such moral evaluations. The 
authority's hypocrisy is more than a matter of donning the mantle of gay 
rights merely for the sake of appearance. It is irreducible to the cool indif
ference of an insuperable power, or to the sexism of its personnel. 

Their hypocritical stance might instead be more usefully seen as a 
position into which Warburton's arguments placed them, and which was 
determined in part by the intersection of definite practices and the 
strategic options and constraints which they afford for the parties 
implicated in them. As we saw, the teacher who simply insists on his (or 
her) sexual identity is exposed, impaled, positioned as a 'problem' in the 
gaps between the demarcations of private arid public spheres, which are 
interrelated but do not coincide. Anti-homosexual bigotry assuredly can 
and will exploit this circumstance, it cannot however create it. [ 11] 
Perhaps this bigotry in turn may be located within the same strategic 
liberal field, if we consider its aim, the closet, to which the ILEA's policy 
would have homosexuals returned. 

We may begin by noticing the sheer variety of anti-homosexual 
attitudes and conduct: the muted disapprobation encountered in the 
current wave of ecclesiastical reports, far removed from an older hell-fire 
attitude; the fascist outlook; the 'philosophy' of queer-bashing; the keep· 
it-off-the streets attitude found in theWolfenden Report. What does the 
ILEA's reactionariness consist in? At no point in its dispute with 
Warburton did the Authority propose that homosexuality was absolutely 
intolerable or sinful, though the possibility of parents holding such views 
is an ingredient in their position. Generalising beyond the teaching 
context, it may be suggested that, whilst reactionary measures are 
presently conceivable which would be very serious indeed for homo
sexuals (the age of consent could be raised, or parentingmademore diffi. 
cult, police harassment stepped up), this would still not represent a 
return to the Victorian regime of imprisonment, extreme social 
ostracism, and so on. In other words, perhaps the closet against which 
coming out is currently defined is only one of a set of possible positions in 
which interdicted sexualities may find themselves. Though it would be 
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absurd to say that the social position of homosexuality has not improved 
considerably, this is nevertheless only retrospectively true. It is based on 
the assumption of a continuum on which things permitted, forbidden or 
done to homosexuals can be compared. It thus obscures variance in the 
denotation and connotation of 'homosexuality' i.e. in the mode of the 
construction and regimentation or as Foucault would say, in the 
deployment of homosexuality. Improvements there may have been, but 
also new problems, threats, reactions. 

The ILEA's reactionary volte face is not just an abdication of their 
liberalism to the profit of anti-homosexual reaction per se. Like Wolf
enden, they do not wish to see homosexuals in prison, let alone in hell. 
Rather the closet to which the ILEA's action would consign homosexual 
teachers is a discretionary place. This is obvious but its implication is less 
so. This 'closet' is the product of the current ·so-called liberal (post
Wolfenden) regime of sexual organisation. The ILEA's sub~equent 
reaction, no less than their initial liberal gesture, are part of this same 
regime, in which the status of homosexuality regularly oscillates. On the 
one hand, it is that discretionary place of acts between consenting adults. 
On the other, it is both the new baseline (or zero degree of emancipation) 
and the springboard from which a movement for gay liberation can 
mount its attack on the oppressive aspects of homosexual existence. Its 
legalisation involves according to homosexuality a form of personality, 
along with the private life and civil liberty to which a sexual personality is 
due. One line of attack accordingly takes the form of attempting to 
extend the limits of the existing private domains wherein p~rsonallife can 
be manifest- affection demonstrated in public, for instance- to the 
limits which prevail for heterosexuals. Bigotry forms one of the poles of 
toleration between which homosexuality oscillates. Because this 
polymorphous regime (which remember has no unitary institutional 
location) operates by the technique of identifying agents constructed as 
persons with sexual categories, it can perfectly well accommodate itself to 
demands for the liberafion of someone's 'true' sexuality. The deployment 
of sexuality in modern society positively solicits such demands. 

Problems of Sexual Politics 

Some final remarks on the personal element in gay politics will move from 
the difficult question of the relationship of such a politics to categories of 
the private, to the question of the chances of a sexual politics. It is granted 
that sexuality is not an essentially private matter. But once the con
flations of the personal and the private are disentangled, an<l ,the multi
plicity of the reference of the term 'private' is appreciated, then the stock 
'progressive' assessments of categories of privacy start to look decidedly 
shaky. If the Warburton campaign holds out anylessons, one of the most 
important is surely the necessity for homosexual organisations to fight, 
not for the dissolution of every distinction between private and public, 
but for the alteration of existing differentiations: the dissolution of some, 
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the introduction, and even the retention of others. Why, for instance, 
should gay teachers have no truck with any principle of non-intrusion
into-professional-life as such? One could still challenge the criteria by 
which the very mention of homosexuality counts as an intrusion. War
burton does this, in part, and implicitly, by recourse to a defence of his 
(private) professional judgement. The notion of the private thus invoked 
is quite distinct, incidentally, from notions of the personal, at least in any · 
sense which implies intimacy or a total subjective experience. 'Private' is 
invoked purely as a means of registering that one's individual teaching 
competence should not be subject to special external regulation. By the 
same token, in challenging the second type of discrimination against him 
mentioned above, it is emphasised that there is a civil right to demon
strate and, ymore generally, that it is no business of their employers if a 
teacher goes on a homosexual demonstration. 

All this involves ascribing private dimensions to the sexual and, in 
a different sense, to teaching practice. Is this steering too close to the 
wind? No doubt notions of the professional autonomy of the teacher are 
put to the most appalling uses, but then so have perennially cherished 
progressive notions, such as solidarity, or collective organisation (history 
of Stalinism and Fascism). A more serious objection is to the extremely 
limited and defensive character of available alternatives, judging from 
the ones that have cropped up here. 'It's none of your business' is limited 
precisely because it is simply an alternative option to insisting on the 
recognition of one's sexual identity. It may disconcert the other who 
questions one's homosexuality. In itself it does not suffice to make the 
question non- or impertinent, on a par with the pedagogical irrelevance 
of one's heterosexual relations. The target of a progressive sexual politics 
must be something prior to the asking of such a question: the conditions 
under which it is possible to presume (and give public expression to such a 
presumption) that the mere fact of having homosexual relationships of 
itself makes a teacher a professional risk. One may reply by insisting that 
that 'something prior' is not some underlying global sexist system but a 
more limited configuration of practices on lines like those sketched 
above; and that perhaps the art of sexual politics is a bricoleur's art of 
recycling ideological bric-a-brac. But this does little beyond confirming 
the intractability of the contemporary organisation of sexual difference. 
This intractability is only exacerbated by a sexual politics based on oppo
sition to the privatisation of sexuality. For as we have seen, privacy is 
simply one term of contemporary legal and administrative definitions of 
the status of sexuality. The 'social' organisation of sexuality works by 
inciting public assertions of personal sexual identity. Radical homo
sexual political organisations and gay communities are shot through with 
this strategy of incitement and self-management. In which case their 
semi-closeted existence is not to be wondered at. Obviously, support for a 
radical sexual politics commits one to insisting on the public significance 
of some sexual matters. But one of the things such a politics must set out 
to do is to allay the suspicion that making a political issue out of anything 
of a sexual nature involves a commitment to totally publicising the 
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sexual. Such suspicions ('sex in the streets') help to consign sexual politics 
to the_ political fringe. Hence the emphasis in these pages upon the modi
fication, not the elimination, of private-public differentiations. 

- It. might be positively insisted t~at the assertion or exp;ession of 
sexuality is not appropriate at just any time or place: itjustdoes not have, 
or rather should not have, that overriding importance. But one is then all 
the more forcibly struck by the difficulty of constituting an effective 
sexual politics which is more than an ensemble of serious yet defensive 
struggles for pro-homosexual liberalisations on one wing, and radical 
sound and fury about personal and social liberation on the other. 

Any alternative to a personalist sexual politics at once confronts a 
-paradox and a problem. How to insist upon the. public pertinence of the 
sexual (or some particular facet), whilst simultaneously undermining its 
overarching, obsessive 'personal' importance? Given the range of cate
gories currently organising discussion of sexuality, to commence .on the 
former is a problem if the possibility of constructing support depends on 
ringing exactly those chords of 'personal' experience which are part of the 
problem; whilst commencing on the latter faces all the -difficulties 
mooted above, of speaking of sexuality impersonally without trivialising 
it. This problem of 'language' relates to a further one. Assume that 
sexuality is not reducible to purely social determinations and that 
'individual .conduct' is to an important extent indeterminate (see Parveen 
Adams, forthcoming in m/f). The problem is then how -to think the 
limitations of any social organisation of sexuality and hence of its 
attempted reformation. No doubt these questions are without answers, 
and.should be replaced by better ones. But ill-framed as they are; their 
confusion might be preferable to the dead-end certainties and reser
vations ofa sexual politics pitched in a 'personal' key. 

The following should be thanked for their painstaking comments: B 
Hindess, D Riley, P A'bott. 

Notes 

A significant instance of anti-homosexual discrimination being successfully 
justified in this way was the Employment Appeal Tribunal's (EAT) 
upholding of an Industrial Tribunal's finding against John Saunders last 
year. Sa tinders, a handyman at a school camp, had not advertised his homo
sexuality, information was merely passed to his employer. Standard grounds 
for ~ismissal such as offensiveness were precluded; EAT even accepted 
psychiatric testimony that he was not attracted to children and that homo
sexuals generally were not paedophiles. The EAT judgement 
(unprecedented and binding on all Industrial Tribunals) maintained that it 
was nonetheless 'reasonable' for the employer to believe that a 'person with 
homosexual tendencies' was a potential danger to children. Known homo
sexuality prior to any avowal or manifestation is now sufficient ground of 
dismissal (Prothero, 1980). The prejudice displayed here is not blind: it has a 
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rationale, which depends, as is argued in this article, on the definition of 
homosexuality as a personal condition. 

2 Objection to the adequacy of accounts of coming out may also be made from 
a psychoanalytic direction. To reinforce the point that assertions concerning 
homosexuality need not entail statements about personal identity, consider 
the implications of Freud's ( 1911) derivation of the four standard forms of 
paranoia from the four possible ways of contradicting the statement 'I (a 
man) love him' ( 1979, pp 200-4 ). The first lesson to be drawn from this 
derivation of paranoid symptom formation from a set of linguistically 
determined possibilities is that the enunciation or denial of homosexual 
desire does not merely relay a psychical state of affairs (a drive) which exists 
independently of its representation. On the contrary, the 'psychical 
representatives', without this detracting from the somatic dimension of the 
sexual drives, are the key to their organisation and transformations. 
Secondly, it is not inferred that anyone suffering from paranoia is a repressed 
homosexual. That, in other words, a homosexual wishful fantasy 'uncons· 
ciously reinforced', (p 197) by other psychical components, brings these 
patients to grief does not justify generalisation about their personality. Else· 
where Freud likewise refuses to identify his patients with their illness, i.e. with 
his diagnostic categories (Cutler, forthcoming). This is only another way of 
saying that Freud, as distinct from the psychopathologies of his day and ours, 
has no theory of personality and that homosexuality and heterosexuality 
nowhere in Freudian analytic writings figure as extra-discursive sexual 
identities. 

3 John Warburton for instance refers to the 'closet licences' granted to teachers 
within the gay community. 

4 Cf the section 'Introducing the men-women' in Proust (pp 1-47). 
5 To infer that homosexuality in the ancient and juridical codes is only 

construed in terms of acts will not do, since the act of sodomy with which the 
homosexual as personality is contrasted evidently does not pick out either 
homosexual acts alone or only male homosexuals. This contrast of acts and 
personal condition occurs in the ecclesiastical report considered below and 
cannot be sustained. Dover's ( 1978) study shows that it is possible to describe 
Ancient Greek homosexual love by reference to forms of sensibility as well as 
acts without presupposing a category of human person as the bearer of them 
or some common condition linking homosexuality then and now (see Minson, 
1980a). 

6 Which norms? It is too simple to suppose that the polymorphous practices 
which construct the homosexual have no other strategic or productive aim 
than the positive valuation and promotion of heterosexuality. The problem, 
if you like, concerns the identiy of the homosexual's good counterpart, a 
problem of some relevance for any attempts to dismantle such sexual iden
tities. I am indebted to Paul Abbot for raising this question. 

7 Note that this is a question of the emergence, intersection and effects of 
historical categories; it is not to take up that tradition of political theory 
organised around the relationships of 'the state' and 'civil society' which, 
arguably, both substantialises and (as a result) mythologises these entities. 
Keith Tribe, who is currently researching these categories in the German 
context, drew my attention to the role of the personal in this separation. 

8 In spite of its naivete concerning the Biblical writers' ignorance of Masters 
andJohnson, this section of the report provides a useful introductory guide 
to the specific kinds oT significance which were attached to Biblical condem
nations of extra-marital sex. 
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9 If (however improbably) 'the sexuality that was theirs'- and defining of their 
personality- was argued to be so by gift of God, then th~ Working Party 
could no longer sustain the revised Natural Law doctrine on sexuality and 
marriage espoused iri the Report (widened to embrace not only procreation 
but a 'unitive' aspect expressing sacramentally the love between men and 
women). Indeed there would be no 'homosexual predicament' (p 51). Homo
sexuals, at least in marriage, would be as free in the Church's 'eyes to express 
their sexuality as any one else. But the Report's personalism is qualified 
(ibid), and this places it in a cleft stick. For homosexuals' sexuality is patently 
not a divine gift, but a natural condition endowed by secular scientific 
authority. Given that it is not to be condemned as wicked (which pace the 
committee would have secured it a place in the Divine Order- 'an aspect of 
the fallenness of creation'), the Working Party's persistence in designating a 
'social' order which admits of even a qualified homosexual personal 
fuffillment a 'divine order' is open to theological objections. 

10 I am indebted to Terry Counihan for this analogy. 
11 These discrepancies may be strategically significant, in Foucault's sense, 

without presupposing them to be the product of some calculation. Their 
regular utilisation is quite compatible with a fortuitous origin. 
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Rape- Sexuality in the Law 
Delia Dumaresq 

The analyses of rape that have emerged from the women's movements in 
Europe, America and Australia, have all agreed on the political nature of 
the crime. They have located its incidence within a general understand
ing of women's oppression, as that which opposes the group, men, to the 
group, women: a violent act that functions to maintain men's dominant 
status and control of women's sexuality, often ~alled the paradigmatic 
instance of women's oppression. The source;Of men's power is seen to be 
patriarchy, itself the institutionalising structure of relations between 
these two exclusive and antagonistic groups. 

In revolutionary feminist analyses, men's physical superiority and 
control of patriarchal institutions is the basis of their power to rape 
women, a position that runs very close to biological.determinism with its 
consequent and hostile politics ofthe inevitable subordination of women. 
In socialist' feminist analyses ~en - and women are p~sited as 
sexed individuals who are socially constructed within patriarchy, and 
rape as the consequence of women stepping outside their given social 
positions in relation to men. What these two currents within feminism 
have in common, in their analyses of rape, is that it is predicated on the 
antagonistic relation between two groups, men and women, which are 
mutually exclusive, homogeneous and universal; they are always already 
giveh categories into which the socially or biologically constructed indivi
dual is inserted, each with its specific, unitary, masculine or feminine 
sexuality. Rape is political precisely because it is carried out by men, the 
group holding power, against women. But whilst the broad spectrum of 
feminists are united on the political nature of rape, they are strongly 
divided on the issue of whether it is physical or sexual assault in essence. 

Writers such asS Brownmiller, L Clark and D Lewis, and most 
radical and revolutionary feminists in Britain, view rape as a form of 
violent physical assault made possible by the superior social, political and 
economic power of men. This analysis has been taken up by many anti
rape action groups, who have demanded a 'de-sexualising' of the crime 
on the statute books. Others, like R Innes, L Stern and M Plaza, have 
argued forcefully that rape is very much a sexual act, one that is deter
mined by and determining of the sexual division that is the root of 
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women's oppression. This is not an idle debate between different factions 
of the women's movement, but one I believe that has far-reaching conse
quences, not only for our theorising of rape, but also for how we 
campaign and legislate against it. 

The women's movement has persistently fought entrenched social 
and legal attitudes that view rape as a rare crime committed by peverted or 
psychopathic strangers, or a false claim by malicious or immoral women. 
They have produced much evidence to prove its high incidence and to show 
that the rapist is most likely to be acquainted with his victim. They have 
shown that most women are unlikely to report the attack for fear of the 
treatment they will receive first by the police, later the court, and finally by 
their social peers- the stigma of guilt, of being immoral, runs deep. In 
this paper, I am not taking issue with the women's movement's fight against 
such repressive approaches to the problem, nor with the demand for 
urgent changes to the present law. But what I do wish to show is that current 
analyses have not fully understood the specificity of rape, and this has led to 
demands which, I think, would have little effect on the way rape is experi
enced by women. I do not agree with the analysis of rape as physical assault 
and will attempt to show that it is sexual. However, it is not the universal, 
unitary 'sexual' of all women, but rather a sexuality that is constructed 
within, and specific to the juridical discourse on rape. 

It is this problem of the specificity of the sexual in rape that I wish 
to address. First, I will look at the present laws and court practices, what 
is set up in relation to women as the victims of sexual assault, and how 
feminists have interpreted them. I will go on to look in more detail at 
press coverage of rape (specifically the Yorkshire Ripper case), and to 
examine recent feminist responses which have claimed that such report
ing is sanctioned by the law as men's/patriarchy's means of institutional
ising rape as the control of all women's sexuality. This repressive legal and 
media representation of women's sexuality has led to demands for legisla
tion that would recognise only the aspect of physical violence in rape. 
Such changes, it is claimed, would free women's sexuality from the 
control of men. However, such demands, I think, misrecognise what is set 
up in the press reports of the 'innocent' and guilty victim, and misrecog
nise what is addressed through the laws - that is, the specificity of the 
sexual in rape. I wish to show that that misrecognition is predicated on 
positions that locate all in the generality of women's oppression, an 
oppression based on a universal sexual division between two always 
already given, homogeneous groups. 

And so I will attempt to show the way in which the law and juridi
cal practices round rape construct the rape victim with a specific 
sexuality. It is thesexuality pertinent to the rape victim in relation to the 
discourse on rape, and not the sexuality of the fashion model or mother. I 
would like to add that this discourse on rape is not autonomous, since the 
law is not a discrete practice, and is overdetermined both within the law 
and through other discourses on sexuality. However, it is this specific juri
dical discourse on rape, with its own field and function, that I wish to 
concentrate on. 
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Rape- and the Law on Sexual Offences 

British law defines rape specifically as sexual intercourse with a woman, 
by a man other than her husband, without her consent - sexual inter
course being penetration of the vagina by the penis. The criminal act of 
sexual intercourse is technically demarcated from the normal · hetero
sexual act by the issue of consent. Criminal law constructs a notion of 
consent based on the free will of all individuals. That is, all adults, unless 
they are classified mental defectives, are deemed to freely choose to 
consent or not to a particular act from positions of equality, abstracted 
out of any economic, political or social constraint. Whilst the law tech
nically rests its case on consent as construed above, feminists have rightly 
pointed out.that a woman's right to ex;ercise control over that moment of 
consent in the area of sexual offences is severely circumscribed both by 
statute and legal practice - marriage vows remove it, discriminatory 
application of laws on evidence restrict it, and the victim's profession; her 
social behaviour, or even style of dress, may throw doubt on it. 

I will-now take a more detailed look at the law on sexual offences. 
The important points made by feminists in relation to rape also apply to 
the whole domain of sexual offences - corroboration, cross-examination 
on previous sexual experience, consent - and ·so to talk about the Sexual 
Offences Act should make clearer how the law works specifically in rape 
cases. 

Certain categories of women are excluded. by statute from the 
right to consent or not - those under sixteen, and wives; a man cannot be 
chargedwith the rape of his wife because her marriage vows establish his 
permanent conjugal right to intercourse, a right not granted his wife in 
reciprocity (though he could be charged with assault should he use 
extreme violence to gain his right). But the mostimportant area is the_ 

· requirement for corroboration. By contrast, criminal law in genera~;·
demands corroboration of evidence only in cases of perjury or when the 
witne~s is a child, except where the witness is a female victim of a sexual 
offence: it is not required when the victim is male. Sections 2, 3 and 4 of 
the Sexual Offences Act (procurement of a woman by threats, false 
pretences or drugs) require corroboration statutorily, whilst offences 
under the other sections require it by precedence. This demand for inde
pendent corroboration of a woman's testimony in sexual offences is based 
on theassumption thatwomen,-even under oath, are liable to lie in sexual 
matters. ·The only 'proof of this has been the constantly repeated (by both 
criminologists, judges and Hoine Office commissions of enquiry) 
opinions of one Mathew Hale, a lawyer writing in 1736: ' ... it must be 
remembered that [ nipe ]is an accusation easily to be made and hard to be 
proved, and harder to be defended by the party accused, though never so 
innocent ... by the confident testimony of malicious and false witnesses.' 
(quoted in L Radzinowicz p 394. For a longer quotation from Hale see B 
Toner p 95). The extraordinary importance placed on this requirement 
can be judged by the fact that failure by a judge to properly direct the jury 
of its necessity can lead to automatic quashing of a conviction. When 
quashing the sentence in R v Winfield, the judge of the Appeal Court 
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spoke clearly for the courts: 'This court has said over and over again that 
the direction which must be given is a clear and plain direction on the 
desirability of corroboration, and the well established rule is that, where 
there has been an absence of any proper direction as to corroboration ... 
and where there is in fact no corroboration, then the conviction must be 
ql!ashed ... ' (L Radzinowicz p 396). For a juridical system built on pre
cedence, there can be no mistaking the exacting nature of this practice. It 
does not however, extend to sexual offences where the victim is male 
(unless a statutory minor). 

The other area of practice that differentiates the male and female 
victim of a sexual offence, and appears to have major social 
ramifications, is the cross-examination, of the fel]lale victim only, on her 
previous sexual history to determine whether she is of 'good character in 
sexual matters'. Whilst the right of the defence to such a cross-examina
tion of the victim has recently been curtailed (Sexual Offences Act 1976) 
by requiring application to the judge, in fact permission is almost always 
granted. Evidence submitted under this practice includes taking the Pill, 
style of dress and conduct, as well as previous sexual experience. 

It is held that the right to cross-examination of the victim on her 
sexual history is consistent with the important right of all defendants in 
criminal trials to discredit the witness, but the defendant is protected from 
a similar cross-examination on the grounds that only the particular event 
in question is held to be relevant (see the Heilbron Report). However, it is 
important to note that a woman on trial for soliciting under the SexuaL 
Offences Act is not accorded the same protection; she may be called a 
'common prostitute', a fact for the prosecution case, on evidence submit
ted by the prosecution of previous charges (not convictions) of soliciting. 

This asymmetry between the way in which women's and men's 
sexuality is treated in sexual offences1 is further outlined when we look at 
the right of the male offender to the defence of 'an honest belief, however 
mistakenly held, in the woman's consent, whilst she is not granted the 
same protection in her belief as to her lack of consent. 

Whilst statute and juridical practice determine the interpretation 
of a woman's behaviour in a specific sexual scenario, the same practice 
allows a man engaged in that scenario the possibility ofmisrecognition of 
cues and signs concerning social interactions; that is, his interpretation of 
the specific event is recognised as material evidence whilst hers must bear 
independent corroboration. For the female victim of sexual offences, the 
moment of consent is not determined by her, but by a series of statutes 
and legal practices that construct and control it. These statutes and 
practices clearly establish a very different set of conditions with regard to 
men's and women's sexuality in sexual offences. 

Law and the Media-the Institutionalised Control of 
Women's Sexuality 

Over the past decade there have been calls for changes to the Sexual 
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Offences Act (and some minor ones effected in 1976- restrictions on 
reporting of trials, and the partial restriction placed on the defence's right 
to cross-examine on previous sexual history), but apart from feminists, 
few have disagreed with the basic structure of the present law. Feminists 
have rightly continued to protest the discriminatory and oppressive 
nature ofthe statutes and the practices surrounding them. Most feminist 
campaigns have extended the attack beyond the laws and court pradices 
themselves; they have argued that the Sexual Offences Act and juridical 
practices set up the conditions that solicit and condone a discriminatory 
arid oppressive approach to women's sexuality at all levels, an approach 
that uses· 'sex' to sell, to construct images of 'true femininity' and 
womanhood, whilst simultaneously condemning-real women for expres
sing that 'sex'. The Sexual Offences Act is seen to provide patriar
chy/men with the legal framework for the media's representation of all 
men's desire to control all women's sexuality: 'The manner of reporting 
any crime is of prime importance as an indication of both society's and 
the legal establishment's attitudes to a crime . .Therefore the stance 
taken by newspapers aimed at a wider public are measures for that public 
to gauge its ideas by ... By arranging articles [with pin ups opposite 
reports of -rape] sexual assault and violence against women come to be 
linked in the minds of the public with sexual enjoyment and enticingly. 
displayed female forms.' (F A S T Newsletter no 1) 

The media is seen to be the public means of communicating this 
control of women's sexuality: 'Some men tape women. All men are poten
tial rapists. Since there is this separation (enforced by law and penal insti~ 
tutions} between all the potential rapists and the actual rapists .. , Sex 
and violence are slung together as one word by the media . : . The legally 
and socially defined rapists are the bit of powet that patriarchal society 
has to show to keep all women afraid and under control.' (Brighton 
Socialist Feminist Group) 

Much of this recent feminist analysis has arisen out of protests 
against the reporting of the Yorkshire Ripper case, reporting which, it is 
claimed, really exposes the way in which rape laws control and deny 
women's sexuality. I will briefly look at some of this reporting. 

The Yorkshire Ripper case has extended over some six years, and 
twelve o~ more rapes and murders, and with no-one apprehended despite 
one of the largest police manhunts Britain has ever seen. The lack of 
results has led to concern, with the media calling for public help (Sunday 
Telegraph, 11.11.79, and Guardian, 17.12.79) to counter the Ripper's 
ability to taunt with announcements of the place for his next crime and, 
more recently, criticism of the police approach (New Statesman). 
However, I want to look more specifically at coverage of the events as they 
occurred; that is, immediate new items. 

Much of the reporting shows little interest in the Ripper himself, 
more in the events, but all of it shows a particular fascination with 
circumstantial and personal detail of the women attacked. In contrast to 
reporting of other violent crimes such as armed robbery, taking hostages, 
murder of young chiidren etc, where speculation about the 'psychology' 
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of the perpetrator is rife. References to the Ripper himself are limited to a 
few, albeit sensational personal descriptions - 'pathological hatred of 
prostitutes', the 'victims of a burning hate', 'sex beast attack' - and some 
comments on the murders - carried to an extreme in the Yorkshire Post 
(7 .4. 79) with 'Even if there is such a thing as 'normal' murder, and his 
[the Ripper's] wife or other relative felt justified in shielding him, this has 
gone far beyond that.' after reporting the rape and murder of his second 
'innocent' victim, the previous ones being prostitutes. He is represented as 
deviant, a murderer, but his sexual act of rape is largely ignored. Whilst 
some specific details of the attacks have been withheld from the press by 
the police for fear of copycat cases, and it is usual for reports of violent 
crimes to be accompanied by 'human interest' details of the victims, the 
overwhelming interest in the victims' sexuality is what marks the report
ing of this case. 

On 11.7.77, the Yorkshire Post headlined "'Good-Life" mother, 
battered and left for dead ... ' whilst three months later, headlines 
reported a victim of a very different ilk: 'Bride-to-be fights for life after 
sex attack'. (11.10.77) For the 'good-life' mother public shock appealed 
to in the report is in the attempted murder, whilst for the bride-to-be, it is 
the horror of a 'sex attack'. These two cases followed the June attack 
reported in the Guardian: 'His latest victim, Jayne McDonald, was 
attacked by mistake ... ' The report goes on to quote the Assistant Chief 
Constable describing her as 'a perfectly respectable girl.' (26.6. 77) Many 
papers took up the cry of 'mistake' and 'innocent victim', but there was 
an unease about her. The Yorkshire Post (27 .6. 77) reports 'Jayne had 
shoulder length, brown hair and, at the time of her death, was wearing a 
blue and white halter-style top that left her midrift bare ... ' but goes on 
to quote a family friend saying 'She was not at all like some of the other 
girls who have been killed.' Jayne was under suspicion of being like 'the 
other girls' because her clothing was suggestive of 'inviting sex'. 

In April 1979, another 'respectable' woman appeared to be the 
. Ripper's victim, and the press took the opportunity to exploit its 
previously scattered references to 'innocent' victims with hints of victims 
of another sort. Evening papers announced that 'All women are now in 
danger' with the Daily Mirror quoting the Assistant Chief Constable 
saying 'The next Ripper victim could be anyone's wife, daughter or girl
friend. '(7 .4. 79) On April 5, the Sunday Mirror gave its women readers a 
'check-list for survival' including 'Do you think you're safe because you're 
not a "good time" girl? Do you go out alone at night - even to walk a few 
yards? Do you make any secret of the fact that when talking to a man you 
do not mind having sex?' Meanwhile, the police in Bradford had 
published a poster inscribed with the words 'The next victim may be 
innocent'. Who indeed, one may ask, were the previous victims and of 
what were they guilty? 

On 4 September 1979, the Evening Standard gave us the answer: 
'It appears that for the third time, he [the Ripper] has made an 
error - for the girl was not a prostitute'. The 'innocent' victim is 
constructed by the police and the press reports from cited evidence of 
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social and moral respectability- a pending marriage (the 'bride-to-be' 
who dies, honour intact), a fiance to walk her home, a steady boyfriend, 
respectable job, the middle class student who goes home to father during 
the holidays - whilst for the Ripper's other victims, a notion of guilt, of 
deserving, or at least, precipitating the attack is simultaneously invoked 
-the 'good time mother' with no regular boyfriend or husband, the 

'known prostitute', a style of dress that was inviting, those who according 
to the Chief Constable 'had only themselves to blame'. As a writer in 
Spare Rib (no 88) put it: 'So ~'Jack" becomes a perverted kind of moralist' 
- he metes out deserved punishment, the moralist ~ho falls from grace 

when he slips up with an 'innocent' one.' Widespread and popular 
assumptions that 'nice girls don't· get raped', 'women ask for it' and 'you 
can't thread; a moving needle'- the social existence of two different 
groups of women- can be heard clearly in such reporting, whilst the 
image of the rapist is either that of the lone psychopath prowling at night, 
or a man committing an individual and aberrant act. There is just one 
hint of another explanation- that of a natural, hypersexual drive in 
men hinted at by the policeman so concerned for 'anyone's wife, daughter 
or girlfriend', 'Well, it's only human nature isn't it' (quoted in feminist 
leaflets, taken from a local Yorkshire broadcast). This latter point 
returns us however, to the victim - as picked up in the Sunday Mirror's 
checklist, and in the protestations made after disclosure of Jayne 
McDonald's bare midrift - if the, rapist is not a psychopath, then 
perhaps the victim was not 'innocent'. 

Feminists have for a long time claimed that there are two groups 
of women, one of which is granted social acceptability but denied 
sexuality; the other, freely expressing her sexuality but denied society; 
The former is characterised by motherhood- wife/mother, 'daughter' 
being an embryo form of the same- and its dependence on a inan, the 
'innocent' victim of the press reports. The latter is the prostitute, or the 
creature to be vilified, who lives outside such a dependent relation, 
outside being that grey area where she is not 'anyone's wife, daughter or 
girlfriend', and thus cannot call on' the only legitimate protection against 
rape that society offers- that afforded by a husband, father or steady 
boyfriend. Women have not been slow to point out that the terrible irony 
of rape is that it is precisely those men, so assigned to protect women, who 
are most likely to rape. (For detailed statistics,on the relationship between 
rapists and their victims see Clark and Lewis, Toner and Wright.) 

' The purpose and effect of the law is seen to ensure that all women 
who will be given any social legitimation, give up control of their sexuality 
to become dependents of men. And to this erid, the police, the court 
procedures, and the media must interrogate women, not men, in rape 
events. The corroboration requirement ensures that a woman's word 
cannot convict a man; and the 'previous sexual experience' procedure 
acts as a double check that she has not in fact taken her sexuality into her 
own hands - that is, had a sexual relationship outside of marriage like 
the 'good·-time' mother, or even refused dependence as prostitutes are 
suspected of doing. Feminists argue that all women fear rape because 
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more often than not, the rapist is not convicted, thus proving that she, the 
victim, was 'guilty' of expressing her sexuality. Rapists do not in reality 
differentiate the 'innocent' and 'guilty' victim, but the media, 'in its role 
as agency of social control' (F. A. S. T. newsletter no 3) develops the notion 
in order to ensure that women's fear of sexual expression is maintained. 

Furthermore, it is argued that the media as a male institution, 
must reflect men's desire/interest - which is necessarily sexual in 
relation to women. So rape becomes, in most feminist analyses, the para
digmatic instance of women's oppression - the product of men's power, 
whether physical or cultural, to hold women imprisoned in the role of 
mother or whore. Rape is a violent, hostile act by the dominant group/ 
class, men, against the subordinate one, women. It is seen as a political 
and physical act, rather than a sexual one. 

What specific form do these analyses take? 
The broad spectrum of feminist analyses, from revolutionary 

feminist to socialist feminist, locate rape as the product of men's power, 
and its function as the control of all women's sexuality by men: 'The 
threat of rape is a weapon which men use to perpetuate their dominance 
of women - an expression of power and hate ... Obviously, in most cases 
of rape, what the man is getting off on is the woman's fear, pain and hum
iliation, and so we can say that rape is not a sexual crime - that's true in 
that it is about male power and therefore political.' (Revolutionary 
Feminist Conference paper) Or as the Brighton Socialist Feminist Group 
put it: 'Rapists are not the "impaired masculine", but the masculine 
taking revenge upon women. Theirs is an extreme articulation of 
masculine violence and power.' Power, and its consequence, violence are 
seen as the present prerogative of all men. And for all women, this state of 
being in fear, of being controlled, is an ever present reminder of their 
subordination: 'Somewhere in our minds we are always aware that any 
man- every man- can, if he wants to, use the weapon of rape against 
us ... The threat of rape is a weapon which men use to perpetuate their 
dominance of women.' (Revolutionary Feminist Conference paper) 

The basic opposition that is set up is between two homogeneous 
groups - men and women. This immediately raises the problem of who 
constitute these groups. The revolutionary feminist paper quoted above, 
defines men and women by anatomical characteristics: 'He works 
towards his goal which is her vagina. He means to have, to' possess this 
woman. He has his penis.' Physically 'he' is defined by his penis, and the 
source of his power is his physical superiority. The penis is represented as 
his power. 

Socialist feminist analyses, in attempting to move away from such 
biological determinism, have concentrated on how women's subordinate 
position is the effect of patriarchal social relations - the mother versus 
the whore of the press reports above. Women's subordination is not so 
much the direct result of men's conscious desire to control them, but that 
of complex relations which construct men and women into positions of 
dominance and subordination. Women, their true essence somehow 
existing elsewhere, are trapped by the relations in the roles of mother, 
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wife, daughter etc. However, doesn't this analysis ultimately rest on 
biology? Despite patriarchy's construction of 'woman', those who are 
given access within patriarchy to the roles of wife, mother etc., are those 
possessing the universal attribute, a vagina. 

In the revolutionary feminist position, rape is men's response to 
socially and physically we,aker women, enabled by women's psychological 
subordination and men's superior physical strength. The socialist 
feminist position does not radically differ from this except insofar as 
men's power to control w9men is not so directly predicated on physical 
attributes- or is it? 'And underlining all this, penetration is the power to 
control and produce women' (Brighton Socialist Feminist Group). 
Patriarchy has become both cause and effect, and men, both its instru
ment of control, and the source of power. 

What appears as common to all these positions is a universal and 
unitary object, 'sexuality', which men have appropriated from women 
arid mean to control - rape is a mechanism for maintaining that control 
through the threat of physical violence, should women express their 
sexuality. 

Many campaigns of the women's movement have taken as their central 
·· theme the liberating of women's sexuality, and the campaigns against 

rape reflect this concern directly. As far afield as Hong Kong, Australia, 
America, India and Western Europe, women have demanded changes to 
the sexual offences laws - the abolition of the corroboration require
ment and of the cross"examination of thewoman on her previous sexual 
history, and recognition of rape in marriage. Thdirst two, it is claimed, 
would destroy the prosecutions's, the man's, ability to put the victim on 
trial. Such changes would, it is argued, deny the media and the law their 
sanction to judge women's sexuality and publicly declare them guilty or 
innocent. 

I thoroughly·support the demand for these changes to the law on 
, sexual offences, but now I want to look at another, and perhaps, the most 
important demand that has received widespread support from femin
ists - that the charge be changed to degrees of physical assault ~ a 
demand I do not support. The demand stems primarily from an analysis 
that insists that the sexual has been inserted into rape by cultural 
institutions such as the media, advertising etc, and exacerbated by the 
law's emphasis. To demand the law so be changed is also .to demand 
that 'sex' be removed from reporting. This demand' ... would overcome 
the problem of marital exception and would also make it a crime of 
violence and degradation (which is the real issue, not sex) and relieve the 
stigma of being a rape victim.' (Nottingham Action Against Rape paper) 
Women's sexuality would thus be freed from the controlling force of the 
law, which itself structures the repressive social responses we saw in 
reporting of the Ripper case. The press would no longer be interested in 
the victim's marital history, her innocence in sexual matters etc. The 
police would no longer concentrate on her previous sexual 
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experience, her style of dress or unchaperoned activities. And, it is pre
sumed, women would be less fearful of reporting as they would no longer 
suffer such humiliation. Although I would agree that the former 
demands may well assist in alleviating some of the personal trauma 
experienced during juridical proceedings by rape victims, I also think 
there are serious problems with a demand that the sexual be removed 
from the laws on rape. 

If the act of rape is only about physical power, domination and 
humiliation, why doesn't the perpetrator simply beat up his victim
the battered woman? If it is revengeful physical assault, is the solution for 
all women to attain black belts in karate? If so, why do physically confi
dent and strong women not 'rape' weaker men? Women may indeed 
assault men, but tpis does not amount to rape. 

Rape cannot be either dismissed or written out of the law as some 
variant of battering. If rape is just assault, why the sexual component at 
all? Some feminist analyses have indeed argued strongly that rape is 
sexual,. and cannot be overcome by absenting sexuality from the law, a 
policy that may well lead to simply masking its existence. 

I will now look critically at one of these analyses, that by Monique 
Plaza, recently translated and published in mfno 4. Two other writers, 
R Innes ·and L Stern, have also taken up the theme of the sexual in rape, 
but from a position similar to Plaza's so I will restrict my remarks to 
Plaza's thesis. · 

Heterosexuality is Rape? 

In a critique of M Foucault's thesis in La folie encerclee, that rape is only 
a matter of violent assault, Monique Plaza firmly locates rape in the 
sexual. However, what I wish to show is that, despite her elucidation of 
important contradictions in the physical assault arguments, Plaza ulti
mately locates the sexual in the same problematic homogeneous 
categories, men and women, as do those referred to above. 

Foucault in La folie encerclee, Plaza states, attempts to show that 
rape is only a matter of violent assault: 'When one punishes rape one 
should only punish the physical violence [because] it is no more than an 
act of aggression [so] whether one shoves a fist in someone's mouth or 
one's penis in their sex, this makes no difference ... ' (quoted in M Plaza 
pp 29-30) Plaza rightly asks what is this 'sex' that has no name, that can be 
violated by 'one's penis' as though it were a mouth. She uses Foucault's 
own words to answer: "sex" ... is that which itself constitutes woman's 
body ... 'She goes on to say that rape, 'an oppressive practice employed 
by a (social) man against a (social) woman' (p 31) is precisely sexual, a 
'social sexing' she calls it, that is both determined by and determining of 
women's oppression: 'If men rape women, it is precisely because they are 
women in a social sense, or because they are the "sex", that is to say the 
bodies which they have appropriated for themselves in exercising a "local 
tactic" of a violence without a name. Rape is sexual essentially because it 
rests on the very social difference between the sexes.' (p 31) 
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' But who constitutes these two homogeneous and antagonistic 
groups, and what is it that makes one act against the other; for Plaza? I 
would agree with her that we must look at 'social' not biological men and 
women, but this all-embracing 'social' needs further investigation. Plaza 
states that because men and women are constructed through 'social 
sexing', a 'biological man' can be raped; that is, when he is placed in the 
social, feminine positi<m by his attacker. But, as we saw above, the social 
category ·woman, is also 'the sex', 'the body' which men appropriate. 
How is it possible for this 'biological' man to cross the ~oundaries between 
these two homogeneous groups if, at one and the same time, they are 
mutually exclusive, and the social category 'woman' is also 'the body', 'the 
sex'? Plaza's simple assertion of social construction is insufficient to the 
problem of who is this 'woman' that men rape. If a 'woman' is socially 
constructed, so too is a 'wife'. But a wife cannot be raped; is not a wife a 
'social woman'? 

Plaza does not give us an answer to this problem. To do so, she 
would have to develop her thesis on social construction. The present 
ambiguities and confusions allow Plaza to take a step which brings her 
close to the biologism of the revolutionary feminist slogan 'All men are 
potential rapists and all women rape victims' wheh she states that 'It is 
necessary to bring heterosexuality close to tape and to take great care not 
to dissociate them.' (her italics, Plaza p 35) 

However, as she obviously wishes to avoid the implications of this 
biologism for women, she introduces the historical notion of two classes, 
set in antagonistic relation to each other.. The ancient term 'raptus' or 
theft, is invoked to explain the relation of aggression and domination 
between them: ' ... men rape women in so far as they. belong to the class 
of men who have appropriated the bodies of women. They rape what they 
have learned to consider their property, that is to say individuals who 
belong to the sex class other than their own, the class of women (which I 
repeat, can also contain biological men).' (Plaza pp 31-2) On the one 
hand, we have the social class 'woman' also containing biological men, 
and on the other, the social class men, who appropriate the bodies of 
'woman', 'the sex'. I cannot help but wonder what is being appropriated 
from biological man in the act of rape. 

If rape is the act of men demanding the right to their 
property -women's 'sex' - then it is not . a sexual act, but one of 
aggression in order to regain possession of a specific object, albeit a sexual 
object. And if rape is theft, then it cannot simultaneously be 
heterosexuality, unless Plaza wishes to redefine heterosexuality as 
concer"ning women who have already lost, or never had, sexuality. Plaza 
has stated that rape is sexual because it rests on the social difference 
between the sexes, but perhaps we should ask whether that social 
difference is constituted just through the sexual or whether it always 
necessarily includes the sexual. 

