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P A R T O N E 

We "Other Victorians" 



F o r a long t ime, the s tory goes, we suppor ted a Victor ian 
regime, and we con t inue to be domina ted by it even today. 
T h u s the image of the imper ia l p r u d e is emblazoned on our 
res t ra ined, mu te , and hypocri t ical sexuali ty. 

A t the beginning of the seventeenth cen tu ry a cer ta in 
frankness was still c o m m o n , it would seem. Sexual pract ices 
had little need of secrecy; words were said wi thou t u n d u e 
ret icence, and th ings were done wi thou t too m u c h conceal­
ment ; one had a to le ran t familiarity wi th the illicit. Codes 
regulat ing the coarse, t he obscene, and the indecent were 
quite lax c o m p a r e d to those of the n ine teen th century . I t was 
a t ime of direct gestures, shameless discourse , a n d open 
t ransgressions, when ana tomies were shown and in termin­
gled a t will, a n d knowing chi ldren h u n g abou t amid the 
laughter of adul ts : it was a period when bodies " m a d e a 
display of themselves ." 

But twil ight soon fell upon this br ight day, followed by the 
m o n o t o n o u s nights of the Victor ian bourgeoisie . Sexuality 
was carefully confined; it moved in to the h o m e . T h e conjugal 
family took cus tody of it and absorbed it in to the serious 
function of reproduc t ion . O n the subject of sex, silence be­
came the rule. T h e legi t imate and procrea t ive couple laid 
d o w n the law. The couple imposed itself as model , enforced 
the n o r m , safeguarded the t ru th , a n d reserved the r ight to 
speak while re ta ining the principle of secrecy. A single locus 
of sexuali ty was acknowledged in social space as well as at 
t he hea r t of every household , bu t it was a ut i l i tar ian and 
fertile one: the pa ren t s ' bedroom. T h e rest h a d only to re­
main vague; p rope r d e m e a n o r avoided contac t wi th o the r 
bodies, and verbal decency sanit ized one ' s speech. A n d ster-
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4 The History of Sexuality 

ile behavior carr ied the ta int of abnormal i ty ; if it insisted on 
m a k i n g itself too visible, it wou ld be des ignated accordingly 
and would have to pay the penal ty . 

N o t h i n g tha t was no t o rdered in t e rms of generat ion o r 
transfigured by it could expect sanct ion o r protect ion. N o r 
did it mer i t a hear ing. I t would be dr iven out, denied, and 
reduced to silence. N o t only did it no t exist, it had no r ight 
t o exist a n d would be m a d e to d isappear u p o n its least man i ­
fes ta t ion—whether in acts or in words . Everyone knew, for 
example , t ha t chi ldren h a d n o sex, which was why they were 
forbidden to talk abou t it, why one closed one 's eyes a n d 
s topped one 's ears whenever they c a m e to show evidence to 
the cont ra ry , and why a general a n d s tudied silence was 
imposed. These a re the charac ter i s t ic features a t t r ibu ted to 
repression, which serve to dis t inguish it from the prohibi ­
t ions main ta ined by penal law: repression opera ted as a sen­
tence to disappear , b u t also as an injunct ion to silence, an 
affirmation of nonexistence, and , by implicat ion, an admis ­
sion t ha t there was no th ing to say abou t such things, no th ing 
to -see, and no th ing to know. Such was the hypocr isy of our 
bourgeois societies wi th its ha l t ing logic. I t was forced to 
m a k e a few concessions, however . If it was t ruly necessary 
to m a k e r o o m for i l legit imate sexualities, it was reasoned, let 
t h e m take their infernal mischief e lsewhere: t o a place where 
they could be re integrated, if not in the circui ts of p roduc ­
tion, at least in those of profit. T h e bro the l and the men ta l 
hospi ta l would be those places of to lerance: the pros t i tu te , 
the client, and the p imp , together wi th the psychiatr is t a n d 
his hys te r ic—those " o t h e r Vic to r ians , " as Steven M a r c u s 
would say—seem to have surrept i t iously t ransferred the 
pleasures tha t a re unspoken in to the o r d e r of things tha t a re 
counted . W o r d s and gestures, quietly au thor ized , could be 
exchanged there at the going rate . Only in those places would 
u n t r a m m e l e d sex have a r ight to (safely insular ized) forms of 
reality, and only to c landest ine, c i rcumscr ibed , and coded 
types of discourse. Eve rywhere else, m o d e r n pur i t an i sm im-
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posed its tr iple edict of taboo , nonexis tence, and silence. 
Bu t have we no t l iberated ourselves from those two long 

centur ies in which the his tory of sexuality m u s t be seen first 
of all as the chronicle of an increasing repression? Only to 
a slight extent , we are told. Pe rhaps some progress was m a d e 
by Freud ; bu t wi th such c i rcumspect ion , such medical pru­
dence, a scientific guaran tee of innocuousness , and so m a n y 
precaut ions in o rder t o conta in everything, wi th n o fear of 
"overf low," in tha t safest and mos t discrete of spaces, be­
tween the couch and discourse: yet ano the r r ound of whis­
per ing on a bed. A n d could th ings have been otherwise? W e 
are informed t ha t if repression has indeed been the funda­
menta l l ink between power , knowledge , and sexuality since 
the classical age, it s t ands to reason t ha t we will not be able 
to free ourselves from it except at a considerable cost: no th ­
ing less t h a n a t ransgress ion of laws, a lifting of prohibi t ions , 
an i r rup t ion of speech, a reinstat ing of p leasure within real­
ity, and a whole new economy in the mechan i sms of power 
will be required. F o r the least g l immer of t r u t h is condi t ioned 
by politics. Hence , one canno t hope to obtain the desired 
results s imply from a medica l pract ice, nor from a theoret ical 
discourse, however r igorously pursued . T h u s , one denounces 
F r e u d ' s conformism, the normal iz ing functions of psychoa­
nalysis, the obvious t imidi ty under ly ing Re ich ' s vehemence, 
and all t he effects of in tegrat ion ensured by the "sc ience" of 
sex and the barely equivocal pract ices of sexology. 

Th i s discourse on m o d e r n sexual repression holds u p well, 
owing no doub t to h o w easy it is to uphold . A solemn histori­
cal and political guaran tee protec ts it. By placing the adven t 
of the age of repression in the seventeenth century, after 
h u n d r e d s of years of open spaces and free expression, one 
adjusts it to coincide wi th the deve lopment of capital ism: it 
becomes an integral pa r t of the bourgeois order . The minor 
chronicle of sex and its tr ials is t ransposed in to the ceremoni­
ous his tory of the modes of product ion ; its trifling aspect 
fades from view. A principle of explanat ion emerges after the 
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fact: if sex is so r igorously repressed, this is because it is 
incompat ib le wi th a general and intensive work imperat ive . 
A t a t ime w h e n labor capaci ty was being systematical ly ex­
ploited, how could this capaci ty be al lowed to dissipate itself 
in pleasurable pursui ts , except in t hose—reduced to a mini­
m u m — t h a t enabled it t o r ep roduce itself? Sex and its effects 
are pe rhaps no t so easily deciphered; on the o ther hand , their 
repression, t h u s recons t ruc ted , is easily analyzed. A n d the 
sexual cause—the d e m a n d for sexual freedom, bu t also for 
the knowledge to be gained from sex a n d the r ight to speak 
abou t i t—becomes legit imately associated wi th the hono r of 
a political cause: sex too is placed on the agenda for the 
future. A suspicious m i n d migh t w o n d e r if tak ing so m a n y 
precau t ions in order to give the history of sex such an impres­
sive filiation does no t bear t races of the same old prudishness : 
as if those valorizing corre la t ions were necessary before such 
a discourse could be formula ted or accepted. 

But there m a y be ano the r reason t ha t makes it so gratify­
ing for us to define the re la t ionship be tween sex and power 
in t e rms of repression: someth ing t h a t one migh t call the 
speaker ' s benefit. If sex is repressed, t ha t is, condemned to 
prohibi t ion, nonexistence, a n d silence, then the mere fact 
t ha t one is speaking abou t it has the appea rance of a deliber­
ate t ransgression. A person w h o holds for th in such language 
places himself to a cer ta in extent outs ide the reach of power; 
he upsets established law; he somehow ant ic ipates the com­
ing freedom. This explains the solemni ty wi th which one 
speaks of sex nowadays . W h e n they had to a l lude to it, t he 
first demographe r s and psychiatr is ts of t h e n ine teenth cen­
tury t h o u g h t it advisable to excuse themselves for asking 
their readers to dwell on ma t t e r s so trivial a n d base. But for 
decades now, we have found it difficult to speak on the 
subject wi thou t s tr iking a different pose: we are conscious of 
defying established power , our tone of voice shows t ha t we 
know we are being subversive, and we a rdent ly conjure away 
the present and appeal to the future, whose day will be 
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has tened by the con t r ibu t ion we believe we are mak ing . 
Someth ing tha t smacks of revolt , of p romised freedom, of the 
coming age of a different law, slips easily in to this discourse 
on sexual oppression. Some of the ancient functions of 
p rophecy are react ivated therein . T o m o r r o w sex will be good 
again. Because this repress ion is affirmed, one can discreetly 
br ing in to coexistence concepts which the fear of r idicule or 
the bi t terness of h is tory prevents mos t of us from put t ing side 
by side: revolut ion and happiness; or revolut ion a n d a differ­
ent body, one tha t is newer a n d m o r e beautiful; o r indeed, 
revolut ion and pleasure. W h a t sustains ou r eagerness to 
speak of sex in t e rms of repression is doubt less this oppor tu ­
nity to speak out against the powers tha t be, to u t te r t r u t h s 
and p romise bliss, to l ink together en l igh tenment , l iberation, 
and manifold pleasures; to p ronounce a discourse tha t com­
bines the fervor of knowledge , the de te rmina t ion to change 
the laws, a n d the longing for the garden of ear thly delights. 
Th i s is pe rhaps wha t also explains t h e marke t value at­
t r ibu ted no t only to w h a t is said about sexual repression, bu t 
also to the mere fact of lending an ear to those w h o would 
e l iminate the effects of repression. O u r s is, after all, t he only 
civilization in which officials are pa id to listen to all a n d 
sundry impa r t the secrets of their sex: as if t he urge to talk 
abou t it, a n d the interest one hopes to a rouse by doing so, 
have far surpassed the possibilities of being heard , so tha t 
some individuals have even offered their ears for hire. 

But it appears to m e t ha t the essential th ing is not this 
economic factor, bu t r a the r the existence in our era of a 
discourse in which sex, t h e revelat ion of t ru th , the over tu rn­
ing of global laws, the p roc lamat ion of a new day to come, 
a n d the promise of a cer ta in felicity a re l inked together. 
T o d a y it is sex tha t serves as a suppor t for the ancient form 
— s o familiar and impor t an t in the Wes t—of preaching. A 
great sexual s e r m o n — w h i c h has h a d its subtle theologians 
a n d its popu la r voices—has swept t h r o u g h ou r societies over 
the last decades; it has chast ised the old order , denounced 
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hypocrisy, and pra ised the r ights of t h e immedia te and t h e 
real; it has m a d e people d r e a m of a N e w City. T h e Franc i s ­
cans are called to mind . A n d we migh t wonde r how it is 
possible tha t the lyricism and religiosity t ha t long accom­
panied the revolut ionary project have , in Wes t e rn indus t r ia l 
societies, been largely carr ied over t o sex. 

T h e no t ion of repressed sex is not , therefore, only a theo­
retical mat te r . T h e affirmation of a sexuali ty tha t has never 
been m o r e rigorously subjugated t h a n du r ing the age of the 
hypocri t ical , bustl ing, a n d responsible bourgeoisie is coupled 
with the grandi loquence of a discourse pu rpo r t i ng to reveal 
the t r u th abou t sex, modify its economy wi th in reality, sub­
vert the law tha t governs it, and change its future. T h e 
s ta tement of oppress ion and the form of the se rmon refer 
back to one another ; they are mutua l ly reinforcing. T o say 
tha t sex is not repressed, or r a the r tha t the re la t ionship be­
tween sex and power is not charac ter ized by repression, is to 
risk falling in to a sterile pa radox . I t no t only runs coun te r to 
a well-accepted a rgumen t , it goes against the whole economy 
a n d all t he discursive " in t e res t s " tha t under l ie this a rgumen t . 

Th i s is the point at which I would like to s i tuate the series 
of historical analyses tha t will follow, the present vo lume 
being at the same t ime an in t roduc t ion a n d a first a t t emp t at 
an overview: it surveys a few historically significant poin ts 
a n d outl ines cer ta in theoret ical p roblems. Briefly, my a im is 
to examine the case of a society which has been loudly casti­
gat ing itself for its hypocr isy for m o r e t h a n a century , wh ich 
speaks verbosely of its own silence, takes great pains to relate 
in detail t he things it does not say, denounces the powers it 
exercises, and promises to l iberate itself f rom the very laws 
tha t have m a d e it function. I would like to explore no t only 
these discourses bu t also the will t ha t susta ins t h e m a n d the 
strategic intent ion tha t suppor t s them. T h e quest ion I wou ld 
like to pose is not , W h y are we repressed? but ra ther , W h y 
do we say, wi th so m u c h passion and so m u c h resen tment 
against ou r mos t recent past , against ou r present , and against 
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ourselves, t ha t we are repressed? By w h a t spiral did we c o m e 
to affirm tha t sex is negated? W h a t led us to show, os tenta­
tiously, t ha t sex is someth ing we hide, to say it is someth ing 
we silence? A n d we do all this by formula t ing the ma t t e r in 
the mos t explicit t e rms , by t rying to reveal it in its mos t 
naked reality, by affirming it in the positivity of its power a n d 
its effects. I t is certainly legi t imate to ask why sex was as­
sociated wi th sin for such a long t i m e — a l t h o u g h it wou ld 
remain to be discovered how this associat ion was formed, 
and one would have to be careful no t to s tate in a s u m m a r y 
and has ty fashion t ha t sex was " c o n d e m n e d " — b u t we m u s t 
also ask why we bu rden ourselves today wi th so m u c h guilt 
for hav ing once m a d e sex a sin. W h a t pa ths have b rough t us 
to the point where we are "a t faul t" wi th respect to ou r own 
sex? A n d how have we come to be a civilization so pecul iar 
as to tell itself tha t , t h r o u g h an abuse of power which has no t 
ended, it has long " s i n n e d " against sex? H o w does one ac­
coun t for the d isplacement which , while c la iming to free us 
from the sinful na tu re of sex, taxes us wi th a great historical 
w r o n g which consists precisely in imagin ing tha t na tu re to 
be b l amewor thy and in d rawing d isas t rous consequences 
from tha t belief? 

I t will be said tha t if so m a n y people today affirm this 
repression, the reason is tha t it is historically evident. A n d 
if they speak of it so abundan t ly , as they have for such a long 
t ime now, this is because repression is so firmly anchored , 
hav ing solid roots and reasons, and weighs so heavily on sex 
tha t m o r e t h a n one denunc ia t ion will be requi red in o rder to 
free ourselves from it; t he job will be a long one. All t he 
longer, no doubt , as it is in the na tu re of power—par t i cu la r ly 
t h e kind of power tha t opera tes in ou r socie ty—to be repres­
sive, a n d to be especially careful in repressing useless 
energies, t he intensi ty of pleasures, a n d i r regular modes of 
behavior . W e m u s t not be surprised, then , if the effects of 
l iberat ion vis-à-vis this repressive power are so slow to man i ­
fest themselves; the effort to speak freely abou t sex and ac-



10 The History of Sexuality 

cept it in its reality is so alien to a his tor ical sequence t ha t 
has gone unbroken for a t h o u s a n d years now, and so inimical 
to the intr insic mechan i sms of power , t ha t it is b o u n d to 
m a k e little h e a d w a y for a long t ime before succeeding in its 
mission. 

O n e can raise th ree serious doub t s concern ing w h a t I shall 
t e rm the "repressive hypo thes i s . " F i r s t doub t : Is sexual re­
pression t ruly an established historical fact? Is w h a t first 
comes into v i ew—and consequent ly pe rmi t s one to advance 
an initial hypothes is—real ly the accen tua t ion or even the 
es tabl ishment of a regime of sexual repress ion beginning in 
the seventeenth century? Th i s is a proper ly historical ques­
t ion. Second doub t : D o the work ings of power , and in par t ic­
ular those mechan i sms tha t a re b rough t in to play in societies 
such as ours , really belong pr imar i ly to the category of re­
pression? A r e prohibi t ion, censorship , and denial t ruly the 
forms t h r o u g h which power is exercised in a general way, if 
not in every society, mos t cer ta inly in ou r own? This is a 
his tor ico-theoret ical quest ion. A th i rd a n d final doubt : D i d 
the critical d iscourse tha t addresses itself to repression c o m e 
to act as a roadblock to a power m e c h a n i s m tha t h a d ope­
ra ted unchal lenged u p to tha t point , o r is it no t in fact pa r t 
of the same historical n e t w o r k as the th ing it denounces (and 
doubt less misrepresents) by calling it " repress ion"? W a s 
there really a historical r u p t u r e between the age of repression 
and the critical analysis of repression? Th i s is a his tor ico-
political quest ion. M y purpose in in t roduc ing these th ree 
doub t s is not merely to cons t ruc t c o u n t e r a r g u m e n t s t ha t a re 
symmetr ica l a n d con t ra ry to those out l ined above; it is no t 
a ma t t e r of saying tha t sexuality, far from being repressed in 
capitalist and bourgeois societies, has on the con t ra ry benefit­
ted from a regime of unchang ing liberty; no r is it a m a t t e r 
of saying tha t power in societies such as our s is m o r e to lerant 
t han repressive, and tha t the cr i t ique of repression, while it 
may give itself airs of a r up tu re wi th the past , actual ly forms 
pa r t of a m u c h older process and, depend ing on how one 
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chooses to unde r s t and this process, will appea r e i ther as a 
new episode in the lessening of prohibi t ions , or as a m o r e 
devious and discreet form of power . 

T h e doub t s I wou ld like to oppose to the repressive hy­
pothesis are a imed less at showing it to be mis taken t h a n at 
pu t t ing it back wi th in a general economy of discourses on sex 
in m o d e r n societies since the seventeenth century . W h y has 
sexuality been so widely discussed, and w h a t has been said 
abou t it? W h a t were the effects of power genera ted by wha t 
was said? W h a t are the l inks between these discourses, these 
effects of power , and the pleasures tha t were invested by 
them? W h a t knowledge (savoir) was formed as a resul t of this 
l inkage? T h e object, in shor t , is to define the regime of power-
knowledge-pleasure tha t sustains the d iscourse on h u m a n 
sexuali ty in ou r pa r t of the world. T h e cent ra l issue, then (at 
least in the first ins tance) , is not to de te rmine whe the r one 
says yes or no to sex, whe the r one formulates prohibi t ions or 
permiss ions , whe the r one asserts its i m p o r t a n c e o r denies its 
effects, o r whe the r one refines the words one uses to designate 
it; bu t to accoun t for the fact tha t it is spoken about , to 
discover who does the speaking, the posi t ions a n d viewpoints 
from which they speak, the ins t i tu t ions which p r o m p t people 
to speak abou t it a n d which store and dis t r ibute the th ings 
tha t a re said. W h a t is a t issue, briefly, is the over-all "discur­
sive fact ," the way in wh ich sex is " p u t in to d i scourse ." 
Hence , too, my m a i n concern will be to locate the forms of 
power , the channels it takes, and the discourses it permeates 
in o rde r to reach the mos t t enuous a n d individual modes of 
behavior , t he pa ths t ha t give it access to the ra re or scarcely 
perceivable forms of desire, how it penet ra tes and controls 
everyday pleasure—all this entai l ing effects tha t m a y be 
those of refusal, blockage, and invalidat ion, but also incite­
m e n t and intensification: in short , t he " p o l y m o r p h o u s tech­
niques of power . " A n d finally, the essential a im will not be 
to de te rmine whe the r these discursive p roduc t ions and these 
effects of power lead one to formula te the t r u t h about sex, or 
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on the con t ra ry falsehoods designed to conceal tha t t ru th , 
but r a the r to br ing out the "will to k n o w l e d g e " tha t serves 
as bo th their suppor t and their in s t rument . 

Let there be no misunders tand ing : I do no t claim tha t sex 
has not been prohib i ted o r ba r red or masked or misap­
p rehended since the classical age; no r d o I even assert t ha t 
it has suffered these th ings any less from tha t per iod on t h a n 
before. I do not ma in ta in tha t the prohib i t ion of sex is a ruse; 
bu t it is a ruse to m a k e prohibi t ion in to the basic and con­
st i tut ive element from which one wou ld be able to wr i te the 
his tory of wha t has been said concern ing sex s tar t ing from 
the m o d e r n epoch. All these negat ive elements—defenses, 
censorships , den ia l s—which the repressive hypothes is 
g roups together in one great centra l m e c h a n i s m dest ined to 
say no, are doubt less only c o m p o n e n t pa r t s tha t have a local 
and tactical role to play in a t r ans format ion in to discourse, 
a technology of power, and a will to knowledge tha t a re far 
from being reducible to the former. 

In short , I would like to disengage my analysis from the 
privileges generally accorded the economy of scarcity a n d 
the principles of rarefaction, to search ins tead for instances 
of discursive p roduc t ion (which also admin is te r silences, to 
be sure) , of the p roduc t ion of power (which somet imes have 
the function of prohibi t ing) , of the p ropaga t ion of knowledge 
(which often cause mis taken beliefs or sys temat ic misconcep­
t ions to circulate); I wou ld like to wri te t h e his tory of these 
instances and their t ransformat ions . A first survey m a d e 
from this viewpoint seems to indicate t ha t since the end of 
the s ixteenth century , the "pu t t i ng in to discourse of sex," far 
from undergoing a process of restr ict ion, on the con t ra ry has 
been subjected to a m e c h a n i s m of increasing inci tement ; t ha t 
the techniques of power exercised over sex have not obeyed 
a principle of r igorous selection, bu t r a the r one of dissemina­
t ion a n d implan ta t ion of p o l y m o r p h o u s sexualities; a n d tha t 
the will to knowledge has not come to a hal t in the face of 
a taboo tha t m u s t not be lifted, bu t has persisted in const i tu t -
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ing—despi te m a n y mis takes , of cour se—a science of sexual­
ity. I t is these m o v e m e n t s tha t I will now a t t emp t to br ing 
into focus in a schemat ic way, bypassing as it were the repres­
sive hypothes is and the facts of in terdic t ion or exclusion it 
invokes, and s tar t ing from certain his tor ical facts tha t serve 
as guidelines for research. 



P A R T T W O 

The Repressive 
Hypothesis 



I 
The Incitement 

to Discourse 

T h e seventeenth century , then, was the beginning of an age 
of repression emblemat ic of w h a t we call t he bourgeois soci­
eties, an age which pe rhaps we still have not completely left 
behind. Call ing sex by its n a m e thereafter became m o r e diffi­
cult a n d m o r e costly. As if in o rder to gain mastery over it 
in reality, it had first been necessary to subjugate it at t he 
level of language, con t ro l its free c i rcula t ion in speech, ex­
punge it from the things tha t were said, and ext inguish the 
words tha t r endered it too visibly present . A n d even these 
prohibi t ions , it seems, were afraid to n a m e it. W i t h o u t even 
having to p ronounce the word , m o d e r n prudishness was able 
to ensure tha t one d id not speak of sex, merely t h r o u g h the 
interplay of prohibi t ions tha t referred back to one ano ther : 
ins tances of muteness which , by dint of saying noth ing , im­
posed silence. Censorship . 

Yet when one looks back over these last three centur ies 
wi th their cont inua l t ransformat ions , th ings appear in a very 
different l ight: a r o u n d and apropos of sex, one sees a veri table 
discursive explosion. W e m u s t be clear on this point , how­
ever. I t is qui te possible tha t there was an expurga t ion—and 
a very r igorous one—of the au thor ized vocabulary. It may 
indeed be t rue t h a t a whole rhe tor ic of al lusion and m e t a p h o r 
was codified. W i t h o u t quest ion, new rules of propr ie ty 

17 
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screened out some words : there was a policing of s ta tements . 
A cont ro l over enuncia t ions as well: where and w h e n it was 
not possible to talk abou t such things became m u c h m o r e 
strictly defined; in wh ich c i rcumstances , a m o n g which 
speakers , and wi thin which social re la t ionships . Areas were 
t h u s established, if no t of u t te r silence, at least of tact and 
discret ion: between pa ren t s and chi ldren, for ins tance, or 
teachers and pupils , or mas te rs and domes t ic servants . Th i s 
a lmos t certainly cons t i tu ted a whole restr ict ive economy, 
one tha t was incorpora ted in to tha t polit ics of language a n d 
speech—spontaneous on the one hand , concer ted on the 
o the r—which accompan ied the social redis t r ibut ions of the 
classical period. 

A t the level of discourses and their domains , however , 
pract ical ly the opposi te p h e n o m e n o n occur red . T h e r e was a 
s teady proliferation of discourses concerned wi th sex—spe­
cific discourses, different from one ano the r bo th by their 
form and by their object: a discursive ferment tha t ga thered 
m o m e n t u m from the e ighteenth century onward . H e r e I a m 
th ink ing not so m u c h of the probable increase in "i l l ici t" 
discourses, tha t is, discourses of infraction tha t crudely 
n a m e d sex by way of insult or mockery of the new code of 
decency; the t ightening u p of the rules of d e c o r u m likely did 
p roduce , as a countereffect, a valorizat ion and intensification 
of indecent speech. But m o r e impor t an t was the mult ipl ica­
t ion of discourses concern ing sex in the field of exercise of 
power itself: an inst i tut ional inci tement to speak abou t it, a n d 
to do so more and more ; a de te rmina t ion on the par t of the 
agencies of power to hear it spoken about , and to cause it t o 
speak t h rough explicit ar t icula t ion and endlessly ac­
cumula t ed detail. 

Cons ider the evolut ion of the Cathol ic pas tora l and the 
sac rament of penance after the Counci l of Tren t . Lit t le by 
little, the nakedness of the quest ions formula ted by the con­
fession manua l s of the Midd le Ages, and a good n u m b e r of 
those still in use in the seventeenth cen tury , was veiled. O n e 
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avoided enter ing in to t ha t degree of detai l which some au­
thors , such as Sanchez or Tambur in i , had for a long t ime 
believed indispensable for the confession to be complete : 
descr ipt ion of the respective posi t ions of t h e par tners , t he 
pos tures assumed, gestures, places touched , caresses, the pre­
cise m o m e n t of p leasure—an entire pa ins tak ing review of the 
sexual act in its very unfolding. Discre t ion was advised, wi th 
increasing emphasis . T h e greatest reserve was counseled 
when deal ing wi th sins against pur i ty: " T h i s ma t t e r is s imilar 
to pi tch, for, however one migh t hand le it, even to cast it far 
from oneself, it s t icks nonetheless , and a lways soi ls . ' " A n d 
later, Alfonso de ' Liguor i prescribed s t a r t i ng—and possibly 
going n o further, especially when deal ing wi th ch i ld ren— 
wi th quest ions t ha t were " r o u n d a b o u t and vague . " 2 

But while the language m a y have been refined, the scope 
of the confess ion—the confession of the flesh—continually 
increased. Th i s was par t ly because the C o u n t e r Reformat ion 
busied itself wi th s tepping u p the r h y t h m of the yearly con­
fession in the Cathol ic countr ies , and because it t r ied to 
impose met icu lous rules of self-examination; bu t above all, 
because it a t t r ibu ted m o r e and m o r e i m p o r t a n c e in penance 
— a n d pe rhaps at t h e expense of some o ther s ins—to all t he 
ins inuat ions of the flesh: though ts , desires, vo lup tuous ima­
ginings, delectat ions, combined movemen t s of the body and 
the soul; hencefor th all this had to enter , in detail , into the 
process of confession and guidance. Acco rd ing to the new 
pastoral , sex m u s t no t be n a m e d imprudent ly , bu t its aspects, 
its correla t ions , and its effects mus t be pur sued d o w n to their 
s lenderest ramifications: a shadow in a dayd ream, an image 
too slowly dispelled, a badly exorcised complici ty between 
the body ' s mechan ics and the mind ' s complacency: every­
th ing h a d to be told. A twofold evolut ion tended to m a k e the 
flesh in to the root of all evil, shifting the mos t impor t an t 
m o m e n t of t ransgress ion from the act itself t o the st i rr ings 

'Paolo Segneri, L'Instruction du pénitent (French trans. 1695), p. 301. 
2Alfonso de' Liguori, Pratique des confesseurs (French trans. 1854), p. 140. 
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— s o difficult t o perceive and fo rmula te—of desire. F o r th is 
was an evil tha t afflicted the whole m a n , and in the mos t 
secret of forms: " E x a m i n e diligently, therefore, all the facul­
ties of your soul: m e m o r y , unde r s t and ing , and will. E x a m i n e 
wi th precision all your senses as well. . . . Examine , more ­
over, all your though ts , every w o r d you speak, and all your 
act ions. Examine even un to your d reams , to know if, once 
awakened, you did not give t hem your consent . A n d finally, 
d o not th ink tha t in so sensitive and per i lous a ma t t e r as this , 
there is any th ing trivial or insignificant ." 3 Discourse , there­
fore, h a d to t race the meet ing line of the body and the soul, 
following all its meander ings : benea th the surface of the sins, 
it would lay bare the u n b r o k e n ne rvure of t h e flesh. U n d e r 
the au thor i ty of a language tha t h a d been carefully expur­
gated so tha t it was n o longer directly n a m e d , sex was t aken 
charge of, t racked d o w n as it were, by a d iscourse tha t a imed 
to al low it no obscuri ty , no respite. 

I t was here, perhaps , tha t the injunct ion, so peculiar to the 
West , was laid d o w n for the first t ime, in the form of a 
general const ra in t . I a m not ta lking abou t the obligat ion to 
admi t to violations of the laws of sex, as requi red by t rad i ­
t ional penance; but of the near ly infinite task of te l l ing— 
telling oneself and another , as often as possible, everything 
tha t migh t concern the in terplay of i nnumerab l e pleasures, 
sensations, and t hough t s which , t h r o u g h t h e body and t h e 
soul, had some affinity wi th sex. This scheme for t ransform­
ing sex in to discourse had been devised long before in a n 
ascetic and monas t ic sett ing. T h e seventeenth cen tury m a d e 
it in to a ru le for everyone. I t would seem in actual fact tha t 
it could scarcely have applied to any bu t a t iny elite; t he great 
majori ty of the faithful w h o only went to confession on ra re 
occasions in the course of the year escaped such complex 
prescr ipt ions. But the impor t an t point n o doubt is t ha t th is 
obligation was decreed, as an ideal a t least, for every good 

'Segneri, L'Instruction du pénitent, pp. 301-2. 
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Chris t ian . A n impera t ive was established: N o t only will you 

confess to acts cont ravening the law, bu t you will seek to 

t ransform your desire, your every desire, in to discourse. In­

sofar as possible, no th ing was mean t t o e lude this d ic tum, 

even if t he words it employed h a d to be carefully neutral ized. 

T h e Chr is t ian pas tora l prescribed as a fundamenta l du ty the 

task of passing everything having to do wi th sex t h rough the 

endless mill of speech. 4 T h e forbidding of cer ta in words , the 

decency of expressions, all t he censor ings of vocabulary, 

migh t well have been only secondary devices compared to 

tha t great subjugat ion: ways of render ing it mora l ly accept­

able and technical ly useful. 

O n e could plot a line going s t ra ight from the seventeenth-

century pas tora l to w h a t became its project ion in l i terature, 

" s c a n d a l o u s " l i tera ture a t tha t . "Tel l every th ing ," the direc­

tors would say t ime a n d again: "no t only c o n s u m m a t e d acts, 

bu t sensual touchings , all impure gazes, all obscene r emarks 

. . . all consent ing t h o u g h t s . " 5 Sade takes u p the injunct ion 

in words tha t seem to have been re t ranscr ibed from the 

treatises of spi r tual direct ion: " Y o u r na r ra t ions mus t be 

decora ted wi th the mos t n u m e r o u s and searching details; t he 

precise way and extent to which we m a y judge how the 

passion you describe relates to h u m a n m a n n e r s and m a n ' s 

cha rac te r is de te rmined by your will ingness t o disguise no 

c i rcumstance ; and w h a t is more , the least c i rcumstance is apt 

to have an immense influence u p o n t h e p rocur ing of tha t 

kind of sensory i r r i ta t ion we expect from your s tor ies ." 6 A n d 

again at t he end of the n ineteenth cen tury , the a n o n y m o u s 

a u t h o r of My Secret Life submi t ted to the same prescript ion; 

ou tward ly , at least, this m a n was doubt less a kind of t radi -

The reformed pastoral also laid down rules, albeit in a more discreet way, for 
putting sex into discourse. This notion will be developed in the next volume, The 
Body and the Flesh. 
'Alfonso de' Liguori, Préceptes sur le sixième commandement (French trans. 1835), 
p. 5. 
'Donatien-Alphonse de Sade, The 120 Days of Sodom, trans. Austryn Wainhouse 
and Richard Seaver (New York: Grove Press, 1966), p. 271. 
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t ional l ibertine; bu t he conceived the idea of complemen t ing 

his l i fe—which he h a d a lmost total ly dedica ted to sexual 

ac t iv i ty—with a sc rupulous accoun t of every one of its epi­

sodes. H e somet imes excuses himself by stressing his concern 

to educa te young people, th is m a n w h o h a d eleven volumes 

published, in a pr in t ing of only a few copies, which were 

devoted to the least adventures , pleasures, and sensat ions of 

his sex. I t is best to take h im at his w o r d w h e n he lets in to 

his text the voice of a p u r e impera t ive : " I recount the facts, 

jus t as they happened , insofar as I a m able to recollect t hem; 

this is all t ha t I can d o " ; " a secret life m u s t no t leave out 

anyth ing; there is no th ing to be a shamed o f . . . one can never 

know too m u c h concern ing h u m a n n a t u r e . " 7 T h e sol i tary 

a u t h o r of My Secret Life often says, in o rde r to justify his 

describing them, tha t his s t rangest pract ices undoub ted ly 

were shared by t h o u s a n d s of m e n on the surface of the ear th . 

But the guiding pr inciple for t h e s t rangest of these pract ices , 

which was the fact of recount ing t h e m all, a n d in detail , from 

day to day, had been lodged in t h e hea r t of m o d e r n m a n for 

over two centur ies . R a t h e r t h a n seeing in this s ingular m a n 

a courageous fugitive from a "V ic to r i an i sm" t ha t would have 

compel led h im to silence, I a m inclined to th ink tha t , in an 

epoch domina ted by (highly prol ix) directives enjoining dis­

cret ion and modes ty , he was the mos t direct and in a way t h e 

mos t naïve representa t ive of a plur isecular injunct ion to talk 

abou t sex. T h e historical accident wou ld consist ra ther of the 

reticences of "Vic to r ian pu r i t an i sm" ; at any rate , they were 

a digression, a refinement, a tact ical diversion in the great 

process of t ransforming sex in to discourse. 

Th i s nameless E n g l i s h m a n will serve be t te r t h a n his queen 

as the centra l figure for a sexuality whose m a i n features were 

a l ready taking shape wi th the Chr i s t ian pas tora l . Doubt less , 

in cont ras t to the lat ter , for h im it was a m a t t e r of augment ­

ing the sensat ions he experienced wi th the detai ls of w h a t he 

'Anonymous, My Secret Life, (New York: Grove Press, 1966). 
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said abou t them; like Sade, he wro te "for his p leasure a lone , " 
in the s t rongest sense of the expression; he carefully mixed 
the edit ing and rereading of his text wi th erot ic scenes which 
those wri ter ' s activities repeated, pro longed, and s t imulated. 
But after all, the Chr i s t i an pas tora l also sought to p roduce 
specific effects on desire, by the mere fact of t ransforming it 
—fully and del ibera te ly—into discourse: effects of mas tery 
and de tachmen t , to be sure, but also an effect of spir i tual 
reconversion, of t u rn ing back to G o d , a physical effect of 
blissful suffering from feeling in one ' s body the pangs of 
t empta t ion and the love tha t resists it. This is the essential 
th ing: tha t Wes t e rn m a n has been d r a w n for th ree centuries 
to the task of telling everything concern ing his sex; tha t since 
the classical age there has been a cons tan t op t imiza t ion and 
an increasing valor izat ion of the discourse on sex; and tha t 
this carefully analyt ical d iscourse was m e a n t t o yield mul t i ­
ple effects of d isplacement , intensification, reor ientat ion, and 
modification of desire itself. N o t only were the boundar ies of 
wha t one could say abou t sex enlarged, and m e n compelled 
to hear it said; bu t m o r e impor tan t , d iscourse was connected 
to sex by a complex organiza t ion wi th varying effects, by a 
dep loyment tha t canno t be adequate ly explained merely by 
referring it to a law of prohibi t ion. A censorship of sex? 
T h e r e was installed r a the r an appa ra tu s for p roduc ing an 
ever greater quan t i ty of discourse about sex, capable of func­
t ioning and taking effect in its very economy. 

This technique migh t have remained tied to the destiny of 
Chr i s t i an spiri tuali ty if it had not been suppor ted and relayed 
by o ther mechan isms . I n the first place, by a "publ ic inter­
es t ." N o t a collective curiosi ty or sensibility; no t a new men­
tality; bu t power m e c h a n i s m s tha t funct ioned in such a way 
tha t discourse on sex—for reasons tha t will have to be exam­
ined—became essential. T o w a r d the beginning of the eigh­
teenth century , the re emerged a polit ical, economic, and 
technical inci tement to talk about sex. A n d not so m u c h in 
the form of a general theory of sexuali ty as in the form of 
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analysis, s tocktaking, classification, and specification, of 
quant i ta t ive or causal s tudies. This need to take sex " in to 
accoun t , " t o p r o n o u n c e a discourse on sex tha t would no t 
derive from moral i ty a lone bu t from rat ional i ty as well, was 
sufficiently new tha t at first it wondered at itself and sought 
apologies for its own existence. H o w could a discourse based 
on reason speak of that? " R a r e l y have phi losophers directed 
a s teady gaze to these objects s i tuated be tween disgust a n d 
ridicule, where one m u s t avoid bo th hypocr isy and scan­
d a l . " 8 A n d nearly a cen tury later, t he medica l es tabl ishment , 
which one migh t have expected to be less surpr ised by w h a t 
it was about to formula te , still s tumbled at the m o m e n t of 
speaking: " T h e da rkness tha t envelops these facts, t he s h a m e 
and disgust they inspire, have a lways repelled the observer ' s 
gaze. . . . F o r a long t ime I hesi ta ted to in t roduce the loa th­
some p ic ture in to this s t u d y . " 9 W h a t is essential is no t in all 
these scruples, in the " m o r a l i s m " they betray, or in the hy­
pocrisy one can suspect t h e m of, bu t in the recognized neces­
sity of overcoming this hesi ta t ion. O n e h a d to speak of sex; 
one h a d to speak publicly and in a m a n n e r t ha t was no t 
de te rmined by the division between licit a n d illicit, even if t h e 
speaker main ta ined the dis t inct ion for himself (which is w h a t 
these solemn and pre l iminary declara t ions were in tended to 
show): one had to speak of it as of a th ing to be no t s imply 
condemned or to lera ted bu t managed , inser ted in to systems 
of utility, regulated for the greater good of all, m a d e to 
function accord ing to an o p t i m u m . Sex was not someth ing 
one s imply judged; it was a th ing one adminis te red . I t was 
in the n a t u r e of a publ ic potential ; it called for m a n a g e m e n t 
procedures ; it h a d to be t aken charge of by analyt ical dis­
courses. In the e ighteenth century , sex became a "po l i ce" 
m a t t e r — i n the full and strict sense given the t e rm at the t ime: 
not the repression of disorder , bu t an o rde red maximiza t ion 

"Condorcet, cited by Jean-Louis Flandrin, Familles: parenté, maison, sexualité dans 
l'ancienne société, (Paris: Hachette, 1976). 
'Auguste Tardieu, Etude médico-légale sur les attentats aux moeurs (1857), p. 114. 
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of collective and individual forces: " W e m u s t consol idate and 
augment , t h r o u g h the wisdom of its regula t ions , t he in ternal 
power of the state; and since this power consists not only in 
the Republ ic in general , and in each of the m e m b e r s w h o 
cons t i tu te it, bu t also in the faculties and ta lents of those 
belonging to it, it follows tha t the police m u s t concern them­
selves wi th these m e a n s and m a k e t h e m serve the publ ic 
welfare. A n d they can only obta in this result t h r o u g h the 
knowledge they have of those different a s se t s . " 1 0 A policing 
of sex: tha t is, not the r igor of a taboo, bu t the necessity of 
regula t ing sex t h r o u g h useful and publ ic discourses. 

