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Feminist Discourses and Women’s
Heterosexual Desire

Wendy Hollway

Would you like to express

your sex without stress?

Would you like to discover
Physical conversations

of a different kind?

{Au Pairs, Sense and Sensibility)

There is no emancipatory discourse concerning women’s hetero-
sexual desire; that is, there is no currently available way of
conceptualizing women’s pleasure and sexual desire {(active sexual
wants) in heterosexual sex which is regarded as consistent with
principles of women’s liberation. For radical feminism, heterosexual
sex is the eroticization of power difference. For psychoanalytic
feminism, particularly Lacanian, desire is engendered by difference,
and that difference is inaugurated by the phallus, that is, it is
patriarchal.

To agree with the introductory statement does not mean, however,
that there is no currently available practice of egalitarian and
pleasurable heterosex: I do it, for one. What then is the relationship
between sexual practice and this discursive state of affairs? Either I
am wrong (lying or conning myself); or so-called rare experience
need not affect feminist discourses (Thompson, 1994); or these
discourses need some development. In both the second and third
cases, it is necessary to conceptualize practices which transcend the
determination of discourse. I shall argue the third case.

Discourses of unpleasurable heterosex are supported by recent
British empirical work which provides a picture of women who are far
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from satisfied with their heterosexual relationships, both young
women (Holland et al., 1994) and older women in long-term
relationships (Duncombe and Marsden, 1993). However, to explore
further the limitations of this picture, theoretical work is needed,
because what people can report, and how that is made sense of by
researchers, is affected by the availability of relevant discourses.’
Looked at from the perspective that experience is mediated by
discourse, the lack of an emancipatory discourse of women’s
heterosex means that i _&x@ry difficult to communicate the" gxXperi-
ence of pleasurab!e ég itary; _h heterosex, both at the level of simply
talking about if, and also at a theoretical level of conceptualizing
women’s heterosexual desire as consistent with a feminist politics. I
Shall argue that a feminist discourse on heterosexuality is needed

from the experience of. dlsempowerrnent 0-the-sense-of.oneself as
autonomous sexual agent; fm’ the er0t1c1zmg 'fppwer dlfference fb»

the experience of equality ‘and sexual pleastire at the same time.

In summary, the lack of an emancipatory discourse concerning
women’s heterosexual desire means that there is a serious gap in
feminist political discourse: a gap where there could be articulated a
possibility of women creating the conditions of sexual pleasure,
satisfaction and fulfilment of desire in relationships with other loving
and loved adults,

Let me make it clear from the start that the purpose of such a
discourse is not to pretend that heterosexual couples can live (and
fuck) happily ever after; nor to create an idealized norm against
which individual women may fail. It is to de-privatize the actual in
some women’s lives (how many we cannot know); to articulate the
possible, so that women can make better informed choices; and to
distinguish the healthy and happy from the oppressive.

There is no emancipatory discourse of women’s
heterosexual desire

No questions are being asked in political discourse on sex about hope and
sorrow, intimacy and anguish, communion and loss. (Dworkin, 1987: 56)

Since the great feminist debate about women’s orgasms in the early
seventies (Koedt, 1973), there has been a notable absence of feminist
enquiry about ‘normal’_heterosexual sex, during a time when
American and British feminism has concefitrated massively on the
oppressiveness of male sexuality as manifest in rape, pornography,
prostitution and sexual harassment. Male power is understandably
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the central conceptual tool of these radical feminist critiques of male
heterosexuality which have dominated feminism for the past decade,
but there is remarkably little attempt to understand how this is
negotiated between men and women in real relations. Now there is a
sudden resurgence of feminist discussion about women’s hetero-
sexuality.? This literature is either based on the argument that there
can be no emancipatory heterosexuality for women under the
conditions of patriarchy (for example Kitzinger, 1994; Schacht and
Achison, 1993), or based on the absence of an emancipatory
discourse concerning heterosexuality as a problem for feminism
(Hollway, 1993; Jackson, 1995; Smart, 1994; Segal, 1994).

The most obvious recent British example of the resurgent interest
is the Special Issue of Feminism & Psychology 2(3) (Kitzinger et al.,
1992) and subsequent Reader (Wilkinson and Kitzinger, 1993) on
heterosexuality, whose editorial summarized the contributions as
Cone long prey stream of hetero§§_xual misery’ (Kitzinger and
Wllkmson 19937 12).Tn a résponse to the Special Issue 1 hazarded
the opinion that the way that the terms of contnbutlon were set up for
heterosexual feminists’ personal accounts made it likely, within the
recent context of feminist debate on sexuality, that contributors
would be hampered by a sense of guilt as well as an absence of
discourses which make sense of ‘the pleasures, desires and satisfac-
tions in their sexual relationships’ as opposed to the ‘painful
contradictions’ (Hollway, 1993:412). Several of the heterosexual
feminist contributors did testify to the difficulty of responding to ‘a
public challenge to us to account for the ambiguities of our position’
(Thomas, 1994: 317), or felt ‘rounded up for confessions in a public
forum’ (Gergen, 1992: 62). One reviewer of the Special Issue simply
said: ‘No woman, certainly no feminist, would be likely to want to see