Plaza's analysis, I think, raises the same problems as those discussed 
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earlier. What they all have iiJ. common is a particular structuring of 
power relations between two groups, who are set up as homogeneous, 
antagonistic, and always already structured, and into which each indiv
idual must enter. These relations of domination and subordination, 
predicated upon an alienable sexuality, exclusive to each group (thougll 
confused in Plaza's 'biological' man), are posited as both cause and effect 
of patriarchy. Men and women are both biologically given and simultan
eously constructed categories within the 'social' that is patriarchy, and 
within which each individual must take up a sexed position; that position 
automatically assuming the silhouette of oppressed or oppressor. These 
analyses all assign a totality of oppression at all times for the totality of 
women, who in common cause, are struggling against the appropriation 
of their, singularly feminine, sexuality. 

I think it is precisely because rape is problematised within an 
analysis based on pre-given, universal and homogeneous concepts - the 
social, men, women, sexuality, oppression- that campaigns have been 
pushed towards the political solution of rejecting any sexual component. 
It is as though this problematic object 'sexuality' can simply be written 
out. of the law and likewise the media, to be preserved elsewhere as the 
liberating ideal all women must fight to repossess. We remove sexuality 
but retain women. But what is this universal feminine sexuality women 
will repossess? It is both that which constitutes 'woman', and yet she is that 
which is denied sexuality. 

I think that central to all these analyses are the confusion of the 
polemics of general political practice, with a theoretical analysis, and of 
the effects of rape on real women - the individual's experience of 
it - with the analysis of rape itself. Whilst the laws and the media's 
coverage of rape in general do suggest prohibitions on women's sexual 
activities, it is the arena of that prohibition as controlling all women's 
sexuality at all times that I would like to investigate. If we re-examine the 
juridical practices and the laws on sexual offences (keeping in mind the 
representation of women's sexuality found in media coverage of rape), I 
think very different conclusions to those of the above analyses can be 
drawn. 

I would like to return for a moment, to the media's coverage of the 
Ripper case outlined earlier. A theme running through all the reporting 
is that of the 'innocent' victim and the prostitute. By juxtaposition, and 
association with criminal law and morality, the press has here construc
ted a victim who might also be 'guilty'; a victim who, feminists have 
rightly protested, is 'put on trial'. It is this public judging of the woman 
according to the devices the law and court practices establish, that has 
been charged with prohibiting all women's sexuality, and it is this which I 
think has been mis-recognised. I agree that it does construct a representa
tion ofthe victim as 'guilty' or 'innocent' in sexual matters, but only in so 
far she is engaged in a rape situation - the rape victim, but not all 
women, is put on trial. That is, it is concerned with the specific sexuality 
of men and women within the juridical discourse on rape, which may 
overlap and affect other discourses, but which is also relatively 
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independent of_ them. What is being constructed in the juridical 
discourse on· -rape, and that which is behind the media reporting of the 
Ripper, is the sexuality pertinent to the rape victim, .not to the fashion 
i:nodel, the party girl, wife or woman worker. 

How is this victim located in the law, and what is that sexuality 
that is constructed in legal practice? 

'Sexual Intent'- Innocent or Guilty? 

Despite the relatively simple definition of rape, the legal procedures are 
complex structures through which a range of material well beyond the 
event in question can be elicited. The court's interest is not primarily in 
the events, the blow by blow account, so much as in the intentions of the 
rapist (a normal procedure in criminal law where the prosecution must 
establish iritent), and more specifically, of his victim (an unparalleled 
procedure in law). However, if we unravel the implications of 'intent' in 
the two instances, two completely different assumptions about the sexual
ity of the mail and the woman emerge. 

At no point do the proceedings assume a man's intent to have 
sexual intercourse is wrong; what is in question, is whether he intended 
intercourse with the wrong partner. Should -his defence- be that he 
honestly believed the woman consented, however unreasonable that 
belief (see R v Morgan), then he cannot be convicted of rape. It is the 
victim who will, indirectly, determine whether he will be convicted or 
not. She is interrogated in court to a very different purpose from him, To 
establish her 'intent' on the occasion in question, she is cross-examined on 
previous sexual experience, her hidden desires (given material proofby 
such items as style of dress, demeanour, use of contraceptives, marital 
status etc), and her body's physical reactions to the event (a common 
defence being tha:t intercourse took place, but that it must have been con
sensual on the-grounds that penetration is impossible if the vagina is dry, 
that is, if the woman is not aroused, or if she is struggling. The 
prosecution has rarely been known to enter in her defence, information 
about the increased viscosity of the vagina during exertion or fear.) The 
court's interest in the rape victim is not really· in her physical and 
psychological injuries, in whether she has been impregnated outside the 
relations determining legitimate and traceable paternity, nor in her 
sexual object-choice (hetero- or homosexual). The court does not address 
itself to 'raptus', theft of a man's property (the ancient origins of the 
present law), which some feminists have claimed. Its concern is whether 
she has sexual intent/ desire or not - the Sunday Mir-ror's checklist 
investigated. The case is no longer decided by the events themselves: her 
interrogation is not so much concerned with the acts committed as in her 
desires, be they over so hidden and unrealised, and their field of 
operation. 

lri rape cases, it is not 'sex', the having or refusing of it, which 
decides whether a woman could have consented or not, since it is not 
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penetration but the issue of consent that determines the sexual 
component. It is through consent that the court can investigate the rape 
victim's sexuality- her desires and their relation to the body/subject. 
The sexuality at stake here is a sexuality specifically constructed within 
the juridical discourse on rape, administered-and regulated from within 
that discourse (though obviously not without effect from and on other 
discourses). Certain women are, for instance, specifically excluded from 
the rape trial's interrogation- a wife, and a minor- precisely because 
within the discourse they are within categories assumed to have no sexual 
intent. This would not in the case of a wife, exclude that real woman from 
being the subject of the interrogation within a different category, eg as a 
social acquaintance. It is not the sexuality of all women that is imprisoned 
as is suggested by the analyses above, not is it a unitary feminine sexuality 
that is proscribed. It is a sexuality that is specific to the victim (and 
rapist), a victim whose sexual intent/desires are restricted to certain 
spheres of operation. 

The same discourse, does not proscribe sexual intent for the man 
but in constructing the rapist does demand specific, though different, 
characteristics. The rapist is a man who misrecognises the specific 
individual upon whom he may exercise that sexual intent. If he has inter
course with his wife or a woman of 'low moral character' he is not a rapist. 
In either case her consent is irrelevant, as is the element of violence, 
although the latter may have a bearing on the harshness of the sentence 
passed if he were charged with assault. 

On a slightly tangential point, we can see here the discourse on 
rape intersecting with others in the construction-of the rapist- medical 
and psychiatric. 2 In all, the rapist is engaged in misrecognition. But it is 
up to medicine and psychiatry to establish whether this is due to a lack of 
social skills as the result of pathology - the psychopath who is unable for 
reasons of abnormality or perversion, to recognise those who may be 
legitimate objects of his desire - or the socially 'reckless' man with 
insufficient skills to recognise the signs. 

As we have seen, there is nothing specific to the legal definition of rape 
that demands this interrogation of the victim; it is not the letter of the 
law, but the whole juridical discourse on rape, overdetermined as it is, 
that constructs the specific sexuality of the rape victim (and rapist). 
There is little reason to assume that altering the law to degrees of assault 
would effect any fundamental change in the court practices and what 
they address. The specific demands to abolish corwboration and the 
cross-examination on previous sexual history may well remove some of 
the worst aspects of individual victims' experiences, but they cannot 
absent the 'sexual' from investigation any more than a change of the law 
to physical assault would, though they may affect the manner of that in
terrogation. To legally recognise rape within marriage, whilst important 
as a demand to expose a hitherto masked event, would simply widen the 
scope of who can be interrogated as victim. 
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There is a different argument about the specific demand .to 
change the law to assault when that demand is formulated on the basis of 
'women's right' to their sexuality; that is, when the demand is that sexual
ity be removed from the scrutiny of the law and returned to women. But 
this is to engage in the arena of the politics ofrights. Monique Plaza, in 
her article mentioned above, takes this up in relation to Foucault. 
Foucault suggests rape and indeed all forms of sexuality should not be a 
criminal matter but one of civil responsibility for damages. In this way, 
he argues, men's rights to their civil liberty, their freedom from repressive 
institutions, and their freedom of sexual expression would be protected. 
Plaza rightly points outthat this amounts to a license to rape, and asks 
whose rights should take precedence~ women's right not to be raped, 
and thus, their liberty, or men's right to be free from repression. 
However, neither Plaza nor Foucault can here extricate themselves from 
the repression/oppression problematic, and prioritised rights, because of 
the terms in which they are posed - that of a hqmogeneous group, men, 
confronting an equally homogeneous and universal group, women, nec
essitating the subordination of one. Plaza further implicates herself by 
adding the dimension of an alienable object, women's sexuality, that is 
up for grabs, and returns, with her notion of rape as theft, to the politics 
of radical feminism, the struggle for preferential rights that demands an 
end to the status quo by turning it on its head. 

Rape and Sexuality 

I noted above that Foucault raises the problem of rights in relation to 
criminal law, a problem he links with the question of punishment. Rape 
he says, should not come under criminal law because 'sexuality can in no 
way be the object of punishment.' (Plaza p 29) But what is this 'punish
ment', and how is it established? There is no universal moral order to 
objectively judge sins and demand appropriate retribution_ Our social 
order demands laws to do just that - laws that cover the whole juridical 
arena from interventions by the police, through the courts, to prisons 
themselves_ .Punishment is part of our legal/social framework, construc
ted by the specific arena each 'punishment' is attached to. This brings me 
to my final point on sexuality, and one that I will argue, begins to 
extricate attempts to theorise the sexual nature of rape from the impasse 
Plaza finds herself in. 

It is precisely within the arena of the law that certain discourses on 
sexuality are constructed. For example, the non-sexual status of a minor, 
homosexuality, sodomy, bestiality, sexuality in marriage (adultery, 
conjugal rights etc). It is not a question of punishing 'sexuality' per se, but 
rather, that certain sexual actions, 'sexualities', are constructed through 
legal proscription~ and as such, are the objects of punishment. Sexuality 
is not unitary; nor are there 'sexualities' universal or eternal. The 
sexuality that is proscribed in rape is not that of all women at all tim~s, 
but is specific to the discourse on rape addressed through the juridical in 
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the construction of a rape victim and a rapist. This discourse functions to 
construct, not a lack of sexuality in women, but a permissible and 
impermissible sphere in relation to rape. 

The police, and later the court, investigate not only explicit 
manifestations of assertive sexual desire or intent in the victim, such as 
promiscuity or prostitution, but also 'facts' that purport to disclose latent 
intent (types of dress, use of contraception, marital status etc). It is not a 
question of any woman's right to sexual expression in general, but rather, 
a question of the prescribed bounds of particular discourses: for example, 
the relation to sexuality expressed through a woman's marriage vows does 
not deny her sexuality, but within the discourse on rape, establishes its 
permissible field of operation as the conjugal relation. One might 
describe this as a 'passive' sexuality. This opposition set up between an 
'active' and a 'passive' sexuality for a woman, between sexual desire 
operating in the impermissible and permissible spheres, is addressed by 
the law on sexual offences and juridical practices as pertinent to the 
matter in question only- the rape event. The same 'desiring' woman, 
here engaged in the impermissible sphere of extra-marital promiscuous 
intercourse, and thus not an 'innocent' victim, may in another context be 
lauded for her 'sex appeal'. The 'innocent' victim may be she who is 
judged to be without an 'active' sexuality within the arena of the rape 
discourse, but she may simultaneously be engaged in a social relation that 
assumes a sexual aspect but within its own field- eg marriage, steady 
boyfriend. 

The issue of consent in rape revolves around the victim's relation 
to sexual activity. To consent assumes an 'active' relation to sexual 
activity and thus an engagement with the impermissible sphere. Such an 
engagement implies consent and hence, a 'guilty' victim (eg the 

· prostitute), and a not·gui_lty rapist. It should be noted that husbands 
cannot be guilty of rape; wives cannot be raped. It is this apparent 
contradiction, the placing of the wife and the prostitute side by side, that 
has made rape so difficult to analyse. It is this contradiction, enshrined in 
our language - 'nice girls don't get raped' 'women ask for it' - and 
manifested in both women's fear of rape aud the guilt so often 
experienced by the victim, that has encouraged the claims of universality 
for the effects of rape. If the rape victim is 'innocent', then why should she 
experience such immense shame and guilt? If 'good girls' don't get raped, 
how can there be an 'innocent' victim? 

An individual woman who is raped is thrust into the arena of that 
discourse which constructs an 'intentional' sexuality to be investigated. 
Whether or not the court finally considers the event rape or not, she is 
already condemned; she is guilty of entering the field of the impermis
sible. How then can the discourse rescue the 'innocent' victim (who has 
already been tainted)? By, in the same moment, constructing a permis
sible sphere which can be engaged in under certain conditions. The 
'minor' is constructed as pre-sexual - sexuality being the domain of the 
adult - and thus, is rescued from the taint of the impermissible since she 
has neither an 'active' nor a 'passive' sexuality to be questioned. The wife 
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is excluded from the taint since she cannot enter the field of the imper
missible- she cannot be raped. Both these categories exclude the 
questioning of consent and thus any charge of assertive sexual intent. 
However, a 'wife', unlike a 'minor', is not excluded from sexuality. Her 
marriage vows recognise her husband's conjugal right to assert his sexual 
demands but, whilst they do not grant her reciprocal rights, they do 
recognise her as sexual within the conjugal relation - albeit a 'sexual' 
that is 'passive' in relation to assertive intent. More recently, the fiance 
and steady boyfriend as appropriate partners for single women have been 
included in the sphere of permissible sexual expression, the sphere spelt 
out in the Sexual Offences (Amendment) Act 1976 Section 2, subsection 
4(b), to establish 'that a complainant is of good character in sexual 
matters'. 

What emerges from the juridical discourse on rape is, I think, a very 
specific sexuality for men and women, but not a homogeneous, universal 
masculine and feminine sexuality for all men and all women as has been 
suggested by the majority of feminist analyses. It is the specificity of that 
which is addressed in the discourse that tolerates other contradictions in 
representations of women, and that feminists have hailed as a 
universalising effect. The discourse on rape constructs its own area of 
sexuality, with its own effects, which may be at total variance with other 
discourses on sexuality. For, example, Jayne McDonald's bare midrift 
might place her under suspicion should she be raped, yet signify her 
'feminine' charms in a discourse on fashion; the popular press's Page 
Three 'lovelies' may represent an active sexual intent that would render 
them 'guilty' in a rape trial, but could signify a desirable sexual expres
sion in a disc~1,1rse on phantasy. 

Rape is not paradigmatic of women's oppression, nor does it 
operate as a universal form of control of women's sexuality. The discourse 
of rape does construct a specific sexuality, within its own area, that is dif
ferent for men and women, and which produces both rape victim and 
rapist. It is this sexuality and its relation to the law that I think needs to be 

·further investigated, in orderto formulate political strategies that neither 
attempt to remove 'the sexual' nor prioritise the 'rights of women' over 
men or vice versa, in analysing the problem of rape. 

Notes 

The statutes themselves contain another very interesting difference between 
heterosexual and homosexual offences - the latter, only covering male 
homosexuality, being considered generally more serious. Maximum sentence 
for indecent assault on a female is 2 years, 5 years if the victim is under 13, 

. whilst it is 10 years if the victim is male of any age. The age of consent to 

heterosexual intercourse is 16, for homosexual, 21; and the age of the victim 
under which more serious penalties apply is 13 for heterosexual and 16 for 
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homosexual offences. Similarly, the law on buggery (male victim) does not 
allow the defence of honest belief that victim was of consenting age, ie 21, 
whereas it is a standard defence in statutory rape ie where the woman is under 
16. Any conclusions drawn from this are tentative, and need further inves
tigation. However, I do think it bears out my premise that the sexuality const
ructed through the discourse on sexual offences is specific to it, and includes 
not only a sexual specifity for women, but also for men. See the section 
'Heterosexuality is Rape' of this article for comments on Plaza's assertion that 
a man can be 'raped' because he is placed in the 'feminine' position by his 
attacker. 

2 Attached to the hospital in Dade County, Miami, is a special unit where rape 
victims are brought by the police. The victim, called a 'patient', is greeted in 
a friendly and calming atmosphere, gently questioned and examined by a 
woman doctor, and given supportive counselling. The doctor running the 
unit (a woman), describes rape as almost exclusively a form of humiliation, a 
process of domination of women by men suffering from inferiority com
plexes; an act primarily due to man's frustration, enabled by his superior 
strength and social status. It is seen as an event with nothing in common with 
sexuality. The parallel part of the project is the Rape Treatment Centre, an 
open prison for convicted rapists. The Centre runs as an apparently model 
therapeutic community based on group discussions led by those who've been 
there longest and/or come 'to understand their crime'. Interviewed for TV 
('Circuit Eleven, Miami' BBC2 October 1979) the men echoed, almost with a 
single voice, the notion of rape expressed by the doctor in charge of the 
'patients' - rape is violent assault caused by feelings of inferiority and hos
tility, a wish to dominate someone else - although several mentioned they 
had viewed their crime as of a sexual nature until they 'had learned better' at 
the centre. 

Whilst such centres obviously alleviate some of the trauma 
experienced by rape victims, and show a positive approach to the individual 
rapist, their attachment to the violent physical assault argument raises 
problems. Some of these are outlined in the text, but we might additionally 
ask why, if rape is due to man's frustration, do not women 'rape' when surely 
they suffer more frustration from their socially inferior position? Why is rape 
exclusively an act by a man against a woman if it is the wish to dominate and 
humiliate; are women never prone to such wishes? 

But there is another area that I would like to comment on briefly: that 
in structuring rape on a continuum of physical violence, they have destruc
tured the rape victim to produce a patient suffering from a set of primarily 
physical injuries. The needs and wishes of the raped woman are taken 
seriously, but they are no longer that of the victim of rape, but of the 'sick'; 
they are being mapped out on a body set apart, differentiated from the 
'normal' or healthy, and located in a world of the sick. As rape is physical 
assault, the victim's.needs can be met by medical intervention. She is ill, with 
a set of symptoms needing treatment, not just by anyone, but by a whole bevy 
of professionals- doctors, psychiatrists, nurses -each with their own 
specific area of responsibility for and supervision of this sick body - the body 
that is at once the patient, and yet separate from her. It is their job to effect a 
'cure'. If rape is not the phantasy of the sexual woman, depraved (prostitute) 
and irrational (vindictive liar of Mathew Hale's treatise) with her sexual 
assertiveness, but the physical aggression of a sick man, then the victim is the 
helpless patient made ill through contagion. The rapist must be cured of his 
'inferiority complex', the victim of her injuries. They both are the sum total 
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of their symptoms till the professionals in their infinite wisdom, discharge 
them back to the ranks of the normal, healthy community, pronounced 
cured. There is, however, an asymmetry here with regards the positions of 
the two patients. The rapist's symptoms are those of pathology, requiring 
attention in relation to his psychic and real self, whilst the victim's are those of 
cuts and bruises. The very demand that rape be seen as physical assault 
because the present 'sexual' orientation of the law hides the experience of real 
women, has opened up the way for a medicalisation of the victim that similar· 
ly masks the effect of rape and its relation to her self. image: 

This medicalisation of the raped body further shores up the notion of 
the rapist _as 'sick', the bearer of physical-and social diseases from which the 
rest of us can dissociate. It opens the way for legitimate State and 
bureaucratic intervention in crisis centres which can be established to arrest 
the contagion, a measure already adopted in many parts of America and 
Australia. Any anxiety the 'average' man- husband, father, boyfriend, 
bureaucrat - may have of being implicated in these lapses from the societal 
ideal is allayed as he confidently asserts himself as normal, and plans a new 
centre. 

Thus rape, neatly taken out of the political, and even the legal arena, 
can be relocated in a medical world where the event becomes even more 
unique, and essentially personal to a woman and her health advisors, and the 
rapist, the sick man to be cured. 

References 

The works mentioned here are only those specifically used in the text. There are 
extensive bibliographies on rape, especially on statistical evidence, in B Toner, L 
Clark and D Lewis, S Brownmiller. 
Brighton Socialist Feminist Group paper for the Social Feminist Conference, 

London 1979 
S Brownmiller Against Our Will: Men, Women and Rape Simon and Schuster 

1975 
L Clark and D Lewis Rape: The Price of Coercive Sexuality Toronto 1977 
F A S T Newsletter nos 1, 2 and 3 
Heilbron Report (Report of the Advisory Group on the Law of Rape) Cmnd 635 

HMSO December 1975 
J Howerski 'How Feminists Reacted ... ' Spare Rib no 88, November 1979 
R Innes '"What She Needs is a Good Fuck" - Rape and Femininity' Hecate vol 

11 no 2July 1976 
_Nottingham Action Against Rape paper for the Bristol Conference on Rape, 

Bristoll978 
M Plaza 'Our Costs and Their Benefits' mjno 41980 (translated by W Harrison) 
L Radinowicz ( ed) 'Studies in Criminal Science' Sexual Offences vollx Macmillan 

1957 
L Stem 'The Language of Rape' Intervention no 8 March 1977 
B Toner 'The Facts of Rape: a Report' London 1975 
'Towards a Revolutionary Feminist Analysis of Rape', paper for the Bristol 

Conference on Rape, Bristol 1978 
R Wright 'Rape and Physical Violence' paper given at the 12th Cropwood Round 
Table Conference on Sexual Offenders and the Criminal Justice System, 1979 



r 

find a new position 

~rf@JM~W@rirk\ 
film journal 

The other film journal consistently 
committed to radical film practice and 
theory, and the analysis of appositional as 
well as dominantfilm forms. Framework has 
become the only concrete alternative in 
Britain for serious developments in film 
culture. 

Recent issues featured: Latin American 
cinema dossier, African cinema, TV 
debates, Joris lvens, Lyotard, Rouch on 
Vertov, Rossellini, Feminism and film, 
British cinema, · Eisenstein, Godard, 
Syberberg, Comolli, Japanese 
independents. 
Subscription for 3 issues: £3.00. Overseas: 
£4.00 I $10.00. Back issues (1 & 4 out of print): £1.30, 
overseas: £1.75 I $4.00. Institutions subscription: 
£6.00 I $16.00. Special offer for institutions when ordered 
with new subscription-complete back run 1-11 (inc. 1 & 4): 
£15.00 I $40.00. Postage included in all prices. 
New address: Film Studies, University of East Anglia, 
Norwich NR4 7TJ. 



Women and Shi'ism in Iran 

Mina Modares 

The, prominent place of the Shi'i ideology within every aspect of the 
Iranian situation is apparent. Any attempt to understand the position of 
Iranian women would be superficiai without understanding the way the 
categoryof woman is constructed within Shi'islll. The general confusion 
in evaluating the legal and social position of Iranian women since the 
revolution of 1979 arises from lack of suchunderstanding. On the one 
hand, the heavy presence of women in every event which has taken place 
since the-revolution gives an image of the Iranian woman as a soCial and 
poljtical activist, as opposed to the image presented of her under the Shah 
as apolitical, passive and bourgeois minded. (This change of image can 
be s~en in the Western press through th.e ·photographs of Iranian women 
it chooses to print- before the revolution it was photographs of Empress 
Farah s!:<.iing with her royal_family in St. Moritz; while since the revolution 
photographs of militant Iranian women wearing chador and holding a 
gun have dominated the p~ess.) This image is encouraged and perpetua
ted by some sections of the clergy and Islamic state. 

Ori the other hand, since the revolution, there have been constant 
attempts by another section of the clergy outside and inside the Islamic 
state to make the observance of hejab 1 by women compulsory, to legalise 
polygamy and temporary marriage, and to ban women from the profes
sion of law. 

To understand all this, it is of prime importance to study Shi'ism: 
to see how Shi'ism conceives of the position of women, as opposed to its 
conception in other sects within Islam, in particular orthodox Sunnism; 
and to see what are the differences be_tween the Shi'i clergy on the 
question of women. 

But leaving aside its centrality to the understanding of the 
position of Iranian women, the study of the different conceptions of 
women within Shi'ism and the process of their production has a wider 
theoretical significance. It tends to challenge the dominant ways of 
conceptualising what is known as 'the position of women in Islam'. 

Until recently, Western feminism was fairly united in regarding 
Islam, compared with other religions, as particularly oppressive to 
women because of the existence of strong patriarchal relations within it. 
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What was seen as the barbaric treatment of woman by Islam, such as 
veiling her, denying her sexuality through practices such as female cir
cumcision, humiliating her by practising polygamy, verbal repudiation 
and so on, constituted the grounds for Western feminist objections to it. 
Such a rejection of Islam, however, is not shared by all sections of the 
feminist movement any more, and can be more specifically attributed to 
the radical feminist position. 

Ever since attention was drawn to the questions relating to the 
position of women cross-culturally, a political solidarity with 'third world 
sisters' who value and practise Islam was sought after and Western 
feminism began to give a more sympathetic hearing to Islam. Since then 
the blame for women's condition has shifted from 'Islam' to 'the Muslim 
countries'. Women's lot is now often attributed to a variety of economic 
and social relations which are dominant in Muslim countries. 

This approach has been taken up by feminists (both Western and 
Muslim) in different fields and of different political persuasions. Marxist
feminists, for example, have argued that, in Magida Salman's words, 'the 
explanations for the humiliating position of Arab women ... are not to 
be sought merely in the content of the Koran. They lie, rather, in the nee
essity felt by the Arab ruling classes to "respect" Islamic tradition and to 
administer Islamic states.' (p 26) This necessity, she argues, arises from 
the domination of the Arab world by the colonialist and imperialist 
powers. 

This argument has also been used to defend the 'true Islam'. 
Nawal El Saadawi argues that Islam has lost its egalitarian promise for 
women and has turned into a chauvinist religion in the hands of the Arab 
ruling classes whose survival depends on their ties with Imperialist 
powers. Therefore, the position of Muslim women (as of West ern women) 
is embedded in the dominant economic relations of their society. On the 
basis of this, Saadawi rejects issues such as sexual politics and v,eiling as 
'the real issues' for women in underdeveloped countries. She writes: 'I 
oppose all attempts [by American and European women] to deal with 
such problems [veiling, female circumcision] in isolation, or to sever their 
links with the general economic and social pressure to which women 
everywhere are exposed.' (p xiv) 

This approach is also taken up by sociological and anthropo
logical works on women. Patricia Jeffery's work on the exercise of purdah 
amongst Pirzada women in India can be cited as an example. The work 
situates the explanation for purdah in the monopolistic control Pirzada 
men have over economic resources and the personal security that purdah 
gives to women in their situation. 'Islamic ideology' is considered only 
part of the explanation; that is, insofar as it provides a justification for 
purdah: 'There is substantial evidence that the Pirzada women have 
internalised and come to take for granted, important elements of this 
status quo. This internalisation enhances the stability of the Purdah 
system, and it is possible to point to the importance of ideology as well as 
economic factors in its reproduction.' (p 165) 

Now, such conceptualisations of the position of women in Islam as 
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employed by these works is bound to prove unsatisfactory. It involves un
acceptable generalisations and simplifications and relies on unexamined 
assumptions. Islam here is understood as an ideology where this means 
something separate from and outside' the socio-economic relations of 
society. That is why it can be t~ken in the first case as a mere tool in the 
hands of the Arab ruling classes and in the second as a set of ideas whose 
'internalisation' by Pirzada women contributes to the stability of that 
social system. In both cases, Islam is situated in effect outside social 
relations and practices. In their search for an economic origin to the 
seclusion of women the above mentioned works ignore the influence of 
Islam as a discourse which includes rules for economic, social and power 
relations as well as personal relations within society. Only when con
fronted with Pirzada women's insistence on seclusion as a requirement of 
Islam, does Patriciajeffery divert her attention for a while to Islam and 
what it has to say about the seclusion of women. But although she 
acknowledges the different interpretations of the Koranic verses on 
women in the opening chapter of the book, she does not make any use of 
them. She is not concerned to see whether these differences of opinion 
within Islam operate in Pirzada society, .or whether there is a specific 
Pirzada version of Islam. Instead, since the effect of ideology is con
sidered secondary, she takes one particular text, that of Pakistani 
Muslim, Maududi, as 'the most lucid systematisation of the orthodox 
Indian Muslim view of Purdah'. By coming up with such a generalisation 
she undermines the importance of her work as a study of the subordinate 
position of women in the particular context of a Muslim Indian village. 

By taking a particular version of Islam as the Islam, a singularity 
and coherency is attributed to- it. 'Islamic theology' then becomes 
imposed on a separate and given entity called 'women'. A further 
unification is reached: women (meaning all women), regardless of their 
differing positions within different societies come to be affected or not 
affected by Islam. These conceptions provide the right ingredients for an 
unproblematic possibility of a cross-cultural study of women. In reducing 
the level of comparison to the economic relations within the 'developed 
and the developing countries', any specificity to the question of women is 
denied. 2 -

It sho:uld be noted that this is also true of that part of the literature 
which takes Islam as the social relation and attempts to situate the 
question of women within it. Fatima Mernissi's work is such at attempt. 
Against the argument that questions of women' sexuality are irrelevant to 
the situation of Muslim women, Mernissi rightly demonstrates how in fact 
it is central to Islam and is therefore very relevant to women's situation. 
She shows that Islam fully acknowledges women's sexuality and builds an 
extensive network of personal and social relations around its regulation. 
The weakness of the work, however, lies in its takingfor granted the dis
tinction between sexual relations and other existing relations. It simply 
transforms the level of comparison from the economic to the sexual when 
it is insisted that sexual inequality is what is responsible for the oppression 
of women in both 'Muslim East and Christian West'. By postulating a 
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unified conception of 'sexual relations' within a unified 'Islam', Mernissi 
arrives at unacceptable generalisations. One such generalisation is that: 
'The Muslim system is not so much opposed to women as to the hetero
sexual unit. What is feared is the growth of the involvement between a 
man and a woman into an all-encompassing love, satisfying the sexual, 
emotional and intellectual needs of both partners. Such an involvement 
constitutes a direct threat to the man's energies, thoughts and feelings in 
his God.' 

Now_, that might very well be true of the specific version of Islam 
she is analysing, but it certainly does not correspond to what Sh'ism has to 
say about the relationship between men and women. As we will see in 
detail later, such a relation is encouraged in Shi'ism since women are con
sidered as essentially emotional beings whose emotional satisfaction in 
the family is the chief way of preventing unlawful relationships between 
men and women outside the family sphere. 

The analysis ofShi'ism is a challenge to such unexamined general
isations and unifications. It draws the attention of feminists to the fact 
that, wherever it has existed, Islam has proved capable of interpreting the 
sayings of the Koran whether in relation to the administration of society, 
or to an oppositional movement, or to the position of women, according 
to the particularities of the situation. For example, the Koranic view on 
polygamy, which has been taken as the indisputable basis of the Islamic 
degradation of women, has lent itself to many different interpretations. 
It has justified the outlawing of polygamy by the Ismailis of East Africa, 
in Tunisia and Turkey; the restriction of its practice in Morocco, 
Pakistan, Iraq; and its free practice in Saudi Arabia. Even within one 
particular creed practised in one particular country such as Iranian 
Shi'ism, different interpretations of it are in operation as we will see. To 
essentialise Islam by ignoring these differences can only be an obstacle to 
any advance in the field of 'Women in Islam'. Furthermore it is impor
tant, theoretically and politically, for feminists to see Islam not as some 
separate set of 'religious ideas' influencing society and imposed on 
already constituted women but as itself part of the construction of econ' 
onomic, legal and social mechanisms. 

Women and the Structure of Iranian Shi'ism 

What will be attempted here is an account of the structure of Shi'ism and 
the ways in which it affects the position of Iranian women. What is 
Shi'ism and what are its basic tenets? It is only possible here to draw out 
the most rudimentary differentiation of Shi'ism from other sects existing 
within Islam: the Shi'ism considered here is the 'twelver Imam Shi'ism' 
dominant in Iran (for a comprehensive exposition of Shi'ism in its 
different forms, see Nasr). 

Shi'ism is distinctive, particularly in relation to Sunnism, the most 
orthodox and dominant Islamic movement, in its position on the status of 
the 'successor' to the Prophet as the leader of the community after his 
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death. The controversy arises from the fact that the Prophet did not 
explicitly name a successor for himself. After his death most of his 
followers agreed in choosing Abu Bakr as the successor on the grounds 
that he was close to the Prophet as well as being a good politician. 
A small group of the followers, however, disagreed and argued that the 
successor must· also be a r~ligious authority possessing the spiritual 
function connected with the continuing esoteric interpretation. of 
the revelation ~nd the comprehension of. the Prophet's esoteric 
teachings. They insisted that such a spiritual ability was transmitted 
to Ali (the Prophet's cousin, son-in-law, and his. first believer) 
by the Prophet's designation of him through appointment and 
testament. 

This, then, Shi'is argue, was inherited by the two sons of Ali and 
Fatima (the Prophet's daughter) and was carried on until the twelfth gen
eration's successor, Mahdi went into occultation (esoteric concealment). 
The twelve inheritors of the Prophet's spiritual function are known as 
Imams. This is called the Shi'i doctrine of Imamat which is basically what 
differentiates Shi'ism from other Muslim sects. 

Since the twelfth Imam, Mahdi, went into occultation without 
designating a successor, in every age a 'deputy' to the hidden Imam is. 
recognised, who assumes his function inJeading_the community until 
Mahdi has returned as a Messiah. lmam's deputy is called 'Mujtahid'. 
The Mujtahid who is-in inner contact with the Jmam must in each gen-

. eration apply the law to new conditions which the generation faces. This 
doctrine Of Ijtihad is a crucial difference between Shi'i and Sunni 
doctrine, since in the latter, the clergy cannot make any innovations and 
law and morality have to be based on the Koran and Shariati (the 
prophetic tradition and sayings). It is ~he duty of Shi 'i to follow the rulings 
of a living Mujtahid. This practice is called Jaqlid which means 
imitation. The Mujtahid, as the source of imitation, is expected 'to 
dispense guidance on political matters as well as religious matters; and so 
can become a leader of opposition at times of confrontation with the 
existing state. 

In Shi'ism, as opposed to Sunnism, the link between believer and 
Mujtahid has thus remained a living one, constantly renewed. This link, 
however, is usually maintained through mull as who act as intermediaries 
between the prominent Mujtahids and the mass of believers. Mullas are 
lower rank clergy whose knowledge and authority extend to everyday 
religious functions, such as leading prayers in the local mosque, 
pronouncing Friday sermons, and performing betrothal and marriage 
ceremomes. 

The above mentioned characteristics of Shi'ism, ie doctrines of 
Imamat, Ijtihad and Taqlid have been taken by many American scholars 
(for instance Keddie and Algar) as a sign of Shi'ism's essential opposition 
to any kind of secular state. It has been argued that the Shi'i theory of 
Imamat and occultation advocate a distrust of all worldly government 
after the disappear'ance of the Mahdi and therefore makes the Shi'i clergy 
potentially, and at times openly, hostile to the secular ruler oftheir time. 
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This argument, however, goes against historical evidence (as found, for 
instance, in Said Amir Arjomand). In the Safavid period (16th and 17th 
centuries), for example, Shi'ism was institutionalised into the state 
bureaucracy and the clergy became state functionaries. And indeed con
junctures can be found in the history of Shi'ism where a general consensus 
existed among the clergy as to the separation of the sphere of religion 
from that of politics. What, however, can be said is that under the right 
political conditions elements in Shi'i doctrine can be brought into ·action 
to facilitate or justify a politics of opposition to the existing state. These 
political conditions and the form the opposition take should be specified 
in each case, and no general definition of them can legitimately be given. 
Certainly a look at the existing composition of the clergy in Iran would 
demonstrate that the existence of a unified clergy with a unified concep
tion of political action as well as religious practice is unfounded. 

Now, the structure of Shi'ism and the practice of Ijtihad and 
Taqlid obviously situates Iranian women in a specific position as 
compared with other sects existing within Islam. The fact that every 
believer is responsible for organising his or her religious and social as well 
as political practice according to the Jatwa (pronouncement) of a par
ticular Mujtahid, means that a difference of opinion between Mujtahids 
will further vary the positioning of women. For example, there is dif
ference of opinion between Mujtahids as to whether or not women should 
cover their hands and faces in addition to other parts of their bodies. The 
existence of the intermediaries such as mullas is important to consider as 
long as they influence the daily practices of the family, and particularly 
the women within it. They affect such integral parts of the social activities 
of women as religious feasts, gatherings in the mosque for religious talks, 
funerals and marriage ceremonies, and so on. 

This, however, is not to claim that all Iranian women are affected 
by the structure of Shi'ism in the same way and to the same extent. There 
are many differentiating factors which should be taken into account: 
leaving aside the crucial class factor, there exist the non-Muslim religious 
minorities, the different national minorities, the cultural entities such as 
tribes, the rural dwellers, the urban dwellers, etc. These differences often 
cut across each other, and even within them many differentiations in 
terms of economic positions as well as political orientations exist. 

Moreover, the political structure of the country is an important 
element to consider, in attempting to understand the effect of Shi'ism on 
women. Looking at the position of Iranian women since the constitu
tional revolution of 1905, their position, legally and socially, has been the 
subject of mi~or and major improvements and deteriorations in the 
struggle for power between the different fractions of the clergy and the 
state within different conjunctures. Two major examples could be 
mentioned. First, when Reza Shah was stabilising his power in the early 
1920s, he instituted radical changes in the legal position of women, their 
mode of dress and social behaviour as a very effective strategy to 
undermine the oppositional power of the fairly unified clergy of the time. 
The second example is the recent attempts of the Islamic Republican 
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state to bring the legal and social position of women into line with Islamic 
codes. 

' The point is that, however placed by other elements and though a 
general treatise on the effect of Shi'i principles on the position of women 
would be implausible, at certain conjunctures these principles may be 
determinant; Analysis of them, therefore, cannot be dispensed with in 
any attempt to understand the present position of women in the Islamic 
Republic of Iran. And it is ~o such an analysis that we shall now turn. 

'· 

The Shi'i Conception of 'Woman' 

We shall examine three Shi'i texts, which are written in the Persian 
language. They are: 

Yahya Nuri, Women's Rights in Islam and the World (1964) 
Morteza Motahhari, The System of Women's Rights in Islam (1974) 
Ali Shariati, Fatima is Fatima (1975) 

These texts are not chosen on an arbitaryoasis. First of all, they are the 
most systematic treatment of women by Shi'i scholars. Secondly, they 
reflect the transformation of Shi'ism from a religious discourse into a 
popular political ideology. It is important to understand this develop· 
ment, since it accounts for the fantastic ability assumed by Shi'ism in 
mobilisingthemasses during the recent revolution of 1979. Thirdly the 
positions taken up in these texts reflect in many essential ways the 
different fractions within the existing Islamic Republican state. 

Nuri is a Shi'i clergyman holding an. orthodox position. His text 
appeared in 1964 just after the unsuccessful religiously-inspired 'riots 
which led to the exile of Ayatollah Khomeini. Within the context of the 
Islamic Republican state, Nuri represents the orthodox .line often 

.presented .by the uncompromising attitudes Of Ayatollah Khomeini. 
Motahhari was another clergyman and professor of theology in Tehran 
university, famous for his anti·left activities in the university. Under the 
Shah, in contrast to Nuri who was part of the isolated and silent fraction 
of the clergy, Motahhari represented the fraction which was increasingly 
parti~ipating in social affairs.through the mass media and open debates. 
After. the establishment of the Islamic Republic, Motahhari eo-founded 
the Islamic Republican Party, an organ which effectively holds state 
power byits complete domination of the judiciary and legislative, and 
strong representation in the executive. He was however assassinated by 
sotne fundamentalist group last year. Motahhari's text appeared in 1974. 
It is the collection of his articles first published as part of a debate in a 
glossy women's magazine called Zane-Rooz ('Today's Woman') which 
aspired to introduce 'Westernism' into the lives of Iranian women, and 
enjoyed the support of the royal ladies. 

The third text, appearing around 1975, belongs to Ali·.Shariati, 
the hero of Iranian religious opposition not only to the Shah but to the 
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policies of the present Islamic Republic. Shariati's ideas are the hard core 
of the 'new Shi'i opposition' to the Shah considered as an agent of 
Imperialism. He can be considered as the main agent of the transforma
tion of Shi'ism from a religious discourse to a popular political ideology. 
Many others followed him in this task, including Abol Hassan Bani-Sadr, 
the present President of Iran. Shariati tried to politicise Shi'ism 
borrowing extensively from Westernsocial and philosophical thought, in 
particular from the Marxist-humanism of Sartre and Fanon. His lectures 
in a well-known mosque in north Tehran were so heavily attended that 
they came to be considered as a threat by the Shah's regime. He was then 
subjected to harassment by SAV AK and so left Iran, later to die myster
iously in London. Shariati's lectures also came as a challenge to the 
existing clergy of the time, resulting in indirect and at times even direct 
confrontation with them. Motahhari's. disapproval of his ideas, for 
example, is well-known. 

We begin with Nuri's text. The starting point of the text is the explana
tion of the inferior position of women in pre- Islamic times: female infan
ticide, degrading marriage and divorce customs, treatment of women as 
property, and so on. He then tries to show that Islam raised the status of 
woman to that of a human being and presents different verses of the 
Koran to substantiate his claim. He agrees, however, that women are 
treated differently from men in many Koranic precepts. And he places 
the explanation in the biological differences betweenmen and women. 
Reproduction is the basic law of nature, and within this process, 
biological man and biological woman have specific functions. They are 
equipped with different 'natures' which suit the biological division of 
labour. Bearing the difficulties and hardships of childbirth and 
child-care, in his view, can only be possible if there also exists a strong 
female instinct. This instinct determines the psychology of women, which 
is manifested in social life in terms of women, being 'emotional' as opposed 
to men who are equipped with 'reason'. Physical strength, and biological 
freedom, he argues, makes the man fit for broader struggles, and to do 
so, he needs 'reason' more than 'emotion'. The simplest reflection of this 
difference, it is argued, is within the family where man is responsible for 
the support of the family. This requires a lot of physical hardship as well 
as thoughtful planning, while woman is responsible for the raising of the 
children and domestic cares which need emotion and affection. There is, 
then, a natural need for women to be equipped with 'emotion' and man 
with 'reason'. 

Now, because of their specific biological functions, Nuri argues, 
men and women are physically and hence psychologically different, and 
therefore their needs, requirements of life, aims, advantages, and 
specialities are different. The logical conclusion would be, then, that 
their rights and treatment should be different from men's in a way which 
is suitable to their natures and needs and requirements. And he claims 
this is just what has been done by Islam. The real 'right' is the one which 
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would suit the nature and realities of the existence of the subject. So he 
concludes that, the 'equality of rights' is an absurd conception which 
could only worsen the lot of women in society. 

