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written by men and women, and must attempt to theorize
imaginative writing as something more specific, strange and
fragmented than a ‘reflection’ of either patriarchal ideology or
real social relations. A socialist cultural criticism may wish to cut
loose, finally, from feminism’s overemphasis in the last decade
on high culture as a leading influence, benign or vicious, on
women'’s subordination or struggle. Millett’s radical feminism is
quite clear about culture’s central place in the sexual revolution.
Given the errors in her definition of patriarchy and the function
of patriarchal ideology we should, as Marxists and feminists, be
wary of placing all of our hopes and fears on the revision of
culture. In her postscript, Millett concludes:

The enormous social change involved in a sexual revolution is basic-
ally a matter of altered consciousness, the exposure and elimination
of social and psychological realities underlining political and cultural
structures. We are speaking then, of a cultural revolution, which,
while it must necessarily involve the political and economic reorganiz-
ation traditionally implied by the term revolution, must go far
beyond this as well. And here it would seem that the most profound
changes implied are ones accomplished by human growth and true
re-education, rather than those arrived at through the theatrics of
armed struggle — even should the latter become inevitable.?®

Much of this statement is politically impeccable, but its empha-
sis, written as it was in the midst of the Vietnam war, is a little
worrying. The realities of armed struggle are made to seem more
distant and fictional than those of altered consciousness and
human growth.

23. Millett, pp. 362-3.
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Wild Nights:
Pleasure/Sexuality/Feminism

... till women are led to exercise their understandings, they

should not be satirized for their attachment to rakes; or even

for being rakes at heart, when it .appears to be the inevitable
consequence of their education. They who live to please —
must find their enjoyments, their happiness in pleasure!

Mary Wollstonecraft, 1792

Wild Nights — Wild Nights!
Were I with thee '
Wild Nights should be

Our luxury! -

Emily.Dickinson 1861

I had been a’hopeful rad.ical. Now I am not. f’ornography has
infected me. Once I was a child and I dreamed of freedom. "
Now I am an adult and I see what my dreams have come to:
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. \;;u;‘f‘;i‘“r familiar, is_her temporary expedient, the rejection of woman's
Wy Pleasure _as inextricably bound to her dependent an@l_’cfé@i%nti’]
(L\f' A Status. Revolutions have come and gone, ~and sexuality is orice
P oy more at the head of feminist agendas in the west, the wild card
QW 3 whose suit and value shifts provocatively with history. As dream
by 6‘ &e)f"i or nightmare, or both at once, it reigns in our lives as an anarchic
ot U0 W/ force, refusing to be chastened and tamed by sense or conscience
> to a sentence in a revolutionary manifesto:

In the ‘right to choose’ the women’s movement has reasserted -
the tenets of liberal humanism, laying claim to its promise of
individual civil rights for women, and acknowledging the diffi-

e culty of prescription in the area of sexual politics. Yet female
’fm\k‘ < sexuahty remains one, of_w Ene central__contradictions V\beln
< f\U““D\‘ cq_ntemEE)rary polltlcs, _causing as much anx1ety to feminists and
Coeet ‘)«f their sympathisers as to their opponents. Within feminist debate,
font radical and revolutionary feminists argue with their liberal and
e 0, socialist sisters' around definitions of a correct or politically
98" acceptable sexual practice. The possible positions on this troub-
ling_issue that can be identified as_feminist range from a pro-
/
‘,v\"{f’- - .;'\‘/

‘gl\_ i 5“‘1\1 1. Mary Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, New York 1975, p.
TS 119. Emily Dickinson, The Complete Poems of Emily Dickinson, Thomas H. John-
1""‘{' X swon ed.,LLor:idon 113;7, p. 3101: Andrea Dworkin, Pornography: Men Possessing

"\)q, ‘:; , omen, London, , p- .

A 2. Wollstonecraft, p.119.
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pornography. So, while I cannot help my sleeping nightmares,
I have given up many waking dreams.

Andrea Dworkin 19817

How difficult it is to uncouple the terms pleasure and sexuality.
How much more difficult, once uncoupled, to re-imagine woman
as the subject, pleasure as her object, if that object is not sexual.
Almost two centuries of feminist activity and debate have

passed, two hundred years in which women’s understandings

have been widely exercised, yet most of Mary Wollstonecraft’s
modest proposals for female emancipation are still demands on a
feminist platform. Most distant, most utopian seems her hesitant

‘y\" plea that the social basis for woman’s sexual pleasure be ‘digni-

fied’ after ‘some future revolution in time’.2 Too_near, too

~confliet orthe site

Wild Nights 33 R

pleasure, polymorphously perverse se sexual radicalism, through

cﬁfmus‘permrss “porn_activism..and_a_political

Tesbianism that s_genital sexuality. This muddy

"ot feminism _itself, __Suggests,. among_other

things, tiow profoundly women’s. _subjectivity is_cor nstructed

through Sextial ¢ categdﬁés T

The negative meanings historically associated with their sex-

uality have been a major impediment in women'’s fight for libera-

tion. Historians suggest that the ‘ideological division of women

into two classes, the virtuous and the fallen, was already well

developed’ by the mid-eighteenth century. Certainly it received

one of its major modern articulations at about this time in

Rousseau’s Emile (1762). In Emile the possibility of women'’s civil,

economic and psychological independence is rejected because it g_

would also enable the independent and licentious exercise of her L}E)QQJ:: <o

supposedly insatiable sexual appetite. Woman'’s desire is seen by, ,, @« "~

Rousseau as both regressive and disruptive of the new hberal*’%vp Qg

soc1al order he proposed; women’s.. emanc1pat10n#_wpu]d mean a T

step backward for rational and_ egali _progress. It is import-

ant to remember that the notion of woman as polltlcally enabled

and independent is fatally linked to the unrestrained and vicious

exercise of her sexuality, not just in the propaganda of the new

right, but in a central and influential work of the very old left. Lel

hen feminists sought to appropriate liberal humanism for j

their own sex they had to contend with the double standard ljk’ o=

promirteritly-inscribed within radical tradition, as well as with it its P,

suffocating and determining presence in dominant ideologies. RS

Female sexuality is still the suppressed text of those liberal and \.,),',J .

left programmes that are silent on the issues of women’s sub- by &+

ordination. This silence has had its negative effect upon femin- 724, |

ism itself, which must always speak into other political '

discourse%j’\lhere both right and left sexual ideologies converge,

associating women'’s desire with weakness,” unreason and

materialism, it has been noticeably hard to_insist on positive

social and “polifical meanings for female sexuality®Only its

supposed disruptive force can be harnessed to revolutionary

possibility, and then, perhaps, only for the moment of disruption

itself. While most feminisms have recognized that the regulation

of female sexuality and the ideological mobilization of its threat

to order are part of women’s subordination, it is not surprising

that they have too often accepted the paradigm that 1n51sts that (‘ums bear
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desire is a regressive force in women's lives, and have called for,
a sublimation of women'’s sexual pleasure to meet a passionless
and rafional ideal. Rousseau’s formulation has cast a long
shadow that cannot be dispersed by simple inversions of his
argument%g_logg as the idea survives that a reformed libidinal
economy for women is the precondition for a successful feminijst
politics, women can always be seen as unready for emanCIPationj’
This view, explicitly expressed in Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindi-
cation of the Rights of Woman emerges in a different form in

© Adrienne Rich’s radical feminist polemic, ‘Compulsory Hetero-

_sexuality and Lesbian Existence’ (1980). This article explores
A Vindication at some length, and ‘Compulsory Heterosexuality’
very briefly, as part of a Jonger project to understand how the
sexual politics of feminism has been shaped.

