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INTRODUCTION

i. Homosocial Desire

HE subject of this book is a relatively short, recent, and accessible |

passage of English culture, chiefly as embodied in the mid-cight- |
eenth- to mid-nineteenth-century novel. The attraction of the period to |
theorists of many disciplines is obvious: condensed, self-reflective, and |
widely mfluential change in cconomic, ideological, and gender arrange- |
11lt'|1t5.1| will be arguing thar concommitant changes in the structure of |
the coftinuum of male “homasocial desire™ were tightly, often causally |
bound up with the other more visible changes; that the emerging pattern {
of male friendship, mentorship, entitlement, rivalry, and hetero- and ho-
maosexuality was in an intimate and shifting relation o class; and that no
clement of thar pattern can be understood outside of its relation to women

and the gender system as a whole, 7

“Male homosocial desire™: the pl"l'r:l.w in the title of this study is intended
to mark both discriminations and paradoxes. *Homosocial desire,” to be-
gin with, is a kind of oxymoron. “Homosocial™ is a word occasionally
used in hastory and the social sciences, where it deseribes social bonds
between persons of the same sex; it is a neologism, obviously formed by
analogy with “homosexual,” and just as obviously meant to be distin-
guished from “lwumscxual.‘@1 facr, it is applicd 1o such acrivities as “male
bonding,™ which may, as in our society, be characterized by intense hom-
nphobia, fear and hatred of homosexuvalite.! To draw the *homosocial”
back into the orbit of “desire,” of the potentially cronie, then, is to hy-
pothestze the porential unbrokenness of a continuum between homaoso-
cial and homosexual—a continuum whose visibiliry, for men, in our so-

—

208




L

B

b [nrroduction

ciety, is radically disrupred. Te will become clear, in the course of my
argument, that my hypothesis of the unbrokenness of this continuum is
not a generic one—1 do not mean to discuss genital homosexual desire as
“at the root o™ other forms of male homosociality—bur rather a strategy
for making generalizations about, and marking historical differences in,
the structure of men's relations with other men. “Male homosocial desire™
is the name this book will give to the entire continuum.

T have chosen the word “desire” rather than “love™ to mark the erotic
emphasis because, in literary critical and related discourse, “love™ is more
casily used to name a particular emotion, and “desire” o name a struc
ture; in this study, a serics of arguments about the structural permuta-
tions of social impulses fuels the critical dialectic. For the most part, |
will be using “desire” in a way analogous to the psychoanalytic use of
“libido”—not for a particular affective state or emotion, but for the at-
fective or social force, the glue, even when its manifestation is hostility
or hatred or something less emotively charged, that shapes an important
relationship. How far this force is properly sexual (what, historically, it
means for something to be “sexual™) will be an active question.

The title is specific about male homosocial desire partly in order to ac-
knowledge from the beginning (and stress the seriousness of ) a limita-
tion of my subject; but there is a more positive and substantial reason, as
well. It is one of the main projects of this study to explore the ways in
which the shapes of sexuality, and what counts as sexuality, both depend
on and affect historical power relationships.” A corollary is that in a so-

Giety where men and women Jiffer i their access to power, there will be

important gender differences, as well, in the structure-and constitution of |
| sexuality. *

For instance, the diacritical opposition between the “homosocial™ and
the “homasexual” scems to be much less thorough and dichotomous tor
women, in our society, than for men. At this particular historical mo-
ment, an intelligible continuum of aims, emotions, and valuations links
leshianism with the other forms of women's attention o women: the bond
of mother and daughter, for instance, the bond of sister and sister, wom-
en’s friendship, “networking,” and the active struggles of feminism.* The
continuum is crisscrossed with deep discontinuitics ~with much homo-
phobia, with conflicts of race and class—bur its intelligibility seems now
a matter of simple common sense. However agonistic the polirics, how-
ever conflicted the feelings, it seems at this moment o make an obvious
kind of sense to say that women in our sociery who love women, women
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who teach, study, nurture, suckle, write about, march for, vote for, give
jobs 1o, or otherwise promote the interests of other women, are pursuing
congruent and closely related activities, Thus the adjective “homasocial”
as applied to women’s bonds (by, for example, historian Carroll Smith-
Rosenberg)* need not be pointedly dichotomized as against “homosex-
wal™ it can intelligibly denominate the entire CONInuum.

The apparent simplicity—the unity—of the continuum between “wormen
loving women” and “women promoting the interests of women,” extend-
ing over the erotic, social, familial, economic, and political realms, would
not be so striking if 1t were not in strong contrast to the arrangement
among males. When Ronald Reagan and Jesse Helms get down to seri-
ous logrolling on “family policy,” they are men promoting men’s ineer-
ests. (In fact, they embody Heidi Hartmann's definition of patriarchy:
“relations berween men, which have a material base, and which, though
hicrarchical, establish or create interdependence and solidarity among men
that enable them to dominate women.™)® Is their bond in any way con-
gruent with the bond of a loving gay male couple? Reagan and Helms
would say no—disgustedly. Most gay couples would say no—disgust-
cdly. But why not? Doesn’t the continuum between “men-loving-men”
and “nwﬂ-pmmnriug-rhc-intr:rcsts-uf—mt:n“ have the same intuitive force
that it has tor women?

Quite the contrary: much of the most uscful recent writing about pa-
triarchal structures suggests that “obligatory heterosexuality™ is built into
male-dominated kinship systems, or that homophaobia is a necessary con-
sequence of such patriarchal institutions as hererosexual marnage.® Clearly,
however convenient it might be to group together all the bonds that link
males to males, and by which males enhance the status of males—usefully
symmetrical as it would be, that grouping mevts with a prohibirive struc-
tural obstacle. From the vantage point of our own sociery, at any rate, it
has apparently been impossible to imagine a form of patriarchy thar was
not homophobic. Gayle Rubin writes, for instance, “The suppression of
the homosexual component of human sexuality, and by corollary, the
oppression of homosexuals, is . . . a product of the same system whose
rules and relations oppress women.”’