Motahari as well disputes women's claims to eq11al rights, advancing his 
argument in the pages of the magazine Zane-Rooz whose whole 
perspective he was attacking as a misplaced imitation of the West. So far 
as the question of 'the rights of women' was concerned, the demands set 
by Zane-Rooz were very much in line with Western bourgeois feminist 
demands·, meaning that set of demands which is concerned with the 
equality of rights for men and women in all spheres within existing 
capitalist society. It was on the basis of a demand for equality of rights, 
focused on issues such as veiling, polygamy, divorce laws, temporary 
marriage etc, that Zane-Rooz accused Islam of considering women to be 
inferior beings. In this way Zane-Rooz justified its aspirations towards 
European women, and its glorification of the Shah as the guardian of 
women in reaching that aspired position. 

In defending the Shi'i treatment of women, Motahhari attempts 
to situate the Western feminist movement and the demands set up by it 
within its economic, social and psychological context and hence to 
demonstrate its 'irrelevancy to an Islamic society. In this context, he 

·argues that Western women acquired their economic independence only 
recently on account ofthe need for cheap labour. In Islam, by contrast, 
only hum~nitarian reasons and the will for justice account for granting 
women their economic independence fourteen centuries ago. 

'In Motahhari's view the Western feminist tendency of measuring 
the status of women in different societies in terms of the observance of the 
Declaration of Human Rights is unjustified. The Declaration ofHumah 
Rights, he argues, rather than being a universal law which should be 
obeyed all over the world, is a philosophy, and should be examined as 
such, then accepted or rejected by the philosophers of different creeds. It 
is based on the philosophy of 'individualism' which is rejected by Islam. 
Islam grants a right to 'society' which is given priority over the rights of 
the individual. The call (made by the Declaration of Human Rights) for 
the 'equality' of rights irrespective of sex, he argues, is unacceptable in 
Islam, since it confuses 'equality' with 'similarity' or sameness of rights. 
Th,at is why, as he sees it, Western women are in fact struggling to get the 
same or similar rights with men, and not necessarily equal rights. 

tin Islam, the necessity of men and women both being part of 
humanity, Motahhari argues, does not reside in their 'similarity' of 
rights, but in not being in any-position of preference advantage over each 
other by their creation. Contrary to the inferior creation of women in 
Christianity (ie, from man's rib), in Islam men and women are created 
from one mould, and so although they have different rights, neither one 
is of more value than the other. 

Now it is not difficult to see that the sides of the debate are 
talking at two different levels. Motahhari tries to demonstrate that 
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Islam does not contain an ideology of female inferiority. He makes it clear 
that the issue of value which is concerned with the superior or inferior 
status of a being and right which is concerned with the individual's res
ponsibilities in social life are treated separately by the Koran. Regarding 
the position of women, he argues, there are some verses in the Koran 
which deal with the question of the equal creation of man and woman 
and hence their equal value in the eyes of God. Other verses exist which 
deal with the differing 'rights' of men and women which have nothing to 
do with their value as human beings. That is, their superiority or inferior
ity. Zane-Rooz is arguing at another level when it objects to the different 
treatment of men and women in the Koran and takes the inequality of 
rights between men and women as the sign of the inferiority of women in 
Islam. 

Moreover, Motahhari is talking about the 'ideal Islam'. He is 
defending the position of women within what he calls the 'true Islam' at 
the time of the Prophet Mohamad, which in his view, has been distorted 
and abused in the course of history. So what Motahhari is concerned with 
is Islam as it should be and not as it is being practised. Zane-Rooz, how
ever, is taking the actual reality of Iranian society of the time for the 
Islamic practice and criticises what is happening to women there as the 
Islamic treatment of women. 

This misrecognition is not specific to this particular debate, but is 
the usual component of debates within the literature on 'women in 
Islam'. What helps it is the fact that the Koran is not a coherent whole, 
and many contradictory verses can be found in it . The existence of many 
different translations and interpretations also adds to the difficulty. 
What usually happens, then, is that each side of the debate is able to sub
stantiate their points by finding their favourable verses in their favourite 
translation or interpretation to carry on repetitive, pointless arguments. 

To cut across these arguments and centrally challenge any set of 
laws which gives a subordinate legal and social status to women, it is 
necessary to separate this from an ideology of female inferiority. The laws 
are not necessarily deduced from such an ideology and Motahhari him
self gives a convincing account of women's equal value. He can indeed be 
attacked but on the question of the law itself, of why a position of 
'dissimilar but equal' rights of men and women situates one category, ie 
women, in a subordinate position. But bourgeois feminism is incapable 
of launching such an attack when it operates with the same preconcep
tions of equal rights. 

While feminism may explicitly rely on the terms of unconditional 
equality of rights between men and women, in practice it finds itself 
at many points fighting for special provisions for women such as 
maternity leave, child custody, and so on which is in fact asking for dif
ferent treatment. This contradiction is the breeding ground for 
Motahhari's criticism ofthe conception of'equal rights' and his argument 
on the dissimilarity of the position of men and women. These arguments 
are two sides of the same coin. Islamic apologism constructs a 'given' 
biological difference between men and women and on the basis of 
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this proposes a general, unconditional inequality of rights between men 
and women. Bourgeois feminism, considering the biological difference 
irrelevant, constructs a'given' social equality of men and women and 
proposes a general, unconditional equality of rights between men and 
womeh. The concept of 'right' and 'equality' are in both systems 'given' 
and general.· 

Bourgeois feminism, then, is not able. to present an order of 
discourse which is able to transcend the religiously flavoured discourse of 
Islamic apologism. It shares the limitations of the latter, the main one 
being the conceptualisation of a 'given', unproblematic, general position 
for men and women in relation totheie social and legal position. It is not 
realised that during their struggle, women have come to fight for equality 
and inequality depending on the context and on the issue, and what has 
constituted their 'rights' has been constructed within particular political 
contexts. 

• Now, going back to Motahhari's argument, what are the 
'dissimilar' but 'equal'rights of women in Islam? How are. women treated 
in the Koran? Nuri and Motahhari give the following interpretations. 

· First of all, there are verses which refer to the nature of the 
creation of mankind in general. According to them, women and men are 
created from one mould. Woman is not created from the man's left rib, 
and she is not the originator of sin. In the Koran's version of Adam and 
Eve, the devil does not deceive Adam through Eve, but deceives both of 
them.-These are some of the verses Nuri and Motahhari mention which 
deal with the above points: 

· ·· oSurah IV: 1 & 124 
·' 0 mankind, Be careful of your duty to your Lord who created. you 

from a· single soul and from it created its mate and from them 
twain hath spread abroad a multitude .of men and ·women·. Be 
careful of your duty towards Allah in whom ye claim (your rights) 
of one another, and toward the wombs (that bear you). Lo! Allah 
hath been a watcher over you. 

' · ··And who so doeth good works, whether of male or female and he 
··· 1or she is a believer, such will enter paradise and they will not be 

wronged the dint in a datestone .. 

' ·, Surah XLIX: 13 
'0 mankind! Lo! We have created you male and female, and have 

made you nations and tribes that ye may know one another. Lo! 
·the noblest of you, in the sight of Allah, is the best in conduct. Lo! 
Allah is knower, Aware. 

Surah III:. 194 & 195 
·t OurLord! And give us that which thou has promised to us by thy 

messengers. Confound us not upon the Day of Resurrection. Lo! 
Thou breakest not tryst. 
And their Lord hath heard them (and He saith): Lo! I suffer not 
the work of any worker, male or female, to be lost. Ye proceed one 
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from another. So those who fled and were driven forth from their 
homes and suffered damage for my cause, and fought and were 
slain, verily I shall remit their evil deeds from them and verily I 
shall bring them into gardens underneath which rivers will flow
a reward from Allah. And with Allah is the fairest of rewards. 

Secondly, it is argued, there are verses which are concerned with the 
religious and social activities of Muslims. In the case of the manner of 
performing religious duties and ceremonies, the precepts are generally 
concerned with the members of the Islamic community irrespective of 
their sex, except on occasions when the biological activity of women 
require special adjustments. So, women are exempted from prayers 
during specific periods; they should not lead the mass prayers; they 
should be covered while praying except for their faces, and their hands up 
to the wrists. 

Considering economic activity, it is argued, men and women are 
both allowed to hold and inherit property, to conduct trade, to invest, 
and so on, and appropriate the income arising from them in their own 
ways. The arrangement is only different in the case of inheritance where 
women inherit half of the man because she receives a sum of money 
(mahr) at marriage. Moreover, they argue, men and women are treated 
in the same way within penal laws such as those dealing with theft and 
adultery. There are, however, social activities which are specific to men. 
These are, it is argued, participation injihad (Holy War) and holding 
judicial positions. In Nuri's text, women should also not participate in 
politics, neither elect nor be elected, but Motahhari does not specifically 
mention this, and implicitly rejects it. 

Thirdly there are verses which are concerned with the rights of 
men and women within the family. It is here that men and women are 
treated in the most 'dissimilar' way. Motahhari elaborates comprehen
sively on the differentiation of the sphere of the 'social' from the sphere of 
the 'family'. 'Civil society', he argues, is man-made and individuals enter 
it equal; it is only gradua:Ily that they acquire u!lequal positions (acquired 
rights) through their different characters and talents. The sphere of the 
'family', however, is governed by 'natural laws' as opposed to man-made 
laws which govern civil society. Here individuals are born with different 
initial rights, abilities, and needs. The law of nature has put them in 
dissimilar positions. We will see later that this constitutes the basis for 
Motahhari's arguments on the necessity of hejab. · 

Men and women, Motahhari argues, have different positions 
within the family, and so different rights. These concern starting a 
marriage; living within a marriage; and ending a marriage. Motahhari 
presents them in the following way: l. The agreement of the man and the 
woman are both necessary to start a marriage. The agreement of the 
woman, however, has to be legitimated by her father or her guardian in 
the first marriage, when she is still a virgin. Moreover, the man is obliged 
to pay an agreed amount of money to the woman as her mahr. 3 2. The 
man is responsible for providing for the upkeep of his wife and his family, 
and he is considered the head of the family. The woman has ethical, 
moral, and maintenance responsibilities towards her husband. 3. Men 
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are allowed to marry up to four wives and an unspecified number of tem
porary wives, under certain conditions. Women are to have one husband 
at a time. 4. The 'right' of divorce belongs to the man, although there are 
conditions set for it. Woman, although not by 'natural right', can ask for 
divorce-under certain circumstances. 5. The custody of children belongs 

· to the man by right. The woman can have the custody of the children up 
to a specified age. 6. A man can remarry immediately af~er a divorce. A 
woman has an ide (waiting period) of four months and ten days after a 
permanent marriage, ~tnd three months after a temporary marriage .. 7. 
The man inherits twice as much as woman in most cases. However, there 
exist very rare cases within which woman inherits more than man. 4 

The difference of 'rights' in all the above-mentioned stages of 
family life, are based on two·sets of reasons. These are worked out in both 
Nuri and Motahhari, but through differ~nt mechanisms. The firstreason 
has to do with the dichotomy emotion/reason: and the second one with a 
particular conception of sexual instinct and its regulation. 

Nuri tries to demonstrate the emotionality of women through 
· proving their biological inability to have reason, ie, the small size;of the 

female brain,.female heart, and female body in general; the weaknesses 
of-the five senses in women, and so on. Motahhari,, in contrast, resorts to 
the 'empirical behaviour' of women to demonstrate their inherent emo-

. ,>'If 

iionality. He argues that women share the s~nne structure of intelligence 
and talent with men, nevertheless the dominant motivefortheir actions is 
emotion. Examples from the everyday behaviour of women within lhe 
family or society, as well as their own exposition of their feelings and 
intentions, whether in an Islamic Society or Western society (and'he cites 
many of them) show that women hav~ the irresistable need to beloved, 
and in their relationships with men they pursue love rather than sex. 
They get excited and worried easily, experiencejealousy more often, can 
easily be persuaded and so on . 

. · It is because of this emotionality, it is argued, that they are 
banned from participating in jihad and occupying judicial positions. The 
issue here, he argues, is the 'right' ofthe society to be protected versus the 
'right' of the woman to take part in social activities, and Islam has pre
served the former. The Koranic precepts of the necessity of the mahr and 
the consent of the father, in his view, are also set upon this basis. Women 
throughout history have learned to compensate for their physical weak
ness by making themselves more difficult for men to get. (Mahr is then a 
present for women, not a price.) In Motahhari's view, the Western cul
tural obligation of man to give woman presents even in a 'free relation
ship' is the.ackowledgment ofwoman's emotional difference with man. 
The existence of mahr is an arrangement for taking care of woman'semo
tional needs. If the Koran was only considering the economic aspect, he 
argues, it would have abolished the rriahr, and specified the same inherit-

. ance rights for men and women. Furthermore, a young girl when she is 
married for the first time without any previous experience, can be de
ceived easily if the consent of the father does not support her. This is not a 
.belief in their inferior intelligence, it is argued. If this was the case, then 
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the requirement would have applied in the case of second marriages as 
well. 

Motahhari argues that like marriage, divorce too, before any con· 
ventional laws, has its own law in the realm of nature. The 'right' of 
divorce belongs to man. But this is different from exercising uncondi
tional use of it by men. First of all, under certain conditions women can 
ask for divorce. But beside this, he believes, there can be set another 
mechanism for creating a balance without taking away the right of the 
man which naturally belongs to him. This is inserting stipulations into 
the marriage contract, indicating the circumstances in which woman can 
initiate a divorce. 

Motahhari points to the existence of a second reason for the dif
ferent treatment of men and women by the Koran, and that concerns the 
sexual activity of men and women. Sexual activity belongs to the sphere of 
the 'family' as opposed to 'civil society', which is the place for economic, 
social, cultural, and in fact all other kinds of activities. What Islam is 
concerned with, is to keep these two kinds of activities within their respec
tive spheres. The mixing of the two can only create chaos and a society 
which is in contradiction to human nature. In his view, the difficulties, the 
social and individual problems which the West is facing are all due to the 
penetration of sexual activity into civil society and to its merging with 
social activities. The merging of the two spheres culminates in the act of 
zena (sexual relationship between people who are not married, ie 
adultery and fornication). · 

It is important to note that Motahhari is not advancing the 
argument of the separation of the 'public' and 'private' spheres where 
women and men respectively belong, which is well documented by an
thropologists and used in the mosi: generalised form as the basic charac
teristic of an 'Islamic society' (as is argued in Rosaldo and Lamphere, 
Reiter, and Keddie and Beck). The differentiation into family and civil 
society is constructed in terms of the 'activity' rather than the gender. 

This is what underlies the mechanisms provided for the regulation 
of sexual activity. Islam fully acknowledges woman's sexuality and does 
not condemn it as a sin. Motahhari strongly argues that woman's sexual
ity should be satisfied: this is so important that the contrary is considered 
a valid ground for a woman to demand divorce. As opposed to the view 
that the sexual drive is more strong in man than it is in woman, 
Motahhari argues that the reverse is true in Islam, but the balance is 
created by the fact that women are much more capable of controlling 
their sexual urge, because of their constant search for love. He proposes, 
then, that women should be satisfied sexually as well as emotionally 
within the sphere of the family so that they would not look for their satis
faction in society. 

Woman's task of motherhood, Motahhari argues, makes the 
home the natural place for her activities. Nevertheless, her social and 
economic activity should not be denied. In fact performing particular 
occupations is considered a social obligation for women because it helps 
the preservation of the separation of the two spheres by preventing a close 
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interaction of men and women within the wider society. These tasks in
clude nursing, practising medicine, tailoring, teaching, etc. Women, 
however, are not prevented from holding other occupations and activities 
so far as they keep their hejab, and prevent a close interaction with the 
male sex. 

In Motahhari's view, hejab is an important part of the series of 
devices which are created to preserve the separation of the sphere of 
'family' from 'civil society'. It is the one which is specifically undertaken 
by woman; the equivalent on the part ofthe man is theexercise of'modest 
looking\ that is to avoid looking directly at a woman. 

Another set of devices is polygamy, mut'a marriage and child 
custody. Motahhari claims that monogamy is the 'natural' form of mar
riage and the emergence and practice of polygamy has been mainly due 
to threefactors. These are economic necessity, biological necessity, and 
the existence of a proportionately high number of females in the human 
population. He considers the first and the second as justifiable grounds 
for the practice of polygamy only in a very specific situation. The third 
reason, for him, however, is much more than that. It creates a 'right' on 
the side-of the woman, and a 'social duty' on the side of the man. He 
explains that it is the 'natural righf of all women to marry, and where 
there is an oversupply of women at the age of marriage, society should 
provide laws to answer the 'right' ofthe extra women. In fact, he argues, 
it was the practice of polygamy which saved monogamy in the Islamic 
East. His logic is that if polygamy was not allowed under certain condi
tions- which came about from time to time- such as wars, immigra · 
tions, and so on, chaos would have taken over; and zena would have 
burned the roots of monogamy. So, in Motahhari's view, since love and 
emotion could never be satisfied in polygamy as·itwould in monogamy, 
the foriner is not allowed unless certain conditions are met. If these 
conditions. are not met, he argues, society and individuals should be 
blamed, not Islam. In fact, it is argued, polygamy is so progressive and its 
practice needs such a broadmindedness that only those who possess a high. 
levelof consciousness and an excellent Islamic education should be al

·lowed to practise it. 
Another device- specific to Shi'ism and prohibited by other 

Islamic sects- is temporary marriage. The aim here as Motahhari ex
plains is purely the satisfaction of sexual needs and this kind of marriage 
should also take place only under certain circumstances. According to 
Motahhari, the prohibition of temporary marriage by the third Sunni 
Caliph, Omar, was arbitrary and against explicit statements by the 
Prophet"in favour of it. The requirements of modem life, however, ask 
for prohibiting married men from exercising it. He considers its practice 
only justified for the unmarried, especially since the requirements of 
modern.life such as the duration of education, and so on, result in late 
marriages. Temporary marriage help in these cases to prevent zena. The 
right of the father to child custody is also such a device, sin~e it would 
leave women free to get married and would prevent them from experienc
ing sexual and emotional frustration which leads to zena. 
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Motahari's central concern is not women but the family and its 
relation to civil society. Women are discussed insofar as their subordina· 
tion is a condition of the separation of these spheres. Now it is obvious 
that Motahhari's conceptualisation of women's rights as 'dissimilar but 
equal' situates women in a subordinate position. Yet, as has been argued, 
this is just the other.side of bourgeois feminist demands for equal rights. 
The evident dangers of arming Motahhari and his like with such argu
ments may offer a lesson to Western bourgeois feminism. 

However, it is within the terrain of the Iranian situation that we 
must primarily locate these arguments and the arenas they address. 
Nuri's emphasis on the obedient, pure, preserved daughter wife and 
mother is inseparable from the essentially moral opposition to the Shah 
offered by the orthodox, isolated and silent Shi'ite clergy of the '60s. By 
contrast, Motahhari- and Shariati, as we shall see in a moment- are 
both concerned to draw religion into the context of society. Thus 
Motahhari is able to argue for the emotional arid sexual satisfaction of 
both partners in the ideal family he emphasises in contrast to Nuri's ideal 
women. Motahhari's opposition to the Shah was part of a concern to 
defend the family from the imitation of the West, but it was a conception 
of the family which finally became a close reflection of the Western 
family itself. Shariati,-by contrast, sets up an argument within an Islam 
that, in attacking Western cultural imperialism, also made 'women' and 
'the young' its special targets of address. 

It is difficult to give an account of Shariati's conception of 'woman' with
out situating it within his general politico-religious perspective. His ideas 
are the cornerstone of the 'new Shi'i opposition' to the Shah, which 
gathered strength around I 970, taking different forms such as armed 
struggle, and open ideological opposition inside and outside the country. 
He saw the aim of the Shi'i struggle as the attainment of what he called 
the 'classless divine society'. This utopia, however, is not the end product 
of an inevitable historical progression; it is to be made by Shi'ism through 
the struggle with both 'reaction' and 'imperialism'. 

Shariati considers the diffusion of Western modernisation into 
Third World societies inevitable and the total rejection of it by the reli
gious authorities as unacceptable fanaticism. He argues that only by ac
cepting the changes and providing the relevant value system would it be 
possible to save the young from the corrupting effects of this diffusion. On 
the one hand, then, he is concerned with constructing a 'true Shi'ism' and 
on the other, with criticising the vulgar mode of Westernisation which 
was taking place in Iran. Shariati's 'true Shi'ism' is centred around new 
interpretations of the basic principles of Shi'ism by demonstrating the 
ways in which historical events diverted them from their true path. This 
deviation of Shi'i principles is defined in terms of their apoliticisation and 
neutralisation during the course of history. The incorporation of Shi'ism 
into the state under Safavid rule (in the early 17th century), for example, 
is mentioned as one such important development which resulted in 
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neutralisation of the clergy. The concentration on theological works, and 
the specific form they took then, it is argued, emptied the Shi'i principles 
oftheir political coriteht, and destroyed their political message. Shi'ism 
became isolated from the affairs of society. On the other hand, Shariati 
considered imitation of the West as part of the 'greate~t conspiracy of 
hurrianity', which is called 'cultural imperialism'. Its aim is to deprive the 

'Third World nations of their character and traditional values, and thus 
of any kind of resistance, so that they can be better economically 
exploited. 
· ' Shariati's conception of'woman' should be fitted into this picture. 
Woman, thepillar of the family, is the perfect target for the conspirators. 
Shariati recalls Fanon's argument that the manipulation of Algerian 
society became a possibility for the French conspirators only when they 
came up with the idea, 'let's win over the women and-the rest will follow., 
Heretoo; he argues, the possession of women takes place through turning 
them into 'Western dolls'. This is the main component of a package deal; 
it is argued: the conpsirators want the raw material and natural 
resources, andin turn, export their share in the form of 'freedom, ethic, 
technique;- culture, art and pornography' to this hungry world. They 
send these, generously, a·nd have the support of the political' establish
ment, mass media, prop-aganda, as well as the use of social, political, and 
educationalfacilities of the hungry world to justify and extend it. 

Shariati believes that the image of woman created by capitalism 
has'two functions: first, as a sex"object she is to destroy the concentration 
and energy of the worker, intellectual, professional, filling their leisure 
tim'e, 'in order to prevent them from thinking about class struggle and 
ariti 'capitalist activities. Secondly, capitalism, in order to encourage con
sumption; to make people more dependent, and thus increase produc
tion: created a woman possessing nothirig but sexuality; a 'one dimen-

- sional''being. Sexuality, then, was pili in the place of 'love'. Woman who 
was th'e inain source ofinspiration throughout history came to be used as 
a sexual image through which the transformation' of the values and ethics 
of a traditional-spiritual society into·an absurd, consumer society could 
take place. 

The capitalist ethos, Shariati argues, finds it even easier to spread 
in'the 'East' than it ever did in the 'West'. It creates a generation of the 
yotm:g; caught in the middle by the war between the fanatics and 'ultra 
modems', with no guiding light. This is what capitalism does in the East. 
To 'rob the East, it is argued, it empties people out of their 'selves'. It 
creates a unitary slogan for- the Muslim, Buddhist, Hindu, Iranian, 
Turk; Arab, Black, so that they all become· alike and one-dimensional, 
good economic and intellectual consumers without any intellect and 
t~ought of't:heir own. 

Shariati considers women in Islamic countries as an important 
element in preservin-g the tradition and social and cultural relations;-and 
most important of all, as a key to the consumption of society. He believes 
that, due to he~ sensitivity, a woman would be the first to be ready to 
accept :the 'new civilisation', ie, the new consumption, especially when 
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her own society has nothing to offer her except sufferings in the name of 
religion and tradition. Here, it is argued, she is the last to benefit from 
human rights, social facilities, and a full development of her potential. 
Hence, in the name of Islam, the very rights and possibilities given to her 
by Islam are taken away from her and she is reduced to the level of a 
'washing machine' and her human personality to that of a 'breeding 
machine'. If the woman we see today is violently in love with make-up and 
fancy dress, the fault lies with us as well as with the conspirators, he 
argues: we imprisoned her and equipped her with superstition; the only 
social activity she had, was to attent Rozeh" and cry at the sufferings of 
her Imam in the battle of Karbala. When the role assigned to a woman is 
the production of 'babies' in the family, and the production of 'tears' in 
society, what kind of loyalty could be expected from her? Women in this 
corrupt traditional society of ours, painted with a phony cover of religion, 
within their roles as daughters, wives, mothers, lived a degrading life. All 
this contributes to the attraction they f~el for consuming, and living a life 
of 'luxurious absurdity'. In Shariati's words, this is what accounts for the 
five hundredfold increase in the use of make-up in Iran from 1956 to 
1966. He recalls Fanon again, saying that we are responsible if our 
women respond to the 'sweet murmurings' of the colonisers about their 
'lost rights': 

With the same style, Shariati argues, we Iranians are responsible 
if Reza Shah succeeds in presenting himself as the champion of women's 
liberation in Iran, while all he had in mind was an imperialist trick to 
keep our minds from thinking about true freedom and to sell European 
cosmetics and other sex-linked goods. To~make a market for consump
tion, Shariati believes, the character, type, and taste of the people have 
been changed and the history and tradition of the society destroyed, and 
this has been done through influencing women who themselves have an 
important influence upon social relations, today and tomorrow's genera
tions, the form of society, ethics, culture, values, literature, art, 
attitudes, and so on. Women are confused and trapped within these two 
systems, he argues: if they don't want to join the consumers, a dull and 
·unjust tradition awaits them; and if they run away from this, the 
consumer lifestyle awaits them. What should they do, then? What is the 
way for a woman if she decides to choose to 'think' and to 'make' herself? 
Who should she 'model' herself after? And this is where Shariati 
constructs a 'model' for the Shi'i, Iranian woman to follow- the figure of 
Fatima. 

Shariati attempts to 'create' an image ofFatima through a roman
ticised reconstruction of her life. The qualities which constitute the 
ideality of Fatima - translated into normal, un-romantic language - are: 
first of all, she was everything to the Prophet, her father, and time and 
time again, the Prophet expressed his love and admiration for her openly 
to his believers. Secondly, throughout her life, she lived a simple and pure 
life. While her sisters lived comfortably through marrying rich men, she 
preferred to accompany Ali in poverty and hardship. Thirdly, she bore to 
Ali the only male progeny of the Prophet, and performed an ideal role as 
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mother. Fatima is the joining point of the descendants of Ali with those of 
the Prophet; and the female ancestor of the Mahdi. Fourthly, she played 
an 'active role in the spread of the enrichment of Islam. Especially after 
the death of the Prophet, whenAli was isolated and put aside politically, 
sh~ confronted Abu Bakr and his associates to. fulfil her father's wish 
which'was the succession of Ali after him. The political and religious 
debates which she initiated to challenge Abu Bakt; and make herpeople 
aware of his betrayal of the Prophet's wish, demonstrate her strong 
charaCter, her devotion to Islam, and her resistance to injustice. 

· Fatima, Shariati argues, was a 'woman' as true Islam conceives 
her. She was ideal in different dimensions of being a woman: idear as a 
dau'ghter; ideal as a wife; ideal as a mother; ideal as a responsible and 
militant woman for her society. She contains all of these dimensions, not/ 
merely one of them. That is why to define her, it can only be said that 
Fatima is Fatima. 
• ' To oppose 'cultural imperialism', then, Shariati attempts a politi-

cisation of Shi'ism to make it particularly attractive to the 'young' and to 
'wonien': the two groups most disillusioned by traditional Shi'ism. As 
opposed to the conceptions of women constructed by Nuri and 
Motahhari's texts, Shariati's text stresses the liability of a woman to 
'make' herself, to 'create' herself. It is only in Shariati that the dimension 
of 'w~oman' being responsible for their society can be seen.That is why he 
feels the need to construct a 'model', and define Fatima, at the :end, as a 
wo~an in.her own right, more than a mere daughter, mere mother-, mere 
wife: Th~re is no conception of the separation of 'family' from 'society', 
and its presentation as natural. He considers the family in a sociological 
sense ,-as the basic unit of society which hence operates through soda! and 
riot narural mechanisms: He rejects the constant Shi'i preoccupation with 
reglilating the sexuality of women, and the subsequent endless discus
sions about their legal and social position. For example, the only meaning 
the question of hejab has for him is that its observance in a moderate way 
wp,llld'operate·against the interest of the consumer sex-obsessed soCiety, 
and so-is desirable.This is Shariati's conception of 'women' which today 
appears so attractive t5> millions of Iranian women. . 

· ·· In the hand of Shariati, Shi'ism becomes transformed from a reli
gious discourse into a popular political ideology. Furthermore, the posi
tions taken up in these three texts reflect in many ways the different frac
tions-within the existing Islamic Republican state; and each oftheir dis
courses appeal to a particular section of the population. All these factors 
indicate that we cannot afford any more to conceptualise Shi'ism- or 
in'd.eed Islam in general- as the 'opium of the masses' and to dispense 
with it as 'reactionary'. 

The ability of Shi 'ism to present a variety of conceptions of women 
which have attracted Iranian women from different backgrounds has 
seriously obstructed the efforts and activities of Iranian Marxist
feminists. Therole of Shi'ism as a political ideology, as well as its presence 
within social and economic relations is not given any systematic attention 
by Marxist-feminists. It is not realised that the question of women is by no 
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means settled within the Islamic Republic. The divisions and confronta· 
tions within the state, as well as the larger society, are still in operation, 
and a comprehensive legal, social and economic position for women is 
still to be settled. It is of prime importance, then, that different 
conceptions of women existing among different fractions constituting the 
state apparatus should be explored and taken into account by Marxist
feminists. Political strategies and alliances should be based on these 
understandings. Failure to do so, could only lead to isolation- as has 
been the case so far- and render the struggle ineffective. 

Notes 

Hejab means 'modest dressing', which includes the different ways women 
cover themselves. It can be chador, or a large scarf and a loose dress; or 
indeed any other kind so far as it does not show the shape of the body and 
covers every part except the hands and the face. 

2 It should be noted that the intention here is not to undermine the significance 
of all the works mentioned by emphasising their weaknesses. An extensive 
analysis of these works which can do full justice to them is simply beyond the 
scope of this article. Furthermore, what is rejected here is 'economic reduc
tonism' which is one particular way of placing the economy in relation to 
other factors such as politics and ideology; and not the importance of the 
economic factor in the analyses of particular contexts. 

3 Mahr is the money a man is·obliged to pay to a woman in marriage. Usually 
the amount is specified in the marriage contract and is paid according to the 
custom of the families concerned (which varies from one locality to another) 
either in advance; or when divorced; or it can be claimed by the woman at 
any time during the marriage. 

4 Women have different status regarding the inheritance laws, as mothers, 
wives, and daughters. Here, I have only considered women's inheritance in 
their capacity as daughters. 

5 Rozeh is a religious gathering in mosques as well as private houses. The ritual 
connected with it is that a mulla recalls the tragedy of Karbala - where the 
third Imam, Hussain, and his seventy two companions were killed in a battle 
with Yazid, a Sunni caliph- and women cry at the suffering and martyrdom 
of their Imam. 
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Is t~e Oedipus Complex Universal?* 
Moustafa Safouan 

My interest in the question inscribed in this title was aroused by a number 
of analytical observations which strongly encouraged me to consider 
whether certain more· and more frequently encountered subjective 
positions might not be based on a mythical conception of paternity: the 
conception Freud lent his authority in Totem and Taboo. 

Guided by these observations, I was led towards a relativisation of 
the Oedipus complex. But a relativisation carried out not externally, by 
opposition or juxtaposition, as \Vhen, for example, one say~: 'Democracy 
is not the only form of government, there are also tyranny, oligarchy and 
so on.' 

.This was a relativzsation carried .out from within the,_ Oedzpus 
complex itself, ie, from within psychoanalysis itself, insofar as I regard 
the latter as our experimental access to subjectivity, at the level of its most 
radical containment in the symbolic order. 

In order to clarify this conclusion, let me remind you of three distinctions, 
which I shall then examine more closely; 

The first is the distinction marked by the law of the prohibition of 
incest between- nature and culture, to use the standard terminology, 
although the term 'culture' in fact denotes two things we ought to 
distinguish: ie, society and language. 

The second is located between that form of frustration constituted 
by imaginary castration or the feeling of castration on the one hand, and 
on the other the symbolic castration thanks to which human desire 
emerges from its indeterminacy as the desire of the Other, that Other too 
being unable to state what its desire is. 1 

The third is the distinction between opinion and knowledge- a 
distinction inseparably linked, as we shall see, to that between knowledge 
and truth. 

*A paper presented to the Aix congress of the Ecole Freudienne de Paris in May 
1971, drawing on the Seminar for 1970-71 and published as Chapter VUI of Etudes 
sur l'Oedzpe Editions du Seuil 1974, published here by permission of Moustafa 
Safouan. 
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Let me begin with the first. As you will know, Claude Levi-Strauss 
regards what he calls the elementary structures of kinship as codifications 
of alliance, the latter being for him a special case of the universal 
exchange which constitutes the fundamental social fact, and he envisages 
those structures as systems of exchange, of goods and services, or systems 
of communication, of messages. 

Whereas this Indian conception- for Levi-Strauss tells us he 
heard it from Indians- of the law of the prohibition of incest as a law of 
exchange is sufficient to explain exogamy, it does not explain the 
prohibition of incest. There is nothing in the perspective of this theory to 
prevent the initiation of the adolescent male by his mother before he is 
put on the market as a marriageable man or enters it as a wife-buyer: we 
can recognise here a fairly typical obsessional's phantasy. 

In such a phantasy we are dealing with a problematic of desire. 
Although the unitary, simple character of the exchange model fulfilled 
the requirements of a sociological conceptualisation by providing for the 
formalisation of kinship structures, it would not absolve us of the neces
sity, the moment our perspective is that of psychoanalytic experience, to 
distinguish between the woman as a good, or object of exchange, and the 
woman as an object of desire. 

It is hardly surprising that desire should be a problem for (the) 
human being. For there is certainly no shortage of analogies between 
human and animal behaviour. Everything can be found in animal 
species: hunting, house-building, singing, dancing, even a certain 
delight in self-adornment, at least if we can believe what Kohler tells us 
about chimpanzees. There is even a bitter struggle not for life but for 
leadership. There is a rudimentary use of tools and artificially made 
objects. And a use of pretence and marks, notably for the delimitation of 
territory, etc. 

But all this notwithstanding, once caught in the web of language, 
the relationship between the organism and its environment is trans
figured into the relationship between the speaking subject and what is 
called his being; which being is not presented to him in the constitutive 
images of his Umwelt or even in his own image. In other words, there is 
nothing transparent to him about this being; as a result, the relationship 
between the subject and being is an interrogation. 

So much so that the question we analysts (I mean the Lacanians) 
ask about psychotics is precisely what is it that happens to the human 
being when he has nothing to guide him in his conduct of his life but 
imaginary reference points. 

Indeed, there is nothing to· prevent a latent psychotic from 
marrying, ie, choosing a sexual object in conformity with the symbolic 
order insofar as all society is its custodian. Only this marriage would leave 
him confronting the object as something he literally does not know what 
to do with; so the marriage usually only helps to detonate his madness. 

What does this mean? Surely that it is not the natural object that 
gives birth to desire (I would go so far as to say that to wish to include in 
oneself as an object the cause of the desire of the Other is a formula for the 
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structure of hysteria), but on the contrary, desire (whose determinations, 
for that very reason, it therefore falls· to us to investigate) that invests the 
object with its erotic value. · 

Perhaps it is appropriate here to recall that Lacan saw 
immediately that this demonstration of the function of the libido in the 
construction of the object was Freudianism's greatest merit. I say 'immed
iately' because he was already emphasising it in his thesis of 1931, ie, at a 
time when thought was still extraordinarily swayed by Bergsonianism and 
its 'immediate data of consciousness'. 

The question I should now confront is why the subject's capture by the 
symbolic order produces unconscious effects which are precisely those of 
castration: But I shall leave this question ·aside for the moment. And 
approach the third distinction, formulating it as follows: 

' Where I 'know' that the mother- the mother from whom the 
Other takes over, that Other being the man for the woman and vice 
versa- is castrated, I do not know that it is true. In other words, where it 
is true, there is no I to know it. 

This is not a theoretical opinion; it is a formula that simply sums 
up a state of affairs confirmed by all analysis, ie, that the energy with 

· which the subject declares himself man or woman is proportional to that 
with which the reverse is stated in the unconscious. For example·, a certain 
woman repeats that her husband 'obviously' hanhe phallus, to the extent 
that she denies it unconsciously. 2 She also repeats with the same insistence 
another 'obvious fact' (the erroneous character of which, if judged from 
the standpoint, precisely, of reality, sho·uJd, however, be immediately 
visible), that het mother, as well as herself, is castrated: a repetition or 
insistence whose dual function - exorcising (her phantasy, or more 
precisely, what she might know of that phantasy) and preserving (that 
same phantasy, in which she constitutes herself as phallus in and for the 
Other)- is then glaring. Appropriately, in such conditions; marriage 
becomes the main symptom of incestuous desire, 

' This distinction between a 'knowledge' without truth and a truth 
without knowU:dge is inseparable from the ambiguity which affects the 
relationship between the subject and his sex. An ambiguity such that- as 
seems to have been anticipated by a·painter of whom one wonders 
whether he attended Lacan's seminar, who has at any rate painted a 
rather astonishing canvas entitled The Moebius Strzp or Before the 
Separation (a reproduction of the canvas can be found in Lo Duca's 
Histoire de l'erotisme)- bisexuality might in some sense be materialised 
in· a single-sided surface: ie, if we imagine a two-dimensional being 
moving on it, no division would signal to that being where the front ends 
and the back begins. 

The question now is to know how our two-dimensional being, ie, · 
our subject, embarks upon this movement. 

I shall start my answer with a fable. If we dip a stick into water, it 
appears to be bent[ brisee ]. This is said to be an illusion. Nevertheless, it is 
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in this manner that appearance conforms to what ought to be, and to 
what we expect. If the stick appeared to be curved or straight or 
whatever, one would be justified in suspecting some illusionism. 

Suppose the illusionist is the stick itself. Is that enough to speak of 
a subject? Yes, if the stick is tormented by the question of how the 
spectator wishes to see it, in what form, ie, in general what form he likes 
most. Given this it is easy to imagine that the stick will adopt all possible 
and imaginable forms, including the bent form, ie, the true one, but one 
which is nonetheless falsely true, or falsely false. 

Suppose the spectator is an incorrigible aesthete who believes 
there is one figure more perfect than any other, eg, the circle, and seeing 
the stick take this form himself dives into the water, in the belief that he 
can grasp his eternal object there. 

It is clear that there will be absolutely nothing in this result like a 
reconciliation of the stick to itself, or between it and the spectator; since 
the only conclusion the stick will draw from what it regards as its success
ful deceit is that the spectator does not love it for itself, but for the false 
appearance it has put on. 

You will be familiar with the lover's question: 'Do you love me?', 
ie, 'are you sure it isn't someone else or, why not, something else that you 
love?' or 'can I ever be sure of that?'. 

Suppose on the contrary the spectator is sufficiently aware of the 
source of his aestheticism to maintain his sangjroid or apathy in the face 
of the act. Sooner or later the stick will come to realise that in that act it 
runs the risk of never knowing what it 'truly' is, since it is in this last 
form- the form of its true being- that it imagines its otherness with 
respect to the appearance in which it is apprehended. It therefore realises 
that it runs the risk of never knowing it; hence its anxiety. 

There is only one solution: to recognise the 'bentness' [ brisure] of 
its form as a law, a law both of its appearance and of that of the spectator, 
whom we shall also suppose to be dipped in the same water since he is 
made of the same clay: It is also necessary, if this solution is to be a 
possible one, that the law of refraction be inscribed, for the stick, 
somewhere. 

The conclusion this fable is intended to illustrate is a dual one: on 
the one hand there is an integration of desire into the order of the law only 
on condition of an initial disorder, because, on the one hand, the demand 
for love is so powerful that the subject cannot avoid a miscognition that is 
systematised in the very genesis of his object: the ego; and, on the other, 
this miscognition cannot be reduced to the mere effect of the imaginary 
captations of the subject: it also implies an interrogation of the desire of 
the Other, in its relations with the law. 

Such an investigation was involved when Hans asked his mother 'Do you 
have a widdler?'. Of course he knew his mother was differently 
constructed. But what concerned him was to know how his mother's 
desire was located with respect to the real that was beginning to intrude, 
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the widdler that was beginning to acquire an erection. Now, her answer 
was 'Yes'. After that, how could he avoid falling in love with the same il
lusion, the same form? More precisely, how could he avoid falling in love 
with his 'little difference', a difference thus turned back into the same dif
ference? Straightaway the birth of the same illusion, the same passion is 
explicable in the girl, who easily miscognises her own forms, too, and for 
the same reasons. 

We know what a storm has been unleashed.by Freud's thesis as to 
the phallicism of the girl. But in the end, over and above anything that 
might be said about one person's feminism and another's misogyny, we 
are dealing with an indubitable analytical fact, even it it is not easy to 
make it intelligible, because after all, the penis is not such a wonderful 
thing as to force the girl to want to sacrifice her own nature. 

' · ' ·It is just that the girl, too, is a subject whose desire must take the 
path of an investigation of the desire of the Other, a desire she, too,
depends on; all the more radically in so far as not even the love she may 
have 'for herself, the love without which she could not even assume her 
own image, is not mediated by the love of the Other. In other words, she is 
not born with the self love which has been proposed as a definition of nar
cissism; a definition which, if it were true, would plunge the self into a 
closure from which it is impossible to see why and how it would ever 
emerge. 

• !. But the danger of a narcissistic closure that his mother's answer 
exposes· him to would be no smaller if the subject were capable of dis
covering in his own image the object of the desire of the Other, and hence 
of his own. 

We thus gain possession of the answer to the question I put to one 
side for a moment; the question as to the reasons for symbolic castration: 
only the latter lays the foundations for the object relation in the human 
being, in so far as it imposes not mourning for the primordial object, 
which isTather a matter of the law, but a restriction on the narcissism into 
which the relation to the object as such would otherwise set. 

An answer I shall attempt to illustrate by analysing the dream of a 
subject belonging to a rather different cultural region from the one in 
which we are accustomed to working. In Sun Chief, the Autobiography of 
a Hopi Indian, we read the following lines- this is the dream of a subject 
belonging i:o a different cultural region, but this does not absolve us of the 
need to locate it, like any dream in its context: 

·• We got a book from the YMCA on masturbation. It said that the 
, practice ruined a boy's health and caused him to go insane. But I 

·Saw the boys doing it right along. They did not mind being 
watched by other fellows. I never masturbated much myself_ 
because I did not want to lost my strength. I had wet dreams, 
however, and continued to dream occasionally of a girl in bed 

·with me who always turned out to be a boy. I would ask her, 'How 
long have you been this way?' She would say 'From my birth.' I 
would stop caressing her and say, 'I don't think I can have 

. -intercourse with you.' I always felt disappointed in making this 
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discovery, and when I awoke I wondered if I would be as unlucky 
in getting a girl. I was not. 