The Rights of Woman and Feminine Sexuality: Mary
Wollstonecraft

The reputation of Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the

~ Rights of Woman (1792), the founding_text of Anglo—American

feminism, generally precedes and in part constructs our reading
of it. We are likely to look for, and privilege, its demands for
educational, legal and political equality; these are, after all, the
demands that link Wollstonecaft’s feminism to our own. If we
give ourselves up to A Vindication's eloquent but somewhat
rambling prose, we will also discover passim an unforgettable
early account of the making of a lady, an acute, detailed analysis
of the-social construction . ofiemininit y, which appropriates the
developmental psychology of enlightenment and romantic

Ceminist inheritance. How much use can we

G make of ‘this legacy w1thout a sense ‘of the history that produced

3. Jeffrey Weeks, Sex, Politics and Society, London 1981, p. 30.
4. Adrienne Rich, ‘Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence’, in
Signs; Journal of Women in Culture and Society, vol. 5, no. 4, 1980, pp. 631-60.

thought It is certainly p0551ble to_ engage with A dezcatzon SO...
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emerges, one that is ~arguably as mterested in developmg a class.

analySIS of women s subor lination ‘and3 manifesto of her rights
~"This part "of Wollstonecraft’s pro]ect deserves our attention

too, for only by understanding why Wollstonecraft wanted

)

women to become full, independent members of the-middle- * o
lass. ca —
class, can we make sense of the negative and | prescriptive.assault. Prco b v

‘on female sexuality that is the leitmotif of A Vindication whereijtis ' ¢s./, j.

not the overt subject of the text. ~ oot

It is usual to see the Frefichi'Revolution as the intellectual and @l
political backdrop:to A Vindication; it would be more useful to see > &), 1,
it as the most important condition of its production. As Margaret \5
Walters has pointed out, A Vindication sums up and rearticulates
a century of feminist ideas,” but its immediate stake was in the b
political advance of a revolutionary vanguard — the middle-class U Foegy g
itself, as Wollstonecraft and others imagined it. Every opinjon in | ~¢¥ ECEION

{

convulsive moment, andmth_e_ area_ of Wollstonecraft,s thought
TosF altered and iluminated-by-that- glare-is-sexuality.. In her two
attempts at fiction, Mary, a Fiction and Maria or The Wrongs of
Woman, one produced a few years before A Vindication and the
other incomplete at her death in 1797, women’s feelings and
desires, as well .as the importance of expressing them, are 4

valorizedﬁ/ﬁg_t_lll_/i_dezcatzon ‘Wollstonecraft turned against cj(" ™ 4

feeling, which is_seen as_reactionary and regressive, almost
counter- revolutronary g;.Sexuality and pleas af
o -

7ch ] acter,,and () )
women : mpeded by their early_ and corrupt initiatien..in the
sensual from_using theirs: A

hy-tis_A_,deic,atzon so suffused with the sexual, and so
severe about it? This is the question that T will éxplore at some
lﬁ{th Bélow. Wollstonecraft’s feminism and her positions on
sexuality were, at this point in her life, directly bound up w1th|
her radical politics — they can only be understood through each |
other. In untangling the knotted meanings of the sexual in our
own history, our own politics, it is useful to understand the

5. Margaret Walters, ‘The Rights and Wrongs of Women: Mary Wollstonecraft,
Harriet Martineau, Simone de Beauvoir’, in Juliet Mitchell and Ann Oakley
eds., The Rights and Wrongs of Women, Harmondsworth, 1979, pp. 304-378.
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different but recurring anxieties it has stirred for other femin-
isms, other times.

A Vindication of the Rights of Woman offers the reader a puritan
sexual ethic with such passionate conviction that self-denial
seems a libidinzed activity. And so it was, in the sense that a
reform of sexual behaviour was Wollstonecraft’s precondition for
radical_change in the condition of women; permitting the

,developme nt_of their reason and independence. The democratic

T

imperatives — equality and liberty for all classes of persons —
have been, for so long now, the well worn staples of liberal and
left rhetoric that it is hard to remember that they were being
invoked in new ways and with unprecedented exuberance in the
1790s: When we try to puzzle out the meanings of A Vindication
it is the negative construction of the sexual in the midst of a posi-
tive and progressive construction of the social and political we
must question. In that contradiction — if indeed it is a contradic-
tion — our present conflict over sexual politics is still partly
embedded.

Written -in six weeks at the height of British left optimism
about events in France, A Vindication came out early in 1792, the
same year as the second part of Tom Paine’s Rights of Man, a year
before William Godwin’s Political Justice. Each was, equally, a
response to the political moment. All three were crucial state-
ments about the social and political possibilities of a transformed
Britain. An almost millenarial fervour moved British radicals in
these years. Their political and philosophical ideas were being
put into practice only a few hundred miles away; there were
signs of reasoned and purposeful unrest at home among
ordinary working people. The end of aristocratic privilege and
autocratic rule in France was to be taken as a sign of universal
change. The downfall of the Bastille, Thomas Paine exulted,
included the idea of the downfall of despotism.

A Vindication engages with radical romantic politics at a
moment when the practical realization of such a politics seemed
as near as France itself. Wollstonecraft had already written one
short pamphlet, A Vindication of the Rights of Men (1790), in
support of the revolution, and was still to write a long piece on
its behalf.® In A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, her most

6. Mary Wollstonecraft, Historical and Moral View of the Origin and Pragress of the
French Revolution, 1794.
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important work, she took advantage of an open moment of
political debate to intervene on behalf of women from inside the
British left intelligentsia. Its message is urgent precisely because
social and political reform seemed not just possible, but inevit-
able. The status of women as moral and political beings had
become one fairly muted instance of the unresolved contradic-
tions within the republican and democratic tendencies of the
time. The overlapping tendencies of enlightenment and romantic
thought emphasized the natural virtue rather than innate
depravity of human beings, their equality before God, and the
evils brought about by unequal laws and hereditary privilege.
Argurhents initially directed at a corrupt ruling class on behalf of
a virtuous bourgeoisie inevitably opened up questions of intra-
class power relations. With A Vindication Wollstonecraft
challenged her own political camp, insisting that women’s rights
be put higher on thefadical agenda. Addressed to Talleyrand,
taking issue with h Rousseau, speaking | the political jargon of her

English cc confemporaries, Mﬂdl_c_a_tl_(zﬁ_mvmewihtenﬁient
heél_t_“jgg_,_;hg‘dead “and the living, to extend the néw humnanism
_tothe other half of the face~Withra-thriving-revolution under
“way, the polifical and intellectual credit of republican sympathis-
ers was as high as their morale. It seemed like the right moment
to ask them to pay their debt to women. -

The opening pages of A Vindication share the aggressive,
confident mood and tone that had developed under the threat
and promise of the revolutionary moment. Ridiculing the “turgid
bombast” and ‘flowery diction” of aristocratic discourse,
Wollstonecraft offers -the reader instead, ‘sincerity’ and ‘un-
affected’ prose, the style and standards of the class of men and

\
1L,

women to whom she was speaking — ‘I pay particular attention v~ < o

to_those in the middle class, because they appear to “be in the'
most natural [1 e. lea,st,.corrupted] _state.” Her q{lﬁgmogehc class
“bias was shared .with-her. radical. contemporarles,,—mlt is bardly
surpnsmg that idealized humanity_as it appears in her text.is.a
rational, plain_ speaking, bourgeois man. Denying any innate

mequahty between the sexes. _except _physical _strength, she..

promises. to_first_consider.women. in_the _grand, light.of .human
creatures, who, in common with men,.are.placed.on.this earth-te.