The historical manifestations of this patriarchal oppression ot homo-
sexuals have been savage and nearly endless. Louis Crompton makes a
detailed case for describing the history as genocidal ® Our own sociery 1s
brutally homophobic; and the homophobia directed against both males
and females is not arbitrary or gratuitous, but tightly knit into the texture
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of family, gender, age, class, and race relations. Our sociery could not
cease to be homophobic and have it cconomic and polinical structures
remain unchanged,

Nevertheless, it has vet 1o be demonstrated that, because most parriar-
chies structurally include homophobia, therefore patriarchy steucturally
H;ju:}'ﬁ homophobia. K. ]. D WOT'S FECen \[lld}', Coveel kur.-'.rr.m:i."::‘_v. SUCTTIS
to give a strong counterexample in classical Greece, Male homosexualiry,
according to Dover's evidence, was a widespread, licit, and very infuen-
tial part of the culoure. Highly structured along lines of class, and within
the citizen class along lines of age, the pursuit of the adolescent boy by
the older man was described by stereotypes thar we associare with -
mantic hererosexual love (conguest, surrender, the “cruel faie,” the ab-
sence of desire in the love object), with the passive parr going to the boy.
At the same time, however, because the boy was destined 1n turn to grow
mto manhood, the assignment of roles was not penmanent.” Thus the love
relauonship, while twemporarily oppressive t the object, had a strongly
educanonal funcoon; Dover uOEes Pavsanias in Plate’s Symiposteon 25 saving
“that it would be right tor him [the boy] to perform any service for one
who improves him in mind and character.” W Along with its erotic com-
ponent, then, this was a bond of mentorship; the boys were apprentices
in the ways and virtues of Athenian citizenship, whose privileges they in-

herited. These privileges included the power to command the labor of

slaves of both sexes, and of women of any class including their own,
“Women and slaves belonged and lived together,” Hannah Arendt writes.
The system of sharp class and gender subordination was a necessary part
of what the male culture valued most in itself: “Contempe for laboring
originally [arose] out of a passionate striving for freedom from necesfity
and a no less passionate imparience with every etfort that left no wace,
no monument, no great work worthy to remembrance™ ' so the con-
temptible labor was left to women and slaves.

The example of the Greeks demonstrates, [ think, that while heterosex-
uality is necessary for the maintenance of any patriarchy, homophobia,
against males ar any rate, s not. In fact, for the Greeks, the continuum
berween “men loving men™ and “men promorting the interests of men”
appears to have been quite scamless. It is as if, in our terms, there were
no perceived discontinuity berween the male bonds at the Continental
Baths and the male bonds at the Bohemian Grove'? or in the board room
or Senate cloakroom

It is clear, then, that there is an asymmetry in our present society be-

Irroduction 5

tween, on the one hand, the relatively continuous relation of female
homosocial and homosexual bonds, and, on the other hand, the radically
discontinuous relation of male homosocial and homosexual bonds. The
example of the Greeks {and of other, tribal cultures, such as the New
Guinea “Sambia” studied by G. H. Herdt) shows, in addition, that the
structure of homosovial continuums is culturally contingent, not an in-
nate feature of either “maleness™ or “femaleness.” Indeed, closely tied
though it obviously is to questions of male vs. female power, the expla-
nation will require a more exact mode of historical categorization than
“patriarchy,” as well, since ]_mtri.lruhal power SIructures {in Hartmann's
sense) characterize both Athenian and American societies. Nevertheless,
we may rake as an explicit axiom that the historically differential shapes
of male and female homosocialie—much as they themselves may vary over
time—will always be articulations and mechanisms of the enduring in-
equality of power between women and men,

Why should the different shapes of the homosocial continuum be an
mrun-.;tiug question? Why should it be a lizerary question? [ts importance
for the practical politics of the gay movement as a minority rights move-
ment {5 already obvious from the recent history of strategic and philo-
sophical differences between lesbians and gay men. In addition, it is the-
orctically interesting partly as a way of approaching a larger question of
“sexual politics™ What does it mean—whar difference docs it make—when
a social or political relationship is sexualized? If the relation of homoso:

do we have for drawing any links between sexual and power relation- |

ships?

ii. Sexual Politics and Sexual Meaning

This question, in a varicty of forms, is being posed importantly by and
for the different gender-politics movements right now. Feminist along with
gay male theorists, tor instance, are disagreeing actively about how direct
the relation is between power domination and scxual sadomasochism. Start
with two arresting images: the naked, beety motorcyclist on the front cover,
or the shockingly battered nude male corpse on the back cover, of the
recent so-called “Polysexuality” issue of Semiotext(e) (4, no. 1 [1981])—
which, for all the women in it, ought to have been called the senusex-
uality issue of Polyvtext. It scemed ro be a purpose of that issue to insist,