The context suggests that the dream concerned the cynical question, why 
not masturbate? one orgasm is as good as another. It is not difficult to see 
that the facts do not confirm the YMCA's answer that it harms one's 
intellect. 

But Don Talayesva's conscious answer, although more moderate, 
is no less beside the point. Its only virtue is to put the ball back into the 
questioner's court, asking in toto why should one retain one's strength for 
girls? The answer, if one can still be given, can thus only come from 
somewhere other than the location of the conscious. 

According to Freud's indications, and still confirmed by our 
experience, an affect arising in the manifest content of a dream is linked 
in the latent content to a different idea, and the only hypothesis we can 
formulate from the material available to us here is that it is the 
disappointment at not finding a boy in his bed, ie, an object conforming 
to the phallic- and probably maternal- ideal of the subject which, 
m6reover, would reflect in all its aspects the image in which the ego has 
been constituted 'from its birth', to adopt the words of the dream.- But 
our dreamer eventually found his consolation precisely in the fact that 
this encounter, the encounter with himself, failed to take place. 

Let me conclude: the possibility of an object choice in the sense in 
which Freud counterposes it to a narcissistic choice presupposes a detour 
in two states: 

a. the genesis of an ideal or model with which the subject 
identifies, to the satisfaction of his narcissism, but with respect to which 
he feels himself to be castrated, or which, since it is- by 
definition- distanced, injures that very same narcissism and makes the 
image of his own body appear 'bent' [ brzsee ], marked by a break. This 
condition is necessary both for the man and the woman, since neither can 
desire unless some anticipation of him or herself as satisfactory is implicit 
in that desire. But it is not sufficient. Also necessary is 

b. a break in this capture by the ideal, without whicn the feeling of 
castration would threaten to become everlasting in the subject, 
motivating his revulsions and discouraging in him any erection of his 
desire. 

This feeling of castration is experienced by the subject in 
comparison: but it does not arise from that comparison. If it did, the 
feeling would have to be resolved eventually for the boy and never 
resolved for the girl. Even less can this comparison give rise to the origin of 
the ideal as such. In fact, the function of the ideal, insofar as it penetrates 
the whole economy of desire, is rooted in the promotion of the phallus, ie, 
precisely, of that whose insufficiency is discovered for the boy and its non
existence for the girl, at an early age, in an attribute of the father. 

It is clear that this subordination'of the phallus to a symbolic order 
has not the slightest relationship with a nature in which, so to speak, there 
are as many phalluses as there are males. Only the play of the signifier can 
explain this introduction of a phallus which is in some sense absolute, 
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along with what follows from that introduction, ie, the subordination of 
access to genitality to a movement which the subject feels as an exclusion 
from that very-phallus. 

This is a special case of that induction of the imaginary by the 
symbolic which can be illustrated even in the formation of the 'scientific 
mind'. But to take an example from much ·nearer our own experience, 
imagine· a subject who asks himself about what it is to be king, even 
though he is completely ignorant of the whole.symbolic context in which 
monarchy is located.' Inevitably a signifier will come to answer the 
question, eg, the eagle or the oak, the image of which will wrap the king 
in its redoubtable mantle, whose lack the subject will then immediately 
feel. The same goes for an interrogation about the father, except that, for 
the reasons I have just explained, it is a necessity that the metaphorical 
image be that of the phallus. 

I am now immediately in a position to answer the question that 
constitutes my title. 

Not only does the essence of the Oedzpus complex not lie in the 
rivalry for which it is the precondition, it is even that very rivalry that 
obscures its essence. 

·The Oedipus complex is in the end no more than one cultural 
form among others, those others being equally possible providing they 
perform the same function of promoting the function of castration in the 
psyche. 

For my own part I think-that this form is destined to wither away 
once science has advanced to the point that it becomes possible to say who 
the father is, ie, to the point that the subject no longer has to give 
credence to every word that names him .. 

And without going quite so far as such a. still remote but perhaps 
not entirely inconceivable extreme, we.know that artificial insemination 
is already on the agenda, and it is hard to imagine the consequences that 
will follow once the 'respectable proxy' has become customa~y. as the pill 
now IS. 

Whatever happens, whatever may be its cultural fate, there is 
nothing to prevent the phallic image being the unconscious effect of the 
authority of the maternal uncle, for example, if it pleases a society to 
designate he who occupies that symbolic position as the sovereign third 
party to whom the mother's word is referred. 

Of course, quite a different pattern of conflict would result, if only 
by reason of the paradox that the subject will see in the fact that the third 
party in question is not the same as he who enjoys the mother. The 
'atypical' cases we encounter fairly frequently give us not the slightest 
notion of what such a configuration would be like. 

And here I should like to clear up a misunderstanding. We often 
deal with subjects for whom the father, the grandfather or an uncle have 
indeed occupied this position of prime authority, but in whom the result 
is connoted as the effect of a:n atypicality. But I am speaking of what 
would happen if this atypicality were the type itself. Here resort to the 
ethnographic or ethnopsychiatric literature is of no help to us, since these 
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matters have never been conceived in the perspective advocated here. 
They have not been so conceived in the absence of a relativisation of the 
Oedipus complex, which can only be correctly carried out if we start from 
psychoanalytic experience in so far as it brings to light the conditions 
which govern the structuration of desire, and the moments through 
which that structuration proceeds. 

Ehewhere3 I have examined the conditions in which the first 
moment is missing, and the disatrous results that follow. About the 
second moment, let me say that it is incumbent on whoever carries out the 
function of the third party to spare the child, as far as can be, the effects 
of the strange prestige that designates him, the third party, as having 
what is necessary to possess the mother, and hence the woman (every 
woman or any woman); in other words, as having the phallus, on the one 
hand in so far as it is signified in the metaphors of absolute weapon and 
card that never loses, and also in that of colour and brilliance, and on the 
other in so far as it stamps desire with its metonymic structure. The 
failure of this second moment sometimes goes so far that a belief in a 
mythical figure who alternately exalts and mortifies the subject becomes 
for him the very condition of his existence, or of his assent to existence. 

If it admitted that myth, far from reflecting the psychology of an 
epoch, rather shapes it, are we analysts not called on to answer whether 
the myth of the Oedipus complex is not becoming the refuge of a pleasure 
[.iouzssance] which, in truth, can 'be reached (only) on the inverted ladder 
[ echelle inversee )of the Law of desire'?4 

Notes 

If, on the contrary, we were to envisage the Other as the imaginary other or 
the like, or even 'the little other', we would discover a state of which the least 
that can be said is that it is not viable, the state brilliantly described by Kant 
as follows: 'In this way a harmony [Seeleneintracht] may result resembling 
that depicted in a certain satirical poem as existing between a married couple 
bent on going to ruin, Oh marvellous harmony, what he wants is what she 
wants; or like the pledge which is said to have been given by Francis I to the 
Emperor Charles V, What my brother Charles wants (Milan), that I want 
too,' Critique of Practical Reason and Other Writings in Moral Philosophy, 
trans Lewis White Beck, University of Chicago Press 1949 p 139. 

2 A denial which has perfectly concrete consequences for the way this woman 
conducts her married life. 

3 Etudes sur l'Oedzpe Edition du Seuil, 1974, Chapters VI and VII. Chapter 
VI has been translated as 'Contribution to the Psychoanalysis of 
Transsexualism' in Returning to Freud: Clinical Psychoanalysis in the School 
of Lacan ed Stuart Schneiderman Yale University Press 1980. 

4 Jacques La can Ecrits Editions du Seuil 1966 p 827; Ecrits, a· Selection trans 
Alan Sheridan Tavistock 1977 p 324. 

Translated by Ben Brewster 



Psychoanalysis and Social Relations* 

Paul ~irst 

Manyje1ninists have in recent years looked to psychoanalysis and anthro
pology to dispute the biological givenness of sexual difference. But this 
has in turn produced the problem of specifying the relation between 
psychic and social/cultural domains, a problem posed in an extreme 
form by the Freud (/ones)- Malinowski debate discussed in the following 
article. The debate effectively places the psychic and the cultural in 
direct competition as explanations of the social: the claimed universality 
of the psychic structure of the Oedzpus complex is challenged by the 
c'ultu.ral diversity of kinshzp institutions. -By interrogating the different 
objects and forms of analysis of anthropological and psychoanalytic 
discourses, this article opens up ways of thinking their points of 
intersection and non-intersection; and the suggested relation is not 
simply one of boundary disputes, of determining when 'the psychic' ends 
and 'the social' begins. Accepting the universality of the Oedzpus 
complex· would still leave the problem of identifying the conditions of 
existence not only of Trobriand family forms but. of the nuclear family 
itself Equally, recognising that there are culturally varying tolerances of 
children's expression of sexuality does not substitute for the 
psychoanalytic concept of infantile sexuality as polymorphous and 
perverse. Social norms and family forms cannot be explained as simple 
outgrowths of the psychic, nor can the psychic organisation of sexual 
difference be seen merely as a culturally variable mechanism for 
implanting adult sexuality in individuals. To argue that a certain social 
end, reproduction, could not work without a genital organisation of 
sexuality through the Oedzpus complex, it is not necessary that all 
members of the species do, as a matter of fact, reproduce. 

The overallconcern of the book from which this article is taken is 
the specification of the connections between social relations and human 
attributes and capacities. This article is itself part of a longer discussion 
of mental illness and social concepts of personality. It is argued on the 

*This article is a chapter in the section 'Mental Illness and Personality' from the 
forthcoming book by Paul Hirst and Penny Woolley, Social Relations and Human 
Attributes, to be published by Tavistock, London 1981. 
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side of the social that since in general socially constructed forms of per
sonality affect consciousness and conduct, so certain forms of mental ill
ness are affected by or conditional upon beliefs about entz'tt'es (such as 
'witches') which are peculz"ar to certain cu.ltures- hence the categorisa
tions of madness, including 'psychiatric' ones, are socially variable and 
condition the kinds of observations made. Having allowed all this to 
social relations, it is then insisted that social institutions and cultural for
mations by no means exhaust the sphere of the social, that there are socio
cultural symbolic forms which are part of the psychic domain and 
parallel and intersect with other social relations. The organisation of bio
logical instincts into sexual drives involves a work of repression and rep
resentation which is itself a condition of human.culture at all. 

m!f editorial note 

A Psychical Order 

Psychoanalysis began as a revolutionary 'discovery' on the frontiers of 
medico-psychiatric practice, a frontier which involved the clinical 
treatment of 'hysteria' by means of hypnosis. But Freud's discovery took 
him outside of the clinical field in his therapeutic methods, and it forced 
him to create a new theoretical discipline which touches and disturbs all 
the human sciences. Freud's discovery had four linked components: that 
hysteria was a complex psychical formation, a neurosis, linked to the 
sexual history of the individual; that the 'symptom' was no mere physical 
register of mental disorder but was part of a pattern of significance; that 
these signs and the pathological formation could only be unravelled and 
made intelligible by bringing to light repressed unconscious psychic 
material; and that the means for doing so was the speech of the neurotic 
in a special relationship with the analyst, 'transference'. The comprehen
sion of the therapeutic efficacy of this method, transference, took longest 
of all to recognise and work out. Baldly stated it appears compromising 
and sordid, that the analyst becomes the object of the analysand's libido 
and the pathological components of this sexual organisation are worked 
out through their projection onto the analytic relationship. This libidinal 
attachment is crucial to the overcoming of the resistances of the 
unconscious expression of repressed sexual desires. 

It is transference more than anything else which has limited the 
role of analysis proper in clinical-medical psychiatry. Other methods, 
developed initially in schism from Freud's own, have proved more adapt
able to a hospital context, especially in the USA. Freud never became an 
'anti-psychiatrist', never castigated the clinic or medical psychiatry as 
such. Psychiatry has tended to shun or to marginalise Freud, but not rely 
for reasons of distaste or fear of ideas like the unconscious, infantile 
sexuality, and so on. The 'transference neuroses', the primary object 
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of analytic therapy, form a definite and limited class of mental patholo
gies. Freud tried strenuously to extend analytic concepts to cover and 
explain the psychoses, but psychoanalysis, as a therapeutic method has 
faced a fundamental problem in dealing with psychosis, the difficulty of 
establishing a relation of transference. The reason is given by the classic 
analytic account of psychosis, a pathological and chronic narcissistic 
·fixation of the patient's libido on his or her own ego and a withdrawal 
from-reality into an internal psychic world or a delusional system. 

Freud's discovery remained centred on a therapeutic practice and 
retained the concept of pathology. Neuroses resulted from a failure to 
successfully repress certain sexual desires, which remained active in the 
unconscious and found their expression, against conscious censorship, in 
the form of the symptom. The symptom is not a stable 'abnormal' sexual 
organisation, thwarted and stigmatised by social norms, but an instance 
of failed repression. The irruption of unconscious wishes generates guilt, 
and secondary mechanisms of repression and denial which are necessarily 
ineffective and in turn generate further defence mechanisms. Neurosis is 
an economy of failed repression; a pattern of developing, transforming 
and migrating symptoms - often of baffling complexity. Analysis is thus 
often a complex process of uncovering successive diffuse pathological 
-mechanisms and resistances, and therefore often protracted and fre
quently broken off or terminated too soon. As a therapeutic practice, 

_ analysis has no simple measure of its efficacy. The challenges of 
psychologists like Eysenck, who claim it has a low rate of'cure' and a high 
rate uf 'relapse' are therefore largely beside the point. Analysis has never 
been nor claimed to be a therapeutic 'magic bullet', a psychic equivalent 
of penicillin. 

Freud never conceived analysis as a practice of adaptation to 
accepted social norms, the conversion of neurotics into 'normal' family 
men, or conventional wives and:mothers. All too often neurotics are 
outwardly just this to begin with. It is the acceptance by the neurotic of 
the highest standards of current sexual morality and social life which 
poses the problem, for therein lies the source of guilt and self-reproach. 
Freud did not seek to convert the male homosexual, for example, into a 
con-..:entional paterfamilias, but, rather, to enable him to come to terms 
with his own, socially condemned, sexuality and to lead the fullest and 
most creative life, to overcome immobilising guilt and fear .1 

However, -Freud never assumed; as many psychiatric radicals do, 
that it was possible to create a social order in which all sexual desires 
could be met, in which repression, dissatisfaction and pathology could be 
overcome. He has often been criticised for this, for example, by the 
Marxist philosopher Herbert Marcuse in Eros and Civilisation. Freud 
retained the concepts of pathology and perversion, not because_ he wished 
to enforce the prevailing notions of sexual' discipline and nor,mality, but 
because all human society necessarily repressed and directed sexual 
desires towards certain ends. Infantile sexuality is polymorphous and per
verse. The child, far from being an asexual innocent, begins life as a 
demanding, narcissistic and auto-erotic animal who is gradually forced 
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to accept the existence of others, and certain socially sanctioned organi
sations of its sexual needs. 2 The child is forced to recognise the demands 
of an extra-psychic 'reality', in the form of the necessities of association 
with others and the attainment of a pattern of sexual objects and gratifi· 
cation ('genitality') which will make possible the reproduction of new 
members of the species, themselves in turn subject to social necessities 
and the needs of the species. Freud retained throughout his work the con
cepts of a sexual energy, 'libido', which must be directed and harnessed to 
certain objects ('cathexis'), and an evolutionary-biological notion of 
humans as a species of animals who adapt to their environment through 
the formation of certain psychic structures which produce the effect of 
reproduction. Culture, in organising psychic life, attains the effects 
served by instinctively patterned behaviour in less complex and developed 
species. 

It is the process of repression, denying and directing sexual desires 
and drives, which creates the split between conscious and unconscious 
mental systems. Central to this gradual process, a process of psychic 
development which does not correspond to an orderly succession of 
'stages' based on physical maturation, is the taboo on incest, the forbid
ding of the mother or the father, brother or sister, to children of the oppo· 
site sex. Genital sexuality is established as the end which psychical 
development is directed to attain. Were this 'end' the culmination of a 
simple biological process, then the repressions, disasters and failures of 
human sexuality would have no place, no conditions of existence. 

Culture has a psychic kernel for Freud, the taboo on incest, and 
the triadic relationship between the father who imposes the law, who 
forbids the child the mother as a sexual object with the threat of castra· 
tion, and who thereby forces the child to seek satisfaction in the founda
tion of a family of its own. :l Human children are born with no psychical 
sexual identity, the sexual drives of the infant are bisexual, polymor· 
phous and perverse. It is through the 'Oedipus complex' and its resolution 
that sexual differences and sexual identities, men and women with dis· 
tinct and complementary patterns of object choice, are produced. 
Sexuality, for Freud, is culturally implanted and enforced. The Oedipus 
complex is the universal kernel of all human culture. Culture is no given 
attribute of the species, it is something which is far from inevitable and is 
painfully attained in the development of the human species. 

It is here that Freud goes beyond the limits of a new therapeutic 
method. Freud claimed to have discovered in analysis of neurotic patients 
something which went beyond the domain of pathology and which 
underlay it. Pathology was no particular defect to be located in the life 
history or biology of the individual. On the contrary, the neurotic 
individual was a product of a process-which concerned the foundation of 
all human subjects. The neurotic differed from other men not in possess· 
ing repressed sexual wishes, but in the failure of this process of repression, 
not in the desire for the mother, but in the failure of its resolution and 
redirection. 

It is here that Freud challenges and comes into conflict with the 
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established human sciences of sociology and anthropology. Where, 
behind particular social norms and family institutions, Freud supposes a 
universal psychic kernel; a triadic nuclear relationship, the social sciences 
recognise only a diversity of family structures, customs and institutions, 
and in place of his common human civilisation they recognise distinct 
and radically different patterns of behaviour, ideas and affect. Bronislaw 
Malinowski was the first social scientist to clearly draw attention to this 
dichotomy in the suppositions and concepts of those two bodies of know
ledge concerned with human social relations and· the attributes which 
follow from them. His Sex and Repression in Savage Society is an honest 
attempt to reveal the paradox for psychoanalysis of the existence of 
distinct family institutions. As he presents them the familial institutions 
of the Trobriand Islanders have no place for the 'nuclear complex' which 
is the kernel of human civilisation in Freud's theory. We will consider this 
debate here not in order to plead the claims of one discipline against the 
other, not to resolve the paradox in some higher synthesis, for such is not 
to be had, but to show how two theories of human civilisation are both 
necessary, both produce valuable knowledges, and yet contain incom
patible suppositions and irresoluble contradictions. As matters stand the 
analysis of social relations and human attributes can be reduced to no 
theoretically consistent order, nor should we expect the 'progress of 
knowledge' necessarily to lead to some resolution. The idea that know: 
ledges or sciences ultimately form some single rational order correspond
ing to the unity of 'reality' is a metaphysical proposition. It is one we must 
learn to lay on one side if we are to exploit all that psychoanalysis and 
cultural anthropology have to offer. 

Before we turn to Malinowski we must consider in greater detail 
how and why Freud· is led to the theory of a universal Oedipus complex. 

··. 
Sexual Instincts and the Oedipal Order 

-·~ 

Freud's theory of neuroses is concerned with the vicissitudes that befall 
the organisation of human sexual desires in the process of psychical 
development. It is necessary therefore to consider what Freud means by 
sexual energy, or 'libido', and sexual 'instincts'. 

Freud thinks of sexuality as based on an 'instinct'. His developed 
concept of Sexualtriebe is the product of a cautious and partial differen
tiation by him ·between drives (Triebe) and instincts (Instinkt). Freud 
does not simply· reproduce contemporary biological conceptions of 
instinct in his conception of sexuality. 4 The biological concept of instinct 
refers to organically determined patterned behaviour. It is a response of 
the organism governed by its nervous system and identified with and trig
gered by a specific context of sensory information. A drive, by contrast, is 
a more complex somatic/psychological formation: the behaviour of the 
organism is not patterned by the organic elements which provide its con
ditions of existence. The context of expression, its objects and the result
ant pattern of behaviour are psychically shaped and determined. Drives, 
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nevertheless, do have a definite somatic foundation and tuncuonal effect 
for the organism: drives are ·conceived by Freud as a determinate form of 
somatic pressure and as directed toward needs of the organism (self· 
preservation, release of tension, etc). Freud never abandoned the somatic 
element in the drives; this element has a conditional and causative role, it is 
effective on the psychical apparatus (but through psychical representa· 
tion) independent of any conscious choice on the part of the subject. Nor 
did he abandon the functional equilibrium of the organism (including its 
equilibrium of internal stimuli and its equilibrium in relation to the 
environment, its threats and excitations) as a crucial point of reference. 
Thus Freud remains within the field of the biological theory of instincts, 
although differentiated from it. Thus 'instincts' (drives) might be consid· 
ered as a concept substituted for instinct (in the strict biological sense) in the 
analysis of an animal with higher psychical functions, homo sapiens. Freud 
attempted to retain contact with the evolutionary biology of the nervous 
system, the growth and enlargement of the cortex and the diminution of the 
relative role of autonomic nervous reactions in human behaviour. 

In his concept of sexual instinct Freud is careful to avoid two other 
possible theoretical options. The first is pan-sexualism. The reduction of 
behaviour to a single sexual instinct as the foundation and source of all 
others, to a single determinative principle. Freud is far from 'reducing 
everything to sex' as ill-informed critics often claim. Pan-sexualism is 
generally accompanied by the essentialisation and biologisation of 
sexuality: it is closer to the conception of 'sexologists' like the Englishman 
Havelock Ellis than to Freud's view. Freud insists on the multiplicity of 
instincts: in the first stage of theorisation before 1920, Freud is concerned 
with two broad groups of instincts, those of self-preservation (correspond· 
ing to the 'reality principle' and the demands of the environment, 
demands mediated by the ego) and those of sexuality (corresponding to 
the pleasure principle, the economy of excitation and release of tension in 
the organism, an economy whose demands are mediated by the uncon· 
scious); in the second stage of theorisation, inaugurated by Beyond the 
Pleasure Princzple, the opposition and antagonism between the 'life 
instincts' (subsuming the first two groups) and 'death instincts' (instincts 
which seek release of tension through destruction and which are 
expressed in aggressiveness, whether directed towards others or the self). 
The death 'instinct' is not merely a metaphorical concept, it is not a 
simple biological drive but a complex tendency observed in organised 
matter and psychic life. 

Freud thus avoids reducing human behaviour to sexual needs and 
motives conceived in the narrow sense, of genital and perverse adult 
sexuality. The sexual instinct is somatic in foundation but it has no given 
form. In the .beginning it is polymorphous and perverse, it need not be 
expressed in terms of objects or ends commonly regarded as 'sexual'. It is 
not directed toward the preservation and perpetuation of the organism, 
its demands for satisfaction expressed in the unconscious pay no regard to 
the reality principle or to socially accepted or recognised modes of 
gratification. 
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. The second rejected theoretical option is the multiplication of 
instincts or drives. The identification of distinct patterns of behaviour ~ 
eating, sexuality, sociability, aggression, etc ~ and the ascription of each 
to a distinct motivating instinct. Freud thus avoids the forms of circu
larity to be founq in the explanations of human behaviour by contempor
aries like William McDougall. 

In his major theoretical work on the theory of sexual instincts and 
their organisation, ThreeE$saysonthe TheoryofSexuality(1905), Freud 
considers the different combinations of the object, aim and source of the 
drive. Sexuality is in no sense confined to genitality. Freud considers all 
the various complexities of infantile sexual development and the possibi
lities of its partial, or 'arrested', resolution, the aberrant or perverse forms 
of adult sexuality. The object, aim and source of the sexual instincts is in 
no sense given and distinct combinations of these three components are 
possible. 'The object of an instinct is the thing in regard to which or 
through which the instinct is able to achieve its aim.' The aim is a specific 
form of pressure and release of tension (pressure), psychically encoded. 
The source is the bodily site or process of excitation. Virtually any orifice, 
organ or function can serve as the source of~ sexual aim. Freud here 
radically rejects any automatic process of sexual excitation or any given 
associated behaviour. He is unable to locate this diverse and complex 
somatic pressure in any specific physiological mechanism, in any gland, 
secretion or hormone (but he would have done so had such biological 
knowledges been available to him~ they are no more available to us). 
But, the Three Essays should not be regarded as a monument to relativ
ism, as contending that sexual desire is merely conventional and a matter 
of personal preference. The notion of a somatic basis remains crucial. 
Freud constantly gives expression to this in the 'economic' metaphors of 
pressure/tension and the necessity of its release through cathexis on 
objects. The .somatic component of the instinct (or drive) is necessary to 
its insistence on the psyche and to the n~m-voluntary nature of its pressure 
and effects. · 

Sexuality is thus, in the first instance, a somatically definite but 
expressionally diffuse pressure. It is a pressure because energy is bound in 
it and seeks expression through it. Somatic-sexual energy is the basis of all 
psychic energy, libido serves as the 'fuel' of the psychic engine. Libido 
serves as the foundation of all physical functions: complex thought, art, 
science and industry are 'sublimated' sexual energy. The object of the 
Three Essays, the different organisations of the object, aim and source, 
arises from the fact that sexuality is psychically constructed: libidinal 
energy is psychically bound into definite forms of excitation and dis
charge. This binding takes place through the developmental history of 
the individual, through the intersection between an inherited instinctual 
'constitution' (individuals differ in their predispositions and capacities), 
and the particular circumstances of his family, experiences, and so on. 
The diffuseness of the instinct, its construction through psychical forms 
and the consequent 'binding' of energy to particular psychic contents 
create the space for a wide range of possible combinations of object, aim 
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and source. The somatic diffuseness of the drive gives rise to psychically 
patterned difference. It is this crucial intervention of psychic significance 
in the direction and formation of the drive which distinguishes it from 
any given sexual 'need', and it is the binding of somatic energy which 
gives a necessity and consistency to the psychical pattern thus established 
which goes beyond any matter of conscious choice or any mere attribu· 
tion of value or significance. 

But sexual energy, however necessary to the economy of the whole 
somatic-psychical system, is diffuse. The somatic component of the 
sexual instincts, because the behaviour of the organism is largely deter
mined by the autonomous activity of the higher brain centres, cannot be 
effective in and as itself. How does what is without direct psychical 
organisation (somatic pressure/energy), and, therefore, without 
psychical effectiveness, acquire it? The libido becomes effective, becomes 
organised and therefore, a psychically effective pressure through what 
Freud calls the 'psychical representative' of the drive. Sexuality is con
structed in its psychic representations, and these always take the form of a 
definite organisation of the instincts toward certain objects and sources of 
pleasure. Thus there is no pre-given sexual 'aim', sexuality can invest 
virtually any object, organ or activity. The development of a particular 
personal organisation of the instincts proceeds through two linked 
processes: 

1. Through attachment to the functions of the 'self-preservative 
instincts'- a process Freud called 'anaclisis' or propping. The 
sexual instincts attach themselves to or are propped up by other 
sources of excitation and spheres of activity. Thus the infant comes to 
derive pleasure from the necessary activity of sucking at the mother's 
breast, bodily functions (feeding, thumb sucking, defecating, etc.) 
become the school and model for the excitation and satisfaction of 
sexual instincts. Sexuality is always a derived form, there is no 
original or primal sexuality. Thus the auto-eroticism of the infant is 
not something it is born with, it is a development subsequent to an 
anaclitic constitution of the sexual instincts." 

2. Through phantasy. Propping provides linkages between sexual 
instincts and the order of excitation and activity. Phantasy is the 
primary form in which sexual instincts become organised through 
their 'psychical representatives'. Phantasy is the psychical construc
tion of desire, the construction of imagined sexual objects and means 
of satisfaction. Infantile and unconscious adult phantasies bear no 
relation to 'reality' in the sense of sanctioned adult genital sexual 
activity. The desire constructed in phantasy must be repressed and 
attached to the sanctioned genital order. 

But this order is not easily attained. The child's sexuality must be 
both directed and yet repressed in the considerable period before it 
becomes capable of adult sexual activity. At the same time the child must 
be formed as a social agent or subject, capable of playing its part in social 
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relations. Thus the organisation of the instincts cannot be random, the 
field of object choice must be rigidly structured. Thus genitality must 
take a symbolic form, the child must identify with his father before he can 
be a father; and he must identify with something more than the particu
lar individual who confronts him. 'Father' must be a symbolic category 
with a-power and significance greater than the child's immediate and 
stronger rival for the mother. It is the father-as-symbol who wields the 
threat of castration, a compulsion which forces the child to relinquish a 
phantastic (but perfectly real and 'satisfiable' -in displaced forms) 
sexual aim. It is the father-as-symbol with whom the child can identify 
long before he can become a real father. Genitality is thus a psychical end 
imposed on the process of the child's development from the beginning, an 
end he is brought to recognise and adopt as his destiny long before it can 
be 'attained'. It is imposed on all children long before and irrespective of 
their biological capacities to become mothers or fathers; the woman who 
will be sterile, the man who will be impotent are no less subject to this 
regime. 

We can see that for Freud this 'end' (genitality) is a symbolic one, 
part of the child's development as a social subject, and not a given 
somatic process of maturation. The decisive stage of this process of sexual 
identification takes place long before puberty. At the same time· 
genitality should not be conceived of as a social norm which is imposed 
upon the child, a 'role' with which he identifies and which he acts out. 
'~<reud's theory is opposed to both biologically reductionist and socially 
normative conceptions ofgenitality. Because the symbolic father exceeds 
the realfather, because he wields a threat (castration) which social rules 
in the form of law actually proscribe the real father, the child cannot 
identify in the way he would with a .social 'role'. In a sense no man can 
actually occupy the place of the father. Equally, the child does not choose 
or happen to identify with the sexual norm, or, on the contrary, choose to 
adopt some 'deviant' pattern. The biological and sociologistic concep
tions of genitality fit very well together; for the sociological relativist, 
genital sexuality is merely a given biological capability which may be 
accept_ed or rejected by individuals in their adoption of sexual roles. 
Genitality is, on the contrary for Freud, a symbolic construct which domi
nates all organisations of the sexual instincts. 

Genitality, the law of the father, is the symbolic matrix which 
governs all object choices. The Three Essays, as we have said, might 
appear. on a casual reading to offer a relativistic theory of different and 
parallel object choices. Freud set no great store by social norms or con
ventions as such. We have seen that he clearly regarded the stigmatisation 
of homosexuals as barbarous-and unjust. This is because the law of the 
father is not a social norm; the homosexual's object 'choice' is a vicissitude 
of his or her sexual history and not merely an act of 'deviance', it has a 
psychic necessity which renders notions of 'deviant behaviour' absurd. 
Freud retains in the Three Essays the concept of pathology and 
perversion. They exist however in another register from concepts of 
deviation from the average or from social norms. Genitality is not a social 
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norm from which other organisations of the sexual instincts deviate in the 
form of being different, they are no less subject to its symbolic order. 
Genitality is the psychical end which dominates the symbolic and the 
process of development of the child as a social agent. Perversions and 
neuroses are developments under the sign of genitality, failures to resolve 
the Oedipus Complex and, therefore, as much under the sway of this 
psychical end and symbolic order as 'normal' instinctual organisations. 

The Oedipal structure, what Malinowski calls the 'nuclear com
plex', is the symbolic system of places (Father-Mother, Brother-Sister) 
necessary to the constitution of genital sexual difference, to the construc
tion of 'men' and 'women' who can in turn stand in the places of this 
symbolic system. We have stressed Freud's commitment to a sexual 
instinct with a somatic referent and have shown how, paradoxically, this 
makes the symbolic order - culture - necessary to the construction of 
sexual differences and identities. The libido is polymorphous, perverse 
and bisexual. Sexual difference is psychically constituted and physical 
differences are both recognised and given significance on this basis. 
Physical differences in themselves cannot give rise to sexual identity: a 
biologically fully developed man whose libido is narcissistically fixated 
on his own ego simply confirms this point. Children's sexual identities 
are formed before physical sexual maturation. The significance of the 
male and female sexual organs is recognised before puberty and through 
the threat of (in the case of the boy) or recognition of (in the case of the 
girl) castration. Freud contends that both male and female infants 
believe they possess a phallus, the boy identifies it with his as yet tiny 
penis, the girl lives in expectation that hers will grow. These infantile 
imaginings are rudely shaken. But it is the symbolic phallus that makes 
recognition of sexual identity possible, through the threat of castration 
in the case of the boy it links the penis that is (and the Oedipal desire that 
must remain a phantasy) with the penis that will be. Sexual identity, 
far from being an 'obvious' physical matter, is symbolically con
structed. 

We can now recapitulate the elements of the symbolic-cultural 
order necessary to the formation of genital sexual identities. Central are 
a series of terms which give the father primacy, the phallus and the 

. threat of castration, the denial of the mother and the sister to the male 
child. These terms make the incest taboo necessary. It is the proscription 
of the mother and the sister which installs the father in the primary place 
in the Oedipal system. The taboo on incest is the lynch-pin of the whole 
system. For Freud the taboo on incest, the primacy of the father and the 
Oedipus Complex are necessarily human features of human culture. 
Now we have seen that the father is a symbol who exceeds the 'real' 
father, who may be a weakling, absent or dead, and the threat wielded 
by this father or spoken in the father's name ·by the mother, relative or 
nurse.is an act which, if carried out, would put its perpetrator in jail as a 
violator of human laws. Freud's all-powerful and savage father, like the 
god of the Hebrews, might be said to dwell among us in at best a 
symbolic sense. 
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Totem and Taboo 

But for Freud this symbol must be vivid, alive and effective in the human 
psyche and the family of the Oedipus Complex- Father, Mother, 
Brother, Sister- must underlie all forms of the human family. It is in 
Totem and Taboo (1913) that Freud tries to explain this psychic presence 
at the backofall human institutions and culture. In the book Freud tries 
to explain why all human societies, and savage peoples in particular, 
evince a horror of incest and why certain rites in respect of totem animals 
w\lich serve as the symbols for the clan exist among primitive peoples. He 
denies that the taboo on incest is practised for eugenic reasons; custom 
prohibits sexual relations between persons where no threat of inbreeding 
is pertinent. Freud links together the taboo on incest and totemism. 
Incest and totemism form a system: the prohibition of incest is evidence of 
a repressed wish to commit precisely this act, whilst the ritual consump
tion of the normally forbidden totem animal in a common meal by 
members of the clan reveals an ambivalence towards it which shows that 
it symbolises far more than a mere emblem of the clan. The key to this 
system is to be found in what Freud calls' ... a hypothesis which may seem 
fantastic' (Standard Edition Vol XIII p 14). 

Freud links together three elements to form this hypothesis. Two 
are anthropological theses. Darwin's thesis in The Descent of Man is 
based on deductions from the behaviour of the higher apes, that early 
human groups too lived in 'hordes', in which a single dominant male kept 
all the females to himself and ruthlessly excluded his sons and rivals. 6 W 
Robertson Smith's thesis in Lectures on the Religion of the Semites is tha:t 
the ritual killing and communal consumption of the totem animal was an 
important part of the totemic stage of the development of religion. The 
third element is based on Freud's contention that it is legitimate to draw a 
parallel between the results of the analysis of neurotics and the customs of 
primitive peoples, that the former can be used to illuminate and interpret 
the other. Freud takes a case of his own, Little Hans, and one of Sandor 
Ferehczi's, Little Arpad, to argue that animals are symbols for the father. 
The totem animal is the symbol of the father, and the totem meal a ritual 
consumption of the body of the father. 

This meal Freud argues is a symbolic memory of a real act. Freud 
proceeds to convert Darwin's hypothesis into a real event, a 'primal horde' 
dominated by an all-powerful father who kept the women to himself, who 
drove out or castrated any of his sons who dared to challenge him. The 
soils were driven to combine to kill and devour their father. But the feel
ings of the sons to their father were ambivalent, they hated and feared 
him, and yet they loved and admired him too. This ambivalence was the 
basis of a sense of guilt which they shared in common. From this guilt and 
remorse came a 'deferred obedience' to the father. An obedience possible 
because of his death, in which he became more formidable than ever he 
could be alive. The father they symbolised by the totem animal. And they 
united under' the .totem to institute the law against incest. This law ended 
the war of all against all for the women of the horde. Henceforward, a 
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man may not possess a woman of his own clan, that is, a woman of the 
blood of the father-totem. 

Freud was aware that his hypothesis was 'fantastic' and that 'this 
earliest state of society has never been an object of observation' (SE XIII p 
141). Even the simplest human societies are already divided into clans 
and already have a long history behind them (pp 162-3). Freud's 
hypothesis has been savaged by anthropologists - Freud himself was 
driven to refer to it as a 'Just-So Story' and a 'scientific myth'. 7 But Freud 
retained it to his dying day. He also thought the memory of this 'primal 
event' remained with all of us to this day, that the Oedipus Complex 
operated in its shadow. Freud was well aware that this involved the con
cept of a 'collective mind', that the contents of the psyche were not a 
matter of happenstance, education and experience in the individual but 
that all individuals were connected with one interpenetrating psychic 
domain. This 'memory' of an event did not necessarily involve an 
inherited 'racial mind', and, therefore, the inheritance of acquired 
characteristics. Ontogeny (individual development) did not only recapi
tulate phylogeny (development of the species) as a biological process, 
through inheritance, but within culture.R 

Freud argued that this common psychic domain operated at the 
level of the unconscious and that the 'primary process' was universal in its 
basic contents and mechanisms: ' ... no generation is able to conceal any 
of its more important mental processes from its successor. For psycho
analysis has shown us that everyone possesses in his unconscious mental 
activity an apparatus which enables him to interpret other people's 
reactions, that is, to undo the distortions which other people have 
imposed on the expression of their feelings. An unconscious understand
ing such as this of all the customs, conventions, ceremonies and dogmas 
left behind by the original relation to the father may have made it 
possible for later generations to take over their heritage of emotion.' (SE 
XIII p 159). The unconscious is thus only in part 'personal', human 
psyches interpenetrate in ways which conscious thought and custom 
cannot control and censor. A Viennese member of the liberal professions 
and an aboriginal denizen of the Australian deserts are linked, under the 
vast differences of culture and knowledge, by similar mechanisms of 
unconscious thought and similar desires. It is the universality of the 
primary process, its mechanisms of entering conscious mental activity, of 
evading censorship in the complex and displaced forms of symbolisation 
we find in dreams or parapraxes, for example, which explains how it is 
possible to interpret dreams and other forms of symbolism across differ
ences of culture and personal experience. 9 

Freud treats the murder of the primal father as a real event but he 
is clear that psychoanalysis provides the means to challenge this pre
supposition. Neurotics are tormented by guilt concerning impulses and 
desires which are 'always psychical realities and never factual ones' (SE 
XIII p 159). The reports of childhood scenes of seduction, incest and so 
on, given by neurotics in analysis generally turn out to be phantasies. For 
primitive man: 'the mere hostile impulse against the father, the mere 
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existence of a wishful phantasy of killing and devouring him, would have 
been enough to produce the moral reaction that created totemism and 
taboo. In this way we should avoid the necessity for deriving the origin of 
our cultural legacy, of which we justly feel so proud, from a hideous crime 
revolting to all our feelings. No damage would thus be done to the causal 
chain stretching from the beginning to the present day, for psychical 
reality would be strong enough to bear the weight of these consequences' 
(p 160). This explanation has the advantage that it does not suppose a 
single 'event' transmitted in memory to the present day and constantly 
recreated. But it has the defect that it presupposes the Oedipal-symbolic 
order ab initio: for the symbolic father is never the real father and the 
threat of castration was never really carried out. This explanation cannot 
serve to explain the origin of the symbolic system of the Oedipus 
Complex. 10 

Before turning to criticisms of Freud's views, a number of points of 
clarification need to be made. Firstly, Freud is not explaining the origin 
of human social life or association as such in Totem and Taboo. Freud is 
indifferent to sociological considerations, he is not concerned to differ
entiate and characterise social relations as phenomena distinct from the 
psychic. Freud's concepts of social organisation proper are generally 
hazy- he tends to refer to 'civilisation'. Malinowski is, therefore, wrong 
to suppose that Freud considers the 'primal horde' to be in a pure state of 
nature. 11 We have seen that sexuality is in no sense 'natural' for Freud -
he is not concerned with the transition from nature to culture, from pure 
instinct to law. Men exist in definite relations of psychic association 
before the institution of totemic clans; in an ambivalent relation to their 
father; and a bond (with a libidinal,homosexual component) one to 
another. Freud is explaining the origin of the incest taboo, not society, so 
that whilst the brothers enter into a social contract which institutes the 
taboo, they already share relations of association and co,operation with 
one another. This is confirmed by Freud's remarks on Totem and Taboo 
in later works. In Group Psychology Freud treats the primal horde as a 
'group' - the brothers are bound in a common affective tie to the 
dominant father just as the members of a group are to their leader (SE 
X VIII pp·122- 3). In Civilisation and its Discontentsthe horde is regarded 
as a 'family', a stable association, lacking but 'one essential feature of 
civilisation', that is, 'the arbitrary will of its head, the father, was 
unrestricted' (SE XXI pp 99-1 00). 

Secondly, Freud is not concerned to explain institutions as a 
sociologist or anthropologist would. He derives religion, law and custom 
directly from the dynamics of the psyche. He explains institutions as 
resulting from collective psychic states: thus a 'sense of guilt' (SE XIII p 
143) leads the brothers to venerate the father in the form of the totem. 

It should be said straight ~way that the explanatory devices used 
in Totem and Taboo are in no sense, peculiar to Freud. Totem and Taboo 
has all the defects of contract theories: an institution is explained as the 
product of an instituting event, men came together and agreed to make it 
so. Contract theories are no fabulous relic of the pre-history of scientific 
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social thought. The generation of social relations from the 'intera.ction' of 
individuals continues to be a theoretical device: Talcott Parsons uses the 
interaction of an abstract Ego and Alter to explain the development of 
patterned expectations of conduct in The Social System; Peter Berger 
and Thomas Luckmann in The Social Construction of Reality are forced 
to invent their own Just-So Story', the interaction of two isolated individ-
uals, to explain the origin oflanguage. But Freud's totemic contract does 
echo some of the traditional features of classical contract theory. John 
Locke in his Second Treatise of Government explained the development 
of political society, or government and instituted law, by means of a social 
contract but this contract is possible because it is made by the members of 
an already existing human society or association. Freud explains the 
formation of the Oedipal order but to do so he presupposes elements of 
the things to be explained or instituted by this order, sexual identities and 
the place of the Father. Far from explaining the origin of the symbolic, 
Totem and Taboo surreptitiously presupposes it. The consequences of 
the murder serve in effect to recognise and formalise the already existing 
patterns of emotion and psychic states. This defect of contract theory has 
been recognised since Rousseau: 12 but these defective Just-So Stories' 
constantly recur when it is a matter of the explanation of origins. We have 
seen why Freud is driven to explain the Oedipal order in an event. It is no 
immediate outgrowth of biology and yet it underlies all human psychic 
formation, it is present beneath the differences of custom and institution. 
The event, shattering and horrible, persists as a memory in the collective 
unconscious, with all its charges of guilt and ambivalence. 