A few examples will suffice. O n e of t h e great innovat ions 
in the techniques of power in the e ighteenth cen tury was the 
emergence of " p o p u l a t i o n " as an economic and political 
p rob lem: popula t ion as weal th , popula t ion as m a n p o w e r or 
labor capacity, popu la t ion balanced between its own g rowth 
a n d the resources it c o m m a n d e d . G o v e r n m e n t s perceived 
t ha t they were no t deal ing s imply wi th subjects, or even wi th 
a "peop le , " but wi th a "popu la t i on , " wi th its specific 
p h e n o m e n a and its pecul iar variables: b i r th a n d dea th rates, 
life expectancy, fertility, s tate of hea l th , frequency of ill­
nesses, pa t t e rns of diet and habi ta t ion . All these variables 
were s i tuated at the point where the character is t ic move­
men t s of life and the specific effects of ins t i tu t ions inter­
sected: "Sta tes a re not popula ted in accordance wi th the 
na tu ra l progress ion of p ropaga t ion , bu t by vir tue of their 
indus t ry , their p roduc t s , and their different inst i tut ions. 
. . . M e n mul t ip ly like the yields from the g round and in 
p ropor t ion to the advan tages and resources they find in their 
l a b o r s . " 1 1 A t the hear t of this economic and polit ical problem 
of popula t ion was sex: it was necessary to ana lyze the bi r th­
rate , t he age of marr iage , the legi t imate and il legit imate 
bi r ths , the precoci ty and frequency of sexual relat ions, the 
ways of mak ing t h e m fertile or sterile, t h e effects of u n m a r -

'"Johann von Justi, Éléments généraux de police (French trans. 1769), p. 20. 
"Claude-Jacques Herbert, Essai sur la police générale des grains (1753), pp. 320-1. 
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ried life or of t h e prohibi t ions , t he impac t of cont racept ive 
pract ices—of those no tor ious "dead ly secre t s" wh ich 
demographe r s on t h e eve of the Revo lu t ion knew were al­
ready familiar to t h e inhab i tan t s of the count rys ide . 

Of course, it had long been asserted t ha t a coun t ry h a d to 
be popula ted if it hoped to be r ich and powerful; bu t this was 
the first t ime tha t a society had affirmed, in a cons tan t way, 
tha t its future and its for tune were t ied no t only to the 
n u m b e r and the upr igh tness of its ci t izens, t o their mar r i age 
rules and family organiza t ion , bu t t o the m a n n e r in wh ich 
each individual m a d e use of his sex. Th ings went from r i tual 
l ament ing over the unfruitful debauchery of the rich, bache­
lors, and l ibertines to a discourse in wh ich the sexual conduc t 
of the popula t ion was t aken bo th as an object of analysis and 
as a target of in tervent ion; the re was a progress ion from the 
crudely popula t ionis t a r g u m e n t s of the mercant i l i s t epoch to 
the m u c h m o r e subtle and calculated a t t e m p t s at regulat ion 
tha t t ended to favor or d i scourage—accord ing to the objec­
tives and exigencies of the m o m e n t — a n increasing b i r th ra te . 
T h r o u g h the polit ical economy of popu la t ion there was 
formed a whole grid of observat ions regard ing sex. T h e r e 
emerged the analysis of the modes of sexual conduc t , their 
de te rmina t ions and their effects, at t he b o u n d a r y line of the 
biological and the economic domains . T h e r e also appeared 
those sys temat ic campa igns which , going beyond the t rad i ­
t ional m e a n s — m o r a l and religious exhor ta t ions , fiscal meas­
ures—tr ied to t ransform the sexual conduc t of couples in to 
a concer ted economic and polit ical behavior . In t ime these 
new measures would become anchorage poin ts for the differ­
ent varieties of racism of the n ine teenth a n d twent ie th centu­
ries. I t was essential t ha t the s ta te know w h a t was happen ing 
wi th its ci t izens ' sex, and the use they m a d e of it, bu t also 
tha t each individual be capable of cont ro l l ing the use he 
m a d e of it. Between the s tate and the individual , sex became 
an issue, and a public issue no less; a whole web of discourses, 
special knowledges , analyses, and injunct ions sett led upon it. 
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T h e si tuat ion was similar in the case of ch i ldren ' s sex. It 
is often said tha t the classical per iod consigned it to an 
obscur i ty from which it scarcely emerged before the Three 
Essays or the beneficent anxieties of Lit t le H a n s . I t is t rue 
tha t a longs tanding " f r e e d o m " of language be tween chi ldren 
and adul ts , or pupi ls a n d teachers , m a y have disappeared. 
N o seventeenth-century pedagogue would have publicly ad­
vised his disciple, as did E r a s m u s in his Dialogues, on the 
choice of a good pros t i tu te . A n d the bois terous laughter tha t 
h a d accompan ied the precocious sexuali ty of ch i ldren for so 
l o n g — a n d in all social classes, it s eems—was gradual ly 
stifled. But this was no t a plain and s imple imposi t ion of 
silence. Ra the r , it was a new regime of discourses. N o t any 
less was said about it; on the cont ra ry . But th ings were said 
in a different way; it was different people w h o said them, 
from different points of view, and in o rder t o obta in different 
results. Silence itself—the th ings one declines to say, or is 
forbidden to name , the discret ion tha t is requi red between 
different speakers—is less the absolute limit of discourse, t he 
o ther side from which it is separa ted by a str ict boundary , 
t h a n an element tha t funct ions alongside the th ings said, wi th 
t h e m and in relat ion to t h e m within over-all strategies. T h e r e 
is n o b inary division to be m a d e be tween w h a t one says and 
w h a t one does not say; we mus t t ry to de te rmine the different 
ways of no t saying such th ings , how those w h o can and those 
w h o canno t speak of t h e m are dis t r ibuted, which type of 
discourse is au thor ized , or which form of discret ion is re­
qu i red in ei ther case. T h e r e is not one but m a n y silences, and 
they are an integral pa r t of the strategies t ha t under l ie and 
pe rmea te discourses. 

T a k e the secondary schools of the e ighteenth century , for 
example . O n the whole , one can have the impress ion tha t sex 
was hard ly spoken of at all in these inst i tut ions . But one only 
has to glance over the a rch i tec tura l layout, t he rules of disci­
pline, and their whole in ternal organizat ion: the quest ion of 
sex was a cons tan t p reoccupa t ion . T h e bui lders considered it 
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explicitly. T h e organizers took it pe rmanen t ly in to account . 

All w h o held a measu re of au thor i ty were placed in a s ta te 

of perpetual alert, which the fixtures, t he p recau t ions taken, 

the interplay of p u n i s h m e n t s and responsibili t ies, never 

ceased to rei terate. T h e space for classes, t he shape of t h e 

tables, t he p lanning of the recreat ion lessons, the dis t r ibut ion 

of the dormi tor ies (with o r wi thou t par t i t ions , wi th or with­

out cur ta ins) , the rules for moni to r ing bed t ime and sleep 

per iods—all this referred, in the mos t prol ix manne r , to t h e 

sexuali ty of ch i ld ren . 1 2 W h a t one migh t call t he in ternal 

d iscourse of the ins t i tu t ion—the one it employed to address 

itself, and which c i rcula ted a m o n g those w h o m a d e it func­

t ion—was largely based on the a s sumpt ion t ha t this sexuality 

existed, t ha t it was precocious, active, and ever present . But 

this was not all: t he sex of the schoolboy b e c a m e in the course 

of the e ighteenth c e n t u r y — a n d qui te apa r t from tha t of 

adolescents in genera l—a publ ic p rob lem. D o c t o r s counseled 

the di rectors and professors of educa t iona l es tabl ishments , 

bu t they also gave their opinions to families; educa tors de­

signed projects which they submi t ted to the authori t ies ; 

schoolmasters t u rned to s tudents , m a d e r ecommenda t ions to 

them, and drafted for the i r benefit books of exhor ta t ion , full 

of mora l and medica l examples . A r o u n d the schoolboy and 

his sex there proliferated a whole l i te ra ture of precepts , opin­

ions, observat ions, medical advice, clinical cases, out l ines for 

reform, and plans for ideal inst i tut ions. W i t h Basedow a n d 

the G e r m a n " p h i l a n t h r o p i c " movement , th is t r ans format ion 

of adolescent sex into discourse grew to considerable d imen­

sions. Sa lzmann even organized an exper imenta l school 

"Règlement de police pour les lycées (1809), art. 67: "There shall always be, during 
class and study hours, an instructor watching the exterior, so as to prevent students 
who have gone out to relieve themselves from stopping and congregating. 

art. 68: "After the evening prayer, the students will be conducted back to the 
dormitory, where the schoolmasters will put them to bed at once. 

art. 69: "The masters will not retire except after having made certain that every 
student is in bed. 

art. 70: "The beds shall be separated by partitions two meters in height. The 
dormitories shall be illuminated during the night." 
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which owed its except ional cha rac te r to a supervision a n d 

educa t ion of sex so well t h o u g h t out tha t you th ' s universal 

sin wou ld never need to be pract iced there . A n d wi th all 

these measures taken, the child was not to be s imply the m u t e 

a n d unconsc ious object of a t ten t ions p rea r r anged be tween 

adu l t s only; a cer ta in reasonable , l imited, canonical , and 

t ru thful d iscourse on sex was prescr ibed for h i m — a kind of 

discursive or thopedics . T h e great festival organized at the 

P h i l a n t h r o p i n u m in M a y of 1776 can serve as a vignet te in 

this regard. Tak ing the form of an examina t ion , mixed wi th 

floral games, the award ing of prizes, a n d a b o a r d of review, 

this was the first so lemn c o m m u n i o n of adolescent sex and 

reasonable discourse. In o rder to show the success of the sex 

educa t ion given the s tudents , Basedow h a d invited all the 

dignitar ies tha t G e r m a n y could mus te r ( G o e t h e was one of 

the few to decline the invi ta t ion) . Before t h e assembled pub­

lic, one of the professors, a certain Wolke , asked the s tudents 

selected quest ions concern ing the myster ies of sex, b i r th , and 

procrea t ion . H e h a d t h e m c o m m e n t on engravings tha t de­

picted a p regnan t w o m a n , a couple, and a cradle . T h e replies 

were enl ightened, offered wi thou t s h a m e or embar ras smen t . 

N o unseemly laughte r in tervened to d i s tu rb t hem—excep t 

from the very ranks of an adul t audience m o r e childish t han 

t h e chi ldren themselves , and w h o m W o l k e severely repri­

m a n d e d . A t the end, they all app lauded these cherub-faced 

boys who , in front of adul t s , had skillfully woven the gar­

lands of discourse a n d sex. 1 3 

I t would be less t han exact to say tha t the pedagogical 

ins t i tu t ion has imposed a ponde rous silence on the sex of 

chi ldren and adolescents . O n the con t ra ry , since the eigh­

teen th cen tury it has mul t ip l ied the forms of discourse on the 

subject; it has established var ious points of implan ta t ion for 

sex; it has coded conten ts and qualified speakers . Speaking 
1 3 Johann Gottlieb Schummel, Fritzens Reise nach Dessau (1776), cited by Auguste 
Pinloche, La Réforme de l'éducation en Allemagne au XVIIf siècle (1889), pp. 
125-9. 
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abou t ch i ldren ' s sex, induc ing educa to r s , physicians, ad­
minis t ra tors , and pa ren t s to speak of it, o r speaking to t h e m 
about it, causing chi ldren themselves to ta lk abou t it, a n d 
enclosing t h e m in a web of discourses wh ich somet imes ad­
dress them, somet imes speak abou t t hem, or impose canoni ­
cal bi ts of knowledge on them, or use t h e m as a basis for 
cons t ruc t ing a science t ha t is beyond the i r g rasp—al l this 
toge ther enables us to link an intensification of the interven­
t ions of power to a mul t ip l ica t ion of discourse. T h e sex of 
chi ldren and adolescents has become, since the e ighteenth 
century , an impor t an t a rea of conten t ion a r o u n d wh ich innu­
merab le ins t i tu t ional devices and discursive strategies have 
been deployed. I t m a y well be t r ue t ha t adu l t s and chi ldren 
themselves were depr ived of a cer ta in way of speaking abou t 
sex, a m o d e tha t was disal lowed as being too direct, c rude , 
or coarse. But this was only the coun te rpa r t of o the r dis­
courses, and pe rhaps the condi t ion necessary in o rder for 
t h e m to function, discourses t ha t were inter locking, hier-
archized, a n d all h ighly ar t icu la ted a r o u n d a cluster of power 
relat ions. 

O n e could men t ion m a n y o the r centers wh ich in the eigh­
teenth or n ine teen th cen tu ry began to p r o d u c e discourses on 
sex. F i rs t the re was medic ine , via t h e "ne rvous d i sorders" ; 
next psychiat ry , when it set out to discover the etiology of 
men ta l illnesses, focusing its gaze first on "excess ," then 
onanism, then frustrat ion, then " f rauds against p rocrea­
t ion , " bu t especially when it annexed the whole of the sexual 
pervers ions as its own province; c r imina l just ice , too, which 
had long been concerned wi th sexuali ty, par t icu lar ly in the 
form of " h e i n o u s " cr imes and cr imes against na tu re , bu t 
which, t o w a r d the midd le of the n ine teen th century , b road­
ened its jur isdic t ion to inc lude pe t ty offenses, minor indecen­
cies, insignificant perversions; and lastly, all those social 
controls , c ropp ing u p at the end of the last century , wh ich 
screened t h e sexuali ty of couples, pa ren t s and chi ldren, dan­
gerous a n d endangered ado lescen t s—under t ak ing to pro tec t , 
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separate , and forewarn, signaling perils everywhere , awaken­
ing people ' s a t tent ion, calling for diagnoses, piling u p re­
por ts , organiz ing therapies . These sites rad ia ted discourses 
a imed at sex, intensifying people 's awareness of it as a con­
s tant danger , and this in t u r n created a fur ther incentive to 
talk abou t it. 

O n e day in 1867, a farm h a n d from the village of Lapcour t , 
w h o was somewha t s imple-minded, employed here then 
there , depending on t h e season, living h a n d - t o - m o u t h f rom 
a little char i ty or in exchange for the wors t sort of labor, 
sleeping in ba rns and stables, was t u rned in to the author i t ies . 
A t the border of a field, he h a d obta ined a few caresses from 
a little girl, jus t as he h a d done before and seen done by the 
village u rch ins r o u n d about h im; for, at t he edge of the wood, 
or in the di tch by the road leading to Saint-Nicolas , they 
would play the familiar g a m e called " c u r d l e d mi lk . " So he 
was po in ted out by the girl 's pa ren t s t o the m a y o r of the 
village, repor ted by the m a y o r to t h e gendarmes , led by t h e 
genda rmes to the judge , w h o indic ted h i m a n d tu rned h im 
over first to a doctor , then to two o the r exper ts w h o no t only 
wro te their repor t bu t also h a d it pub l i shed . 1 4 W h a t is t h e 
significant th ing abou t this story? T h e pet t iness of it all; t he 
fact t ha t this everyday occur rence in t h e life of village sexual­
ity, these inconsequent ia l bucol ic pleasures, could become, 
from a cer ta in t ime, the object no t only of a collective intoler­
ance bu t of a judicia l act ion, a medical in tervent ion, a careful 
clinical examina t ion , and an ent i re theore t ica l e laborat ion. 
T h e th ing to no te is tha t they went so far as to measure t h e 
b ra inpan , s tudy the facial bone s t ruc ture , a n d inspect for 
possible signs of dégénérescence the a n a t o m y of this person­
age w h o u p to tha t m o m e n t h a d been an integral par t of 
village life; t ha t they m a d e h im talk; t ha t they ques t ioned 
h i m concern ing his though t s , incl inat ions, habi ts , sensations, 
and opinions. A n d then , acqui t t ing h im of any cr ime, they 

1 4 H. Bonnet and J. Bulard, Rapport médico-légal sur l'état mental de Ch.-J. Jouy, 
January 4, 1968. 
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decided finally to m a k e h im in to a p u r e object of medic ine 
and knowledge—an object to be shut away till t he end of his 
life in the hospi ta l a t Marévi l le , bu t also one to be m a d e 
k n o w n to the wor ld of learning t h r o u g h a detai led analysis. 
O n e can be fairly cer ta in tha t du r ing this s ame per iod the 
Lapcou r t schoolmas te r was ins t ruc t ing t h e little villagers to 
m i n d their language a n d no t talk abou t all these things a loud. 
But this was undoub ted ly one of the condi t ions enabl ing the 
ins t i tu t ions of knowledge a n d power to overlay this everyday 
bit of thea te r wi th their so lemn discourse. So it was tha t ou r 
soc ie ty—and it was doubt less the first in h is tory to t ake such 
measures—assembled a r o u n d these t imeless gestures, these 
barely furtive pleasures between s imple-minded adul t s a n d 
alert chi ldren, a whole mach ine ry for speechifying, analyz­
ing, and investigating. 

Between the l icentious Eng l i shman , w h o earnest ly re­
corded for his own purposes t h e s ingular episodes of his 
secret life, and his con tempora ry , th is village halfwit w h o 
would give a few pennies to the little girls for favors the older 
ones refused him, there was wi thou t doub t a profound con­
nect ion: in any case, from one ex t r eme to the other , sex 
became someth ing to say, and to say exhaust ively in accord­
ance wi th dep loyments tha t were varied, bu t all, in their own 
way, compel l ing. W h e t h e r in the form of a subt le confession 
in confidence or an au thor i t a r i an in ter rogat ion , sex—be it 
refined or rus t i c—had to be pu t into words . A great po lymor­
phous injunction b o u n d the Eng l i shman a n d the poor Lor -
rainese peasant alike. A s h is tory wou ld have it, t he la t ter was 
n a m e d Jouy .* 

Since the e ighteenth century , sex has no t ceased to p ro ­
voke a k ind of general ized discursive ere th ism. A n d these 
discourses on sex did not mul t ip ly apa r t from or against 
power, bu t in the very space and as the m e a n s of its exercise. 
Inc i tements to speak were orches t ra ted from all quar te r s , 
*Jouy sounds like the past participle of jouir, the French verb meaning to enjoy, 
to delight in (something), but also to have an orgasm, to come. (Translator's note) 
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appara tuses everywhere for listening and recording, proce­
dures for observing, quest ioning, and formula t ing . Sex was 
dr iven out of h id ing and cons t ra ined to lead a discursive 
existence. F r o m t h e s ingular imper ia l ism tha t compels every­
one to t rans form their sexuality in to a perpe tua l discourse, 
to the manifold mechan i sms which, in the areas of economy, 
pedagogy, medicine, and just ice, incite, extract , dis tr ibute, 
and inst i tut ional ize the sexual discourse, an immense verbos­
ity is w h a t ou r civilization has requi red and organized. 
Surely no o ther type of society has ever a c c u m u l a t e d — a n d 
in such a relatively shor t span of t i m e — a similar quant i ty of 
discourses concerned wi th sex. I t m a y well be tha t we talk 
abou t sex m o r e t han any th ing else; we set ou r minds to the 
task; we convince ourselves tha t we have never said enough 
on the subject, that , t h r o u g h inert ia o r submissiveness, we 
conceal from ourselves the bl inding evidence, and tha t wha t 
is essential a lways eludes us, so tha t we m u s t a lways s tar t out 
once again in search of it. It is possible tha t where sex is 
concerned, the mos t long-winded, the mos t impat ien t of soci­
eties is ou r own. 

But as this first overview shows, we are dealing less wi th 
a d iscourse on sex t han wi th a mult ipl ic i ty of discourses 
p roduced by a whole series of mechan i sms opera t ing in diff­
erent inst i tut ions. T h e Midd le Ages h a d organized a r o u n d 
the t h e m e of the flesh and the pract ice of penance a discourse 
tha t was marked ly uni tary . In the course of recent centuries, 
this relative uniformity was broken apar t , scat tered, and 
mul t ip l ied in an explosion of dist inct discursivities which 
took form in demography , biology, medic ine , psychiatry , 
psychology, ethics, pedagogy, and polit ical crit icism. M o r e 
precisely, the secure b o n d tha t held toge ther the mora l theol­
ogy of concupiscence and the obligation of confession (equiv­
alent to the theoret ical discourse on sex and its first-person 
formula t ion) was, if no t broken, at least loosened and diver­
sified: between the objectification of sex in ra t ional dis­
courses, and the m o v e m e n t by which each individual was set 
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to the task of recount ing his own sex, the re has occur red , 
since the e ighteenth cen tury , a whole series of tensions, con­
flicts, efforts at adjus tment , and a t t empt s at re t ranscr ip t ion . 
So it is not s imply in t e rms of a cont inua l extension tha t we 
mus t speak of this discursive g rowth ; it shou ld be seen r a the r 
as a dispersion of centers from which discourses emana ted , 
a diversification of their forms, and the complex dep loyment 
of the ne twork connect ing them. R a t h e r t h a n the uni form 
concern to hide sex, r a the r t han a general prudishness of 
language, wha t dis t inguishes these last t h ree centur ies is the 
variety, t he wide dispersion of devices t ha t were invented for 
speaking abou t it, for having it be spoken about , for induc ing 
it to speak of itself, for l istening, recording, t ranscr ibing, a n d 
redis t r ibut ing wha t is said abou t it: a r o u n d sex, a whole 
ne twork of varying, specific, and coercive t ransposi t ions in to 
discourse. R a t h e r t han a massive censorship , beginning wi th 
the verbal propriet ies imposed by t h e A g e of Reason , w h a t 
was involved was a regulated and p o l y m o r p h o u s inc i tement 
to discourse. 

T h e objection will doubt less be raised tha t if so m a n y 
s t imula t ions and cons t ra in ing mechan i sms were necessary in 
o rder to speak of sex, this was because there reigned over 
everyone a cer ta in fundamenta l prohibi t ion; only definite 
necessi t ies—economic pressures, poli t ical r e q u i r e m e n t s — 
were able to lift this prohib i t ion and open a few approaches 
to the discourse on sex, but these were l imited and carefully 
coded; so m u c h talk abou t sex, so m a n y insistent devices 
contr ived for causing it to be ta lked a b o u t — b u t unde r str ict 
condi t ions: does this no t prove tha t it was an object of se­
crecy, and m o r e impor tan t , tha t the re is still an a t t emp t to 
keep it tha t way? But this often-stated theme , tha t sex is 
outs ide of discourse a n d tha t only the removing of an obsta­
cle, t he breaking of a secret, can clear the way leading to it, 
is precisely wha t needs to be examined. D o e s it not pa r t ake 
of the injunction by which discourse is p rovoked? Is it not 
wi th the a im of incit ing people to speak of sex tha t it is m a d e 
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to mir ror , at the outer limit of every ac tua l discourse, some­
thing akin to a secret whose discovery is imperat ive , a th ing 
abusively reduced to silence, and at the s a m e t ime difficult 
a n d necessary, dangerous and precious to divulge? W e mus t 
no t forget tha t by m a k i n g sex into tha t which , above all else, 
h a d to be confessed, the Chr is t ian pas tora l a lways presented 
it as the disquiet ing enigma: not a th ing wh ich s tubbornly 
shows itself, bu t one which always hides, t he insidious pres­
ence t ha t speaks in a voice so m u t e d and often disguised t ha t 
one risks remain ing deaf to it. Doubt less the secret does no t 
reside in tha t basic reality in relat ion to which all t he incite­
m e n t s to speak of sex are s i t ua t ed—whethe r they t ry to force 
the secret, o r whe the r in some obscure way they reinforce it 
by the m a n n e r in which they speak of it. I t is a quest ion 
r a t h e r of a t he me tha t forms par t of the very mechanics of 
these inci tements : a way of giving shape to the requi rement 
to speak abou t the mat te r , a fable tha t is indispensable to the 
endlessly proliferating economy of the discourse on sex. 
W h a t is peculiar to m o d e r n societies, in fact, is not tha t they 
consigned sex to a shadow existence, bu t tha t they dedicated 
themselves to speaking of it ad infinitum, while exploit ing it 
as the secret. 



2 
The Perverse 
Implantation 

A possible objection: it would be a mis take to see in this 
proliferat ion of d iscourses mere ly a quant i ta t ive p h e n o m e ­
non, someth ing like a pu re increase, as if w h a t was said in 
t h e m were immater ia l , as if t he fact of speaking abou t sex 
were of itself m o r e impor t an t t h a n the forms of imperat ives 
tha t were imposed on it by speaking abou t it. F o r was this 
t ransformat ion of sex into discourse no t governed by the 
endeavor to expel from reali ty the forms of sexuality t ha t 
were n<rt amenab le to the strict economy of reproduc t ion : to 
say no to unproduc t ive activities, to ban ish casual pleasures, 
to reduce or exclude pract ices whose object was not procrea­
tion? T h r o u g h the var ious discourses, legal sanct ions against 
m ino r pervers ions were mult ipl ied; sexual i r regular i ty was 
annexed to menta l illness; from ch i ldhood to old age, a n o r m 
of sexual development was defined and all t he possible devia­
t ions were carefully described; pedagogical cont ro ls and 
medical t r ea tmen t s were organized; a r o u n d the least fanta­
sies, moral is ts , bu t especially doc tors , b r and i shed the whole 
empha t i c vocabulary of abomina t ion . W e r e these any th ing 
m o r e t han means employed to absorb , for the benefit of a 
genitally centered sexuality, all t he fruitless pleasures? Al l 
this gar ru lous a t ten t ion which has us in a s tew over sexuality, 
is it not mot iva ted by one basic concern : to ensure popula-
36 



The Repressive Hypothesis 37 

t ion, t o r ep roduce labor capaci ty, to pe rpe tua te the form of 
social relat ions: in shor t , to const i tu te a sexuali ty tha t is 
economical ly useful a n d polit ically conservative? 

I still do no t k n o w whe the r this is t h e u l t ima te objective. 
But this m u c h is cer ta in: reduc t ion has no t been the means 
employed for t rying to achieve it. T h e n ine teen th century 
and ou r own have been ra the r the age of mul t ip l ica t ion: a 
dispersion of sexualities, a s t rengthening of their d ispara te 
forms, a mul t ip le implan ta t ion of "pe rve r s ions . " O u r epoch 
has ini t ia ted sexual heterogeneit ies . 

U p to the end of the e ighteenth cen tury , th ree major explic­
it codes—apar t from the cus tomary regulari t ies and con­
straints of op in ion—governed sexual pract ices : canonical 
law, t h e Chr is t ian pas tora l , and civil law. They de te rmined , 
each in its own way, t h e division be tween licit and illicit. 
T h e y were all centered on ma t r imon ia l re lat ions: the mar i ta l 
obligation, the ability to fulfill it, t he m a n n e r in which one 
compl ied wi th it, t he requ i rements and violences tha t accom­
panied it, t h e useless or u n w a r r a n t e d caresses for which it 
was a pretext , its fecundity or the way one went about mak­
ing it sterile, t he m o m e n t s when one d e m a n d e d it (dangerous 
per iods of p regnancy or breast-feeding, forbidden t imes of 
Len t o r abst inence) , its frequency or infrequency, and so on. 
I t was this doma in tha t was especially sa tu ra ted wi th pre­
script ions. T h e sex of h u s b a n d and wife was beset by rules 
and r ecommenda t ions . T h e mar r i age relat ion was the mos t 
intense focus of cons t ra in ts ; it was spoken of m o r e t han 
any th ing else; m o r e t h a n any o the r relat ion, it was required 
to give a detai led account ing of itself. I t was unde r cons tan t 
surveil lance: if it was found to be lacking, it had to come 
forward and plead its case before a witness. T h e " r e s t " re­
ma ined a good deal m o r e confused: one only has to th ink of 
the uncer ta in s ta tus of " s o d o m y , " or the indifference regard­
ing the sexuality of chi ldren. 

Moreover , these different codes did not m a k e a clear dis­
t inct ion between violat ions of the rules of mar r i age and 
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deviat ions wi th respect to genital i ty. Breaking the rules of 
mar r i age or seeking s t range pleasures b r o u g h t an equal meas ­
ure of condemna t ion . O n the list of grave sins, a n d separa ted 
only by their relative impor tance , the re appeared debauchery 
(ex t ramar i ta l relat ions) , adul tery , rape, spir i tual or ca rna l 
incest, bu t also sodomy, o r the m u t u a l " ca re s s . " A s to the 
cour ts , they could c o n d e m n homosexua l i ty as well as infi­
deli ty, mar r i age wi thou t pa ren ta l consent , or bestiali ty. 
W h a t was taken in to accoun t in the civil a n d religious ju r i s ­
dict ions alike was a general unlawfulness. Doubt less acts 
" c o n t r a r y to n a t u r e " were s t amped as especially abominable , 
bu t they were perceived s imply as an ex t r eme form of acts 
"agains t the law"; they were infr ingements of decrees wh ich 
were jus t as sacred as those of mar r iage , and which h a d been 
establ ished for governing t h e o rde r of th ings and the p lan of 
beings. Prohib i t ions bear ing on sex were essentially of a 
jur id ica l na tu re . T h e " n a t u r e " on which they were based was 
still a k ind of law. F o r a long t ime h e r m a p h r o d i t e s were 
cr iminals , or c r ime 's offspring, since the i r ana tomica l d ispo­
sition, their very being, confounded the law tha t dist in­
guished the sexes and prescr ibed the i r union. 

T h e discursive explosion of the e ighteenth a n d n ine teen th 
centur ies caused this system centered on legi t imate al l iance 
to unde rgo two modificat ions. Firs t , a centrifugal m o v e m e n t 
wi th respect to heterosexual m o n o g a m y . Of course, t he a r ray 
of pract ices and pleasures con t inued to be referred to it as 
their in ternal s t andard ; bu t it was spoken of less and less, or 
in any case wi th a growing modera t ion . Efforts to find ou t 
its secrets were abandoned ; no th ing fur ther was d e m a n d e d 
of it t han to define itself from day to day. T h e legi t imate 
couple, wi th its regular sexuality, h a d a r ight to m o r e discre­
t ion. I t t ended to function as a n o r m , one t ha t was str icter , 
pe rhaps , bu t quieter . O n the o the r hand , w h a t c a m e u n d e r 
scrut iny was the sexuali ty of chi ldren, m a d m e n and w o m e n , 
and cr iminals ; the sensuali ty of those w h o did not like the 
opposi te sex; reveries, obsessions, pet ty man ias , or great t r an -
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spor t s of rage. I t was t ime for all these figures, scarcely 
not iced in the past , t o step forward a n d speak, t o m a k e the 
difficult confession of w h a t they were. N o doub t they were 
c o n d e m n e d all the same; bu t they were listened to; a n d if 
regular sexuali ty happened to be ques t ioned once again, it 
was t h r o u g h a reflux movemen t , or iginat ing in these per iph­
eral sexualities. 

W h e n c e the set t ing apa r t of the " u n n a t u r a l " as a specific 
d imens ion in the field of sexuality. Th i s k ind of activity 
a s sumed an a u t o n o m y wi th regard to the o ther c o n d e m n e d 
forms such as adul tery or rape (and the la t ter were con­
d e m n e d less and less): t o m a r r y a close relative or prac t ice 
sodomy, t o seduce a n u n or engage in sadism, to deceive 
one 's wife or violate cadavers , became th ings tha t were essen­
tially different. T h e area covered by the Sixth C o m m a n d ­
m e n t began to fragment. Similarly, in the civil order , the 
confused category of " d e b a u c h e r y , " wh ich for m o r e t h a n a 
cen tu ry h a d been one of the mos t frequent reasons for ad­
minis t ra t ive confinement, came apar t . F r o m the debris , t he re 
appea red on the one h a n d infract ions against the legislation 
(or mora l i ty) per ta in ing to mar r i age a n d the family, a n d on 
the other , offenses against the regular i ty of a na tu ra l function 
(offenses which , it m u s t be added , the law was apt to punish) . 
H e r e we have a likely reason, a m o n g others , for the prest ige 
of D o n Juan , which th ree centur ies have no t erased. U n d e r ­
n e a t h 1 t he great violator of the rules of marr iage—stea le r of 
wives, seducer of virgins, t he shame of families, and an insult 
to husbands and fa the r s—anothe r personage can be 
gl impsed: the individual dr iven, in spite of himself, by the 
somber madness of sex. U n d e r n e a t h the l ibertine, the per­
vert. H e deliberately b reaks the law, bu t at the same t ime, 
someth ing like a na tu re gone awry t r anspor t s h i m far f rom 
all na tu re ; his dea th is the m o m e n t when the superna tu ra l 
r e tu rn of the cr ime and its re t r ibut ion t h w a r t s the flight in to 
coun te rna tu re . The re were two great systems conceived by 
the Wes t for governing sex: the law of mar r i age and the o rder 
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of des i res—and the life of D o n J u a n ove r tu rned t h e m bo th . 
W e shall leave it to psychoanalys t s t o specula te whe the r he 
was homosexua l , narcissist ic, or impoten t . 

A l t h o u g h not w i thou t delay and equivocat ion, the na tu r a l 
laws of m a t r i m o n y a n d the i m m a n e n t rules of sexuality 
began to be recorded on two separa te registers. T h e r e 
emerged a wor ld of pervers ion which p a r t o o k of tha t of legal 
or mora l infraction, yet was not simply a variety of the lat ter . 
A n ent i re sub-race race was born , different—despite cer ta in 
k inship t ies—from the l ibertines of the past . F r o m the end 
of the e ighteenth cen tu ry to ou r own, they c i rcula ted t h r o u g h 
the pores of society; they were a lways h o u n d e d , bu t not 
a lways by laws; were often locked up , b u t not a lways in 
pr isons; were sick pe rhaps , bu t scandalous , dange rous vic­
t ims, prey to a s t range evil t ha t also bore the n a m e of vice 
a n d somet imes cr ime. They were chi ldren wise beyond their 
years, precocious little girls, ambiguous schoolboys, dub ious 
servants and educa tors , cruel or maniaca l husbands , soli tary 
collectors, ramblers wi th b izar re impulses; they h a u n t e d the 
houses of correct ion, the penal colonies, t he t r ibunals , and 
the asylums; they carr ied their infamy to the doc to r s a n d 
their sickness to the judges . This was the number less family 
of perver ts w h o were on friendly t e rms wi th de l inquents a n d 
ak in to m a d m e n . In the course of the cen tu ry they succes­
sively bore the s t a m p of " m o r a l folly," "geni ta l neuros i s , " 
"aber ra t ion of the genetic ins t inc t , " "dégénérescence , " or 
"phys ica l imba lance . " 

W h a t does the appea rance of all these per iphera l sexuali-
ties signify? Is the fact t ha t they could appear in b r o a d day­
light a sign tha t the code h a d become m o r e lax? O r does the 
fact tha t they were given so m u c h a t t en t ion testify to a 
s tr icter regime and to its concern to br ing t h e m unde r close 
supervision? In t e rms of repression, th ings a re unclear . T h e r e 
was permissiveness, if one bears in m i n d t ha t the severity of 
the codes relat ing to sexual offenses d imin ished considerably 
in the n ine teenth cen tu ry and tha t law itself often deferred 
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to medic ine . But an addi t ional ruse of severity, if one th inks 
of all the agencies of cont ro l a n d all t he mechan i sms of 
surveil lance tha t were pu t in to opera t ion by pedagogy or 
therapeut ics . I t may be the case tha t the in tervent ion of the 
C h u r c h in conjugal sexuali ty and its rejection of " f r a u d s " 
against p rocrea t ion h a d lost m u c h of their insistence over the 
previous two h u n d r e d years . But medic ine m a d e a forceful 
en t ry in to the pleasures of the couple: it created an ent ire 
organic , functional, o r men ta l pa thology arising out of " in­
comple t e " sexual pract ices; it carefully classified all forms of 
re la ted pleasures; it incorpora ted t h e m in to the not ions of 
" d e v e l o p m e n t " and inst inctual "d i s tu rbances" ; a n d it under­
took to manage them. 

Pe rhaps the point to consider is not the level of indulgence 
or the quan t i ty of repression bu t the form of power tha t was 
exercised. W h e n this whole th icket of d i spara te sexualities 
was labeled, as if to disentangle t hem from one another , was 
the object to exclude them from reality? I t appears , in fact, 
t ha t the function of the power exer ted in this ins tance was 
no t tha t of interdict ion, a n d tha t it involved four opera t ions 
qui te different from simple prohibi t ion. 

1. T a k e the ancient prohibi t ions of consanguine marr iages 
(as n u m e r o u s and complex as they were) or the condemna­
tion of adul tery , wi th its inevitable frequency of occurrence; 
or on the o ther hand , the recent controls t h r o u g h which , 
since the n ineteenth century , the sexuality of chi ldren has 
been subord ina ted and their "sol i tary h a b i t s " interfered 
with . I t is clear tha t we are no t deal ing wi th one and the same 
power mechanism. N o t only because in the one case it is a 
quest ion of law a n d penali ty, a n d in the other , medic ine and 
regimenta t ion; bu t also because the tact ics employed is not 

" the same. O n the surface, w h a t appears in bo th cases is an 
effort at e l iminat ion tha t was always dest ined to fail and 
always cons t ra ined to begin again. But the prohibi t ion of 
" inces t s " a t t empted to reach its objective t h r o u g h an asymp­
tot ic decrease in the th ing it condemned , whereas the cont ro l 
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of infantile sexuali ty hoped to reach it t h r o u g h a s imul ta­
neous propaga t ion of its own power a n d of the object on 
wh ich it was b rough t to bear . I t p roceeded in accordance 
with a twofold increase extended indefinitely. E d u c a t o r s a n d 
doc tors comba t t ed ch i ldren ' s onan i sm like an epidemic tha t 
needed to be eradicated. W h a t this actual ly entailed, 
t h r o u g h o u t this whole secular campa ign t h a t mobil ized the 
adul t wor ld a r o u n d the sex of chi ldren, was using these 
t enuous pleasures as a p rop , const i tu t ing t h e m as secrets 
( tha t is, forcing t h e m in to h id ing so as t o m a k e possible their 
discovery), t rac ing t h e m back to the i r source , t rack ing t h e m 
from their origins to their effects, searching out everything 
tha t migh t cause t h e m or s imply enable t h e m to exist. Wher ­
ever there was the chance they migh t appear , devices of 
surveil lance were installed; t r aps were laid for compel l ing 
admissions; inexhaust ible a n d correct ive discourses were im­
posed; paren ts a n d teachers were aler ted, a n d left wi th the 
suspicion tha t all chi ldren were guilty, a n d wi th the fear of 
being themselves at fault if their suspicions were not suffi­
ciently s trong; they were kept in readiness in the face of this 
recur ren t danger; their conduc t was prescr ibed and their 
pedagogy recodified; an ent ire medico-sexual regime took 
hold of the family milieu. T h e chi ld ' s " v i c e " was not so m u c h 
an enemy as a suppor t ; it m a y have been des ignated as the 
evil to be el iminated, bu t the ex t raord inary effort t ha t went 
in to the task tha t was b o u n d to fail leads one to suspect tha t 
w h a t was d e m a n d e d of it was to persevere, t o proliferate to 
the l imits of the visible and the invisible, r a the r t han to 
d isappear for good. Always relying on this suppor t , power 
advanced, mult ipl ied its relays a n d its effects, while its target 
expanded , subdivided, and b r anched out , pene t ra t ing fur ther 
into reali ty at the same pace. In appearance , we are deal ing 
wi th a barr ier system; bu t in fact, all a r o u n d the child, indefi­
nite lines of penetration were disposed. 