(—herself summed up by a term whlch,ekeﬁnes her primarily in relation
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to men’ (Swindells, 1993: 44):"Smary (1994) argues that when the
earlier second-wave celebration (?Jomen’s heterosexual practices

. was rejected within feminism, guilt was put back in a dominant place,

especially because accusations of sleeping with the enemy came on
top of white, middle-class women’s longer-standing sexual guilt,

i _characteristic of the Christian tradition.

The idea that there is something fundamentally inconsistent about
the very terms ‘feminist’ and ‘heterosexual’ derives from the
developments in radical feminist theory in the 1980s which can be
encapsulated in the slogan ‘sleeping with the enemy’. The fact that
the majority of women continued to do just that was accounted for
variously in terms of being a powerless victim of heteropatriarchal
power (how can women leave if they've got no independent

. resources?), or, for those of us with independent resources, it
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Eesbxan) Jaid down the 1esbian fermmst gauntlet However, as Stev1

~Jackson” has recently commented: ‘If “any woman can” L-as-a—
financially independent woman surrounded by lesbian friends, ought

to have been able to. I could have opted for political correctness via
celibacy, but I chose not to’ (Jackson, 1994: 14),
Choice is a rare — and brave — term in relation to feminist

7_heterosexuality, particularly in a theoretical climate dominated by
- social constructionism, in which choice is often regarded as an

illusory discursive product of liberal individualism. So Jackson’s
theoretical position is in this light problematic, but also a fluent
expression of the dominant position:

What is specific to heterosexual desire . . . is that it is premised on gender
difference, on the sexual ‘otherness’ of the desired object . , . Since it is
gender hierarchy which renders these anatomical differences socially and
erotically significant, it js hardly surpnsmg heterosexual sex has been

While the domlnant posmon derlves prlmanly from radical femin-
ism, Jackson is also echoing the orthodox feminist psychoanalytic
account of the construction of desire in gender difference (see
Chodorow, 1994 for a clarifying, full account). Adams presents it
with a Lacanian accent:

Both the boy and the girl have to submit to castration to allow the
emergence of desire, that investment of the object with erotic value which
makes the object relation possible . . . The whole economy of desire is
rooted in the phallus end this phallus is attributed to the father . . . Soif
desire is the investing of the object with erotic value, this investment is not
made in relation to difference as such, but in relation to a gendered
difference . . . Desire is engendered by difference. (Adams, 1989: 248)

Lacan took the propaosition directly into the realm of heterosexuality, =

when he made his ‘great, scandalous claim that there is no sexual <-.

relation’, which Gallop interprets as his ‘announcement of the ™
impossibility of heterosexuality’ (1982:129). According to Gallop,
the arena of gender difference is crucial to feminist transformation:
‘any feminist upheaval . . . must undo the vicious circle by which the -
desire for the father’s desire . . . causes her to submit to the father’s -
law’ (1982:71).

The conjunction of radical feminist and psychoanalytic feminist
thought in conflating power, difference and desire {albeit from such
different ep1stem010g1cal starting points) has made it very difficult to
get a theoretical glimpse of any desire, let alone a heterosexual

desire, based on equality.”
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The structural reality of men’s privileged access to power and the
effects of the dominance of heterosexuality/in reproducing women’s
inequality are amplified in contemporary feminist discourses in which

‘compulsory heterosexuality’ (Rich, 1980); ‘heteropatriarchy’ (Jef-
reys, 1990) 6¢ “the heterosexual matrix’ (Btftler 199(1@&\:3 become
shorthand for the descriptioni "of 4 system in which women are
represented as having no choice and no meaningful access to power.
The implications for a theory of change, and hence a meaningful
feminist politics, are profound. It is this problem which has led to the
accusations of ‘victim’ feminism which have so divided feminists of
late, particularly in the USA, with other feminists, who want to stress
women’s agency and (some) power, being labelled ‘power’ feminists
(for example, Roiphe, 1993 and Paglia, 1992).

In the most dogmatic versions of radical feminist discourse,
women are represented as inevitably victims in and of hetero-
sexuality. A paradigmatic example, in my view, is Schacht and
Achison’s article on heterosexual instrumentalism, in which hetero-
sexuality is defined as ‘an eroticized hegemonic ideology of male
dominance’ (1993: 37). (Schacht and Achison are careful to say that
‘some sexual acts between women and men are egalitarian’
{1993: 39}, but since the claim is inconsistent with every feature of
their analysis, the qualification is theoretically meaningless and
politically redundant.)