Psychic states give rise directly to institutions: to the incest taboo 
and the totemic religion. These institutions are fundamental, they 
underly all the varied forms of kinship organisation and all the later 
developed theologies and Churches. Thus Freud says: 'Totemic religion 
arose from the filial sense of guilt, in an attempt to allay that feeling and 
appease the father by deferred\obedience to him. All later religions are 
seen to be attempts at solving the same problem. They vary according to 
the stage of civilisation at which they arise and according to the methods 
which they adopt; but all have the same end in view and are reactions to 
the same great event with which civilisation began and which, since it 
occurred, has not allowed mankind a moment's rest' (Totem and Taboo 
p 145). This direct derivation from psychic states is fraught with prob
lems. Institutions become mere effects of collective psychic states, a mere 
medium for projecting and resolving psychic conflicts. 13 But Freud in no 
way shows how psychic states give rise to institutions; why does guilt lead to 
the phenomenon of totemism in particular rather than some other insti
tution? Freud in answering such a question would be forced to presuppose 
a common 'mentality' in which the germinal ideas of the Oedipal family 
and totemic religion are already present. 

Freud's account is clearly unacceptable to any theory which is con
cerned to demonstrate the specific effects on thought and conduct of 
different institutional arrangements and the different consequences in 
conduct of elaborated belief systems and the kinds of entities postulated 
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in them. Yet it is not without its parallels in sociology and anthropology. 
The famous sociologist Emile Durkheim considered all religion as in 
essence the veneration of a special class of things, the 'sacred' as distinct 
from the 'profane'. The 'sacred' transcends Commonplace experience 
and special rites surround it thereby reinforcing its uniqueness and 
mystery. In The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life- a book pub· 
lished in 1912, shortly before Freud's ow'n, Durkheim too was concerned 
with the origin of religion. He thought its essential features wt;re tq be 
obserVed in its simplest form and these were presented to us in the rituals 
of the Australian aborigines. Durkheim ends up, explaining what he 
claims to be a category of the 'collective consciousness' by means of the 
psychz"c stiites of the individual members associated in collective rituals. 
Individuals form the idea of the transcendant' or sacred in· a state of 
exultation through experience of clan rituals in which they are 'taken out 
of themselves' .14 Freud's work is no more absurd or bizarre than that of 
other men of his generation who sought to explain the origins of the 
family or of religion. 

Freud had the misfortune to write just as one form of anthropolo
gical theorising and investigative practice was about to give way to 
another, to base himself on the work of menlike -Fraser and Robertson
Smith. The new cultural anthropology based~upon systematic field-work 
methods wa:s about to confront him with materials which could not but be 
embarrassing. Bronislaw Malinowski's Sex and Repression in Savage 
Society has become an anthropological classic whilst Totem an:d Taboo 
has become an embarrassment and a scandal. To see why, to have 
catalogued all the anthropologicaJ errors and deficiencies of explana
tion, one has only to turn to the 1920 review of the English translation by 
A L Kroeber. 15 

Social Relations and the Psychical- Malinowski and 
Freud 

.Malinowski clearly draws out what is at stake in his challenge to Freud's 
thesis 'of the universality of the Oedipus Complex: to psychoanalysis 
' ... the Oedipus complex is something absolute, the primordial source ... 
the Jons et ort"go of everything. To tne on the other hand, the nuclear 
family complex is a functional formation dependent upon the structure 
and upon the culture of a society. It is necessarily determined by the 
manner in which sexual restrictions are moulded in a community and by 
the manner in which authority is apportioned' (Sex and Repression p 
143). Malinowski is here asserting that social institutions differ in their 
specific effects and cultures mould individuals in terms of the types of 
entity and patterns of conduct they posit. 

Mali-nowski points out that in the Trobriand Islands in Melanesia 
the family structure is radically different from that presupposed in the 
Oedipus Complex. The Trobianders reckon descent through the female 
line, the male child inherits property and social status from his maternal 
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uncle not from his father. The maternal uncle is an authority figure for 
the child, he represents discipline and social sanction. Relations with the 
uncle are reserved and difficult. The father, on the contrary, acts as a 
nurse and playmate. Relations with the father are intimate and affection
ate. The child does not come into conflict with the uncle as a sexual rival, 
or with the father as a source of discipline. Infantile sexuality is not 
denied or repressed as it is in Europe - children and adolescents are 
allowed to engage in sexual play. Indeed, Malinowski contends that the 
Trobrianders are ignorant of the role of the father in procreation. They 
believe that children are conceived by the spirits of dead ancestors, 
Baloma, entering tlie mother, whilst she is swimming in the sea for 
example. They have no reason to relate the order of sexuality and pater
nity. Trobriand sexuality is not without its conflicts or forbidden objects. 
The male child is forbidden the female members of his uncle's clan and, 
in particular, his sister. This form of incest prohibition is a consequence 
of the matrilineal system and the form of exogamy it presupposes. 
Trobriand society thus gives rise to a special and distinct form of 'com
plex', in which sexual-emotional conflicts can arise. These centre on the 
relation between brother and sister. The elements of conflict which are 
superimposed in the Oedipal structure are separated in the Trobriands, 
the uncle is not a direct sexual rival although he upholds the incest taboo, 
.1e father is not in sexual competition with the child nor does he represent 

social authority. Malinowski says: 'In the Trobriands there is no friction 
between father and son, and all the infantile craving of the child for its 
mother is allowed gradually to spend itself in a natural spontaneous 
manner. The ambivalent attitude of veneration and dislike is felt 
between a man and his mother's brother, while the repressed sexual atti
tude of incestuous temptation can be formed only towards his sister' (p 80 
our emphasis). 

Malinowski proposes a theory of the way in which culture moulds 
and mediates biological needs and instincts. Patterns of sentiment are 
created within the particular institutions of a culture, impulses and 
emotions are systematically organised in a particular. social context. 
Culture meets biological needs and impulses but it determines the form in 
which they are met and socially expressed. Malinowski says: 'Thus the 
building up of the sentiments, the conflict which this implies, depend 
largely upon the sociological mechanism which works in a given society' 
(p 277). 

The problem with Malinowski's account depends less on its 
attempt to assert the specificity of effects of social institutions or doctrines 
of entity than on its conception of sexuality. Malinowski recognises 
infantile sexuality but only as a form of playing at genitality. Malinowski 
is clear that there is no given biologically determined sexual behaviour, 
sexuality is organised and regulated by custom not instinct, but he treats 
sexuality as inherently genital. He fails to consider sexual instincts as 
polymorphous and perverse. In a sense therefore human sexuality is given 
and unified at the biological level: sexual instincts are 'needs' which culture 
must both organise and meet. Sexuality is natural and the infantile 
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attachments of the child for its mother cease 'in a natural and spontan
eous manner' when other sexual objects become available. Genitality is 
thus a natural outcome. Freud, as we have seen, is forced to explain the 
unity of sexuality. at the level of its 'psychical representation' - to explain 
how genitality is attained as a psychz"cal end. 

Malinowski also refuses Freud's concept of the unconscious. He 
equates the concept of 'collective unconscious' with the group mind, and 
considers it a· 'metaphysical' conception (p 277). Now this objection is an 
epistemological one: -Malinowski here uses positivist criteria of the 
validity of forms of knowledge to eliminate a concept against which he 
has no other arguments to marshal. It is metaphysical and occult because 
it is not observable or an inference from observation. But the collective 
unconscious is by definition not an observable phenomenon, certainly 
not one which can be derived from the conscious testimony of.informants. 
It. is indeed a supra-observational concept but one which attempts to 
a'ccount for and explain definite 'observations' (which are far from being 
a brutum factum, being dependent on the practice of analysis, but then, 
nothing ever is). All complex concepts are 'metaphysical'. 'Culture', 
'institution', 'rule' etc, concepts necessary to cultural anthropology are 
not observables, but means of organising and analysing statements of 
native informants. The collective unconscious is a correlate of the notion 
of an individual unconscious: it follows from the theses of the universality 
of the primary process and of the interpenetration of the unconscious 
thoughts of individuals despite conscious censorship. The unconscious 
cannot simply be bidden by social norms: The unconscious provides an 
independent dynamic element in subjects' connections with social institu
tions, one which is subject neither to considerations of physical necessity 
nor to those of the rules and conventions on which institutions depend. In 
ignoring this psychic level Malinowski can treat sentiments as merely the 
effects of patterns of culture. Human beings are united in their physical 
needs which cultures must in their different ways recognise and meet. But 
in respect of sentiments and thoughts they are different, artefacts of 
culture. Now this thesishas its place and its value in challenging biologis· 
tic and psychologistic conceptions of 'human nature'- of which the 
various sociobiologies are merely the latest variant. Freud's position has 
no· affinity with these reduction isms. Ma:linowski's theory of instinc~s and 
sentiments has all the defects of the culturalism it tries to avoid: Culture 
becomes a series of inexplicable and given differences. Each culture, 
moreover, imposes itself on its inhabitants as a universe, a totality, in 
which thought and action are specified in ways which happen to be dis
tinct from elsewqere. 

If Freud makes social relations the unmediated results of psychic states, 
Malinowski makes social relations, in the last instance, patterns of 
culture .. Both positions have different faults. Totem and Taboo has a 
thousand weaknesses, it is neither convincing nor consistent. Yet Freud 
does in that book and in later works indicate that social relations, kinship 
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structures, law, religion, etc must mobilise and manage psychic forms 
that they did not create and on which they depend. In Group Psychology 
and the Analysis of the Ego (1921) and Civilzsation and its Discontents 
(1930) Freud considers the psychic foundations of complex human associ
ations. Freud argues in the former work that groups are sustained by 
libidinal ties, that the members' libidinal energies are in part directed at 
the leader or at one another. This may appear absurd, and, indeed, 
Freud's account of the Church and the army treats them merely as bodies 
of individuals tied to a common leader. This would be a fatuous analysis 
of complex organisations if that was all one could say about them. To 
ignore this element in groups is, however, equally fatuous. Small army 
units are built on close ties and a sublimated homosexuality; willingness 
to face danger and ignore privation are based on more than discipline, 
belief in the purposes of the war or fear of shame. Love for one's 
comrades, concentrated by isolation and suffering, leads to commit
ments on the part of masses of men which exceed duty or prudence. The 
intense attachments formed by English soldiers in the First World War, 
the development of paternal feelings on the part of officers for the men 
despite differences of education and social class, and the estrangement 
from people at home are all instances of such libidinal ties, commonly 
reported in memoirs. 16 Political parties and similar groups can also pro
vide such attachments, as can groups of religious disciples. To ignore the 
degree to which Nazi ideology and practices fostered this libidinisation 
would be a serious error, it clearly played an important part in attracting 
support and preserving unquestioning adherence to Hitler. Certain 
ideologies and party practices create favourable conditions for the forma
tion of such ties: bourgeois centre parties are probably least effective in 
this respect. 

In Civilzsation and its Dzscontents Freud considered another 
aspect of the question: man's 'unease' in civilisation. Freud argues that 
social relations cannot be measured by the standard of the happiness of 
the individual: 'Here by far the most important thing is the aim of creat
ing a unity out of individual human beings ... It almost seems as if the 
creation of a great human community would be most successful if no 
attention were paid to the happiness of the individual' (SE XXI p 140). 
Freud argues 'that necessity alone, the advantages of work in common' (p 
122) will not hold humans together. The reason is the Death Instinct. An 
inherent aggressiveness is the main derivative and manifestation of this 
tendency to seek release of te~sion in the destruction of the organism 
rather than in pleasure. This aggressivity is 'inherent' in that it is 
unrelated to circumstances: it reflects neither the functional biological 
needs of the organism, for territory, for food, self-defence, etc, nor social 
interests which need to be defended by violence. It is quite unlike what is 
postulated in modern ethological theories of aggression or territoriality in 
animals in that it has no adaptive or preservative function. It, like sexual
ity, exists in the form of psychical representation; it therefore exceeds in 
its capacity for negativity and destructiveness any biological instinct 
toward violent behaviour which would be confined to certain motivating 
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stimuli and definite circumstances~ Freud introduced this concept at a 
relatively late stage·in his work and with some reluctance. It first appears 
in Beyond the Pleasure Princzple (1920); he introduced it to account for 
what he called a 'compulsion to repeat'- in which distressing situations 
are reproduced or relived compulsively. Neither release of tension nor 
adjustment to reality could explain this phenomenon, widely observed in 
surviv·ors from the First World War. 

Social relations depend on the libidinal binding of individuals 
into groups. In a group the members are united in ties of love which 
inhibit and deflect aggression one to another. The aggressive instincts are 
harnessed to the work of civilisation as well. Civilisation opposes aggres· 
siveness by utilising it, agg-ression is introjected, internalised and directed 
toward the ego. Aggression is linked with morality and governs-the psyche 
in the form of the 'super ego'. Civilisation, because it inhibits the outward 
expression of the aggressive instincts must constantly reinforce them in. 
their direction against the individual in the form of a sense of guilt. 
'Conscience' is far from being a purely social matter, it is tied to psychical 
forces which go beyond any particular set of customs and taboos. 
Morality, far from being merely functional to the social order, imposes 
too great a demand on the ~go ~precisely when it is most civilised· and 
demands the highest standards of conduct. Freud argues that the 
Christian commandment 'Love thy neighbour as thyself is both the 
strongest defence against aggressiveness and that the civilised super-ego 
imposes unrealistic demands on the ego, that it have unlimited mastery 
over' the unconscious or id. This is the general paradox of civilisation, not 
merely of Christian ethics, that its means of control of aggression produce 
both psychic unhappiness and the perpetual revolt of repressed uncon
scious wishes. Freud is thus far from regarding either.custom.or senti
ments purely as a matter of social relations: social relations, particular 
peoples' customs and institutions intersect with a general psychic domain 
which is far from neutral. 

We see here two quite different forms of theory and investigative 
practice brought into confrontation. One based on a practice of uncover
ing ·the unconscious of civilised European neurotics and the other on 
recording through intensive fieldwork studies the manifest reported cul
ture and observable customs of 'primitive' peoples. Malinowski radically 
misunderstands, as we have seen, Freud's conceptions of sexuality and the 
unconscious. He is far from being a psychoanalytic ignoramus but he is 
trapped by his own theses and his own practice; he is aware that his 

·attempts to collect and·interpret Trobrianders' dreams are doomed to 
analytic irrelevancy. He is stuck with a paucity of dreams, with a relation 
to his respondents very different from the analyst's relation of transfer
ence and, therefore, with the 'manifest content'. Now the 'manifest 
content' of dreams is affected by the processes in which the unconscious 
wishes (the 'latent content') avoid censorship; dreams are like a complex 
code. The-manifest content of Europeans' dreams could just as easily be 
used i:o 'refute' Freud. Analysts like Ernest Jones and Geza R6heim have 

"thus interpreted Trobriand customs and dreams very differently from 
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Malinowski, and both find lurking behind them the structures of the 
Oedipus Complex. 17 Jones, for example, treats matriarchy as a derivative 
form from the Oedipal structure, a form of repression of its conflicts in 
the form of social relations. Now not only does this tend to reduce the 
Oedipal structure from a psychic-symbolic structure to a pattern of 
manifest institutions overlain by others, but, as Malinowski argues, there 
is no possible evidence, derived from fieldwork, which can substantiate it. 
Psychoanalytic anthropological interpretation suffers from a serious 
defect. Analysis includes a means, the 'transference', for bringing 
repressed material to light and at the same time a test on its interpreta
tion. This is lacking in work like R6heim's, which- however interest
ing- is always impossible to assess. We cannot as things stand do what 
Freud wished to do, bring the materials revealed by the analysis of neuro
tics to the interpretation of the customs of 'primitive' peoples, or, rather, 
we cannot rigorously and reliably do so. 

The problem of relating the two practices does not lie merely on 
the analytic side. Anthropology has committed itself to a thesis and a 
method strongly represented in Malinowski's work. The thesis is that 
sentiments and activities are artefacts of culture. Conduct and belief are 
primarily determined by the particular institutions and culture of a 
people, although these must at least meet and allow for biological needs . 

. This view is re-echoed against Freud by the contemporary French anthro
pologist Claude Levi-Strauss. He argues, correctly, against the derivation 
of institutions from individual psychic states: ' ... social constraints, 
whether positive or negative, cannot be explained, either in their origin 
or in their persistence, as the effects of impulses or emotions which appear 
again and again, with the same characteristics and during the course of 
centuries and millenia, in different individuals' (Totemism p 69). He goes 
on to say: 'We do not know and never shall know, anything about the first 
origin of beliefs and customs the roots of which plunge into the distant 
past; but, as far as the present is concerned, it is certain that social 
behaviour is not produced spontaneously by each individual under the 
influence of the emotions of the moment ... Customs are given as external 
norms before giving rise to internal sentiments, and these non-sentient 
norms determine the sentiments of individuals as well as the circum
stances in which they may, or must, be displayed' (p 70). 

We are clearly in sympathy with this thesis. It is directed against 
theories which seek to explain social relations. in terms of biology or 
individual psychology- a given human nature. But psychoanalysis, as 
we have tried to present -it, is neither of these. The psychic-symbolic 
domain interpenetrates with culture and social relations. 'Civilisation', in 
Freud's terms, is more than particular cultures or societies. Here is 
Freud's most radical point of contradiction with contemporary cultural 
anthropology. Sentiments and activities are particular to a culture, con
ceived as a limited and exclusive totality of social life. Anthropology in its 
thesis of cultural determination leaves no space for Freud's psychic
symbolic domain. 

We argue in other chapters of our book that the doctrines about 
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entities contained in belief systems, social concepts of personality, and 
prescribed repertoires of conduct do have radical effects on belief arid 
conduct. We also argue that social relations affect both forms of mental 
pathology and the forms of normality in terms of which it is defined and 
assessed. We argue the specific effectiveness of social relations in psychic 
life. Family patterns; as social institutions, are thus by no means inconse
quential, even if they are paralleled by a distinct psychic-symbolic 
Oedipal order. All forms of social institutions exist parallelto, rather 
than directly corresponding to this order, the modern nuclear family no 
less than the Trobriand family.· We are driven to recognise that social 
relations as analysed by anthropology and sociology do not wholly 
encapsulate and determine the content of the psychic domain. That 
domain too has a specific effectiveness which cannot be reduced to 
biology or individual psychology. It.also has a collective and symbolic 
character. This collective and symbolic psychic domain thus intersects 
with, parallels and even challenges manifest social relations. 'Culture' in 
the anthropological sense; is a totality which encloses and determines the 
way of life, sentiments and actions of a people. It tends therefore to deny 
any place for Freud's form of analysis. We would argue that social 
relations do not form an inclusive-totality in this sense. It should also be 
said that this psychic domain, postulated by psychoanalysis, is neither 
fully defined nor explained by it. Totem and Taboo represents a signal 
failure to do so. It has the negative merit of most clearly revealing the 
problematic nature of the relations between psychoanalysis and cultural 
anthropology. 

· Psychoanalysis provides the means to-question a central concept 
of anthropology, the opposition between nature and culture. u~vi

Strauss attempts to use this opposition in his.own explanation of the incest 
tabooY-Levi-Strauss considers theincest taboo as the foundation of all 
social rules. The h:uman family is based on institutional rules which deny 
nature. The taboo on incest is the origin of culture because it is a denialof 
nature, of a perfectly possible biological relationship: The rule 
establishes the first oppositions, between the possible and the instituted; 
from which follow all other oppositions and cultural differences. But if 
Freud is right about human sexuality, there is no given 'nature', a biologi
ea! realm of possible actions, to be denied. It is not merely that 'incest' is a 
cultm_:al category. All organisation of the sexual instincts is psychical and 
symbolic. 'Nature' is a cultural category. Freud's arguments lead us to 
recognise that there is no 'nature' separate from the psychic and the 
symbolic, which can be opposed and denied. It is this implication of 
Freud's theory which makes it particularly difficult to put psychoanalysis 
and anthropology together as complementary human sciences. They are 
condemned for the foreseeable future to coexist in tension. We should try 
to make that tension productive rather than sterile. Recognising mutual 
incompatibilities and limitations may be one route to doing so. 
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Notes 

Freud wrote thus to a woman who sought advice about her son: 'Homosexual
ity is assuredly no advantage, but it is nothing to be ashamed of, no vice, no 
degradation; it cannot be classified as an illness, we consider it to be a varia
tion of the sexual function ... It is a great injustice to persecute homosexuality 
as a crime- and a cruelty too ... By asking me if I can help you, you mean, I 
suppose if I can abolish homosexuality and make normal heterosexuality take 
its place ... What analysis can do for your son runs in a different line. If he is 
unhappy, neurotic, torn by conflicts, inhibited in his_sociallife, analysis may 
bring him harmony, peace of mind, full efficiency, whether he remains 
homosexual or gets changed.' Freud cited by Juliet Mitchell, Psychoanalysis 
and Feminism Alien Lane 1974 p 11. 

2 'A cultural community is perfectly justified, psychologically, in starting by 
proscribing manifestations of sexual life in children, for there would be no 
prospect of curbing the sexual lusts of adults if the ground had not been 
prepared for it in childhood.' Freud Civilisation and its Discontents SE XXI p 
104. 

3 For purposes of economy in exposition we will treat the child as a male. It is 
often contended that Freud cannot account fully for the development of 
female sexuality with his concept of the 'Oedipus Complex'. Juliet Mitchell in 
Psychoanalysis and Feminism argues persuasively that this is not the case"; we 
refer the reader to her work. 

4 Sexual 'instincts' would thus better be rendered as sexual 'drives' but we 
retain here the usage of the Standard Edition of Freud's works edited by 
James Strachey, and continue to refer to Sexualtriebe as 'sexual instincts'. 

5 For a discussion of 'propping' see Jean Laplanche, Life and Death in Psycho
analysis John Hopkins University Press, Baltimore 1976 ( 1970). 

6 Darwin's knowledge of the higher primates was limited; whilst baboons do 
form troops with a dominance hierarchy; this is not ·true of apes like chimp-
anzees and orangutans. 

7 See Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego SE XVIII p 122 and p 135. 
8 In Freud's day the concepts of the inheritance of acquired characteristics and 

of ontogeny recapitulating phylogeny were far more respectable in orthodox 
biological science than they are today. Darwin's theory of natural selection 
was widely criticised in the early 1900s because it did not provide a 
mechanism for the transmission of characteristics. This was only provided 
later in our century by the development of genetic theory. On the lacunae in 
Darwin's theory seeP Vorzimmer: Charles Darwin, the Years of Controversy 
University of London Press 1972, and on the state of evolutionary biology in 
the 1900s E Radl The History of Biological Theories OUP London 1930 
(original ed 1909). 

9 Geza R6heim, whose anthropological work among the Australian Aborigines 
was supported by Freud and other analysts, strenuously argues this thesis in 
Psychoanalysis and Anthropology International Universities Press, New 
York, 1973, among other works. He gives interesting examples of virtually 
identical dream symbolism occurring in cultures as diverse as New York and 
the NormanJ:>y Islands .. 

10 Freud, thus founded the characteristic element of the formation of human 
sexual identities on an event. Freud does not treat the murder of the primal 
father as pre-given or inevitable. The basic components of the Oedipo
syrnbolic have been transmitted in memory and myth from that day to this. 
Freud's explanation is thus neither evolutionary- involving a necessary 
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succession of 'stages' - nor does it involve a concept of progress. Freud's 
account differs radically from writers like Morgan and Engels who set up a 
primitive promiscuity, matriarchy and patriarchy as successive stages of 
culture- each more advanced than the preceding one. Matriarchy is not a 
stage pri01 tO patriarchy for Freud - human sexuality is constituted by the 
law of the father throughout history in Totem and Taboo. These points and, 
more generally, Freud's use of anthropological literature are discussed in a 
recent article by Rosalind Coward, 'On the Oedipus Complex' in Critique of 
Anthropology 15 Spring 1980. 

11 See Freud's discussion of the emancipation ofsexuality from instinct, from 
direct excitation by olfactory stimuli. 'Civilisation' is not an event but a 
gradual process: 'The fateful process of civilisation would thus not have set in 
with man's adoption of an erect posture' (SE XXI pp 90-lOOn). The 'horde', 
thus, is hardly natural or pre·social. 

12 See his Essay on the Origin of Inequality Among Men (1755). 
13 Malinowski observes at this point: 'Aswe saw, we are asked to believe that the 

totemic crime produces remorse which is expressed in the sacrament of endo· 
cannibalistic totemic feast, and in the institution of sexual taboo. This 
implies the primordial sons had a conscience. But conscience is a most unnat· 
ural mental trait imposed on man by culture' (Sex and Repression p 165). As 
we shall see above, Freud thought 'conscience' to be a far from unproblema· 
tic cultural imposition, that guilt has its own psychic dynamics. 

14 The relevant passage is the following: 
'One can readily conceive how, when arrived at this state of exalta· 
tion, a man does not recognise himself any longer. Feeling himself 
dominated and carried away by some sort of an external power which 
makes him think and act differently than in normal times, he 
naturally has the impression of being himself no longer. It seems to 
him that he has become a new being: the decorations he puts on and 
the masks that cover his face figure materially in this interior trans' 
formation, and to a still greater extent, they aid in determining its 
nature. And as at the same time all his companions feel themselves 
transformed in the same WilY and express this sentiment by their cries, 
their gestures and their general attitude, everything is just as though 
he really were transported into a special world, entirely different from 
the one where he ordinarily lives, and into an environment filled with 
exceptionally intense forces that take hold of him and metamorphose 
him. How could such experiences as these, especially when they are 
repeated every day for weeks, fail to leave him in the coiwiction that 
there really exist two heterogeneous and mutually incomparable 
worlds? One is that where his daily life drags wearily along; but he 
cannot penetrate into the other without at once entering into 
relations with extraordinary powers that excite him to the point of 
frenzy, The first is the profane world, the second that of sacred things. 

So it is in the midst of these effervescent social environments and 
out of this effervescence itself that the religious idea seems to be born.' 

Elementary Forms of the Religious Life Emile Durkheim, Alien and Unwin 
1915 pp 218-19. Claude U~vi-Strauss noted this contradiction, that a 'collec
tive representation' is derived from affective states and sentiments of indivi
duals, in Totemism Beacon Press 1963 pp 59-61 and 70-71. 

15 Reprinted in Kroeber, The Nature of Culture University of Chicago Press 
1952 Ch 37- see also his later remarks inCh 38. 

16 Perhaps the clearest examples are to be found in Siegfried Sassoon'sMemoirs 
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of an Infantry Officer Fa her 1965; see also P J Camp bell, The Ebb and Flow 
of Battle OUP 1979 and G Coppard, Wzth a Machine Gun to Cambrai 
HMSO 1969. For a modem woman writer's sensitive recognition and 
reconstruction of these attachments see Susan Hill, Strange Meeting Penguin 
1974. 

17 See Em est Jones, 'Mother Right and the Sexual Ignorance of Savages', Essays 
in Applied Psychoanalysis Vol 2 1951; Geza R6heim, Psychoanalysis and 
Anthropology, op at, particularly pp 29-30 and p 159, ·also Ch Ill and 
'Psychoanalysis and Anthropology' inS Lerand (ed) Psychoanalysis Today 
Alien and Unwin 1932. 

18 See The Elementary Structure of Kinshzp Eyre & Spottiswoode 1969 Ch 1 and 
11, also p xxix and 'The Family' in H Shapiro (ed)Man, Culture and Society 
OUP London 1971 



·Introduction to 
Post-Partum Document 

Elizabeth Cowie 

Post-Partum Document is centred on and emerges from the relationship 
of Mary Kelly with her infant son. Through its series of representations 
the exhibition shows the social and psychical positioning of the mother 
and child as a reciprocal and shifting process. But, while the material of 
the exhibition derives from and is motivated by the mother-child 
relationship, it is not simply 'expressive' of that relationship. The . 
Document is concerned to articulate motherhood as an instance of the 
feminine produced through specific processes of psychic investment. This 
is undertaken through the production of an art work, thus focussing the 
question of representation for both the unconscious and for aesthetic 
practices. 

The conception of the project as an art work is important. As such 
it represents an intervention into current and conventional art practices 
and is an attempt to develop differently a feminist art practice. More 
specifically it is important for the notion of engagement the art work 
involves, of the positioning of spectator /reader constructed and from this 
the way in which the spectator is forced to work on and through the art
work in order to engage with it. The Post-Partum Document thereforeis 
not an exposition, a logical argument which marshalls documents as facts 
but a putting into play of diverse materials whose signification emerges 
across their interplay rather than being given in any one. 

The exhibition is organised in six sections each of which has two 
distinct parts or orders of material: objects and records of the mother
child relationship, framed and hung on the gallery wall; and written 
documentation accompanying the exhibition entitled 'Footnotes to the 
Post-Partum Document'. The material on the gallery wall consist on the 
one hand of framed titles and diagrams and on the other of a series of 
composed and framed objects and texts. Each section commences with a 
framed title, for example 'Documentation 1: Analysed Faecal Stains and 
Feeding Charts', which is followed by a framed diagram on human m eta
holism in the first year of life, and the section is concluded by a second 
title 'Experimentum Mentis I (Weaning from the Breast)', a second 
diagram, the Lacanian schema 'R' (a different aspect of which is 
emphasised in each section) and adaptations of Lacan's algorithm: 
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Subject over little s. Between these diagrams and titles are presented the 
framed and composed objects and texts, constituting a series around the 
'theme' of each section. In first section, for example, this is a group of 28 
nappy liners below which are mounted a typed record of the child's food 
intake for the day corresponding to the faecal stains shown on the liner. 

Each section of the exhibition is a chronological series so that as 
the spectator moves from one frame to another a progression unfolds over 
a period of weeks or months. The final section is In some ways the most 
dramatic since we see in it the achievement of writing- Kelly writes his 
own name. Usually however the sections do not have such an achieved 
narrative form, rather their beginnings and endings are constructed 
effects of Mary Kelly's organisation of them as series as opposed to the 
result of any 'event' they may contain. The quality of the exhibition as 
series is important; it places the spectator in a specific mode of viewing 
since the images cannot be grasped at a glance- a superficial look 
would not reveal the complexity of difference and its elaboration across 
the objects. It imposes order, since it involves the lure of a chronological 
progression, but not as narrative since the 'ending'- in fact the Lacanian 
diagram and algorithm- willnot sum up or resolve, complete and con
clude in any simple way. The use of text within the framed objects as well 
as their size (!nd their appearance as sequence, demand that the spectator 
come up close, engaging a process of careful reading, sustained attention 
to each object, to which the next object will add, redoubling but not 
necessarily extending. Narrativity is there but it lacks an enigma posed, 
resolved, so that while each object is different and adds to the previous 
one, it does not say 'more' than the previous one. The progression is 
strictly chronological rather than epistemological, since we don't learn 
any 'answer' or uncover a 'truth' unfolded by that progression. The series 
are instead marked by systematic and obsessive orders of repetition. In 
the last section, consisting of 15 slates, there is the repeated mode of the 
child's progress in learning to write, the progression through the letter&. of 
the alphabet book, and the progressions of the days and months of Mary 
Kelly's diary entries. This effect of seriality is important because the 
exhibition does not seek to signify through any given content but through 
its organisation and combination together. The obsessive repetition of 
spectating imposed by the order of the exhibition mimics something of 
the psychical positioning of the mother. It emphasises the gaps, what is 
not there, the constraints of the ordering; even the question 'What else, 
what next' which it gives rise to exposes a particular relation to the 
material marking an arousal of desire on the part of the spectator, for the 
fullness of subject position narrative gratifies. Yet that is the story of the 
Post-Partum Document, specifically, the subject-positioning· of 
motherhood. 

The initial difficulty of the exhibition is mitigated by a certain 
accessibility of each framed object- the confessional quality of the diary 
notes and mother's comments, the voyeuristic mother-child conversa
tions. As well as the access afforded by the plastic qualities of the objects 
and the aesthetic form of their composition as framed- the elegant shape 
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and delicacy of the faecal stains on the nappy liners, each of the same 
order but each different. Or the sense of weight and solidity afforded by 
the slates- a concreteness of form paralleling the way in which language 
and in particular written language as science grasps reality. The slates are 
also resonant of the nineteenth-century Board School child's writing 
slate; or of the beginnings of writing, with the references in the organisa
tion of its texts to the Rosetta Stone. 

The intimacy of the diary notes is repeated in the intimacy of 
reading demanded by the complexity and size of the texts, transforming 
the 'typical' spectator relations in art galleries. To view the Post-Partum 
Document immediately demands work on a number of levels which are 
organised by the Document itself in order to grasp the relationship of 
elements within the objects-as-image arid to combine this actoss the 
different images. The footnotes then offer, as footnotes should, a level of 
explanation and further elaboration; but in so doing themselves institute 
a further order of work. 

The elements presented in the exhibition are already constituted 
within other systems of signification and indeed part of their signification 
here is exactly this, for example the alphabet book used in the Slates series 
of the last section. But they are now gathered up into the system of the 
Post-Partum Document which organises, places and delimits their mean
ing for that system. So that their meaning is not merely as combination 
but rather an imbrication, the production of meaning arising from their 
juxtaposition rather than addition. It is in this sense that the Document is 
'iritertextual', resisting a division of form and content and involving an 
intrication of its elements, in play, producing an interdependence of 
meaning which is not just the effect of a contrast, conflict or absurd com' 
bination of elements. The material .of the Document is thus never a 
simple expression of motherhood but an organisation of signifiers whose 
meanings emerge within the sections and across the whole system of the 
Document. The determination of meaning is therefore neither merely 
linear not logo-centric. To this extent, too, Mary Kelly's own claims for 
the Document, her intentions for the material, are no more than a 
context, posing an initial question which becomes one thread in the 
fabric of the work. 

The Psychic and the Social 

The perspective of Post-Partum Document as a project is located in 
feminism's concern with the personal; the subjective in women's 
experience is a starting point but this experience is also, as already 
suggested, placed by it. So that for example Mary Kelly writes of the 
Document that 'at another level, it argues against the supposed self
sufficiency of "lived experience" and for a theoretical elaboration of the 
social relations in which "femininity" is formed'. (Control Magazine no 
10 1977) The context for that elaboration in the Post- PartumDocument 
is, on the one hand, Marxism and on the other, psychoanalysis 
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-brought together in Althusser's theory of ideology as a 'lived relation' 
and followed in Juliet Mitchell's Psychoanalysis and Feminism (1974) 
which argues that psychoanalysis 'offers an analysis of the place and 
meaning of sexuality and gender differences within society' (p xxiii) and 
can represent a theory of the construction of sexed subjects in ideology. 
For psychoanalysis, to achieve subjecthood is necessarily social since it is 
the entry into human culture. But clearly the social for Marxism is not 
defined like this. While the Post-Partum Document has references to a 
social division of labour and to social institutions such as the school, the 
exhibition does not, finally, handle these. The mother's sense of respon
sibility, initially attributed to the social division of labour is, through the 
work of the exhibition itself, shown to remain even when child-care is 
radically altered to include the father. As will be shown later, the 
question of the social role of the mother in relation to the school, which 
arises in the final section published here, is raised only at the cost of 
leaving behind the question of desire posed by psychoanalysis and 
dominant in the early sections of the exhibition. This discontinuity marks 
the problem of trying to marry Marxism and psychoanalysis. 

Yet the exhibition itself indicates an alternative way of positing 
the problem. Motherhood is shown as a positioning not a role. 'Being a 
mother' is a coming into a place which the Post-Partum Document 
describes across a series of psychic investments, themselves by no means 
outside the social. This third sense of the social -neither psychoanalysis 
nor ideological state apparatus- is the one which is used in what follows. 

The experience of motherhood - the 'lived relation'- is first of all 
constituted psychically by the series of objects as traces of desire and 
processes of loss, a re-tracing of castration. Since these objects never exist 
as transparent representations, simply to recognise the nappy liners, in 
the first section is not to exhaust the signification produced in their 
appearance on the gallery wall and their conjunction with the feeding 
charts placed below them. 

Mary Kelly tries to give access to psychical processes in the 
organisation of the exhibition so that its reading mimics and reproduces 
the way in which these objects have already been appropriated and 
invested with psychic meanings. The objects are dislodged from their 
'natural' niche in a way which re-presents the work of the psyche upon 
those objects. 

In what sense can this be understood as the 'social relations in 
which "femininity" is formed'? First, in the psychical sense of the entry 
into human culture. Yet clearly the objects are social in another way- the 
dietary charts appearing below the nappies are organised by a whole 
world of social discourses on nutrition. It might appear then that the 
psychic is represented by the nappy liners while the social is represented in 
the charts and that these are simply juxtaposed. But this juxtaposition 
forces a recognition that the liners are themselves a 'social text', while the 
dietary charts too bear a psychical load. At the same time this relation
ship is not exactly symmetrical. It is a question neither of re-inforcement 
nor parallelism. Because social and psychic are different orders of effects 
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they cinnot simply be summed. And for the same reason they do not 
mirror each other, that is, they are not substitute expressions for each 
other. 

The question of the relation between psychic and social can be further 
examined by looking at the footnotes to the first section. The footnotes to 
the Documentation refer to the framed nappy liners and nutrition charts 
and explain the selection and import of the material shown according to 
its science. The moment of nutrition is seized upon and elaborated 
through a scientific discourse which constitutes one aspect of the social 
role of mother; thus it can be seen that the field of selection of objects for 
psychic investment is not itself random. But while nutrition is thus consti
tuted as an organised empirical field, this scientific discourse does not 
sufficiently determine that field as it appears in the exhibition. 

In the Experimentum Mentis footnotes it is the discourse of 
psychoanalysis which offers an analysis of the Post-Partum Document as 
a field of desire and places and explains'the selection and investment of 
the objects and texts in relation to that field-of desire. Psychoanalysis 
presents a metadiscourse through which to read all the other parts of the 
Document. It constructs a position from which to view, where the images 
come into place much as 'the anamorphic paintings of the seventeenth 
century posited a place for the spectator from which the view of the 
painting was 'correct'. This metadiscourse comes to subsume the social 
discourses, the sciences of nutrition etc of the Documentation footnotes, 
in the sense that it poses their insufficiency to the psychic. The Experi
mentum Mentis footnotes privilege psychoanalysis to excavate a par
ticular path through the material of the exhibition. But the interplay of 
psychic and social presented there exceeds the explanatory discourse of 
psychoanalysis. 

Motherhood, Loss, Fetish 

What is the field of desire presented by the Post-Partum Document? 
Through the Experientum Mentis footnotes it can be seen as the relation
ship of mother and child understood psychically whereby the mother's 
desire is for the child as phallus, which is reciprocated by the child's wish 
to be the' phallus for her. Lacking the phallus, in motherhood the woman 
is re-inforced in her narcissism. 'Until birth the child is part of the 
mother's body, and later, comes to her as an object which was once part of 
herself.' And motherhood erases the loss that is castration in the 
plenitude of having the· child-as-phallus because she can produce 
complete object love without relinquishing a narcissistic object choice.' 
But this relationship is unstable and the mother will be propelled both by 
the intervention of the father and the child's traversal of his or her own 
Oedipal complex, into a replaying of the process of desire of the phallus, 
loss and castration. 



120 mlf 

In the Experimentum Mentis IV footnotes it is suggested that the 
child's demand constitutes the mother as Other who has the privilege of 
satisfying his or her needs and at the same time the whimsical power of 
depriving her or him of this satisfaction. 'To a certain extent the mother 
recognises the unconditional element of the demand as a demand for 
love. It is this which underlies her feeling of "ultimate responsibility" for 
the child even when the sexual division of labour in childcare is radically 
altered to include the father. But there is another cause for the asymmetry 
which is not necessarily given at the level of consciousness. This is the 
mother's desire to remain the privileged Other of the pre-Oedipal 
instance, insofar as the child's demands are the guarantee of her femin
inity'. 'At the Oedipal moment, the mother, father and child inhabit a 
closed field of desire but for the mother the distancing function of the 
father uncovers the source of narcissistic satisfaction which is sustained by 
her Imaginary object, the child as phallus. This is the pleasure of 
maternal femininity. The site of this excavation is precisely the corporeal 
reality of the child's body (the soft, perfectly rounded body of her baby) 
because the pleasure she derives from it must be relinquished. This loss is 
pre-ordained on the one hand by the natural process of maturation, and 
on the other, by the prohibitions of the the Father and the Law. The 
Oedipal melodrama is staged as a maternal version of the fort/ da game: 
"How grown up you are"/"You're still my baby".' 

Mary Kelly is concerned to explore this process of desire and separa
tion, of the continuing and repeated parturition of mother and child and 
the repeated attempts to suture this loss, symptomatically represented in 
the framed objects. These framed objects and texts exist as fetishes within 
the Post-Partum Document. On the one hand this involves a standard 
notion of fetish as the reification of the object in art practices. On the other 
hand there is the psychoanalytic notion of fetish as that substitutive object 
or element which is used to disavow, and in so doing acknowledge, the 
absenceofthepenis, thefactofthewoman'scastration. Fetishism, so much 
assumed to be the realm of masculine disavowal, is here presented as 
equally a feminine project insofar as the objects and texts of the Post
Partum Document are the attempts of the mother to come to terms with the 
fact of her castration at the level of the psychic, through investing a series of 
objects which disavow the loss of the child-as-phallus. 

Mary Kelly writes that 'In the Post-Partum Document the "art 
objects" are used as fetish objects, explicitly to disphice the potential 
fetishisation of the child, and implicitly to expose the typically fetishistic 
function of representation. The stained liners, folded vests, child's 
markings and word imprints ... are representations in the_ psycho
analytic sense, of cathected memory traces. These traces, in combination 
with the diaries, speech events and feeding charts, construct the discourse 
of the mother's "lived experience".' (Control Magazine no 10 1977) 
However the Post-Partum Document is not concerned with a personal 
history but with the problem of the 'personal history' of motherhood. The 
deliberate absence of the human figure, of direct photographic images of 
Mary, the father Ray Barrie, or her son Kelly himself in the series is thus 
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important. This strategy further underlines the work of the exhibition as 
representation rather than reflection and further distances it from auto
biography. The fullness of identification with the image as realist repres
entation, the human face, is refused. Instead we must make do, indeed 
work with the series of constructions of this personal history, to grasp it as 
constituted in a series of representations, markings, approximations, 
symbolisations and discourses. The personal experience of motherhood is 
the material for an exploration of motherhood in our society. That exper
ience, of Mary Kelly's as a mother, is not however any self-evident truth, 
but appears as markings or traces, and in the gaps, losses and separations 
produced across the juxtaposition of the material of the exhibition. It is a 
process of r,epresentation by which the individual subject comes to be 
placed. Mary Kelly has suggested of Documentation IV, that 'to refuse to 
signify the mother through her image, photographic or otherwise, is not 
to erase her presence from the scene, but rather to locate her desire 
precisely in the field of the Other through the presence of the child'. 
'Furthermore, because the figure of ~he mother is not present in the work, 
it does not suggest that the representation of femininity can escape the 
''corruption", the fetishistic implications, of conventional codes by 
evacuating the image. In the Post-Partum Document the realism which is 
repressed in the realm of the look returns in the form of the diary text.' 