2. This new persecut ion of the per iphera l sexualities en­
tailed an incorporation of perversions and a new specification 
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of individuals. A s denned by the ancient civil or canonical 
codes, sodomy was a category of forbidden acts; their perpe­
t r a to r was no th ing m o r e t han the jur id ica l subject of them. 
T h e n ine teen th-cen tury homosexua l became a personage, a 
past , a case his tory, a n d a chi ldhood, in addi t ion to being a 
type of life, a life form, a n d a morpho logy , wi th an indiscreet 
a n a t o m y and possibly a myster ious physiology. N o t h i n g tha t 
went in to his total compos i t ion was unaffected by his sexual­
ity. I t was everywhere present in h im: a t t he root of all his 
act ions because it was their insidious and indefinitely active 
principle; wr i t ten immodes t ly on his face a n d body because 
it was a secret tha t a lways gave itself away. I t was consub-
stant ial wi th h im, less as a habi tua l sin t h a n as a s ingular 
na tu re . W e mus t not forget tha t the psychological , psychiat­
ric, medical ca tegory of homosexual i ty was cons t i tu ted from 
the m o m e n t it was cha rac t e r i zed—Wes tpha l ' s famous article 
of 1870 on " c o n t r a r y sexual sensa t ions" can s tand as its da te 
of b i r th '—less by a type of sexual relat ions t h a n by a cer ta in 
qual i ty of sexual sensibility, a cer ta in way of invert ing the 
mascul ine and the feminine in oneself. Homosexua l i ty ap­
peared as one of the forms of sexuali ty w h e n it was t ran­
sposed from the pract ice of sodomy on to a k ind of inter ior 
androgyny , a h e r m a p h r o d i s m of the soul. T h e sodomite h a d 
been a t empora ry aberra t ion; the homosexua l was now a 
species. 

So too were all those mino r perver ts w h o m nineteenth-
century psychiatr is ts en tomologized by giving t h e m st range 
bap t i smal names : there were Krafft-Ebing's zoophiles and 
zooerasts , Roh lede r ' s auto-monosexual is ts ; and later, mixo-
scopophiles, gynecomasts , presbyophiles , sexoesthetic in­
verts, and dyspareunis t women . These fine n a m e s for heresies 
referred to a na tu re tha t was over looked by the law, bu t not 
so neglectful of itself t ha t it d id no t go on p roduc ing m o r e 
species, even where there was n o o rder to fit t hem into. T h e 

'Carl Westphal, Archiv fur Neurologie, 1870. 
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mach ine ry of power tha t focused on this whole alien s t ra in 

d id no t a im to suppress it, bu t r a the r to give it an analyt ical , 

visible, a n d p e r m a n e n t reality: it was implan ted in bodies, 

sl ipped in benea th modes of conduc t , m a d e in to a principle 

of classification a n d intelligibility, establ ished as a raison 
d'être and a na tu ra l o rder of disorder . N o t the exclusion of 

these t housand abe r ran t sexualities, bu t the specification, the 

regional solidification of each one of t hem. T h e s trategy 

beh ind this d isseminat ion was to s trew reali ty wi th t h e m a n d 

incorpora te t h e m in to the individual . 

3. M o r e t han the old taboos , this form of power d e m a n d e d 

constant , at tent ive, a n d cur ious presences for its exercise; it 

p resupposed proximit ies; it p roceeded t h r o u g h examina t ion 

and insistent observat ion; it requi red an exchange of dis­

courses, t h r o u g h ques t ions tha t ex tor ted admiss ions , and 

confidences tha t went beyond the ques t ions t ha t were asked. 

It implied a physical proximi ty and an interplay of intense 

sensations. The medical iza t ion of the sexually pecul iar was 

bo th the effect and the ins t rument of this . I m b e d d e d in bod­

ies, becoming deeply character is t ic of individuals , the oddi­

ties of sex relied on a technology of hea l th a n d pathology. 

A n d conversely, since sexuali ty was a medica l a n d medical iz-

able object, one h a d to t ry and detect i t—as a lesion, a 

dysfunction, or a s y m p t o m — i n the dep ths of the organism, 

or on the surface of the skin, or a m o n g all the signs of 

behavior . T h e power which thus took charge of sexuality set 

about contac t ing bodies, caressing t h e m wi th its eyes, inten­

sifying areas, electrifying surfaces, d r ama t i z ing t roubled m o ­

ments . It wrapped the sexual body in its embrace . T h e r e was 

undoubted ly an increase in effectiveness a n d an extension of 

the doma in control led; bu t also a sensual izat ion of power a n d 

a gain of pleasure. Th i s p roduced a twofold effect: an impetus 

was given to power t h r o u g h its very exercise; an emot ion 

rewarded the overseeing control a n d car r ied it further; the 

intensity of the confession renewed the ques t ioner ' s cur ios­

ity; the pleasure discovered fed back to the power tha t encir-
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cled it. But so m a n y pressing ques t ions s ingular ized the 
pleasures felt by the one w h o h a d to reply. They were fixed 
by a gaze, isolated and an ima ted by the a t ten t ion they re­
ceived. Power opera ted as a mechan i sm of a t t rac t ion; it d rew 
out those peculiari t ies over which it kept watch . P leasure 
spread to the power t ha t ha r r i ed it; power ancho red the 
pleasure it uncovered . 

T h e medica l examinat ion , the psychia t r ic investigation, 
the pedagogical repor t , a n d family cont ro l s may have the 
over-all a n d appa ren t objective of saying n o to all w a y w a r d 
or unproduc t ive sexualities, bu t the fact is t ha t they function 
as m e c h a n i s m s wi th a double impetus : p leasure a n d power . 
T h e pleasure tha t comes of exercising a power tha t quest ions, 
moni to r s , watches , spies, searches out , pa lpates , br ings to 
light; a n d on the o ther hand , the pleasure t ha t kindles at 
having to evade this power , flee from it, fool it, o r t ravesty 
it. T h e power tha t lets itself be invaded by the pleasure it is 
pursu ing; and opposi te it, power assert ing itself in the pleas­
ure of showing off, scandal izing, or resisting. C a p t u r e a n d 
seduct ion, confronta t ion a n d m u t u a l re inforcement : paren ts 
a n d chi ldren, adul t s a n d adolescents , educa to r a n d s tudents , 
doc to r s a n d pat ients , t he psychiatr is t wi th his hyster ic a n d 
his perver ts , all have played this game cont inual ly since the 
n ine teenth century . These a t t rac t ions , these evasions, these 
c i rcular inc i tements have t raced a r o u n d bodies a n d sexes, 
no t boundar ies no t to be crossed, bu t perpetual spirals of 
power and pleasure. 

4. W h e n c e those devices of sexual saturation so charac ter ­
istic of the space a n d the social r i tuals of the n ineteenth 
century . People often say tha t m o d e r n society has a t t empted 
to reduce sexuali ty t o the coup le—the heterosexual and, in­
sofar as possible, legi t imate couple. T h e r e are equal g rounds 
for saying tha t it has , if no t created, at least outfitted and 
m a d e to proliferate, g roups wi th mul t ip le e lements and a 
c i rcula t ing sexuality: a d is t r ibut ion of points of power, hier-
a rch ized and placed opposi te to one ano ther ; " p u r s u e d " 
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pleasures, tha t is, bo th sought after a n d searched out; com-
pa r tmen ta l sexualities tha t a re to lera ted or encouraged; 
proximit ies tha t serve as surveil lance p rocedures , a n d func­
t ion as mechan i sms of intensification; con tac t s tha t opera te 
as inductors . This is the way th ings w o r k e d in the case of the 
family, or r a the r the household , wi th pa ren t s , chi ldren, a n d 
in some instances, servants . W a s the n ine teen th-cen tury fam­
ily really a m o n o g a m i e a n d conjugal cell? P e r h a p s to a cer­
ta in extent . But it was also a ne twork of p leasures and powers 
l inked together at mul t ip le points a n d accord ing to t r ans ­
formable relat ionships . T h e separa t ion of g rown-ups a n d 
chi ldren, the polari ty established be tween the pa ren t s ' bed­
r o o m and tha t of the chi ldren (it b e c a m e rou t ine in the 
course of the century when working-class hous ing cons t ruc ­
t ion was under t aken) , the relative segregat ion of boys a n d 
girls, the strict ins t ruc t ions as to the care of nurs ing infants 
(mate rna l breast-feeding, hygiene), t he a t ten t ion focused on 
infantile sexuality, the supposed dangers of mas tu rba t ion , 
the impor t ance a t t ached to puber ty , t he m e t h o d s of surveil­
lance suggested to parents , the exhor ta t ions , secrets, a n d 
fears, t he p resence—both valued and feared—of servants : all 
this m a d e the family, even when b r o u g h t d o w n to its smallest 
d imensions , a compl ica ted ne twork , s a tu ra t ed wi th mul t ip le , 
f ragmentary , a n d mobi le sexualities. T o reduce t h e m to the 
conjugal re la t ionship, a n d then to project the latter, in the 
form of a forbidden desire, on to the chi ldren, canno t accoun t 
for this appa ra tu s which , in relat ion to these sexualities, was 
less a principle of inhibi t ion t han an inci t ing and mul t ip ly ing 
mechan i sm. Educa t iona l or psychia t r ic inst i tut ions, wi th 
their large popula t ions , their h ierarchies , their spatial ar­
rangements , their surveil lance systems, const i tu ted, a long­
side the family, ano the r way of d is t r ibut ing the in terplay of 
powers a n d pleasures; bu t they too del ineated areas of ex­
t r eme sexual sa tura t ion , with privileged spaces or r i tuals 
such as the c lassroom, the do rmi to ry , the visit, and the con­
sul tat ion. T h e forms of a nonconjugal , n o n m o n o g a m o u s sex­
uali ty were d r a w n there a n d established. 
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Nine teen th -cen tu ry "bou rgeo i s " soc ie ty—and it is doubt ­
less still wi th u s — w a s a society of b la t an t a n d f ragmented 
pervers ion. A n d this was no t by way of hypocr isy , for no th ­
ing was m o r e manifest a n d m o r e prolix, o r m o r e manifestly 
taken over by discourses and inst i tut ions. N o t because, hav­
ing t r ied to erect too rigid or too general a bar r ie r against 
sexuality, society succeeded only in giving rise to a whole 
perverse ou tb reak a n d a long pa thology of the sexual instinct. 
A t issue, ra ther , is t he type of power it b r o u g h t to bear on 
the body a n d on sex. In point of fact, this power h a d nei ther 
the form of the law, no r the effects of the taboo. O n the 
con t ra ry , it ac ted by mul t ip l ica t ion of s ingular sexualities. I t 
d id not set boundar ies for sexuality; it ex tended the var ious 
forms of sexuality, pursu ing t h e m accord ing to lines of indefi­
nite penet ra t ion . I t d id no t exclude sexuality, bu t inc luded it 
in the body as a m o d e of specification of individuals . It d id 
not seek to avoid it; it a t t r ac ted its varieties by means of 
spirals in which p leasure and power reinforced one another . 
It d id not set u p a barr ier ; it p rov ided places of m a x i m u m 
sa tura t ion . I t p roduced a n d de te rmined the sexual mosaic . 
M o d e r n society is perverse, not in spite of its pur i t an i sm or 
as if from a backlash p rovoked by its hypocr isy; it is in ac tua l 
fact, a n d directly, perverse. 

In ac tua l fact. T h e manifold sexual i t ies—those which ap ­
pear wi th the different ages (sexualities of the infant or the 
child), those which become fixated on par t icu lar tastes or 
pract ices ( the sexuali ty of the invert, the gerontophi le , the 
fetishist), those which , in a diffuse manne r , invest relat ion­
ships ( the sexuality of doc to r and pat ient , teacher a n d stu­
dent , psychiatr is t a n d men ta l pat ient) , those which h a u n t 
spaces ( the sexuali ty of the home , the school, t he p r i son )— 
all form the corre la te of exact p rocedures of power. W e mus t 
no t imagine tha t all these th ings tha t were formerly to lera ted 
a t t r ac ted not ice a n d received a pejorative designat ion when 
the t ime c a m e to give a regulat ive role t o the one type of 
sexuali ty tha t was capable of reproduc ing labor power a n d 
the form of the family. These p o l y m o r p h o u s conduc t s were 
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actual ly ext rac ted from people 's bodies a n d from their pleas­
ures; or ra ther , they were solidified in them; they were d r a w n 
out, revealed, isolated, intensified, incorpora ted , by mul ­
tifarious power devices. T h e g rowth of pervers ions is no t a 
mora l iz ing theme tha t obssessed the sc rupu lous m i n d s of the 
Victor ians . I t is the real p roduc t of the e n c r o a c h m e n t of a 
type of power on bodies a n d their pleasures. I t is possible tha t 
the West has not been capable of invent ing any new pleas­
ures, a n d it has doubt less no t discovered any original vices. 
But it has defined new rules for the g a m e of powers a n d 
pleasures. T h e frozen coun tenance of the pervers ions is a 
fixture of this game. 

Direct ly . This implan ta t ion of mul t ip le pervers ions is no t 
a mockery of sexuali ty t ak ing revenge on a power tha t has 
th rus t on it an excessively repressive law. Ne i the r a re we 
deal ing wi th paradoxica l forms of p leasure t ha t t u rn back on 
power and invest it in the form of a "p leasure to be e n d u r e d . " 
The implan ta t ion of pervers ions is an instrument-effect: it is 
t h r o u g h the isolation, intensification, a n d consol idat ion of 
per ipheral sexualities t ha t the re la t ions of power to sex a n d 
pleasure b ranched out a n d mult ipl ied, measu red the body, 
and pene t ra ted modes of conduct . A n d accompany ing this 
enc roachmen t of powers , scat tered sexualit ies rigidified, be­
came s tuck to an age, a place, a type of pract ice . A prolifera­
t ion of sexualities t h r o u g h the extension of power; an opt imi­
zat ion of the power to which each of these local sexualit ies 
gave a surface of in tervent ion: this conca tena t ion , par t icu­
larly since the n ine teen th century , has been ensured and 
relayed by the count less economic interests which , wi th the 
help of medicine, psychia t ry , pros t i tu t ion , atid po rnog raphy , 
have t apped into bo th this analyt ical mul t ip l ica t ion of pleas­
ure a n d this opt imiza t ion of the power tha t cont ro l s it. Pleas­
ure a n d power d o no t cancel or t u r n back against 
one another ; they seek out , overlap, a n d reinforce one an­
other . They are l inked toge ther by complex mechan i sms a n d 
devices of excitat ion a n d inci tement . 



The Repressive Hypothesis 49 

W e mus t therefore a b a n d o n the hypothes is tha t m o d e r n 
indus t r ia l societies ushered in an age of increased sexual 
repression. W e have not only witnessed a visible explosion of 
u n o r t h o d o x sexualities; b u t — a n d this is the impor t an t point 
— a dep loyment qui te different from the law, even if it is 
locally dependen t on p rocedures of prohibi t ion, has ensured, 
t h r o u g h a ne twork of in te rconnect ing mechan i sms , the p ro ­
liferation of specific pleasures and the mul t ip l ica t ion of dis­
pa ra te sexualities. I t is said tha t no society has been m o r e 
prudish ; never have the agencies of power t aken such care to 
feign ignorance of the th ing they prohibi ted, as if they were 
de te rmined to have no th ing to do wi th it. But it is t he oppo­
site tha t has become apparen t , at least after a general review 
of the facts: never have there existed m o r e centers of power; 
never m o r e a t tent ion manifested and verbalized; never m o r e 
c i rcular contac ts and linkages; never m o r e sites where the 
intensi ty of pleasures and the persistency of power ca tch 
hold , only to spread elsewhere. 
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I suppose t ha t the first two points will be gran ted me; I 
imagine tha t people will accept m y saying tha t , for two cen­
turies now, the d iscourse on sex has been mul t ip l ied ra ther 
t h a n rarefied; and t ha t if it has carr ied with it taboos and 
prohibi t ions , it has also, in a m o r e fundamenta l way, ensured 
the solidification a n d implan ta t ion of an ent ire sexual m o ­
saic. Yet the impress ion remains t ha t all th is has by a n d large 
played only a defensive role. By speaking abou t it so m u c h , 
by discovering it mult ipl ied, par t i t ioned off, and specified 
precisely where one h a d placed it, wha t one was seeking 
essentially was s imply to conceal sex: a screen-discourse, a 
dispers ion-avoidance. Unt i l F r e u d at least, the discourse on 
sex—the discourse of scholars and theore t ic ians—never 
ceased to hide the th ing it was speaking about . W e could take 
all these th ings tha t were said, the pa ins tak ing precaut ions 
and detai led analyses, as so m a n y p rocedures m e a n t to evade 
the unbearable , too h a z a r d o u s t r u th of sex. A n d the mere 
fact t ha t one c la imed to be speaking abou t it from the rarefied 
and neu t ra l viewpoint of a science is in itself significant. This 
was in fact a science m a d e u p of evasions since, given its 
inability o r refusal to speak of sex itself, it concerned itself 
pr imar i ly with aberra t ions , perversions, except ional oddit ies, 
pathological aba tements , and morb id aggravat ions . I t was by 
the same token a science subord ina ted .in the ma in to the 
imperat ives of a mora l i ty whose divisions it re i terated unde r 
the guise of the medica l n o r m . Cla iming to speak the t ru th , 
it s t i r red u p people ' s fears; to the least oscil lations of sexual­
ity, it ascr ibed an imaginary dynas ty of evils dest ined to be 
passed on for generat ions; it declared the furtive cus toms of 
the t imid, and the mos t soli tary of pet ty manias , dangerous 
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for the whole society; s t range pleasures, it warned , wou ld 

eventual ly result in no th ing shor t of dea th : that of individu­

als, generat ions , t he species itself. 

It t hus became associated with an insistent a n d indiscreet 

medical pract ice, glibly p roc la iming its avers ions, qu ick to 

run to the rescue of law a n d publ ic opinion, m o r e servile wi th 

respect to the powers of o rder t h a n amenab le to the require­

men t s of t ru th . Involuntar i ly naïve in the best of cases, m o r e 

often intent ional ly mendac ious , in compl ic i ty wi th w h a t it 

denounced , haugh ty a n d coquet t ish, it establ ished an ent i re 

po rnography of the morb id , which was charac ter i s t ic of t h e 

fin de siècle society. In F rance , doc tors like Garn ie r , Pouil let , 

and Ladouce t t e were its unglorified scribes and Rol l ina t its 

poet. But beyond these t roubled pleasures , it a ssumed o the r 

powers ; it set itself u p as t h e sup reme au thor i ty in m a t t e r s 

of hygienic necessity, t ak ing u p the old fears of venereal 

affliction a n d combin ing t h e m with the new themes of asep­

sis, and the great evolutionist m y t h s wi th the recent inst i tu­

t ions of public heal th; it c la imed to ensure the physical vigor 

and the mora l cleanliness of the social body; it p romised to 

el iminate defective individuals , degenera te a n d bas ta rd ized 

popula t ions . In the n a m e of a biological a n d historical ur­

gency, it justified the rac isms of the state, wh ich at the t ime 

were on the hor izon. I t g rounded t h e m in " t r u t h . " 

W h e n we c o m p a r e these discourses on h u m a n sexuali ty 

with wha t was k n o w n at the t ime abou t the physiology of 

an imal and plant r eproduc t ion , we are s t ruck by the incon­

gruity. The i r feeble con ten t from the s t andpo in t of e lemen­

ta ry rat ional i ty, no t to ment ion scientificity, earns t h e m a 

place apa r t in the his tory of knowledge . They form a 

s t rangely mudd led zone . T h r o u g h o u t t h e n ineteenth cen­

tury, sex seems to have been incorpora ted in to two very 

dist inct orders of knowledge: a biology of reproduc t ion , 

which developed cont inuous ly accord ing to a general scien­

tific normat iv i ty , and a medic ine of sex conforming to qui te 

different rules of format ion. F r o m one to the o ther , the re was 
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no real exchange , n o reciprocal s t ruc tura t ion ; the role of the 

first wi th respect to t h e second was scarcely m o r e t h a n as a 

d i s tan t a n d qui te fictitious guarantee : a b lanke t guaran tee 

unde r cover of which mora l obstacles, economic or political 

opt ions , and t radi t ional fears could be recast in a scientific-

sounding vocabulary . I t is as if a fundamenta l resistance 

b locked the deve lopment of a ra t ional ly formed discourse 

concern ing h u m a n sex, its correla t ions , a n d its effects. A 

dispar i ty of this sor t wou ld indicate tha t the a im of such a 

d iscourse was not to s tate the t ru th but to prevent its very 

emergence . Unde r ly ing the difference be tween the physiol­

ogy of r ep roduc t ion a n d the medica l theor ies of sexuality, we 

would have to see some th ing o the r and someth ing m o r e t h a n 

an uneven scientific deve lopment o r a d ispar i ty in the forms 

of rat ionali ty; the one wou ld pa r t ake of t ha t immense will to 

knowledge which has sus ta ined the es tabl i shment of scien­

tific discourse in the West , whereas the o the r wou ld derive 

from a s tubborn will to nonknowledge . 

Th i s m u c h is undeniab le : the learned discourse on sex tha t 

was p ronounced in the n ine teenth cen tury was imbued with 

age-old delusions, bu t also wi th sys temat ic bl indnesses: a 

refusal to see and to unde r s t and ; bu t f u r the r—and this is the 

crucial po in t—a refusal concern ing the very th ing tha t was 

b r o u g h t to light and whose formula t ion was urgent ly solic­

ited. F o r there can be no misunde r s t and ing tha t is not based 

on a fundamenta l re lat ion to t ru th . Evad ing this t ru th , bar­

r ing access to it, mask ing it: these were so m a n y local tact ics 

which , as if by super impos i t ion and t h r o u g h a las t -minute 

de tour , gave a paradoxica l form to a fundamenta l pet i t ion to 

know. Choos ing not to recognize was yet ano the r vagary of 

the will to t r u th . Let C h a r c o t ' s Salpêtr ière serve as an exam­

ple in this regard: it was an e n o r m o u s a p p a r a t u s for observa­

t ion, wi th its examina t ions , in ter rogat ions , a n d exper iments , 

bu t it was also a mach ine ry for inci tement , with its publ ic 

presenta t ions , its thea te r of ritual crises, carefully s taged 

wi th the help of e ther or amyl ni t ra te , its in terplay of dia-
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logues, palpat ions , laying on of hands , pos tures which the 

doc tors elicited or obl i tera ted with a ges ture or a word , its 

h ie ra rchy of personnel who kept wa tch , organized, p ro­

voked, moni to red , and repor ted , and w h o accumula t ed an 

immense p y r a m i d of observat ions a n d dossiers . I t is in the 

context of this con t inuous inc i tement t o discourse a n d to 

t r u t h t ha t the real m e c h a n i s m s of m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g (mécon­

naissance) opera ted: t h u s C h a r c o t ' s ges ture in te r rup t ing a 

publ ic consul ta t ion where it began to be too manifestly a 

quest ion of " t h a t " ; and the m o r e frequent pract ice of delet­

ing from the succession of dossiers w h a t h a d been said and 

demons t r a t ed by the pat ients regard ing sex, bu t also w h a t 

h a d been seen, p rovoked , solicited by the doc to r s themselves, 

th ings tha t were a lmos t entirely omi t t ed from the publ ished 

observat ions . 1 T h e i m p o r t a n t th ing, in this affair, is no t t ha t 

these m e n shut their eyes or s topped the i r ears , or tha t they 

were mis taken; it is r a t h e r tha t they cons t ruc ted a r o u n d and 

ap ropos of sex an immense a p p a r a t u s for p roduc ing t ru th , 

even if this t r u th was to be m a s k e d at the last m o m e n t . T h e 

essential point is t ha t sex was not only a ma t t e r of sensat ion 

and pleasure, of law and taboo , bu t also of t r u t h and false­

hood , tha t the t r u t h of sex became someth ing fundamenta l , 

useful, or dangerous , precious or formidable: in shor t , t ha t 

sex was cons t i tu ted as a p rob lem of t r u th . W h a t needs to be 

s i tuated, therefore, is no t the th resho ld of a new rat ional i ty 

whose discovery was m a r k e d by F r e u d — o r someone e lse— 

but the progressive format ion (and also t h e t ransformat ions) 

'Cf., for example, Désiré Bourneville, Iconographie photographique de la Salpêtrière 
(1878-1881), pp. 110 rF. The unpublished documents dealing with the lessons of 
Charcot, which can still be found at the Salpêtrière, are again more explicit on this 
point than the published texts. The interplay of incitement and elision is clearly 
evident in them. A handwritten note gives an account of the session of November 
25, 1877. The subject exhibits hysterical spasms; Charcot suspends an attack by 
placing first his hand, then the end of a baton, on the woman's ovaries. He with­
draws the baton, and there is a fresh attack, which he accelerates by administering 
inhalations of amyl nitrate. The afflicted woman then cries out for the sex-baton in 
words that are devoid of any metaphor: "G. is taken away and her delirium 
continues." 
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of tha t " in te rp lay of t r u t h and sex" wh ich was bequea thed 
to us by the n ine teen th century , and which we may have 
modified, bu t , lacking evidence to the con t ra ry , have no t r id 
ourselves of. Misunders t and ings , avoidances , and evasions 
were only possible, and only had the i r effects, against t he 
b a c k g r o u n d of this s t range endeavor : to tell t he t r u th of sex. 
A n endeavor tha t does no t da te from the n ine teen th century , 
even if it was then tha t a nascent science lent it a s ingular 
form. It was the basis of all t he aber ran t , naive, and cunn ing 
discourses where knowledge of sex seems to have s t rayed for 
such a long t ime. 

Historical ly, the re have been two great procedures for 
p roduc ing the t r u th of sex. 

O n the one hand , the societ ies—and they a re n u m e r o u s : 
China , Japan , India , R o m e , the A r a b o - M o s l e m societ ies— 
which endowed themselves with an ars erotica. In the erot ic 
ar t , t r u t h is d r a w n from pleasure itself, under s tood as a 
pract ice and accumula t ed as experience; p leasure is no t con­
sidered in relat ion to an absolute law of the permi t ted and 
the forbidden, nor by reference to a cr i ter ion of utility, bu t 
first and foremost in relat ion to itself; it is experienced as 
pleasure, evaluated in t e rms of its intensity, its specific qual­
ity, its dura t ion , its reverberat ions in the b o d y and the soul. 
Moreover , th is knowledge mus t be deflected back into the 
sexual pract ice itself, in o rde r to shape it as t hough from 
within and amplify its effects. In this way, there is formed a 
knowledge tha t m u s t r emain secret, not because of an ele­
m e n t of infamy tha t migh t a t t ach to its object, bu t because 
of the need to hold it in the greatest reserve, since, accord ing 
to t radi t ion, it would lose its effectiveness a n d its v i r tue by 
being divulged. Consequent ly , the re la t ionship to the mas te r 
w h o ho lds the secrets is of p a r a m o u n t impor tance ; only he, 
work ing alone, can t r ansmi t this ar t in an esoteric m a n n e r 
a n d as the cu lmina t ion of an init iat ion in which he guides the 
disciple 's progress with unfailing skill and severity. T h e 
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effects of this masterful ar t , which are considerably m o r e 
generous t han the spareness of its prescr ip t ions would lead 
one to imagine, a re said to transfigure the one for tunate 
enough to receive its privileges: an absolu te mas te ry of the 
body, a s ingular bliss, obliviousness to t ime a n d limits, t he 
elixir of life, t he exile of dea th and its th rea t s . 

O n the face of it at least, o u r civilization possesses n o ars 
erotica. In re turn , it is undoub ted ly the only civilization to 
pract ice a scientia sexualis; o r ra ther , the only civilization to 
have developed over the centur ies p rocedures for telling the 
t r u th of sex which a re geared to a form of knowledge-power 
strictly opposed to t h e ar t of ini t iat ions a n d the masterful 
secret: I have in m i n d the confession. 

Since the Midd le Ages at least, Wes te rn societies have 
established the confession as one of the m a i n rituals we rely 
on for the p roduc t ion of t ru th : the codification of the sacra­
men t of penance by the La te ran Counci l in 1215, wi th the 
resul t ing development of confessional techniques , t he declin­
ing impor t ance of accusa to ry p rocedures in cr iminal just ice , 
the a b a n d o n m e n t of tests of guilt ( sworn s ta tements , duels, 
j u d g m e n t s of G o d ) a n d the deve lopment of m e t h o d s of inter­
rogat ion and inquest , the increased par t ic ipa t ion of the royal 
adminis t ra t ion in the prosecut ion of infractions, a t t he ex­
pense of proceedings leading to pr ivate se t t lements , the set­
t ing u p of t r ibunals of Inquis i t ion: all th is he lped to give the 
confession a cent ra l role in the o rde r of civil and religious 
powers . T h e evolut ion of the w o r d avowal a n d of the legal 
function it designated is itself emblemat i c of this develop­
ment : from being a guaran tee of the s ta tus , identi ty, a n d 
value gran ted to one person by another , it c a m e to signify 
someone ' s acknowledgment of his own ac t ions a n d though t s . 
F o r a long t ime, the individual was vouched for by the refer­
ence of o thers and the demons t r a t ion of his ties to the com­
monwea l (family, allegiance, pro tec t ion) ; then he was 
au then t ica ted by the d iscourse of t r u th he was able or obliged 
to p ronounce concern ing himself. T h e t ru thful confession 
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was inscribed at the hea r t of the p rocedures of individualiza­
t ion by power . 

In any case, next to the test ing r i tuals , next to the testi­
m o n y of witnesses, and the learned m e t h o d s of observat ion 
a n d demons t ra t ion , the confession became one of the Wes t ' s 
mos t highly valued techniques for p roduc ing t ru th . W e have 
since become a s ingularly confessing society. T h e confession 
has spread its effects far and wide. I t plays a pa r t in just ice, 
medicine, educat ion , family relat ionships, a n d love relat ions, 
in the mos t o rd ina ry affairs of everyday life, and in the mos t 
so lemn rites; one confesses one ' s cr imes , one ' s sins, one 's 
t hough t s a n d desires, one ' s illnesses a n d t roubles ; one goes 
abou t telling, wi th the greatest precision, wha teve r is mos t 
difficult to tell. O n e confesses in publ ic a n d in pr ivate , to 
one ' s parents , one ' s educa tors , one ' s doc tor , to those one 
loves; one admi t s to oneself, in p leasure a n d in pain, th ings 
it wou ld be impossible to tell to anyone else, t he th ings people 
wri te books about . O n e confesses—or is forced to confess. 
W h e n it is no t spon taneous or d ic ta ted by some internal 
imperat ive , the confession is w r u n g from a person by vio­
lence o r threat ; it is dr iven from its h id ing place in the soul, 
o r ex t rac ted from the body. Since the Midd le Ages, t o r tu re 
h a s accompanied it like a shadow, and suppor ted it w h e n it 
could go n o further: t he d a r k twins . 2 T h e mos t defenseless 
t enderness and the bloodiest of powers have a similar need 
of confession. Wes te rn m a n has become a confessing animal . 

W h e n c e a m e t a m o r p h o s i s in l i tera ture: we have passed 
from a pleasure to be recoun ted and heard , center ing on the 
heroic or marve lous na r r a t ion of " t r i a l s " of bravery o r saint­
hood , to a l i te ra ture o rde red accord ing to the infinite task of 
ex t rac t ing from the dep ths of oneself, in be tween the words , 
a t r u t h which the very form of the confession holds out like 
a sh immer ing mirage . W h e n c e too this new way of phi lo­
sophizing: seeking the fundamenta l re lat ion to the t rue , not 
:Greek law had already coupled torture and confession, at least where slaves were 
concerned, and Imperial Roman law had widened the practice. 
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s imply in oneself—in some forgotten knowledge , or in a 
cer ta in pr imal t r ace—but in the self-examination tha t yields, 
t h r o u g h a mu l t i t ude of fleeting impress ions , t he basic cer­
tainties of consciousness. T h e obl igat ion to confess is n o w 
relayed t h r o u g h so m a n y different points , is so deeply in­
gra ined in us , t ha t we no longer perceive it as the effect of 
a power tha t cons t ra ins us; on the con t ra ry , it seems to us 
t ha t t ru th , lodged in o u r mos t secret na tu re , " d e m a n d s " only 
to surface; tha t if it fails t o do so, th is is because a cons t ra in t 
holds it in place, the violence of a power weighs it down, a n d 
it can finally be ar t icula ted only at t he price of a k ind of 
l iberat ion. Confession frees, bu t power reduces one to si­
lence; t r u t h does not belong to the o rder of power , bu t shares 
an original affinity wi th freedom: t rad i t iona l themes in phi­
losophy, wh ich a "pol i t ical h is tory of t r u t h " wou ld have to 
over tu rn by showing tha t t r u th is no t by n a t u r e f ree—nor 
e r ror servi le—but t ha t its p roduc t ion is t ho rough ly imbued 
wi th relat ions of power . T h e confession is an example of this . 

O n e has to be complete ly t aken in by this in ternal ruse of 
confession in order to a t t r ibu te a fundamenta l role to censor­
ship, to taboos regarding speaking a n d th inking; one has to 
have an inverted image of power in o rde r to believe t ha t all 
these voices which have spoken so long in our civi l izat ion— 
repeat ing the formidable injunction to tell wha t one is a n d 
wha t one does, w h a t one recollects a n d wha t one has forgot­
ten, wha t one is th ink ing a n d w h a t one th inks he is no t 
t h ink ing—are speaking to us of freedom. A n immense labor 
to which the West has submi t t ed genera t ions in o rder to 
p roduce—whi l e o the r forms of work ensured the accumula ­
t ion of cap i t a l—men ' s subjection: their cons t i tu t ion as sub­
jects in b o t h senses of the word . Imag ine h o w exorbi tant 
m u s t have seemed the o rder given to all Chr is t ians at the 
beginning of the th i r t een th cen tury , to kneel at least once a 
year and confess to all their t ransgress ions , w i thou t omi t t ing 
a single one. A n d th ink of tha t obscure par t i san , seven centu­
ries later, w h o h a d come to rejoin the Serbian resistance deep 
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in the moun ta ins ; his super iors asked h im to wr i te his life 
story; a n d when he b rough t t h e m a few miserable pages, 
scribbled in the night , they d id not look at t h e m but only said 
to h im , "S ta r t over, and tell t h e t r u t h . " Shou ld those m u c h -
discussed language taboos m a k e us forget this mil lennial 
yoke of confession? 

F r o m the Chr is t ian penance to the present day, sex was a 
privileged t h e m e of confession. A th ing t ha t was h idden , we 
a re told. But w h a t if, on the con t ra ry , it was what , in a qui te 
pa r t i cu la r way, one confessed? Suppose t h e obligation to 
conceal it was but a n o t h e r aspect of t h e du ty to admi t to it 
(conceal ing it all t h e m o r e and wi th greater care as the 
confession of it was m o r e impor t an t , requi r ing a s t r ic ter 
r i tual a n d promis ing m o r e decisive effects)? W h a t if sex in 
ou r society, on a scale of several centur ies , was someth ing 
tha t was placed wi thin an unre lent ing system of confession? 
T h e t rans format ion of sex in to discourse, which I spoke of 
earlier, t he d isseminat ion a n d re inforcement of he terogene­
ous sexualities, a re pe rhaps two elements of the same deploy­
men t : they are l inked together wi th the he lp of the cent ra l 
e lement of a confession tha t compels individuals to a r t icu la te 
their sexual pecu l i a r i ty—no m a t t e r how ext reme. In Greece , 
t r u t h a n d sex were l inked, in the form of pedagogy, by the 
t ransmiss ion of a precious knowledge from one body to an­
other ; sex served as a m e d i u m for ini t ia t ions into learning. 
F o r us, it is in t h e confession tha t t r u t h a n d sex are jo ined, 
t h r o u g h the obl igatory a n d exhaust ive expression of an indi­
vidual secret. Bu t this t ime it is t r u th t ha t serves as a m e d i u m 
for sex a n d its manifesta t ions . 

T h e confession is a r i tua l of d iscourse in which the speak­
ing subject is also t h e subject of t h e s ta tement ; it is also a 
r i tual tha t unfolds wi thin a power re la t ionship , for one does 
no t confess wi thou t the presence (or vir tual presence) of a 
pa r tne r w h o is no t s imply the in te r locutor but the au thor i ty 
w h o requires t h e confession, prescribes a n d apprecia tes it, 
and intervenes in o rde r to judge , pun ish , forgive, console, 
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a n d reconcile; a r i tual in which the t r u t h is co r robora ted by 
the obstacles a n d resis tances it has h a d to s u r m o u n t in o rde r 
to be formulated; and finally, a r i tual in which t h e expression 
alone, independent ly of its external consequences , p roduces 
intr insic modifications in the person w h o ar t icula tes it: it 
exonerates , redeems, a n d purifies h im; it u n b u r d e n s h im of 
his wrongs , l iberates h im, a n d promises h im salvation. F o r 
centuries , t he t r u th of sex was, at least for t h e mos t par t , 
caugh t u p in this discursive form. Moreover , this form was 
no t t h e same as tha t of educa t ion (sexual educa t ion confined 
itself to general pr inciples a n d rules of p rudence) ; no r was it 
t ha t of ini t iat ion (which remained essentially a silent p rac ­
tice, which the act of sexual en l igh tenment o r deflowering 
merely rendered laughable or violent) . A s we have seen, it is 
a form tha t is far r emoved from t h e one governing t h e "e ro t ic 
a r t . " By vir tue of t h e power s t ruc tu re i m m a n e n t in it, t he 
confessional d iscourse canno t c o m e from above, as in t h e ars 
erotica, t h r o u g h t h e sovereign will of a mas te r , bu t r a the r 
from below, as an obl iga tory act of speech which , unde r s o m e 
imper ious compuls ion , breaks the bonds of discret ion or for-
getfulness. W h a t secrecy it p resupposes is no t owing to the 
high pr ice of wha t it has to say and t h e smal l n u m b e r of those 
w h o are wor thy of its benefits, bu t to its obscure familiarity 
and its general baseness. I t s veraci ty is no t gua ran teed by the 
lofty au thor i ty of t h e magis tery , no r by t h e t rad i t ion it t r ans ­
mits , bu t by t h e bond, the basic in t imacy in discourse, be­
tween t h e dne w h o speaks a n d wha t he is speaking about . O n 
t h e o the r hand , t h e agency of domina t ion does not reside in 
the one who speaks (for it is he w h o is cons t ra ined) , but in 
the one who listens a n d says no th ing; no t in the one w h o 
knows a n d answers , but in the one w h o ques t ions and is no t 
supposed to know. A n d this d iscourse of t r u t h finally takes 
effect, no t in the one w h o receives it, bu t in t h e one from 
w h o m it is wrested. W i t h these confessed t ru ths , we are a 
long way from the learned ini t iat ions in to pleasure , wi th 
their t echnique a n d their mystery . On t h e o the r hand , we 
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belong to a society which has ordered sex 's difficult knowl ­
edge, not accord ing to t h e t ransmiss ion of secrets, bu t 
a r o u n d the slow surfacing of confidential s ta tements . 