This radical feminist emphasis on male power leads to the position
that women who have sexual relations with men are necessarily
engaged in relations of dominance and subordination: referred to by
Dworkln (1981) as the * erotlcmanon of__mﬁquahty and now labelled
1994) For Jeffreys, the p0551b1hty that women could have orgasms in
heterosexual sex under the conditions of patriarchy is seen as a
serious problem (Jeftreys, 1990; see also Kitzinger, 1994). Kitzinger
asks (problematizing lesbian sado-masochism as well as hetero-
sexuahty) ‘how then. can we have_sex without reenagng _power

sexuality is defined’ (Kltzmger 1994: 207). This position seems to me
to express the core dilemma of contemporary western feminist theory
and politics of sexuality.

The same dilemma poses some questions for discourse theory. Is
women’s sexuality, and particularly heterosexuality, caught in a
matrix of discourses? To what extent have feminist approaches been
limited by the historical construction of women’s sexuality? Is
feminism neglecting an extra-discursive terrain? To what extent do
our practices and/or our desires transcend.discourses?- -
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Power, discourse and subjectivity

By taking the stance that an emancipatory discourse concerning
heterosexuality is politically desirable for contemporary feminism, I
am making the assumption that the production of discourses can have
political effects. The relation between ‘word’ and ‘world’ has,
however, proven extremely difficult to theorize. The dominance of
discursive approaches in social science has led to a remarkable
avoidance of the extra-discursive. A recognition of the fact that all 7
understanding of the world is mediated through language has been 7
falsely reduced to a premise that the world can be understood as
discursive. This has left out crucial questions about the relation of
discourses to practice and to subjectivity, and therefore to agency and
choice.

Foucault (1978) famously argued that, far from sex being repressed
in modern cultures, as Freud would have it, sex was being actively
produced in discourses ranging from that of the confessional to those
of public hygiene. He implicated psychoanalysis in positioning a wide ;-
range of people through four key discourses: the masturbating child,
the homosexual, the hysterical woman and the reproductive hetero-
sexual couple. Foucault’s work contributed to an understanding of
how deviancies have been produced in relation to the sexual norm of
the reproductive couple, and that regulative discourses and practices
concerning sexuality have not focused therefore on adult hetero-
sexuality, which remained a hallowed space, protected from public
intervention, in the name of the man’s right to rule in his own
domain.

The implication in Foucault is that a person’s sexuality is forged
within these discourses. I believe that is too deterministic. To be sure,
the nineteenth century witnessed enormous activity in this area, with
significant effects, but Foucault’s historical analysis relies on the
premise that there were sexual practices going on which had been
largely outside the sphere of discourse. This extra-discursive sphere
could be seen as doubly private, not just located in the ‘private’ realm
of the family, but not talked about there either.” However, when sex
is not talked about, this absence is not equivalent to an absence of
meaning in sex.

Whilst I have been indebted to discourse analytic approaches in my
work on sexuality and heterosexuality (Hollway, 1983, 1984a, 1984b,
1989}, my central concern has been to theorize the relation between
subjectivity, discourse and gendered power relations in a way which
does not reduce subjectivity to the sum of positions in discourses, nor
women (o an object position in power relations with men (and thus to
victim status):
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In displacing the individual as a simple agent the post-structuralists
achieved a massive and mmportant step. However . . . in this view the
subject is composed of, or exists as, a set of multiple and contradictory
positionings of subjectivities. But how are such fragments held together?
Are we to assume, as some applications of post-structuralism have
implied, that the individual subject is simply the sum total of all positions in
discourses since birth? If this is the case, what accounts for the continuity
of the subject, and the subjective experience of identity? What accounts
for the predictability of people’s actions, as they repeatedly position
themselves within particular discourses? Can people’s wishes and desires
be encompassed in an account of discursive relations? (Henriques et al.,
1984:204)

My earlier work left me convinced of the importance of theorizing sex
as signification, but dissatisfied with available accounts of desire.
Putting these two together in my response to the heterosexuality
Special Issue, I tried to give a theoretical explanation of some
fragments of an account of my own heterosexual desire (Hollway,
1993). Amongst many responses (see Feminism & Psychology 4(2),
1994 and 5{1), 1995), T was criticized for analysing these desires as if
they were outside an ‘ideological location’ (Brown, 1994: 322), for
my recourse to a notion of individual history (Thompson, 1994: 327)
and (by implication) for excluding ‘structural features of male
dominance’ from my account {Ramazanoglu, 1994:321). In each
case, the premise seems to have been that when an account is based
on women’s desires which do not simply reflect the well-known
contours of male dominance through heterosexuality, it contradicts
an analysis which recognizes those wider inequalities. This was
despite the fact that my analysis was based on problematizing
pleasure and desire as signification. Yet paradoxically, there is a
tendency to dismiss such desires because they are ‘ideclogically’
constructed in discourse; a tendency demonstrated in Thompson’s
dismissal of my exploration of the signifier ‘strong arms’ (Hollway,
1993) as tantamount to a Mills and Boon narrative (Thompson,
1994:326), in Jackson’s dismissal as ‘a traditionaliy feminine em-
phasis’ (Jackson, 1994:5) and also in Brown’s charge that T come