cial to homosexual bonds is so shifty, then what theoretical framework™”
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ind possibly not only for reasons of radical-chic ticillation, that the vio-
ence imaged in sadomasochism is not mainly theatrical, but is tully con-
inuous with violence in the real world. Women Agamst Pornography
d the framers of the 1980 NOW Resolution on Lesbian and Gay Rights
share the same view, but without the celebratory glamor: to them oo it
seems intuitively clear that to sexualize violence or an image of violence
Is simply to extend, unchanged, its reach and force.'* Bur, as other fem-
inist writers have reminded us, another view is possible. For example: is
1 woman’s masochistic sexual fantasy really only an internalization and
endorsement, if not a cause, of her more general powerlessness and sense
of worthlessness? Or may not the sexual drama stand in some more oblique,
or even oppositional, relation to her political experience of oppression? '#
The debate in the gay male communiry and elsewhere over “man-boy
love™ asks a cognare question: can an adule’s sexual relationship with a
child be simply a continuous part of a more general relationship of edu-
cation and nurturance? Or must the inclusion of sex qualitatively aleer the
relationship, for instance in the direction of exploitivencss? In this case,
the same NOW communiqué thar had assumed an unbroken CONTnUITY
between sexualized violence and real, social violence, came to the oppo-
site conclusion on pedophilia: that the injection of the sexual charge wonld
alter (would corrupt) the very substance of the relationship. Thus, m
noving from the question ot sadomasochism to the question of pedo-
hilia, the “permissive” argument and the “puritanical” argument have
ssentially exchanged their assumptions about how the sexual relares o
he social,

So the answer to the question “what difference does the inclusion of
sex make” to a social or political relanionship, is—it varies: just as, for r

different groups in different political circumstances, homosexual activity
can be either suppartive of or oppositional to homosocial bonding, From
this and the other examples [ have mentioned, it is clear thar there is not
sume ahistorical Stoff of sexuality, some sexual charge that can be simply
added to a social relationship to “sexualize™ it in a constant and predict-
able direction, or thar splits off from it wchanged. Nor does it make sense
to awume that the sexualized form epitomizes or simply condenses a broader
relationship. (As, for instance, Kathleen Barry, in Female Sexual Slavery,
places the Marquis de Sade ar the very center of all forms of female
appression, including traditional genital mutilation, incest, and the eco-
nomuc as well as the sexual exploitation of prostitutes. )

Instead, an examination of the relation of sexual desire to political power

o
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must move along two axcs. First, of course, it needs to make use of what-
cver torms of analysis are most potent for describing historically variable
power asymmetries, such as those of class and race, as well as .gr.:ndcr. But
m conjunction with that, an analysis of representation itself is necessary.
Only the model of representation will let us do justice o tI:n: {h_mad bur
not infinite or random) range of ways in which sexuality funcrions as a

signifier for power relations. The importance of e rhetorical modelin
thi 15 not o make the problems of sexuality or of violence or
oppression sound less immediate and urgent; it is to help us analyze and
use the really very disparate intuitions of political immediacy that come
o us from the sexual realm.

For instance, a dazzling recent article by Catherine MacKinnon, at-
tempting to go carefully over and clear out the grounds of disa‘;__:n:cmd.:nt
between different streams of feminist thought, arrives at the following
summary of the centrality of sexuality per se for every issue of gender:

Each element of the female gender stercotype is revealed as, in fact, sexual.
Vulnerability mcans the appearance/reality of casy sexual access; passivity means
receptivity and disabled resistance. . . ; softness mweans pr.cgnilhd.:q' by
something hard. . . . Woman's infantilization evokes pu:’.krp]u_]m; f'!.x:lltlﬂjl on
dismembered body parts . . evokes ﬁ:rishismi idolizarion of vapidity, nec-
rophilia. Marcissism insures that woman identifies with char image 1::1? herself
“that man holds up. . . . Masochism means that pleasure in violation be-
comes her sensualicy.

And MacKinnon sums up this part of her argument: “Socially, female-
ness means femininity, which means attractiveness to men, which means
sexual attractiveness, which means sexual availability on male terms.” % .

There’s a whole lot of “mean™ing going on. MacKinnon manages to
make every manifestation of sexuality mean the same thing, by making
every instance of “meaning” mean something different. A trait can “mean”
as an element i a semiotic system such as fashion (“softness means
pregnability™); or anaclirically, it can “mean” its complementary opposite
(“Woman’s infantilization evokes pedophilia™); or across time, it can “mean”
the consequence that it enforces (“Narcissism insures that woman iden-
tifics. . . . Masochism means that pleasure in violation becomes her sen-
suality™). MacKinnon concludes, “What defines woman as such is what
trns men on.” But what defines “defines™ That every node of sexual
cxperience is in some signifying relation to the whole f'.‘lhl‘i('. of gender
oppression, and vice versa, 15 true and important, but insufficiently exact
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to be of analvtic use on spedific political issues, The danger lies, of course,
in the illusion that we do know from such a totalistic analysis where o
look for our sexuality and how to protect it from expropriation when we
find it.

On the other hand, one value of MacKinnon's piece was as a contri-
burtion 1o the increasing deftness with which, over the last twenry years,
the question has been posed, “Who or what is the subject of the sexuality
we (as women) enact?” It has been pased in terms n TS ANt O

W’ﬁm angry or frantic—in short, perhaps, Anghe or
Franco-. But in ditferent terms it is this same question that has animated
the complaint of the American “sex object™ of the weos, the caim since
the 7os for “women's control of our own bodies,” and the recently im-
ported “critique of the subject™ as it is used by French feminists.

Let me take an example from the grear ideological blockbuster of whine
bourgeois feminism, its apotheosis, the fictional work that has most res-
onantly thematized for successive generations of American women the
constraints of the “feminine” rale, the obstacles o and the ravenous ur-
gency of female ambition, the importance of the cconomic mortive, the
compulsiveness and destructiveness of romantic love, and (what Mac-
Kinnon would underline) the cencralicy and the otal alienanon of female
sexuality. OF course, 1 am referring to Gone with the Wind, As Mac-
Kinnon's paradigm would predicr, in the life of Scarlett O'Hara, it is ex
pressly clear that to be born female is o be defined entirely in relation o
the role of “lady,” a role that does take its shape and meaning from a
sexuality of which she is not the subject but the object. For Scarlert, to
survive as a woman does mean learning to see sexuality, male power
domination, and her rraditional gender role as all meaning the same dan-
gerous thing, To absent herselt silently from cach of them alike, and leam
to manipulate them from behind this screen as objects or pure sigmifiers,
as men do, 1s the numbing but effective lesson of her lite,