T h e confession was , a n d still r emains , t he general s t anda rd 
governing t h e p roduc t ion of the t rue d iscourse on sex. I t has 
unde rgone a considerable t ransformat ion , however . F o r a 
long t ime, it r ema ined firmly en t renched in t h e prac t ice of 
penance . But with t h e rise of P ro tes tan t i sm, the C o u n t e r 
Reformat ion , e ighteenth-century pedagogy, a n d n ine teenth-
cen tu ry medic ine , it g radual ly lost its r i tual is t ic and exclu­
sive localization; it spread; it has been employed in a whole 
series of re la t ionships: chi ldren a n d pa ren t s , s tudents and 
educa tors , pa t ients a n d psychiatr is ts , de l inquents and ex­
per ts . T h e mot iva t ions and effects it is expected to p r o d u c e 
have varied, as h a v e t h e fo rms it h a s t aken : in ter rogat ions , 
consul ta t ions , au tob iographica l nar ra t ives , let ters; they have 
been recorded, t ranscr ibed, assembled in to dossiers, pub­
lished, and c o m m e n t e d on. But m o r e impor t an t , t he confes­
sion lends itself, if no t to o the r domains , at least to new ways 
of explor ing the existing ones. I t is no longer a quest ion 
s imply of saying w h a t was d o n e — t h e sexual a c t — a n d h o w 
it was done; but of recons t ruc t ing , in a n d a r o u n d the act , t he 
t h o u g h t s tha t recapi tu la ted it, t he obsessions tha t accom­
panied it, t he images, desires, modula t ions , a n d quali ty of the 
p leasure tha t an ima ted it. F o r the first t ime n o doubt , a 
society has taken u p o n itself to solicit a n d hear the impar t ing 
of individual pleasures . 

A disseminat ion, then , of p rocedures of confession, a mul ­
t iple localizat ion of their const ra in t , a widening of their do­
main : a great archive of the pleasures of sex was gradual ly 
const i tu ted . F o r a long t ime this archive demater ia l ized as it 
was formed. I t regular ly d isappeared wi thou t a t race ( thus 
suit ing the purposes of the Chr is t ian pas tora l ) unti l medi ­
cine, psychia t ry , and pedagogy began to solidify it: C a m p e , 
Sa lzmann , a n d especially K a a n , Krafft-Ebing, Tard ieu , 
Mol le , and Have lock Ellis carefully assembled this whole 
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pitiful, lyrical ou tpou r ing from the sexual mosaic . Wes te rn 
societies thus began to keep an indefinite r ecord of these 
people 's pleasures. T h e y m a d e u p a herbal of t h e m and estab­
lished a system of classification. T h e y descr ibed their every­
day deficiencies as well as their oddit ies or exasperat ions . 
Th i s was an impor t an t t ime. I t is easy to m a k e light of these 
n ine teen th-century psychiat r is ts , w h o m a d e a po in t of apolo­
gizing for the h o r r o r s they were abou t to let speak, evoking 
" i m m o r a l behav io r" o r "aber ra t ions of the genetic senses ," 
bu t I a m m o r e incl ined to app laud their ser iousness: they h a d 
a feeling for m o m e n t o u s events. I t was a t ime when the mos t 
s ingular pleasures were called u p o n to p r o n o u n c e a d iscourse 
of t r u th concern ing themselves, a d iscourse which h a d to 
mode l itself after tha t which spoke, no t of sin a n d salvation, 
bu t of bodies a n d life p rocesses—the d iscourse of science. I t 
was enough to m a k e one ' s voice t remble , for an improbab le 
th ing was then tak ing shape: a confessional science, a science 
which relied on a many-s ided extor t ion, a n d took for its 
object wha t was unmen t ionab l e bu t a d m i t t e d to nonetheless . 
T h e scientific d iscourse was scandal ized, o r in any case re­
pelled, when it h a d to t ake charge of this whole d iscourse 
from below. I t was also faced with a theoret ical a n d m e t h o d ­
ological pa radox : the long discussions concern ing the possi­
bility of cons t i tu t ing a science of t h e subject, t he validity of 
int rospect ion, lived experience as evidence, or the presence 
of consciousness to itself were responses to this p rob lem tha t 
is inherent in the funct ioning of t r u t h in ou r society: can one 
ar t icula te the p roduc t ion of t r u th accord ing to t h e old ju r id i -
co-religious mode l of confession, a n d the extor t ion of confi­
dent ial evidence accord ing to the rules of scientific discourse? 
Those w h o believe t ha t sex was m o r e r igorously elided in the 
n ineteenth cen tury t han ever before, t h r o u g h a formidable 
m e c h a n i s m of b lockage a n d a deficiency of discourse, can say 
wha t they please. T h e r e was no deficiency, bu t r a the r an 
excess, a redoubl ing, too m u c h ra the r t han no t enough dis­
course, in any case an interference be tween two modes of 
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p roduc t ion of t r u th : p rocedures of confession, and scientific 

discursivity. 

A n d instead of add ing u p the errors , naïvetés, a n d mora l -

isms tha t p lagued t h e n ine teen th-century discourse of t r u th 

concern ing sex, we would d o bet ter to locate the p rocedures 

by which tha t will to knowledge regard ing sex, which cha­

racter izes the m o d e r n Occident , caused t h e r i tuals of confes­

sion to function wi thin t h e n o r m s of scientific regular i ty: h o w 

did this immense and t rad i t ional extor t ion of the sexual con­

fession c o m e to be cons t i tu ted in scientific terms? 

1. Through a clinical codification of the inducement to 

speak. Combin ing confession wi th examina t ion , the personal 

h is tory with the dep loymen t of a set of dec ipherable signs 

and symptoms ; the in ter rogat ion , the exact ing quest ionnaire , 

a n d hypnosis , wi th the recollection of memor i e s and free 

associat ion: all were ways of reinscribing t h e p rocedure of 

confession in a field of scientifically acceptable observat ions . 

2. Through the postulate of a general and diffuse causality. 
H a v i n g to tell everything, being able to pose quest ions abou t 

everything, found the i r justification in the pr inciple tha t en­

dowed sex with an inexhaust ible a n d p o l y m o r p h o u s causal 

power . T h e mos t discrete event in one ' s sexual behav io r— 

whe the r an accident o r a deviat ion, a deficit or an excess— 

was deemed capable of entai l ing the mos t varied conse­

quences t h r o u g h o u t one ' s existence; the re Was scarcely a 

ma lady or physical d i s tu rbance to which the n ine teenth cen­

tu ry did not impu te at least some degree of sexual etiology. 

F r o m the bad habi ts of ch i ldren to the phth ises of adul ts , t he 

apoplexies of old people, nervous maladies , and the degener­

at ions of the race, the medic ine of tha t era wove an ent i re 

ne twork of sexual causali ty to explain them. This may well 

appear fantastic to us, bu t the pr inciple of sex as a "cause of 

any and eve ry th ing" was the theoret ical unders ide of a con­

fession tha t had to be tho rough , met iculous , and constant , 
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a n d at t h e same t ime opera te wi thin a scientific type of 
pract ice . T h e limitless dangers tha t sex carr ied wi th it jus ­
tified the exhaust ive cha rac te r of t h e inquisi t ion to which it 
was subjected. 

3. Through the principle of a latency intrinsic to sexuality. 
If it was necessary to ext rac t t h e t r u t h of sex t h rough the 
t echn ique of confession, this was no t s imply because it was 
difficult to tell, or s t r icken by t h e taboos of decency, bu t 
because the ways of sex were obscure; it was elusive by 
na ture ; its energy a n d its m e c h a n i s m s escaped observat ion, 
and its causal power was par t ly c landest ine . By in tegra t ing 
it into t h e beginnings of a scientific discourse , t he n ine teenth 
cen tury al tered the scope of the confession; it t ended no 
longer to be concerned solely with w h a t t h e subject wished 
to hide, bu t wi th wha t was h idden from himself, being inca­
pable of coming to light except gradual ly a n d t h rough t h e 
labor of a confession in which the ques t ioner and the ques­
t ioned each h a d a pa r t to play. T h e pr inciple of a la tency 
essential to sexuali ty m a d e it possible t o l ink the forcing of 
a difficult confession to a scientific pract ice . I t h a d to be 
exacted, by force, since it involved someth ing tha t t r ied to 
stay h idden. 

4. Through the method of interpretation. If one h a d to 
confess, this was no t merely because the person to w h o m one 
confessed had the power to forgive, console, a n d direct , bu t 
because the work of p roduc ing the t r u t h was obliged to pass 
t h r o u g h this re la t ionship if it was to be scientifically vali­
da ted . T h e t r u th did no t reside solely in t h e subject who , by 
confessing, would reveal it wholly formed. I t was cons t i tu ted 
in two stages: present bu t incomple te , bl ind to itself, in t h e 
one w h o spoke, it could only reach comple t ion in t h e one 
w h o assimilated and recorded it. I t was the la t ter ' s function 
to verify this obscure t r u th : the revelat ion of confession h a d 
to be coupled wi th the dec ipherment of w h a t it said. T h e one 
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w h o listened was no t s imply t h e forgiving mas te r , t he j u d g e 
w h o c o n d e m n e d or acqui t ted; he was the mas te r of t ru th . His 
was a h e r m a n e u t i c function. W i t h regard to the confession, 
his power was no t only to d e m a n d it before it was made , or 
decide wha t was to follow after it, bu t also to cons t i tu te a 
d iscourse of t r u th on the basis of its dec ipherment . By no 
longer m a k i n g t h e confession a test, bu t r a t h e r a sign, and by 
m a k i n g sexuali ty someth ing to be in terpre ted , t h e n ineteenth 
cen tury gave itself t he possibility of caus ing the p rocedures 
of confession to opera te wi thin the regular format ion of a 
scientific discourse. 

5. Through the medicalization of the effects of confession. 
T h e obta ining of the confession and its effects were recodified 
as the rapeu t ic opera t ions . W h i c h m e a n t first of all t ha t the 
sexual d o m a i n was no longer accoun ted for simply by the 
not ions of e r ro r o r sin, excess or t ransgression, but was 
placed unde r the rule of t h e n o r m a l a n d t h e pathological 
(which, for tha t ma t te r , were the t ranspos i t ion of the former 
categories); a character is t ic sexual morb id i ty was defined for 
the first t ime; sex appeared as an ext remely uns table pa tho ­
logical field: a surface of repercussion for o ther ai lments , but 
also the focus of a specific nosography , tha t of inst incts , 
tendencies , images , pleasure , and conduc t . Th i s implied fur­
t h e r m o r e t ha t sex would derive its mean ing a n d its necessity 
from medica l in tervent ions: it would be requi red by the doc­
tor, necessary for diagnosis, and effective by n a t u r e in the 
cure . Spoken in t ime, to the p roper par ty , a n d by the person 
w h o was bo th the bearer of it and the one responsible for it, 
t he t r u th healed. 

Let us consider things in b road historical perspective: 
b reak ing with the t radi t ions of the ars erotica, our society has 
equipped itself wi th a scientia sexualis. T o be m o r e precise, 
it has pu r sued t h e task of p roduc ing t rue discourses concern­
ing sex, and this by adap t i ng—not wi thou t difficulty—the 
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ancient p rocedure of confession to the rules of scientific dis­
course . Paradoxical ly , t he scientia sexualis t ha t emerged in 
t h e n ine teenth cen tury kept as its nuc leus the s ingular r i tual 
of obl igatory a n d exhaust ive confession, which in the Chr is ­
t ian Wes t was the first t echn ique for p roduc ing the t r u t h of 
sex. Beginning in the s ixteenth cen tury , th is r i te gradual ly 
de tached itself from the sac ramen t of penance , and via t h e 
gu idance of souls a n d t h e direct ion of consc ience—the ars 
artium—emigrated t oward pedagogy, re la t ionships between 
adul t s and chi ldren, family relat ions, medic ine , and psychia­
try. In any case, near ly one h u n d r e d and fifty years have gone 
into the m a k i n g of a complex mach ine ry for p roduc ing t r ue 
discourses on sex: a dep loyment t ha t spans a wide segment 
of h is tory in tha t it connec ts the ancient injunct ion of confes­
sion to clinical l is tening me thods . I t is this dep loyment tha t 
enables someth ing called "sexua l i ty" to e m b o d y the t r u th of 
sex and its pleasures. 

"Sexual i ty" : the correla t ive of tha t slowly developed dis­
cursive pract ice which const i tutes the scientia sexualis. T h e 
essential features of this sexuality a re no t t h e expression of 
a representa t ion tha t is m o r e or less d i s tor ted by ideology, or 
of a misunder s t and ing caused by taboos; they cor respond to 
the functional requ i rements of a discourse t ha t m u s t p roduce 
its t ru th . Si tuated at t h e point of in tersect ion of a t echn ique 
of confession and a scientific discursivi ty, where cer ta in 
major mechan i sms h a d to be found for adap t ing t h e m to one 
ano the r ( the listening technique , the pos tu la te of causali ty, 
t he pr inciple of latency, t h e rule of in te rpre ta t ion , t h e imper ­
ative of medical izat ion) , sexuality was defined as being "by 
n a t u r e " : a doma in susceptible to pathological processes, and 
hence one calling for the rapeu t ic or normal iz ing interven­
tions; a field of meanings to decipher; t h e site of processes 
concealed by specific mechan isms ; a focus of indefinite causal 
relat ions; and an obscure speech (parole) t ha t had to be 
ferreted out and l istened to. T h e " e c o n o m y " of d i scourses— 
their intr insic technology, the necessities of their opera t ion, 
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t h e tact ics they employ, the effects of power which under l ie 
t h e m a n d which they t r ansmi t—th i s , a n d no t a system of 
representa t ions , is w h a t de te rmines the essential features of 
w h a t they have to say. T h e his tory of sexua l i ty—that is, t he 
his tory of wha t funct ioned in the n ine teen th century as a 
specific field of t r u t h — m u s t first be wr i t ten from the view­
point of a his tory of discourses. 

Let us pu t forward a general work ing hypothesis . T h e 
society tha t emerged in the n ineteenth cen tury—bourgeo is , 
capitalist , or indust r ia l society, call it w h a t you wi l l—did not 
confront sex wi th a fundamenta l refusal of recogni t ion. O n 
t h e con t ra ry , it pu t in to opera t ion an ent i re mach ine ry for 
p roduc ing t rue discourses concern ing it. N o t only did it 
speak of sex and compe l everyone to do so; it also set ou t to 
formula te the uni form t ru th of sex. A s if it suspected sex of 
ha rbor ing a fundamenta l secret. A s if it needed this p roduc ­
t ion of t ru th . A s if it was essential t ha t sex be inscribed no t 
only in an economy of p leasure bu t in an o rdered system of 
knowledge . T h u s sex gradual ly became an object of great 
suspicion; the general a n d disquiet ing mean ing tha t pervades 
ou r c o n d u c t and ou r existence, in spite of ourselves; the point 
of weakness where evil por ten t s reach t h r o u g h to us; the 
f ragment of darkness tha t we each car ry wi th in us: a general 
signification, a universal secret, an omnipresen t cause, a fear 
tha t never ends. A n d so, in this " q u e s t i o n " of sex (in bo th 
senses: as in ter rogat ion a n d problemat iza t ion , and as the 
need for confession a n d in tegrat ion in to a field of ra t ional i ty) , 
two processes emerge, the one always condi t ioning the other : 
we d e m a n d tha t sex speak the t r u th (but, s ince it is the secret 
and is oblivious to its own na tu re , we reserve for ourselves 
the function of tell ing the t r u th of its t ru th , revealed and 
deciphered at last), and we d e m a n d t ha t it tell us ou r t ru th , 
o r ra ther , the deeply bur ied t r u th of t ha t t r u th about our­
selves which we th ink we possess in ou r immedia te con­
sciousness. W e tell it its t r u th by dec ipher ing wha t it tells us 
abou t tha t t ru th ; it tells us ou r own by delivering u p tha t pa r t 
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of it t ha t escaped us. F r o m this in terplay t he re has evolved, 
over several centur ies , a knowledge of t h e subject; a knowl­
edge no t so m u c h of his form, but of tha t which divides h im, 
de te rmines h im perhaps , bu t above all causes h im to be 
ignoran t of himself. A s unlikely as this m a y seem, it shou ld 
no t surpr ise us when we th ink of t h e long his tory of the 
Chr is t ian and jur id ica l confession, of t h e shifts a n d t ransfor­
ma t ions this form of knowledge-power , so i m p o r t a n t in the 
West , has undergone : the project of a science of the subject 
has gravi tated, in ever na r rowing circles, a r o u n d the quest ion 
of sex. Causal i ty in the subject, t he unconsc ious of the sub­
ject , t he t r u th of the subject in the o the r w h o knows , t h e 
knowledge he holds u n b e k n o w n to h im, all this found an 
oppor tun i ty to deploy itself in the d iscourse of sex. No t , 
however , by reason of some na tu ra l p roper ty inheren t in sex 
itself, but by vir tue of t h e tact ics of power i m m a n e n t in this 
discourse. 

Scientia sexualis versus ars erotica, n o doub t . But it should 
be no ted tha t the ars erotica did not d i sappear a l together 
from Wes te rn civilization; no r has it a lways been absent from 
t h e m o v e m e n t by which one sought to p r o d u c e a science of 
sexuality. In the Chr is t ian confession, bu t especially in the 
direct ion and examina t ion of conscience, in the search for 
spir i tual un ion a n d t h e love of G o d , the re was a whole series 
of m e t h o d s tha t h a d m u c h in c o m m o n wi th an erot ic art : 
gu idance by the mas te r a long a pa th of ini t iat ion, the inten­
sification of experiences extending d o w n to their physical 
componen t s , the op t imiza t ion of effects by t h e d iscourse tha t 
accompanied them. T h e p h e n o m e n a of possession a n d ec­
stasy, which were qui te frequent in the Ca tho l ic i sm of the 
C o u n t e r Reformat ion , were undoub ted ly effects t ha t h a d got 
outs ide the control of t h e erot ic t echn ique i m m a n e n t in this 
subt le science of the flesh. A n d we m u s t ask whether , since 
the nineteenth cen tury , t h e scientia sexualis—under the 
guise of its decent pos i t iv i sm—has no t funct ioned, at least to 
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a cer ta in extent , as an ars erotica. P e r h a p s this p roduc t ion 
of t r u th , in t imida ted t h o u g h it was by the scientific model , 
mul t ipl ied, intensified, and even crea ted its own intr insic 
pleasures. I t is often said tha t we have been incapable of 
imagin ing any new pleasures . W e have at least invented a 
different k ind of p leasure: p leasure in the t r u t h of pleasure, 
t he pleasure of knowing t ha t t ru th , of discover ing a n d expos­
ing it, t he fascination of seeing it and telling it, of capt ivat ing 
and cap tu r ing o thers by it, of confiding it in secret, of lur ing 
it out in the o p e n — t h e specific p leasure of the t rue d iscourse 
on pleasure. 

T h e mos t impor t an t e lements of an erot ic a r t l inked to ou r 
knowledge abou t sexual i ty a re no t to be sought in the ideal, 
p romised to us by medic ine , of a hea l thy sexuali ty, n o r in the 
human i s t d r e a m of a comple te a n d flourishing sexuality, a n d 
cer ta inly not in the lyricism of o rgasm a n d the good feelings 
of bio-energy ( these a re bu t aspects of its normal iz ing utiliza­
t ion) , bu t in this mul t ip l ica t ion a n d intensification of pleas­
ures connec ted to the p roduc t ion of the t r u t h about sex. T h e 
learned volumes, wr i t ten a n d read; the consul ta t ions a n d 
examinat ions ; the anguish of answer ing ques t ions and the 
del ights of having one 's words in terpre ted; all t he stories to ld 
to oneself a n d to o thers , so m u c h curiosi ty, so m a n y confi­
dences offered in the face of scandal , sus ta ined—but no t 
wi thou t t rembl ing a l i t t le—by the obligat ion of t ru th ; the 
profusion of secret fantasies and the dear ly pa id r ight to 
whisper t h e m to whoever is able to hear t hem; in short , t h e 
formidable "p leasure of ana lys i s" (in the widest sense of the 
la t ter t e rm) which t h e West has cleverly been fostering for 
several centur ies : all this const i tutes someth ing like the er­
ran t f ragments of an erot ic a r t t ha t is secretly t r ansmi t t ed by 
confession a n d the science of sex. M u s t we conc lude tha t ou r 
scientia sexualis is bu t an ext raordinar i ly subt le form of ars 
erotica, and tha t it is t he Western , sub l imated version of tha t 
seemingly lost t radi t ion? O r mus t we suppose tha t all these 
pleasures are only the by-produc t s of a sexual science, a 
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bonus tha t compensa tes for its m a n y stresses and strains? 
In any case, t he hypothes is of a power of repression ex­

er ted by our society on sex for economic reasons appears to 
m e qui te inadequa te if we are to explain this whole series of 
re inforcements and intensifications t ha t ou r p re l iminary in­
qu i ry has discovered: a proliferat ion of discourses , carefully 
ta i lored to the requ i rements of power; the solidification of the 
sexual mosa ic and the cons t ruc t ion of devices capable no t 
only of isolating it bu t of s t imula t ing a n d provoking it, of 
forming it into focuses of a t tent ion, d iscourse , a n d pleasure; 
t h e m a n d a t o r y p roduc t ion of confessions a n d the subsequent 
es tabl ishment of a system of legi t imate knowledge and of an 
economy of manifold pleasures . W e are deal ing no t near ly so 
m u c h wi th a negat ive m e c h a n i s m of exclusion as wi th the 
opera t ion of a subt le n e t w o r k of discourses , special knowl ­
edges, pleasures, and powers . A t issue is no t a m o v e m e n t 
bent on pushing rude sex back into some obscure a n d inac­
cessible reg ion , 'bu t on the cont ra ry , a process t ha t spreads 
it over the surface of th ings and bodies, arouses it, d r aws it 
out and bids it speak, implan t s it in reali ty a n d enjoins it to 
tell the t ru th : an ent i re gli t tering sexual a r ray , reflected in a 
myr i ad of discourses, t h e obst inat ion of powers , a n d the 
interplay of knowledge and pleasure. 

All th is is an illusion, it will be said, a has ty impress ion 
beh ind which a m o r e discerning gaze will surely discover the 
same great mach inery of repression. Beyond these few phos­
phorescences , a re we no t sure to find once m o r e the somber 
law tha t a lways says no? T h e answer will have to c o m e ou t 
of a historical inquiry. A n inquiry concern ing the m a n n e r in 
which a knowledge of sex has been forming over the last 
t h ree centuries; t he m a n n e r in which the discourses tha t t ake 
it as their object have mult ipl ied, a n d the reasons for which 
we have come to a t t a ch a near ly fabulous pr ice to the t r u t h 
they claimed to p roduce . Pe rhaps these historical analyses 
will end by dissipating w h a t this cursory survey seems to 
suggest. But the pos tu la te I s tar ted out wi th , a n d would like 
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to ho ld to as long as possible, is tha t these dep loyments of 
power and knowledge , of t r u t h and pleasures , so unl ike those 
of repression, a re no t necessari ly secondary and derivative; 
a n d further, tha t repression is not in any case fundamenta l 
and overr iding. W e need to take these m e c h a n i s m s seriously, 
therefore, and reverse the direct ion of o u r analysis: r a the r 
t han assuming a general ly acknowledged repression, and an 
ignorance measu red against wha t we are supposed to know, 
we m u s t begin wi th these positive mechan i sms , insofar as 
they p roduce knowledge , mul t ip ly discourse, induce pleas­
ure , a n d generate power; we m u s t invest igate the condi t ions 
of their emergence a n d opera t ion , a n d t ry t o discover how 
the re la ted facts of in terdic t ion or concea lmen t a re dis­
t r ibu ted wi th respect to t hem. In short , we m u s t define the 
strategies of power t ha t a re i m m a n e n t in this will to knowl­
edge. A s far as sexuality is concerned, we shall a t t emp t to 
cons t i tu te the "poli t ical e c o n o m y " of a will to knowledge . 



P A R T F O U R 

The Deployment 

of Sexuality 



T h e a im of this series of studies? T o t ranscr ibe in to his tory 
the fable of Les Bijoux indiscrets. 

A m o n g its m a n y emblems , ou r society wears t ha t of the 
ta lking sex. T h e sex which one ca tches unawares and ques­
t ions, a n d which , res t ra ined and loquacious at t he same t ime, 
endlessly replies. O n e day a cer ta in mechan i sm, which was 
so elfin-like tha t it could m a k e itself invisible, cap tu red this 
sex and, in a g a m e tha t combined pleasure wi th compuls ion, 
a n d consent wi th inquisi t ion, m a d e it tell t he t r u t h about 
itself a n d o thers as well. F o r m a n y years, we have all been 
living in the rea lm of P r ince Mangogu l : u n d e r the spell of an 
immense curiosi ty abou t sex, bent on ques t ioning it, wi th an 
insat iable desire to hear it speak and be spoken about , quick 
to invent all sor ts of magica l rings tha t migh t force it to 
a b a n d o n its discret ion. A s if it were essential for us to be able 
to d r a w from tha t little piece of ourselves no t only pleasure 
bu t knowledge , a n d a whole subtle in te rchange from one to 
the other : a knowledge of pleasure, a p leasure tha t comes of 
knowing pleasure , a knowledge-pleasure; a n d as if t ha t fan­
tast ic an imal we a c c o m m o d a t e h a d itself such finely tuned 
ears , such searching eyes, so gifted a t ongue a n d mind , as to 
k n o w m u c h a n d be qui te willing to tell it, p rov ided we em­
ployed a little skill in urging it to speak. Between each of us 
and o u r sex, the Wes t has placed a never-ending d e m a n d for 
t r u th : it is u p to us to ext rac t the t r u t h of sex, since this t r u t h 
is beyond its grasp; it is u p to sex to tell us ou r t ru th , since 
sex is w h a t holds it in darkness . But is sex h idden from us, 
concealed by a new sense of decency, kept u n d e r a bushel by 
the gr im necessities of bourgeois society? O n the cont ra ry , it 
shines forth; it is incandescent . Several centur ies ago, it was 
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placed at t he center of a formidable petition to know. A 
double peti t ion, in t ha t we are compel led to k n o w how things 
a re wi th it, while it is suspected of knowing h o w things a re 
wi th us. 

In the space of a few centur ies , a cer ta in incl inat ion has 
led us to direct t he quest ion of wha t we are , to sex. N o t so 
m u c h to sex as represent ing na tu re , bu t to sex as history, as 
signification and discourse. W e have placed ourselves unde r 
the sign of sex, bu t in t h e form of a Logic of Sex, r a the r t h a n 
a Physics.-We mus t m a k e n o mis take here : wi th t h e great 
series of b inary opposi t ions (body / sou l , flesh/spirit, i n s t i nc t / 
reason, dr ives /consc iousness) tha t seemed to refer sex to a 
pure mechanics devoid of reason, the West has m a n a g e d not 
only, o r not so m u c h , to annex sex to a field of rat ional i ty , 
which would no t be-a l l t ha t r emarkab le an achievement , 
seeing how accus tomed we are to such " c o n q u e s t s " since the 
•^Greeks, bu t to br ing us a lmost en t i r e ly—our bodies, o u r 

vminds , ou r individuali ty, ou r h i s t o r y — u n d e r the sway of a 
*logic of concupiscence a n d desire. W h e n e v e r it is a quest ion 
of knowing w h o we are, it is this logic t ha t hencefor th serves 
as our mas ter key. I t has been several decades since geneti­
cists ceased to conceive of life as an organ iza t ion s t rangely 
equipped wi th an addi t ional capaci ty to r ep roduce itself; they 
see in the reproduct ive mechan i sm tha t very e lement which 
in t roduces the biological d imension: t h e ma t r ix not only of 
the living, but of life itself. But it was centur ies ago tha t 
countless theoret ic ians and prac t i t ioners of t h e flesh—whose 
a p p r o a c h was ha rd ly "scientific," it is t r u e — m a d e m a n the 
offspring of an imper ious a n d intelligible sex. Sex, the expla­
na t ion for everything. 

I t is pointless to ask: W h y then is sex so secret? W h a t is 
this force tha t so long reduced it to silence and has only 
recently relaxed its hold somewhat , a l lowing us to quest ion 
it perhaps , but a lways in the context of and t h r o u g h its 
repression? In reality, this quest ion, so often repea ted nowa­
days, is but the recent form of a considerable affirmation a n d 
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a secular prescr ip t ion: the re is where the t r u t h is; go see if 
you can uncover it. Acheronto movebo: an age-old decision. 

Ye wise men, highly, deeply learned, 
Who think it out and know, 
How, when, and where do all things pair? 
Why do they kiss and love? 
Ye men of lofty wisdom, say 
What happened to me then; 
Search out and tell me where, how, when 
And why it happened thus.1 

I t is reasonable therefore to ask first of all: W h a t is this 
injunct ion? W h y this great chase after the t r u t h of sex, the 
t r u t h in sex? 

In D ide ro t ' s tale, t he good genie Cucufa discovers at the 
b o t t o m of his pocket , in the mids t of wor th less t h in g s— 
consecra ted seeds, little pagodas m a d e of lead, a n d moldy 
sugar -coa ted p i l l s—the t iny silver r ing whose s tone, when 
tu rned , makes the sexes one encounte rs speak. H e gives it to 
the cur ious sul tan. O u r p rob lem is to k n o w w h a t marve lous 
r ing confers a similar power on us, and on which mas te r ' s 
finger it has been placed; wha t g a m e of power it makes 
possible or presupposes , a n d how it is tha t each one of us has 
become a sort of a t tent ive a n d i m p r u d e n t sul tan wi th respect 
to his own sex and t ha t of o thers . I t is this magica l r ing, this 
jewel which is so indiscreet when it comes to mak ing o thers 
speak, bu t so ineloquent concern ing one 's own mechan i sm, 
tha t we need to render loquacious in its tu rn ; it is wha t we 
have to talk about . W e m u s t wri te the his tory of this will t o 
t r u th , this pet i t ion to k n o w tha t for so m a n y centur ies has 
kept us enthra l led by sex: the his tory of a s tubborn and 
relentless effort. W h a t is it t ha t we d e m a n d of sex, beyond 
its possible pleasures, tha t makes us so persistent? W h a t is 
this pat ience or eagerness to const i tu te it as the secret, the 

'Gottfried August Biirger, cited by Arthur Schopenhauer in The Metaphysics of the 
Love of the Sexes. From The Will to Live: Selected Writings of Arthur Schopenhauer 
(New York: Frederick Ungar, 1962), p.69. 
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omnipo ten t cause, the h idden meaning , t h e unremi t t ing fear? 
A n d why was the task of discovering this difficult t r u t h 
finally t u rned in to an invi ta t ion to e l iminate taboos and 
break free of wha t b inds us? W a s the labor then so a rduous 
tha t it h a d to be enchan ted by this promise? O r h a d this 
knowledge become so cos t ly—in polit ical , economic , a n d 
ethical t e r m s — t h a t in o rde r to subject everyone to its rule, 
it was necessary to assure them, paradoxica l ly , t ha t the i r 
l iberat ion was at stake? 

In order to s i tuate the investigations t ha t will follow, let 
me pu t forward some general proposi t ions concern ing the 
objective, the m e t h o d , the d o m a i n to be covered, and the 
per iodizat ions tha t one can accept in a provisory way. 



Objective 

W h y these invest igat ions? I a m well aware tha t an uncer­
ta in ty runs t h r o u g h the sketches I have d r a w n t h u s far, one 
tha t th rea tens to inval idate the m o r e detai led inquiries tha t 
I have projected. I have repeatedly stressed tha t the his tory 
of the last centur ies in Wes te rn societies d id no t manifest t h e 
m o v e m e n t of a power tha t was essentially repressive. I based 
m y a r g u m e n t on the disqualification of tha t not ion while 
feigning ignorance of the fact tha t a cr i t ique has been 
m o u n t e d from ano the r qua r t e r and doubt less in a m o r e radi­
cal fashion: a cr i t ique conduc ted at the level of the theory of 
desire. In point of fact, t he assert ion tha t sex is no t " r e ­
p ressed" is no t a l toge ther new. Psychoana lys t s have been 
saying the same th ing for some t ime. They have chal lenged 
the s imple little mach ine ry tha t comes to m i n d when one 
speaks of repression; the idea of a rebellious energy tha t m u s t 
be th ro t t l ed has appea red to t h e m inadequa te for decipher ing 
the m a n n e r in which power and desire a re jo ined to one 
another ; they consider t h e m to be l inked in a m o r e complex 
and p r imary way t h a n t h r o u g h the in terplay of a pr imit ive, 
na tu ra l , and living energy welling u p from below, a n d a 
h igher o rder seeking to s tand in its way; t h u s one should not 
th ink tha t desire is repressed, for the s imple reason tha t the 
law is wha t const i tu tes bo th desire and the lack on which it 
is predicated. W h e r e there is desire, t he power relat ion is 
a l ready present : an illusion, then, to denounce this relat ion 
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for a repression exer ted after the event; bu t vanity as well, 
to go quest ing after a desire tha t is beyond the reach of 
power . 

But, in an obst inately confused way, I somet imes spoke, 
as t hough I were deal ing wi th equivalent no t ions , of repres­
sion, and somet imes of law, of prohib i t ion o r censorship . 
T h r o u g h s tubbornness o r neglect, I failed to consider every­
th ing tha t can dis t inguish their theoret ical impl icat ions . A n d 
I g ran t tha t one migh t justifiably say to me : By cons tan t ly 
referring to positive technologies of power , you are playing 
a double game where you hope to win on all counts ; you 
confuse your adversar ies by appear ing to t ake the weaker 
position, and, discussing repression alone, you would have us 
believe, wrongly, tha t you have rid yourself of the p rob lem 
of law; and yet you keep the essential prac t ica l consequence 
of the principle of power-as- law, namely t h e fact tha t the re 
is no escaping from power , tha t it is a lways-a l ready present , 
const i tu t ing tha t very th ing which one a t t emp t s to coun te r 
it with. A s to the idea of a power-repress ion, you have re­
tained its mos t fragile theoret ical e lement , a n d this in o rder 
to criticize it; you have re ta ined the m o s t steril izing polit ical 
consequence of the idea of power- law, bu t only in o rder to 
preserve it for your own use. 

T h e a im of the inquir ies tha t will follow is to move less 
t oward a " t h e o r y " of power t han t oward an "ana ly t i c s " of 
power: tha t is, t o w a r d a definition of the specific doma in 
formed by relat ions of power , and t o w a r d a de te rmina t ion of 
the ins t ruments tha t will m a k e possible its analysis. H o w ­
ever, it seems to m e tha t this analyt ics can be cons t i tu ted 
only if it frees itself complete ly from a cer ta in representa t ion 
of power tha t I wou ld t e rm—i t will be seen later w h y — 
"jur idico-discurs ive." I t is this concept ion t ha t governs bo th 
the themat ics of repression and t h e theory of the law as 
const i tut ive of desire. In o ther words , w h a t dis t inguishes the 
analysis m a d e in t e rms of the repression of inst incts from 
tha t m a d e in te rms of the law of desire is clearly the way in 
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which they each conceive of the n a t u r e a n d dynamics of the 
drives, not the way in which they conceive of power. They 
bo th rely on a c o m m o n representa t ion of power which, de­
pending on the use m a d e of it and the posi t ion it is accorded 
wi th respect to desire, leads to two con t ra ry results : ei ther to 
the p romise of a " l ibera t ion ," if power is seen as having only 
an external hold on desire, or, if it is const i tu t ive of desire 
itself, to the affirmation: you are a lways-al ready t rapped . 
Moreover , one m u s t no t imagine tha t this representa t ion is 
pecul iar to those w h o are concerned wi th the p rob lem of the 
relat ions of power wi th sex. In fact it is m u c h m o r e general; 
one frequently encoun te r s it in polit ical analyses of power, 
a n d it is deeply roo ted in the his tory of the West . 

These a re some of its pr incipal features: 

—The negative relation. I t never establishes any connec­
t ion be tween power a n d sex tha t is no t negative: rejection, 
exclusion, refusal, b lockage, concealment , o r mask. W h e r e 
sex a n d pleasure a re concerned , power can " d o " no th ing bu t 
say no to them; w h a t it p roduces , if any th ing , is absences and 
gaps; it overlooks elements , in t roduces discontinuit ies , sepa­
ra tes wha t is jo ined, and m a r k s off boundar ies . I ts effects t ake 
the general form of l imit and lack. 

—The insistence of the rule. Power is essentially wha t 
dictates its law to sex. W h i c h means first of all t ha t sex is 
p laced by power in a b inary system: licit and illicit, permi t ted 
a n d forbidden. Secondly, power prescribes an " o r d e r " for sex 
tha t opera tes at t he same t ime as a form of intelligibility: sex 
is to be deciphered on the basis of its re la t ion to the law. A n d 
finally, power acts by laying d o w n the rule: power ' s hold on 
sex is main ta ined t h r o u g h language, or r a the r t h rough the 
act of discourse tha t creates , from the very fact tha t it is 
ar t iculated, a rule of law. I t speaks, and tha t is the rule. T h e 
p u r e form of power resides in the function of the legislator; 
a n d its m o d e of ac t ion wi th regard to sex is of a jur id ico-
discursive charac te r . 
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—The cycle of prohibition: t h o u shal t no t go near , t h o u 
shal t no t touch , t h o u shal t not consume , t h o u shal t not 
experience pleasure, t h o u shal t no t speak, t h o u shal t no t 
show thyself; u l t imate ly t h o u shal t not exist, except in dark­
ness and secrecy. T o deal wi th sex, power employs no th ing 
m o r e t h a n a law of prohibi t ion. I t s objective: tha t sex re­
nounce itself. I ts ins t rument : the th rea t of a p u n i s h m e n t tha t 
is no th ing o ther t h a n the suppress ion of sex. R e n o u n c e your­
self or suffer the penal ty of being suppressed; do no t appea r 
if you do not wan t to disappear . Y o u r existence will be 
ma in ta ined only at t he cost of your nullification. P o w e r con­
st ra ins sex only t h r o u g h a t aboo tha t plays on the a l ternat ive 
be tween two nonexis tences . 

—The logic of censorship. This in terd ic t ion is t hough t to 
take three forms: affirming tha t such a th ing is no t permi t ted , 
prevent ing it from being said, denying tha t it exists. F o r m s 
tha t are difficult to reconcile. But it is here t ha t one imagines 
a sort of logical sequence tha t charac te r izes censorsh ip 
mechan i sms : it l inks the inexistent, t he illicit, and the inex­
pressible in such a way tha t each is at t he same t ime the 
pr inciple and the effect of the o thers : one m u s t no t talk abou t 
w h a t is forbidden unt i l it is annul led in reality; wha t is inex­
istent has no r ight to show itself, even in the o rder of speech 
where its inexistence is declared; and t ha t which one m u s t 
keep silent about is ban ished from reali ty as the th ing tha t 
is tabooed above all else. T h e logic of power exerted on sex 
is the paradoxica l logic of a law tha t m igh t be expressed as 
an injunction of nonexis tence, nonmanifes ta t ion , and silence. 