"unfold their facultles and addresses”her sisters... boldly as.

L

ele

\an e
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the distinctions of sex.. o

" How to attain this character’ In Paine’s Rights of Man the
reader was told that inequality and oppression were the effects
of culture rather than nature. The text itself is a politicizing
event, first constructing and then working on an uncorrupted
rational subject. Paine hoped, and his enemies feared, that some
sort of direct political action to unseat despotic power would
follow from a sympathetic reading of his pamphlet. The message
and intention of A Vindication are very different. Nowhere does
Wollstonecraft pose women, in their present ‘degraded’ condi-
tion, as either vanguard or revolutionary mass. Like the corrupt

i tion “in order that they_might re
selves_of ‘soft | phrw,_sgsceptlbllltv of heart, dehcacy of senti-
ment, and refinement._of faqte_...,m“,w_’]ibe_ttjne___nojigns,of_bea{_&y’
and the single-minded ‘desire of establishing. themselves —_the

only_way _women can rise in the world = bv marriage,L“_Befg_rLe

catlngand advancmg human progress she must be persuaded.to

become ‘more masculiné and respectable by giving up her role
both'as 51gn1f1cant objects ofdesire*-and-as-desiring subject.’
Even in its own day A Vindication must have been a short,
sharp shock for women readers. Men might be able to mobilize
reason and passion, in them equitably combined, to change the
world immediately; women, crippled and stunted by an educa-
tion for dependence, must liberate themselves from a slavish
addiction to the sensual before their understandmgs could
liberate anyone else. At later moments of political crisis feminists
could, and would, portray women as vanguard figures, sub-
ordinated members of the propertied class who understood more
about oppression, as a result, than their bourgeois male
comrades. Not here. Read intertextually, heard against the poly-
phonic lyricism of Paine, Godwin and the dozens of ephemeral
pamphleteers who were celebrating the fact and prospect of the
revolution, A Vindication was a sobering read. Wollstonecraft sets

’

out on an heroic mission to rescue women from a fate worse than..

7. Wollstonecraft, A Vindication, pp. 9-10. -
8. Ibid., p. 10.
9. Ibid, p. 11.

be Teached by sweet T
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death, which h was, as s she saw it, the maliciqus. and simultaneous....

—— L T .
LI_IS_CI‘lpthD of the1r sexuahty mfeuor:ty as_innate, natural

Jeast on Wollstoneciaft herself. She accepts Rousseau’s ascrlp
tion of female inferiority and locates it even more flrmly than he
does in an excess of sensibility. Since lust and narcissism were
evil they must belong to social relations rather than human
nature; this was Rousseau’s own posmon in relation to men.
Accordingly, female sexuality insofar as it is vicious is inscribed
in A Vindication as the effect of culture on an essentially un-

WJ

“QM

gendered nature. By tampering with the site of degrading sexual- (J

ity without challenging the moralising description of sexuality «(=2<, .~

HJ -

7,

itself, Wollstonecraft..sets _up _heartbreaking__conditions...for bﬂ/“a N

women’s_liberation_.—_a_little_death, the. death_of_desire,..the. .
death of female pleasure.

('/4—
Co

{Even if A Vindicationis preoccupled with the’ sexual@
Momen s oppression, why is woman’s love of

leasure so dee ly;itlgmatlzed as the sign of her degradation?Tn" -

refusing to interpret women’s unbounded desire as a natural
mark of sexual difference or the appropriate preoccupation of her
mediated place in the social, Wollstonecraft is resisting a whole
range of bourgeois positions around gender sexuality, positions
rapidly hardening into the forms of bourgeois morality that
would dominate nineteenth century ruling class gender relations.
Her debate with Rousseau is central, because, like her, Rousseau
wished to harness his gender ideologies to radical social and
political theories. Rousseau’s Emile is the place where he spells

out the theoretical and socially expedient premises that excluded -

women from equal participation in the enlightenment projects
for human liberation and individual transcendence. Arguing for
the sexual assymetry of natural endowment, Rousseau insisted
that women'’s ‘first propensities” revealed an excess of sensi-
bility, easily “corrupted or perverted by too much indulgence.” In
civil society women’s amoral weakness must not be given its
natural scope lest it lead, as it inevitably must, to adultery and its
criminal consequence, the foisting of illegitimate heirs on
bourgeois husbands. The remedy is borrowed back from the
techniques of aristocratic despotism, elsewhere in Rousseau so
violently condemned: women ‘... must be subject all their lives,

uw‘{;;
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to the most constant and severe restraint, which is that of
decorum; it is therefore, necessary to accustom them early to
such confinement that it may not afterwards cost them too
dear.... We should teach them above all things to lay a due
restraint on themselves.”"

Acknowledging, with crocodile tears, the- artificiality of-the
social, while insisting on its necessity, Rousseau invokes a tradi-
tionally unregenerate Eve partnered to an Adam who has been
given back his pre-lapsarian status. ‘The life of a modest woman
is reduced, by our absurd institutions, to a perpetual conflict
with herself: but it is just that this sex should partake of the

sufferings which arise from those evils it hath caused us.”'" Emile

lays out, in fascinating detail, the radical project for the educa-
tion and adult gender relations of an enlightened bourgeoisie, a
project that depended for its success on the location of affection
and sexuality in the family, as well as the construction of the
bourgeois individual as the agent of free will. The struggle
between reason and passion has an internal and external expres-
sion in Rousseau, and the triumph of reason is ensured by the
social nature of passion. Since male desire needs an object, and
women are that infinitely provocative object, the social sub-
ordination of women to the will of men ensures the containment
of passion. In this way Rousseau links the potentjal and freedom
of the new middle class to the simultaneous suppression and
exploitation of women'’s nature.

Rousseau plays on the already constructed sexual categoriza-
tion of women into two groups — the virtuous and depraved. By
insisting that these divisions are social ‘rather than natural
constructs — women are not depraved by nature — Rousseau
can argue for social and civil restraints on women. Michel

Foucault points out that the process of constructing women first-

and foremost as a sexual subject was in itself a class bound
projects . . it was in the “bourgeois” or aristocratic family that
the_sexuahty of children and adolescents—was—first—prob-
lematized.. . . the first figure to bé ir 1r11e_s_ted1y-the—depioymenrof
sexuality, one of the first to be ’

\M
sexuahzed” was the-“idle”

10. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Emile, Barbara Foxley, tr., London, 1974 p- 332.
Passages from Emile can all be found in Book V of this edition. However |
have cited Rousseau as quoted by Wollstonecraft who comments on large
chunks of Book V in A Vindication.

