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Domain

Sexuality must not be described as a stubborn drive, by
nature alien and of necessity disobedient to a power which
exhausts itself trying to subdue it and often fails to control
it entirely. It appears rather as an especially dense transfer
point for relations of power: between men and women, young
people and old people, parents and offspring, teachers and
students, priests and laity, an administration and a popula-
tion. Sexuality is not the most intractable element in power
relations, but rather one of those endowed with the greatest
instrumentality: useful for the greatest number of maneuvers
and capable of serving as a point of support, as a linchpin,
for the most varied strategies.

There is no single, all-encompassing strategy, valid for all
of society and uniformly bearing on all the manifestations of
sex. For example, the idea that there have been repeated
attempts, by various means, to reduce all of sex to its repro-
ductive function, its heterosexual and adult form, and its
matrimonial legitimacy fails to take into account the mani-
fold objectives aimed for, the manifold means employed in
the different sexual politics concerned with the two sexes, the
different age groups and social classes.

In a first approach to the problem, it seems that we can
distinguish four great strategic unities which, beginning in
the eighteenth century, formed specific mechanisms of
knowledge and power centering on sex. These did not come
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into being fully developed at that time; but it was then that
they took on a consistency and gained an effectiveness in the
order of power, as well as a productivity in the order of
knowledge, so that it is possible to describe them in their
relative autonomy.

1. A hysterization of women’s bodies: a threefold process
whereby the feminine body was analyzed—qualified and dis-
qualified—as being thoroughly saturated with sexuality;
whereby it was integrated into the sphere of medical prac-
tices, by reason of a pathology intrinsic to it; whereby, finally,
it was placed in organic communication with the social body
(whose regulated fecundity it was supposed to ensure), the
family space (of which it had to be a substantial and func-
tional element), and the life of children (which it produced
and had to guarantee, by virtue of a biologico-moral respon-
sibility lasting through the entire period of the children’s
education): the Mother, with her negative image of ‘“‘nervous
woman,” constituted the most visible form of this hysteriza-
tion. ’

2. A pedagogization of children’s sex: a double assertion
that practically all children indulge or are prone to indulge
in sexual activity; and that, being unwarranted, at the same
time “natural” and “contrary to nature,” this sexual activity
posed physical and moral, individual and collective dangers;
children were defined as “preliminary” sexual beings, on this
side of sex, yet within it, astride a dangerous dividing line.
Parents, families, educators, doctors, and eventually psy-
chologists would have to take charge, in a continuous way,
of this precious and perilous, dangerous and endangered
sexual potential: this pedagogization was especially evident
in the war against onanism, which in the West lasted nearly
two centuries.

3. A socialization of procreative behavior: an economic so-
cialization via all the incitements and restrictions, the “so-
cial” and fiscal measures brought to bear on the fertility of
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couples; a political socialization achieved through the “re-
sponsibilization” of couples with regard to the social body as
a whole (which had to be limited or on the contrary rein-
vigorated), and a medical socialization carried out by at-
tributing a pathogenic value—for the individual and the spe-
cies—to birth-control practices.

4. A psychiatrization of perverse pleasure: the sexual in-
stinct was isolated as a separate biological and psychical
instinct; a clinical analysis was made of all the forms of
anomalies by which it could be afflicted; it was assigned a role
of normalization or pathologization with respect to all be-
havior; and finally, a corrective technology was sought for
these anomalies.

Four figures emerged from this preoccupation with sex,
which mounted throughout the nineteenth century—four
privileged objects of knowledge, which were also targets and
anchorage points for the ventures of knowledge: the hysteri-
cal woman, the masturbating child, the Malthusian couple,
and the perverse adult. Each of them corresponded to one of
these strategies which, each in its own way, invested and
made use of the sex of women, children, and men.

What was at issue in these strategies? A struggle against
sexuality? Or were they part of an effort to gain control of
it? An attempt to regulate it more effectively and mask its
more indiscreet, conspicuous, and intractable aspects? A way
of formulating only that measure of knowledge about it that
was acceptable or useful? In actual fact, what was involved,
rather, was the very production of sexuality. Sexuality must
not be thought of as a kind of natural given which power tries
to hold in check, or as an obscure domain which knowledge
tries gradually to uncover. It is the name that can be given
to a historical construct: not a furtive reality that is difficult
to grasp, but a great surface network in which the stimula-
tion of bodies, the intensification of pleasures, the incitement
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to discourse, the formation of special knowledges, the
strengthening of controls and resistances, are linked to one
another, in accordance with a few major strategies of knowl-
edge and power.

It will be granted no doubt that relations of sex gave rise,
in every society, to a deployment of alliance: a system of
marriage, of fixation and development of kinship ties, of
transmission of names and possessions. This deployment of
alliance, with the mechanisms of constraint that ensured its
existence and the complex knowledge it often required, lost
some of its importance as economic processes and political
structures could no longer rely on it as an adequate instru-
ment or sufficient support. Particularly from the eighteenth
century onward, Western societies created and deployed a
new apparatus which was superimposed on the previous one,
and which, without completely supplanting the latter, helped
to reduce its importance. I am speaking of the deployment of
sexuality: like the deployment of alliance, it connects up with
the circuit of sexual partners, but in a completely different
way. The two systems can be contrasted term by term. The
deployment of alliance is built around a system of rules
defining the permitted and the forbidden, the licit and the
illicit, whereas the deployment of sexuality operates accord-
ing to mobile, polymorphous, and contingent techniques of
power. The deployment of alliance has as one of its chief
objectives to reproduce the interplay of relations and main-
tain the law that governs them; the deployment of sexuality,
on the other hand, engenders a continual extension of areas
and forms of control. For the first, what is pertinent is the
link between partners and definite statutes; the second is
concerned with the sensations of the body, the quality of
pleasures, and the nature of impressions, however tenuous or
imperceptible these may be. Lastly, if the deployment of
alliance is firmly tied to the economy due to the role it can
play in the transmission or circulation of wealth, the deploy-
ment of sexuality is linked to the economy through numer-


Lauren Sawyer

Lauren Sawyer
End here.