—The uniformity of the apparatus. Power over sex is exer­
cised in the same way at all levels. F r o m t o p to bo t t om, in 
its over-all decisions and its capil lary in tervent ions alike, 
whatever the devices o r ins t i tu t ions o n which it relies, it acts 
in a uni form and comprehens ive manne r ; it opera tes accord­
ing to the s imple and endlessly r ep roduced mechan i sms of 
law, taboo, and censorship : from state to family, from pr ince 
to father, from the t r ibunal to the small change of everyday 
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pun i shmen t s , from the agencies of social domina t i on to the 
s t ruc tures tha t cons t i tu te the subject himself, one finds a 
general form of power , varying in scale a lone. This form is 
the law of t ransgress ion and pun i shment , wi th its interplay 
of licit and illicit. W h e t h e r one a t t r ibutes to it t he form of the 
pr ince w h o formulates r ights , of the father w h o forbids, of 
t h e censor w h o enforces silence, o r of the mas te r w h o states 
the law, in any case one schemat izes power in a jur id ica l 
form, and one defines its effects as obedience. Confronted by 
a power tha t is law, t h e subject w h o is cons t i tu ted as subject 
— w h o is " sub jec ted"—is he w h o obeys. T o the formal 
homogene i ty of power in these var ious instances cor responds 
the general form of submiss ion in the one w h o is cons t ra ined 
by i t—whe the r the individual in quest ion is t h e subject oppo­
site t h e m o n a r c h , the ci t izen opposi te the s ta te , the child 
opposi te the parent , o r the disciple opposi te the master . A 
legislative power on one side, and an obedient subject on the 
other . 

Under ly ing bo th the general t h e m e tha t power represses 
sex and the idea tha t the law const i tutes desire, one encoun­
ters the same puta t ive mechan ics of power . I t is defined in 
a s t rangely restr ict ive way, in that , to begin with , this power 
is poor in resources , spar ing of its me thods , m o n o t o n o u s in 
the tact ics it utilizes, incapable of invent ion, and seemingly 
d o o m e d always to repeat itself. Fu r the r , it is a power tha t 
only has the force of the negat ive on its side, a power to say 
no; in no condi t ion to p roduce , capable only of post ing limits, 
it is basically ant i-energy. This is the pa radox of its effective­
ness: it is incapable of doing anything , except to render w h a t 
it domina tes incapable of doing any th ing either, except for 
w h a t this power al lows it to do. A n d finally, it is a power 
whose model is essentially jur idical , centered on no th ing 
m o r e t han the s t a tement of the law and t h e opera t ion of 
taboos . All the modes of domina t ion , submission, and subju­
gat ion are ul t imately reduced to an effect of obedience. 
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W h y is this jur id ica l no t ion of power , involving as it does 
the neglect of everything t ha t m a k e s for its p roduc t ive effec­
tiveness, its s t rategic resourcefulness, its posit ivity, so readily 
accepted? In a society such as ours , where the devices of 
power a re so n u m e r o u s , its r i tuals so visible, and its ins t ru­
m e n t s u l t imate ly so reliable, in this society tha t has been 
m o r e imaginat ive, probably , t h a n any o the r in creat ing devi­
ous a n d supple mechan i sms of power , w h a t explains this 
t endency not to recognize the la t ter except in the negat ive 
and emacia ted form of prohibi t ion? W h y a re the deploy­
m e n t s of power reduced s imply to the p rocedu re of the law 
of interdict ion? 

Let m e offer a general and tact ical reason tha t seems self-
evident: power is tolerable only on condi t ion tha t it m a s k a 
substant ia l pa r t of itself. I ts success is p ropor t iona l to its 
ability to h ide its o w n mechan i sms . W o u l d power be ac­
cepted if it were entirely cynical? F o r it, secrecy is no t in the 
n a t u r e of an abuse; it is indispensable to its opera t ion . N o t 
only because power imposes secrecy on those w h o m it domi ­
nates , bu t because it is pe rhaps jus t as indispensable to t h e 
lat ter: would they accept it if they did no t see it as a m e r e 
limit p laced on their desire, leaving a m e a s u r e of f r eedom— 
however s l ight—intact? P o w e r as a p u r e l imit set on freedom 
is, at least in our society, t he general form of its acceptabil i ty. 

T h e r e is, pe rhaps , a historical reason for this. T h e great 
ins t i tu t ions of power tha t developed in the Midd le A g e s — 
m o n a r c h y , the s ta te wi th its a p p a r a t u s — r o s e u p on the basis 
of a mult ipl ic i ty of pr ior powers , and to a cer ta in extent in 
opposi t ion to t hem: dense, entangled, conflicting powers , 
powers t ied to the direct o r indirect domin ion over the land, 
to the possession of a r m s , to serfdom, to bonds of suzera in ty 
and vassalage. If these ins t i tu t ions were able to implan t 
themselves, if, by profiting from a whole series of tact ical 
all iances, they were able t o gain acceptance , th is was because 
they presented themselves as agencies of regulat ion, a rb i t ra­
t ion, a n d demarca t ion , as a way of in t roduc ing o rder in t h e 
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mids t of these powers , of establishing a pr inciple tha t would 
t emper t h e m and dis t r ibute t h e m accord ing to boundar ies 
and a fixed h ierarchy . Faced wi th a m y r i a d of c lashing 
forces, these great forms of power funct ioned as a pr inciple 
of r ight tha t t r anscended all t he he te rogeneous claims, man i ­
festing the t r iple dis t inct ion of forming a un i ta ry regime, of 
identifying its will wi th the law, and of ac t ing t h rough mech­
an isms of in terdic t ion and sanct ion. T h e s logan of this re­
gime, pax etjustifia, in keeping with the funct ion it laid c la im 
to, established peace as the prohib i t ion of feudal or pr ivate 
wars , and jus t ice as a way of suspending the pr ivate settl ing 
of lawsuits . Doubt less there was m o r e to this development of 
great m o n a r c h i c ins t i tu t ions t han a pu re and simple jur id ica l 
edifice. But such was the language of power , the representa­
t ion it gave of itself, and the ent ire theory of public law tha t 
was cons t ruc ted in t h e Midd le Ages, or recons t ruc ted from 
R o m a n law, bears witness to the fact. L a w was not s imply 
a weapon skillfully wielded by m o n a r c h s ; it was the m o ­
narch ic sys tem's m o d e of manifes ta t ion and the form of its 
acceptabil i ty. In Wes te rn societies since the Midd le Ages, the 
exercise of power has a lways been formula ted in t e rms of 
law. 

A t rad i t ion da t ing back to the e ighteenth or n ine teenth 
cen tury has accus tomed us to place absolute m o n a r c h i c 
power on the side of the unlawful: arbi t rar iness , abuse, ca­
price, willfulness, privileges and except ions, t he t radi t ional 
con t inuance of accompl ished facts. But this is to overlook a 
fundamenta l his torical t ra i t of Wes te rn monarch ies : they 
were cons t ruc ted as systems of law, they expressed them­
selves t h r o u g h theor ies of law, and they m a d e their mech­
anisms of power work in the form of law. T h e old reproach 
tha t Boulainvil l iers directed at the F r e n c h m o n a r c h y — t h a t 
it used the law a n d jur is ts to do away with r ights and to br ing 
d o w n the a r i s toc racy—was basically w a r r a n t e d by the facts. 
T h r o u g h the deve lopment of the m o n a r c h y and its insti tu­
t ions this jur idico-pol i t ical d imens ion was established. I t is 
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by n o m e a n s adequa te to descr ibe the m a n n e r in which 
power was and is exercised, bu t it is t he code accordirig t o 
which power presents itself and prescr ibes t ha t we conceive 
of it. T h e his tory of the m o n a r c h y went h a n d in h a n d wi th 
the cover ing u p of the facts a n d p rocedures of power by 
jur idico-pol i t ical discourse. 

Yet , despite the efforts tha t were m a d e to disengage t h e 
jur id ica l sphere from the m o n a r c h i c ins t i tu t ion and to free 
the poli t ical from the jur id ica l , t he represen ta t ion of power 
r emained caugh t wi th in this system. Cons ider the two fol­
lowing examples . Cri t ic ism of t h e e igh teen th-century m o ­
na rch ic ins t i tu t ion in F r a n c e was no t d i rected against the 
j u r id i co -monarch ie sphere as such, bu t was m a d e on behalf 
of a pu re a n d r igorous jur id ica l system to which all t he 
m e c h a n i s m s of power cou ld conform, w i t h n o excesses o r 
i rregulari t ies , as opposed to a m o n a r c h y which , no twi th ­
s tanding its o w n assert ions, con t inuous ly overs tepped the 
legal f ramework and set itself above the laws. Poli t ical crit i­
c ism availed itself, therefore, of all t he jur id ica l th ink ing t ha t 
h a d accompan ied the deve lopment of the m o n a r c h y , in o r d e r 
to c o n d e m n the latter; bu t it did no t chal lenge the pr inciple 
which held tha t law h a d to be the very form of power , a n d 
tha t power always h a d to be exercised in the form of law. 
A n o t h e r type of cri t icism of poli t ical ins t i tu t ions appea red in 
the n ine teenth century , a m u c h m o r e radical cr i t icism in t ha t 
it was concerned to show no t only t ha t real power escaped 
the rules of ju r i sp rudence , bu t t ha t t h e legal system itself was 
mere ly a way of exert ing violence, of appropr ia t ing t h a t 
violence for the benefit of the few, a n d of exploit ing t h e 
d issymmetr ies and injustices of d o m i n a t i o n unde r cover of 
general law. But this cr i t ique of law is still car r ied out on the 
a s sumpt ion tha t , ideally a n d by na tu re , power m u s t be exer­
cised in acco rdance wi th a fundamenta l lawfulness. 

A t bo t tom, despite the differences in epochs and objec­
tives, the representa t ion of power has r emained u n d e r the 
spell of m o n a r c h y . In poli t ical t h o u g h t a n d analysis, we still 
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have no t cu t off t h e head of the king. H e n c e the impor t ance 

tha t the theory of power gives to the p rob lem of r ight and 

violence, law and illegality, freedom and will, and especially 

the s ta te and sovereignty (even if the la t ter is quest ioned 

insofar as it is personified in a collective being and n o longer 

a sovereign individual) . T o conceive of power on the basis of 

these p rob lems is to conceive of it in t e rms of a historical 

form tha t is charac ter i s t ic of ou r societies: t he jur id ica l mon­

archy. Charac te r i s t ic yet t rans i tory . F o r while m a n y of its 

forms have persis ted to the present , it has gradual ly been 

pene t ra ted by quite new mechan i sms of power tha t are p rob­

ably i r reducible to the representa t ion of law. A s we shall see, 

these power mechan i sms are, at least in par t , those tha t , 

beginning in the e ighteenth century , took charge of m e n ' s 

existence, m e n as living bodies. A n d if it is t rue tha t the 

jur id ica l system was useful for represent ing, albeit in a 

nonexhaus t ive way, a power tha t was centered pr imar i ly 

a r o u n d deduc t ion (prélèvement) and dea th , it is ut ter ly in­

congruous wi th the new me thods of power whose opera t ion 

is no t ensured by r ight bu t by technique , no t by law bu t by 

normal iza t ion , not by pun i shmen t bu t by control , m e t h o d s 

t ha t a re employed on all levels and in forms tha t go beyond 

the s ta te and its appa ra tus . W e have been engaged for centu­

ries in a type of society in which the jur id ica l is increasingly 

incapable of coding power, of serving as its system of repre­

sentat ion. O u r historical gradient carr ies us further and fur­

ther away from a reign of law tha t h a d a l ready begun to 

recede into the pas t at a t ime w h e n the F r e n c h Revolut ion 

a n d the accompany ing age of const i tu t ions and codes seemed 

to dest ine it for a future tha t was at hand . 

I t is this jur id ica l representa t ion tha t is still at work in 

recent analyses concern ing the re la t ionships of power to sex. 

But the p rob lem is not to know whe the r desire is alien to 

power , whe the r it is p r ior to the law as is often though t to 

be the case, when it is no t r a the r the law tha t is perceived as 

cons t i tu t ing it. This quest ion is beside the point . W h e t h e r 
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desire is this or tha t , in any case one con t inues to conceive 
of it in relat ion to a power tha t is a lways ju r id ica l a n d discur­
sive, a power tha t has its cent ra l point in the enunc ia t ion of 
the law. O n e remains a t t ached to a cer ta in image of power-
law, of power-sovereignty, which was t raced out by the 
theoret ic ians of r ight and the m o n a r c h i c ins t i tu t ion. I t is th is 
image tha t we m u s t b reak free of, t ha t is, of the theoret ical 
privilege of law a n d sovereignty, if we wish to ana lyze power 
wi th in the concre te a n d historical f ramework of its opera­
t ion. W e mus t cons t ruc t an analyt ics of power t ha t n o longer 
takes law as a mode l and a code. 

This his tory of sexuality, o r r a the r this series of s tudies 
concern ing the historical re la t ionships of power a n d the dis­
course on sex, is, I realize, a c i rcular project in the sense tha t 
it involves two endeavors tha t refer back to one another . W e 
shall t ry to rid ourselves of a jur id ica l a n d negat ive represen­
ta t ion of power, a n d cease to conceive of it in t e rms of law, 
prohibi t ion, liberty, and sovereignty. But h o w then do we 
analyze wha t has occur red in recent h is tory wi th regard to 
this th ing—seemingly one of the mos t forbidden areas of ou r 
lives and bod ies—tha t is sex? H o w , if not by way of prohibi ­
t ion and blockage, does power gain access to it? T h r o u g h 
which mechan i sms , or tact ics , or devices? Bu t let us a s sume 
in t u r n tha t a somewha t careful scru t iny will show tha t 
power in m o d e r n societies has no t in fact governed sexuali ty 
t h r o u g h law and sovereignty; let us suppose t ha t his torical 
analysis has revealed the presence of a veri table " technol ­
o g y " of sex, one t ha t is m u c h m o r e complex a n d above all 
m u c h m o r e positive t h a n the mere effect of a "defense" could 
be; this being the case, does this examp le—w h ich can only 
be considered a privileged one, since power seemed in this 
instance, m o r e t h a n anywhere else, to funct ion as prohib i t ion 
— n o t compel one to discover principles for analyzing power 
which do not derive from the system of r ight and the form 
of law? Hence it is a quest ion of forming a different grid of 
historical dec ipherment by s tar t ing from a different theory of 
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power; and , at the same t ime, of advanc ing little by little 
t o w a r d a different concept ion of power t h r o u g h a closer 
examina t ion of an ent i re historical mater ia l . W e m u s t at t he 
same t ime conceive of sex wi thou t the law, and power wi th­
ou t the king. 



2 
Method 

H e n c e the objective is to analyze a cer ta in form of knowl­
edge regard ing sex, no t in t e rms of repress ion or law, bu t in 
t e rms of power . But the w o r d power is ap t to lead to a 
n u m b e r of mi sunde r s t and ings—misunde r s t and ings wi th re­
spect to its na tu re , its form, a n d its uni ty . By power , I do not 
m e a n " P o w e r " as a g r o u p of ins t i tu t ions a n d mechan i sms 
tha t ensure the subservience of the ci t izens of a given s tate . 
By power , I d o no t mean , either, a m o d e of subjugat ion 
which , in con t ras t to violence, has the form of the rule . 
Finally, I do no t have in m i n d a general system of domi ­
na t ion exerted by one g roup over ano ther , a system whose 
effects, t h r o u g h successive der ivat ions , pe rvade the ent i re 
social body. T h e analysis , m a d e in t e r m s of power , mus t no t 
assume tha t the sovereignty of the s ta te , t he form of the law, 
or the over-all uni ty of a domina t ion are given at the outset ; 
ra ther , these a re only the t e rmina l forms power takes. I t 
seems to m e tha t power m u s t be unde r s tood in the first 
ins tance as the mult ipl ic i ty of force re la t ions i m m a n e n t in the 
sphere in which they opera te and which cons t i tu te their o w n 
organizat ion; as the process which , t h r o u g h ceaseless s t rug­
gles and confronta t ions , t ransforms, s t rengthens , o r reverses 
them; as the suppor t which these force re la t ions find in one 
another , t h u s forming a cha in or a system, or on the con­
t rary , the disjunct ions and con t rad ic t ions which isolate t h e m 
from one another ; a n d lastly, as the s trategies in which they 
92 
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take effect, whose general design or ins t i tu t ional crystall iza­
t ion is embodied in t h e s ta te appa ra tus , in the formula t ion 
of the law, in the var ious social hegemonies . Power ' s condi­
t ion of possibility, or in a n y case the viewpoint which permi t s 
one to u n d e r s t a n d its exercise, even in its m o r e " p e r i p h e r a l " 
effects, a n d which also m a k e s it possible to use its mech­
an isms as a grid of intelligibility of the social order , mus t no t 
be sought in the p r i m a r y existence of a cent ra l point , in a 
un ique source of sovereignty from which secondary and de­
scendent forms wou ld emana te ; it is t he mov ing subst ra te of 
force re la t ions which , by vi r tue of their inequal i ty , cons tan t ly 
engender states of power , bu t the la t ter a re a lways local a n d 
unstable . T h e omnipresence of power: no t because it has the 
privilege of consol idat ing everything u n d e r its invincible 
uni ty , bu t because it is p roduced from one m o m e n t to the 
next , at every point , o r r a the r in every re la t ion from one 
point to another . P o w e r is everywhere; no t because it em­
braces everything, bu t because it comes from everywhere. 
A n d " P o w e r , " insofar as it is pe rmanen t , repet i t ious, inert , 
a n d self-reproducing, is s imply the over-all effect tha t 
emerges from all these mobilit ies, t he conca tena t ion tha t 
rests on each of t h e m a n d seeks in t u r n to a r res t their move­
men t . O n e needs to be nominal is t ic , n o doub t : power is no t 
a n inst i tut ion, and no t a s t ruc ture ; ne i ther is it a cer ta in 
s t rength we are endowed with; it is t he n a m e tha t one a t t r ib­
utes to a complex strategical s i tuat ion in a par t i cu la r society. 

Should we t u r n the expression a round , then , a n d say tha t 
polit ics is war pu r sued by o the r means? If we still wish to 
main ta in a separa t ion be tween war a n d polit ics, pe rhaps we 
shou ld pos tu la te r a the r tha t this mul t ip l ic i ty of force rela­
t ions can be coded—in pa r t bu t never to ta l ly—ei ther in the 
form of " w a r , " o r in the form of "pol i t ics" ; this wou ld imply 
two different strategies (but the one a lways liable to swi tch 
in to the o ther ) for in tegra t ing these unba lanced , heterogene­
ous, unstable , a n d tense force relat ions. 
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Con t inu ing this line of discussion, we can advance a cer­
ta in n u m b e r of proposi t ions: 

— P o w e r is no t someth ing tha t is acqui red , seized, or shared, 
someth ing tha t one ho lds on to or a l lows to slip away; 
power is exercised from i n n u m e r a b l e points , in the inter­
play of nonegal i ta r ian a n d mobi le re la t ions . 

— R e l a t i o n s of power a re no t in a posi t ion of exteriori ty wi th 
respect to o ther types of re la t ionships (economic p roc ­
esses, knowledge relat ionships , sexual relat ions) , bu t a re 
i m m a n e n t in the lat ter; they are the immed ia t e effects of 
the divisions, inequali t ies, a n d disequi l ibr iums which 
occur in the lat ter , a n d conversely they are the in ternal 
condi t ions of these differentiations; re la t ions of power a re 
no t in supers t ruc tu ra l posi t ions, wi th mere ly a role of 
prohib i t ion o r accompan imen t ; they have a direct ly p ro ­
duct ive role, wherever they c o m e in to play. 

— P o w e r comes from below; tha t is, the re is n o b inary and 
a l l -encompassing opposi t ion be tween ru lers a n d ruled a t 
the root of power relat ions, a n d serving as a general ma t r ix 
— n o such dual i ty extending from the top d o w n a n d react­
ing on m o r e and m o r e l imited g roups to the very d e p t h s 
of the social body. One m u s t suppose r a t h e r t ha t the m a n i ­
fold relat ionships of force tha t take shape a n d c o m e in to 
play in the mach ine ry of p roduc t ion , in families, l imited 
groups , a n d inst i tut ions, a re the basis for wide-ranging 
effects of cleavage tha t r u n t h r o u g h the social body as a 
whole . These t hen form a general line of force tha t t rav­
erses the local opposi t ions a n d l inks t h e m together ; to be 
sure, they also br ing abou t redis t r ibut ions , rea l ignments , 
homogeniza t ions , serial a r r angemen t s , a n d convergences 
of the force relat ions. Major domina t ions a re the hege­
monic effects t ha t are .sustained by all these confronta­
t ions. 

— P o w e r relat ions are bo th in tent ional a n d nonsubject ive. If 
in fact they are intelligible, this is no t because they are the 
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effect of ano the r ins tance t ha t " exp la in s " t hem, but r a the r 
because they are imbued , t h r o u g h a n d t h r o u g h , wi th cal­
culat ion: there is n o power t ha t is exercised wi thou t a 
series of a ims a n d objectives. But this does no t m e a n tha t 
it results from the choice or decision of a n individual 
subject; let us no t look for the headqua r t e r s tha t presides 
over its rat ionali ty; ne i ther the caste wh ich governs, no r 
the groups which cont ro l the s tate appa ra tus , no r those 
w h o m a k e the mos t i m p o r t a n t economic decisions direct 
the ent ire n e t w o r k of power tha t funct ions in a society 
(and makes it function); t he ra t ional i ty of power is cha rac ­
ter ized by tact ics t ha t a re often qui te explicit at the re­
s tr ic ted level where they are inscribed ( the local cynicism 
of power) , tact ics which , becoming connec ted to one an­
other , a t t rac t ing a n d p ropaga t ing one ano ther , but finding 
their base of suppor t a n d their condi t ion elsewhere, end by 
forming comprehens ive systems: the logic is perfectly 
clear, the a ims decipherable , a n d yet it is often the case 
tha t n o one is there to have invented them, and few w h o 
can be said to have formula ted t hem: an implicit cha rac ­
teristic of the great anonymous , a lmos t unspoken s t ra te­
gies which coord ina te the loquacious tact ics whose " in­
v e n t o r s " or dec is ionmakers are often wi thou t hypocrisy. 

— W h e r e there is power , there is resistance, and yet, o r 
r a the r consequent ly , this resistance is never in a posi t ion 
of exter iori ty in re la t ion to power . Should it be said tha t 
one is a lways " in s ide" power, there is n o "escap ing" it, 
the re is n o absolute outs ide where it is concerned, because 
one is subject to the law in any case? O r tha t , h is tory being 
the ruse of reason, power is the ruse of his tory, a lways 
emerging the winner? Th i s would be to mi sunde r s t and the 
strictly relat ional cha rac te r of power relat ionships . The i r 
existence depends on a mult ipl ic i ty of points of resistance: 
these play the role of adversary , target , suppor t , or hand le 
in power relat ions. These points of resis tance are present 
everywhere in the power ne twork . Hence there is no single 
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locus of great Refusal, n o soul of revolt , source of all 
rebellions, or pu re law of the revolu t ionary . Ins tead there 
is a plural i ty of resistances, each of t h e m a special case: 
resistances tha t a re possible, necessary, improbable ; o thers 
t ha t a re spon taneous , savage, soli tary, concer ted , r a m ­
pant , o r violent; still o thers tha t are qu ick to compromise , 
interested, or sacrificial; by definition, they can only exist 
in the s t rategic field of power relat ions. Bu t this does no t 
m e a n t ha t they are only a react ion or r ebound , forming 
wi th respect to the basic domina t ion a n unders ide tha t is 
in the end a lways passive, d o o m e d to perpe tua l defeat. 
Resis tances do no t derive from a few he te rogeneous pr in­
ciples; but ne i ther are they a lure or a p romise tha t is of 
necessity bet rayed. T h e y are the odd t e r m in re la t ions of 
power; they are inscr ibed in the lat ter as an i r reducible 
opposi te . Hence they too are d is t r ibuted in i r regular fash­
ion: the points , knots , or focuses of res is tance a re spread 
over t ime a n d space a t varying densities, a t t imes mobil iz­
ing groups or individuals in a definitive way, inflaming 
cer ta in points of t h e body , cer ta in m o m e n t s in life, cer ta in 
types of behavior . A r e there n o great radica l rup tu res , 
massive b inary divisions, then? Occasional ly , yes. But 
m o r e often one is deal ing wi th mobi le a n d t rans i tory 
points of resistance, p roduc ing cleavages in a socie ty tha t 
shift about , f ractur ing unit ies a n d effecting regroupings , 
furrowing across individuals themselves , cu t t ing t h e m u p 
and remold ing them, mark ing off i r reducible regions in 
them, in their bodies a n d minds . Jus t as the n e t w o r k of 
power relat ions ends by forming a dense web tha t passes 
t h r o u g h appara tuses and inst i tu t ions , w i thou t being ex­
actly localized in t hem, so too the s w a r m of poin ts of 
resistance t raverses social stratifications a n d individual 
unities. A n d it is doubt less the s t rategic codification of 
these points of resis tance tha t makes a revolut ion possible, 
somewha t similar to the way in wh ich the s tate relies on 
the inst i tut ional in tegra t ion of power re la t ionships . 
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It is in this sphere of force relat ions tha t we mus t t ry to 
analyze the mechan i sms of power . In this way we will escape 
from the system of Law-and-Sovere ign wh ich has capt iva ted 
polit ical t hough t for such a long t ime. A n d if it is t rue tha t 
Machiavel l i was a m o n g the few—and this n o doub t was the 
scanda l of his " c y n i c i s m " — w h o conceived the power of the 
Pr ince in t e rms of force rela t ionships , pe rhaps we need to go 
one s tep further, d o wi thou t the persona of the Pr ince , a n d 
dec ipher power m e c h a n i s m s on the basis of a s t ra tegy tha t 
is i m m a n e n t in force relat ionships . 

T o r e tu rn to sex a n d the discourses of t r u t h tha t have 
taken charge of it, t he quest ion tha t we m u s t address , then , 
is not : Given a specific s tate s t ruc ture , h o w a n d why is it t ha t 
power needs to establish a knowledge of sex? Ne i the r is the 
quest ion: W h a t over-all domina t ion was served by the con­
cern, evidenced since the e ighteenth cen tury , t o p roduce t rue 
discourses on sex? N o r is it: W h a t law pres ided over bo th the 
regular i ty of sexual behavior and the conformi ty of wha t was 
said abou t it? I t is r a ther : In a specific t ype 'o f discourse on 
sex, in a specific form of extor t ion of t ru th , appear ing histori­
cally a n d in specific places ( a round the chi ld ' s body, ap ropos 
of w o m e n ' s sex, in connec t ion wi th pract ices restr ic t ing 
bir ths , a n d so on) , w h a t were the mos t immedia te , the mos t 
local power relat ions at work? H o w did they m a k e possible 
these k inds of discourses , a n d conversely, h o w were these 
discourses used to suppor t power relat ions? H o w was the 
act ion of these power re la t ions modified by the i r very exer­
cise, entai l ing a s t reng then ing of some t e rms and a weaken­
ing of o thers , wi th effects of resis tance a n d counter invest -
ments , so tha t there has never existed one type of stable 
subjugat ion, given once a n d for all? H o w were these power 
relat ions l inked to one ano the r accord ing to the logic of a 
great s trategy, which in re t rospect takes on the aspect of a 
un i t a ry a n d voluntar is t politics of sex? I n general t e rms: 
r a the r t han referring all the infinitesimal violences tha t are 
exerted on sex, all t he anxious gazes tha t a re directed at it, 
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and all t he h id ing places whose discovery is m a d e in to an 
impossible task, to the un ique form of a great Power , we 
m u s t immerse the expand ing p roduc t ion of discourses on sex 
in the field of mul t ip le a n d mobi le power relat ions. 

W h i c h leads us to advance , in a p re l iminary way, four 
rules to follow. But these a re no t in tended as methodologica l 
imperat ives; at mos t they are cau t ionary prescr ipt ions . 

1. Rule of immanence 

O n e m u s t no t suppose t ha t there exists a cer ta in sphere of 
sexuali ty tha t wou ld be the legi t imate conce rn of a free a n d 
disinterested scientific inqui ry were it no t the object of mech­
an isms of prohib i t ion b r o u g h t to bear by t h e economic o r 
ideological r equ i rements of power . If sexuali ty was con­
s t i tu ted as an a rea of investigation, this was only because 
relat ions of power h a d established it as a possible object; a n d 
conversely, if power was able to take it as a target , this was 
because techniques of knowledge a n d p rocedures of dis­
course were capable of invest ing it. Be tween techniques of 
knowledge and strategies of power, there is n o exteriori ty, 
even if they have specific roles a n d are l inked together on the 
basis of their difference. W e will s tar t , therefore, from w h a t 
migh t be called " local c en t e r s " of power-knowledge : for ex­
ample , the relat ions t ha t obta in be tween peni tents a n d 
confessors, or the faithful and the i r d i rec tors of conscience. 
Here , guided by the t h e m e of the "f lesh" t ha t mus t be mas ­
tered, different forms of discourse—self-examinat ion, ques­
t ionings, admissions, in terpre ta t ions , in te rv iews—were the 
vehicle of a k ind of incessant back-and-for th m o v e m e n t of 
forms of subjugat ion a n d schémas of knowledge . Similarly, 
the body of the child, u n d e r surveil lance, s u r r o u n d e d in his 
cradle , his bed, or his r o o m by a n ent i re wa tch-c rew of 
parents , nurses , servants , educa tors , a n d doc tors , all a t ten­
tive to the least manifes ta t ions of h is sex, has const i tu ted, 
par t icular ly since the e ighteenth cen tury , a n o t h e r " local cen­
t e r " of power-knowledge . 
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2. Rules of continual variations 

W e m u s t no t look for w h o has the power in the o rder of 
sexuali ty (men, adul ts , pa ren t s , doc tors ) a n d w h o is depr ived 
of it (women, adolescents , chi ldren, pat ients) ; nor for w h o 
has the r ight to k n o w a n d w h o is forced to r ema in ignorant . 
W e m u s t seek ra the r the pa t t e rn of the modificat ions which 
the re la t ionships of force imply by the very n a t u r e of their 
process . T h e "d is t r ibu t ions of p o w e r " and the "appropr i a ­
t ions of knowledge" never represent only ins tan taneous 
slices t aken from processes involving, for example , a cumula ­
tive re inforcement of the s t rongest factor, or a reversal of 
re la t ionship , o r again, a s imul taneous increase of two te rms . 
Re la t ions of power -knowledge are no t stat ic forms of distr i­
but ion, they are "ma t r i ce s of t r ans fo rma t ions . " T h e nine­
teen th-cen tury g rouping m a d e u p of the father, the mothe r , 
t he educator , and the doctor , a r o u n d the chi ld a n d his sex, 
was subjected to cons tan t modifications, cont inua l shifts. 
O n e of the m o r e spec tacular resul ts of the la t ter was a s t range 
reversal: whereas to begin wi th the chi ld ' s sexuali ty h a d been 
prob lemat ized wi th in the re la t ionship established between 
doc to r a n d pa ren t s (in the form of advice, or r e commenda ­
t ions to keep the child unde r observat ion, o r warn ings of 
future dangers) , u l t imate ly it was in the re la t ionship of the 
psychiat r is t to the chi ld tha t the sexuali ty of adul ts t hem­
selves was called in to quest ion. 

3. Rule of double conditioning 

N o "local cen te r , " n o " p a t t e r n of t r ans fo rma t ion" could 
function if, t h r o u g h a series of sequences, it did not eventu­
ally enter into an over-all s trategy. A n d inversely, no s trategy 
cou ld achieve comprehens ive effects if did not gain suppor t 
from precise and t enuous relat ions serving, not as its point 
of appl ica t ion or final ou tcome , but as its p r o p and anchor 
point . T h e r e is no d iscont inui ty between them, as if one were 
deal ing wi th two different levels (one microscopic and the 
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o ther macroscopic) ; bu t ne i ther is there homogene i ty (as if 
the one were only the enlarged project ion or the min ia tur iza­
t ion of the other) ; r a ther , one m u s t conceive of the double 
condi t ioning of a s t ra tegy by the specificity of possible tac­
tics, a n d of tact ics by the strategic envelope t ha t makes t h e m 
work. T h u s the father in the family is no t the " representa­
t ive" of the sovereign or the state; a n d the la t ter a re not 
project ions of the father on a different scale. T h e family does 
not dupl icate society, j u s t as society does not imita te the 
family. But the family organizat ion, precisely to the extent 
tha t it was insular a n d h e t e r o m o r p h o u s wi th respect t o the 
o the r power mechan i sms , was used to suppor t the great 
" m a n e u v e r s " employed for the M a l t h u s i a n cont ro l of the 
b i r th ra te , for the popula t ionis t inc i tements , for the medical i -
za t ion of sex a n d the psychia t r iza t ion of its nongeni ta l forms. 

4. Rule of the tactical polyvalence of discourses 

W h a t is said about sex m u s t not be ana lyzed s imply as the 
surface of project ion of these power mechan i sms . Indeed, it 
is in discourse tha t power and knowledge are jo ined together . 
A n d for this very reason, we m u s t conceive discourse as a 
series of d i scont inuous segments whose tact ical function is 
nei ther uni form nor stable. T o be m o r e precise, we m u s t no t 
imagine a wor ld of discourse divided be tween accepted dis­
course and excluded discourse, o r be tween the d o m i n a n t 
discourse and the d o m i n a t e d one; bu t as a mult ipl ic i ty of 
discursive e lements t ha t can come in to play in var ious s t ra te­
gies. I t is this d is t r ibut ion tha t we m u s t recons t ruc t , wi th the 
th ings said and those concealed, the enuncia t ions requi red 
and those forbidden, tha t it comprises; wi th the var iants a n d 
different effects—according to w h o is speaking, his posi t ion 
of power, the ins t i tu t ional context in wh ich he happens to be 
s i tua ted—tha t it implies; a n d wi th the shifts and reuti l iza-
t ions of identical formulas for con t r a ry objectives tha t it also 
includes. Discourses are not once and for all subservient to 
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power or raised u p against it, any m o r e t h a n silences are. W e 
m u s t m a k e a l lowance for the complex and uns table process 
whereby discourse can be bo th a n i n s t rumen t and an effect 
of power , bu t also a h ind rance , a s tumbl ing-block, a point of 
resis tance a n d a s ta r t ing point for a n oppos ing strategy. Dis­
course t r ansmi t s a n d p roduces power; it reinforces it, but 
also unde rmines a n d exposes it, renders it fragile and makes 
it possible to t h w a r t it. In like manne r , si lence and secrecy 
are a shelter for power , anchor ing its prohibi t ions ; bu t they 
also loosen its holds and provide for relatively obscure areas 
of to lerance . Cons ider for example the h is tory of wha t was 
once " t h e " great sin against na tu re . T h e ex t reme discret ion 
of the texts deal ing wi th s o d o m y — t h a t u t te r ly confused cate­
g o r y — a n d the near ly universal ret icence in ta lking abou t it 
m a d e possible a twofold opera t ion: on the one hand , there 
was an ex t reme severity (pun i shment by fire was me ted ou t 
well in to the e ighteenth century , w i thou t there being any 
substant ia l protes t expressed before the midd le of the cen­
tury) , a n d on the o the r hand , a to lerance tha t mus t have been 
widespread (which one can deduce indirect ly from the infre-
quency of judic ia l sentences, and wh ich one glimpses m o r e 
direct ly t h r o u g h cer ta in s ta tements concern ing societies of 
m e n tha t were t h o u g h t to exist in thé a r m y or in the cour ts) . 
T h e r e is no ques t ion tha t the appea rance in n ineteenth-cen­
tu ry psychiat ry , ju r i sp rudence , and l i te ra ture of a whole se­
ries of discourses on t h e species and subspecies of homosexu­
ality, inversion, pederas ty , and "psychic h e r m a p h r o d i s m " 
m a d e possible a s t rong advance of social controls into this 
a rea of "pervers i ty" ; bu t it also m a d e possible the format ion 
of a " r eve r se" discourse: homosexual i ty began to speak in its 
o w n behalf, to d e m a n d tha t its legit imacy or " n a t u r a l i t y " be 
acknowledged, often in the same vocabulary , using the same 
categories by which it was medical ly disqualified. T h e r e is 
not , on the one side, a discourse of power , and opposi te it, 
ano the r discourse tha t runs coun te r to it. Discourses are 
tact ical e lements or blocks opera t ing in the field of force 
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relat ions; there can exist different a n d even con t rad ic to ry 
discourses wi th in the same strategy; they can, on the con­
t rary , c irculate wi thou t changing their form from one s t rat­
egy to another , oppos ing strategy. W e m u s t no t expect t h e 
discourses on sex to tell us , above all, w h a t s t ra tegy they 
derive from, or w h a t mora l divisions they accompany , or 
w h a t i deo logy—dominan t or d o m i n a t e d — t h e y represent ; 
r a the r we mus t quest ion t h e m on the t w o levels of their 
tact ical product iv i ty (wha t reciprocal effects of power a n d 
knowledge they ensure) a n d their s t rategical in tegra t ion 
(what conjunct ion and w h a t force re la t ionship m a k e their 
ut i l izat ion necessary in a given episode of the var ious con­
frontat ions tha t occur) . 

I n short , it is a ques t ion of or ient ing ourselves to a concep­
t ion of power which replaces the privilege of the law with t h e 
viewpoint of the objective, the privilege of prohib i t ion wi th 
the viewpoint of tact ical efficacy, the privilege of sovereignty 
wi th the analysis of a mul t ip le and mobi le field of force 
relat ions, where in far-reaching, bu t never complete ly stable, 
effects of domina t ion are p roduced . T h e strategical model , 
r a the r t h a n the mode l based on law. A n d this , not ou t of a 
speculat ive choice or theoret ical preference, bu t because in 
fact it is one of the essential t ra i ts of Wes t e rn societies tha t 
the force relat ionships which for a long t ime h a d found 
expression in war , in every form of warfare , gradual ly be­
came invested in the o rder of polit ical power . 



3 
Domain 

Sexuality m u s t no t be described as a s tubborn drive, by 
n a t u r e alien a n d of necessity disobedient t o a power wh ich 
exhaus ts itself t ry ing to subdue it a n d often fails to con t ro l 
it entirely. I t appears r a the r as an especially dense transfer 
point for relat ions of power : be tween m e n and women , young 
people a n d old people, pa ren t s a n d offspring, teachers and 
s tudents , pr iests a n d laity, an admin i s t ra t ion a n d a popula­
t ion. Sexuali ty is no t the mos t in t rac table e lement in power 
relat ions, but r a the r one of those endowed wi th the greatest 
ins t rumenta l i ty : useful for the greatest n u m b e r of maneuve r s 
a n d capable of serving as a point of suppor t , as a l inchpin, 
for the mos t varied strategies. 

T h e r e is n o single, a l l -encompassing s trategy, valid for all 
of society a n d uniformly bear ing on all t he manifestat ions of 
sex. F o r example , the idea tha t there have been repeated 
a t t empts , by var ious means , t o reduce all of sex to its r ep ro ­
duct ive function, its he terosexual a n d adul t form, and its 
ma t r imon ia l legit imacy fails t o t ake in to accoun t the man i ­
fold objectives a imed for, t he manifold m e a n s employed in 
the different sexual politics concerned wi th the two sexes, t he 
different age groups a n d social classes. 

I n a first a p p r o a c h to the problem, it seems tha t we can 
dis t inguish four great s t rategic unities which , beginning in 
the e ighteenth cen tury , formed specific mechan i sms of 
knowledge a n d power center ing on sex. These d id no t c o m e 
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in to being fully developed a t t ha t t ime; bu t it was t hen tha t 
they took on a consis tency and gained a n effectiveness in the 
o rde r of power , as well as a product iv i ty in the o rder of 
knowledge , so tha t it is possible to descr ibe t h e m in their 
relative a u t o n o m y . 