Cperilously close’ to the pseudo-reciprocal gift discourse, when I talk

about _the s1gn1ﬁcat10ns of openness and givmg ifi " heterosexual
penetratlon (Brown, 1994: 324; see Holiway, 1995 for the reply) The
whole point of analysing sex as signification is to focate desire and
pleasure within social forces, understood through a non-reductive
analysis of language, power relations and individual history. I think
the misreadings are triggered by my insistence on the importance of
the psyche as something which is not a simple reflection of the social,

Discourses and heterosexual desire 93

because the dualism which is still so influential in social science has
meant that there is no available account of the social and the psyche
as mutual productions (see Henriques et al., 1984; Hollway, 1989).

In summary, the problem seemed to be that sex is readily seen as
social when it signifies dominance and submission, because this is
consistent with available theoretical discourse, but when signi-
fications reflect successful resistance to patriarchal relations, for
example openness, reciprocity and mutual giving, they are dismissed.
Dismissals of individual history and the psyche result in a simpli-
fication of the question of how determinative are the wider patriar-
chal inequalities within which my heterosexual practice, like
everyone clse’s, is located. Because this is unfamiliar theoretical
terrain, I shall try to summarize my main arguments.

1 have used case examples in order to undersiand the operations of
power and desire in heterosexual couple relations. In the kind of
discourse analysis which I used to interrogate the transcripts, I found
I needed four strands to the analysis: a simple discourse analysis; a
psychodynamic account of the reasons for reproducing or modifying
the take-up of positions in discourses; an analysis of the part played
by individual history, both conscious and unconscious, in adult social
relations; and an emphasis in each of the above analyses on
intersubjectivity as formative in the ongoing reconstruction of self, in
the past and in the present. Without these components, the account
of power relations was unsatisfactory.

For the initial discourse analysis, I identified several discourses
concerning sexuality (‘male sexual drive’, ‘have/hold’ and ‘permiss-
ive’) and distinguished between the different positions available to
men and women, For example, I gave a reading of Jim’s account of
his early attraction to gitlfriends in terms of movement in the
account among subject and object positions in three discourses, the
power these conferred and the contradictions produced (Hollway,
1989: 61-3). I then reanalysed the same account adding a psychody-
namic explanation (1989: 63—6), demonstrating that it was necessary
to look for a motive to account for someone’s emotional investraent
in specific positions in discourse, in order to understand the
reproduction of gender-differentiated discourses. T concluded that
‘over and again in my material, I found that the positions that
people tock up in gender-differentiated discourses made sense in
terms of their interest in gaining them enough power in relation to
the other to protect their vulnerable selves’ (1989: 60). In this way a
connection was made between the power asymmetry of gender-
differentiated discourses at the social level and the way this power
inequality gets reproduced through individuals; individuals who are
agents when they engage in social relations, however constrained
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their possibilities. Clearly structuralist notions of power are inade-
guate for the above kind of discourse analysis.

The last two factors, individual history and intersubjectivity,
further complicate this picture of the mutual productions of the
social (discourse) and the psyche in gendered power relations. I
argue that the uniqueness of meaning for each individual is achieved
along an axis which registers past events, not cognitively, but in
terms of the unconscious. This unconscious registration pervades
the meanings involved in the experiencing of later events. [ give
examples of two women, for both of whom making love without
contraception signifies on this axis as securing commitment, because
of the implications of having a baby for men addressed by the have/
hold discourse. I then situate them differently in relation to individ-
ual histories (within discourses) and power relations (Hollway,
1989: Chapter 4). This analysis develops the use of the unconscious
in the idea of positions in gender-differentiated discourses being
taken up because the power they confer acts as a defence against
anxiety. It gives the concept of the unconscious a social basis
through theorizing its historical development in relation to meaning
and discourse.

Throughout an individual’s history, meaning has been achieved,
consciously and unconsciously in relation to others, Since infancy, we
have used significant others as vehicles for containing some of the
ambivalent feelings which it is difficult to acknowledge in ourselves,
Defence mechanisms such as projection and introjection operate
intersubjectively and continue, more or less unassuaged, throughout
life. Much of my discourse analytic work has demonstrated the
workings of these unconscious dynamics between women and men
where splitting occurs according to normative femininity and mascu-
linity, through gender-differentiated discourses.