11. Ibid., pp. 332-3.

)
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was assigned a new identity charged with conjugal and parental
obligation. 12

Mary Wollstonecraft stood waist-deep in these already estab-
lished and emergent sexual ideologies. At the time she was
writing A Vindication she was neither willing nor able to mount a
wholesale critique either of bourgeois sexual mores or the wider
areas of gender relations. Her life was shortly to go through
some very._rapid_changes, which would,.ironically, mark_her as’

_one of the ‘degraded’ women so remorselessly.,pﬂlorledmlrL her

text. A year and a half after her essay was publlshed she was
I’vmg with a young American, Gilbert Imlay, in France; two
years later she was an unmarried mother. A Vindication is a
watershed in her life and thought, but this crisis is marked in a
curiously wilful way. The text expresses a violent t antagonism to

A e

the sexual; it exaggerates the 1r§portance of the sensual m the

eZEL day lifé"of womien, and betrays the most profound anx1ety
out the rupturmg > fotce. of female sexuahty Both_Emile and A

QUL LIE ane
Vindication sharé a deep ambivalence about sexuality. Images of

“di rt,jlsease,_,dec rand a anarchlc " POWET T run as.a syrﬁbohc under-
text_in both works, too frequently locatecL in_women’s sexual
being_rather than in_ anymeterosexualt,practlce This distaste is

ervaswely articulated in A Vindication, adumbrated on the first

' page with an arresting description of French gender relations as

‘the very essence of sensuality’ dominated by ‘a kind of senti-
mental Just’” which is set against the ideal of “personal reserve,
and sacred~respect for...cleanliness and. -delicacy--in_domestic

life, 7% The i images of sexuality throughout are so gripping and~-..._

compulswe that it is hard to tear oneself away to the less vivid

/" analysis that insists, with commendable vigour, that these filthy
\halgts\zue a social construction, foisted on each generation of

—

women by male-domirated-and-male=orientated.-society.. - —-—

The place of female sexuality in A Vindication is over-
determined by political as well as social history. Like many of the
progressive voices of the late eighteenth century, Wollstonecraft
had built her dreams of a new society on the foundation of

12. Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality: Volume 1: An Introduction, London,
1979, p. 121.
13. Wollstonecraft, A Vindication, pp. 3-4.
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Rog§seau’s Social Contract and Essay on Inequality. Rousseau’s
writings, insofar as they spoke about human beings rather than
men, offered cold reason warmed with feeling in a mixture that
was very attractive to the excitable radical temperaments of
Wollstonecraft’s generation. Rousseau, Paine wrote in 1791,
expressed ‘a loveliness of sentiment in favor of liberty, that
excites respect and elevates the human faculties” — a judgement
widely shared. How unlovely then, for Wollstonecraft to
consider that in Emile Rousseau deliberately witholds from
women because of the “difference of sex’ all that is promised to
men. Rousseau’s general prejudices and recommendations for
women — functional, domestic education, nun-like socialization,
restricted activity and virtual incarceration in the home —
colluded with the gender bias and advice of more reactionary
bourgeois authots, as well as society at large. The sense in which
Rousseau’s prescriptions were becoming the dominant view can
be heard in the different imaginary readers addressed by the
texts. In the section on women Emile slips in and out of a de-
fensjve posture, arguing, if only tactically, with an anonymous
. feminjst opponent for the imposition of a stricter regime on
women. Wollstonecraft too is on the defensive but her composite
reader-antagonist was ‘a society that believed in and followed
Rousseau’s novel advice to the letter. Emile offered its ideas as a
reform of and reaction to liberal ideas on female education and
behaviour. Thirty years on, A Vindication suggested that female
sexual morality had become laxer, operating under just such a
regime of restraint and coercion as Rousseau had laid out.

The project of Emile was to outline the social and sexual
relations of an idealized bourgeois society by giving an account
of the education and courtship of its youth. A Vindication appro-
priates part of this project, the elaborate set of distinctions
between the manners and morals of the aristocracy and those of
the new middle class. The anti-aristocratic critique is fore-
grounded and set in focus by the French Revolution: its early
progress exposed the corruption of the ruling classes to a very
wide and receptive audience. When Wollstonecraft suggests that
. vain, idle and sensuous middle-class women are to be compared
with the whole of the hereditary aristocracy who live only for
pleasure she strikes at two popular targets. When she identifies
the aestheticized and artificial language of the ruling class — ‘a
deluge of false sentiments and overstretched feelings’, ‘dropping

~—the traditional.asseciation-—
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glibly from the tongue’ as the language of novels and letters, she
implies that it is also the language of women, or of the society
adultress. At one level she is simply producing a gendered and
eroticized version of Paine’s famous attack on Burke’s prose style
and sentiments, in Rights of Man, part 1. At another, the massing
of these metaphors of debased and disgusting female sexuality,
even when they are ostensibly directed at the behaviour of a dis-
credited class has the effect of doubling the sexual reference.
Paine’s comment — ‘He pities the plumage and forgets the dying'

bird’ — already carries sexual and gendered-meanings.” Because a ™~

naturally whorish/,andfdisrﬁp’t‘iﬁg female sexuality was so
profoundly-a-part of traditional symbol and reference, used to

N,
N

/

tarmish whatever object it was applied to, it became extremely 7
difficult for Wollstonecraft to keep her use of such images tied-to”

a social and environmental analysis. M_SI?_‘?,,_\I}?}'E‘?& is.affected by

In A Vindication women'’s excessive interest in themselves as
objects and subjects of desire js theorized as an effect -of the
ideological inscription of male desire on female subjects who, as

a result, bear a doubled libidinal burden. But the Janguage of that -

sober analysis is more innovatory, less secure, and less connota-
tive than the metaphorical matrix used to point and illustrate it.
As a consequence, there is a constant slippage.back into a more
naturalized and reactionary view of women, and a collapse of

the

two parts of the metaphors into ch Th ollstonecraft

tries fo argue against restraint and dependence by comparing the

Situatiori of women fo slaves and Jap-dogs — ... for servitude

4 1, but its effects seem to be trans-

mitted to posterity. Considering the length of time that women

have ‘beén " dependent, is it surprising_ that’ some_of ‘them hug
their chains; aiid fawn like the spaniel. ™ '

“TBuETit i the metonymic association of ‘slave,’ ‘women,’

"ot only debases the individu

nie *fﬁ;?ff?ﬁﬁE’:fdﬁliﬁg"éfjffétHé‘fL.'tHahT{Hé?iiﬁiéﬁaéd meta-

phoric distance, the likeness and unlikeness between. them.
The same effect occurs when Wollstonecraft borrows a chunk

of contemporary radical analysis of the mob to support her posi-.

tion that women need the same freedom and liberal education as
men. In enlightenment theory a libidinal economy is brought to
bear on subordinated groups: mass social violence is seen as the

14. Ibid., p. 82.

—
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direct result of severe repression, which does not allow for the
development of self-control' or self governance. The mob’s
motive may be a quasi-rational vengeance against oppressors,
but the trigger of that violence is the uncontrolled and irrational
effect of sudden de-repression. Sexual symbolism is already

prefigured in this analysis, so that when Wollstonecraft draws on .

it as a metaphor for women’s uncontrolled sexual behaviour shé

"« reinforces the identification of loose women and mob violence.