1. A hysterization of women's bodies: a threefold process 
whereby the feminine body was analyzed—qual i f ied a n d dis­
qualified—as being tho rough ly sa tu ra t ed wi th sexuality; 
whereby it was in tegra ted in to the sphere of medica l p rac ­
tices, b y reason of a pa tho logy intr insic to it; whereby, finally, 
it was placed in organic c o m m u n i c a t i o n wi th the social body 
(whose regula ted fecundity it was supposed to ensure) , t he 
family space (of which it had to be a substant ia l a n d func­
t ional e lement) , a n d the life of ch i ldren (which it p roduced 
and h a d to guarantee , by vi r tue of a b iologico-moral respon­
sibility lasting t h r o u g h the ent i re per iod of the ch i ldren ' s 
educa t ion) : the Mothe r , wi th he r negat ive image of "ne rvous 
w o m a n , " cons t i tu ted the mos t visible form of this hyster iza­
t ion. 

2. A pedagogization of children's sex: a double asser t ion 
tha t pract ical ly all ch i ldren indulge o r a re p r o n e to indulge 
in sexual activity; a n d tha t , being u n w a r r a n t e d , at t he same 
t ime " n a t u r a l " and " c o n t r a r y to n a t u r e , " this sexual activity 
posed physical and mora l , individual a n d collective dangers ; 
chi ldren were defined as " p r e l i m i n a r y " sexual beings, on this 
side of sex, yet wi thin it, as t r ide a dange rous dividing line. 
Paren ts , families, educa tors , doc tors , a n d eventual ly psy­
chologists wou ld have to t ake charge , in a con t inuous way, 
of this precious and peri lous, dange rous a n d endangered 
sexual potent ia l : this pedagogiza t ion was especially evident 
in the war against onanism, wh ich in the Wes t lasted near ly 
two centur ies . 

3. A socialization of procreative behavior: a n economic so­
cialization via all the inc i tements and restr ic t ions, t he " so ­
c ia l " a n d fiscal measures b r o u g h t to bear o n the fertility of 
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couples; a polit ical social izat ion achieved t h r o u g h the " r e -
sponsibi l iza t ion" of couples wi th regard to the social body as 
a whole (which h a d to be l imited or on the con t ra ry rein-
vigorated) , and a medica l social izat ion carr ied out by at­
t r ibut ing a pa thogen ic value—for the individual and the spe­
c ies—to b i r th -cont ro l pract ices . 

4. A psychiatrization of perverse pleasure: the sexual in­
st inct was isolated as a separa te biological and psychical 
inst inct; a clinical analysis was m a d e of all t he forms of 
anomal ies by wh ich it could be afflicted; it was assigned a role 
of normal iza t ion or pa thologiza t ion wi th respect t o all be­
havior; a n d finally, a correct ive technology was sought for 
these anomal ies . 

F o u r figures emerged from this p reoccupa t ion wi th sex, 
which m o u n t e d t h r o u g h o u t the n ine teen th cen tury—four 
privileged objects of knowledge , which were also targets and 
anchorage points for the ventures of knowledge: the hysteri­
cal w o m a n , the mas tu rba t ing child, t he Ma l thus i an couple, 
a n d the perverse adul t . E a c h of t h e m cor responded to one of 
these strategies which , each in its o w n way, invested and 
m a d e use of the sex of women , chi ldren, a n d men . 

W h a t was at issue in these strategies? A struggle against 
sexuality? O r were they pa r t of an effort to gain cont ro l of 
it? A n a t t e m p t to regula te it m o r e effectively and mask its 
m o r e indiscreet , conspicuous , a n d in t rac table aspects? A way 
of formula t ing only tha t measure of knowledge about it t ha t 
was acceptable or useful? In ac tua l fact, w h a t was involved, 
ra ther , was the very p roduc t ion of sexuali ty. Sexuality m u s t 
no t be t h o u g h t of as a k ind of na tu ra l given wh ich power tries 
t o ho ld in check, or as an obscure d o m a i n which knowledge 
tries gradual ly to uncover . I t is the n a m e tha t can be given 
to a historical cons t ruc t : not a furtive reali ty tha t is difficult 
to grasp , bu t a great surface ne twork in which the s t imula­
t ion of bodies, t he intensification of pleasures, the inci tement 
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to discourse, t he format ion of special knowledges , the 
s t rengthening of cont ro ls a n d resistances, a re l inked to one 
another , in accordance wi th a few major s trategies of knowl­
edge and power . 

I t will be g ran ted n o doub t tha t re la t ions of sex gave rise, 
in every society, to a deployment of alliance: a system of 
marr iage , of fixation a n d deve lopment of k insh ip ties, of 
t ransmiss ion of n a m e s a n d possessions. Th i s dep loymen t of 
alliance, wi th the m e c h a n i s m s of cons t ra in t t ha t ensured its 
existence and the complex knowledge it often required, lost 
some of its impor t ance as economic processes a n d poli t ical 
s t ruc tures could n o longer rely on it as an adequa t e ins t ru­
m e n t or sufficient suppor t . Par t icu la r ly from the e ighteenth 
cen tury onward , Wes t e rn societies c rea ted a n d deployed a 
new appa ra tus which was super imposed on the previous one, 
a n d which , wi thou t complete ly supplan t ing the lat ter , he lped 
to reduce its impor tance . I a m speaking of t h e deployment of 
sexuality: like the deployment of alliance, it connec t s u p wi th 
the circuit of sexual pa r tne r s , bu t in a comple te ly different 
way. T h e two systems can be con t ras ted t e r m by t e rm. T h e 
dep loyment of al l iance is bui l t a r o u n d a system of rules 
defining the permi t ted a n d the forbidden, t h e licit and the 
illicit, whereas the dep loyment of sexuali ty opera tes accord­
ing to mobile, p o l y m o r p h o u s , and con t ingen t techniques of 
power. T h e dep loymen t of al l iance has as one of its chief 
objectives t o r ep roduce the in terplay of re la t ions and main­
tain the law tha t governs them; the dep loymen t of sexuali ty, 
on the o the r hand , engenders a con t inua l extension of areas 
a n d forms of cont ro l . F o r the first, w h a t is per t inen t is t h e 
l ink between par tne rs and definite s ta tutes ; t he second is 
concerned wi th the sensat ions of the body , the qual i ty of 
pleasures, and the n a t u r e of impress ions , however t enuous or 
impercept ible these m a y be. Last ly, if t he dep loymen t of 
all iance is firmly t ied to the economy due to the role it can 
play in the t ransmiss ion or c i rcula t ion of weal th , t he deploy­
m e n t of sexuality is l inked to the economy t h r o u g h n u m e r -
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ous a n d subtle relays, t he ma in one of which , however , is t he 
b o d y — t h e body tha t p roduces and consumes . In a word , the 
dep loymen t of al l iance is a t t uned to a homeostas i s of the 
social body , which it has the function of main ta in ing ; whence 
its privileged link wi th the law; whence too the fact tha t the 
i m p o r t a n t phase for it is " r e p r o d u c t i o n . " T h e dep loyment of 
sexuali ty has its reason for being, no t in r ep roduc ing itself, 
bu t in proliferating, innovat ing, annexing, creat ing, a n d 
pene t ra t ing bodies in an increasingly detai led way, a n d in 
cont ro l l ing popula t ions in an increasingly comprehens ive 
way. W e are compel led , then, to accept th ree o r four hypo th ­
eses wh ich r u n coun te r to the one on wh ich the t h e m e of a 
sexuali ty repressed by the m o d e r n forms of society is based: 
sexuali ty is tied to recent devices of power; it has been ex­
pand ing at an increasing ra te since the seventeenth century; 
the a r r angemen t tha t has susta ined it is no t governed by 
reproduc t ion ; it has been l inked from the outse t wi th an 
intensification of the b o d y — w i t h its exploi ta t ion as an object 
of knowledge a n d an e lement in relat ions of power . 

I t is not exact to say t ha t the dep loymen t of sexuali ty 
supp lan ted the dep loymen t of alliance. O n e can imagine tha t 
one day it will have replaced it. But as th ings s tand at pre­
sent, while it does t end to cover u p the dep loymen t of alli­
ance, it has nei ther obl i tera ted the la t ter no r rendered it 
useless. Moreover , historical ly it was a r o u n d and on the basis 
of the dep loyment of al l iance tha t the dep loymen t of sexual­
ity was cons t ruc ted . F i rs t t he pract ice of penance , then tha t 
of the examina t ion of conscience and spir i tual direct ion, was 
the formative nucleus : as we have seen, 1 w h a t was at issue to 
begin wi th at the t r ibuna l of penance was sex insofar as it was 
the basis of relat ions; t h e quest ions posed h a d to do wi th the 
c o m m e r c e al lowed or forbidden (adul tery , ex t ramar i t a l rela­
t ions, relat ions wi th a person prohibi ted by blood or s ta tute , 
t h e legi t imate or i l legit imate charac te r of the act of sexual 
1 Cf page 37 above. 
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congress) ; then , coinciding wi th the new pas tora l and its 
appl icat ion in seminar ies , secondary schools , a n d convents , 
the re was a g radua l progress ion away from the p rob lemat ic 
of relat ions t o w a r d a p rob lemat ic of the "flesh," tha t is, of 
the body , sensat ion, the n a t u r e of p leasure , t he m o r e secret 
forms of enjoyment or acquiescence. "Sexua l i ty" was taking 
shape, bo rn of a technology of power t ha t was originally 
focused on all iance. Since then , it has no t ceased to opera te 
in conjunct ion wi th a system of al l iance on which it has 
depended for suppor t . T h e family cell, in the form in which 
it c a m e to be valued in the course of the e ighteenth cen tury , 
m a d e it possible for the m a i n e lements of the dep loyment of 
sexuality ( the feminine body, infantile precoci ty , the regula­
t ion of b i r ths , and to a lesser extent n o doub t , t he specifica­
t ion of the perver ted) to develop a long its two p r i m a r y 
d imensions : the husband-wife axis a n d the parents -ch i ldren 
axis. T h e family, in its c o n t e m p o r a r y form, mus t no t be 
unde r s tood as a social, economic , a n d poli t ical s t ruc tu re of 
all iance tha t excludes or at least res t ra ins sexuality, t ha t 
d iminishes it as m u c h as possible, preserving only its useful 
functions. O n the con t ra ry , its role is to a n c h o r sexuali ty and 
provide it wi th a p e r m a n e n t suppor t . I t ensures the p r o d u c ­
t ion of a sexuali ty tha t is no t homogeneous wi th the privi­
leges of alliance, while m a k i n g it possible for the systems of 
al l iance to be imbued wi th a new tact ic of power which they 
would otherwise be imperv ious to . T h e family is the inter­
change of sexuali ty a n d al l iance: it conveys the law and the 
jur id ica l d imens ion in the dep loyment of sexuality; a n d it 
conveys the economy of p leasure and the intensi ty of sensa­
t ions in the regime of all iance. 

This in te rpéné t ra t ion of the dep loymen t of al l iance a n d 
tha t of sexuality in the form of the family al lows us to under ­
s tand a n u m b e r of facts: t ha t since the e ighteenth cen tury the 
family has become an obl igatory locus of affects, feelings, 
love; tha t sexuali ty has its privileged poin t of deve lopment in 
the family; t ha t for this reason sexuali ty is " i n c e s t u o u s " from 
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the star t . I t m a y be tha t in societies w h e r e the mechan i sms 
of al l iance p redomina te , prohibi t ion of incest is a function­
ally indispensable rule . But in a society such as ours , where 
t h e family is the mos t active site of sexuali ty, a n d where it 
is doubt less the exigencies of the la t ter wh ich ma in ta in a n d 
p ro long its existence, incest—for different reasons a l together 
a n d in a complete ly different way—occupies a centra l place; 
it is cons tan t ly being solicited and refused; it is an object of 
obsession a n d a t t rac t ion , a dreadful secret a n d an indispens­
able pivot. I t is manifested as a th ing tha t is str ictly forbidden 
in the family insofar as the la t ter functions as a dep loyment 
of all iance; bu t it is also a th ing tha t is cont inuous ly de­
m a n d e d in order for the family to be a ho tbed of cons tan t 
sexual inci tement . If for m o r e t h a n a cen tury the West has 
displayed such a s t rong interest in the prohib i t ion of incest, 
if m o r e or less by c o m m o n accord it has been seen as a social 
universal and one of the points t h r o u g h wh ich every society 
is obliged to pass on the way to becoming a cul ture , pe rhaps 
this is because it was found to be a means of self-defense, not 
against a n inces tuous desire, but against the expans ion and 
the impl icat ions of this dep loyment of sexuali ty which h a d 
been set up , bu t which , a m o n g its its m a n y benefits, h a d the 
d i sadvantage of ignor ing the laws a n d jur id ica l forms of 
al l iance. By asser t ing tha t all societies wi thou t exception, 
a n d consequent ly o u r own, were subject t o this rule of rules, 
one guaran teed tha t this dep loyment of sexuality, whose 
s t range effects were beginning to be fe l t—among them, the 
affective intensification of the family space—would not be 
able to escape from the g r a n d a n d ancient system of alliance. 
T h u s the law would be secure, even in the new mechanics of 
power . F o r this is the pa r adox of a society which , from the 
e ighteenth cen tu ry to the present , has crea ted so m a n y tech­
nologies of power t ha t are foreign to the concept of law: it 
fears the effects and prol i ferat ions of those technologies a n d 
a t t empt s to recode t h e m in forms of law. If one considers the 
th resho ld of all cu l tu re to be prohib i ted incest, t hen sexuality 
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has been, from the d a w n of t ime, u n d e r the sway of law a n d 

r ight . By devot ing so m u c h effort to an endless r ework ing of 

the t ranscu l tu ra l theory of the incest t aboo , an th ropo logy 

has p roved wor thy of the whole m o d e r n dep loyment of sexu­

ality and the theoret ical discourses it generates . 

W h a t has taken place since the seventeenth cen tury can be 

in te rpre ted in t h e following m a n n e r : the dep loyment of 

sexuali ty which first developed on t h e fringes of familial 

ins t i tu t ions (in the direct ion of conscience and pedagogy, for 

example) gradual ly became focused on t h e family: the alien, 

i rreducible, and even peri lous effects it held in s tore for the 

dep loymen t of al l iance (an awareness of this danger was 

evidenced in the cri t icism often di rected a t t he indiscret ion 

of the di rectors , and in the ent i re cont roversy , which oc­

cu r red somewha t later, over the pr iva te or public , inst i tu­

t ional or familial educa t ion of ch i ld ren 2 ) were absorbed by 

the family, a family tha t was reorganized , res tr ic ted n o 

doubt , a n d in any case intensified in compar i son wi th the 

functions it formerly exercised in the dep loyment of al l iance. 

In the family, pa ren t s and relatives became the chief agents 

of a dep loyment of sexuali ty wh ich d rew its outs ide suppor t 

from doc tors , educa tors , and later psychiatr is ts , and wh ich 

began by compet ing wi th the re la t ions of all iance bu t soon 

"psycho log ized" or "psych ia t r i zed" the lat ter . T h e n these 

new personages m a d e their appearance : t h e nervous w o m a n , 

the frigid wife, the indifferent m o t h e r — o r worse, the m o t h e r 

beset by m u r d e r o u s obsess ions—the impoten t , sadistic, 

perverse husband , the hyster ical or neuras then ic girl, t he 

precocious and a l ready exhaus ted child, and the young 

homosexua l w h o rejects mar r i age or neglects his wife. These 

were the combined figures of an al l iance gone b a d a n d an 

a b n o r m a l sexuality; they were the m e a n s by which the dis­

tu rb ing factors of the la t ter were b r o u g h t in to the former; 
2 Molière's Tartuffe and Jakob Michael Lenz's Tutor, separated by more than a 
century, both depict the interference of the deployment of sexuality in the family 
organization, apropos of spiritual direction in Tartuffe and education in The Tutor. 
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a n d yet they also provided an oppor tun i ty for the all iance 
system to assert its prerogat ives in the o rder of sexuali ty. 
T h e n a pressing d e m a n d e m a n a t e d from the family: a 
plea for help in reconcil ing these unfor tuna te conflicts be­
tween sexuali ty and all iance; and , caugh t in the grip of 
this dep loyment of sexuality which had invested it f rom 
wi thou t , con t r ibu t ing to its solidification in to its m o d e r n 
form, the family b roadcas t the long compla in t of its sex­
ual suffering to doc tors , educa tors , psychiatr is ts , priests, 
a n d pas tors , to all the " e x p e r t s " w h o would listen. I t was 
as if it had suddenly discovered the dreadful secret of 
w h a t h a d always been h in ted at a n d inculcated in it: the 
family, the keys tone of all iance, was the germ of all t he 
misfor tunes of sex. A n d lo a n d behold , f rom the mid-
n ine teen th cen tury onward , the family engaged in search­
ing ou t the slightest t races of sexuali ty in its mids t , 
wrench ing from itself the mos t difficult confessions, solic­
iting an audience wi th everyone w h o migh t know some­
th ing abou t the mat te r , and opening itself unreservedly to 
endless examinat ion . T h e family was the crystal in the de­
p loymen t of sexuality: it seemed to be the source of a sex­
ual i ty wh ich it actual ly only reflected a n d diffracted. By 
vir tue of its permeabil i ty , a n d t h r o u g h tha t process of re­
flections to the outs ide, it became one of the mos t valu­
able tact ical componen t s of the dep loyment . 

But this deve lopment was no t w i thou t its tensions and 
prob lems . Cha rco t doubt less cons t i tu ted a cent ra l figure in 
this as well. F o r m a n y years he was the mos t no tewor thy of 
all t hose to w h o m families, bu rdened d o w n as they were wi th 
this sexuali ty tha t sa tu ra ted them, appealed for media t ion 
a n d t r ea tment . O n receiving paren t s w h o b rough t h im the i r 
chi ldren, husbands their wives, a n d wives their husbands , 
f rom the wor ld over, his first concern was to separate the 
" p a t i e n t " from his family, a n d the bet ter to observe him, he 
wou ld pay as little a t ten t ion as possible to w h a t the family 
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had to say. 3 H e sought to de tach the sphere of sexuali ty from 
the system of all iance, in o rder t o deal wi th it directly 
t h r o u g h a medica l pract ice whose technici ty and a u t o n o m y 
were guaran teed by the neurological mode l . Medic ine thus 
assumed final responsibil i ty, accord ing to t h e rules of a spe­
cific knowledge, for a sexuali ty which it h a d in fact u rged 
families to concern themselves wi th as an essential task a n d 
a major danger . Moreover , C h a r c o t no ted on several occa­
sions how difficult it was for families to "y i e ld" the pat ient 
w h o m they nonetheless h a d b r o u g h t to the doc tor , how they 
laid siege to the men ta l hospi tals where the subject was being 
kept out of view, a n d the ways in which they were cons tan t ly 
interfering wi th the doc to r ' s work . The i r w o r r y was unwar ­
ran ted , however: the therapis t only in tervened in o rder to 
r e tu rn to t h e m individuals w h o were sexually compat ib le 
wi th the family system; a n d while this in te rvent ion man ipu ­
lated the sexual body, it did no t au thor ize t h e la t ter to define 
itself in explicit discourse. O n e m u s t no t speak of these "geni­
tal causes" : so went the p h r a s e — m u t t e r e d in a m u t e d voice 
— w h i c h the mos t famous ears of our t ime overheard one day 
in 1886, from the m o u t h of Charco t . 

This was the context in which psychoanalys is set to work; 
bu t not wi thou t substant ia l ly modifying the pa t t e rn of anxie­
ties and reassurances . In the beginning it mus t have given 
rise to dis t rust and hosti l i ty, for, push ing C h a r c o t ' s lesson to 
the extreme, it u n d e r t o o k to examine the sexuali ty of in­
dividuals outside family control ; it b r o u g h t this sexuality to 
light wi thou t covering it over again wi th the neurological 
model ; m o r e serious still, it called family re la t ions in to ques­
t ion in the analysis it m a d e of them. But despi te everything, 
] Jean-Martin Charcot, Leçons de Mardi, January 7, 1888: "In order to properly 
treat a hysterical girl, one must not leave her with her father and mother; she needs 
to be placed in a mental hospital. . . . Do you know how long well-behaved little 
girls cry for their mothers after they part company? . . . Let us take the average, 
if you will; it's not very long, a half-hour or thereabouts." 

February 21, 1888: "In the case of hysteria of young boys, what one must do is 
to separate them from their mothers. So long as they are with their mothers, nothing 
is of any use. . . . The father is sometimes just as unbearable as the mother; it is 
best, then, to get rid of them both." 
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psychoanalysis , whose technical p rocedu re seemed to place 
t h e confession of sexuali ty outs ide family jur isdic t ion, redis­
covered the law of all iance, the involved work ings of mar ­
r iage and kinship , and incest at t he hear t of this sexuality, as 
the pr inciple of its format ion and the key to its intelligibility. 
T h e gua ran tee tha t one would find the paren ts -ch i ldren rela­
t ionship at t he root of everyone 's sexuali ty m a d e it possible 
—even when everything seemed to po in t to the reverse p roc­
ess—to keep the dep loymen t of sexuali ty coupled to the 
system of alliance. T h e r e was no risk t ha t sexuality would 
appea r to be, by na tu re , alien to the law: it was cons t i tu ted 
only t h rough the law. Pa ren t s , do not be afraid to br ing your 
chi ldren to analysis: it will teach t h e m tha t in any case it is 
you w h o m they love. Chi ldren , you really shou ldn ' t com­
plain tha t you are not o rphans , t ha t you a lways rediscover 
in your innermos t selves your Objec t -Mother o r the sover­
eign sign of your Fa the r : it is t h r o u g h t h e m tha t you gain 
access to desire. W h e n c e , after so m a n y ret icences, the enor­
m o u s consumpt ion of analysis in societies w h e r e t h e deploy­
m e n t of al l iance and the family system needed s t rengthening. 
F o r this is one of the mos t significant aspects of this ent i re 
his tory of the dep loymen t of sexuality: it had its beginnings 
in the technology of the "flesh" in classical Chris t iani ty , 
basing itself on the al l iance system and the rules tha t gov­
erned the latter; bu t today it fills a reverse function in tha t 
it t ends to p rop u p t h e old dep loyment of al l iance. F r o m the 
direct ion of conscience to psychoanalysis , t h e dep loyments 
of al l iance and sexuality were involved in a s low process tha t 
had t h e m tu rn ing abou t one ano the r unti l , m o r e t han th ree 
centur ies later, their posi t ions were reversed; in the Chr is t ian 
pas tora l , t he law of al l iance codified the flesh which was jus t 
being discovered and fitted it in to a f ramework tha t was still 
jur id ica l in charac te r ; wi th psychoanalysis , sexuality gave 
body and life to the rules of all iance by sa tu ra t ing t h e m with 
desire. 

H e n c e the d o m a i n we m u s t analyze in the different s tudies 
t ha t will follow the present vo lume is t ha t dep loyment of 
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sexuali ty: its format ion on the basis of the Chr is t ian no t ion 
of the flesh, and its deve lopment t h r o u g h t h e four grea t 
strategies tha t were deployed in the n ine teen th century : t h e 
sexualizat ion of chi ldren, the hys ter iza t ion of women , the 
specification of the perver ted, and the regula t ion of popula­
t ions—all strategies tha t went by way of a family which m u s t 
be viewed, no t as a powerful agency of prohibi t ion , bu t as a 
major factor of sexual izat ion. 

T h e first phase cor responded to t h e need to form a " l abo r 
force" (hence to avoid any useless " e x p e n d i t u r e , " any wasted 
energy, so tha t all forces were reduced to i a b o r capaci ty 
alone) and to ensure its r ep roduc t ion (conjugality, t he regu­
lated fabrication of chi ldren) . T h e second phase cor re­
sponded to tha t epoch of Spàtkapitalismus in which t h e 
exploi ta t ion of wage labor does no t d e m a n d the same violent 
and physical cons t ra in ts as in the n ine teenth century , and 
where the politics of the body does not requ i re the elision of 
sex or its res t r ic t ion solely to the rep roduc t ive function; it 
relies instead on a mul t ip le channe l ing in to the control led 
circuits of the e c o n o m y — o n w h a t has been called a hyper-
repressive desubl imat ion . 

If t he politics of sex m a k e s little use of t h e law of the t aboo 
bu t br ings in to play an ent i re technical mach inery , if w h a t 
is involved is the p roduc t ion of sexuali ty r a the r t han t h e 
repression of sex, then o u r emphas i s has to be placed else­
where ; we m u s t shift ou r analysis away from the p rob lem of 
" labor capac i ty" a n d doubt less a b a n d o n t h e diffuse energet­
ics tha t underl ies the t h e m e of a sexuali ty repressed for eco­
n o m i c reasons . 



4 
Periodization 

T h e his tory of sexuali ty supposes two rup tu re s if one tries 
to center it on m e c h a n i s m s of repression. T h e first, occur r ing 
in the course of the seventeenth century , was charac ter ized 
by the advent of the great prohibi t ions , t h e exclusive p r o m o ­
t ion of adul t mar i ta l sexuality, t he impera t ives of decency, 
the obl igatory concea lment of the body , the reduc t ion to 
silence and m a n d a t o r y ret icences of language. T h e second, a 
twent ie th-cen tury p h e n o m e n o n , was really less a r u p t u r e 
t h a n an inflexion of the curve: this was the m o m e n t when the 
mechan i sms of repression were seen as beginning to loosen 
their gr ip; one passed from insistent sexual taboos to a rela­
tive to lerance wi th regard to p rénupt ia l or ex t ramar i t a l rela­
t ions; the disqualification of " p e r v e r t s " d iminished, their 
c o n d e m n a t i o n by the law was in pa r t e l iminated; a good 
m a n y of t h e t aboos t h a t weighed on t h e sexuali ty of chi ldren 
were lifted. 

W e m u s t a t t emp t to t race the chronology of these devices: 
the invent ions , t he ins t rumenta l mu ta t ions , and the renova­
t ions of previous techniques . But the re is also t h e ca lendar 
of their ut i l izat ion to consider , the chronology of their diffu­
sion a n d of the effects (of subjugat ion and resistance) they 
p roduced . These mul t ip le da t ings doubt less will not coincide 
wi th the great repressive cycle tha t is ordinar i ly s i tuated 
between the seventeenth and the twent ie th centuries . 

1. T h e chronology of the techniques themselves goes back 
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a long way. Thei r po in t of format ion m u s t be sought in the 
peni tent ial pract ices of medieval Chr is t iani ty , o r r a the r in 
the dua l series cons t i tu ted by the obl igatory, exhaust ive, and 
per iodic confession imposed on all t he faithful by the La t e r an 
Counci l and by the m e t h o d s of asceticism, spir i tual exercise, 
and myst ic ism tha t evolved wi th special intensi ty from the 
s ixteenth cen tury on. Firs t t he Reformat ion , then Tr iden t ine 
Cathol ic ism, m a r k an i m p o r t a n t m u t a t i o n and a schism in 
w h a t migh t be called the " t rad i t iona l technology of t h e 
flesh." A division whose dep th should not be under ­
est imated; bu t this did not ru le ou t a cer ta in paral lel ism in 
the Cathol ic and Pro tes tan t m e t h o d s of examina t ion of con­
science and pas tora l direct ion: p rocedures for analyzing 
"concup i scence" a n d t ransforming it in to d iscourse were 
established in bo th instances. This was a r ich, refined tech­
n ique which began to t ake shape in the s ixteenth century and 
went t h r o u g h a long series of theoret ical e labora t ions unti l , 
at t he end of the e ighteenth cen tury , it became fixed in ex­
pressions capable of symbolizing the mit igated str ictness of 
Alfonso de ' Liguor i in the one case and Wesleyan pedagogy 
in the other . 

I t was dur ing the same pe r iod—the end of the e ighteenth 
c e n t u r y — a n d for reasons tha t will have to be de te rmined , 
tha t there emerged a complete ly new technology of sex; new 
in tha t for the mos t pa r t it escaped the ecclesiastical inst i tu­
t ion wi thou t being t ruly independent of t h e themat ics of sin. 
T h r o u g h pedagogy, medic ine , a n d economics , it m a d e sex 
not only a secular concern bu t a concern of t h e s ta te as well; 
to be m o r e exact, sex became a ma t t e r t ha t requi red the social 
body as a whole, and vir tual ly all of its individuals , to place 
themselves u n d e r surveil lance. N e w too for the fact tha t it 
expanded along th ree axes: tha t of pedagogy, having as its 
objective the specific sexuali ty of chi ldren; tha t of medic ine , 
whose objective was the sexual physiology pecul iar to 
women; and last, t ha t of demography , whose objective was 
the spon taneous o r concer ted regula t ion of b i r ths . T h u s the 



The Deployment of Sexuality 117 

"s in of y o u t h , " " n e r v o u s d i so rde r s , " and "f rauds against 
p roc rea t i on" (as those "dead ly secre t s" were later to be 
called) designate th ree privileged areas of this new technol­
ogy. T h e r e is n o quest ion tha t in each of these areas, it went 
back to m e t h o d s t ha t had a l ready been formed by Chr is t ian­
ity, bu t of course no t w i thou t modifying t hem: the sexuality 
of chi ldren was a l ready problemat ized in the spir i tual 
pedagogy of Chr is t iani ty (it is interest ing to no te t ha t Molli-
ties, t he first t reat ise on sin, was wr i t ten in the fifteenth 
century by an educa to r and myst ic n a m e d Gerson , a n d tha t 
the Onania collection compi led by D e k k e r in the e ighteenth 
cen tury repeats w o r d for word examples set forth by the 
Angl ican pastora l ) ; t he e ighteenth-century medic ine of 
nerves and vapors took u p in t u r n a field of analysis tha t had 
a l ready been del imited when the p h e n o m e n a of possession 
fomented a grave crisis in the all too indiscreet pract ices of 
conscience di rect ion and spir i tual examina t ion (nervous ill­
ness is cer tainly no t the t r u th of possession, bu t the medic ine 
of hyster ia is not unre la ted to the earl ier direct ion of " o b ­
sessed" women) ; a n d the campa igns ap ropos of the b i r th ra t e 
took the place of the cont ro l of conjugal re la t ions—in a 
different form and at a n o t h e r level—which the Chr is t ian 
penance h a d so persistently sought to establish t h rough its 
examinat ions . A visible cont inui ty , therefore, bu t one tha t 
d id no t prevent a major t ransformat ion : f rom tha t t ime on, 
the technology of sex was ordered in re la t ion to the medical 
inst i tut ion, the exigency of normal i ty , and—ins tead of the 
quest ion of dea th and everlast ing p u n i s h m e n t — t h e p rob lem 
of life and illness. T h e flesh was b rough t d o w n to the level 
of the organism. 

Th i s m u t a t i o n took place at t he t u r n of the nineteenth 
century; it opened the way for m a n y o ther t ransformat ions 
tha t derived from it. T h e first of these set apa r t t he medic ine 
of sex from the medic ine of the body; it isolated a sexual 
" ins t inc t " capable of present ing const i tu t ive anomal ies , ac­
quired derivat ions, infirmities, o r pathological processes. 



118 The History of Sexuality 

He in r i ch K a a n ' s Psychopathia Sexualis, publ ished in 1846, 
can be used as an indicator : these were the years tha t saw the 
correla t ive appea rance of a medic ine , an " o r t h o p e d i c s , " 
specific to sex: in a word , the opening u p of the great medico-
psychological d o m a i n of the "pe rve r s ions , " which was 
dest ined to t ake over from the old m o r a l categories of de­
bauche ry a n d excess. In the same per iod, the analysis of 
heredi ty was placing sex (sexual relat ions, venereal diseases, 
ma t r imon ia l alliances, pervers ions) in a posi t ion of "biologi­
cal responsibi l i ty" wi th regard to t h e species: not only could 
sex be affected by its o w n diseases, it could also, if it was not 
control led, t r ansmi t diseases or create o thers tha t would 
afflict future generat ions . T h u s it appeared to be the source 
of an ent i re capital for the species to d r a w from. W h e n c e the 
med ica l—but also pol i t ical—project for organiz ing a s ta te 
m a n a g e m e n t of marr iages , b i r ths , a n d life expectancies; sex 
a n d its fertility h a d to be adminis te red . T h e medic ine of 
pervers ions and the p r o g r a m s of eugenics were the two great 
innovat ions in the technology of sex of t h e second half of t h e 
n ine teenth century . 

Innova t ions tha t merged toge ther qui te well, for t h e 
theory of "dégénérescence" m a d e it possible for t h e m to 
perpetual ly refer back to one another ; it explained h o w a 
heredi ty tha t was bu rdened wi th var ious maladies (it m a d e 
little difference whe the r these were organic , functional, o r 
psychical) ended by p roduc ing a sexual perver t ( look in to t h e 
genealogy of an exhibit ionist o r a homosexua l : you will find 
a hémiplégie ancestor , a phth is ic paren t , or an unc le afflicted 
wi th senile dement ia ) ; bu t it went on to explain h o w a sexual 
pervers ion resul ted in the deplet ion of one ' s l ine of descent 
—r icke t s in the chi ldren, t h e sterility of future genera t ions . 
T h e series composed of pervers ion-heredi ty-degenerescence 
formed the solid nuc leus of t h e new technologies of sex. A n d 
let it not be imagined tha t this was no th ing m o r e t h a n a 
medical theory which was scientifically lacking and i m p r o p ­
erly moral is t ic . I ts appl icat ion was widespread and its im-
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p lan ta t ion went deep. Psychia t ry , to be sure, bu t also jur i s ­
p rudence , legal medicine, agencies of social control , t he sur­
veillance of dangerous o r endangered chi ldren, all func­
t ioned for a long t ime on t h e basis of "dégén­
érescence" and the heredi ty-pervers ion system. A n ent i re 
social pract ice , which took the exaspera ted bu t coheren t 
form of a s tate-directed racism, furnished this technology of 
sex wi th a formidable power and far-reaching consequences . 

A n d the s t range posi t ion of psychia t ry at t he end of t h e 
n ine teenth century would be h a r d to c o m p r e h e n d if one did 
no t see the r u p t u r e it b r o u g h t abou t in the great system of 
dégénérescence: it r e sumed the project of a medical technol­
ogy appropr i a t e for deal ing wi th the sexual instinct; bu t it 
sought to free it from its ties wi th heredi ty , and hence from 
eugenics and the var ious rac isms. I t is very well to look b a c k 
from ou r van tage point and r e m a r k u p o n the normal iz ing 
impulse in F reud ; one can go on to d e n o u n c e the role played 
for m a n y years by the psychoanaly t ic inst i tut ion; bu t the fact 
r emains tha t in the great family of technologies of sex, which 
goes so far back into the his tory of the Chr i s t ian West , of all 
those ins t i tu t ions tha t set ou t in the n ine teenth century to 
medical ize sex, it was the one tha t , u p to the decade of t h e 
forties, r igorously opposed the polit ical a n d inst i tu t ional 
effects of the pervers ion-heredi ty-degenerescence system. 

I t is clear tha t the genealogy of all these techniques , wi th 
their muta t ions , their shifts, their cont inui t ies and rup tu res , 
does not coincide wi th the hypothes is of a great repressive 
phase tha t was inaugura ted in the course of the classical age 
and began to slowly decl ine in the twent ie th . T h e r e was 
r a the r a perpe tua l inventiveness, a s teady g rowth of m e t h o d s 
and procedures , with two especially p roduc t ive m o m e n t s in 
this proliferat ing his tory: a r o u n d the midd le of the sixteenth 
century , the development of p rocedures of direct ion and 
examina t ion of conscience; and at the beginning of the nine­
teenth century , the advent of medica l technologies of sex. 

2. But the foregoing is still only a da t ing of the techniques 
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themselves . T h e his tory of their spread and their point of 
appl icat ion is someth ing else again. If one wri tes the his tory 
of sexuality in t e rms of repression, re la t ing this repression to 
the ut i l izat ion of labor capaci ty, one m u s t suppose tha t sex­
ual cont ro ls were the m o r e intense and met icu lous as they 
were directed at t he poore r classes; one has to a s sume tha t 
they followed the pa th of greatest d o m i n a t i o n and the mos t 
sys temat ic exploi tat ion: t h e young adul t m a n , possessing 
no th ing m o r e t h a n his life force, had to be t h e p r imary target 
of a subjugat ion dest ined to shift t he energy available for 
useless p leasure t o w a r d compul so ry labor . But this does not 
appear to be the way th ings actual ly happened . O n the con­
t rary , the mos t r igorous techniques were formed and, m o r e 
par t icular ly , applied first, wi th the greatest intensi ty, in t h e 
economical ly privileged and polit ically d o m i n a n t classes. 
T h e di rect ion of consciences, self-examination, the ent i re 
long e labora t ion of t h e t ransgress ions of the flesh, and the 
sc rupulous detect ion of concupiscence were all subtle proce­
dures tha t could only have been accessible t o small g roups 
of people. I t is t rue tha t t h e peni tent ia l m e t h o d of Alfonso 
de ' Liguor i and the rules r e c o m m e n d e d to the Method i s t s by 
Wesley ensured tha t these p rocedures wou ld be m o r e widely 
disseminated, after a fashion; bu t this was at t he cost of a 
considerable simplification. 

T h e same can be said of the family as an agency of con t ro l 
and a po in t of sexual sa tura t ion : it was in t h e "bou rgeo i s " o r 
"a r i s toc ra t i c " family t ha t the sexuali ty of chi ldren and 
adolescents was first p roblemat ized , and feminine sexuali ty 
medicalized; it was the first to be aler ted to the potent ia l 
pa thology of sex, the u rgen t need to keep it unde r close 
wa tch and to devise a ra t ional technology of correct ion. I t 
was this family tha t first became a locus for the psychiat r iza-
t ion of sex. Sur render ing to fears, c rea t ing remedies , appeal ­
ing for rescue by learned techniques , genera t ing count less 
discourses, it was the first to c o m m i t itself to sexual ere th ism. 
T h e bourgeoisie began by consider ing t ha t its own sex was 
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someth ing impor t an t , a fragile t reasure , a secret tha t had to 
be discovered at all costs . I t is w o r t h r emember ing tha t the 
first figure to be invested by the dep loymen t of sexuality, one 
of the first to be "sexual ized ," was t h e " i d l e " w o m a n . She 
inhabi ted t h e outer edge of the " w o r l d , " in which she a lways 
had to appear as a value, and of the family, where she was 
assigned a new dest iny charged wi th conjugal and paren ta l 
obligations. T h u s there emerged the " n e r v o u s " w o m a n , the 
w o m a n afflicted wi th " v a p o r s " ; in this figure, t he hyster iza-
t ion of w o m a n found its anchorage point . A s for the adoles­
cent wast ing his future subs tance in secret pleasures, t he 
onanis t ic child w h o was of such concern to doc tors and 
educa to r s from the end of the e ighteenth cen tu ry to the end 
of the n ineteenth , th is was not the child of the people, t he 
future worker who had to be t augh t the disciplines of the 
body, bu t r a the r the schoolboy, the child su r rounded by 
domest ic servants , tu to rs , and governesses, w h o was in dan­
ger of compromis ing not so m u c h his physical s t rength as his 
intel lectual capaci ty, his mora l fiber, and t h e obligation to 
preserve a hea l thy line of descent for his family and his social 
class. 