So, to take an example from my case material, Will could
consciously believe that he did not mind whether Beverley decided

. for or against an abortion, until, contrary to both their expectations,
she decided for an abortion. At that point, Will experienced his own

2 strong wish for Beverley to have their baby, a wish that had been
i projected by him, because to contain it made him feel vulnerable and

out of control, and introjected by Beverley, where it corresponded to
standard feminine positioning in discourse (for a detailed analysis sce
Hollway, 1989: Chapter 5).

Erotic domination

Who can love somcone who is less than human unless love itself is
domination per se? (Dworkin, 1987: 168)
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There is no currently available substitute for psychoanalysis, or,
more broadly, psychodynamic accounts of child and adult identity,
once it is acknowledged that individual history plays an important
part in the reproduction of, or change in, sexual relations (see
Hollway, 1996). One of the transformative strengths of recent
psychoanalytic feminism is its emphasis on intersubjectivity and the
earliest relations with others in the formation of the gendered self
(Chodorow, 1978, 1994; Dinnerstein, 1978; Eichenbaum and
Orbach, 1982; Benjamin, 1984, 1990, 1995; Ernst and Maguire,
1987). This counteracts the determinist tendencies of a Lacanian
analysis noted above. Surprisingly, the contributions of feminist
psychoanalysts have not been incorporated into dominant feminist
discourscs concerning sexuality, even in those areas where trans-
gressive sexual desires appear to be central, for example in sado-
masochism, where there is overwhelming evidence of the importance
of individual history (see Kaplan, 1993; Welldon, 1988). Many
feminists dismiss psychoanalysis wholesale because its practice has
been oppressive to women and in particular to lesbians (for example
Kitzinger, 1987, Jeffreys, 1990; Kitzinger and Perkins, 1993).

In my view, a feminist theory of sexuality which does not engage
with the unconscious effects on adult sexual practices of the
formative relations of childhood is going to provide an inadequate
base for a feminist politics which, by any definition of politics, needs
to understand how people can change:

No political movement can give expression to our real hopes and longing if
it condemns without understanding the alienated forms in which these
longings have appeared. (Benjamin, 1984; 308)

In her work, Jessica Benjamin has explored directly the question of
erotic domination, both in its gendered aspects and in its relation to
‘the earliest issues of intimacy and separation in infancy’ (1984: 292).
She asserts the importance to all human infants of the ‘vital
connection to another being’ (1984: 293} and the process of acquiring
a self through differentiation from others, in particular the other who
is the primary carer, usually the mother. A common consequenceis a
‘confiict of differentiation”

that between the need to establish autonomous identity and the need to be
recognized by the other. The child’s independent acts require a recogniz-
ing audience and so reaffirm its dependency on others. (Benjamin,
1684:293)

While adults may have achieved some stability in relation to these
issues of dependency and separation, it is in the sexual relationship
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that they resurface because of its exclusive status in the contemporary
West as the location of intimacy.

The denial of dependency, which is characteristic of the way boys
are required to give up the mother in order to establish masculinity,
produces the problem of domination. However, the conflict of
differentiation is not peculiar to boys and neither are we talking
about dynamics that are determinative for all boys or all girls. For
both sexes, the need for recognition is in conflict with the struggle for
autonomy and can produce an artificial resolution by imagining that
one can be independent without recognizing the other person as an
equally autonomous agent. The current structuring of motherhood
exacerbates this tendency in children, and boys already have an extra
investment in differentiation because of their exceptionally testing
Oedipal drama, which is therefore more likely to culminate in false
differentiation. The artificiality of this solution resides in the fact that
if we deny the other’s agency, ‘if we overpower her, there is no one to
recognize us’ (Benjamin, 1984: 295). Benjamin illustrates the dialec-
tic of control thus:

If I completely control the other, then the other ceases to exist, and if the
other completely controls me, then I cease to exist, True differentiation
means maintaining the essential tension of the contradictory impulses io
assert the self and respect the other. (Benjamin, 1984: 295)%

‘Erotic domination is a way of ‘repudiating dependency while
 attempting to avoid the consequent feeling of aloneness’ (Benjamin,
-1984:296). In voluntary sado-masochism, partners rely on each
other, with one maintaining boundaries while the other allows the
boundary to be broken. Each relies on the other for the repudiated
part. Autonomy and the need for recognition are spiit, in contrast to
true differentiation. The desire for erotic domination

_is an attempt to relive an originat effort at differentiation that failed . . .
Behind this failure is a replay of the Griginial thwarted impulse 16 discover
the other person as an intact being who could respond and set limits at the
same fime. (Benjamin, 1984:303-4)

Contained in this account is the suggestion of ‘true differentiation’ as
the basis for a sexuality which differs from the scenario of erotic
domination. The capacity for true differentiation starts when the
relations between intant and mother (or other primary carer) contain
‘the germ of mutual recognition’ (Benjamin, 1984:305). Whereas
Lacanian theory claims that any such possibility does not survive the
Gedipal phase (sce Adams, 1989), object relations approaches are
based on the premise that human beings are basically object- (or
person-) seeking. Depending on the quality of early object relations,
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people can achieve relations in adulthood in which t}}e.need for
recognition and the wish for autonomy can coexist, albeit in tension
(see also Klein, 1963; Person, 1988; Gaylin and Person, 198_8),
Supposing this capacity can exist in relations between women (which
few would want to challenge), the question becomes whether it can
be accomplished across gender difference as currently structured,
given that the capacity for real recognition and differentiation is
undermined by gender difference.’