. The narrative capture, the story told, the titilating intimacy of confession 
are presented in these texts. But the 'story' actually only appears in the 
juxtaposition of these texts with the objects, becoming a statement of a 
process of positioning of mother and child in social relations. The objects 

. and texts of the exhibition are important transitory, substitutive objects 
in this circulation. 'Her "memorabilia" and the child's "transitional 
objects" are emblems' which testify to the threatened loss of mutual 
enjoyment, but the desire in which they are grounded can only be caused 
in the unconscious by the specific structure of phantasy.' (Quotations 
from Control Magazine no 11 1979) 

The femininity of motherhood in the earlier phases of the exhibi
tion lay in the pleasure of narcissistic identification with the child and the 
concomitant excessive sense of a mother's reponsibility, the function of 
her privileged place as the Other in the pre-Oedipal instance. In the final 
section 'being a real mother' is placed definitively as a position of loss. 
The exhibition then offers a reading of these moments of loss, grasped in 
the specific o_bjects, texts, records of the processes of speaking, writing or 
discovery of knowledge which are documented on the gallery wall- the 
pressure of what is absent pointing up their function as fetishes. But the 
exhitition also centres the problem of femininity which Mary Kelly 
identifies as 'the difficulty of the symbolic order for women is precisely the 
difficulty of resolving Oedipal castration when the privileged signifier of 
that order is the phallus.' Psychoanalysis shows not a putting into place of 
femininity but the difficulty of femininity being in place for the woman, 
the mother. 
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In the last section of the exhibition the Slates present a further replaying 
of the Oedipal drama in the process of learning to read and write. And it 
is in this process that the positioning of mother and child is undertaken to 
be finally social- for the acquisition of written language marks the 
definitive accession of the child to symbolic relations, his entry into 
culture. For this reason the Slates are not merely the last section but mark 
the end of the project of the Post-Partum Document. The Imaginary 
function of the Document for Mary Kelly as mother must finish or else 
would continue as a repetition, replaying a loss which is now already in 
some sense complete. It is in this section however that the most difficult 
problems of the relation of the psychic and social emerge insofar as the 
mother/child relation is now foregrounded against a field of social 
relations. 

However the Documentation 'Exerque' footnotes show an 
insistence of the psychic in the social in the child's attempts to produce a 
social form, the alphabet. The insistence of the psychic is apparent in the 
child's incipient agraphia (language disturbance) which Mary Kelly 
describes as 'symptomatic of a resistance to the repression of Oedipal 
sexuality'. Yet the fact that psychoanalysis figures in the footnotes here, 
just as nutrition, botany etc did earlier indicates a shift in the status being 
given to it. The psychic must now sit on a par with the social which looms 
ever larger. 

Indeed the mother's diary appearing in the typescript on the 
Slates presents the playing out of the psychical position of the mother 
across the social institutions, practices and discourses which themselves 
position her as mother. The mother's desire to do the best for her child is 
seen as an identification with the child to-be-what-she-would-like-to-be 
which succeeds her Imaginary desire for the child to be the phallus (to-be
what-she-wants-him -to-be). The Diary text shows the engagement of that 
desire with the position as mother produced through the discourses of 
school, health agencies etc. 

The 'Diary' footnotes then seek to set out the scientific discourses 
which grasp and explain this engagement, just as nutrition 'explained' 
the dietary charts in the first section of the exhibition. Whereas in the 
Diary text on the Slates the problem of the social for the mother always 
involves a psychical investment, in the footnotes that social is charted by 
the discourses of economics, sociology, political economy, statistics and 

·becomes the social problem of bad schools, awful housing, inadequate 
health provision, low income, which produces 'inadequate mothers' as a 
statistical effect. To the extent that the social is posed as a 'problem' it 
functions as a unified field external to the mother-child relationship. 

Still another sense of the social is invoked when the 'Diary' 
footnotes speak of the mother as the site of a construction as agent, with 
specific moral and legal responsibilities and attributes (though these in 
fact are often fulfilled not by the child's mother but by his father). The 
multiple notions of social point to the problem of the specificity of the 
social suborndation of the mother. The issue of the social subordination 
of women has been raised at the beginning of the 'Diary' footnotes: 'The 
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Diary narrative inserts the intersubjective discourse of the letter into the 
complex institutional practices and systems of representation which 
·produces the social subordination of the mother.' But- as the 
juxtaposition of nappy liners and feeding charts showed- the intersub
jective is already and always was in a relation to such social pni.ctices and 
systems of representation. The difference of the Slates section is not due 
to an absence of the social earlier, but its different, privileged presence 
here. The mother's loss is now a definitive giving up of the child because it 
is instituted in social relations. And this raises again the question of what 
this social can be and what are the forms of its effectivity on and for the 
psychic. Yet in the Experimentum Mentisfootnotes it is the psychical and 
not the social which is rety.rned to as site from which to ask the question of 
the relation of the social and psychic. And if the Post-Partum Document 
shows that there are no easy answers to this ·question, its importance is 
that it has set out a certain terrain~ the mother-child relationship- in 
which that question cannot be refused. 

I would like to thank Parveen Adams and Beverly Brown for their help on 
this article, in particular for their collaboration on the section 'The 
Psychical and the Social'. 



Post-Partum Document 
Mary Kelly 

Documentation VI 
Pre-Writing Alphabet 

Exerque and Diary1 

a 

The formative phase in which the child began to read and write was docu · 
mented over a period of 18 months from January 1977 to April 1978. 
During this time (age 3.5-4.8) he started to identify certain letter shapes 
and map out a system of markings related to the traditional alphabet. 
Notations were made on his observations following 'ABC sessions', (ie, 
reading from favourite alphabet books as part of the bed-time story 
repertoire), and the documentation was concluded when he began to 
write his own name. At the same time he entered infants school, an event 
which was equally significant for the mother because the learning pro
cess, once assumed to be a 'private' discourse, was then clearly seen to be 
determined by an institutional context. 

The documentation is inscribed on slates and set out in chronolo
gical order. Each inscription is divided into three registers (analogous to 
the Rosetta Stone) with the child's 'hieroglyphic' letter-shapes (Pre· 
Writing Alphabet) in the upper portion; the mother's print- script 
commentary (Exerque) in the middle section and her type-script narra
tive (Diary) in the lower part. 
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Alphabet 

The letter shapes deciphered in these inscriptions do not constitute a 
logical alphabet (there are 15 figures beginning with x and ending in B 
rather than 26 from A to Z); but they do demonstrate the child's propen
sity to develop a system of graphic representation. 

Pre-writing succeeds a mode of purposeful scribbling which 
already includes diagrammatic markings such as crosses and circles. At 
this moment the significant,.difference is that the child's expressed inten
tion in making these marks is 'writing'. The x, called 'a cross', ref 3.501 x* 
constitutes a kind of universal grapheme class. It is virtually the func
tional equivalent of all letters, as the commentary indicates, 'he substi
tutes different letter names for the same mark'; as yet, the child does not 
recognise the distinctive features which are necessary to distinguish one 
letter or grapheme class from another. In ref 3.602o, the distinctive 
feature of o, curvedness, displays an optimal contrast with the straight 
lines (ascenders) of x; o is generally associated with anything round, but 
at the same time it designates a more specific letter category than x 
insofar as when he writes o, he calls it 'a round and an o'. The 
development of a graphemic system_follows from this initial opposition of 
marks, but it is ultimately dependent upon filling in the gaps between x 
and o. The first split occurs on the side of curvedness between the closed
Jiess of o and the openness ofe, ref 3.603o. At this point an extensive 
number of variations or graphs are included in the grapheme class e but 
together with x and o, they comprise a triangle defining the distinctive 
features dosedness-openness on the horizontal axis and straightness
curvedness on the vertical axis: 

X 

0 e 

In turn, straightness is differentiated by symmetry, x, versus asymmetry, 
r. The grapheme r, called 'a hook', ref 3. 704r, also introduces curvedness 
into this category and by an extension of the 'hook' produces n and m. 
Next the ~scender i is may-ked by the addition of a feature-i which he calls 
'a dot and ani', ref 3.805i, and c, significantly unnamed, ref 3.806c, is 
marked by the addition of ascenders and descenders-b. d, p, q, 'a round 
and a straight'. ref 3. 908p, thus combining .the distinctive features of 
both axes of the triangle. 

Then capital letter configurations arise from combinations, addi
tions or subtractions of ascenders; firstly placing an emphasis on the dis
tinctive feature straightness as in E, F, 'a straight one and another 
straight one', ref 3. 909E, and later introducing curvedness as in R, ref 
4.113R. This is followed by the letters K and B, ref 4.414K-4.515B, 
which are constructed with a specific intention - writing his own name. 

*The numbers refer to the individual slates, see illustrations. 
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By this time the child's discrimination of distinctive features is adequate 
enough to categorise most letters of the alphabet and designate them by a 
spoken name. In addition, he recognises that letters such as E and e 
constitute alternatives for a single grapheme class and that although they 
have no distinctive features in common, they are equated when identify
ing a letter category in reading. The concept of reading also implies 
directionality; as evidenced in ref 4.515K, the child's name is insistently 
printed from left to right, and significantly, previous inversions and 
reversals of letters such as a,b,o are corrected in this process. As a 
result his letters effectively represent the minimal contrasts necessary to 
distinguish a word in writing and at this moment his 'writing' articulates 
the letter as a material locus, a visual configuration, a concept and a 
category name. 

Exerque 

The commentary and quotations set out below the child's inscription, 
identifies the letter as material support of a concrete discourse. Within 
this space emphasis is placed on the intersubjective relations of mother 
and child in the act of reading and writing. Thus the gaps, omissions and 
inversions of the pre-writing alphabet are crucial for the mother in 
deciphering the child's text. His incipient agraphia - the provocative a 
ref 3.603e, the unspoken o , ref 3.806c, the overstated ·E ref 4.012H, 
insofar as it is symptomatic of a resistance to the repressiOn of Oedipal 
sexuality, implicates the mother and gives a place to her phantasies as 
well as those of the child. In this sense the intertexuality of Alphabet and 
Exerque efface the distinction between an object-letter and a subject who 
deciphers it. The hieroglyphic residues of the child's letter-shapes- the 
ideographic x, ref 3_50lx, the pictographic i, ref 3_805i, the phono
graphic s, ref 3.lllls, undermine a notion of the alphabet as absolute 
representation, ie as a system of arbitrary signs purged of all figurative 
regressions. 

On the one hand, the repression, condensation and displacement 
of graphemic signifiers in the child's text, suggest a writing anterior to 
speech, an insistence of the letter in the discourse of the unconscious 
which is resistant to signification as such. And on the other hand, the 
graphic rhetoric of children's books referred to in the mother's annota
tions to the child's script, such as A is for apple, B is for balloon, C is for 
cake etc, implies a certain coagulation of the signified, and underlines 
the logocentric bias of the system of language to which the letter ulti
mately subscribes; a system that privileges naming and the proper name 
and that pronounces the beginning of writing with the child's inscription 
of his father's name. 

Diary 

The diary narrative inserts the intersubjective discourse of the letter into 
the complex of institutional practices and systems of representation 
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which produces the social subordination of the mother. Firstly, there is the 
representation of a specific socio-economic category. The diary events sur

rounding the child's entry into infants school 'take place' in an urban, 
industrial, multi-racial, working class area of the inner city often desig
nated as disadvantaged or 'deprived', ref 3. 806c. In sociological rhetoric, 
'disadvantage' is constituted by a signifying chain of percentages con
cerningone-parent families, working mothers, low income, poor housing, 
inadequate transport, overcrowdedschoqls, accidents, disease, pollution, 
illiteracy and crime. The place the mother occupies as an effect of the 
signifying chain is inevitably that of failure or at best a victim of circum
stance; but the position she takes up in the process of representing this place 
to herself is by no means fixed as one of resignation; in ref 3. 704r, it is 
resistance, in ref3.908p, denial, in ref3.lllls, disassociation. Ultimately, 
it is not themother'shopes, aspirations and ambitions for her child that are 
lacking, but the possibility of their realisation which is circumscribed by 
separation from the means of production, possession and 'advantage'. 

Secondly, there is the construction of the agency of the mother I 
housewife. In this position the mother is assigned certain responsibilities, 
moral attributes and legal statuses by the education authority. For 
instance in ref 4 .414K, the form of address employed by the headmistress, 
'Mrs', at once affirms the parent's legal status as wife and her attribute as 
mother, implying the child's 'legitimacy'. It is to this agent/ addressee that 
the school sends all memoranda concerning the dates of term, of holidays, 
the requirements for school outings, bazaars and benefits, the cost of 
school dinners, the rules and regulations concerning absenteeism, 
tardiness, fires, floods, the lending of library books, and the lending of a 
helping hand, such as supervising the playgroup, ref 3.50lx. 

In addition the local health authority, in collaboration with the 
school, administers a medical service which consists primarily of monitor
ing the child's health - illnesses, immunisation, physical growth, mental 
progress and general social adjustment- and which designates the 
mother as guarantor of his well-being. This process of surveillance is 
epitomised by the yearly check-up, ref 3.909E, and the mother's attend
ance is 'strongly advised'. Unavoidably the child's symptom is read as a 
sign of her· capacity/incapacity to fulfill the agency of the mother/ 
housewife at the level of the attributes deemed essential to that agency 
such as common sense, practicality and discipline mediated by an inti
mate; natural bond with the ch,ild. However, the mother never sufficiently 
corresponds to the agency this institutional discourse defines and that is 
demonstrated by the father's participation in the realisation (also always 
partial) of those capacities, for instance when the mother is working, ref 
4.ll3R. Nor does the father necessarily conform to the agency of the 
father /husband fulfilling the function of breadwimier or possessing a 
'natural' aptitude for authority etc. On the one hand, there is often 
conflict between the husband and the wife over responsibility for the 
child, ref 4.414K, but on the other hand there is unmitigated deference 
shown by both parents towards the assumed authority of the headmis
tress/teacher in matters concerning childcare, ref 3.807m. 
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Thus the mother's secondary social status is not necessarily a result 
of the subordination of women by men, but rather it is an effect of the 
position occupied as the agent of childcare within the legal, moral, 
medical and pedagogic discourses of the educational institution. But 
there is a difference for the mother with respect to that position because 
these discourses also assign a place to the child which radically displaces 
her representation of him as a part of herself. Consequently, the school 
becomes the site of a struggle for 'possession' of the child; it is a struggle 
the mother always loses and it is this sense of 'loss' which produces a 
specific form of subordination for the woman in her capacity as the 
mother /housewife. 

Note to Documentation VI 

Phonemic Patterning: Ordinarily child language begins and the aphasic 
dissolution of language preceding its complete loss ends with what psycho
pathologists have termed the 'labial stage'. In this phase speakers are able to 
produce only one type of utterance, which is usually transcribed as /pal. From 
the articulatory point of view the two constituents of this utterance represent 
polar configurations of the buccal tract ... This polarity between the 
minimum and the maximum of energy appears primarily as a contrast 
between two successive units - the optimal consonant and the optimal vowel. 
Thus the elementary phonemic frame, the syllable, is established, 
(Consonant+ Vowel). 

After the appearance of the contrast CV, founded upon one attribute 
of sound, loudness, the utilisation of the other basic attribute, pitch is psycho
logically inferable. Thus the first tonality opposition is instituted: grave/ 
acute, in other words the concentration of energy in the lower versus upper 
frequencies of the spectrum. In /p/ the lower end predominates, while in /t/ 
the upper is stronger ... At this stage the pole of high and concentrated energy 
/a/ contrasts with the low energy stops /p/ and /t/. Both the stops are opposed 
to each other by a predominance of one or the other end of the frequency spec
trum, as the gravity and acuteness poles. These two dimensions underlie a 
triangular pattern of phonemes ... The tonality opposi.tion, originally con
sonantal, may in turn be extended to the vocalic. pattern: it is naturally the 
diffuse vowel (founded in opposition to the compact vowel I a/) that splits into 
grave and acute, complementing the vocalic apex of the overall triangle by a 
/u/ -/i base-line. In this way the originally single primary triangle is parti
tioned into two autonomous two-dimensional patterns - the consonantal and 
the vocalic triangle. See RJakobson and M Halle 'Phonology and Phonetics' in 
Fundamentals of Language, Mouton The Hague 1975 pp 50-53. 

































Experimentum Mentis VI 
(On the Insistence of the Letter) 

S(~)A1 

Pre-writing emerges as a post-script to the Oedipus complex and as 
preface to the momenf of latency. Insofar as the child's sexual researches 
are repressed by the Law and the Father, they are sublimated in the body 
of the 'letter'; but it is the mother who first censors the look, who wipes the 
slate clean with her silence and prepares the site of inscription. For the 
mother, the child's text is a fetish object; it desires her. The polymor
phous perversity of the letter explores the body beyond the limit of the 
look. The breast (e), the hook (r), the lack (c), the eye (i), the snake (s); 
forbidden anatomies, incestuous morphologies; the child's alphabet is an 
anagram of the maternal body. For the child, the grapheme-as-body-in
the-position-of-the-signifier, plays with difference, not the difference of 
the founding moment of castration, the ultimatum of being or having, 
but rather a re-play of differences and separations already sanctioned in 
the structuring and dissolution of the Oedipus complex. A cross (x), a 
round (o),. an up and a down, (n,m), a straight and a round, (p,b,d,q); 
pairs of grapheinic oppositions designate the symbolic function of 
presence and absence in a double movement of memory and forgetting. 
Faeces, mark, imprint, utterance; a residue of corporality subtends the 
letter and 'overflows the text. The gift unfolds the child's desire to-be
what-she-wants-him-to-be; but the letter constructs the cannot-be of his 
autonomy and instigates the unexpected pleasure of deferment. 

With the inscription of his proper name, the child is instituied as 
the author of his tex:t. Each purposeful stroke disfigures the anagram, dis
members the body. The mother is dispossessed of the phallic attributes of 
the pre-Oedipal instance, but only as if re-tracing a vague figure of 
repletion on a distant screen. Fading, forgetting; she cannot remember 
although 'it seems like only yesterday'. This wound to her narcissism is 
now a caricature: a tearful bliss, a simulated ecstasy, a veritable stigmata 
in the Name-of-the-Father. With the child's insistent repetition of the 
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Name, he appropriates the status of the Father, the dead Father, the 
absent Father, the pre-condition of the 'word'. The incestuous meaning 
of the letter is ciphered by the paternal metaphor: But at the same time 
this introduces the possibility of 'truth', the truth of the mother; that is, 
the fiction of the 'real mother', not the Madonna, but the Pieto:i, 
dispelling imputations of guilt with patience, self-sacrifice, long-suffer
ing and resignation. Resignation punctuated with protests: 'he is too 
little ... he is too young ... they are too rough ... it is too far'. In phantasy, 
the mother endures an endless series of threats to the child's well-being; 
sickness, accident, death. Her castration fears take the form of losing her 
loved objects, primarily her children; but underlying this is the fear of 
losing love, that is; the fear of being unable to reconstitute her narcissistic 
aim, to see herself as infinitely good and unconditionally loved. Ulti
mately, it is the fear of her mother's death and of her own death as the 
imaginary stake in the representation of that loss. This negation is consti
tuted by a recognition of unbearable dependence; but it is also an affir
mation of life since the child's independence is implicated in the 
renunciation he imposes on her desire. 

The effects of repressing Oedipal pleasure for both the mother 
and the child are evaded through sublimation, that is, through their 
mut.ual inscription in an order of extra-familial discourse and social prac
tice. But the very movement towards a non-parental ideal that prompts 
the child's creative initiatives or indiscretions and constructs the repre-

. sentation of his social place, returns the mother to the site of the family, to 
the parental ideal of her own mother and to the representation of 
maternal femininity. Such a circuitous passage is problematic; being the 
phallus, she cannot have it; not having it, she cannot represent herself as 
subject of desire. She finds it difficult to assume responsibility for her 
pleasure without guilt; to provoke her sexual partner, to slight her child. 
Fearing failure, she is distracted from the projects which interest her 
most. There is a reprieve; another child, the fullness of the dyad, the 
sweetness of that imaginary encapsulation which reduces the 'outside 
world' to absurdity. But there is also the inevitable moment of separation, 
reiterating a 'lack' always already inscribed and impossible to efface. She 
asks herself 'What will I do? ... when he starts school ... when he grows 
up.;. when he leaves home ... when he leaves me ... ' This moment signi
fies more than separation; it articulates a rupture, a rent, a gap and a 
confrontation. A confrontation not only because of the way in which her 
desire; as desire of the child, to-be-what-she-wants-to-be, is produced 
within a field of social and economic constraints; but also because the 
dialectic of that desire, the movement of subject and object with its insis
tence on bisexuality continually transgresses the system of representation 
in which it is founded. Thus the construction of femininity as essential, 
natural and maternal is never fixed but always unsettled in the process of 
articulating her difference, her loss, and it is precisely at such moments 
that it is possible to desire to speak and to dare to change. 

(WHAT WILL I DO?) 

s 
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Post Partum Document 

Documentation 1: Analysed Faecal Stains and Feeding Charts 
Experimentum Mentis I (Weaning from the Breast) 

Documentation 11: Analysed Utterances and Related Speech Events 
Experimentum Mentis 11 {Weaning from the HolophrlJ,se) 

Documentation Ill: Analysed Markings and Diary-Perspective Schema 
Experimentum Mentis TII (Weaning from the Dyad) 

Documentation V: Classified Specimens, Proportional Diagrams, 
Statistical Tables, Research and Index 
Experimentum Mentis V (On the Order of Things) 

Documentation IV: Pre-Writing Alphabet, Exerque and Diary 
Experimentum Mentis (On the Insistence of the Letter) 

The illustrations opposite present in clockwise order: 
Documentation 1: the feeding, changing, process was recorded at hourly 
intervals over a period of three months in 1974 (28 units 11" x 14"). The 
code refers to the 'normality' of the faeces. 

Documentation 11: the transition from single word utterances to 
patterned speech was recorded in daily 12 minute sessions over a period of 
five months in 1975. The gloss refers to the mother~s interpretation of the 
child'~ word and the index card gives the contextin which it is used. (23 
units 8" x 10") . , . 

Documentation Ill: The diaries are based on conversation which were 
recorded at weekly intervals during the child's first three months in 
nursery school in 1975. Each conversation was played back later the same 
day and again the following week with the mother's notations .and 
'revisions' superimposed over the child's markings within the Diary
Perspective Schema (10 units 14" x 11 "). 

Documentation IV: transitional objects refer to hand imprints which 
constitute part of the mother's memorabilia and to the child's comforter 
fragments on which the diary texts are inscribed. (15 units 11" x 14") 

Documentation V: the specimens in this col~ection are significant for the 
mother because they are gifts from the child and because they coincide 
with his sexual researches which are set out in Fig a and answered(~ot 
answered by the index in Fig b. (33 units in 11 groups of 35" x 7") ; 

Exhibitions: Documentation I, Northern Arts Gallery Newcastle 1975; 
Docu~entation I- Ill, Institute of Co~·nemporary Arts London 1976; 
Documentation 1-V, Museum of Modern Art Oxford 1977; The Hayward 
Annual London 1978; Leeds University Gallery l979; Documentation 
VI, Institute of Contemporary Arts London 1980. 





146 m!J 

Note to Experimentum Mentis VI 

Key: 
S the subject 
I the Imaginary (at upper left) 
R the Real (shaded area) 
S the Symbolic (at lower right) 
a the figure of the Imaginary other of the stade du miroir 
a' the identification of the (child's) ego through the identification with the 

ideal of the ego (the paternal imago) 
~ the phallus (Imaginary object) 
I the ideal of the ego 
P the position of the Name-of-the-Father in the locus of the Other 
M the signifier of the primordial object (das Ding- see Freud on nega· 

tion)- the mother, who is the real Other. · _ 
i ] the two Imaginary end-points of all later narcissistic relationships, 
m the ego (m) and the specular image (z) 
zM the axis of desites (object choice) 
mi the axis of identifications (narcissism) 
SA the metaphorical relationship between the subject and the Other or 

between the phallus(;) and the Name-of-the-Father (P) 
The broken line delimits the Imaginary 
From A Wilden The Language of the Self1ohns Hopkins University Press 1968 
p 294. Copyright, 1ohns Hopkins University Press 1968. All rights reserved. 

References 

P A dams and 1 Minson 'The "Subject" of Feminism' m/f no 2, 1978 
R Coward and 1 Ellis Language and Materialism Rout ledge & Kegan Paul 1977 
R Barthes The Pleasure of the Text 1onathan Cape 1976 
S Freud Negation 1925 Standard Edition Vol XIX 
S Freud Fragment of an Analysis of a Case of Hysteria 1905 SE Vol VII 
1 Derrida Of Grammatology 1ohns Hopkins University Press 1976 
R1akobson Fundamentals of Language Mouton 1975 
M Klein 'The Role of the School in the Libidinal Development of the Child' 

The Writings of Melanie Klein Vol1 The Hogarth Press 1975 
M Klein 'Early Stages of the Oedipus Complex' 1928, The Writings of Melanie 

Klein Vol1 The Hogarth Press 1975 
1 Kristeva 'Maternite se Ion Giovanni Bellini' Peinture Nos 10/11 1975 (Kristeva's 

'Introduction' is translated in this issue of m!f no 5/6 1981 by Claire 
Pajaczkowska under the title 'The Maternal Body') 

1 Kristeva 'The Subject in Signifying Practice' Semiotexte Vol 1 no 3· 1975 
1 Lacan 'The Function and Field of Speech in Psychoanalysis' Ecrits 1953 trans 

- A Sheridan Tavistock Publications 1977 
1 Lacan 'On a Question Preliminary to Any Possible Treatment of Psychosis' 

1955-6 trans A Sheridan Ecrits Tavistock Publications 1977 
M Plaza 'PhallomorphicPower and the Psychology of Women' trans M David and 

1 Hodges Ideology and Consciousness no 4 1978 
F Saussure Course in General Linguistics Fontana/Collins 1974 
F Smith Understanding Reading Holt Rinehart and Winston 1971 



Introduction to Kristeva 

Cl~ire Pajaczkowska 

The first problem of introducing Kristeva's work is that the difficulties of 
her writing are not of the sort that can be facilitated through para
phrasing. However there is the problem of its context, inevitably 
encountered- in translating for example...:. when her work is read within 
the context of British theory. The search for the right word, le mot juste, 
is not so much about the difference between the French and English 
languages as it is about the different histories of academic discourse, the 
resistances of British empiricism to European psychoanalysis, 1 the 
different epistemologies and political institutions. 

I don't want to begin even a cursory characterisation of how 
'national' identities and differences come to be constructed. But in order 
to locate where it is that the influence of Kristeva's work has been 
effective, to trace the way in which such theory definitively alters, that is, 
has a structuring function (rather than setting off transitor'y.hysterical 
identifications), the difficulties of reading her texts within the context of 
British theory must be recognised. 
· The second problem then, is that Kristeva's textual analysis- of 
literature and painting in this case- has come to be appropriated by the 
academic discourse of literary criticism, being most widely read in the 
Comp Lit or English departments of universities, where it is used to 
buttress the monument of the (literary) masterpiece. In order to chart 
where it is that the fault lies we must acknowledge that Kristeva's textual 
analysis, the semanalyse, is partly complicit in this (ab )use inasmuch as it 
often takes as reference the writings of men such as Mallarme, Bataille, 
Lautreamont,.and Artaud whilst positing these as marginal. But Kristeva 
herself is critical of any such resuscitation of belief, because the 
mechanisms necessary to the erection of the masterpiece (see the 

. interview with Kristeva and Psychanalyse et Politique also translated in 
this issue) must inevitably entail the eclipse of what is revolutionary in her 
work- describing and explaining the construction of subjectivity within 
and through signification, language and discourse. Which includes the 
analysis of the discursive formation of those institUtions that produce and 
maintain the divisions of knowledge, the universities. 

Outside of academia, the relevance of Kristeva's work has been 



150 m!J 

recognised by the theoretical project of m!J, whose work of examining 
'the particular historical moment, the institutions within which and 
through which the category woman is produced' (editorial m!J no 1) is 
not unlike her own.* Nevertheless m If's first discussion ofKristeva's work 
shows just how acutely the substrata of cultural differences make 
themselves felt when these are not adequately recognised. In order to 
introduce the two texts presented here, to contextualise Kristeva's work, I 
want to refer to what already seems to have emerged as a political and 
theoretical debate. In assessing the extent to which the political criticism 
of Kristeva's work is the result of a mis-reading, a misunderstanding of 
her theoretical work, we encounter the third problem. That of separating 
the theoretical from the political. The separation is of course a false one 
but, for the sake of the argument and for clarity, a separation has to be 

. made temporarily if only to show how thoroughly each is imbricated in 
the other. In 'The Feminine Body and Feminist Politics' (Parveen Adams 
and Beverley Brown m/f no 3) a political assessment of Kristeva's 
theoretical work is begun, her textual analysis is tried and indicted for 
being a 'new more sophisticated essentialism'. 

A-Political Positions 

The contradiction into which we are forced when speaking of female 
sexuality in a language which is founded on its repression is as evident as it 
is painful. Whilst trying to displace the notion of sexuality as content, as 
discrete and thereby 'owned' by us as agents, we are constantly bound, if 
only on the level of repetition, to reinforce that notion because the 
signifier 'sexuality' exists only as a singular noun in our subject-predicate 
syntax. This contradiction nevertheless exists differently on each side of 
the channel. In France, where the state's response to the Women's 
Liberation Movement has been to set up a 'State Secretary of the 
Feminine Condition' a more realistic political appraisal of the situation 
evokes the fear of assimilation and recuperation, rather than the self
ghettoisation of essentialism. 

* But, as this present article goes on to show, specifically in relation to The 
Feminine Body and Feminist Politics' mlf no 3, the difference between Kristeva's 
'signifying practice' and m If's use of the concept of discursive practice make such 
an identification misleading. Where Kristeva's prime object is signifying 
practices, in which psychoanalytic concepts are central, for m/f the relation of 
signifying practices/psychoanalysis to other theoretical means of specifying the 
discursive is still an unresolved question. As was stated in The Feminine Body and 
Feminist Politics' 'While the construction of sexuality offered by psychoanalysis 
indicates the sort of work which might ensue, it cannot itself lef;islate what 
construction would mean in other discursive practices.' (p 40) And it is the 
legitimacy of this sort of distancing which Claire Pajaczkowska ~ill challenge in 
this article. 
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But it is Kristeva's writing that has· been charged with being 
essentialist, and it seems that as a textual practice it is being ascribed a 
form of effectivity which is a misrecognition of the work's aims and of its 
site. 

The seduction of being able to identify analogies or homologous 
logical structures that might provide us with the simplicity of a 
diagrammatic conflation of political and theoretical logics is also a 
destructive short-cut. 'Seduction ... rid of that territory anterior to the 
mirror stage where "I" depended on the mother, more or less indistinct 
from her, can henceforth deceive others by addressing to them the 
(aggressive) drive disguised as a (desiring) call' (Kristeva Polylogue p 
379). And that argument whereby any text is scrutinised only for those 
sighs ·which might immediately locate it and its author within some 
familiar 'position' is just such a seduction-aggression. In the process of 
positioning Kristeva (and Irigaray) within 'essentialism' this argument 
works away from asking the underlying question of why it is that the 
discursive formations, as histories (within which we are given an 
imaginary unity, posited as agents, and whose function it is to reproduce 
the construction of this unity), have privileged instances of fixity ·over 
instances of division. And whether the concept of 'position' might not 
itself be part of the ideological mecona,issance of imaginary unity. If the 
production of power hinges on the formation of a unified and stable 
subjectivity, an identity, this has to be understood in terms of the 
movement between stability and crisis within discourse, and not simply as 
the articulation between different discourses . 

. It seems that the claimed poli'tical differentiation between 
essentialism and materialism is in fact a false one that conceals the 
theoretical difference between the project of Parveen Adams and 
Beverley Brown and Kristeva's own. Whilst each maintains the 
understanding of the body as constructed in language, discourses, and 
institutions, the two accounts of the structuring of the body differ in that 
the former suggest that the body is divided up between discourses (of law, 
medicine etc) whilst Kristeva's project is to trace the division of the body 
in the process of its apprenticeship to speech- the subject divided 
through signification. 

If the 'essentialism' of Kristeva is to suppose a body as 'one', 
whether concrete substance or the space of the pre-Oedipal, Parveen 
Adams and Beverley Brown's supposition of the body as a nul, as a zero 
disseminated throughout discourses, is equally an essentialism inasmuch 
as this posits the body as an arrangement of signifiers organised according 
to certain a priori discursive formations. This argument is unable to pose 
the question of the necessity for those discourses, nor account for the 
production of those discourses, and thus the production of the body
subject; but more importantly, it is thereby a denial of the conditions of 
production of the historical transformations of discourse both on the level 
of ontogeny and epistemology. 

If it is no more· useful (or no less 'essentialist') to posit the body as 
entirely constituted by the effects of language or _discourse2 than it is to 
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posit it as unitary and extra-discursive, the question still remains as to 
how to think the body. 

Parveen Adams and Beverley Brown do give us a lucid account of 
the ideological function of concepts of the bodily, and how feminism has 
been informed by dominant ideology in its self-conceptualisation as 'close 
to the body', and it is not in order to revindicate or reclaim this usage that 
I suggest we need to reconsider the problem of the body. Feminism has a 
relatively sophisticated understanding of the functioning of language 
and its relation to the unconscious, but the very discourses that insist on 
the primacy of the signifier in the construction of the subject are 
themselves hopelessly circular in their descriptions of the dependency of 
signification on the corporeal. 

Lacan's essay on the 'Signification of the Phallus' demonstrates 
this circularity, insisting on the status of the phallus as the signifier in 
relation to which the subject can speak, and which is the condition for the 
chain of signifying effects, of desire and the Spaltung, whilst 
simultaneously describing the overdetermination of the phallus as such a 
signifier due to its being 'the most tangible element in the real of 
copulation' and by virtue of the 'turgidity' of the penis. (Ecrits p 287) 

Similarly, in elaborating the components of the partial drives in 
their constitution of desire, the QueUe (or source) of the drive is 
characterised as a gap (une beance) or a 'rim-like structure'. 'What we 
seem to be dealing with in the Drang (the pressure of the instinct) of the 
drive is something that is, and is only, connotable in relation to the 
QueUe, insofar as the QueUe inscribes in the economy ofthe drive this 
rim-like structure.' (The Four Fundamental Concepts p 171) These 
edges, rim-like structures, derive, according to Lacan, from the 
anatomical organs with such a structure, thus not simply the mouth or 
anus of the digestive track but also its oesophogus, and every other 
corporeal hole such as eyelids, ears, navel, all of which are not simply 
repeated on the symbolic level but which exist in an isomorphism as 
regards the latter. 'It is insofar as something in th~ apparatus of the body 
is structured in the same way, it is because of the topological unity of the 
gaps in play, that the drive assumes its role in the functioning of the 
unconscious.' (p 181) 

Freud too derives his metapsychology from neurophysiology, and 
through the relatively complex characterisation of femininity as the 
active drive having a passive aim we nonetheless still intuit the logic of its 
derivation from the 'activity' of the spermatozoa and the 'passivity' of the 
ovum as the source of this psychic bimorphism of gender (Standard 
Edition vol XXIII p 115). The points at which psychoanalytic theory is 
fundamentally informed by biology, whether explicitly (as in the three 
examples above) or in its implicit assumptions, requires much further 
work and although it is not the function of this paper to elaborate this 
work, it must nevertheless be noted that for the most part the theroretical 
work which refers to psychoanalytic discourse uses it exclusively as a 
metapsychology, without questioning the status of this 'meta'. 

What I suggest is useful about the concept of the body is the 
epistemological space that it occupies, being the point of intersection of 
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severa1 contradictory problems: 
I. The problem of the instincts (when understood in a sense that is less 
metaphorical than a 'surrealist montage'- Lac an The Four Fundamental 
Concepts of Psychoanalysisp 169); 2. the contradiction between signifier 
and organ, which must be thought in terms of a dialectic if we are to avoid 
the above circularity; 3. that ofthe pregnant body as the site. of a division 
otherthan the Spaltung (as set out by Kristeva in 'The Maternal Body', 
translated in this issue) and the problems this raises for Marxist theories in 
their con-fusion of the reproduction of the relations of production with 
the reproduction of the bearers of the relations of production; and lastly, 
4. the contradictory status of infantile speech inasmuch as it is pre·thetic 
and pre-synatctic yet organised according to structures of exchange and 
substitution, the problem of the pre-Oedipal. 

All of these specific questions occupy the space of 'the body', but 
clearly they are not the same question; it would be difficult to determine 
exactly how, if at all, these contradictions inform one another. But in 
order to open up the theoretical space to work through these 
contradictions what we need, rather than the closure of a redefinition of 
'the body', is to examine the confrontation between the discourses of 
psychoanalysis and biology. And if in doing so the danger may be one of 
'biologism' (yet another essentialism) this nevertheless might be a process 
that would help unravel the knot of the impasse that comes from 
attributing sociological 'solutions' to psychic problematics. 

The 'body', then, becomes a redundant term once we 
acknowledge the specficity of those contradictions that are located in its 
semantic space, and can ask in a more precise way of the part played by 
signification in the determination of gender difference, and in the 
overdetermination of those erogenous zones necessary for heterosexual 
genital sexuality and thus of biological reproduction. For instance, the 
hormonal·and genetic ( chromosomal).systems that operate both pre- and 
post-natally on the development of gender-specific organs cannot be 

·understood as the effects of discursive formations (in Pecheux's sense). 
(Although it has been suggested that certain genetic codes such those of 
the DNA/RNA molecules exist in a double articulation similar- to 
language, and work through processes of contiguity and similarity.) 
Biology raises the question of the absence of an estrus cycle in the 
organisation of human sexuality, which could be understood as the 
effects of language, although not in the way that the somatisation of 
symbolic structures has been understood in the psychoanalytic theory -of 
hysterical transformation, that js, not through the existing 
conceptualisation of the relation of the somatic and symbolic. 

In 'The Maternal Body' which is the introduction to 'Motherhood 
. According to Giovanni Bellini' Kristeva describes the body as necessarily 
structured in relation to the maternal body, which in pregnancy and 
childbirth remains the site of the single most fundamental 
contradiction- that of division, a division more fundamental than the 
Spaltung since it is no longer a matter of the phallus as signifier 
structuring that division. This contradiction brings into question once 
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more the imaginary unity of identification (or what Kristeva refers to as 
'social cohesion'). 

For Kristeva the problem of 'essentialism' for women is best under
stood as the collision with psychosis along the 'axis of the maternal
homosexual' whereby it is possible, through the foreclosure of the Name
of-the-Father (that signifier which has come to substitute for the first 
symbolisation due to the presence and absence of the mother), to adhere 
to a notion of the eternal feminine; it is as if the annihilation of the signi
fier (Name-of-the-Father) could bring about the presence of the originary 
mother, but only as long as the equation girl== phallus can be successfully 
maintained. 

One further elaboration is necessary, that is that the 
homosexuality of this 'maternal-homosexual axis' is of a completely 
different kind from the structure of male homosexuality proper; in the 
latter it is less a question of foreclosure (in which the signifier never enters 
into circulation) than of repression (where the signifier, having been 
repressed, enters into the circulation of unconscious processes and 
reemerges as negations such as projective identification or paranoia- see 
Lacan's Ecrits p 200 for discussion of the difference between Verwerfung 
(foreclosure) and Verneinung (negation)). 

To raise the problem of the body as necessarily structured in rela
tion to the maternal body, as does Kristeva in this piece, is to question the 
givens of psychoanalytic theory, the mother being the first Other, 
L 'Autre, whose presence and absence is the precondition for establishing 
the ego processes of identification and indeed the acquisition of symbolic 
activity, of mastery through representation. Yet this must be done 
without constructing this Other, from which all other objects (petit a) are 
derivations, as the eternal feminine of the psychotic, and is therefore to 
be understood in terms of the contradictory relation between signifier 
and organ, since the site of the pre-Oedipal is only intelligible retroactive
ly through representation, in this case the specific discourse of Christian 
pictorial representation and the image of the Madonna. 

The Theoretical Mother 

The importance of this simple but profoundly political dialectic (political 
inasmuch as this psychic determinant is also structured as a division of 
labour) is consistently absent from the work of all but a few 
psychoanalysts; Montrelay, Lemoine-Luccioni, Irigaray and Kristeva are 
exceptions, exch of whom continues, differently, to reread both Freud 
and Lacan in the light of the latter's ommissions, resistances and repres
sions of the structural function of sexual difference in the analysis of re
presentation. Much of Kristeva's work is that of describing the 
articulation of the unconscious drives, the primary processes, with their 
organisation in the emergence of symbolic activity, that is, the produc
tion of the speaking subject; and her theory of the signifier has changed 
with the focus of her investigation.:; 
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Although Kristeva is to be situated as an analyst, within the 
discourse of psychoanalysis, the semanalyse is an interpellation into that 
medical and theoretical discourse that maintains its status as meta
language. And similarly, from within the history of a structuralist 
methodology (where u~vi-Strauss is the condition for the possibility of 
Lacan's rereading of Freud) 4 the semanalyse is an intervention into the 
positivism of that methodology. 'Semanalyse destroys the denotative 
surface of communication in order to examine an infinite stratification of 
marks irreducible to the effect of structure.' (Kristeva Semiotike) In this 
way what is being proposed is a decentering or displacement of the logic 
of structuralist inethodololgies and the formulation of a logic that 
incorporates the function of the unconscious; not only a theory of the 
subject, but one that no longer projects ail object -that is, one that 
includes the function of subjectivity. 