‘The bent bow recoils with violence, when the hand is suddenly
relaxed that forcibly held it — the sexual metaphor here, as else-
where, is top-heavy, tumbling, out of control, like the imaginary
force of female sexuality itself. Here, and at many other points in
the text, A Vindication enhances rather than reduces the power of

female sexuality, constructing it, unintentionally, as an intimate ,

f

and immediate threat to social stability, nearer than the already
“uncomfortably near Parisian mob. It is no wonder that many
nineteenth-century feminists, for whom the mob and the French
Revolution were still potent symbols of disorder, found the book,
for all its overt sexual puritanism, disturbing and dangerous.
The blurring of sexual and political metaphor so that sexuality
is effectively smeared all over the social relations under discuss-
ion emphasises Wollstonecraft’s deliberate privileging of
sensibility and pleasure as the ideological weapons of patriarchy.
Picking up on the negative vibes about female sexuality in Emile,
she beats Rousseau with his own stick (as it seems) by making
the sensual both viler and more pervasive in women'’s 11ves as a
result of his philosophy of education put. into- practlce
stonecraft—to0 wishes bourgeois -women_to_be modest anc}
"respectable honest wives and good mothers, though she w1shes'
theni to be Gther things as as well.- Yet~orr1y by ifhagining g them all,

or almostall;ciippled and twisted into sexual monsters by
society as it is can she hope to persuade her readers to abandon a
gender specific and deforming education for femininity.

" Yet the most incisive and innovative elements of A Vindication
are deeply bound into its analysis of the construction of gender
in childhood. The book gives us a complex and detailed account
of the social and psychic processes by which gender ideologies
become internalized adult subjectivity. This account is spread
across the two-hundred-odd pages of the book and is extra-
ordinary both as observation and as theory. Here is the child-
hood of little girls brought up, a Ia Rousseau, to be women only:
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‘Every thing they see or hear serves to fix impressiéns, call forth
emotions, and associate ideas, that give a sexual character to the
mind. False notions of beauty and delicacy stop the growth of their
limbs and produce a sickly soreness, rather than delicacy of organs

. This cruel association of ideas, which every thing conspires to
twist into all their habits of thinking, or, to speak with more preci-
sion, of feeling, receives new force when they begin to act a little for
themselves; for they then perceive that it is only through their
address to excite emotions in men that pleasure and power are to be
obtained.”!”

It is exaggerated; it is even fantasy up to a point. Yet reading this
passage, I was both shaken by its eloquence and pricked by its
accuracy.

Only an unusual ‘native vigour’ of mind can overturn such a
vicious social construction, for: ‘So ductile is the understanding,
and yet so stubborn, that the associations which depend on
adventitious circumstances, during the period that the body
takes to arrive at maturity, can seldom be disentangled by
reason. One idea calls up another, its old associate, and memory
faithful to first impressions ... retraces them with mechanical
exactness.’!¢ i

Here, in part, is the romantic theory of the unconscious, its
operations laid bare to draw a particularly bleak conclusmn
about the fate of women.

The need to exaggerate the effects of a gender biased rearing
and education led Wollstonecraft to overemphasize the import-
ance of sexuality in women’s lives. A Vindication is hardly a
realistic reconstruction of the day to day activities ‘and pre-
occupations of bourgeois women, the author herself not
excepted. Rather it is an abstract formulation of the sort of social
and psychic tendencies that a one-sided reactionary socialization

could produce. It is unfortunate t ollstonecraft chose to

fight Rousseau in /ljlg own terms, acg}tlng*hligarzﬁigmta

plwiot A L
e g

catlon, “but its gothlc villain, a polymorphous perverse sexuality,

creeping out of every paragraph and worming its way into every

15. Ibid., p. 117.
16. Ibid., p. 116.



\ﬁp(’)

~
PN
o

\0}7 b
o

&

46

warm corner of the text, seems in the end to win out. It is again
too easy to forget that this suffusing desire is a permanent male
conspiracy to keep women panting and dependent as well as
house-bound and pregnant. What the argument moves towards,

- but never quite arrives at, is the conclusion that it is male desire

that must be_controlled and_contained. if, women are_to.be free
and rational. This conclusion cannot be reached because an
idealized bourgeois male_is _the standard towards which Women

Delabed

. ~are groping, as well as the reason they are 6 their-knees—Male

"it~remains—a~part of
posifive male jdentity. A wider education and eros-blunting
orays into the ﬁblic world of work and politics keeps the
rational in control of the sensual in men, and is the recom-

rylifference socially constructed but she found practically nothing

%6 1ike in socially constructed femininity., With-masculinity it was
“quite-différent — hiasculine* Wwomen are fine as long as they
dont Hunt and Kill. Yet there could "be nothing good about
feminized men, since the definitions of the feminine available in
A Vindication are shot throtugh with déhumanizing and immoral
sensualify. It’s not surprisifig that women “together — girls “in
“boardiiig schools and women in the home — can only get up to
unsavory personal familiarities, ‘nasty, or immodest habits’
This description backs up an argument, possibly forceful in its
own time, for mixed education and a freer association of adult
men and women; it rounds off the denigration of women’s world
in A Vindication, ™ oo
~" Ironically, it 1$the revolutionary moment, with its euphoric
faith in total socjal transformation that permits Wollstonecraft to
obliterate women and femininity in their unreformed state.
Although A Vindication outlines a liberal and unsegregated
" programme for female education and a wider scope for women’s
newly developed reason in the public and private world, it has

") mended remedy for women too. Wollstonecraft thought gender

- B

" nothing complimentary to say about women as they are. Their -

overheated_sensibility -is-never-seen_as.potentially creative, One
— . T e R
“can.see_how_the.moral analysis.and._the social description in A
Vindication could be appropriated.for a more conservative social
theory, which mi

_____ night advocate a degree of exercise for WoTen's

adolescént bodies and minds, but.would ¢aiifine thenrto- a

A

o s e 5

desexualized domesfi¢ spheteag wives and mothers:

I*/T he Tiovelsof Jane Austen, Wollstonecraft’'s contemporary,
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are the most obvious immediate example of a conservative
recuperation of Wollstonecraft. Northanger Abbey paraphrases
Wollstonecraft on the dangers to the young female reader of the
gothic and sentimental novel, and Mansfield Park reads in many,
places like a fictional reworking of A Vindication. Possibly influ-
ence, partly mere convergence, the voices of the two women
whose politics were deeply opposed, echo each other. It is Woll-
stonecraft who writes that ‘while women live, as it were by their
personal charms, how can we exf)ect them to discharge those
ennobling duties which equally require exertion and self-denial’,
but it might as easily be Austen on Mary Cfawford. In the same
sentence, and in much the same terms, Wollstonecraft
denounces hereditary aristocracy. The appropriation of much of
Wollstonecraft's writing for conservative social and political
ideologies went unacknowledged because of her outcast social

sta]t)g%ldﬂher_;eyolutionary'symp'athies.u N

/1/ everthiéless, mid-century women writers and feminists,
~look

ing for ways to legitimize their feminism and their sexuality
as well as their desire to write them both out together, found.”