In summary, I am arguing that the meanings of sex, notwithstanding
their location within patriarchy, can reflect the themes which result
from two adults who have achieved a reasonably successful differ-
entiation, which minimizes the psychic investment in establishing
control— engaging in domination - and whose desire can therefore be
structured around the pleasures of being recognized and loved as an

‘autonomious being. To Maintaifi tHat this s possible within the wider

“institutionalization of compulsory heterosexuality is not to place such

people outside social forces, nor is it to deny the empowerment
necessary to achieve such a position (Ramazanoglu, 1994: 321). In
my view, this possibility is the absence at the heart of feminist
discourses of sexual desire and the reason why the ‘eroticization of
power difference’ has come to define the practice of heterosexual sex
within feminist discourse.

Heterosexual love

. . . the secret of love is to be known as oneself. (Benjamin, 1984: 301)

Empirical work on women in heterosexual relations continually
stresses the connections for women between sex and love, intimacy
or emotions. Two examples: ‘many wives reported that to enjoy sex
they needed to be talked to in a loving and gentle way’ (Duncombe
and Marsden, 1993:224); and Stevi Jackson’s conclusion from
reading the empirical literature on young girls is that their ‘capacity

for sexual arousal may be bound up with understanding this sensation .

as love’ (Stevi Jackson, 1993:209). (See also Duncombe and -
Marsden, 1993; Holland et al., 1994; Lees, 1986; Thomson and Scott,
1991; Hite, 1974.}) While feminists and others routinely emphasize
the social construction of emotions and of pleasure (Jackson, 1994,
1995; Brown, 1994), 1 would argue that in the theorization of this
area, just as of desire, the relation between the historical construction
of subjectivity and the contemporary world in which these women are
attempting to negotiate satisfying relationships and enjoyable sex
needs to be kept in view. To theorize the desire for intimacy in terms
of the need for recognition is clearly relevant here.

o IN

S
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Generally, in feminist discourse, love is seen as captured by the

discourse of romance. The propensity to be sceptical of claims to
/ successfullove (including, I'suspect, of my own account of heterosex)
. is reinforced by the daily experience of women who claim love when
-, all one can see from the outside is domination and objectification, as
/_in ‘women who love too much’ (Norwood, 1985).

" The distinction between ‘love’, as people aspire to it, and this
debased version could perhaps be clarified by introducing a paralle]
distinction to Benjamin’s between true and false differentiation. The
parallel is between true and false recognition. I would suggest that
women (and occasionally men) striving for recognition can feel
recognized by finding themselves viewed as sexually desirable {in
men’s case maybe as financially desirable, thongh the parallel is not
close). This is evidenced in the widespread phenomenon of women
who are trapped in their desire to be the objects of men’s sexual
desire. For an understanding of this phenomenon, the Lacanian
account does appear useful. However, the distinction between true
and false recognition could rescue it from universalism.

The artificiality of the solution of false recognition lies, I would
suggest, in the fact that vulnerable aspects of the self, aspects that
contradict the idealized image of sexual perfection, have to remain
hidden, thus contradicting the reasons for the search for recognition.
Like false differentiation, this is an intersubjective affair, since the
capacity of the other to accept what is hidden requires that the
woman can acknowledge it and accept it herself and vice versa. This
depends not only on her present partner, but on the history of true or
false recognition that she has experienced. I echo this idea in my
commentary on sexual pleasure: ‘It is surprisingly hard to accept
someone’s love, no holds barred . . .” (Hollway, 1993: 414).

" When the interconnection between power and desire is over-
 emphasized, we are left with a psychic determinism which is no more
/ useful for theorizing change than the social determinism inherent in
:radical feminism.® For such reasons, T have preferred to look at the
connections between power and anxiety. The resultant insights, like
those of Benjamin above, derive from object relations or Kieinian
psychoanalysis, which is based on an understanding of pre-Oedipal
relations. It points to a time before power relations are gendered,
when power is articulated in adult—child relations, giving rise to
anxiety and defences against it, so that the basis for future power
dynamics in intimate relations are laid here, before Oedipal dy-
namics come into operation,
The connections between power and anxiety make sense of the
uses of control to protect one’s vulnerability in love relationships. So,
for example, Martin, one of my research participants, says

i

! differentiation. .. .
""" The tension of autonomy and dependency, Benjamin’s ‘conflict of
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. .in alove relationship you make the most fundamental admission about
yourself — that you want somebody else. It seems to me that that is the
greatest need, and the need which, in relatienship to its power, is most
strongly hidden and repressed. Once you've shown the other person that
you need them, then you've made yourself incredibly vulnerable.