However, it is anfy a white bourgeois feminism that this view apoth
eosizes, As in one of those trick rooms where water appears to run uphill
and lietle children look taller than their parents, it is only when viewed
from one fised vantage in anv society that sexuality, gender roles, and
power domination can seem o line up in ths perfect chain of echoic
meaning. From an cven slightly more ec-centric or L{I.“.L'I1'|p-(3'1-'~'l:r1.'1.1 et
spectve, the diplacements and dsconrinuincs of the ﬁlgnlh-‘l.u;; chain come
to seem increasingly definitive. For instance, it it 15 true in this novel thar

all the women characters exist m some meaning-ful relation ro the role ol
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“lady,” the signifying relation grows maore tortuous—though at the same
time, in the novel’s white bourgeois view, more totally determining—as
the women’s social and racial distance from that role grows. Melanie is 2
woman as she is a ladv; Scarletr 1s a woman as she is required to be and
pretends to be a lady; bur Belle Watling, the Atlanta prostitute, is a woman
ot in relation to her own role of “lady,” which is exiguous, bur only
negatively, in a compensatory and at the same time parodic rclat?ﬂn to
Melanic’s and Scarletr’s. And as for Mammy, her mind and life, in this
view, are fotally in thrall to the ideal of the “lady,” but in a relacion that
excludes hersclf entirely: she s the template, the support, the enforce-
ment, of Scarlett’s “lady” role, to the degree that her personal femalencss
lases any meaning whatever that is not in relation o Scarlert’s role. Whaose
mother 15 Mammy?

At the precise intersection of domination and sexuality is the issue of
rape. Gone with the Wina- both book and movie—leaves in the memory
a most graphic image of rape:

As the negro came running to the buggy, his black face rwisted in a leering
grin, she fired point-blank at him. . . . The negro was beside her, 50 close
thar she could smell the rank ador of him as he tried o drag her over the
buggy side. With her own free hand she fought madly, clawing at h_:s face,
and then she telt his big hand at her throat and, with a nipping noise, her
basque was torn open from breast o w aist. Then the black hand fumbled
berween her breasts, and terror and eevulsion sueh as she had never known
came over ler and she screamed like an insane woman. '

In the wake of this attack, the entire machinery by which “rape” is sig-
nified in this culture rolls into action. Scarlert’s menfolk and their friends
in the Ku Klux Klan set ourt after dark to kill the assailants and “wipe out
that whole Shantytown settlement,” with the predictable camage on bath
sides. The question of how much Scarlett is to blame for the deaths of
the white men is widely mooted, with Belle Watling speaking for the “lady™
role—*She caused it all, prancin’ bout Atlanta by herself, enticin® niggers
and trash”—and Rhetr Butler, as so often, speaking from the central vi-
sion of the novel's bourgeois feminism, assuring her that her desperate
sense of guilt is purely superstitious (chs. 46, 47). In preparation for this
central incident, the novel had even raised the issue of the legal treatment
of rape victims (ch. 42). And the cffect of that earlier case, the classic
cffect of rape, had already been to abridge Scarlett’s own maobility and,
hence, personal and economic power: it was to expedite her business that
she had needed to ride by Shantytown in the first place.
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The artack on Scarlere, in short, fully means rape, both fo ber and o all
the forces in her culture that produce and circulate powerful meanings.
It makes no difference at all thar one constituent element of rape is miss-
ing; but the missing constituent is simply sex. The artack on Scarletr had
been for money; the black hands had fumbled berween the white breasts
because the man had been rold that was where she kept her money; Scar-
leet knew thar; there is no mention of any other motive; bur it does not
matter in the least, the absent xxu:[ﬁr}.f leaves no gap i the characrer’s,
the novel’s, or the socicty’s discourse of rape,

Nevertheless, Gone with the Wind is not a novel thar omits enforced
sexuality. We are shown one acrual rape in fairly graphic detail; but when
it is white hands thar scrabble on whire skin, its ideological name is “blissful
mairiage.” *[Rherr] had humbled her, used her brutally through a wild
mad night and she had gloried in it” {ch. 54). The sexual predations of
white men on Black women are also a presence in the novel, but the issue
of force vs. consent is never raised there; the white male alienation of a
Black woman’s sexuality is shaped ditferently from the alienation of the
white woman’s, to the degree that rape ceases t be a meaningful term at
all. And if forcible sex ever did occur between a Black male and female
character in this world, the sexual event itself would have no signifying
power, since Black sexualiry “means” here only as a grammatic transtor-
mation of a sentence whose true implicit subject and object are whire.

We have in this protofeminist novel, then, in this ideological micro-
cosm, a symbolic economy in which both the meaning of rape and rape
itself are msistently circulated, Because of the racial fracture of the soci-
cty, however, rape and its meaning circulate in precisely opposite divections.
It is an extreme case; the racial fracture is, in America, more sharply di-
chotomized than others except perhaps for gender. Still, other symbaolic
fracrures such as class (and by fractures 1 mean the lines along which
quantitative differentials of power may in a given society be read as qual-
itative differentials with some other name) are abundant and actively dis-
ruptive in every social constitution, The signifying relation of sex to power,
of sexual alienation to political oppression, is not the most stable, but
preasely the most volatile of social nodes, under this pressure,

Thus, it is of serious political importance that our tools for cxamining
the signifving relation be subtle and discriminate ones, and that our lit-
crary knowledge of the most crabbed or oblique paths of meaning not
be oversimplified in the face of panic-inducing images of real violence,
especially the violence of, around, and to sexuality. To assume that sex
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significs power in a flar, unvarying relation of metaphor or ::3,-11<:|:.dnchc
will always entail a blindness, not w the rhetorical and pyrotechnic, but
to such historical categories as class and race. Before we can fully achieve
and use our intuitive grasp of the leverage thar sexual relations seem to
offer on the relations of oppression, we need more—more different, more
complicated, more diachronically apt, more off-centered—more daring and
prehensile applicanions of our present understanding of what it may mean
for one thing to signify another.