It is in La Rfpolution du Langage Poetique that Kristeva 
identifies the two modalities of signification; the semiotic designating 
that which logically and chronologically precedes the symbolic, it is that 
which ~emains prior to the constitution of the T in subject-predicate 
syntax, the T that starts with the mirror stage and is gradually positioned 
through the entry into signification, fixed through the sigri and 
predication. This pre-symbolic instance. of the semiotic is described 
variously as the 'maternal chora' (from Plato- the notion of the recep
tacle) .in literature and as 'lektonic traces' in imagistic representation 
(from the pre-Socratic philosophers). Predictably,Parveen Adams and 
Beverley Brown mistake the semiotic modality of language for a form of 
female sexuality, because the point of suppression of the unbound libido 
of the primary process 'is assumed to coincide with the Oedipal moment 
- hence the suggestion of a return to the polymorphous sexuality of the 
pre-Oedipal child. The logic of the argument implies that, pre
Oedipally, the body determines a truly feminine sexuality. From the 
natural body there must follow a natural sexuality.' (p 39) And 'Setting 
up this apolitical autonomy of polymorphous sexuality is, in effect, the 
positing of sexuality as an impossible origin, a state of nature, as simply 
the eternal presence of sexuality at all.' (p 39) 

But Kristeva's theory is one of the modalities of language and 
precisely does not pretend to be a simple isomorphic model of ontogenetic 
development. As such the semiotic is only intelligible through language, 
as slips of the tongue, rhythm, punning or prosody for example; the 
relation of the speaking subject to his or her pre-Oedipal structuration is 
not posited by Kristeva as one that could produce a 'natural' or 
'autonomous' sexuality. To better understand the way in which the 
notion of 'unbound sexuality' is employed by Kristeva and its relation to 
the primary and secondary processes we must establish its theoretical 
context and turn to Jean Laplanche, another psychoanalyst, whose work 
has been to trace the history of Freud's formulations of the instincts and 
drives in the successive redefinitions of the ego, and their relation to the 
metonymic and metaphoric structures of representalion: 

Of the two conceptions of the relation between the ego as 
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psychical agency and the ego as living individual we have never
theless given priority to one of the two: the metaphorical 
conception ... One of the reasons for that preference stems from 
the psychoanalytic experience as conflict, for which one of the 
most satisfying models is that of the opposition between object
libido and narcissistic or ego-libido. That opposition is close to the 
one found on the economic -dynamic level between the primary 
process and the secondary process: the primary process represen
ting sexuality in its unbound form ... (It remains for us, however, 
not to repudiate the other conception: of the ego as an organ and 
to accord it its place even if that place must, in turn, be conceived 
of as imaginary or delusory, partaking in a delusion which is not 
simply that of the advocates of'ego psychology', but of the ego it· 
self.) (Life and Death in Psychoanalysis p 82) 

This then is the theoretical context of Kristeva's notion of the primary 
process and its 'unbound sexuality', and it becomes clear that what is 
being described is the process of derivation whereby the drives, in the 
proper sense sexual, exist in a relation of anaclisis, are 'propped' on the 
instincts; that process of derivation itself being structured according to 
the metaphoric and metonymic axes of language. It is clearly not a ques
tion, as Parveen Adams and Beverley Brown suggest, of'natural' sexual
ity in the sense of sexuality as content other than in ego structuration. 

To repeat then, the third problem of contextualising Kristeva's 
work for English readers is the inseparability of the theoretical and the 
political. Which is not to imply that a 'reading off of prescription for 
feminist practice, if that practice be posited as not-theory, can be substi· 
tuted for a rigorous reading of the text, nor that theoretical work by 
women be ascribed a form of immediate political effectivity- outside of 
those specific discourses within which it is constructed as an intervention. 

To be seduced by either of these short-cuts is to misrecognise, in 
the jubilation of a (feminist) identity, the depth and extent of the contra
dictions that feminism is faced with. And which, if we cannot make intel
ligible, will continue to make themselves intelligible through us, through 
our praxis. This is the territory that is being charted by Kristeva and other 
French feminisms, and their theorisation of the functioning of pre· 
Oedipal sexuality, of its relation to the maternal body and to symbolic ac
tivity, and of how these, in turn, affect female sexuality, is centrally im
portant to any feminist practice. In order for it to be fully understood, the 
text needs as much careful listening as it demands critical intellectual 
activity. 

Notes 

For a discussion of this see Gillian Skirrow's review of Language and 
Materz'alz'sm. 

2 It is difficult to identify which among the many usages of the term discourse is 
being employed by Parveen Adams and Beverley Brown in their article; 
whether their idea of a 'discursive formation' would be a 'matrix of meaning' 
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as in Pecheux's sense, that is a system of relations that are specifically 
.linguistic and thus do not correspond exactly to Althusser's notion of ideo
.logical formation (such as an ISA) which must comprehend the articulation 
of control, authority and thus power within the discursive, and which must 

. finally be locatable in relation to the State and its forms of power and control. 
The way in which discourse is used by Foucault is much more nebulous and 
the difficulty in ascertaining whether it would be analogous to 'signification' 
or whether it includes the function of extra-linguistic elements such as the 
control or power of institutions is compounded by the fact that Foucault 
makes only the vaguest references to Althusser, Freud and Lacan. 

3 Kristeva's theory of the signifier has changed considerably since the 
Semiotike where a primacy of the signifier is asserted, to the more recent 
work, especially 'Phonetics, Phonology and Impulsional Bases' in La 
Revolution du Langage Poetique in which she suggests that a pre-linguistic 
or trans-linguistic emergence of the drives, cathected to the successively 
constructed sexual organs, can be seen to inform phonological activity. From 
the semiotic chora the organs organise the symbolic function, for example 
the fort and da of the child incorporates the orality and destructive anality. 
Through the emergence of the symbolic function the drives or 'impulsional 
bases' lirnit themselves and organise themselves into the body of the speaker, 
le sujet parlant. Kristeva references, in the context of this paper, the work of 
I Fonagy. 

4 See Teresa de Laurentis' discussion of this in 'Formal Organisation and 
Symbolic Representation'. 
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The Maternal Body* 

J ulia Kristeva 

Cells combine, redouble, proliferate; size grows, tissue is distended, 
moods change their rhythm- speed up, slow down: within one body an 
autonomous other grafts itself. And within that space, both double and 
stranger, there is no one to signify this. The impossible syllogism of 
motherhood- 'It is happening therefore I am not there' or 'I cannot think 
it, yet it is happening.' 

Becoming mother, pregnancy, has found only two discourses in 
which to be written: science, but, being objective, this does not treat the 
Subject, the matrix of its operations; and Christian theology (especially 
orthodox) but, in signifying motherhood as by definition sacred, as 
impossible elsewhere, as the receptacle of divinity, the spirit linking man 
to the ineffable divine, it is the ultimate affirmation of transcendence 
(she is necessarily virgin and offered up to the Assumption). The strategy 
of Christian logic, and we can discern the ultimate power of the rational, 
if not of rationalism, in Christianity, is to erect from the maternal body 
(in virginity and dormitioni), a certain subject, there where the subject 
and her word [parole] schismatise, fragment, and eclipse one another. 
The strategy of secular humanism is to take up this erection and make of 
it the cult of the mother- sentimentality, love, the hearth of social 
conservatism. 

Yet to imagine someone there in this process of the multiplication 
of cells, molecules and atoms, combining and dividing without any 
identity having yet formed- neither biological nor socio-symbolic 
-surely this is an animism, a projection of the psychosis inherent in the 
speaking subject? So to imagine a mother as the subject of gestation, that 
is to say as master of this process (which science, as skilled as it is in 
artifice, admits today that it cannot yet and may never be able to approp
riate from her) that remains this side of socio-symbolic-linguistic group 
contact, is simultaneously to admit the1 risk of a loss of identity and to 
disavow it. It is to acknowledge that we are shaken by biology, by the 

*Introduction to 'Motherhood According to Giovanni Bellini' in Julia Kristeva's 
Polylogue Editions du Seuil 1977, published here by kind permission of Editions 
du Seuil. Also translated in the forthcoming selection of Kristeva's writings Desire 
in Language, Basil Blackwell Publisher. January 1981, £9.95. 
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unsymbolised drives and that this escapes social exchange, escapes represen
tation of the given object, escapes the contract of desire. This acknow
ledgement is immediately denied: how could this escape when mummy is 
here to embody it, and so assures us that everything is representable? Such 
is the double act in which the psychotic tendency is recognised and at the 
same time is placed, restrained, becalmed, located in Mother, in order to 
conserve our symbolic coherence as is, our unconditional guarantee. 

But this also reveals, better than any mother has known how to 
say, that the maternal body is the site of a splitting, which despite its 
hypostasisation in Christianity, is nonetheless a social constant. Through 
her body, the guarantee of the reproduction of the species, the female 

, subject is nevertheless subjected to the paternal function insofar as she is a 
symbolising-speaking-subject like all others, yet she is more than others a 
filter': a passage, the threshold on which nature and culture confront one 
another. To imagine someone as that filter is the kernel from which 
religious mystifications develop, the soil of their breeding ground is this 
phantasy of the phallic mother. 

For what if, on the contrary, there was nobody in that place, if the 
mother weren't there, that is to say if she were not phallic, then all 
speaking subjects would have to think their being in relation to some 
negative space, some nothingness asymmetrical to being, a permanent 
threat to our control firstly and to our unity ultimately. 

It has been proven through analytic discourse that the desire for 
maternity is unmistakably the desire to have her father's child, who is 
often assimilated into the baby itself and consequently put in the place of 
devalorised man, being merely called upon to fulfil his function of 
instigating and legitimating the desire for reproduction. It is only 
through this phantasised marriage that the girl can consummate incest 
with her father to make the baby: incest is too far away, satisfying only 
those women who adhere firmly to the axis of the paternal-symbolic. Yet 
once the object has been produced, the fruit plucked, the ritual loses its 
effectivity unless repeated indefinitely. 

But, with and across this desire, motherhood seems to be 
informed by a causality other than that of the symbolic, the paternal: 
Ferenczi and Freud, before Marie Bonaparte, were the only ones to refer 
to it, speaking of the biological destiny of the differentiated sexes. 
Compulsed matter, a spasm in the memory of the species that combines 
or divides itself in order to perpetuate itself, a series of marks with no 
other signification than the eternal return of the life-death cycle. How do 
we speak this memory anterior to language, irrepresentable? Heraclitus' 
fluxes, Epicurus' atoms, the swirling dust of kabbalist, Arab, Indian 
mystics -or the dotted drawings of psychedelics seem to be better 
metaphors than theories of being, Logos and its laws. 

This escape from the limits of primal repression can be lived 
phantasmatically as the rediscovery of a woman-mother of her own 
mother;s body: but it is still a question of the same unconscious drive 
towards the Mother-Master, the dominatrix of psychosis, our subject of 
biology, and towards whom the woman will aspire with excessive passion, 
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because, lacking a penis, she does not have the possibility of penetrating 
her as does a man in possessing his wife. In childbirth she comes alongside 
her mother, becomes her, she is her, they are the same continuity in self
differentiation: this is the manifestation of the homosexual axis through 
which a woman is at the same time closer to the memory of unconscious 
drives, more open to her psychosis and consequently more negatory of the 
social-symbolic bond. 

Paternal-Symbolic axis: a heightening of feminine aphasia in her 
desire to give a child to the father, placation, and then depression as soon 
as the child becomes an object- a gift for others neither me nor part of 
me [ moz], an object destined to be subject, an other. The depression 
corrects the paranoia which it pushes into action (often violent), and into 
discourse (essential parental and pragmatic-objectal) the feminine verbal 
inadequacy so prevalent in our culture. 

Maternal-Homosexual axis: verbal vertigo, loss of sense and visual 
clarity, touch, displacements, rhythms sounds, lights and the phan
tasised embrace of the maternal body as a shelter before the plunge. 
Peversity brakes schizophrenia, which grazes as much against the collapse 
of identity as against the delight of the famous pantheistic fusion revin
dicated by some women. 

Those that have been struck or seized by psychosis have edified 
the image of the mother in its place, the lost paradise of women, and like 
the god in occult phantasies it is close to hand, hidden yet always present. 
And there are even psychoanalysts who believe in it. 

However this oscillation between the two axes exists, for she who is 
at stake in this, only as 'pregnancy', which separates her definitively from 
the world of others. Walled up in this elsewhere, the pregnant woman 
loses her sense of community, it suddenly seems empty to her, seems ab
surd or comic at best: the movement of a surface disconnected from its 
impossible depths. The negativity of the Orientals no doubt seems to be a 
better description of that which, in the eyes of the West, can only be 
termed regression. There is a jouissance, nevertheless: but like the inverse 
of the objectal, that brought by an unmistakably masculine libido. In this 
case alterity becomes nuance, contradiction becomes difference, tension 
becomes passage, discharge is a calmness. This tendency towards equal
isation, which is taken to be a regressive foreclosure of the symbolic cap
acities, does not however reduce differences but resides in the smallest of 
them, the most archaic, the most uncertain: a powerful sublimation, the 
immanence of the unconscious drives within the symbolic. To reach this 
series of 'little similarities,differences' (as the ancient Chinese Logicians 
would say) which, before founding society at the same time as signs and 
communication, are the precondition of the latter since they constitute 
the living in its species, with its needs, recognitions, and elementary 
communications, differentiating between the life and death drives: to 
reach this is to reach the primal repression. The ultimate risk for identity, 
but also the ultimate power of the symbolic instance which is thus turned 
towards its origins. Sublimation: a complete eroticisation and an eclip
sing of eroticism in self-contradiction. 
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The speaker can approach this limit only- such is a condition of 
the social- through the specific practice of the discourse known as 'art'. 
A woman also- and in our society especially- realises it in that strange 
form of split symbolisation (that threshold of language and unconscious 
drives, of the 'symbolic' and 'semiotic') that is childbirth. This archaic 
process of socialisation, of civilisation even; childbirth, means that she, 
the bearer- often without knowing it, irrim'ediately invests the physiologi
cal changes and the drives that divide a~d multiply her, in a teleology 
that is in the first place biological and ultimately social. The maternal 
body, slipping out from a discursive stranglehold, immediately conceals 
and contains a number [ chiffre] that will count in the ensuing biological 
and social orders. Yet this tracing [ chiffrage] of the species, a pre- and 
trans-symbolic memory; does not make of the mother-a mistress of pro
creation nor of the drives (the phantasy that underlies all cults of divinity 
which are in the last instance feminine) but makes her body the stake of a 
law of nature, 'objective', independent of individual consciousness, and 
inscribes the biological processes with their echoed drives within this 
necessary and dangerous programme that is constitutive of all species. 
The material body: the unit of a bio-social programme. Its silent pleasure 
is nothing other than a registration, on the screen of the preconscious, of 
the messages that the conscious, in its analytic trajectory, captures of that 
numbering [ chijfrage], and the classification of these as _ciphers, the 
a-subjective verso of our meaningful exchanges as social beings. If it is 
true that every national tongue has its own dream language and specific 
unconscious, then each of the sexes- a difference that is far more fun
damental and archaic than the linguistic--would have its own uncon
scious, in which, confronting language and.exposed to its control, but in
dependently from it, are figured [se chiffrent] the biological and social 
programmes of the species. Thus the symbolic destiny, essential despite 
its being superimposed, or secondary, of the speaking animal closes- and 
for women, in order to safeguard the homogeneitr-of the group censors
this archaic base and the particular jouissance it gives rise to, directing it 
towards investment in the order of the symbolic. Consequently, what is 
needed are privileged 'psychotic' moments (or that which induces them 
'naturally' such as motherhood) for this sexual modality to surface, but 
being fragile, secret, incommunicable, it is quickly stifled by classic 
palliatives (by that virile censoring known as the rational, or by the so 
called maternal sentimentality towards its object-substitute for every
thing). We can, then, take childbirth, rightly, as a demand for the 
phallus: and in effect in the phantasy there is no other sign through,which 
to imagine that the speaking subject could attain the Mother and thus 
touch his or her own limits. And as long as there is a paternal language
symbolism it cannot_ be otherwise when it is a question of representing, 
objectifying, explaining this disruption of the symbolic instance, this 
nature/culture threshold, this infusion of the biological programme 
without a subject into the very body of a symbolising subject, that is 
motherhood. 

In other words, on the side of social coherence, where legislators, 
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grammarians, and even psychoanalysts are placed, where all bodies are 
homologous to the male speaking body, motherhood would be just 
another demand for the penis in order to reach the Mother believed to 
exist there where identity (social, biological) escapes. If on the one hand it 
is true that idealist ideologies are erected by these means, pushing women 
to act out this supposed demand [ 'penisneid1 and guarantee the ensuing 
order, on the other hand the denial of the utilitarian, social and symbolic 
aspects of motherhood plunges us into a regression, all present manifesta
tions of which lead to the hypostasis of blind substance, to the foreclosure 
of the symbolic and the defence of that regression in the name of that 
same phallic-mother screen. 

The language of art also follows, much more closely, the other 
aspect of maternal jouissance; the sublimation even unto the primal re
pression which takes place in the mother's body due to her position, 
unwitting, as borderline. At the intersection of sign and rhythm, of 
representation and light, of the symbolic and the semiotic, the artist 
speaks from the place where she is not, where she does not know. He 
traces that which, in her, is the body in pleasure. It is the very existence of 
art practices that makes evident the fact that the Mother as subject is an 
illusion [ leurre], just as the negation of the poetic dimension in language 
makes us believe in the existence of the Mother, and from this, makes us 
believe in transcendence. Through the symbiosis of sense and non-sense, 
of representation and play of differences, the artist places in language 
and across his identification with the mother (either fetishistic or inces
tuous) hisspecificjouzssance- turning across the sign, the object- and in 
doing so testifies to that which, between speakers, and across the screen of 
the mother, the unconscious registers of the conflict between the 
biological and symbolic programmes of the species. Which is to say that 
crossing the secondary repression (the initiation of the sign) art practice 
touches on the primary repression - the foundation of the biological 
sequence and the laws of the species. Every artist aims towards that place 
where it succeeds completely, the maternal body, but rarely with equi
valent success. 

In any case, Western artists demonstrate more explicitly than all 
others this debt that the artist holds to the maternal body and/ or this 
arrival at the symbolic existence of motherhood- that is to say the trans
libidinaljouzssance, the articulation of eroticism in the language of art. 
Not only are a number of the plastic arts about motherhood, but within 
this representation, from Byzantine icons to the humanist Renaissance 
and its cult of the body, two attitudes towards the maternal body emerge, 
which foreshadow two directions in the very economy of Occidental re
presentation. Leonardo da Vinci and Giovanni Bellini seem to best 
exemplify the polarity of these two attitudes. On the one side the 
tendency towards the body as fetish. On the other, the dominance of the 
luminous chromatic, beyond and despite corporeal representation. 
Florence and Venice. Cult of the man as figuration, representation; of 
the integration of the image accomplished in its truth to the luminous 
serenity of the irrepresentable. 
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It was no doubt necessary for a conjunction of a specific biograph
ical context and a rare historical intersection (a pagan-matriarchal 
Orient, a sacred Christianity, a nascent humanism) for Bellini's painting 
to have retained the traces of a pioneer experience, inexpressible else
where in our culture. 

Translator's Note 

Dormition- in Roman Catholic theology, the last sleep of the Virgin Mary in 
which the Assumption took place. 

Translated by Claire Pajaczkowska 
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Julia Kristeva and Psychanalyse et Politique 

Psych et Pol In La Revolution du Langage Poetique you analyse the 
internal logic and historical function of a number of texts
Lautreamont, Bataille, Mallarme ... all these texts could be described as 
'overlooked texts' as is the case with Artaud specifically. Elsewhere you 
put the traditional, and even the 'new' critical conceptual apparatus 
through a sort of irreversible trial by recreating notions and forging new 
concepts. What, for you, is the relationship between working on these dis· 
junctive, overlooked texts, and the active production of this hew analyti
cal apparatus? 

JK The texts you refer to, those known as the writing of the avant-garde, 
burst into Western culture at the close of the nineteenth century at the 
same time as the crisis of the State, of the Family and of Religion. They 
seem to me to be symptoms of an upheaval of Western society within 
which the women's struggle is also inscribed and which can be compared 
to the Renaissance. Except that in the sixteenth century the crisis was 
about God, and not about the princzple of unity, or if you like, a cohesion 
that is social, familial or linguistic; at the time of Rabelais or 
Michelangelo one could still believe in Man, the State, the Family, in 
Beauty or Great Works; belief was resuscitated, in a secular form at best 
but nevertheless resuscitated. Something n~w has happened since the 
coming to power of the bourgeoisie, free enterprise, the inflation of 
capital that invades and dominates the relations of production and repro
duction, and with the crisis of the patriarchal family (which had a crisis in 
ancient Rome but which was reconsolidated by Christianity). It is true 

*Interview with the Psychanalyse et Politique group of women, first appearing in 
Tel Quel vol 39 Autumn 1974, then reprinted in Julia Kristeva's Polylogue 
du Seuil, the abridged version published here by kmd permission of du Seuil. 
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that capitalism has an extraordinary facility for reconstructing the crises 
on which it thrives: it reconstructs the State, ·the Family, invents ideo
logical institutions in order to contain the most violent forces. But there 
remains a neuralgic site where this continual replastering is made dif
ficult, impossible perhaps. I mean the speaking subject, its relation to the 
constraints of social unity and the jouissance which is subject to these con
straints in order to surpass them. Earlier. religion had assumed the privi
lege of expressing jouissance. But wli.h contemporary capitalism, de
structuring surpasses structure, excess prevails over constraint. The resul
tingjouzssance cannot be a function of religion. And while some classes or 
social groups use the unconscious drives that traditonal moral constraints 
can no longer hold back, they immediately incorporate them into total
itarian frameworks- capitalism engenders diverse forms of fascism. 
Between the obsolescence of the old moral codes and the paranoiac 
frameworks of the new there is an avenue of inquiry that tries to think out 
and unlock the drama not only of our capitalist monotheistic society but 
of socialisation and the symbolic animal itself. Here I'm thinking of 
Freudian insight, looking for the logic of the unconscious in its relation to 
social constraint. I'm also thinking of, and as a result of, discursive 
practi.ces before Freud, or sometimes without reference to him, which 
attempt to formulate a new relation between social constraint and the 
processes of the unconscious drives and hence of jouzssance in social 
constraint. I'm thinking precisely of these overlooked practices, referred 
to as avant-garde but which have nothing to do with an obsolete literary 
formalism, since implicit in them are the complexities of the speaking 
body in its relation to society. In Lautreamont, Mallarme, Bataille, 
.Artaud, ·the critique of the State, of the Family, of Religion is often 
explicit and vehement; but it is also in the economy of their language, 
often considered esoteric, unreadable and elitist, that their revolt goes as 
far as dislocating the rules of ordinary, pacificatory communication 

·which results in a breaking of the st~ucture of language. The shout, the 
gesture, encodes the system of language, inscribing what society represses 
or kills in order to constitute itself. It is hardly surprising then that the 
same society wants to hear nothing of that shout, that gesture, that 
encoding. One of the discoveries of our century is precisely that sociality, 
simultaneously and synonymously with language, imposes constraint. In 
breaking that constraint poetic language simultaneously enlarges it, .as it 
reconstitutes a new convention. Theoretical discourse, such as I 
understand it in La Revolution du Langage Poetique, takes as its task the 
examination and understanding of social constraint. Obviously such a 
task demands the transformation of all traditional critical and 
conceptual frameworks; since in the method of classical thought it is the 
moment of stability in signifying practices that is privileged, not that of 
r.risis. 

Psych et Pol In our practice a different relation to writing is being 
articulated, a relation in which you participate. Could you specify how 
your work is 'that of a woman'. or alternatively where it is that the fact of 
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being a woman is implied in this kind of work? How does the women's 
struggle in which you seem to want to involve yourself further and further 
inform your relation to the text [ ecriture], theoreticaJ or textual 
production? 

JK Believing oneself 'a woman' is almost as absurd and obscurantist as 
believing oneself 'a man'. I say almost because there are still things to be 
got for women: freedom of abortion and contraception, childcare facili
ties, recognition of work, etc. Therefore, 'we are women' should still be 
kept as a slogan, for demands and publicity. But more fundamentally, 
women cannot be: the category woman is even that which does not fit in 
to being. From there, women's practice can only be negative, in opposi
tion to that which exists, to say that 'this is not it' and 'it is not yet'. What I 
mean by 'woman' is that which is not represented, that which is un
spoken, that which is left out of namings and ideologies. Some 'men' 
know something of it too, it is what those texts we discussed earlier con
tinue to signify: testing the two boundaries of language and social
isation- the law and its transgression, mastery and jouz'ssance- without 
one being for males and the other for females remaining unspoken. From 
this point of view certain feminist arguments seem to resuscitate a naive 
romanticism, believing in an identity (the opposite of phallocratism), 
when compared to that experimentation with each of the dual boun
daries of sexual difference which we find in the discursive economy in 
Joyce, Artaud or in contemporary music- Cage, Stockhausen. To draw 
attention to that aspect of avant-garde work which dissolves identities 
(including sexual identities) and to try in my theoretical work to oppose 
those metaphysical theories that censure what I have just defined as 
'woman', is what makes my research that of a woman. Perhaps I should 
add (but this is not a contradiction) that because of the positioning (in the 
last instance decisive) or women as reproducers of the species, and 
because of privileged relation between father and daughter, a woman 
will take social restraint more seriously, will tend less toward anarchism 
and is more ethically orientated. This might explain why our negativity is 
not a Nietzschean rage. If my work .aims to make society acknowledge 
precisely that which it rejects in avant-garde practice, I think it fulfills 
such ethical demands. The problem is for us is to know whether, in 
feminism, this ethical tendency will remain separated from negativity; in 
which case the former will degenerate into conformism, the latter into 
esoteric perversity. This problematic is a current issue in the Movement. 
But without the Movement no women's work would really be possible 
today. 

Psych et Pol In the same way that the feminine is the inverse of the 
masculine, feminism could be the opposite of humanism. We are fighting 
that ideology that produces opposties, however not without 
acknowledging what each of us must recognise as minimal feminism, as 
the provisional arena. In this way the women's struggle cannot be isolated 
from revolutionary struggles, class struggle, anti-imperialism. The 
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strong points which are most important to us in your work are the inter
rogation of the notion of the subject, its deconstruction, the inscription of 
heterogeneity, of difference. The many questions that feminism passes 
over when it postulates that women are 'individuals entirely apart' with 
their 'own identity' or when it demands 'women's nouns', etc. Is it con
ceivable to have a revolutionary struggle that would not also be a revolu
tion ofdiscourse (not only an upheaval oflanguage, but also. of the theory 
of upheavals)? Might there be in feminism an ideology containable within 
dominant ideology? And our 'demands' lead i:o impasses if they remain 
solely on the 'social level'? 

JK Feminism could be only a condition of the most advanced rationalisa
tion of capitalism: Giscard wanting to eliminate Gaullist archaisms sets 
up the 'Department of the Feminine Condition'. Maybe it's better than 
nothing but it's not IT. In the twentieth century, after fascism, after 
revisionism, we come to understand that no socio-political transforma
tion is possible if it is not a transformation of the subject: which is to say its 
relation to social control, to jouissance and inore fundamentally to 
language. That which is politically new today also passes through new 
music, comic strips, the youth community, provided that these do not 
isolate themselves in marginalism, but acknowledge class contradiction, 
politics. The Women's Movement, if it has a raison d'etre, seems to me to 
belong to this current, and· is its most radical component. The 
Movement, by its negativity, indicates to all the institutions of the right, 
and·of the left, what it is that they repress: for example that 'class con
iiciousness' cannot exclude the unconscious of the sexed speaker. The trap 
for this potentially demystifying force, the Women's Movement, is one of 
identifying with the power principle that it believes itselfcountering: the 
hystericar saint plays· her jouissance against the social ·order, but in the 
name of God. A question: who is God for contemporary feminism? Man, 
or 'his replacement, Woman? Any liberation movement (feminism in
cluded) as· long as it has no analysis of its relation to the inst'ance of power, 
or until it has renounced all belief in its own identity, is recuperable 
through power and through spiritualism be it secular or overtly religious: 
it is indeed spiritualism's last chance. The solution? Infinite, for what is at 
stake is the passage of patriarchal society, classed and religious, the 
passing of the prehistorical, towards ... who knows? In any case it passes 
through that which is repressed in discourse, in the relations of reproduc
tion and in the relations of production. Call that 'woman' or 'oppressed 
social classes' it is a combirted struggle and never one without the other. 
To bring the ideological and political institutions an understanding of 
this complicity seems to me to be the immediate goal of the Movement. 
But implicit in this is that we change our process, that we move slightly 
from the 'among women' and that we attack, each of us in our own 
workplace, social and cultural archaisms. 

Translate.d by Claire Pajaczkowska 
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Foucault's History- of Sexuality 
Discussion of M Foucault The History of Sexuahty 
Allen Lane London 1979 

Athar H ussain 

Volume O~e of the promised six volume history of sexuality1 has been the 
subject of a large number' of long reviews and articles, and also the central 
focus of a number of interviews which Foucault has granted in recent 
years. 2 By andlarge the book ha:s been assessed in relation either to what 
it says directly, or what its arguments concerning sexuality imply, about 
the analysis- analytics is the word which Foucault uses- of power 
relations in general. This is, one !'night s~y;- how it should be. And 
Foucault himself says about the book 'For me,- the main point of the work 
is a re-elaboration of the theory of power and I am not sure whether the 
sole pleasure of writing about sexuality would have sufficiently motivated 
me to commence this series of six volumes (at least) if I had not felt myself 
pressed by the necessity to take up the question of power again.' 3 

In fact when reading the book it very much seems that sexuality 
and sex have fallen from grace. The History of Sexuahty devalues and 
debases the currency of discourses on sexuality. Rather than adding yet 
another contribution to discourses on sexuality it problematises what it 
sees as the insistent urge in Western culture to talk about it as if it is a 
hidden area of our personal existence needing to be brought to light and 
scrutinised in detail. The lofty and noble projects oflinking sexualli bera
tion with political revolutions - a not uncommon theme in Left writings 
on sexuality- come in for withering mockery. Sexual liberation, 
Foucault claims, is an illusory horizon created by a mistaken view of 
power which comes to bear on sexuality. And besides, and it may seem 
even more disturbing, the book· argues that repression in the field of 
sexuality is no more than a tactic of local significance, and that the talk 
of general sexual repression and thus of sexual liberation is ensnared in 
the trap set by the relations of power themselves to mask their mechanism 
and functioning. One of the principal themes of the book is that power 
relations are in general far more varied, subtle and complex than the 
transparent relations of prohibition, censorship and repression. Sexuality 
is selected for analysis not because it is a special target of repression but 
because it is densely overlaid with power relations most of which cannot 
be encapsulated in the category of repression. 

The aim of the book is to institute a new perspective for analysing 
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the relations of power; and it sets out to do so with a striking audacity. For 
in order to demolish the idea that power is not in the last instance 
repression, The History of Sexuality picks out a field which has long been 
taken for granted as a special target of prohibitions, censorship and 
taboos. However, at the macro-level of the analysis of power relations in 
general the target of attack is not so much repression as, what Foucault 
terms, the juridico-discursive conception of power - a conception which 
proceeds on the assumption that power functions by laying down the law. 
Briefly, the three principal aims of the book are to dethrone sexuality, to 
behead the prince who still haunts the discourses on power in the form of 
the notion of sovereignty and to trace the family tree of psychoanalysis. 

The general themes on relations of power and the protocols which 
Foucault lays down in the book are of utmost importance. But the 
problem is not their importance - in some sense that is taken for granted 
here; rather it is how to assess them and to see. what their specific implica
tions are when they are applied to areas not directly discussed in the book. 
The purpose of this review is to examine the principal arguments of the 
book more closely than has been done in existing articles on the book. 
Such an analysis, as we hope to show, helps both to bring out the novelty 
of Foucault's argument in relief and also to spot some of the problems 
associated with those arguments which have gone unnoticed. Further, 
given the manner in which the book has been discussed it is as well to 
emphasise that the analysis of sexuality should not be taken just as an 
exemplification of general theses concerning relations of power; it should 
also be assessed as such. Therefore another aim of this review is to focus 
on the arguments concerning psychoanalysis, the family and what is 
termed in the book 'bio-politics'. 

Repression 

In the book the notion of repression is circumvented as a general category 
for the analysis of relations of power and is denigrated as being adequate 
only for describing tactics of local significance. Aside from that, the 
notion of repression performs an important organising function in The 
History of Sexuality. For the arguments of the book are based on a 
concerted attempt to trace and to denigrate themes and notions associ
ated with the notion of repression. For instance the book attempts to dis
lodge all conceptions of power modelled on the functioning of the law -
conceptions which, according to Foucault, dominate the usual thinking 
about relations of power - on the grounds that repression is ultimately 
grounded in the law (interpreted in a general sense). In fact the principal 
strategy employed in the book is to tether law and repression to each other 
and to assess theories on the basis of whether or not they are anchored in 
some form of law. This is how Foucault assesses, for instance, the use of 
Oedi-pal triangulation in psychoanalytic accounts of the constitution of 
the subject. Given the ramified effects of the attempts to evade the notion 
of repression and themes and concepts associated with it, it is instructive 
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to look at the manner in which this is done with some care and attention. 
The History of Sexuality starts with a rough sketch of what is 

generally taken to be the usual historical account of changes in the 
attitude towards sexuality during the last three centuries. Since the 
beginning of the 19th century. - in general terms since the ascension of 
the bourgeoisie. to dominance - reference to sex in common speech, 
gestures and behaviour became more allusive than was the case at, say, 
the beginning of the 17th century. Exact dates and precise periodisation 
are not that important for the purposes of Foucault's argument; so let us 
leave it to historians to worry about these problems. Sexuality was, the 
accoun~ goes, carefully quarantined to the secrecy of the conjugal bed
room. And what did not fit in with .the sanctioned sexuality was either 
condemned as in the case of illicit sexual relations between adults- or 
isolated- as in the case of p~rversions and other psychic disorders con
nected with sexuality- or·declared fit for non-existence- as in the case 
of infantile sexuality. As if, one might say, polemically paraphrasing 
Foucault, thebotirgeoisie needed to render sexuality dumb in order to 
put it in the straitjacket of lawful procreation. 

Foucault contrasts this supposed muting of sexuality with what 
he terms the explosion of polymorphous discourses on sexuality. This 
may at first appear as the book's most striking claim. It is, however, not 
the contrast as such but what the explosion refers to which is central to 
the arguments of the book. The reference is not, as Foutault 
emphasises, .to pornographic and contraband literature. Such literature 
did indeed flourish during the Victorian era; and, besides, there ,is no 
shortage of histories which draw our attention to the profusion of illicit 
sexual activities during what appears to be on one plane a prudish and 
chaste era.4 Had Foucault restricted himself to such literature there 
would be nothing novel to the contrast or to the arguments based on it. 
He does indeed refer to illicit literature, but not· to indicate the limits. Of 
the effectiveness of the censorship. Such literature appears in the book 
as an exemplification of a technique of .discourse which in Foucault's 
opinion traverses both pornographic and those other discourses which 
fall outside the domain of censorship on everyday language - for 
instance, the case studies of doctors, psychiatrists and the reports of 
social reformers. 

For the sake of bringing out what is at issue in the contrast, one 
may point out that censorship is not identical with the silencing of all dis
courses on the subject to which it appli~s. For, after all, correlated wi'th 
the corpus ofprohibited discourse there is usually a corpus of sanctioned 
discourse. Further, even what is prohibited manages, at le.ast in part, to 

evade censorship and become a cu,rrency. The crucial point isthat both 
the sanctioned and the illicit discourse belong to the domain of exercise of 
the censorship; the .former is defined by the protocols of censorship, and 
the latter by the effectiveness of those protocols. The argument, then, is 
that to contrast the fact of censorship with the explosion of such .dis-

. courses is to do. no more than to assess the former, and therefore to remain 
restricted to the perspective of censorship - that of repression, in general 
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terms. What then needs emphasising is that the contrast which Foucault 
draws does not amount to this. 

Rather the contrast consists in placing together the rules which 
are heterogeneous from the point of view of the exercise of censorship and 
the rules which govern their production. What Foucault does is to place 
guarded and restrained speech and protocols of behaviour relating to 
sexuality in bourgeois families side by side with pedagogic treatises on the 
prevention of masturbation among children and minors, medical and 
psychiatric case studies of perverts and the abnormal, demographic dis
courses and the notions and theories embodied in the design of family 
houses, dormitories and class rooms~ The essential feature of the combi
nation of discourses which is produced in this manner is that they are not 
grouped around any single set of rules (including those of censorship and 
prohibition). For instance the writ of decency and prudery which may 
govern speech and behaviour in the family does not extend to, say, 
psychiatric and medical discourses. That children have sexual impulses 
may well have been denied in everyday speech, but it was, as Foucault 
points out, taken into account and acknowledged when it came to design
ing school dormitories. However, it is not enough just to register this. If 
one wishes to keep to what is implied in Foucault's argument then one has 
in addition to acknowledge that everyday speech and protocols for the 
.design of school dormitories are not governed by the same rules. And that 
there is no master discursive mechanism which controls, censors and cor· 
relatively sanctions the disparate discourses which revolve around sex and 
sexuality. 

We can now specify the two basic features of the Foucauldian 
analysis of sexuality. First, the analysis operates on a set of disparate dis· 
courses which are normally not put together. There are a large number of 
histories of the family and ofsexuality; but how many of them step out of 
the family house to look at the plethora of medical and psychiatric dis
courses on sexual perversion, the case histories of hysterics and the 
conceptions which underlie the design and the management of non
familial establishments like schools and asylums? It is the disparateness of 
the field of discourses which Foucault analyses which makes The History 
of Sexuality so different from the usual histories of sexuality. 5 The former 
unlike the latter are not distributed around familial relationships. 

Secondly, the Foucauldian analysis does not only operate with a 
set of disparate discourses, but also preserves their disparateness. This is 
crucial to an understanding of why Foucault objects to what he terms the 
repressive hypothesis. For it is perfectly possibie to start with a set of dis· 
parate discourses, and then later efface their disparateness by positing a 
mechanism which permeates all of them. This, roughly speaking, is the 
procedure which is adopted in discourses which talk of the repressive 
society. It perhaps needs inserting here that to reject the repressive 
hypothesis is not to imply that there are no censors, no prohibitions and 
no mechanisms for controlling statements. Indeed all these things do 
exist; rather the question concerns whether or not all these can be 
grouped together under the insignia of a master strategy of repression. 
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The rejection of the repressive- hypothesis amounts to rejecting such a 
master strategy, and thus to relegating forms of repression-to the status of 
local tactics- to employ the military terminology used by Foucault. 

The History of Sexuality sets itself the task of analysing the 
economy .of discourses on sexuality - the distribution of discourses on 
sexuality emanating from different sites and their mutual inter-relations .. 
Paraphrasing the chapter headings and formulations in the book one 
might say that it is written ·under the slogan of the search for the 
mechanisms which incite rather than repress discourses on sex and 
sexuality. 

According to Foucault discourses on sexuality are firmly embed
ded in the field of the exercise of power relations. An uncontroversial 
statement, yet it becomes novel when one takes into account what he 
includes under the rubric of -p'ower relations. To .equate power with 
repression .is, Foucault remarks, to grossly under-estimate the former's 
resourcefulness. 'Saying rio' is just one form of power relations; they also 
take the positive form of the constitution of fields of knowledge and the 
sites of pleasure. Further, the incidence of power relations is not restric
ted to ·particular forms of discourses or practices. The omnipresence of 
power relations has some important implications for the conceptuali
sation of political changes and revolutions, but we leave that aside. 

So -far as discourses on sexuality are concerned the specific 
implication is that power relations come to bear not only on the accounts 
of sexual pleasures- but also on sterilised medical discourses on sexual 
diseases and sexological classifications of perverse as well as normal 
sexual activities. In the case of the latter not merely in the sense that 
moral preconceptions and religious dogma colour medical and psychia
tric judgements; as indeed they did and still they do. One just has to look 
at the medical accounts of homosexuality and the effects of masturbation 
in the nineteenth century. The point is that the hold of power relations on 
discourse should not be equated with deviations from the path of objec
tive judgement and scientific enquiry. For Foucault, power relations 
enter into the very constitution of the fields of knowledge to which such 
deviation~ refer. In particular power relations underlie the emergence of 
sex and sexuality as objects of medical and psychiatric discourses as well 
as the importation of moral and religious themes into those disciplines. 

The free reign which Foucault grants to power relations may elicit 
the_justifiable riposte, what actually is power? One would not find in 
Foucault a definition of power which would enable one to sift out 
relations of power from those which are not. For him power is a generic 
term enveloping relations which impinge on individuals, discourses and 
nractices. -The vaglieness of what power is should not be taken as a prob
.cm; rather one should look at the effects of the enlargement of the 
domain of power relations. The main targets of the Foucauldian analysis 
are the usual images of power and the way in which it operates: it takes 
the form of prohibitions, it constrains the free exercise of individual wills, 
it ultimately emanates from one source and it is localised only in certain 
institutions_ What Foucault does is to spot the incidence of power 
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relations in areas which are normally regarded as being free from them -
the relation between the mother and the child, the maintenance of public 
health, the cultivation and training of physique and, obviously, the con
stitution of fields of knowledge. 

Perhaps it is not far-fetched to compare Foucault's analysis of 
power with Freud's analysis of sexuality in order to bring out what is at 
issue in it. Just as Foucault extends the domain of incidence of power 
relations, Freud stretches the category of sexual activities. For Freud 
sexual activities do not merely consist in the exercise of genital organs; 
they cover all forms of pleasurable activities from eating and defecating 
to fetishisms. Freud's account of sexuality, like Foucault's analysis of 
power, gives rise to the riposte: yes, but what actually is sexuality? As with 
Foucault, what is important in the case of Freud is not so much what is 
actually included under sexuality but the effects which the enlargement 
of the domain of sexuality has in psychoanalysis. What Freud's analysis of 
sexuality does is to destroy the usual partitioning of behaviour into 
normal and abnormal and of behaviour in general into sexual and non
sexual. And what it does is to make it possible to establish homologies 
between different types of behaviour which the usual partition rules out. 
In fact the similarity between Foucault's analysis of power and Freud's 
analysis of sexuality can be' taken a step further. Just as Freud displaces 
the sovereignty of genital sexuality by placing it in the polymorphous field 
of sexuality, Foucault cuts down repressive forms of power to sizt; by plac
ing them in the multi-faceted field of power relations. 

By extending the domain of power relations what Foucault wants 
to demolish is what he sees as the usual separation of power from know
ledge, of power from pleasure and finally of knowledge from pleasure. 
For him the field of sexuality is densely overlaid with power relations. Not 
because sex is a special target of repression; but because the field of 
sexuality is traversed by overlapping relations of power, knowledge and 
pleasure. Interspersed throughout The History of Sexuality there are 
statements affirming that such and such a discourse is inscribed in the 
field of exercise of power. Such statements may at first appear to be 
referring to some specific form of power relations hidden beneath the 
plenitude of words, but they do not refer to anything other than to the 
fact of the discourse itself, to its objects and mechanisms. In fact, the 
relationship which Foucault institutes between power and discourse, as 
he himself points out, is circular (p 90). 