In consequence, his partner, Martha, cannot find true recognition:

I want to be treated as a complete person, someone who has feelings and
ideas and intuitions that are actually worth taking notice of. No room is
allowed for me to be myself, fully, because it might be too powerful an
intrusion on his actions. (Hollway, 1984a: 246-7)

True recognition is the other face of true differentiation because
recognition of the other does not then have to compromise one’s
autonomy, which is what Martin feared. The power to deny
someone’s needs, a power which, when put into practice, Martha
experienced as so undermining, can be transformed into the power to
meet someone’s needs for recognition and autonomy and their power
to meet yours. This for Benjamin is ‘the secret of love” (1984: 301).
The tension which Benjamin believes is a part of the resolution
persists precisely because one is always dependent upon the other not
to betray that trust; that is their power. In terms of sex,.cach has the
power to satisfy or to frustrate the other’s pleasure, a giving or
withholding which signifies something more fundamental, namely

recognition.

This version of power is gendered and asymmetrical just as long as
diffcrentiation and recognition are split between heterosexual part-
ners (typically between men and women, but not always). If both
have developed a capacity to hold both within themselves — that is a
capacity for true recognition and true differentiation — then this
power is symmetrical; there is equality in this arena, which, though

_limited, is primary when it comes to egalitarian significations of sex.
j Equality here does not mean no power and no difference. It means no

i

f

power difference resulting from the needs for recognition and

differentiation’, means that issues of power and trust are still played
out in sex, but not necessarily in erotic domination. Being the active
or passive one can mean giving rather than receiving sexual pleasure,
looking after rather than being looked after. Controlling someone
clse’s experience of pleasure is a far cry from controlling their pain.
Issues of trust and power are rehearsed, but with a benign outcome.
Giving up control when you trust someone to look after you as well as
you could yourself feels better than looking after your needs yourself,
or catering for your own pleasure.

|

#
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It is significant for a discussion of egalitarian sex whether these
_alternative positions can be swapped over. When you know how both
.emotional positions feel, then you can experience each in the act of
doing either: act1v1ty/passw1ty, control/abandon, pleasuring/being
pleasured, cradling/being cradled, fucking/being fucked. This analy-
sis assumes the permeability of individual boundaries, at least at the
unconscious level, and the possibility of ldenuﬁcatlon across differ-
ence: being the instrument of your pleasure turns me on; yout
abandon makes me come. In these circumstances, who is fucking
whom is an irrelevance, one exchangeable signifier among many.
This kind of heterosex resists fixed gender difference, and I suggest
_ that this resistance is achieved through identification of similarities,
/-+as opposed to being caught in the discourses and fantasies of gender
/ difference. ® All characteristics are potentially gendered, but they are
_not always forever gendered, since gender difference is never a total
' success; it is beset by contradictions, particulatly in the contemporary
world where women’s positions have changed so dramatically,
Material conditions, institutions, discourses and the human capaci-
ties of relating provide spaces for similarities to transcend differ-
ences. These can be expressed in heterosexual sex and contribute to
true recognition.

Discourse and the extra-discursive

Social constructionism has emphasized, often using discourse theory,
how people’s social positions construct who they are, and has been
criticized for being too deterministic and having no theory of agency
or change (Giddens, 1991). This debate is crucial for my theoretical
position here, namely that emancipatory heterosexual practice is
possible, even though an emancipatory discourse of heterosexual sex
does not exist. How is the practice conceivable, if not through
discourse? I have discussed three ways of conceptualizing this
question, in each being careful to locate the analysis within the social.
First, and most simply, there is practice as a product of the
possibilities provided because of the contradictions produced be-
tween discourses. Second, we can see practice as informed by
individual histories, which are themselves located within discourse
and power relations, but with meanings achieving unique significance
through the workings of the unconscious. Third, I have raised the
possibility of an ‘extra-discursive’ space concerning heterosexual sex,
provided by the doubly private realm within which so-called normal
sex has been practised. This space is'social in that it is constituted
through practice (and through fantasy as well as fact), rather than
through discourse as talk. It therefore creates spaces for variety
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which is reproduced through what sex signifies in families, passed on
between generations more through what is not said than what is said;
through the reading of parental sexual practice within the wider
context of the parental relationship. These three approaches are not
mutually exclusive and together they provide ways of understanding
the complexity, variability, contradiction and uniqueness through
which practices of heterosex can escape the oppressiveness of
dominant forms of heterosexual relating.

And in future?