Sex or History?

It will be clear by this point that the centrality of sexual guestions in
this study is important to its methodological ambitions, as well. I am going
to be recurring to the subject of sex as an especially charged leverage-

point, or point for_the exchange of meanings, between gender and class

M}cwma race), the sets of ca[cy]nca by which we ordmar-

m::&m: the divisions of human labor. And m:timdologxallw I

B Pl B
want to situate these readings as a contribution to a dialectic within fem-

inist theory berween more and less historicizing views of the oppression
of women.

In a rough way, we can label the extremes on this theoretical specrrum
“Marwist feminism” for the most historicizing analysis, “radical femin-
ism™ for the least. OF course, “radical feminism” is so called not because
it occupies the farthest “left” space on a conventional political map, bur
because it takes gender itself, gender alone, to be the most radical divi-
sion of human experience, and a relatively unchanging one.

For the purposes of the present argument, in addition, and for reascns
that 1 will explain more fully later, I am going to be assimilating “French”
feminism—deconstructive andfor Lacanian-oriented  feminism—o  the
radical-fenunist end of this spectrum. “French™ and “radical™ feminism ditfer
on very many very important issues, such as how much respect they give
to the brure fact that evervone gets categorized as either female or male;
but they are alike in seeing all human culture, language, and life as struc-
tured in the first place—structured radically, transhistorically, and essen-
tially similarly, however coarsely or finely—by a drama of gender differ-
ence. (Chaplzcr 1 discusses more fully the particular terms by which this
structuralist motive will be represented in the present study.) French-
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feminist and radical-feminist prose rend o share the same vane, and perhaps
unperialistic, uses of the present tense. In a sense. the polemical energy
behind my arguments will be a desire, through the rherorically volatile
subject of sex, to recruit the representanional finesse of deconstructive
feminism in the service of a more historically discriminate mode of analy-
5is.

The choice of sexuality as a themaric emphasis of this studv makes saliont
and problematical a division of themaric emphasis between Marxist-fem-
inist and radical-feminist theory as they are now pracriced. Specifically,
Marxist feminism, the study of the deep interconnecrions berween on the
one hand historical and economic change, and on the other hand the vi-
assitudes of gender division, has rvpically proceeded in the absence of a
theory of sexuality and without much interest in the meaning or experi-

ence of sexuality. Or more accurately, it has held implicitly to a view of

female sexuality as something thar is essentially of a piece with reproduc-
tion, and hence appropriatcly studied with the wols of demography; or
else essentially of a piece with a simple, prescriprive hegemonic ideology,
and hence appropriately studied through intellecrual or legal history. Where
important advances have been made by Marxist-feminist-oriented re-
search into sexuality, it has been in areas that were already explicitly dis-
tinguished as deviant by the socieny’s legal discourse: signallv, homoses-
uahty for men and prostitution for women. Marxist feminism has been
of lirtle help in unpacking the historical meanings of women’s experience
of heterosexualicy, or even, until it becomes legally and medically visible
mn this century, of lesbianism 7 :
Radical teminism, on the other hand, in the many different forms 1 am
classing under that head, has been relatively successful in placing sexus-
ity in a prominent and interr ganve position, one thar often allows scope
for the decentered and the contradictory. Kathleen Barry's Female Sexual
Slavery, Susan Griffin’s Pornography and Silence, Gilbert and Gubar's The
Madwoman in the Aree, Jane Gallop's The Dasghter’s Seduction, and An-
drea Dworkin's Pornagraphy: Men Possessing Women make up an exceed-
ingly heterogencous group of texts in many respects—in style, in ur-
gency, in explicic ferminist denoficaion, in French or American affiliation.
in “brow™-clevation level. They have in common, however, a view thar
sexuality is centrally problematical in the formation of women's experi-
ence. And in more or less :.U}'ulmnc;m--;i formulations, the subject as well
as the ultimate object of female hererosexualiry within what is called pa
triarchal culture are seen as male, Whether in literal interpersonal terms
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or in internalized psychological and linguistic terms, this approach priv-
ileges sexuality and often sees it within the conrext of the strucrure thar
Lévi-Brrauss analvzes as “the male eratfic in women.”

Thus t11|11lly.' of approaches has, however, shared wich other forms of
structuralism a dithculty in dealing with the diachronic. It is the essence
of structures viewed as such o reproduce themselves; and histonical change
from this point of view appears as something outside of strucrure and
threatening—or worse, set threatening—to it, rather than in a formative
and dialectical relation with it. History tends thus to be either invisible
or viewed in an impoverishingly glaring and contrastive li_g]';'r.JE Implic-
itly or explicidly, radical feminism tends to deny that the meaning of gen-
der or sexuality has ever significantly changed; and more damagingly, it
can make tuture change appear impossible, or necessarily apocalyptic, even
though desirable. Alternatively, it can radically oversimplify the prereg-
uisites tor significant change. In addition, history even in the residual,
sviichronic form of class or racial ditference and conflict becomes invisi-
ble or excessively coarsened and dichotomized in the universalizing struc-
turalist view.

As teminist readers, then, we seem poised for the moment berween
reading sex and reading history, ar a choice that appears (though, it must
be, wrongly) to be between the synchronic and the diachronic. We know
that 1t must be wrongly viewed in this way, not only because in the ab-
stract the synchronic and the diachronic must ultimately be considered in
relation to one another, but because specifically in the disciplines we are
considering they are so murtually inscribed: the narrative of Marxist his-
tory is so graphic, and the schemartics of structuralise sexuality so narra-
tve.