F o r their par t , t he work ing classes m a n a g e d for a long 
t ime to escape the dep loyment of "sexual i ty . " Of course, 
they were subjected in specific ways to t h e dep loyment of 
"a l l iances" : the exploi ta t ion of legi t imate mar r i age and fertil­
ity, t he exclusion of consanguine sexual union , prescr ip t ions 
of social and local endogamy. O n the o the r hand , it is un­
likely tha t the Chr i s t ian technology of t h e flesh ever h a d any 
impor t ance for t hem. A s for the m e c h a n i s m s of sexualiza-
t ion, these pene t ra ted t h e m slowly and apparen t ly in th ree 
successive stages. T h e first involved the p rob lems of b i r th 
cont ro l , w h e n it was discovered, at t he end of the e ighteenth 
century , tha t the a r t of fooling n a t u r e was no t the exclusive 
privilege of city dwellers and libertines, bu t was k n o w n and 
pract iced by those who , being close to n a t u r e itself, should 
have held it to be m o r e r epugnan t t h a n anyone else did. Nex t 
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the organiza t ion of t h e " c o n v e n t i o n a l " family came to be 
regarded, somet ime a r o u n d the eighteen-thir t ies , as an indis­
pensable i n s t rumen t of polit ical con t ro l and economic regu­
lat ion for the subjugat ion of t h e u r b a n prole tar ia t : the re was 
a great campa ign for t h e "mora l i za t ion of the poore r 
c lasses ." T h e last s tage c a m e at the end of the n ine teenth 
cen tury wi th the deve lopment of t h e jur id ica l and medica l 
cont ro l of perversions, for the sake of a general pro tec t ion of 
society and the race. I t can be said t ha t this was the m o m e n t 
w h e n the dep loymen t of "sexual i ty ," e labora ted in its m o r e 
complex and intense forms, by and for the privileged classes, 
spread t h r o u g h the ent i re social body. But the forms it took 
were not everywhere the same, and ne i ther were the inst ru­
men t s it employed ( the respect ive roles of medica l and jud i ­
cial au thor i ty were no t t h e same in bo th instances; no r was 
even the way in which medic ine a n d sexuali ty funct ioned) . 

These chronological r e m i n d e r s — w h e t h e r we are con­
cerned wi th the invent ion of t echniques o r the ca lendar of 
their diffusion—are of some impor t ance . They cast m u c h 
doub t on the idea of a repressive cycle, wi th a beginning and 
an end and forming a curve wi th its po in t of inflexion: it 
appears unlikely t ha t there was an age of sexual restr ic t ion. 
They also m a k e it doubtful tha t the process was homoge ­
neous at all levels of society and in all social classes: there was 
no uni ta ry sexual polit ics. But above all, they m a k e the 
mean ing of the process, and its reasons for being, p rob lemat i ­
cal: it seems tha t the dep loymen t of sexuali ty was not es tab­
lished as a principle of l imita t ion of t h e pleasures of o thers 
by w h a t have t radi t ional ly been called t h e " ru l ing c lasses ." 
R a t h e r it appears to m e tha t they first t r ied it on themselves . 
W a s this a new ava ta r of tha t bourgeois ascet icism described 
so m a n y t imes in connec t ion wi th the Reformat ion , the new 
work ethic, and the rise of capi tal ism? It seems in fact t ha t 
wha t was involved was no t an asceticism, in any case not a 
renunc ia t ion of p leasure or a disqualification of the flesh, bu t 
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on the con t r a ry an intensification of the body , a problemat i -
za t ion of hea l th a n d its opera t ional t e rms : it was a quest ion 
of techniques for maximiz ing life. T h e p r i m a r y concern was 
not repression of the sex of the classes to be exploited, bu t 
r a the r the body, vigor, longevity, p rogéni ture , and descent of 
the classes tha t " r u l e d . " This was the pu rpose for which the 
dep loyment of sexuali ty was first established, as a new distri­
bu t ion of pleasures, discourses, t ru ths , and powers; it has to 
be seen as the self-affirmation of one class r a the r t han the 
ens lavement of ano the r : a defense, a pro tec t ion , a s t rengthen­
ing, and an exal ta t ion t ha t were eventual ly ex tended to o th­
e rs—at the cost of different t r ans fo rma t ions—as a means of 
social cont ro l a n d poli t ical subjugat ion. W i t h this inves tment 
of its own sex by a technology of power and knowledge 
which it had itself invented, the bourgeois ie underscored the 
high polit ical pr ice of its body, sensat ions, and pleasures, its 
well-being and survival . Let us not isolate the restr ict ions, 
reticences, evasions, or silences which all these p rocedures 
m a y have manifested, in order to refer t h e m to some con­
st i tut ive taboo, psychical repression, or dea th instinct . W h a t 
was formed was a polit ical order ing of life, not t h r o u g h an 
ens lavement of o thers , bu t t h r o u g h an affirmation of self. 
A n d this was far from being a ma t t e r of the class which in 
the e ighteenth cen tury became hegemonic believing itself 
obliged to a m p u t a t e from its body a sex tha t was useless, 
expensive, and dangerous as soon as it was no longer given 
over exclusively to reproduc t ion ; we can assert on the con­
t r a ry tha t it p rovided itself wi th a body to be cared for, 
protec ted , cul t ivated, and preserved from the m a n y dangers 
and contac ts , to be isolated from others so tha t it wou ld 
re ta in its differential value; and this, by equipping itself wi th 
— a m o n g o ther resources—a technology of sex. 

Sex is not tha t pa r t of the body which the bourgeoisie was 
forced to disqualify or nullify in o rder to pu t those w h o m it 
d o m i n a t e d to work. I t is t ha t aspect of itself which t roubled 
and preoccupied it m o r e t h a n any other , begged and obta ined 



124 The History of Sexuality 

its a t tent ion, and which it cul t ivated wi th a mix tu re of fear, 
curiosi ty, delight, and exci tement . T h e bourgeois ie m a d e this 
e lement identical wi th its body, or at least subord ina ted the 
lat ter to the former by a t t r ibu t ing to it a mys te r ious and 
undefined power; it s taked its life and its dea th on sex by 
mak ing it responsible for its future welfare; it placed its hopes 
for the future in sex by imagin ing it to have ineluctable effects 
on genera t ions to come; it subord ina ted its soul to sex by 
conceiving of it as w h a t cons t i tu ted the soul ' s mos t secret and 
de t e rminan t par t . Let us not p ic ture the bourgeois ie symboli­
cally cas t ra t ing itself t he be t te r to refuse o thers the r ight to 
have a sex and m a k e use of it as they please. Th i s class m u s t 
be seen ra ther as being occupied, from the mid-e ighteenth 
cen tu ry on, wi th creat ing its own sexual i ty and forming a 
specific b o d y based on it, a " c l a s s " b o d y wi th its hea l th , 
hygiene, descent, a n d race: the autosexual iza t ion of its body , 
the incarna t ion of sex in its body, the e n d o g a m y of sex and 
the body. 

T h e r e were doubt less m a n y reasons for this . Fi rs t of all, 
there was a t ranspos i t ion in to different forms of the m e t h o d s 
employed by the nobil i ty for ma rk ing a n d main ta in ing its 
caste dist inct ion; for the ar is tocracy h a d also asserted the 
special charac te r of its body, bu t this was in the form of 
blood, t ha t is, in the form of the an t iqui ty of its ances t ry and 
of the value of its alliances; the bourgeois ie on the con t ra ry 
looked to its p rogeny and the hea l th of its o rgan i sm w h e n it 
laid claim to a specific body. T h e bourgeois ie ' s " b l o o d " was 
its sex. A n d this is m o r e t h a n a play on words ; m a n y of the 
themes character is t ic of the caste m a n n e r s of the nobil i ty 
reappeared in the n ine teen th-cen tury bourgeoisie , bu t in the 
guise of biological, medical , or eugenic precepts . T h e concern 
wi th genealogy became a preoccupa t ion wi th heredi ty; bu t 
included in bourgeois marr iages were not only economic 
imperat ives and rules of social homogene i ty , not only the 
promises of inher i tance , bu t the menaces of heredi ty; families 
wore and concealed a sort of reversed and somber escu tcheon 



The Deployment of Sexuality 125 

whose defamatory qua r t e r s were the diseases or defects of the 
g r o u p of re la t ives—the grandfa ther ' s general paralysis, the 
m o t h e r ' s neuras thenia , t he youngest chi ld ' s phthis is , the hys­
terical or e ro toman ic aunts , t he cousins wi th bad mora ls . But 
the re was m o r e to this concern wi th the sexual body t h a n the 
bourgeois t ransposi t ion of themes of the nobili ty for the 
purpose of self-affirmation. A different project was also in­
volved: tha t of the indefinite extension of s t rength , vigor, 
heal th , and life. T h e emphas i s on the body should undoub t ­
edly be l inked to the process of g rowth and es tabl ishment of 
bourgeois hegemony: not , however , because of the m a r k e t 
value assumed by labor capaci ty , bu t because of w h a t the 
"cu l t iva t ion" of its own body could represent politically, 
economical ly , a n d historical ly for the present and the future 
of the bourgeoisie. I ts dominance was in pa r t dependen t on 
tha t cul t ivat ion; bu t it was not s imply a m a t t e r of e conomy 
or ideology, it was a "phys i ca l " ma t t e r as well. T h e works , 
publ ished in grea t n u m b e r s at t he end of the e ighteenth 
cen tury , on body hygiene, the ar t of longevity, ways of hav­
ing hea l thy chi ldren and of keeping t h e m alive as long as 
possible, and m e t h o d s for improving the h u m a n lineage, bear 
witness to the fact: they thus at test to the corre la t ion of this 
concern wi th the body and sex to a type of " r a c i s m . " But the 
la t ter was very different from tha t manifested by the nobil i ty 
and organized for basically conservat ive ends . It was a dy­
n a m i c racism, a rac ism of expansion, even if it was still in a 
budd ing state, awai t ing the second half of the n ine teenth 
cen tu ry to bear the fruits tha t we have tasted. 

M a y I be forgiven by those for w h o m the bourgeoisie 
signifies the elision of the body and the repression of sexual­
ity, for w h o m class s t ruggle implies the fight to e l iminate tha t 
repression; the " spon taneous ph i lo sophy" of the bourgeoisie 
is pe rhaps not as idealistic or cas t ra t ing as is c o m m o n l y 
though t . In any event, one of its p r i m a r y concerns was to 
provide itself wi th a body and a sexual i ty—to ensure the 
s t rength , endurance , and secular proliferat ion of tha t body 



126 The History of Sexuality 

t h r o u g h the organiza t ion of a dep loyment of sexuality. Th i s 
process, moreover , was l inked to the m o v e m e n t by which it 
asserted its dist inctiveness and its hegemony . T h e r e is little 
quest ion tha t one of the p r imord ia l forms of class conscious­
ness is the affirmation of the body; at least, th is was the case 
for the bourgeoisie du r ing the e ighteenth century . It con­
verted the blue blood of the nobles into a sound organism and 
a hea l thy sexuality. O n e unde r s t ands w h y it took such a long 
t ime and was so unwil l ing to acknowledge t ha t o ther classes 
h a d a body and a sex—precisely those classes it was exploit­
ing. T h e living condi t ions t ha t were deal t to the prole tar ia t , 
par t icular ly in the first half of the n ine teen th century , show 
there was any th ing bu t concern for its b o d y and sex: 1 it was 
of little impor t ance whe the r those people lived or died, since 
their r ep roduc t ion was someth ing tha t t ook care of itself in 
any case. Conflicts were necessary (in par t icu lar , conflicts 
over u r b a n space: cohabi ta t ion , proximi ty , con tamina t ion , 
epidemics, such as the cholera ou tb reak of 1832, or again, 
pros t i tu t ion and venereal diseases) in o rde r for the prole tar­
iat to be gran ted a body and a sexuality; economic emergen­
cies h a d to arise ( the deve lopment of heavy indus t ry wi th the 
need for a stable and compe ten t labor force, the obligation 
to regulate the popula t ion flow and apply demograph i c con­
trols); lastly, the re h a d to be established a whole technology 
of cont ro l which m a d e it possible to keep tha t body and 
sexuality, finally conceded to them, u n d e r surveil lance 
(schooling, the politics of housing, publ ic hygiene, inst i tu­
t ions of relief and insurance , the general medical iza t ion of 
the popula t ion , in shor t , an ent i re admin is t ra t ive and techni­
cal mach ine ry m a d e it possible to safely impor t the deploy­
m e n t of sexuali ty into the exploited class; t he la t ter no longer 
risked playing an assertive class role opposi te the bourgeoi­
sie; it would remain the ins t rument of the bourgeoisie 's 
1 Cf. Karl Marx, "The Greed for Surplus-Labor," Capital, trans. Samuel Moore and 
Edward Aveling (New York: International Publishers, 1970), vol. 1, chap. 10, 2, 
pp. 235^13. 
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hegemony) . W h e n c e no doub t the pro le ta r ia t ' s hes i tancy to 
accept this dep loyment and its t endency to say tha t this 
sexuali ty was the business of the the bourgeois ie and did not 
concern it. 

Some th ink they can denounce two symmet r ica l hypocr i ­
sies at the same t ime: t h e p r imary hypocr isy of the bourgeoi­
sie which denies its o w n sexuality, a n d t h e secondary hypoc­
risy of the prole tar ia t which in t u rn rejects its sexuality by 
accept ing the d o m i n a n t ideology. Th i s is to mi sunde r s t and 
the process whereby on the con t r a ry the bourgeoisie en­
dowed itself, in an a r rogan t political affirmation, wi th a gar­
ru lous sexuali ty wh ich the prole tar ia t long refused to accept , 
since it was foisted on them for the pu rpose of subjugation. 
If it is t rue tha t sexuali ty is the set of effects p roduced in 
bodies, behaviors , a n d social relat ions by a cer ta in deploy­
m e n t deriving from a complex political technology, one has 
to admi t tha t this dep loymen t does not opera te in symmet r i ­
cal fashion wi th respect to the social classes, and conse­
quent ly , t ha t it does not p r o d u c e the same effects in them. 
W e m u s t re turn , therefore, to formula t ions tha t have long 
been disparaged; we m u s t say tha t the re is a bourgeois sexu­
ality, and t ha t the re a re class sexualities. O r ra ther , t ha t 
sexuali ty is originally, historically bourgeois , and that , in its 
successive shifts and t ransposi t ions , it induces specific class 
effects. 

A few m o r e words a re in order . A s we have noted, the 
n ine teenth cen tury witnessed a general izat ion of the deploy­
m e n t of sexuality, s tar t ing from a hegemonic center. Eventu­
ally the ent i re social body was provided wi th a "sexual 
b o d y , " a l though this was accompl ished in different ways and 
using different tools. M u s t we speak of the universali ty of 
sexuality, then? It is at th is point tha t one notes the in t roduc­
t ion of a new differentiating element. Somewha t similar to 
the way in which, at t he end of the e ighteenth century , the 
bourgeois ie set its own body and its precious sexuality 
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against the va lorous b lood of the nobles, a t t h e end of the 
n ine teenth cen tu ry it sought to redefine t h e specific cha rac te r 
of its sexuali ty relat ive to tha t of o thers , subjecting it to a 
t h o r o u g h differential review, and t rac ing a dividing line t ha t 
would set apar t and pro tec t its body. Th i s line was not the 
same as the one which founded sexuality, bu t ra ther a ba r 
runn ing t h r o u g h tha t sexuality; th is was the taboo tha t con­
st i tuted the difference, or at least t h e m a n n e r in which the 
taboo was applied and t h e r igor wi th which it was imposed. 
It was here tha t the theory of repression-—which was g radu­
ally expanded to cover the ent i re dep loyment of sexuality, so 
tha t the la t ter came to be explained in t e r m s of a general ized 
t a b o o — h a d its point of origin. Th i s theory is b o u n d u p his­
torically wi th the spread of the dep loyment of sexuality. O n 
the one hand , the theory would justify its au tho r i t a r i an a n d 
const ra in ing influence by postula t ing t ha t all sexuali ty m u s t 
be subject to the law; m o r e precisely, t ha t sexuali ty owes its 
very definition to the act ion of the law: no t only will you 
submi t your sexuali ty to the law, bu t you will have no sexual­
ity except by subjecting yourself to the law. But on the o ther 
hand , the theory of repression would compensa t e for this 
general spread of the dep loyment of sexual i ty by its analysis 
of the differential in terplay of taboos accord ing to the social 
classes. T h e discourse which at the end of the e ighteenth 
cen tu ry said: " T h e r e is a valuable e lement wi thin us tha t 
m u s t be feared and t rea ted wi th respect; we m u s t exercise 
ex t reme care in deal ing wi th it, lest it be t h e cause of count ­
less evils ," was replaced by a discourse wh ich said: " O u r 
sexuality, unl ike tha t of o thers , is subjected to a regime of 
repression so intense as to present a cons t an t danger; no t 
only is sex a formidable secret, as the d i rec tors of conscience, 
moral is ts , pedagogues , and doc tors a lways said to former 
generat ions , not only m u s t we search it ou t for the t r u t h it 
conceals, bu t if it carr ies wi th it so m a n y dangers , th is is 
because—whethe r out of scrupulousness , an overly acu te 
sense of sin, or hypocrisy, no m a t t e r — w e have too long 
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reduced it to s i lence." Hencefor th social differentiation 
wou ld be affirmed, not by the " s e x u a l " qual i ty of the body , 
bu t by the intensi ty of its repression. 

Psychoanalys is comes in at th is j u n c t u r e : b o t h a theory of 
the essential in ter re la tedness of the law and desire, a n d a 
t echn ique for relieving the effects of the t aboo where its r igor 
m a k e s it pa thogenic . In its historical emergence , psychoanal ­
ysis canno t be dissociated from the general izat ion of the 
dep loyment of sexuali ty and the secondary mechan i sms of 
differentiation tha t resul ted from it. T h e p rob lem of incest is 
still significant in this regard . O n one hand , as we have seen, 
its prohib i t ion was posi ted as an absolutely universal pr inci­
ple wh ich m a d e it possible to explain b o t h the system of 
al l iance a n d the regime of sexuality; th is t aboo , in one form 
or ano ther , was valid therefore for every society and every 
individual . Bu t in prac t ice psychoanalys is gave itself the task 
of alleviating the effects of repression (for those who were in 
a posi t ion to resor t to psychoanalysis) t ha t th is prohib i t ion 
was capable of causing; it a l lowed individuals to express their 
inces tuous desire in discourse . But d u r i n g the same per iod, 
there was a sys temat ic campa ign being organized against the 
k inds of inces tuous pract ices tha t existed in rura l areas or in 
cer ta in u r b a n quar te r s inaccessible to psychia t ry : an inten­
sive adminis t ra t ive and judicia l grid was laid out then to pu t 
an end to these pract ices . A n entire polit ics for the pro tec t ion 
of chi ldren or the placing of " e n d a n g e r e d " minors unde r 
guard iansh ip had as its par t ia l objective their wi thdrawal 
from families t ha t were su spec t ed—through lack of space, 
dubious proximi ty , a h is tory of debauchery , antisocial 
"p r imi t iveness , " or dégénérescence—of pract ic ing incest. 
W h e r e a s the dep loyment of sexuali ty h a d been intensifying 
affective relat ions and physical p roximi ty since the eigh­
teenth century , and a l though there h a d occur red a perpe tua l 
inc i tement to incest in the bourgeois family, the regime of 
sexuali ty applied to the lower classes on the con t ra ry in­
volved the exclusion of inces tuous pract ices or at least their 
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d isp lacement in to ano the r form. A t a t ime when incest was 
being h u n t e d ou t as a conduc t , psychoanalys is was busy 
revealing it as a desire and al leviat ing—for those w h o suff­
ered from the des i re—the severity wh ich repressed it. W e 
m u s t not forget tha t the discovery of the Oed ipus complex 
was c o n t e m p o r a n e o u s wi th the jur id ica l o rganiza t ion of loss 
of paren ta l au thor i ty (in F rance , th is was formula ted in the 
laws of 1889 and 1898). A t the m o m e n t w h e n F r e u d was 
uncover ing the na tu re of D o r a ' s desire a n d al lowing it to be 
pu t into words , p repara t ions were being m a d e to u n d o those 
reprehensible proximit ies in o the r social sectors; on the one 
hand , the father was elevated in to an object of compulso ry 
love, bu t on the o ther hand , if he was a loved one, he was 
at t he same t ime a fallen one in the eyes of the law. Psychoa­
nalysis, as a l imited the rapeu t i c pract ice , t h u s played a differ­
ent ia t ing role wi th respect to o ther p rocedures , wi thin a 
dep loyment of sexuali ty tha t h a d c o m e in to general use. 
Those w h o h a d lost the exclusive privilege of wor ry ing over 
their sexuali ty hencefor th h a d the privilege of experiencing 
m o r e t han o thers the th ing t ha t p rohib i ted it a n d of possess­
ing the m e t h o d which m a d e it possible to remove the repres­
sion. 

T h e his tory of the dep loymen t of sexuality, as it has 
evolved since the classical age, can serve as an archaeology 
of psychoanalysis . W e have seen in fact t ha t psychoanalysis 
plays several roles at once in this dep loyment : it is a mecha ­
nism for a t t ach ing sexuali ty to the system of all iance; it 
assumes an adversary posi t ion wi th respect to the theory of 
dégénérescence; it functions as a differentiating factor in the 
general technology of sex. A r o u n d it the great r equ i rement 
of confession tha t had taken form so long ago assumed the 
new mean ing of an injunct ion to lift psychical repression. 
T h e task of t r u t h was now linked to the chal lenging of 
taboos. 

This s ame development , moreover , opened u p the possibil­
ity of a substant ia l shift in tactics, consis t ing in: re interpret -
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ing the dep loymen t of sexuali ty in t e rms of a general ized 
repression; tying this repression to general mechan i sms of 
domina t ion and exploi tat ion; and l inking toge ther the p roc­
esses t ha t m a k e it possible to free oneself b o t h of repression 
and of domina t ion and exploi ta t ion. T h u s be tween the two 
wor ld wars there was formed, a r o u n d Reich , the his tor ico-
polit ical cr i t ique of sexual repression. T h e impor t ance of this 
cr i t ique a n d its impac t on reali ty were substant ia l . But the 
very possibility of its success was tied to t h e fact t ha t it 
a lways unfolded wi th in the dep loyment of sexuality, and no t 
outs ide or against it. T h e fact tha t so m a n y things were able 
to change in the sexual behavior of Wes t e rn societies wi thou t 
any of the promises or polit ical condi t ions predicted by 
Re ich being realized is sufficient proof t ha t th is whole sexual 
" revo lu t ion , " this whole "an t i repress ive" struggle, repre­
sented no th ing more , bu t no th ing less—and its impor t ance 
is unden i ab l e—than a tact ical shift and reversal in the great 
dep loyment of sexuality. But it is also appa ren t w h y one 
could not expect this cr i t ique to be t h e gr id for a h is tory of 
tha t very dep loyment . N o r the basis for a m o v e m e n t to dis­
man t l e it. 



P A R T F I V E 

Right of Death 
and Power over Life 



F o r a long t ime, one of the charac ter i s t ic privileges of 
sovereign power was the r ight to decide life a n d dea th . In a 
formal sense, it der ived n o doub t from t h e ancient patria 
potestas t ha t g ran ted the father of the R o m a n family the 
r ight to "d i spose" of the life of his ch i ldren a n d his slaves; 
jus t as he h a d given t h e m life, so he cou ld t ake it away. By 
the t ime the r ight of life a n d dea th was f ramed by the classi­
cal theoret ic ians , it was in a considerably d iminished form. 
I t was no longer considered tha t this power of the sovereign 
over his subjects could be exercised in an absolute and un­
condi t ional way, bu t only in cases where thé sovereign's very 
existence was in j eopardy : a sort of r ight of rejoinder. If he 
were th rea tened by external enemies w h o sought to over­
t h r o w h im or contes t his r ights , he could then legitimately 
wage war , and require his subjects to take pa r t in the defense 
of the state; wi thou t "d i rec t ly propos ing their d e a t h , " he was 
empowered to "expose their life": in this sense, he wielded 
an " ind i r ec t " power over t h e m of life a n d dea th . 1 But if 
someone dared to rise u p against h im and t ransgress his laws, 
then he could exercise a direct power over the offender's life: 
as pun i shmen t , t he lat ter wou ld be pu t to dea th . Viewed in 
this way, the power of life and dea th was not an absolute 
privilege: it was condi t ioned by the defense of the sovereign, 
a n d his own survival. M u s t we follow Hobbes in seeing it as 
the t ransfer to the p r ince of the na tu ra l r ight possessed by 
every individual to defend his life even if this mean t the dea th 
of others? O r should it be regarded as a specific r ight tha t was 
manifested wi th the format ion of tha t new jur idical being, 

' Samuel von Pufendorf, Le Droit de la nature (French trans., 1734), p. 445. 
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the sovereign? 2 I n any case, in its m o d e r n form—rela t ive and 

l imi t ed -as in its ancient and absolute form, the right of life 

and dea th is a d issymmetr ica l one. T h e sovereign exercised 

his r ight of life only by exercising his r ight to kill, o r by 

refraining from killing; he evidenced his power over life only 

t h r o u g h the dea th he was capable of requir ing . T h e right 

which was formula ted as the " p o w e r of life a n d d e a t h " was 

in reali ty the r ight to take life or let live. I t s symbol , after 

all, was the sword. P e r h a p s this jur id ica l form m u s t be re­

ferred to a historical type of society in which power was 

exercised main ly as a m e a n s of deduc t ion (prélèvement), a 

subt rac t ion mechan i sm, a r ight to app rop r i a t e a por t ion of 

the weal th , a tax of p roduc t s , goods a n d services, labor and 

blood, levied on the subjects. P o w e r in this ins tance was 

essentially a r ight of seizure: of th ings , t ime, bodies, a n d 

ul t imate ly life itself; it cu lmina ted in the privilege to seize 

hold of life in order to suppress it. 

Since the classical age the Wes t has unde rgone a very 

p ro found t rans format ion of these m e c h a n i s m s of power . 

" D e d u c t i o n " has t ended to be no longer the major form of 

power bu t merely one e lement a m o n g o thers , work ing to 

incite, reinforce, cont ro l , mon i to r , op t imize , and organize 

the forces unde r it: a power bent on genera t ing forces, m a k ­

ing t h e m grow, and order ing them, r a t h e r t h a n one dedica ted 

to impeding them, m a k i n g t h e m submit , or des t roying them. 

T h e r e has been a paral lel shift in the r ight of dea th , or at least 

a t endency to align itself wi th the exigencies of a l ife-adminis­

tering power a n d to define itself accordingly . This dea th t ha t 

was based on the r ight of the sovereign is now manifested as 

s imply the reverse of the r ight of the social body to ensure , 

main ta in , or develop its life. Ye t wars were never as b loody 

as they have been since the n ine teen th cen tury , a n d all th ings 
2 "Just as a composite body can have properties not found in any of the simple bodies 
of which the mixture consists, so a moral body, by virtue of the very union of 
persons of which it is composed, can have certain rights which none of the individu­
als could expressly claim and whose exercise is the proper function of leaders 
alone." Pufendorf, Le Droit de la nature, p. 452. 
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being equal , never before did regimes visit such holocaus ts 
on their o w n popula t ions . But this formidable power of dea th 
— a n d this is pe rhaps w h a t accounts for pa r t of its force and 
the cynicism wi th which it has so great ly expanded its l imits 
— n o w presents itself as the coun te rpa r t of a power t ha t 
exerts a posit ive influence on life, t ha t endeavors to adminis ­
ter, opt imize, and mul t ip ly it, subjecting it to precise cont ro ls 
and comprehens ive regulat ions . W a r s a re no longer waged in 
the n a m e of a sovereign w h o m u s t be defended; they are 
waged on behalf of the existence of everyone; ent ire popula­
t ions a re mobi l ized for the purpose of wholesale s laughter in 
the n a m e of life necessity: massacres have become vital. I t is 
as m a n a g e r s of life a n d survival, of bodies _and the race, tha t 
so m a n y regimes have been able to wage so m a n y wars , 
caus ing so m a n y m e n to be killed. A n d t h r o u g h a t u rn t ha t 
closes the circle, as the technology of wa r s has caused t h e m 
to t end increasingly t o w a r d all-out des t ruc t ion , the decision 
tha t initiates thetti and the one tha t t e rmina tes t h e m are in 
fact increasingly informed by the naked quest ion of survival. 
T h e a tomic s i tuat ion is now at the end poin t of this process: 
the power to expose a whole popula t ion to dea th is the 
unders ide of the power to guaran tee an individual ' s con­
t inued existence. T h e pr inciple under ly ing the tact ics of bat­
t l e—tha t one has to be capable of kill ing in order to go on 
l iv ing—has become the pr inciple tha t defines the strategy of 
states. But the existence in quest ion is no longer the jur idical 
existence of sovereignty; a t s take is the biological existence 
of a popula t ion . If genocide is indeed the d r e a m of m o d e r n 
powers , this is no t because of a recent r e tu rn of the ancient 
r ight to kill; it is because power is s i tua ted a n d exercised at 
the level of life, t he species, t he race, a n d the large-scale 
p h e n o m e n a of popula t ion . 

O n ano the r level, I migh t have t aken u p the example of the 
dea th penal ty . Toge the r wi th war , it was for a long t ime t h e 
o the r form of the r ight of the sword; it cons t i tu ted the reply 
of the sovereign to those w h o a t tacked his will, his law, or 
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his person. Those w h o died on the scaffold became fewer a n d 
fewer, in cont ras t to those w h o died in wars . But it was for 
the same reasons t ha t the la t ter became m o r e n u m e r o u s and 
the former m o r e a n d m o r e rare . A s soon as power gave itself 
the function of adminis te r ing life, its reason for being and the 
logic of its exerc ise—and no t the awaken ing of h u m a n i t a r i a n 
feel ings—made it m o r e a n d m o r e difficult to apply the dea th 
penal ty . H o w could power exercise its h ighest prerogat ives 
by pu t t ing people to dea th , w h e n its m a i n role was to ensure , 
sustain, a n d mul t ip ly life, to pu t this life in order? F o r such 
a power, execut ion was at t he same t ime a limit, a scandal , 
and a cont radic t ion . H e n c e capi tal p u n i s h m e n t could no t be 
ma in ta ined except by invoking less the eno rmi ty of the c r ime 
itself t han the mons t ros i ty of the cr iminal , his incorrigibil i ty, 
and the safeguard of society. O n e h a d the r ight to kill those 
w h o represented a k ind of biological danger to o thers . 

O n e migh t say tha t the ancient r ight to take life o r let live 
was replaced by a power to foster life o r disallow it to the 
po in t of dea th . Th i s is pe rhaps w h a t explains tha t disqualifi­
ca t ion of dea th which m a r k s the recent wane of the r i tuals 
tha t accompan ied it. T h a t dea th is so carefully evaded is 
l inked less to a new anxiety which m a k e s dea th unbearab le 
for ou r societies t h a n to the fact tha t the p rocedures of power 
have no t ceased to t u rn away from dea th . In the passage from 
this wor ld to the o ther , dea th was the m a n n e r in which a 
terrestr ial sovereignty was relieved by ano ther , s ingularly 
m o r e powerful sovereignty; the pagean t ry t ha t s u r r o u n d e d it 
was in the category of polit ical ce remony . N o w it is over life, 
t h r o u g h o u t its unfolding, tha t power establishes its d o m i n ­
ion; dea th is power ' s limit, t he m o m e n t t ha t escapes it; dea th 
becomes the mos t secret aspect of existence, the mos t "p r i ­
va t e . " I t is not surpr is ing tha t su ic ide—once a cr ime, since 
it was a way to usu rp the power of dea th wh ich the sovereign 
alone, whe the r the one here below or t h e L o r d above, h a d the 
r ight to exerc ise—became, in the course of the n ine teen th 
century , one of the first conduc t s to enter in to the sphere of 
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sociological analysis; it testified to the individual and pr iva te 
r ight to die, at the borde r s a n d in the interst ices of power t ha t 
was exercised over life. Th i s de te rmina t ion to die, s t range 
a n d yet so persis tent a n d cons tan t in its manifestat ions, and 
consequent ly so difficult to explain as being d u e to par t i cu la r 
c i rcumstances o r individual accidents , was one of the first 
a s ton i shments of a society in which poli t ical power h a d as­
signed itself the task of adminis te r ing life. 

In concre te t e rms , s ta r t ing in the seventeenth century , this 
power over life evolved in two basic forms; these forms were 
not ant i thet ical , however ; they cons t i tu ted r a the r two poles 
of deve lopment l inked toge ther by a who le in te rmediary 
cluster of relat ions. O n e of these po les—the first to be 
formed, it seems—cente red on the body as a mach ine : its 
disciplining, the op t imiza t ion of its capabil i t ies, the extor t ion 
of its forces, the paral lel increase of its usefulness and its 
docili ty, its in tegrat ion into systems of efficient and economic 
controls , all this was ensured by the p rocedures of power t ha t 
charac te r ized the disciplines: an anatomo-politics of the 
human body. T h e second, formed s o m e w h a t later, focused 
on the species body, the body imbued wi th the mechan ics of 
life and serving as the basis of the biological processes: p ropa­
gation, b i r ths and mor ta l i ty , t he level of hea l th , life expect­
ancy and longevity, wi th all the condi t ions tha t can cause 
these to vary. The i r supervision was effected t h r o u g h an 
ent i re series of in tervent ions and regulatory controls: a bio-
politics of the population. T h e disciplines of the body and the 
regula t ions of the popula t ion cons t i tu ted the two poles 
a r o u n d which the organiza t ion of power over life was de­
ployed. T h e set t ing up , in the course of the classical age, of 
this great bipolar t e chno logy—ana tomic a n d biological, in­
dividual iz ing and specifying, d i rected t o w a r d the perfor­
mances of the body, wi th a t tent ion to the processes of life— 
charac te r ized a power whose highest function was pe rhaps 
n o longer to kill, bu t t o invest life t h r o u g h and th rough . 

T h e old power of dea th tha t symbol ized sovereign power 



140 The History of Sexuality 

was now carefully supplanted by the administration of bodies 
and the calculated management of life. During the classical 
period, there was a rapid development of various disciplines 
—universities, secondary schools, barracks, workshops; 
there was also the emergence, in the field of political prac­
tices and economic observation, of the problems of birthrate, 
longevity, public health, housing, and migration. Hence 
there was an explosion of numerous and diverse techniques 
for achieving the subjugation of bodies and the control of 
populations, marking the beginning of an era of "bio-
power." The two directions taken by its development still 
appeared to be clearly separate in the eighteenth century. 
With regard to discipline, this development was embodied in 
institutions such as the army and the schools, and in reflec­
tions on tactics, apprenticeship, education, and the nature of 
societies, ranging from the strictly military analyses of Mar­
shal de Saxe to the political reveries of Guibert or Servan. As 
for population controls, one notes the emergence of demog­
raphy, the evaluation of the relationship between resources 
and inhabitants, the constructing of tables analyzing wealth 
and its circulation: the work of Quesnay, Moheau, and Siiss-
milch. The philosophy of the "Ideologists," as a theory of 
ideas, signs, and the individual genesis of sensations, but also 
a theory of the social composition of interests—Ideology 
being a doctrine of apprenticeship, but also a doctrine of 
contracts and the regulated formation of the social body— 
no doubt constituted the abstract discourse in which one 
sought to coordinate these two techniques of power in order 
to construct a general theory of it. In point of fact, however, 
they were not to be joined at the level of a speculative 
discourse, but in the form of concrete arrangements (agence­
ments concrets) that would go to make up the great technol­
ogy of power in the nineteenth century: the deployment of 
sexuality would be one of them, and one of the most impor­
tant. 

This bio-power was without question an indispensable ele-
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m e n t in the deve lopment of capi tal ism; t h e la t ter wou ld not 
„ have been possible wi thou t the contro l led insert ion of bodies 

in to the mach ine ry of p roduc t ion and the ad jus tment of the 
p h e n o m e n a of popula t ion to economic processes. But this 
was not all it required; it also needed the g rowth of bo th these 
factors, their re inforcement as well as the i r availability and 
docili ty; it h a d to have m e t h o d s of power capable of opt imiz­
ing forces, apt i tudes , a n d life in general w i thou t at t he same 
t ime m a k i n g t h e m m o r e difficult to govern. If the develop­
m e n t of the great i n s t rumen t s of the state, as institutions of 
power , ensured the ma in t enance of p roduc t i on relat ions, t he 
rud imen t s of a n a t o m o - and bio-polit ics, c rea ted in the eigh­
teenth cen tury as techniques of power present at every level 
of the social body and uti l ized by very diverse ins t i tu t ions 
( the family and the a rmy, schools a n d the police, individual 
medic ine and the admin i s t ra t ion of collective bodies) , ope­
ra ted in the sphere of economic processes, their development , 
a n d the forces work ing to sustain them. T h e y also acted as 
factors of segregat ion and social h ierarchiza t ion , exert ing 
their influence on the respective forces of bo th these move­
men t s , guaran tee ing relat ions of domina t i on and effects of 
hegemony. T h e ad jus tment of the accumula t i on of m e n to 
t ha t of capital , t he jo in ing of the g rowth of h u m a n groups to 
the expans ion of p roduc t ive forces and t h e differential alloca­
t ion of profit, were m a d e possible in pa r t by the exercise of 
b io-power in its m a n y forms and modes of applicat ion. T h e 
inves tment of the body, its valor izat ion, a n d the distr ibutive 
m a n a g e m e n t of its forces were at t he t ime indispensable. 

O n e knows h o w m a n y t imes the ques t ion has been raised 
concern ing the role of an ascetic mora l i ty in the first forma­
t ion of capi tal ism; bu t w h a t occur red in the e ighteenth cen­
tu ry in some Wes te rn countr ies , an event b o u n d u p wi th the 
deve lopment of capi ta l ism, was a different p h e n o m e n o n hav­
ing pe rhaps a wider impac t t han the new moral i ty ; th is was 
no th ing less t h a n the ent ry of life into his tory, tha t is, the 
en t ry of p h e n o m e n a pecul iar to the life of the h u m a n species 
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in to the o rder of knowledge a n d power , in to the sphere of 
polit ical techniques . I t is no t a quest ion of c la iming tha t this 
was the m o m e n t when the first con tac t between life and 
his tory was b r o u g h t about . O n the con t ra ry , the pressure 
exer ted by the biological on the his tor ical h a d remained very 
s t rong for t h o u s a n d s of years; epidemics a n d famine were the 
two great d r a m a t i c forms of this re la t ionship tha t was a lways 
d o m i n a t e d by the m e n a c e of dea th . Bu t t h r o u g h a c i rcular 
process, t he e c o n o m i c — a n d pr imar i ly agr icu l tura l—devel ­
o p m e n t of the e ighteenth century , and an increase in p r o d u c ­
tivity and resources even m o r e rap id t han the demograph i c 
g rowth it encouraged , al lowed a m e a s u r e of relief f rom these 
p ro found th rea t s : despi te some renewed ou tbreaks , the pe­
riod of great ravages from s tarva t ion a n d p lague h a d c o m e 
to a close before the F r e n c h Revolut ion; dea th was ceasing 
to t o rmen t life so directly. But at t he same t ime, t h e develop­
m e n t of the different fields of knowledge conce rned wi th life 
in general , t he i m p r o v e m e n t of agr icu l tura l techniques , a n d 
the observat ions and measures relat ive to m a n ' s life and 
survival cont r ibu ted to this re laxat ion: a relat ive cont ro l over 
life aver ted some of the imminen t risks of dea th . In the space 
for m o v e m e n t thus conquered , and b roaden ing and organiz­
ing t ha t space, m e t h o d s of power a n d knowledge assumed 
responsibil i ty for the life processes a n d u n d e r t o o k to cont ro l 
and modify them. Wes t e rn m a n was gradual ly learning w h a t 
it m e a n t to be a living species in a living wor ld , to have a 
body, condi t ions of existence, probabil i t ies of life, an individ­
ual and collective welfare, forces tha t could be modified, a n d 
a space in which they could be d is t r ibu ted in an op t imal 
manner . F o r the first t ime in his tory, no doubt , biological 
existence was reflected in polit ical existence; the fact of living 
was n o longer an inaccessible subs t ra te t ha t only emerged 
from t ime to t ime, amid the r a n d o m n e s s of dea th and its 
fatality; par t of it passed in to knowledge ' s field of cont ro l a n d 
power ' s sphere of in tervent ion. Power wou ld no longer be 
deal ing s imply wi th legal subjects over w h o m the u l t ima te 
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domin ion was dea th , bu t wi th living beings, and the mas te ry 
it would be able t o exercise over t h e m would have to be 
appl ied at the level of life itself; it was the tak ing charge of 
life, m o r e t han the th rea t of dea th , tha t gave power its access 
even to t h e body . If one c a n apply t h e t e r m bio-history t o t h e 
pressures t h r o u g h which the m o v e m e n t s of life and the proc­
esses of his tory interfere wi th one ano ther , one would have 
to speak of bio-power to designate w h a t b r o u g h t life a n d its 
mechan i sms in to t h e rea lm of explicit ca lcula t ions a n d m a d e 
knowledge-power an agent of t r ans format ion of h u m a n life. 
I t is not tha t life has been total ly in tegra ted in to techniques 
tha t govern and admin is te r it; it cons tan t ly escapes them. 
Outs ide the Wes te rn wor ld , famine exists, on a greater scale 
t han ever; and the biological risks confront ing the species a re 
pe rhaps greater , a n d certainly m o r e serious, t h a n before the 
b i r th of microbiology. B u t w h a t migh t b e called a society 's 
" th re sho ld of m o d e r n i t y " has been reached when the life of 
the species is wagered on its own poli t ical strategies. F o r 
mil lennia, m a n remained w h a t h e was for Ar is to t le : a living 
an imal wi th the addi t ional capaci ty for a poli t ical existence; 
m o d e r n m a n is an an ima l whose politics places his existence 
as a living being in quest ion. 