In this chapter, 1 have suggested some ways of theorizing the

possibility of egalitarian heterosex. In the absence of any such public _

accounts, I have started from my own experience. For discourse
analysis, any individual’s experience is valid and requires under-

standing theoretically. This contrasts with typical radical feminist-

formulations, such as Thompson’s: discussing my own case, she
asserts ‘the fact that there are exceptions to the general rule of female
subordination within heterosexual relations does not negate the
general rule’ (Thompson, 1994: 326-7). What theoretical and politi-
cal status should experiences like mine have, when oppressive
heterosexuality is so widespread? Thompson claims that it is an
exception and that until exceptions constitute a majority, radical
feminism should ignore them (Thompson, 1994: 328). But a theoreti-
cal recourse to ‘exceptions’ leaves any theory dogmatic and resistant
to change.

My contention is that a position such as Thompson’s discounts the
necessity for heterosexual relations to be a site of political changes,
along with many other sites, and therefore undermines the possibility
of change in this arena. The effects that we may already be seeing
include the dlstancmg of many heterosex_gal women from fernmlsm
wing without much of a struggle, because the feminist agenda has
recently been unable to incorporate any positive emancipatory
discourses about heterosexual relating.

The production of a discourse which resonates with more women’s
experiences nonetheless requires more empirical work, informed, I
hope, by some of these ideas, preliminary though they are. I would
like to suggest that heterosexual feminists interested in this research
area, and who themselves relate to what I’'m talking about (plenty
have told me so informaily), generate some empirical material in this
area. I am not calling for work which suppresses aspects of heterosex
which contradict equality; rather for discourse analytic work which
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has access to theoretical tools which can do justice to the full range of
experience.

Notes

1 For example, on the basis of interviews with heterosexual couples, Gilfoyle et al.
(1992) identified a ‘reciprocal gift discourse’, but modified it, prior to publication,
to ‘pseudo-reciprocal gift discourse’, following criticism that the label ‘connoted
too much equality and mutuality’ (happily, they document this in a footnote: 217).
1In the absence of a feminist discourse which recognizes the possibility of equality
and mutualify, the interviewees’ accounts were basically marked up as ideclogical,
informed by a discourse unable to theorize the possibility of equality or mutuality.

2 Kitzinger et al., 1992; Wilkinson and Kitzinger, 1993; Smart, 1994; Margaret
Jackson, 1993; Hollway, 1993, 1995; Segal, 1994; Holland et al., 1994; Duncombe
and Marsden, 1993; Stevi Jackson, 1994, 1995. The fact that the British
Sociological Association annual conference 1994 took the theme ‘Sexwmalities in
social context’ accounted for some of this recent production. A further factor is
recent funding for research related to HEV transmission.

3 But see Ethel Person and other psychoanalysts such as Kernberg, summarized in
Chodorow, 1994,

4 However, in a recent interview, Butler explains that she ceased to use the concept
of ‘the heterosexual matrix” because it ‘became a kind of totalizing symbolic, and
that’s why 1 changed the term in Bodies that Marter to heterosexual hegemony’
(Butler, 1994). TT——

5 Lesley Hall's (1991) analysis of early twentieth-century male sexuality suggests that
not only were many men unable to position themselves successfully as men in
heterosexual practices, but that some men and women just did not know what to
do, because nobody had ever talked about sex.

6 For me this casts light on the dilemma of the so-called ‘willing wimp’, which seems
to be a product of the limitations of current feminist discourse on heterosexuality
(see, for example, Ramazanoglu, 1994; Jackson, 1994, 1995). The ‘willing wimp’
conjures up for me the idea of a man acquiescing in being controlled by his female
partner, possibly in the name of feminism. This could not be based on true
differentiation, and it does not surprise me that most women do not desire such
partners, be they men or women. Men who are not trapped in erotic domination
cannot find fulfilment in such partnerships either,

7 ‘To Freud the difference between the sexes precedes the appearance of the sexes
and . . . the integrity of such separated sexes depends upon the power of just this
original difference to connect them, with its distance, to each other’ (Fineman,
1979:118).

8 Lacan has been criticized for the determinism of his version of the Oedipal entry
into culture and gender (Henriques et al., 1984: 216). Orthodox psychoanalytic
theory has been criticized for assuming an inevitable link between the achievement
of gendered identity on the one hand and sexual object choice on the other. In their
eritique of the relation of psychoanalysis to lesbian sexuality, O'Connor and Ryan
(1994) have undertaken a detailed deconstruction of this assumption, demonstrat-
ing it to be an important task for feminist theory to uncouple the relationship
between identity and object choice. Certainly, the case within psychoanalytic
feminism for the eroticization of power difference would be undermined by such
work.
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y Elsewhere I argue that similarities between women and men have been left
under-theorized; that identification is a useful theoretical tool in this regard, and
that ‘it will be necessary to understand the ways in which identification works across
the major social divisions of difference’ (Hollway, 1994: 544; sce also Hollway,
1996).
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