I will be trving in this study to activate and use some of the porenrial
congruences of the two approaches. Part of the underpinning of this ar-
tempt will be a continuing meditation on ways in which the category ide-
ofgagy can be used as part of an analysis of sexnality. The two categories
seem comparable in several important ways: each mediates berween the
material and the representational, for instance; ideology, like sexuality as
we have discussed i, bork epitomizes and iself influences broader social
relations of power; and each, [ shall be arguing, mediates similarly be-
tween diachronic, narrative structures of social experience and syn-
chrome, graphic ones, If commonsense suggests thar we can roughly group
historicizing, *Marxist™ feminism with the diachronic and the narrative,
and “radical,” strucruralist, deconstructive, and *French” feminisms with
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the synchronic and the graphic, then the methodological promise of these
two mediaring categories will be understandable,

In The German ldeology, Marx suggests that the function of ideology is
to conceal contradictions in the starus quo by, for instance, recasting them
mto a diachronic narrative ot origins, Corresponding to thar funcoon,
one important structure of ideology is an idealizing appeal o the out-
dated values of an earlier system, in defense of a later svstem that in prac-
tice undermines the marerial basis of those values. '

For instance, Juliet Mitchell analvzes the importance of the tamily in
ideologically justifying the shift to capitalism, in these terms:

The peasant masses of feudal society had individual private property; their
ideal was simply more of it. Capitalist society seemed o offer more because
it seressed the fdea of individual private property in 2 new contese (or in a
context of new ideas). Thus it offered individualism (an old value) plus the
apparently new means for its greater realization—frecdom and equaliny (val-
ues that are conspicuously absent from feudalism). However, the only place
where this ideal could be given an apparently concrere base was in the main-
tenance of an old mstitunion: the family, Thus the fnuly changed from being
the economic basis of ndividual private property under feudalism ro being
the focal point of the édea of individual private property under a system thar
banished such an cconomic form from its ceneral mode of production—cap-
icalism. . . . The working class work socially in production for the private
property of a few C'.'Il.'.lil.ll.!ht'i m the .I'J.:,II.',lf .',_lr" individual }wri-.-.nc property for
themselves and their familics. 2

The phrase “A man's home is his castle™ otters a micely condensed ex-
ample of ideological construction in this sense. It reaches back to an emp-
tied-out image of mastery and integration under feudalism n order
propel the male wage-worker forward to turther fears of alienated labor,
in the service of a now atonuzed and embartled, but all the more inten-
sively idealized home, The man who has this home is a ditferent person
from the lord who has a castle; and the forms of property implicd in the
two possessives (his [mortgaged| home! his [inhenited| castle) are not only
different bur, as Mitchell points out, mutually contradicrory. The contra-
diction is assuaged and filled in by transterring the lord’s political and
economic control over the enpivens of his castle to an image of the fa-
ther’s personal control over the inmates of his house. The ideological tor-
mulation thus permits a criss-crossing of agency, temporality, and space,
It 15 important thar ideology i this sense, even when its form is Harly
declarative (A man’s home is his castle®), is always at least implicitly nar-
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rative, and that, in order for the reweaving of ideclogy to be truly invis-
ible, the narrative is necessarily chiasmic in structure: that is, that the subject
of the beginning of the narrative is different from the subject ar the end,
and that the rwo subjects cross each other in a rhetorical figure that con-
ceals their discontinuiry,

Ir is also important that the sutures of contradiction in these ideolog-
wal narratives become most visible under the disassembling eye of an al-
ternative narrative, ideological as thar narrative may itself be. In addition,
the diachronic opening-our of contradictions within the status quo, even
when the project of thar diachronic recasting i1s to conceal those very
contradictions, can have just the opposite effect of making them newly
visible, offering a new leverage for critique. For these reasons, distin-
guishing between the construction and the critique of ideological narra-
tive is not always even a theoretical possibility, even with relatively flar
texts; with the far rich texts we are taking for examples in this project,
o such artempt will be made.

Sexuality, like ideology, depends on the mutual redefinition and ocelu-
sion of synchronic and diachronic formulations. The developmental fact
that, as Freud among others has shown, even the naming of sexuality as
such is always retroactive in relation to most of the sensations and emao-
tions that constitute it,*! is bistorically important, What counts as the sex-
ual is, as we shall see, variable and itself political. The exact, contingent
space of indeterminacy—the place of shifting over time—of the mutual
boundarics between the political and the sexual is, in fact, the most fertile
space of ideological formarion, This is true because ideological forma-
tion, like sexuality, depends on retroactive change in the naming or label-
ling of the subject.??

The two sides, the political and the erotic, necessarily obscure and mis-
represent cach other—but in ways that offer important and shifting af-
tordances to all parties in historical gender and class struggle.

iv. What This Book Does

The difficult bur potentially productive tension between historical and
structuralist forms of feminism, in the theoretical grounding of this book,
is echoed by a tension in the book between historical and more properly
literary organization, methodologies, and emphases. Necessarily because
of my particular aptitudes and training, if for no better reason, the his-
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torical argument almost throughout is embodied in and guided by the
readings of the literary rexts. For better and for worse, the large historical
narrative has an off-centering effect on the discrete readings, as the -
troversive techniques of literary analysis have i tum on the historical ar-
gument. The resulting structure represents a continuing negotiation
berween the book’s historicizing and delustoricizing motives, The two ways
i which 1 have described to myself the purpose of this book express a
similar tension: first, to make it easier for readers to focus intelligently on
male homosocial bonds throughour the heterosexual European erotic cthos;
but secondly, o use the subject of sexuality o show the usctulness of
certain Marxist-feminist historical categories for literary criticism, where
they have so far had relatively hictle impace,