This t r ans format ion h a d considerable consequences . I t 
would serve no purpose h e r e to dwell on t h e r u p t u r e tha t 
occur red then in t h e pa t t e rn of scientific d iscourse and on the 
m a n n e r in wh ich the twofold p rob lemat ic of life and m a n 
d i s rup ted and redis t r ibuted the o rder of the classical epis-
teme. If t he quest ion of m a n was raised—insofar as he was 
a specific living being, and specifically related to o ther living 
be ings—the reason for this is to be sought in the new m o d e 
of relat ion between his tory and life: in this dua l posi t ion of 
life tha t p laced it at t he same t ime outs ide his tory, in its 
biological env i ronment , a n d inside h u m a n historicity, pene­
t r a t ed by the la t te r ' s techniques of knowledge and power . 
T h e r e is no need ei ther to lay further stress on the prolifera­
t ion of political technologies tha t ensued, invest ing the body, 
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heal th , modes of subsis tence and habi ta t ion , living condi­
t ions, the whole space of existence. 

A n o t h e r consequence of this deve lopment of b io-power 
was the growing i m p o r t a n c e assumed by the act ion of the 
n o r m , a t t he expense of the jur id ica l system of the law. L a w 
canno t help bu t bu t be a rmed , and its a r m , par excellence, 
is dea th ; to those w h o t ransgress it, it replies, a t least as a last 
resort , wi th tha t absolute menace . T h e law always refers to 
the sword . But a power whose task is to t ake charge of life 
needs con t inuous regula tory a n d correct ive mechan i sms . I t 
is no longer a ma t t e r of br inging dea th in to play in the field 
of sovereignty, but of d is t r ibut ing the living in the d o m a i n of 
value a n d util i ty. Such a power has to qualify, measure , 
appraise , a n d hierarchize , r a the r t h a n display itself in its 
m u r d e r o u s splendor; it does no t have to d r a w the line t ha t 
separates the enemies of the sovereign from his obedient 
subjects; it effects d is t r ibut ions a r o u n d t h e n o rm. I d o not 
m e a n to say t ha t t h e law fades in to the b a c k g r o u n d or tha t 
the ins t i tu t ions of jus t ice t end to d isappear , bu t r a the r tha t 
the law operates m o r e and m o r e as a n o r m , a n d tha t the 
judic ia l ins t i tu t ion is increasingly incorpora ted into a con­
t i n u u m of appara tuses (medical , adminis t ra t ive , and so on) 
whose functions are for the mos t pa r t regula tory . A no rma l ­
izing society is the his tor ical o u t c o m e of a technology of 
power centered on life. W e have en te red a phase of jur id ica l 
regression in compar i son wi th the pre-seventeenth-century 
societies we are acqua in ted with; we shou ld not be deceived 
by all the Cons t i tu t ions f ramed t h r o u g h o u t the wor ld since 
the F r e n c h Revolu t ion , the Codes wr i t t en and revised, a 
whole cont inua l and c l amorous legislative activity: these 
were the forms tha t m a d e an essentially normal iz ing power 
acceptable. 

Moreover , against this power t ha t was still new in the 
n ineteenth century , the forces tha t resisted relied for suppor t 
on the very th ing it invested, tha t is, on life and m a n as a 
living being. Since the last cen tury , the grea t struggles t ha t 
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have chal lenged the general system of power were not guided 
by the belief in a r e tu rn to former r ights , o r by the age-old 
d r e a m of a cycle of t ime or a G o l d e n Age . O n e n o longer 
aspired t o w a r d the coming of the empe ro r of the poor , or the 
k i n g d o m of the la t ter days , or even the res tora t ion of our 
imagined ances t ra l r ights; w h a t was d e m a n d e d and w h a t 
served as an objective was life, unde r s tood as the basic needs , 
m a n ' s concre te essence, the real izat ion of his potent ia l , a 
p leni tude of the possible. W h e t h e r or no t it was Utop ia tha t 
was wan ted is of little impor tance ; w h a t we have seen has 
been a very real process of struggle; life as a polit ical object 
was in a sense taken at face value and t u rned back against 
the system tha t was ben t on control l ing it. I t was life m o r e 
t han the law tha t b e c a m e the issue of polit ical struggles, even 
if the lat ter were formula ted t h r o u g h affirmations concern ing 
r ights . T h e " r i g h t " to life, to one ' s body, to hea l th , to happi ­
ness, to the satisfaction of needs , and beyond all the oppres­
sions or "a l i ena t ions , " the " r i g h t " to rediscover w h a t one is 
a n d all t ha t one can be, this " r i g h t " — w h i c h the classical 
ju r id ica l system was u t te r ly incapable of c o m p r e h e n d i n g — 
was the polit ical response to all these new procedures of 
power wh ich d id no t derive, ei ther, from the t radi t ional r ight 
of sovereignty. 

Th i s is the b a c k g r o u n d tha t enables us to unde r s t and the 
impor t ance assumed by sex as a polit ical issue. I t was at the 
pivot of the two axes a long wh ich developed the ent ire politi­
cal technology of life. O n the one h a n d it was tied to the 
disciplines of the body : the harness ing, intensification, and 
dis t r ibut ion of forces, t he adjus tment and economy of ener­
gies. O n the o ther ha nd , it was applied to the regulat ion of 
popula t ions , t h r o u g h all the far-reaching effects of its activ­
ity. I t fitted in bo th categories at once, giving rise t o infinitesi­
ma l surveil lances, p e r m a n e n t controls , ext remely met icu lous 
order ings of space, inde te rmina te medica l o r psychological 
examinat ions , to an ent i re micro-power concerned wi th the 
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body. Bu t it gave rise as well to comprehens ive measures , 
statist ical assessments , and in tervent ions a imed at the ent i re 
social body or a t g roups taken as a whole . Sex was a m e a n s 
of access bo th to the life of the b o d y a n d the life of the 
species. I t was employed as a s t a n d a r d for the disciplines and 
as a basis for regulat ions . This is w h y in the n ine teen th 
cen tury sexuali ty was sought ou t in the smallest detai ls of 
individual existences; it was t r acked d o w n in behavior , pu r ­
sued in d reams; it was suspected of under ly ing the least 
follies, it was t raced back in to the earliest years of ch i ldhood; 
it became the s t a m p of ind iv idual i ty—at the same t ime w h a t 
enabled one to ana lyze the lat ter and w h a t m a d e it possible 
to mas te r it. But one also sees it becoming the t h eme of 
polit ical operat ions , economic in tervent ions ( t h rough incite­
men t s to or curbs on procrea t ion) , a n d ideological campaigns 
for raising s t anda rds of mora l i ty and responsibil i ty: it was 
pu t forward as the index of a society 's s t rength , revealing of 
bo th its political energy a n d its biological vigor. Spread ou t 
f rom one pole to the o the r of this technology of sex was a 
whole series of different tact ics t ha t combined in varying 
p ropor t ions the objective of discipl ining the b o d y a n d t ha t of 
regula t ing popula t ions . 

W h e n c e the impor t ance of the four great lines of a t t ack 
a long wh ich the politics of sex advanced for two centur ies . 
E a c h one was a way of combin ing discipl inary techniques 
wi th regulat ive me thods . T h e first two res ted on the requi re­
m e n t s of regulat ion, on a whole t hema t i c of the species, 
descent , and collective welfare, in o rder to obta in resul ts at 
the level of discipline; the sexual izat ion of ch i ldren was ac­
compl ished in the form of a campa ign for the hea l th of the 
race (precocious sexuali ty was presented from the e ighteenth 
century to the end of the n ine teenth as an epidemic m e n a c e 
tha t r isked compromis ing no t only the future hea l th of adul t s 
bu t the future of the ent ire society a n d species); the hyster iza-
t ion of w o m e n , which involved a t h o r o u g h medica l iza t ion of 
their bodies a n d their sex, was carr ied ou t in the n a m e of the 
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responsibil i ty they owed to the hea l th of the i r chi ldren, the 
solidity of the family inst i tut ion, and the safeguarding of 
society. I t was the reverse re la t ionship t ha t applied in the 
case of b i r th cont ro ls and the psychia t r iza t ion of perversions: 
he re the in tervent ion was regula tory in na tu re , bu t it h a d to 
rely on the d e m a n d for individual disciplines and cons t ra in t s 
(dressages). Broad ly speaking, at the j u n c t u r e of the " b o d y " 
and the " p o p u l a t i o n , " sex became a crucial ta rge t of a power 
organized a r o u n d the m a n a g e m e n t of life r a the r t h a n the 
menace of dea th . 

T h e b lood relat ion long remained an i m p o r t a n t e lement in 
the mechan i sms of power , its manifes ta t ions , a n d its r i tuals . 
F o r a society in wh ich the systems of all iance, the political 
form of the sovereign, the differentiation in to orders and 
castes, and the value of descent lines were p redominan t ; for 
a society in which famine, epidemics, a n d violence m a d e 
dea th imminen t , b lood cons t i tu ted one of the fundamenta l 
values. I t owed its h igh value at the same t ime to its ins t ru­
men ta l role ( the ability to shed blood) , to the way it func­
t ioned in the o rder of signs ( to have a cer ta in blood, t o be of 
the same blood, to be p repa red to risk one ' s b lood) , and also 
to its precar iousness (easily spilled, subject to dry ing up, too 
readily mixed, capable of being quickly co r rup ted ) . A society 
of b l o o d — I was t e m p t e d to say, of " s a n g u i n i t y " — w h e r e 
power spoke through b lood: the h o n o r of war , t he fear of 
famine, the t r i u m p h of dea th , the sovereign wi th his sword, 
execut ioners , and tor tures ; b lood was a reality with a sym­
bolic function. We , on the o ther hand , are in a society of 
" sex , " or r a the r a society " w i t h a sexual i ty" : the mechan i sms 
of power a re addressed to the body, t o life, to wha t causes 
it t o proliferate, to w h a t reinforces the species, its s tamina , 
its ability to domina te , or its capaci ty for being used. 
T h r o u g h the themes of heal th , progeny, race, the future of 
the species, the vitality of the social body, power spoke of 
sexuali ty and to sexuali ty; the lat ter was no t a m a r k or a 
symbol , it was an object and a target . Moreover , its impor-
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tance was due less to its rar i ty or its precar iousness t han to 
its insistence, its insidious presence, the fact t ha t it was every­
where an object of exci tement and fear at the same t ime. 
P o w e r del ineated it, a roused it, a n d employed it as the prolif­
era t ing mean ing t ha t h a d a lways to be t aken cont ro l of again 
lest it escape; it was an effect with a meaning-value. I d o no t 
m e a n to say t ha t a subst i tu t ion of sex for b lood was by itself 
responsible for all the t r ans format ions t ha t m a r k e d the 
th resho ld of our modern i ty . I t is no t the soul of two civiliza­
t ions or the organiz ing principle of two cu l tura l forms tha t 
I a m a t t empt ing to express; I a m looking for the reasons for 
which sexuality, far from being repressed in the society of 
t ha t period, on the con t r a ry was cons tan t ly aroused. T h e 
new procedures of power t ha t were devised du r ing the classi­
cal age and employed in the n ine teenth cen tu ry were wha t 
caused our societies to go from a symbolics of blood t o an 
analytics of sexuality. Clearly, no th ing was m o r e on the side 
of the law, dea th , t ransgression, the symbolic , and sove­
reignty t h a n blood; jus t as sexuali ty was on the side of the 
n o r m , knowledge , life, mean ing , the disciplines, and regula­
t ions. 

Sade a n d the first eugenists were c o n t e m p o r a r y wi th this 
t ransi t ion from " sangu in i ty" to "sexua l i ty . " Bu t whereas the 
first d r eams of the perfecting of the species inclined the whole 
p rob lem toward an ext remely exact ing admin i s t ra t ion of sex 
( the a r t of de te rmin ing good mar r i ages , of inducing the 
desired fertilities, of ensur ing the hea l th a n d longevity of 
chi ldren) , a n d while the new concept of race tended to oblit­
e ra te the ar is tocrat ic par t icular i t ies of blood, re ta ining only 
the control lable effects of sex, Sade car r ied the exhaust ive 
analysis of sex over in to the m e c h a n i s m s of the old power of 
sovereignty and endowed it wi th the anc ient bu t fully ma in ­
ta ined prest ige of blood; the la t ter flowed t h r o u g h the whole 
d imens ion of p leasure—the b lood of t o r t u r e and absolute 
power, t he blood of the caste which was respected in itself 
and wh ich nonetheless was m a d e to flow in the major r i tuals 
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of parr ic ide and incest, the b lood of the people, which was 
shed unreservedly since the sort t ha t flowed in its veins was 
no t even deserving of a n a m e . In Sade, sex is w i thou t any 
n o r m or intr insic ru le tha t migh t be fo rmula ted from its own 
na tu re ; bu t it is subject to the unres t r ic ted law of a power 
which itself knows n o o the r law bu t its own; if by chance it 
is at t imes forced to accept the o rder of progress ions carefully 
disciplined in to successive days, this exercise carr ies it t o a 
point where it is n o longer any th ing bu t a un ique a n d naked 
sovereignty: an unl imi ted r ight of all-powerful monst ros i ty . 

Whi le it is t rue tha t the analytics of sexuali ty and the 
symbolics of b lood were g rounded at first in two very dist inct 
regimes of power, in ac tua l fact the passage from one to the 
o the r d id no t come about (any m o r e t h a n d id these powers 
themselves) wi thou t overlappings, in terac t ions , a n d echoes. 
In different ways, the p reoccupa t ion wi th b lood and the law 
has for near ly two centur ies h a u n t e d the admin is t ra t ion of 
sexuali ty. T w o of these interferences a re no tewor thy , the one 
for its his tor ical impor t ance , the o the r for the prob lems it 
poses. Beginning in the second half of the n ine teen th century , 
the themat ics of b lood was somet imes called on to lend its 
ent i re historical weight t oward revital izing the type of politi­
cal power tha t was exercised t h r o u g h the devices of sexuality. 
Rac i sm took shape at this point ( racism in its mode rn , "b i ­
ologizing," statist form): it was then tha t a whole politics of 
se t t lement (peuplement), family, mar r iage , educat ion , social 
h ierarchiza t ion , and proper ty , accompan ied by a long series 
of p e r m a n e n t in tervent ions at the level of the body, conduc t , 
heal th , and everyday life, received their color and their jus ­
tification from the myth ica l concern wi th pro tec t ing the 
pur i ty of the blood a n d ensur ing the t r i u m p h of the race. 
N a z i s m was doubt less the m o s t cunn ing a n d the mos t naive 
(and the former because of the la t ter) combina t ion of the 
fantasies of b lood a n d the pa roxysms of a discipl inary power. 
A eugenic order ing of society, wi th all t ha t implied in the 
way of extension and intensification of micro-powers , in the 
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guise of an unres t r ic ted s tate cont ro l (étatisation), was ac­
compan ied by the oneir ic exal ta t ion of a super ior blood; the 
la t ter implied bo th the sys temat ic genocide of o thers and the 
risk of exposing oneself to a to ta l sacrifice. I t is an i rony of 
h is tory tha t the Hi t ler i te politics of sex r ema ined an insignifi­
cant pract ice while the b lood m y t h was t rans formed in to the 
greatest b lood ba th in recent m e m o r y . 

A t the opposi te ext reme, s ta r t ing from this same end of the 
n ine teen th cen tury , we can t race the theore t ica l effort t o 
reinscribe the themat ic of sexuali ty in the system of law, the 
symbol ic order , and sovereignty. I t is to the political credi t 
of psychoanalys is—or at least, of w h a t was mos t coheren t in 
i t—tha t it r egarded wi th suspicion (and this from its incep­
tion, t ha t is, from the m o m e n t it b roke away from the neu­
ropsychia t ry of dégénérescence) the i r revocably prol iferat ing 
aspects which migh t be conta ined in these power mech­
anisms a imed at cont ro l l ing and adminis te r ing the everyday 
life of sexuality: whence the F r e u d i a n endeavor (out of reac­
t ion n o doub t to the great surge of rac ism tha t was con tem­
pora ry wi th it) to g round sexuali ty in t h e l aw—the law of 
alliance, tabooed consanguini ty , a n d the Sovereign-Father , 
in shor t , to s u r r o u n d desire wi th all the t r app ings of the old 
o rder of power. I t was owing to this tha t psychoanalys is was 
—in the main , wi th a few except ions—in theoret ical a n d 
pract ical opposi t ion to fascism. Bu t this posi t ion of psychoa­
nalysis was tied to a specific historical conjunc ture . A n d yet, 
to conceive the ca tegory of the sexual in t e rms of the law, 
dea th , blood, and sovere ign ty—whatever the references 
to Sade and Bataille, and however one migh t gauge the i r 
" subvers ive" influence—is in the last analysis a historical 
" re t ro-vers ion ." W e m u s t conceptual ize the dep loyment of 
sexuali ty on the basis of the techniques of power tha t a re 
con t empora ry wi th it. 

People are going to say t ha t I a m deal ing in a his tor ic ism 
which is m o r e careless t han radical ; t ha t I a m evading the 
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biologically established existence of sexual functions for the 
benefit of p h e n o m e n a tha t a re variable, pe rhaps , bu t fragile, 
secondary , and ul t imately superficial; a n d t ha t I speak of 
sexuali ty as if sex d id no t exist. A n d one wou ld be enti t led 
to object as follows: " Y o u claim to ana lyze in detai l the 
processes by which w o m e n ' s bodies, the lives of chi ldren, 
family rela t ionships , a n d an ent ire ne twork of social relat ions 
were sexualized. Y o u wish to describe t ha t great awakening 
of sexual concern since the e ighteenth cen tu ry a n d our grow­
ing eagerness to suspect the presence of sex in everything. Let 
us admi t as m u c h and suppose t ha t the m e c h a n i s m s of power 
were in fact used m o r e to arouse a n d 'exci te ' sexuali ty t han 
to repress it. Bu t he re you remain qui te near to the th ing you 
n o doub t believe you have got ten away from; at bo t tom, 
when you point ou t p h e n o m e n a of diffusion, anchorage , and 
fixation of sexuality, you are t rying to reveal w h a t migh t be 
called the organiza t ion of 'erot ic zones ' in the social body; it 
m a y well be the case t ha t you have done no th ing m o r e t h a n 
t ranspose to the level of diffuse processes mechan i sms which 
psychoanalysis has identified wi th precision at the level of the 
individual . But you pass over the th ing on the basis of wh ich 
this sexual izat ion was able to develop a n d wh ich psychoanal ­
ysis does no t fail to recognize—namely , sex. Before F reud , 
one sought to localize sexuali ty as closely as possible: in sex, 
in its reproduc t ive functions, in its immed ia t e ana tomica l 
localizations; one fell back upon a biological m i n i m u m : 
organ, instinct , and finality. You , on the o ther hand , are in 
a symmetr ica l and inverse posi t ion: for you, there r ema in 
only groundless effects, ramifications wi thou t roots , a sexual­
ity wi thou t a sex. W h a t is this if not cas t ra t ion once aga in?" 

H e r e we need to dis t inguish between two quest ions. First , 
does the analysis of sexuali ty necessari ly imply the elision of 
the body, ana tomy, the biological, the functional? T o this 
quest ion, I th ink we can reply in the negat ive. In any case, 
the purpose of the present s tudy is in fact to show h o w 
dep loyments of power a re direct ly connec ted to the b o d y — 
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to bodies , functions, physiological processes, sensat ions, and 
pleasures; far from the body having to be effaced, w h a t is 
needed is to m a k e it visible t h r o u g h an analysis in wh ich the 
biological and the his tor ical a re no t consecut ive to one an­
other , as in the evolut ionism of the first sociologists, bu t a re 
b o u n d toge ther in an increasingly complex fashion in accord­
ance wi th the deve lopment of the m o d e r n technologies of 
power tha t t ake life as their objective. H e n c e I do no t envis­
age a "h i s to ry of men ta l i t i e s" tha t wou ld take accoun t of 
bodies only t h r o u g h the m a n n e r in wh ich they have been 
perceived and given mean ing and value; bu t a "h i s to ry of 
bod ies" and the m a n n e r in which w h a t is m o s t mater ia l and 
mos t vital in t hem has been invested. 

A n o t h e r quest ion, dis t inct from the first one: this mater ia l ­
ity t ha t is referred to , is it not , then , tha t of sex, and is it no t 
paradoxica l to ven ture a h is tory of sexuali ty a t the level of 
bodies, wi thou t there being the least ques t ion of sex? After 
all, is the power tha t is exercised t h r o u g h sexuali ty no t di­
rected specifically at t ha t e lement of reali ty which is " s ex , " 
sex in general? T h a t sexuali ty is not , in re la t ion to power , an 
exter ior d o m a i n to which power is applied, tha t on the con­
t ra ry it is a result a n d an i n s t rumen t of power ' s designs, is 
all very well. Bu t as for sex, is it no t the " o t h e r " wi th respect 
to power , while being the center a r o u n d which sexuali ty 
dis t r ibutes its effects? N o w , it is precisely this idea of sex in 
itself t h a t we canno t accept w i thou t examina t ion . Is " s e x " 
really the anchorage point tha t suppor t s the manifestat ions 
of sexuality, or is it no t r a the r a complex idea tha t was 
formed inside the dep loymen t of sexuali ty? In any case, one 
could show how this idea of sex took form in the different 
strategies of power a n d the definite role it p layed therein. 

All a long the great lines which the deve lopment of the 
dep loyment of sexuali ty has followed since the n ine teen th 
century , one sees the e labora t ion of this idea tha t there exists 
someth ing o ther t han bodies, organs , somat ic localizat ions, 
functions, anatomo-physio logica l sys tems, sensations, a n d 
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pleasures; someth ing else and someth ing m o r e , wi th intr insic 
proper t ies and laws of its own: " sex . " T h u s , in the process 
of hys ter iza t ion of women , " s e x " was denned in three ways : 
as tha t which belongs in c o m m o n to m e n a n d women; as t ha t 
wh ich belongs, par excellence, to men , a n d hence is lacking 
in women ; bu t at the same t ime, as t ha t which by itself 
const i tu tes w o m a n ' s body, order ing it whol ly in t e rms of the 
functions of r ep roduc t ion and keeping it in cons tan t agita­
t ion t h r o u g h the effects of tha t very function. Hys ter ia was 
in te rpre ted in this s t ra tegy as the m o v e m e n t of sex insofar as 
it was the " o n e " and the " o t h e r , " whole a n d par t , pr inciple 
and lack. In the sexualizat ion of ch i ldhood, there was formed 
the idea of a sex tha t was bo th present (from the evidence of 
a n a t o m y ) and absent (from the s t andpo in t of physiology), 
present too if one cons idered its activity, a n d deficient if one 
referred to its reproduc t ive finality; o r again, ac tual in its 
manifestat ions, bu t h idden in its eventual effects, whose pa th ­
ological seriousness wou ld only become a p p a r e n t later. If the 
sex of the child was still present in the adul t , it was in the 
form of a secret causal i ty tha t t ended to nullify the sex of the 
lat ter (it was one of the tenets of e ighteenth- and n ineteenth-
cen tury medic ine tha t precocious sex wou ld eventual ly resul t 
in sterility, impotence , frigidity, the inabili ty t o experience 
pleasure , or the deaden ing of the senses); by sexualizing 
chi ldhood, the idea was established of a sex charac ter ized 
essentially by the in terplay of presence and absence, the visi­
ble and the h idden; mas tu rba t ion and the effects impu ted to 
it were t hough t to reveal in a privileged way this in terplay 
of presence and absence, of the visible a n d the h idden. 

In the psychia t r iza t ion of pervers ions, sex was related to 
biological functions and to an anatomo-physio logica l ma­
chinery t ha t gave it its " m e a n i n g , " tha t is, its finality; bu t it 
was also referred to an instinct which, t h r o u g h its pecul iar 
deve lopment a n d accord ing to the objects to which it could 
become a t tached, m a d e it possible for perverse behavior pat­
te rns t o arise and m a d e their genesis intelligible. T h u s " s e x " 
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was defined by the inter lacing of function a n d instinct , final­
ity and signification; moreover , th is was the form in which 
it was manifested, m o r e clearly t han anywhere else, in the 
mode l perversion, in tha t " fe t i sh ism" which , from at least as 
early as 1877, served as the guiding t h r e a d for analyzing all 
the o ther deviat ions. In it one could clearly perceive the way 
in which the inst inct became fastened to an object in accord­
ance wi th an individual ' s his tor ical adhe rence and biological 
inadequacy . Last ly , in the social izat ion of procrea t ive behav­
ior, " s e x " was described as being caugh t be tween a law of 
reali ty (economic necessity being its mos t ab rup t and i m m e ­
diate form) and an economy of p leasure wh ich was a lways 
a t t empt ing to c i rcumvent t ha t l a w — w h e n , t ha t is, it d id no t 
ignore it a l together . T h e mos t no to r ious of " f r auds , " coi tus 
in te r rup tus , represented the point where the insistence of the 
real forced an end to pleasure and w h e r e the pleasure found 
a way to surface despi te the economy d ic ta ted by the real. I t 
is appa ren t tha t the dep loymen t of sexuali ty, wi th its differ­
ent strategies, was w h a t established this no t ion of "sex" ; and 
in the four major forms of hyster ia , onan i sm, fetishism, a n d 
in te r rup ted coition, it showed this sex to be governed by the 
in terplay of whole and par t , pr inciple and lack, absence a n d 
presence, excess a n d deficiency, by the funct ion of inst inct , 
finality, a n d meaning , of reali ty and pleasure . 

T h e theory thus genera ted per formed a cer ta in n u m b e r of 
functions tha t m a d e it indispensable. Firs t , the no t ion of 
" s e x " m a d e it possible to g roup together , in an artificial 
uni ty , ana tomica l e lements , biological funct ions, conduc t s , 
sensat ions, a n d pleasures, a n d it enabled one to m a k e use of 
this fictitious uni ty as a causal pr inciple , an omnipresen t 
meaning , a secret to be discovered everywhere : sex was t h u s 
able t o function as a un ique signifier a n d as a universal 
signified. F u r t h e r , by present ing itself in a un i t a ry fashion, as 
a n a t o m y and lack, as function and latency, as inst inct a n d 
meaning , it was able to m a r k the line of con tac t be tween a 
knowledge of h u m a n sexuali ty and the biological sciences of 
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reproduc t ion ; thus , w i thou t really bo r rowing any th ing from 
the these sciences, excepting a few doubtful analogies, t h e 
knowledge of sexuali ty gained t h r o u g h p rox imi ty a gua ran ­
tee of quasi-scientificity; bu t by vir tue of this s ame proximity , 
some of the conten ts of biology and physiology were able to 
serve as a pr inciple of normal i ty for h u m a n sexuality. F i ­
nally, t he not ion of sex b r o u g h t abou t a fundamenta l rever­
sal; it m a d e it possible t o invert t he representa t ion of t h e 
re la t ionships of power to sexuality, causing the lat ter t o ap­
pear, no t in its essential and positive re la t ion to power , but 
as being roo ted in a specific and i r reducible urgency which 
power tries as best it can to domina te ; t h u s t h e idea of " s e x " 
m a k e s it possible t o evade w h a t gives " p o w e r " its power; it 
enables one to conceive power solely as law and taboo. Sex 
— t h a t agency wh ich appears t o domina t e us and tha t secret 
which seems to under l ie all tha t we are, t ha t point which 
enthra l l s us t h r o u g h the the power it manifes ts and t h e 
mean ing it conceals , and wh ich we ask to reveal wha t we are 
and to free us from w h a t defines us—is doubt less bu t an ideal 
point m a d e necessary by the dep loyment of sexuali ty and its 
opera t ion . W e m u s t no t m a k e the mis take of th inking tha t 
sex is an a u t o n o m o u s agency which secondari ly p roduces 
manifold effects of sexuali ty over t h e ent i re length of its 
surface of con tac t wi th power . O n the con t ra ry , sex is t h e 
mos t speculat ive, mos t ideal, and mos t in terna l e lement in a 
dep loyment of sexuali ty organized by power in its gr ip on 
bodies and their mater ia l i ty , their forces, energies, sensa­
t ions, and pleasures. 

I t migh t be added tha t " s e x " per forms yet ano ther func­
t ion t ha t r uns t h r o u g h and sustains the ones we have jus t 
examined. I ts role in this ins tance is m o r e pract ical t h a n 
theoret ical . I t is t h r o u g h sex—in fact, an imaginary point 
de te rmined by the dep loyment of sexua l i ty—that each 
individual has t o pass in o rder to have access t o his own 
intelligibility (seeing t ha t it is bo th the h idden aspect and t h e 
generat ive pr inciple of meaning) , t o the whole of his body 
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(since it is a real and th rea tened pa r t of it, whi le symbolical ly 
const i tu t ing the whole) , t o his ident i ty (since it jo ins the force 
of a dr ive to the s ingular i ty of a h is tory) . T h r o u g h a reversal 
tha t doubt less h a d its surrept i t ious beginnings long ago—it 
was a l ready m a k i n g itself felt at t h e t ime of the Chr is t ian 
pas tora l of the flesh—we have ar r ived at the point where we 
expect our intelligibility t o c o m e from wha t was for m a n y 
centur ies t h o u g h t of as madness ; the p leni tude of ou r body 
from wha t was long considered its s t igma and l ikened to a 
wound; our identi ty from w h a t was perceived as an obscure 
and nameless urge . H e n c e t h e i m p o r t a n c e we ascribe to it, 
t he reverential fear wi th wh ich we s u r r o u n d it, t he care we 
take to k n o w it. Hence the fact t ha t over the centur ies it has 
become m o r e impor t an t t han our soul, m o r e impor t an t al­
mos t t h a n ou r life; and so it is t ha t all t h e wor ld ' s en igmas 
appear frivolous to us c o m p a r e d to this secret, minuscu le in 
each of us, bu t of a densi ty t ha t m a k e s it m o r e serious t han 
any other . T h e Faus t i an pact , whose t empta t ion has been 
instilled in us by the dep loyment of sexuality, is now as 
follows: t o exchange life in its ent i rety for sex itself, for the 
t r u t h and the sovereignty of sex. Sex is w o r t h dying for. I t 
is in this (strictly his tor ical) sense t ha t sex is indeed imbued 
wi th the dea th instinct . W h e n a long while ago the Wes t 
discovered love, it bes towed on it a value high enough to 
m a k e dea th acceptable; nowadays it is sex tha t c la ims this 
equivalence, the highest of all. A n d while the dep loyment of 
sexuali ty permi t s t h e techniques of power to invest life, t h e 
fictitious point of sex, itself m a r k e d by t ha t dep loyment , 
exerts enough c h a r m on everyone for t h e m to accept hear ing 
the g rumble of dea th wi thin it. 

By creat ing the imaginary e lement t ha t is " sex , " the de­
p loyment of sexuali ty established one of its mos t essential 
in ternal opera t ing principles: the desire for sex—the desire t o 
have it, t o have access t o it, t o discover it, t o l iberate it, to 
ar t icula te it in discourse, to formula te it in t ru th . I t con­
s t i tu ted " s e x " itself as someth ing desirable. A n d it is th is 
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desirabil i ty of sex tha t a t taches each one of us t o the injunc­
t ion to k n o w it, t o reveal its law and its power ; it is th is 
desirabil i ty t ha t makes us th ink we are affirming t h e r ights 
of our sex against all power , w h e n in fact we are fastened to 
t h e dep loymen t of sexuali ty t ha t has lifted u p from deep 
wi thin us a sort of mirage in which we th ink we see ourselves 
ref lected—the d a r k s h i m m e r of sex. 

" I t is sex ," said K a t e in The Plumed Serpent. " H o w won­
derful sex can be, when m e n keep it powerful and sacred, and 
it fills t he world! like sunshine t h r o u g h and t h r o u g h one!" 

So we mus t no t refer a h is tory of sexuali ty t o t h e agency 
of sex; bu t r a the r show how " s e x " is his torical ly subord ina te 
t o sexuali ty. W e m u s t not place sex on t h e side of reality, a n d 
sexuali ty on tha t of confused ideas and illusions; sexuality is 
a very real his torical format ion; it is w h a t gave rise t o t h e 
no t ion of sex, as a speculat ive e lement necessary to its opera­
t ion. W e m u s t not th ink tha t by saying yes t o sex, one says 
n o to power; on the cont ra ry , one t racks along the course laid 
ou t by the general dep loyment of sexuali ty. I t is the agency 
of sex t ha t we m u s t b reak away from, if we a i m — t h r o u g h a 
tact ical reversal of the var ious mechan i sms of sexual i ty—to 
coun te r the grips of power wi th the c la ims of bodies, pleas­
ures, and knowledges , in their mult ipl ic i ty and their possibil­
ity of resis tance. T h e ral lying point for t h e coun te ra t t ack 
against the dep loyment of sexuality ough t no t to be sex-
desire, bu t bodies and pleasures. 

" T h e r e has been so m u c h act ion in the pas t , " said D . H . 
Lawrence , "especially sexual act ion, a weary ing repet i t ion 
over and over, wi thou t a cor responding though t , a corre­
sponding real izat ion. N o w our business is t o realize sex. 
T o d a y the full conscious real izat ion of sex is even m o r e 
impor t an t t han the act itself." 

P e r h a p s one day people will wonder at this. T h e y will not 
be able to unde r s t and how a civilization so in tent on develop­
ing e n o r m o u s in s t rumen t s of p roduc t ion and des t ruct ion 
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found the t ime and the infinite pa t ience to inquire so anxi­
ously concern ing the ac tua l s ta te of sex; people will smile 
pe rhaps when they recall t ha t here were m e n — m e a n i n g our ­
se lves—who believed t ha t therein resided a t r u t h every bit as 
precious as the one they had a l ready d e m a n d e d from the 
ear th , t he s tars , and the pu re forms of their thought ; people 
will be surpr ised at t he eagerness wi th which we went abou t 
p re tend ing to rouse from its s lumber a sexuali ty which every­
t h i n g — o u r discourses, our cus toms , ou r inst i tut ions, our 
regulat ions, ou r knowledges—was busy p roduc ing in the 
light of day and broadcas t ing to noisy accompan imen t . A n d 
people will ask themselves why we were so bent on ending 
the ru le of silence regard ing w h a t was t h e noisiest of ou r 
preoccupat ions . In re t rospect , th is noise m a y appear t o have 
been out of place, bu t how m u c h s t ranger will seem ou r 
persis tence in in terpret ing it as bu t the refusal t o speak and 
the order to remain silent. People will w o n d e r wha t could 
have m a d e us so p re sumptuous ; they will look for the reasons 
tha t migh t explain why we pr ided ourselves on being the first 
t o gran t sex the impor t ance we say is its due and h o w we 
c a m e to congra tu la te ourselves for finally—in the twent ie th 
cen tu ry—hav ing b roken free of a long per iod of ha r sh repres­
sion, a p ro t rac ted Chr is t ian asceticism, greedily and fastidi­
ously adap ted to the imperat ives of bourgeois economy. A n d 
wha t we now perceive as the chronic le of a censorship and 
the difficult s t ruggle t o r emove it will be seen ra ther as the 
centur ies- long rise of a complex dep loymen t for compel l ing 
sex to speak, for fastening our a t ten t ion and concern u p o n 
sex, for gett ing us to believe in the sovereignty of its law when 
in fact we were moved by the power mechan i sms of sexuali ty. 

People will be amused at the r ep roach of pansexual i sm 
tha t was once a imed at F r e u d and psychoanalysis . Bu t the 
ones w h o will appear t o have been bl ind will pe rhaps be not 
so m u c h those w h o formula ted the objection as those w h o 
d iscounted it out of hand , as if it merely expressed the fears 
of an o u t m o d e d prudishness . F o r the first, after all, were only 
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taken unawares by a process which had begun long before 
and by which , u n b e k n o w n to t hem, they were already sur­
r o u n d e d on all sides; wha t they h a d a t t r ibu ted solely to the 
genius of F r e u d h a d a l ready gone t h r o u g h a long stage of 
p repara t ion ; they h a d got ten their da tes wrong as to the 
es tabl ishment , in ou r society, of a general dep loyment of 
sexuali ty. But the o thers were mis taken concern ing the na­
tu re of the process; they believed t h a t F r e u d had a t last, 
t h r o u g h a sudden reversal , res tored to sex t h e rightful share 
which it had been denied for so long; they had not seen h o w 
the good genius of F r e u d had placed it at one of the crit ical 
points m a r k e d out for it since the e ighteenth cen tury by the 
strategies of knowledge and power , h o w wonderfully effec­
tive he w a s — w o r t h y of the greatest spir i tual fathers and 
d i rec tors of t h e classical pe r iod—in giving a new impe tus t o 
the secular injunct ion to s tudy sex and t rans form it i n to 
discourse. W e are often r eminded of the count less procedures 
wh ich Chr is t iani ty once employed to m a k e us detest t he 
body; bu t let us ponde r all the ruses t ha t were employed for 
centur ies t o m a k e us love sex, to m a k e the knowledge of it 
desirable and everything said about it precious . Let us con­
sider the s t ra tagems by which we were induced to apply all 
ou r skills t o discovering its secrets, by which we were at­
t ached to the obligation to d r a w ou t its t ru th , and m a d e 
guilty for having failed to recognize it for so long. These 
devices a re wha t ough t t o m a k e us wonde r today. Moreover , 
we need to consider the possibility tha t one day, perhaps , in 
a different economy of bodies and pleasures, people will n o 
longer qui te u n d e r s t a n d h o w the ruses of sexuality, and the 
power tha t sustains its organizat ion, were able to subject us 
t o tha t aus tere m o n a r c h y of sex, so t ha t we became dedica ted 
to the endless task of forcing its secret, of exacting the t rues t 
of confessions from a shadow. 

T h e i rony of this dep loyment is in having us believe t ha t 
ou r " l ibe ra t ion" is in the balance. 
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