Kfmall comfort in A Vindication,.where-the-ereative-and- tHe affec-
ive-self are split up and separated. In fiction and poetry, that

discursive space open to women but sheltered from the harshest
judgements of Victorian morality, late romantic women writers,
as sick of Wollstonecraft’s regime, if they knew it, as she had
been sick of Rousseau’s, tentatively began to construct the idea
of a libidinized female imagination and, through it, women'’s
right to reason and desire. Authority for such an unmediated and
eroticized relation to art and life had to be sought in and stolen
from male romantic manifestos. Nothing suggests more unequiv- -
ocally how deep the effects of separate gender sexualities went,
than a quick look at the 1802 introduction to Lyrical Ballads after a
long look at A Vindication. The bourgeois poet was the romantic
radical incarnated. Here is Wordsworth, like Mary Wollstonecraft
a supporter of the revolution, telling the reader, as she never
could, that the poet is a man ‘endued with more lively sensi-
bility, more enthusiasm and tenderness’ than other men, ‘a man
pleased with his own passions and volitions, and who rejoices
more than other men in the spirit of life that is in him.”” The

17. William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Lyrical Ballads, London,
1976, pp. 255-56.

N
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appropriate, democratic subjects for his art were ‘moral senti-
ments and-animal-sensatiens’.as they existed in everyday-life.’®

Weé must remember to read A Vindication as its author hasw
instructed us, as a dlscourse addressed mamly to. women of the.~

1ty in its 1deolog1cal expression, as a mental formation, as the
source of woman'’s oppression. The enchilding of women — their
relegation to the home, to domestic tasks and concerns, while
men’s productive labour was located elsewhere — was a
developing phenomenon of middle-class life in the eighteenth
century. The separation of home and work in an industrial
culture affected the working class too, but it was not the men
only who worked outside the home: nor was the sexual division
of labour along these lines a working-class ideal until well on in
the nineteenth century. The romantic conception of childhood,
already naturalized in A Vindication, had no place in working-
class life. Nor did female narcissism and a passion for clothes
have the same meanings for, or about, working-class women,
who, as Wollstonecraft observes in Maria, were worked too hard
at ‘severe manual labour’ to have much time or thought for such
things. The ideal of education, opening up wider fields for the
exercise of the mind, was part of a bourgeois agenda for social
improvement that would ‘lift" the poor as well as women.
Sequential pregnancies, exhausting child care in the grimmest
conditions, the double yoke of waged and unpaid domestic
labour, none of these are cited in A Vindication as the cause of
women’s degradation. Maria includes an honorable if genteel
attempt to describe the realities of life for working class women.
A Vindication is more class bound and more obsessive; a brief,

though not unsympathetic passage on the horrors of prostitu- .

tion, and a few references to the dirty backstairs habits that
female servants pass on to ladies is the selective and sexualized
attention that working class women get in A Vindication.

Most of Wollstonecraft’s difficulties are with the obviously
binding power of the binary categories of class sexuality. Rather
than challenge them, she shifts her abstract women around
inside them or tries to reverse their symbolism. The middle-class

P I
married adultress is magically transformed by liberty and-educa=-

18. Ibid., p. 261.
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tion into the modest rational wife. If women in public and in
promiscuous gatherings, whether schoolroom or workplace,
were considered sexually endangered, Wollstonecraft would
eroticize the safe home and the all-girls establishment, so that
these harems and not the outside world are the places where
modesty is at risk. It doesn’t work, but it’s a good try. It doesn’t
work because Wollstonecraft herself wishes to construct class
differentiation through existing sexual categories. The negative
effects of the text fell on the middle-class women which it is so
eager to construct and instruct.

In Sex, Politics and Society, The regulation of sexuality since 1800, TM"“‘?

Jeffrey Weeks, summarizing and extending Foucault, reminds us
that: ‘... the sexual apparatus and the nuclear family were
produced by the bourgeoisie as an aspect of its own self-affirma-
tion, not as a means of controlling the working class: ... there
are class sexualities (and different gender sexualities) not a single
uniform sexuallty Sexuality is not_a_given that has to be
controlled. It is

historical construct that has_ hrstorlcal condi-

sexuallty Wollstonecraft constructs was one of several competing
gender sexualities of the late eighteenth century. As Margaret
Walters indicates, contemporary femininity grips Wollstonecraft

_evenas SHe argues agal
equally a precondition.

intra-class gender,_rela_t_rons, ol, female asp1rat10n But Walters is
wrong in seeing this struggle as one between feminism and
femininity. There is no feminism that can stand wholly outside
femininity as it is posed in a given historical moment. All
feminisms give some ideological hostage to femininities and are
constructed through the gender sexuality of their day as well as
standing in opposition to them. Wollstonecraft saw her middle
class, for a few years at least, as a potentrally revolutionary force.
The men and women in it would exercise their understandings
on behalf of all mankind. It was important to her that the whole
of this class had access to reason, and that women’s liberation
was posed within a framework that was minimally acceptable to
popular prejudices. That is why, perhaps, she finds herself

femininity was

ic, liberal Te-ordeéfing of

19. Weeks, p. 10.



50
promising the reader that the freedom of women was the key to
_their chastity. Within the enlightenment and romantic problem-
atics, reason was always the responsible eldest son and sensi-
bility — emotion, imagination, sensuality — the irresponsible
rake, catalyst of change. Class differentiation through the
redefinition of sexual mores was a process so deeply entrenched,
in Wollstonecraft’s time, that the moral positions around sexual
behaviour seemed almost untouchable. Feminists of her genera-
tion did not dare to challenge them head on, although Woll-
stonecraft was beginning to work over this dangerous terrain, in
her life and in her fiction at the time of her death#lihe‘co_mbma-
tion of equal rights and self-abnegating sexuality in A Vindication
has~had special attractions for feminists who led very public
lives; and found it ferrifying afid tactically diffictilt To_challenge
{60 many prejudices at once. As a liveable formula for independ-
ent female subjectivity though, it never had much going for it —
not because an immanent and irrepressible sexuality broke
through levels of female self-denial, but rather because the anti-
erotic ethic itself foregrounded and constructed a sexualized
subject.

As long as the double standard survives gender sexualities
will be torn by these contradictions. When Wollstonecraft’s ideas
for mixed education and wider public participation for women
began to be put into practice, women started to query and resist
the gender ideologies in which they had been rajsed. With some
help from a popularized psychoanalytic theory, pleasure and
sexuality were written into a reworked version of female roman-
tic individualism. Both individualism and these new gender
sexualities are, quite properly, heavily contested areas within
feminism. Wollstonecraft’s project, with its contradictory impli-
cations, suggests some of the problems involved in the moraliza-
tion of sexuality on behalf of any political programme, even a
feminist one.