Chapter 1 of the book, “Gender Asvmmetry and Erotic Triangles,” lo-
cates the book’s focus on male homosocial desire within the structural
context of t|'i..1ug1.1l..1r, heterasexual desire, Rend Girard, Freud, and Lévi-
Strauss, especially as he is interprered by Gavle Rubin, ofter the basic
paradigm of “male traffic in women™ that will underlie the entire book.
In the next three chaprers a histonically deracinated reading ot Shake-
speare’s Sonnets, a partially historical reading of Wycherley's The Country
Wife, and a reading of Sterne’s A Searimental Journey in relation to the
inextricable gender, class, and national anxicties of mid-cighteenth-cen-
tury English men both establish some persistent paradigms for discus-
sion, and begin to locate them speafically in the terms of modern En-
gland.

Chapters 5 and 6, on homophobia and the Romantic Gothie, discuss
the paranoid Gothic rradition in the novel as an exploration of the changing
meaning and importance of homophobia in England during and atter the
cighteenth century. A reading ot James Hogg's Conféssians of a Justified
Sinner treats homophobia not most immediately as an oppression of ho-
moscxual men, but as a wol for manipulating the entive spectrum of male
bands, and hence the gender svstem as a whole,

'Llhapt-:r.l; = and 8 focus on more “*mamscream,” public Vicronan wdeo-
logical fictions, and on the fate of the women who are caught up in male
homosocial exchange. This section treats three Victorian rexes, historical
or mock-historical, thar claim to offer accounts of changes in women’s
relation o male bonds: Tennvson's The Princes, Thackeray’s Hemry Es
mond, and Eliot’s Adam Bede; it approaches most cxplicitly the ditterent
explanarory claims of structuralist and historical approaches to sex and
gender,
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Chapters ¢ and 10, on Dickens’ Vicrorian Gothie, show how Dickens’
last two novels delineate the interactions of homophobia with nine-
teenth-century class and racial as well as gender division,

Finally, a Coda, “Toward the Twenticth Century: English Readers of
Whitman,” uses an account of some influential English (mis-)under-
standings of Whirman's poetry, to sketch in the links berween mid-Vie-
torian English sexual politics and the familiar modern Anglo-American
landscape of malke homosesuality, heterosexuality, and homophobia as (we
think) we know them.

The choces 1 have made of texes through which ro embody the argu-
ment of the book are specifically nor meant to begin o delincate a sepa-
rate male-homosocial literary canon. In fact, it will be essential to my ar-
gument to claim that the European canon as it exists is already such a
canon, and most so when 1t 15 most heterosexual. In this sense, it would
perhaps be easiest to decribe this book (as will be done more explicitly
in chapter 1) as a recasting of, and a refocusing on, René Girard's trian-
gular schematization of the existing European canon in Decest, Destre, and
the Novel. Tn facr, T have simply chosen rexts ar pleasure from within or
alongside the English canon that represented particularly interesting in-
terpretive problems, or particularly sympromatic historical and ideclogi-
cal nodes, for understanding the politics of male homosocialiy.

I hope it is obvious by this point that T mean to situate this book in a
dialectically usable, rather than an authoritative, relation to the rapidly
developing discourse of feminist theory. Of course, the readings and
interprerations are as caretul in their own terms as I have known how to
make them; bur ar the same time I am aware of having privileged certain
arresting (and hence achronic) or potentially generalizable formulations,
in the hope of making interpretations like these dialectically available to
readers of other texts, as well, The formal models [ have had in mund tor
this book are two very different books, Girard’s Deceie, Desire, and the
Navel and Dorothy Dinnerstein's The Mermaid and the Minotaur: not in
this nstance because of an agreement with the substance of their argu-
ments, but because each in a relatively short study with an apparently
idiosyneratic tocus nevertheless conveys a complex of i1deas forcefully
enough—even, repetitiously enough—to make it a usable part of any
reader’s repertoire of approaches to her or his personal experience and
future reading. From thar position in the repertoire cach can be—raust
be—eriticized and changed. To take such a position has been my ambi-
tion for this book, Among the directions of critique and alteration that
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scem to me most called for, but which T have been unable so far w in-
corporate properly in the argument irself, are the following:

First, the violence done by my historicizing narrative to the literary
readings proper shows perhaps most glaringly in the overriding of dis-
tinctions and strucrural considerations of genre. And in general, the number
and the differenmess of the many different mechanisms of mediation be-
tween history and rext—mechanisms with names like, for instance, “lit-
erary convention,” “literary history™—need to be reasserted in newly
applicable formulations,

At the same time, the violences done to a historical argument by em-
bodying it in a series of readings of works of literature are probably cven
more numerous and damaging. Aside from issues of ideological conden-
sation and displacement thar will be discussed in chapters 7 and 8, the
form of violence most obvious to me is simply the limitation of my ar-
gument fo the “book-writing classes™—a group that is distinctive in more
than merely socioeconomic terms, but importantly in those terms as well,

Mext, the isolation, not to mention the absolute subordination, of
women, in the structural paradigm on which this study is based (see chapter
1 for more on this) is a distortion that necessarily fails 1o do justice w
women’s own powers, bonds, and struggles.?® The absence of lesbianism
from the book was an early and, I think, necessary decision, since my
argument is structured around the distinctive relation of the male ho-

mosocial spectrum to the transmission of unequally disinibured power,

Nevertheless, the exclusively heterosexual perspuctive of the book’s atren-
tion to women is seriously impoverishing in irself, and also an index of
the larger distortion. The reading of Henry Esmond is the only one that
explicitly considers the bond of woman with woman in the congext of
male homosocial exchange; but much better analyses are needed of the
relations between female-homosocial and male-homosocial scructures.