It must, however, be said that the notion of repression in Foucault 
is amorphous and wide; it envelops censorship, prohibition and the non
acknowledgement of existence. In addition, despite the attention it 
devotes to the repressive hypothesis, The History of Sexuality has little to 
add to the analysis of repressive tactics. At a general level this does not 
constitute a problem; for Foucault does not set out to directly challenge 
the fact of repression. His aim, as we have pointed out, is to devalue the 
importance of repression and to question its use as the principal axis for 
the analysis of sexuality. Yet it is necessary to point out that this aim indir
ectly involves a change in the protocols for the analysis of repressive tactics. 
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~urther, ther~ is no reason_ t~ believe th~nhe analysis of repressi:e tac ., 
m the repressive hypothesis IS hecessanly adequate. Foucault hnnself In 

one of his earlier writings - L 'ordre du discours6 - and occasionally in 
The History of Sexuality suggests a framework for the analysis of repres· 
sive tactics, Though he does not follow up his sugge~tions, such an 
analysis, one may emphasise, has to be a principal component of any 
comprehensive analysis of power. Therefore one should not hold it 
against Foucault that his analysis of power and of sexuality has no place 
for repressive tactics. · 

According to Foucault repression is not merely a set of tactics of 
power but also a form of intelligibility of power relations. It is in this 
context that the link which he establishes between the law and repression 
becomes relevant. The argument is that repression is ultimately founded 
in law- taken in its general sens~, and that the category of repression 
functions as a form of intelligibility when the ;relations of power are 
analysed on the model of the laying down of the law and its enforcement. 
This argument though not explicitly stated· becomes clear ifone .reflects 
on the trajectory which the arguments of the book follow. Schematically 
speaking the order of arguments takes the form of first the denigration of 
repressive tactics in the field ·of sexuality and then a frontal assault on 
what Foucault terms the juridico-discursive conception of power. This 
relay·from repression to the law rests on the assumption that repression 
and the functioning of the law are one and the same thing. What we want 
to argue is that the equivalence between the law and repressive tactics is 
unwarranted; and that it gives rise to problems which cannot be disposed 
ofquickly within the parameters ofFoucauldian argument. We start first 
by sketching out the image· that Foucault has of law arid then point out 
the way in which that image affects some of the arguments deployed in 
the book. 

· Perhaps it should be indicated at the outset that there is rib cohe' 
rent discussion of the legal in Foucault. This is neither surprisingnor:a 
point of criticism, since such a discussion is not his purpose. However, 
what matters is that Foucault has definite views on law which underpin 
some ofthe central arguments of the book. Interspersed throughout The 
History of Sexuality is the assumption that the legal functions by laying 
down the binary division between licit and illicit or associated distinctions 
like permitted and forbidden .. It is on this assumption that any relation
ship which functions in this manlier is regarded by Foucault as being 
either legal or functioning like law. 

Consider the following passage which appears at the end of the 
section on the repressive hypothesis. 'We must therefore abandon the 
hypothesis that modern industrial societies ushered in an age of increased 
sexual repression. We have not only witnessed a visible explosion of 
unorthodox sexualities; but- and this is the important point- a 
deployment different from the law, even if it is locally dependent on 
procedures of prohibition ... ' (p 47). What deserves attention is the 
equivalence between a mechanism of sexuality not hegemonised by 
repression, arid the management of sexuality not anchored in the law. In 
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addition, one may also note the equivalence between the law and prohibi
tion. What this passage makes clear is that a shift away from repression is 
equated with a shift away from the law. This is not an isolated example. 

Later on, the matrimonial order - termed deployment of alli
ance- is contrasted with the order of sexuality. The former is meant to 
be structured around the permitted and the forbidden and the relations 
between individuals with specific status, while the latter is constituted of 
polymorphous and mobile relationships concerned with pleasures, sensa
tions and the body. Leaving aside the list of differences between the two 
orders which Foucault draws up, the essential point for our purposes is 
that the marital order is assumed to have a privileged link with the law. 
(pp l 06-l 07) Further, when discussing 'bio-power - about which we 
shall have something to say later on- Foucault declaims that "Law 
cannot help but be armed, and its arm, par excellence, is death; to those 
who transgress it, it replies, at least as a last resort, with the absolute 
menace." The law always refers to the sword.' (p 144). 

Roughly speaking the image that Foucault has of the functioning 
of the law is the same as that in 'command theories of the law'. According 
to such theories the law is essentially a set of commands of the sovereign 
which operate by recommending and forbidding certain acts under the 
threat of punishment. Such theories have been influential in jurispru
dence, but they have come in for heavy criticism even from positivist 
theorists of jurisprudence with whom they are linked.; This, however, is 
secondary. The general point which needs most emphasis is that laws are 
as diverse and as disparate as, for example, the relation of power. And 
that it is only by violence that one is able to force them into the straitjacket 
of commands. After all one should bear in mind that the question 'what is 
law?' is as vexatious as the question 'what is power?' or the question 'what 
is sexuality?'. Moreover, one has to stretch the definition of punishment 
to be able to say that the law always functions under the threat of punish
ment. It has even dawned on some Marxists that not all laws are repress
ive, and that it is impossible to give an exhaustive description of the legal 
system in terms of either the performance of a particular function or the 
adoption of a particular style of the enforcement of the law. 

To be fair to Foucault one should point out that he is not oblivious 
to the fact that the legal system is heterogenous and that both the range of 
the laws and the methods of legal enforcement have changed over time. 
For instance he does say that since the 19th century the law has tended to 
operate more and more like a norm and that the enforcement of the laws 
has increasingly shifted towards non -legal agencies (medical, administra
tive and social welfare) (p 144). Yes, indeed, but does one always want to 
maintain the separation between the law and norms? Does not that sepa
ration amount to an implicit assumption concerning the essential feature 
of the law? There is a sort of hesitancy in Foucault; he does refer to 
changes in the legal system, but then he immediately undermines such a 
reference by equating those changes with the regression of the juridical. 

However, the question for us is not 'what is law'; rather, what 
questionable affects does the Foucauldian conception of law have on 
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arguments concerning power and sexuality? This is best done by first 
examining the juridico-discursive conception of power and then turning 
to some other arguments. 

Foucault isolates the following three as the main components of 
the juridico-discursive conception of power: 1 that the effects of power 
are essentially negative: rejection, exclusion, prohibition and censorship, 
2 that power operates by laying down the law indicating licit and illicit 
and 3 the form of exercise of power is the same at all levels (pp 83-85). 
According to this.conception, the·effect of power in general terms is to 
ensure submission and it operates by positing the binary division between 
those who lay down the law arid those who are subjected to it. 

Indeed the variants of such a conception of power traverse a. wide 
variety of discourses, and the criticisms ·that Foucault makes of it are 
perfectly valid. The problem, however, is that given the conception of the 
law that he-has, the juridico-discursive conception of power and the legal 
become identical. At places in Foucault it almost seems that the rejection 
ofi:he former entails denigration of the latter. That may well.be in order 
in particular cases. The essential point is not that the law is of overriding 
importance; but that the juridico-discursive conception is as much a mis
taken representation of the law as itis of power. The basic problem .is that 
Foucault does not pay any attention to this; and therefore his criticism of 
the juridico-discursive conception of power reads as a denigration of the 
legal. 

All this would not be of special importance and warrant the 
emphasisthat !have given to it had Foucault not set out to use the analysis 
of sexuality as a springboard for the analysis of power in general. What is 
needed is the disentanglement of the juridico-discursive conception of 
power from the legal; that would open up a field of investigation which is 
complementary to Foucault's analysis ofsexuality. The reference is to the 
corpus offamily law, legislation geared to the protection of children and 
legal·standards governing housing, nutrition and health. For the pur
poses of the present argument the importance of these consists .in that 
they do not fit in with the category of commands. These laws are, for the 
most_part, put into operation by non-judicial agents; moreover, they are 
an integral ·component of bio-politics to which Foucault justifiably 
assigns so much importance. 

Besides, the hasty identification of repression with the law and the 
juridico-discursive conception of power has a questionable effect on some 
of Foucault's arguments. His treatment of psychoanalysis is a case in 
point. Foucault points out that the naive view of repression and the asso
ciated idea of total sexual liberation has come in for criticism from 
psychoanalysis (pp 81-82). The criticism is that desires can never be com
pletely satisfied; for the possibility of their non-fulfilment enters into the 
very constitution of those desires. The implication is that repression - in 
the sense of prohibition and taboo - rather than setting a limit to already 
existing desires postjestum· actually enters into the primary stage of the 
formation of those desires. Foucault rightly points out that both the naive 
view of repression and the psychoanalytic conception of desires are 
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tethered to a law of prohibition; the difference between them consists in 
the stage at which the law intervenes. However, the questionable aspect 
of the reasoning is that the psychoanalytic account of desires is dismissed 
because it is anchored in a 'law' and is therefore homologous to the naive 
view of repression (pp 89·90). The aim here, one may note, is not to 
defend the psychoanalytic account of desires; there is a lot there to be 
criticised. Instead the target of attack is the facile reasoning which 
equates law with the juridico-discursive conception of power, and then 
accuses a theory of being a prisoner of the latter because it happens to be 
founded on some law. Elsewhere in the book he talks obliquely of circum
venting the category of sexual desires altogether and replacing it with the 
categories of pleasure and the body; however what that would entail is not 
elaborated (p 157). 

History of Sexuality and the Family Tree of 
Psychoanalysis 

Still, one may ask, what is this sexuality whose history Foucault has set out 
to write? Sexuality, Foucault specifies, is not a domain of nature which 
power tries to subjugate and which academic disciplines set out to 
explore. It is merely a name which one may give to a historical artefact -
rather, a mechanism, as Foucault terms it. A hybrid mechanism which 
links together the stimulation of the body, the intensification of pleas
ures, incitement to discourse, the formation of know ledges and reinforce
ment of controls and resistances to it. It is a mechanism which is governed 
by a few grand strategies of power and knowledge. It is as well to pause 
here and reflect on this heterogeneous assemblage of historical pheno
mena which Foucault terms sexuality. To start with one may note that 
sexuality envelops both discursive and non-discursive phenomena. And, 
what is more important, they are heterogeneous from an epistemological 
point of view. It includes phenomena which may lend themselves to 
assessment in terms of scientificity; yet it also refers to phenomena to 
which such assessments are at least not directly pertinent. One may, for 
instance, judge medical and psychiatric discourses in terms of scientifi
city, but the relations between mother and child and between husband 
and wife or the concern with the physical well-being of the population
all of which are inscribed in the field of sexuality - cannot be judged or 
analysed merely in those terms. Perhaps it needs to be pointed out that 
the epistemological heterogeneity of the field of sexuality is not a mere 
accident; the way in which Foucault delineates the field of sexuality is 
based on the attempt on his part to get away from epistemological analy
ses which are centred around the notion of scientificity. A part of the 
novelty of Foucault's analysis lies in the combination which he sets up for 
analysis. There are plenty of histories of the family and even of what is 
generally termed sexuality, but they keep well clear of medical, psychia
tric and psychoanalytic discourses on sexuality. Similarly, there are his
tories of medicine and of psychoanalysis, but they proceed on the 
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assumption that demographic discourses, the family in its social setting 
and religious confession fall outside the domain of their analysis. The 
essential point is that the Foucauldian analysis of the interrelationships 
between power, knowledge and pleasure do not operate on the usual 
domains of historiography; it is deployed on the combinations which cut 
across them. 

The field of sexuality as it has been historically constituted in the 
West is traversed by, as Foucault terms it, a will to knowledge- an 
anonymous force which induces individuals to examine sex, classify its 
forms and to fight battles in its name. It produced a Scientia Sexualis 
rather than created an Ars Erotica. In the shape of the former Western 
culture.made emerge a field of sexuality in which sex was not merely a 
source of pleasure but more importantly an object of an ordered regime 
of knowledge. Unlike an Ars Erotica, that ordered regime of knowledge is 
not geared towards apprenticeship in the art of pleasure, it is inscribed in 
the game of truth and falsehood: Pleasure is not foreign to Scientia 
Sexualis; it is implicated in that search for truth - that circular relation
ship between the knowledge of pleasure and pleasure from knowledge. 
Confession is identified by Foucault as the main technique deployed by 
Scientia Sexualis, which, as he puts it, is located at the point of intersec
tion of scientific discui:sivity and confession (pp 64-65 ). 

The .importance which Foucault- gives to confession deserves 
attention and scrutiny. As is well known, confessional techniallt> h::~s its 
origin in Christianity. As a religious technique, confession.is tied to the 
idea of sin; its aim is to atone for as well as to unearth sin, especially sexual 
sin. The confessional technique, Foucault- points out, branched out from 
its original domain ofapplication and started to be used in medicine, 
psychiatry and, in fact,. in the diverse fields which impinge on inter
personal relations. In the process of this branching out the technique 
underwent some important transformations. By and large, religious con
fession did not go beyond putting into speech. In medicine, psychiatry 
and other disciplines which we may term social, confession came to be 
documented and thus became an eternal fountain of written discourse. 
The genre termed case histories is, in Foucauldian terms, an archive of 
confessions. This archive not only contains medical and psychiatric case 
histories but also contraband sexual literature like the unattributed My 
Secret Life, and those parts of de Sa de which take the form of the 
recounting of sexual adventures. In medicine and psychiatry the confes, 
sional technique received a formal codification and came to be comple
mented with examination and the deciphering of symptoms. 

However, in modern times it is psychoanalysis which has made 
confession the central component of its practice.· In one of his interviews 
Foucault claims that the currency of psychoanalysis depends on that 
fantastic growth of institutionalisation of confessional procedures so 
characteristic of our civilisation. At the end of The History of Sexuality, 
Foucault remarks that Freud's injunction to get to know sex and to 
embody it in discourse, though secular, is worthy of the church fathers of 
the 17thcentury(p 159). There is, however, a problem withall this. That 
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psychoanalysis has played a central role in the diffusion of confessional 
techniques is I).Ot in doubt; but one should keep in view the fact that the 
utilisation of confessional techniques in counselling and social work has 
much to do with the fact that these practices were - and some of them 
still are - intertwined with pastoral care. The point is that religious 
practices themselves have played a central role in the diffusion of con
fessional procedures in secular practices. 

What is one to make of Foucault's genealogy of medical and 
psychiatric case studies and sessions in the psychoanalyst's consulting 
room. To start with, what the genealogy shows is that the techniques of 
extraction of 'scientific truth' originate in fields to which the judgement 
of scientificity is not relevant. But, a question which may occur to a large 
number of people, does it also cast aspersions on the scientific pretensions 
of, if not medicine itself, then psychiatry and psychoanalysis - discip
lines whose scientific credentials are regarded as dubious by some? To 
utilise genealogy as a ground for epistemological judgement is to sub
scribe to the notion that scientificity is a matter of origins rather than just 
a name for complex procedures for the control and classification of 
statements. Foucault's aim on the contrary, generally speaking, is to 
undermine the notion that techniques employed in sciences are sui 
generis. An epistemological utilisation of the Foucauldian genealogy, 
one may emphasise, is to negate what is distinctive about it: it is not 
underpinned- by any idea of progress or the norm of scientificity. 
Nonetheless, it is true that the polemical tone of some of Foucault's 
remarks - for instance, that about Freud being worthy of the church 
fathers - lends itself to a ready utilisation as epistemological fodder. 

The claim that confessional techniques are utilised in a wide 
variety of disparate practices may well elicit the basic question, what is 
confession? Foucaultsingles out the following as the_ defining features of 
confession (pp 61-62); I. a discourse in which the speaking subject is also 
the subject of the statement, 2. a ritual of discourse that unfolds within a 
power relation between the confessor and the recognised authority, 3. a 
discourse which embodies within it the image that the truth to be 
extracted is repressed and that it has to be 'forced out' and 4. a ritual 
which is taken to be endowed with corrective effects. Confessional tech
niques employed in disparate practices share these to a varying degree; 
one should not only take into account the similarities but also the differ
ences between them. The general point which needs to be made is that 
the four-features listed above can envelop a wide variety of differences. 
For instance, in medicine confession is just one link in the diagnostic 
chain; and one which can be dispensed with, for it is not an essential part 
of the medical cure. In contrast, confession is an essential component of 
religious and psychoanalytic 'cure'. But while religious confession is 
restricted to registering the transgressions of the prohibitions, confession 
in psychoanalysis, as Foucault himself points out, puts into question the 
repression and prohibition which form its subject matter. Foucault is 
absolutely right to emphasise -that truth is not something which is 
pregiven, rather. the technique of extraction of truth- in particular 
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confession- posits a specific image of truth. However, it is also necessary 
to keep in view the fact that though both of them employ confessional 
techniques, truth in religious confession is not the same as that in 

psychoanalytic therapy. The latter does not draw the distinction between 
fact and fiction when extracting the 'truth', which need not be of the 
actual events. 

Psychoanalysis does not merely figure in The History of Sexuality 
as a discipline which valorises the currency of confessional techniques. It 
is, as Foucault sees it, a point of culmination of changes in the discourse 
on sex which started to happen from the 18th century onwards; the politi· 
ea! economy of the discourse on sex is the archaeology of psychoanalysis. 
There is a parallel between one of Foucault's earliest works - Madness 
and Civ£lisation- and The History of Sexuality; the former does for 
psychiatry what the latter has done for psychoanalysis. 

To bring into relief the changes which started to happen on the 
eve of the modern era, Foucault draws attention to the topography of the 
field of sexuality during what he terms the classical age - the 17th 
century. The management of the field of sexuality during that age was 
codified into three systems oflaw: canonical, Christian pastoral and civil 
law. In Catholic countries confession was an instrument ofmanagement; 
and the discourse on sex - most of which was religious --was organised 
around the themes of flesh and penitence. For the purposes ofFoucault's 
arguments the two characteristic features are first, that the field of 
sexuality was structured around marital .relationships and second, that 
the discourse on sex was hegemonised by 'what the law is~ and 'how to 
enforce it.' The essential figures and relations in the field of sexuality then 
were: marital exchanges, blood ties, the chaste, the unfaithful, the 
sinners, the debauch and crimes against nature. There was no distinction 
then between the infractions of the laws of sexual alliances and deviations 
from heterosexuality. Foucault gives the example of sodomy: it was 
condemned as being 'contrary to nature', but that did not mean that -it 
was regarded as sexually abnormal in the sense in which we.- influenced 
by medicine and psychoanalysis- understand it today. For the nature 
that served as the standard of reference was itself defined in legal and not 
in psyc~ological terms. Sexual perverts had yet to come into existence. 

From the middle of the 18th century onwards fissures started to 
appear in the field of sexuality unified around the lawsregulating sexual 
alliances. These fissures eventually assumed the shape of two separate 
registers which traverse the field of sexuality in the modern era: the 
register of the rules of sexual alliances - concerned with what is licit and 
illicit~ and the register of sexuality- concerned with desires, their 
objects and their modes of fulfilment. What Foucault is concerned with is 
the genealogy of the field of sexuality inscribed in these two distinct yet 
overlapping registers- the field of our sexual existence. 

For Foucault, central to this genealogy is, first, the entry of 
medicine and then later the entry of psychiatry and psychoanalysis in the 
field of sexuality. With the entry of medicine the notion of sin had to 
make a place for the category of sexual disease and sexual abnormality. 
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The birth of the categOI y of sexual perversions was an event of special 
importance in terms of Foucault's analysis. The important feature of the 
category of sexual perversions is that it is not merely moral or legal. A 
sexual pervert may - not necessarily always - violate legal and moral 
codes, but he is identified by reference to a norm founded on the psycho
medical notion of sexual instinct. The point of incidence of medicine was 
not so much conjugal relations, as the vague and blanket category 'con
trary to nature'. Medical intervention in the field of sexuality had the 
effect of crystallising the sexual pursuits located at the periphery of the 
sanctioned sexual activities into distinct shapes and of attributing them to 
personality types. For instance, that all embracing category 'debauchery' 
in time came to be replaced by a 'natural table' of the species of sexual 
acts. It was not simply that Western culture became more observant and 
meticulous in its classifications; more importantly, the pertinence of the 
categories of classification underwent a-radical transformation. Foucault 
by way of an example points out that while sodomy - a moral and legal 
category- is a lapse, homosexuality- a psycho-medical category- is 
individuated by a particular sexual species (p 43). 

Foucault indicates that to start with, the medicine of sexuality was 
not separate from general medicine. It is only later that the two become 
distinct. The separation owed itself to the formulation of the notion of 
sexual instinct - a force distinct from the body yet localised in it. In time 
general medicine restricted itself to the body and sexual medicine carved 
for itself a special domain of its own. The notion of sexual instinct 
obviously has affiliation with the Christian notion of flesh, but the latter 
was subordinated to the maintenance of the matrimonial order. In fact, 
the path of transformation of flesh into sexual instinct on the one hand 
and the body on the other is supposed to form the subject of Volume 2 of 
The History of Sexuality. 

Perhaps one should pause here to consider the novelty and impli
cations of Foucault's genealogy. In general terms the argument is that the 
present day field of sexuality was constituted on the basis of sexual 
behaviour peripheral to heterosexual activities and in relative isolation 
from it. When Foucault tries to draw our attention away from the theme 
of repression to the fact of the explosion of discourses on sexuality, the 
reference is to the discourses concerned with the former rather with the 
latter. However, discourses on peripheral sexualities did not remain dis
tant from conjugal sexuality; in time they provided the basis of reflection 
on relations between husband and wife. The path of development 
charted by Foucault shows the process of constitution of the field of 
sexuality as if it followed a circular movement: the change, to start with, 
led the discourses on sexuality away from matrimonial relations, but 
eventually brought them back to reflect on those relations in a different 
light. This process of turn-around was spread over a century; but it can be 
exemplified by Freud's Three Essays on Sexuality - Foucault's 
archaeology of psychoanalysis could well be considered as the archaeology 
of this book. There Freud starts by looking at homosexuality and then at 
the other sexual deviations and after that at infantile sexuality. It is only in 
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the last section of the book that he turns to the entry into adult heter
osexuality. On a wider level, one implication we may draw from 
Foucault's genealogy is that the usual histories of the family and sex, by 
firmly focusing on the family ~ and thus on conjugal 
alliances ~ completely overlook the terrain where some of the main 
changes in the field of sexuality took place. They are, as a result, 
incapable of registering the influence which came to brar on familial 
relationships, and the place which the famiJy occupies within the field of 
sexuality. 

According to Foucault, discourses on sexuality from the eight' 
eerith century onwards were distributed around four axes: that of mastur
bation among children and minors (infantile sexuality), that of hysteria 
among women, that of perversion and finally that of demography. The 
last formed a semi-autonomous domain of its own, and it fo_ra long time 
developed in isolation from the medicine of sexuality. Of the four it was 
the only one directly concerned with reproduction. It was towards the end 
of the nineteenth century, with the medicalisation ofbirth control, that 
medicine started to adopt a demographic perspective. 

That there was a crusade against masturbation among children 
may seem to us now comic, and the importance accorded to it by Foucault 
and Donzelot idiosyncratic and even unwarranted. Such a reaction, one 
niay note, is based on what we see as a ludicrous misrecognition of a per
fectly wholesome and normal sexual activity. Previously, mothers used to 
get worried if their children masturbated, but nowadays they become 
anxious if their children do not. However, the issue is not whether the cru
sa de was grounded in scientific truth; what is pertinentis the ramifications 
of·the crusade. AssoCiated with the crusade was the idea that children, 
though yet to accede to sex, were nevertheless prone to sexual impulses. 
And it presupposed that the sexuality of the child is a matter of concern to 
doctors, to educationists, to parents and more generally, to citizens with a 
social conscience. As Donzelot in his The. Police of the Family - which 
could be regarded·ascomplementary to The History of Sexuality- points 
out, the crusade instituted a particular relationship between the doctor 
and the mother: the doctor drew attention to the danger and prescribed 
preventive measures and remedies to be carried out by the mother. The 
rhodern mother· was thus created in the image of a nurse. -

At a wider level the crusade is, for Foucault, an apt exemplifica' 
tion of the taCtics of power peculiar to the modern field of sexuality (pp 
41"-42). He contrasts it with the traditional prohibition of incestuous 
relationships or for that matter of adultery. The crusade sought to mobi
lise the adult world on the assumption that masturbation among children 
was univer~al; and therefore the main issue in it was how to trace the cases 
of masturbation and how- to restrict their recurrence .. The traditional 
prohibition on incest proceeded on the assumption that it is an occasional 
lapse which lends itself to complete elimination. In contrast, there was no 
question that masturbation among children could be made to disappear 
completely; for it was assumed to be grounded in an instinct. The control 
of masturbation took the form of putting into operation a polymorphous 
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mechanism of surveillance which sought to draw in every act within the 
field of vision; as if masturbation facilitated power relations seeping in 
even in the minor movements of the body. On the other hand the control 
of incest or adultery took the form of the consequent condemnation of the 
act postjestum - perhaps in the form of an exemplary punishment. 

Like the masturbating child, the hysteric woman was implicated 
in a network of relationships. The identification of hysteria involved 
positing a female body sa.turated with sexuality. The di.scourse on 
hysteria had ramifications well beyond the narrow medical field because 
of the roles which women play in the field of sexuality: as females, as wives 
and as mothers. 

Foucault singles out the following four a,s the main characters in the 
process of constitution of the present day field of sexuality: the 
masturbating child, the hysteric woman, the perverse adult and the 
Malthusian coqple (pp 103-105 ). Let us see what the significance of this 
choice of characters is. It is worth pointing out here that the first three are 
also the main characters in the Freudian analysis of sexuality. Freud's 
earliest studies were of hysteria, and his insistence that hysteria is a psychic 
disorder and that it is grounded in sexuality played a crucial role in his later 
analyses of sexuality in general. Moreover, it was by the analysis of infantile 
sexuality and the etiology of sexual perversions among adults that Freud 
sought to displace the then current idea that abnormal and normal 
sexualities were individuated by distinct species of persons. That the 
Foucauldian political economy of discourses on sexuality is an archaeology 
of psychoanalysis is so because of the three characters. 

Psychoanalysis is not concerned with the biological outcomes of 
genital sexuality, so the Malthusian couple is not a psychoanalytic figure. 
One may ask, what is the significance of appending 'Malthusian' to 
couples? The qualification is presumably meant to draw attention to the 
appearance of demographic discourses from the middle of the eighteenth 
century onwards which served as the basis for assessing the fecundity of 
couples in the global terms of population, its health, its welfare and of 
national resources. For Foucault the appearance of the notion of popula
tion and concern with phenomena like births, deaths, infant mortality, 
incidence of diseases and social ills on the scale of the population as a 
whole are of a special significance. For they served as a means of identify
ing the targets of social intervention, and furnishing the reasons for that 
intervention. They mark the entry of biological phenomena in the field of 
politics - hence the name bio-politics. 

One might note the absence of some of the characters which figure 
so prominently in the usual histories of the family and sexuality: the illegi
timate child and the disorderly couple. These absences are perhaps a 
result of the attempt on Foucault's part to circumvent the theme of 
repression - a theme which for him is bound up with the licit and illicit 
and thus with the law of matrimonial alliances. Here one may draw 
attention to the fact that from the end of the 18th century onwards - the 
period of the flowering of discourses on the themes which Foucault has 
singled out- there were recurrent campaigns to revalorise matrimony 
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which was becoming debased among the lower classes. What is important 
about those campaigns is that they did not arise out of a concern to main
tain the canons of the traditional sexual codes; rather, they were based on 
the reassessment of marriage as a foundation for a salubrious family life 
and healthy surroundings for the upbringing of children .. These cam
paigns were waged by philanthropists and social reformers; their objec
tives may at first look traditional, but they were based on calculation and 
n_asoning in terms of welfare and benefit - which was anything but 
traditional. The question one may ask is what justifies the inclusion of the 
crusade against infantile masturbation and the exclusion of the philan, 
thropic campaigns to get the poor to 1Tlarry, when discussing the genealogy 
of the field of sexuality? None, so far as we can see. Perhaps this is another 
consequence.of the dubious identification which Foucault sets up between 
repression, the law in general and the law of matrimonial alliances. 
Implicit in Foucault's arguments is the assumption that the matrimonial 
order. is essentially juridical - in the Foucauldian sense of being 
exclusively tethered to the binary division between licit and 'illicit- and 
thus a natural support for thetheme of repression. Thus in part the evasion 
of the theme of repression in The History of Sexuality takes the form of the 
neglect of the matrimonial order in favour of the order of sexuality - the 
order of desires and sensations. It is true that the distinctive features of the 
field of sexuality are anchored in the latter rather than in the matrimonial 
order. But that order underwent an important change during the time 
when sexual desires were being constituted as a distinct order; that change 
took the form of the revalorisation of the.marital order in terms ofeffectson 
the upbringing of children andthe welfare of the spouses. At places in The 
History ofSexuality it almostseems that Foucault regards the matrimonial 

. order as a residue from the field of sexuality of the classical age which the 
order of desires and sensations has failed to displace completely and thus 
has to come to terms wilh. In fact, as we see it, it is difficult to instilsuch 
sense into the Foucauldian innovation of bio-politics without taking into 
account the changes which the matrimonial order has undergone. Some of 
these changes have been admirably. analysed by Donzelot in his The 
Policing of Families. 

Now we turn to what Foucault has to say about psychoanalysis and 
. about Freud. The genealogy of the field of sexuality which Foucault has 

sketched makes itclear that the Freudian discourse on sexuality can ho 
longer be regarded as an audacious first attempt to broach the difficult 
subject of sex. It is, as The History of Sexuality convincingly demon
strates, a point of culmination ofthe disparate discourses on sexuality 
which started to flower from the eighteenth century onwards. What 
Foucault has done is to shift the point of view on psychoanalysis; rather 
than putting into questio:!l its validity he unearths its foundations and 
focuses on its relation with its antecedants. 

According to Foucault, the generalisation of the mechanism of 
sexuality - the one constituted of disparate discourses on sexuality -
furnished the ground for the emergence of psychoanalysis and its wide
spread diffusion. However, the incidence of psychoanalytic therapy has 
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been uneven. It is for the most part restricted to a particular section of the 
population. Foucault argues that by virtue of that, it performs the role of 
differentiating the sexuality of one social group from that of the others. 
Those with access to psychoanalysis manage their sexuality by putting the 
effects of sexual repression into speech and the rest have to remain con
tent with other forms of management of sexuality. 

Foucault uses the incest taboo to exemplify the differences in the 
regimes of sexuality·to which various social classes are subject. Psycho
analysis posited the incest taboo as a universal law: a taboo to which all 
societies and all individuals are subject. For therapeutic purposes it is not 
so much its universality as its psychic effects which are pertinent. Psycho
therapy counteracts the pathological effects of the taboo by making the 
patient put his or her incestuous desires into speech. The changes in 
child-rearing practices which started to be introduced from the end of the 
eighteenth century increased the intimacy of the parent -child, especially 
the mother-child, relationship, and thus, as Foucault sees it, generated 
an environment which provided a perpetual incitement to incest. This 
change first took place in bourgeois families and it was only later that it 
started to spread out to other sections of the population. Foucault juxta
poses the discovery of Oedipus by psychoanalysis with the introduction of 
the laws limiting paternal control of children and directed against incest 
during the last decade of the nineteenth century. It was the lower classt;s 
who were the main target of these laws. This juxtaposition is used to 
produce the contrast that while psychoanalysis made the father an obli
gatory object of love for his children, the law punished the father if he 
happened to become a lover of his children. 

Within the mechanism of sexuality as it evolved in the West, as 
Foucault sees it, psychoanalysis performed four functions: it furnished an 
apparatus for aligning sexuality inscribed in the register of desires with 
the sexuality regulated by familial alliances; it deflected the analysis of 
sexuality from the theme of degeneration; it functioned as a differentia
ting element within the mechanism of sexuality and, finally, it redeploy-
ed confession as a device for unmasking repression. · 

Obviously the Oedipal triangle is the psychoanalytic apparatus 
which aligns sexual desires with familial norms. It is interesting in this 
context to point to the peculiar status which the incest taboo has in 
psychoanalysis. The breach of the taboo is a sexual perversion as well as, 
of course, a transgression of familial norms. The interesting point is that 
incest only ranks as the former because it constitutes the latter; and it is 
only in this case that identification of sexual perversion entails a reference 
to familial norms. 

For Foucault what is important about Freud is that he broke away 
from the theme of degeneration. During the nineteenth century and 
later, degeneration formed the bridge between sexual perversion and the 
transmission of traits through heredity; sexual ailments, it was believed, 
not only affected the patient but also future generations. This belief 
underlay the eugenic project of protecting the species by means of the 
governmental regulation of marriages, births and even deaths. Foucault 
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regards the medicine of perversions and eugenism as two great innova-
. tions in the technology of sex in the second half of the nineteenth century. 

As he sees it, it is in the context of these two that the Freudian contribu
tion on sexuality assumes the status of a special event (pp 149-150). Freud 
adhered to the project of a medicine specifically concerned with sex, but 
he wanted that medicine to have nothing to do with heredity .and thus 
with any form of eugenics - the 'racism of the state'. One might say that 
with Freud sexual perversions became a form in which individual desires 
are. invested and stopped being a patrimony. 

At a broader theoretical level psychoanalytic theory had the effect 
of popularising the theme of repression. As Foucault sees it, with psycho
analysis the analysis of the whole field of sexuality became centred around 
the theme of repression. Here one may note that the Foucauldian critique 
of repression and its denigration is in fact a critique of psychoanalytically 
oriented histories of sexuality in Western societies - in particular those of 
Reichand, onemayadd, thoseofMarcuse. So far asonecansee, itisonlyin 
those accounts that the analysis is centred around the theme of repression; 
in non ·psychoanalytically oriented histories of the family and of sexuality 
repression seems to play a secondary role. Foucault acknowledges the 
criticalfunction performed by the Reichian critique ofWestt;rnsexuality, 
but he .values it as having a .liQlited potential. The argument is that the 
critique is premissed on the associated themes . of repression and 
liberation - the very themes which are the principal products of the field 
ofsexualityas it came to be constituted in Western societies. Therefore the 
alternative economy of desires and pleasures suggested by the Reichian 
critique is itself implicated in the field o( sexuality as it is presently 
constituted (pp 130-131). FOI.J,cault seems to allude to aneqmomy of 
pleasures and desires which is not tethered to the twin themes of repression 
and liberation, but from The Hz'story of Sexuality it is not clear what its 
configuration would be (p 57). 

The field .of operationalisation of psychoanalysis is overlaid with 
familial relationships. According to Foucault, Freud isolated sexuality as 
such - presumably in the form of libido - and freed it. from its 
neurological underpinnings. Further, he pushed Charcot's argument to 
the limit and embarked on the analysis of individual sexuality- in the 
sense of a therapy -- outside the ambit of familial controL In addition to 
that, psychoimalytic therapy during the course .of unmasking repressions 
ended up qu.estioning the familial relationship. 

But all these, as Foucault points out, involve a paradoxical circu· 
larity. Freudfreed the analysis of individual sexuality from familial con
trol, only to rediscover the familial relationship at the level of desires. 
What.is even more paradoxical is that psychoanalysis started by question
ing familial relationships, but as a result of its operationalisation, ended 
up as one of the most widely used techniques for salvaging marital 
relationships in distress. It is perpetually caught in the paradoxical 
manoeuvre ofanalysing individual sexuality as such and of using indivi
dual cases as the stepping stone for the analysis of the familial relation· 
ship in which the patient is implicated. Foucault singles out child psycho-
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therapy as an example of this. There the starting point is always the 
psychic problems of the child., but those problems serve as a stepping 
stone for the analysis of parental and marital relationships. 

There is, however, a problem with Foucault's analysis of psycho
analysis and its position in the field of sexuality. His remarks about 
psychoanalysis, though suggestive and interesting, are in general sketchy. 
Though he regards the history of sexuality as an archaeology of psycho
analysis, the book, even taking into account the tangential remarks, deals 
with a very ·small part of psychoanalytic theory; there is, after all, a lot 
more to psychoanalytic theory than the analysis of sexuality. At a general 
level the Foucauldian genealogy establishes the foundation for a critique 
of the novelty which has been attributed to Freud's discussion of 
sexuality, as well as of psychoanalytically oriented programmes of sexual 
liberation. From the occasional remarks that he makes it is also clear that 
Foucault is critical of psychoanalytic, in particular Freudian, theory. But 
the tactics which he uses are evasive; he does not engage in a head-on 
questioning of Freudian theory. He hints at the need to substitute the 
analysis of sexuality in terms of desires by an analysis of it in terms of 
pleasures and the body. Yet he evades the question of what the latter 
would consist of and what the substitution would entail. Psychoanalysis is 
obviously one of the main targets of attack in The History of Sexuality, 
but it almost seems that the arguments of the book are carefully steered 
away from anything more than tangential and indirect remarks about 
psychoanalytic theory. Lacanian theory is the case in point, to the 
cognoscenti it would be clear that the Lacanian formalisation of the 
Freudian theory of desires is the target of attack in Chapter 1, Part Four, 
but Lacan is never mentioned by name. The tactics which Foucault 
employs are reminiscent of Chinese political writings where the attack on 
political opponents takes the allusive form of an attack on a character in 
some historical fable. 

Bio-Politics 

Finally we come to bio-politics- a concept which figures importantly in 
The History of Sexuality and implicitly in Disczpline and Punish. In both 
these books it is used to mark out the specificity of the configuration of 
power relations which started to emerge_ in Western societies from the 
eighteenth century onwards. In a general sense bio-politics is a category 
which groups together policies whose points of incidence are the 
phenomena of life. According to Foucault the power over life developed 
along two different axes - one micro and the other macro. The policies 
distributed along the former treat the body as a machine and they are 
concerned with its dressage, the cultivation of its hidden potential and 
aptitudes. These are termed 'anatomo-politics of the body'. The child
rearing practices laying a special stress on the physical development of the 
child, which started to be introduced in Western societies from the 
middle of the eighteenth century, furnish a paradigm .of the anatomo-
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politics of the body. From the point of view of i:he tactics of power the 
importance of these policies consists in the fact that they are directed 
towards the minutiae of physical movements and the environment of 
existence - hence the term micro-power which Foucault uses to describe 
the mode of operation of these policies. 

The domain of operation of macro policies is not individual bodies 
but large aggregates of bodies - population. These policies obviously 
depend on the existence of the notion of population as an entity of 
management and they are directed towards statistical phenomena like 
birth rate, death rate, infant mortality and the balance between the 
number of bodies and the quantum of available resources. These policies 
are termed bio-politics of population. In contrast to the first set of policies 
they are focused away from the minutiae, towards the species treated as a 
unit. 

The two sets of policies though developed separately are neither 
antithetical nor mutually exclusive. Here one may ask: what is the perti
nence of bio-politics to sexuality? Sex is a special target for bio-politics 
because it is, as Foucault puts it, the point of access to both the 'life of the 
body' and the 'life of the species'. Sexuality in the sense of pleasures and 
sensations serves as the point of reference to the body, while sexuality in 
the sense of procreation serves as a point of reference to the life of the 
species. Foucault points out that the policies deployed in the field of 
sexuality straddled both disciplinary - directed towards the individual 
body - and regulatory ~ concerned with population - techniques of 
power. For instance, the crusade against masturbation among children 
was conducted both in the name of the healthy development of the child 
into the adult and of the propagation of the species. 

For Foucault the gradual,emergence.of disparate policies grouped 
·under bio-politics is an event of special significance: it implied a nodal 
change in the regime ofpower. He brings out the differences between the 
old - prior to the eighteenth century - and the modern regimes of 
power by pointing to the manner in which power came to bear on life and 
death. In the monarchical regime power took the form of capability to 
'make die', and the business of living was outside the hold of power. In 
contrast the modern regime of power is distanced from 'make die' and 
geared towards the management of the chores of living. The .advent of the 
modern regime of power made things like nutrition, lodgings, sanitation 
and the rearing of children into objects which have to be administered 
and·moulded. For Foucault, if the old regime of power is described by 
'make die and let live', then the appropriate label for the modern regime 
of power is 'make live and reject to die'. 

But what is the significance of the change in the regime of power 
away from death towards life? At the epistemological level the change is 
associated with the rise of a humanism concerned with man as a living 
being and the place of man among living beings. This leads back to the 
discussion of the rise of the modern episteme in Foucault's earlier The 
Order of Things. In addition, for Foucault the change is important 
because it implies a devaluation of the legal in favour of norms - in 
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essence non-legal. In one of the interviews on The History of Sexuality 
Foucault takes the significance of bio-politics to consist in the fact that 
the exercise of power is not premissed on the prior representation of the 
juridical subject; the target of 'bio-policies' is a living organism. The 
emphasis on bio-politics on Foucault's part could be regarded as an 
attempt to detract from the mass of attention that has been showered on 
the subject in its various guises - psychoanalytic, linguistic, juridical and 
ideological. 

Foucault wants to tear the analysis of power away from the theme 
of signification- of which the notion of the subject is a necessary com
ponent. H His enterprise may eventually turn out to be of decisive import
ance; but the way in which he draws the distinction between the old and 
the modern regimes of power is fraught with certain types of problem. To 
identify the old regime of power with the sway of the law - as Foucault 
appears to do - and the modern regime with the sway of norms is to com
mit oneself to an unchanging image of the law. We have discussed the 
problems that this image of the law gives rise to; that bio-politics circum
vents the prior representation of the subject creates similar problems. It 
could be argued that the subject, for Foucault, is that which is subjected 
to the power which leans on the sword. Our main objection to this con
ception is that just as there is no unique essence of the law, there is no 
singular form of the subject. Rather than saying that 'bio-policies' posited 
a living organism instead of a legal subject, would it not be more appro
priate to say that such policies created different forms of subjectivities? 
This alternative formulation has the advantage of problematising the 
form of the subject of the laws and other policies which Foucault seems to 
take for granted. 

At the end of this long and detailed assessment of the arguments of 
The History of Sexuality it is as well to end by giving a brief answer to the 
question, what is one to make of the book? The first major contribution of 
the book is that it opens up a completely novel perspective on the history 
of sexuality and of the family. It-furnishes the foundation for a type of 
critique of psychoanalysis by placing it within the historical conditions of 
its emergence and by assessing its effects within the field of sexuality. 
That critique, however, does not amount to a critique of Freudian 
theory. But it would not be accurate to say that Foucault is merely con
tent with unearthing the archaeology of psychoanalysis and placing it in 
an appropriate historical perspective. Foucault is, as his throw-away 
remarks suggest, critical of Freudian theory; yet he does not go beyond 
suggestive hints. If I were to single out the positive contribution of the 
book, it would neither be his critique of the repressive hypothesis nor his 
views on power nor his treatment of psychoanalysis. Instead it would be 
his notion of bio-politics and the effect of 'bio-policies' on the family, on 
the domains of administration and the style of the government. 

I am grateful to Mark Cousins, Colin Cordon and ]ill Hodges for 
comments on this article. 
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