Feminism and Compulsory Heterosexuality: Adrienne Rich

Between the two texts I have chosen to discuss lie nearly two
centuries in which successive feminisms have engaged with
recalcitrant issues of women'’s sexuality. Yet while the specific
issues have changed, many of the terms in which they are

————

virtue, and _centrality.

(%]
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debated would be familiar to Mary Wollstonecraft. In the 1980s
the independent sexuality that seems most threatening to the
dominant culture as fact and symbol of women'’s escape from .
patriarchal control is lesbianism. Lesbian feminists, in the
various political tendencies in the women’s movement have for
many years now been insisting that the cultural constraints on
their sexual expression are central to women's subordination as a )
wholeS}S/e@@_y has_never been g_ml)ldden lssue m modern c\m\” ‘4‘)'/\
femlmsmwbut its theorlzatlon has p1odu€ ed mafy paififil” 1f

) o tham thg“place-
16blatism™"as 4 cal st vithin ™~ wmmst‘ practlce"‘“‘)
‘Adrigtnie Rich, ‘the American p t and feminist theorist has
developed a range of arguments about the meaning of female
sexuality in our culture. Her position on the sexual politics of
feminism is powerfully stated in an article first published in the
feminist journal Signs in the summer of 1980, and widely avail- o
able soon afterwards in pamphlet form. ‘Compulsory Hetero-% e o
sexuality and Lesbian Existence’ challenges the normative-hetero- “‘5
'sexist values angl,ﬂrepresswe‘hberal tolerance of a, large section

of the ‘women,s, moyvement,.arguing, that‘“an acceptance of the
of..historical. .and..contemporary_forms of -

S S,

lesbian exper > is the base line for a feminist politics. Like Pche)
Wollstonecraft, if a trifle more ‘tentatively, Rich also poses a P A -
- reformed libidinal economy for women ‘ag_the preconditionfor b x

sy L
tmeratlon of women. It 7s the common element in | bt
their thinking about women’s sexuality that I wish briefly to \/JOW&J(
examine in this last section. el

The foregrounding of sexuality as the source of women'’s sub-
ordination is the element that most obviously links Wollstone-
craft’s analysis with radical and revolutionary feminism in the
distinct but linked tendencies that have developed in Britain,
France and the United States over the last fourteen years. These.
strands in feminism have taken the lead in p_rly_llggmg,sexuallty
mct and universal symbol of women’s oppression.

B, e

(cp(\\ 1Y

féminism has built ifs theory “and thetoric around the

- ideological and actual violence done to women’s bodies, whilé

liberal and socialist feminism has been rather nervous of the
sexual, working instead to define the specific forms taken by
women’s subordination in different class, cultural and racial
groups, at discrete historical moments. These projects and strate-
gies frequently overlap, but it is roughly fair to say that radical
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:’“feminism emphasises the identity of gender oppression across
- history and culture. Revolutionary feminism pushes this analysis

¢ hlch is empowered to hiimiliaté and punish: ‘Wsure that

(ﬂ

\,

“farther, posing a monolithic patriarchal tyranny, with sexuahty

- as its weapory\ Both_tendencies have located the universal t truth’ \
f

of gender oppression in a sadistic and insatiable r male sexuality,

I
{
accrues to women who take part n heterosexualacts 1s fherefore |

S T

fascist &t" heartg;Whlle “Wollstonectaft " acknowledg

4

depraved“§exual “pleasure for both men and women was the

effect of unequal power relations between them, radical femin-
ism underlines the unpleasure of these relations for women.
Where women have no choice over the aim and object of. their
sexuality, heterosexuality, in the words of Adrienne Rich, is
‘compulsory’ — an institution more comprehensive and sinister
than the different relations and practices it constructs. Worse,
compulsory heterosexuality is part of a chain of gender —
specific tortures, both medical and conjugal: hysterectomy,
cliterodectomy, battering, rape and imprisonment are all elabor-
ations of the sadistic act of penetration itself, penetration the
socially valorized symbol of violence against women. Men use
these torments to shore up their own subjectivity. Their pleasure
in them is a confirmation of male power. Pornography, in this
analysis, is emblematic of all male sexuality, the violent fantasy
behind the tenderest act of intercourse.

Rich defines heterosexuality as an institution ‘forcibly and
subliminally imposed on women’ who have ‘everywhere ...
resisted it.” Although she admits that there are ‘qualitative differ-
ences of experience’ within heterosexuality, these differences
cannot alter the corrupt nature of the institution, since a good
partner is rather like a good master in slavery, a matter of luck
not choice. While Wollstonecraft believed, cynically, that all
women took pleasure in their slavery, Rich backs off from
admitting that coercion, however subliminal, can produce
pleasure. Binary categories, historically differentiated, are
operating here. Bad women in 1792 experienced bad pleasure;
good women in 1980 experience no pleasure. In both cases the
effect is punitjve.

Rich’s abstract women — they are no nearer to real, historical
women than the incredibly lascivious ladies of A Vindication —

——

)
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are neither masochists nor nymphomaniacs, they are simply
women whose natural sexuality has been artificially diverted,
from their real object, other women. Women’'s long struggle
against heterosexuality took, according to Rich,.a wide variety of

forms along what she calls the ‘lesbian continuum’, as distinct __

from ‘lesbian existence’ — the natural sexuality of women. Rich
has shifted the terms in the nature/culture debate without really
altering the paradigm of women’s sexuality. In her scenario
female heterosexuality is socially constructed and female homo-
sexuality is natural. Aiinfwstﬂmg_w_hat is bad_goes on
the outside, what inheres is neutral or good. In Rich’s formula,
women's libidinal drive js made central, transhistorical and
jimmanent where dominant sexual ideology had constructed it as

accidental and/or _pathological. n be

Political lesbianism becomes
“more than a strategic position for feminism, it is a return to
nature. In this new interpretation of sexuality a fairly crude libid-
inal economy is asserted:

Woman identification is a source of energy, a potential springhead of
female power, violently curtailed and wasted under the institution of
heterosexuality. The denial of reality and visibility to women'’s
passion for women, women’s choice of women as allies, life compan-
ions, and community; the forcing of such relationships into dis-
simulation, their disintegration under intense pressure, have meant
an incalculable loss to the power of all women to change the social
relations of the sexes, to liberate ourselves and each other. The lie of
compulsory female heterosexuality today afflicts not just feminist
scholarship, but every profession, every reference work, every curric-
ulum, every organizing attempt, every relationship or conversation
over which it hovers. It creates, specifically, a profound falseness,
hypocrisy and hysteria in the heterosexual dialogue, for every heter-
osexual relationship is lived in the queasy strobelight of that lie.
However we choose to identify ourselves, however we find ourselves
labelled, it flickers across and distorts our lives.?

The saturating power of this socially enforced — as opposed to

naturally lived — sexuality represses, in Rich’s view, all creatlve

expression and all radjcal and revolutionary process. It is eerxly
like Wollstonecraft’s totalizing view of sexuality. Both Rich and

Wollstonecraft believe that heterosexuality as it is s and has been

~——

20. Rich, p. 657.
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lived by women is an ideological distortion_of the possibilities of
female sexuality. At one level A Vindication is highly prescriptive:
it asks women, at the very least, to resist the appeal of a pleasure
that will put them at the sexual and emotional mercy of men.