The book’s almost exclusive focus on male authors is, [ think, similarly
justified for this carly stage of this particular inquiry; but it has a similar
eftect of impovenshing our sense of women’s own cultural resources of
resistance, adaptation, revision, and survival, My reluctance to distin-
guish berween “ideologizing™ and “de-ideologizing™ narratives may have
had, paradoxically, a similar effect of presenting the “canonical” cultural
discourse in an excessively protean and inescapable (beeause internally
contradictory) torm. In addition, the relaton berween the traffic-in-women
paradigm used here and hyvpotheses, such as Dinnerstein’s, Chodorow’s,
and Kristeva's in Powers of Hovror, of a primary fear in men and women
of the maternal power of women, is ver to be analyzed.
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Again, the lack of entirely usable paradigms, at :hi:s early mﬂmuntlin
feminist theory, for the complicated relations among violence, sexual vio-
lence, and the sadomasochistic sexualization of violence,* has led me n
this book to a perhaps inappropriately gentle emphasis on modes gt gen-
der oppresssion that could be (more or less metaphorically) described in
ECONDIMIC Terms. _

At the same time, the erotic and individualistic bias of Ji1crarur¢f ns.cli,
and the relative case—nat to mention the genuine pleasure—ot using
ferminist theoretical paradigms to write about eros and sex, h:m:_ led to a
relative deemphasis of the many, crucially important male homasocial bonds

that are less glamorous to talk about—such as the institurional, bureau-

cratic, and military. :

Finally, and 1 think most importantly, the focus of this study on spe-
cifically iEng]ish social strucrures, combined with the htgcr_nnmc claim for
“aniversaliy” that has historically been implicit in the entire discourse of
European social and psvchological analysis, leave the rrla[iﬂq of my dis-
cussion to non-European cultures and people entirely unspcaﬁrd, and at
present, perhaps, 1o some extent unspecifiable. A running 5lel¢IXI of
comparisons berween English sexual ideology and some 1_dcnlug1cs. of
American racism is not a token attempt to conceal that gap in the book’s
coverage, but an attempt to make clear 1o other American rcgdcrs_ S0Mme
of the points of reference in white America thar 1 have um:d.m :hmkmg:
about English ideology. Perhaps what one can most appropriately ask of
readers who find this book's formulations uscful is simply to remember
that, important as it is that they be criticized at every step of even Eu
ropean applications, any attempt to treat them as al':).ss-culrura] or (far
more) as universal ought to involve the most searching and particular
analysis.

As 2 woman and a feminist writing (in part) about male homoszxual-
ity, 1 fieel 1 must be especially explicit about the political ;_;n:n.lru.:ling;~ as-
SL;n'lptiuns, and ambitions of this study in that regard, as well. My nten-
tion throughout has been to conduct an antihomophobic as well as ferninist

inquiry. However, most of the (little) published analysis up to now of

the relation berween women and male homosexuality has been at a Iuw{.‘r
level of sophistication and care than either feminist or gay male analysis
separately. In the absence of workable formulations abour the ma]r:. Imn;
osocial spectrum, this literature has, with only a few recent excepnans,™
subscribed ro one of two assumptions: either that gay men and all women
share a “natural,” transhistorical alliance and an essenrial identity of mn-
terests (c.g., in breaking down gender stereotypes); 2 or else that male
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homosexuality is an cpitome, & }wrsnmﬁmrimh an effect, or perhaps a
primary cause of woman-hating.2” [ do nor believe cither of these as-
sumptions to be true. Especially because this study discusses a contin

uum, a porential structural congruence, and a (shifting) relation of meaning
between male homosexual relationships and the male patriarchal relations
by which women are oppressed, it 15 imporant 1o emphasize that [ am
not assuming or arguing cither thar patriarchal power 15 primarily or nec-
essanly homosexual (as distinct from homosoaal), or that male homosex-
nal desire has a primary or necessary relationship to misogyny. Either of
those arguments would be homophobic and, [ believe, inaccurate. [ wall,
however, be arguing that homophobia direcred by men against men 15
misogynistic, and perhaps rranshistorically so. (By “misogynistic™ 1 mean

. not only that it 1s oppressive of the so-called feminine in men, but that it

is oppressive of women.) The greatest potential for misinterpreration lis
here. Because “homosexuality” and “homophobia™ are, i any of ther
avarars, historical constructions, because they are likely ro concem them-
selves intensely with cach other and to assume interlocking or nurrering
shapes, because the theater of their struggle is likely to be intrapsychic or
(ntra-institutional as well as public, it is not always easy (sometimes barely
possible) 1o distinguish them from each other. Thus, for instance, Freud's
study of Dr. Schreber shows clearly that the repression of homosexual dese
i a man who by any commonsense standard was hererosexual, occa-
sioned paranoid psychosis; the psvchoanalyric use that has been made of
this perception, however, has been, not against homaphobia and 1ts schi-
ZOFENIC force, but against Baposexiality—against homosexuals—on ac-
count of an association berween “homaosexuality” and mental illness.**
Similar confusions have marked discussions of the relation between “ho-
mosexuality” and fascism. As the historically constructed nature of “ho-
mosexuality™ as an institurion becomes more fully understood, it should
become possible to understand these distinctions in a more exact and less
prejudicious theoretical context.

Thus, profound and intuitable as the bonds between feminism and an-
tihomophobia often are in our society, the two forces arc not the same.
As the alliance berween them is not auLomatic or rranshistorical, it will
be most fruitful if it is analyric and unpresuming. To shed light on the
grounds and implicnti.ons of that alliance, as well as, through these issues,
on formative literary texts, is an aim of the readings that follow.
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