- Wollstonecraft stopped short of defining an innate form of
female sexuality — she understood after her encounter with
Emile that arguing difference from nature was ultimately
reactionary. Rich, on the other hand, has no qualms about
constructing female sexuality as naturally different. She uses her

- analysis, in the passage cited above, to interpret conflicts within
cial differences, on

. feminism today. The result is that these rucial differenc
. . P T
- whose working through the future of feminism depends; are
. _'\\

a3 T . ' ? 3
collapsed info the demal of some women of the universal séxal-

e dexyal of some women of the urniversal sexu:

ity of all women. Any failure of energy or strategy cani be

' véduced to thefrustration and anxiety associated with a denied

- or- feared sexuality. Difficulties between women are no longer
- about age, class, race or culture. All the legitimate problems
~inherent to an emergent politics are whittled down to a repressed
but supracultural sexuality. In Compulsory Heterosexuality the
" solution for a better politics is contained in the appeal from bad
culture back to good nature.
The theme of Rich’s revision of female sexuality is the
possible construction of a specifically feminist humanism. Benign
! nature is female — affectionate and sensual as well as creative,
revolutionary and transcendent. In its political inflection it
_opposes an innately vicious male nature whose ascendency has
.~ produced the bad dream of phallocratic culture. According to
Rich, ‘... heterosexuality as an institution has been organized
and maintained through the female wage scale, the enforcement
of middle-class women'’s leisure, the glamorization of so-called
sexual liberation, the withholding of education from women, the
image of “high art”,and popular culture, the mystification of the
“personal” sphere and much else.”?! These rather heterogeneous,
class—specific and ethnocentric devices support heterosexuality
rather than capitalism or patriarchal relations. Take away these
and other cultural supports and heterosexuality would pre-
sumably wither away. Destroy heterosexist culture at any histor-
ical moment and lesbian/feminism would emerge triumphant

21. Rich, p. 659.
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from its ashes. Rich’s simple belief in the all—embfacing political

possibilities of lesbian existence, her rejection of the political -

integrity of heterosexual feminism constitutes a denial both of -

the specificity and variety of female sexuality and the specificity ;

and variety of feminism.
The id.entification of the sources of social good or evil in the
sexual drive of either sex, or in any socially specific sexual prac-

tice is a way of foreclosing our still imperfect understanding of '~ S o8-

the histm:ies of sexuality. The moralization of desire-that inevit-
ably follows from such an analysis colludes with those dominant

t6_divide and riile:

class, race and gender.in order”

~~~~~~~ - e

constructed by a feminist revolution will be a

s

s T e TR
with-néw tontradictions and constraints. The dream of an aiito-~

hig sexuality

nomous_sexuality, not constructed through the_desire of the
e e T 2 e O et e
other, male or female, is a transcendental fantasy of bourgeois

'iﬁdiyifi@éiﬁsm:, It ﬁ(‘)“s'géztﬁ':?ﬁb"j'eﬁét'WHBlcan"standxoﬁ»fiiHE"fH‘e‘f
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social._Perhaps, consideting its political difficulties in the past;. 7,

ifefﬁinism should resist appropriating such a subject, or at least
rgfuff hang our hopes for sexual pleasure round its neck.

The wall§ and doors of the women's toilets at the University of
Sussex I‘lbrary were, and are, covered with women’s writing.
From this lowest seat of high learning a polylogic testament to

new social relation, e

women’s entry into discourse can be read in the round. There is,

inevitably, a euphoric temptation to read too much out of thesé
expressive inscriptions. For if young women can shit and write,
not for some patriarchal pedant, but for each other’s eyes only,
what vestiges of Victorian constraints remain? It js true, of
course, that the vast majority of contributors to this particular
public/private debate are young, white and middle-class, but not
all women’s loos so decorated are quite so class and race bound.
In the smallest rooms of this academy politics and intellectual

- matters are informally debated, but sex as the preferred topic

wins hands down.

‘How do I get an orgasm?’ prompted a booth-full of replies
and commentary in the early mid-seventies, showing off the
range and ingenuity of women’s sexual practices and theories.
Advice included detailed instructions to be relayed to a male
partner as well as the succinct, laconic recommendation to "Try
Women’. There was an address for suppliers of vibrators and an
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illustration, definitely not erotic, to help one find the elusive
clitoris. In the wide variety of responses one was noticeably
absent — no contributor contested the importance of the
question. No one queried the centrality of orgasm for women’s
sexual practice or the importance of sexual pleasure itself. No
anachronistic bluestocking suggested that intellectual and
sensual pursuits were incompatible. No devout Christian was
moved to tell her sisters to wait until marriage. Only now, from a
different time and place in the feminist debate over sexuality
- does that apparently unanimous agreement among young
educated women that sexual pleasure, however achieved, was an
unproblematic desire seem curious. About the means of arriving
at pleasure there was plenty of disagreement; if anything that
cubicle was a telling reminder that there has never been a single

“femiﬁiﬁi'tyf"'éﬁd“th'ét”Wi‘fh‘ithemiqism‘; sc_e;;»qqﬂliﬁy’a‘ffd"_t:h:ef";nfé'e:x'ﬁiiﬁg‘ ’
ly been the site of anger, contra- '

“of pleastire have most fréquen nger, cont:
“dictiori and corifusion, too_often illuminating class, cultural and
tacial 'division between women. Now, when female sexuality is

inidispiitably centre-stage in feminist debates but pleasure is too™
rarely its subject and eros rampant is more likely to conjure up a -

shuff movie than multiple orgasm, that loo wall remains with me
as an important event in the history of feminism, a moment
whose appearance and significance we must work to understand.

3.

The Feminist Politics of
Literary Theory

About ten years ago, during the high point of feminist activism
in Britain you could find a new-minted piece of folk wisdom
inscribed on the walls of women’s loos throughout the country,
and quoted endlessly in the literature of the movement: ‘A
Woman Without a Man is Like a Fish Without a Bicycle.” As a
defiant slogan of independence and autonomy it has always irri-
tated me, not only for its ‘separatist’ implications or its disturb-
ing, Dali-esque juxtaposition of selves and things but also for its
complacent essentialism and the’ false (in-)congruities of its
metaphor. Women aren’t like fish, supplied with a natural
element and equipped for easy passage through it. The ‘revolu-
tionary’ choice for them will never be for a streamlined new
identity in harmony with an environment in which rust-prone,
male-designed transport technology is redundant. At many
points in the Institute of Contemporary Arts weekend ‘Crossing
the Channel? writers and critics proudly maintained the useless-
ness of ‘theory’ for their practices, and as several of them
disavowed both the present and historical connection between
literature and politics I found my least favorite feminist epigram
swimming into view suitably revamped for the occasion —
‘A critic without a theory of representation is like ... a writer
without a politics is like .. ..

The aesthetic, as either art practice or as commentary was

1. A weekend conference in December 1984 in which French and English writers
and critics considered the uses of critical theory.
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