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Thi~ book has been cariacatured as a retraction of Greer's femini~t 

commitment. (1) In replity it is an imrortAnt source for thoee of us 

intprested in edapting feminist ideas to a third world context. The 

book hac weaknesses: mopt obviously the absence of a historical 

materialist frame~ork meens that her flashen of inpight are informed 

by indignation, rather than any clear conceptualisption of the issues 

involved. However, ~everal of her insights ere important and 

challenging in that they cut ecross the mainstream of femini~t thinking 

in advanced capitalist societies about, for example, 'the femily' ao 

the source of women's oppression, and the prioritizing of sexual ful­ 

filment. 

Sexuelity. 

Har starting point is thet sexual organisation is an essential part of 

all culturee and that tha proponents of birth control ere often insansi­ 

tive to the cultural patterns of sexual restraint (8uch as post-partum 

abstinence) in meny third world societies. Such proponents often 

operete on the assumption that the sum total of sexual energy available 

for expresaion is uniform across all cultures. In advanced cspitalist 

societies sex ha. become "the new opiate of the people" (p. 199), bul 

behind what she terms "sex-religion" Greer see8 e particular form of 

raprellsion, namely. tremendous sexual orthodoxy. "We have long under­ 

stood that different cultures express sexuel activity differently; 

that while some heve 'high affect' (that ie, they are ohsessed by sex in 

thought and word) they have low activity (that la, infrequent genital 

contact); others have low effect (that is, they teke every casuel 

attitude to aax) and a very high laveI of ectivity". (p.204) Sha 

points to anthropologicel evidence on societias which have both low 

affect and low activity and no evidence of sexual energy sublimated in 
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war or artistic activity, and concludes, "the truth is that the sexual 

energy of the human animal is not a pen-cultural constant but rather 

developed in response to complex cultural stimuli to varying levels in 

various cultures". (p. 204) The implication is that "Freud's image of 

man as a highly sexual creature may in fact derive from his own 

experience of the victims of a culture of extremely high affect, 

principally expressed in detailed ~rohibitions and a vigorous norno­ 

graphic subculture, as weli as medical fasination with the subject, and 

lObi activity". (p. 204) This is clearly relevant to those con temr-o r ary 

psychologists who are the inheritors of Freud anr Reich, and ~ho tend to 

view the sexual orgasm as of overriding psychological i portanre in re­ 

leasing tension which will otherwise generate aberrant behaviour and 

neurosis. 

That same intellectual tradition haa informed what Laach (1980) has 

termed the contemporary 'culture of narcisaism' in which sexuality is 

debaaed by our eelf-involvement end inebility tosustain meaningful re­ 

lationships. (2) Without referring to the Leech critique, Greer ex~resses 

the central insight: "The stste of bsing inorgsstic is sometimes described 

Be being 'out of touch with oneself', a revealing phrase, for it gives 

ew.y the basic eelf-cent.r.dnB'1 of the whole cult, or 'not into one's 

body' which in turn revsel. the drawing eway of the individual'. 

ettention from the external world of politic. end sociel activity" (p.201) 

It ie thi. preoccupation with .elf-discovAry end personel growth thet 

Lesch terma "unseemly sel f absorption". In hi~ Vie., thia signi F!es "s 

retreet rrom politic~", B withdrawel from engagement with sociel iSBue., 

en erodon of "the will to chBnge Bocial conditions, to restore meaning 

end digni ty to everyday li fe". Contemporary psychOlogists ere culnable 

in that "the therapuetic solution justifies self absorption se 

authenticity snd awarenese". 

Greer is ew.re of the link between modern obsessions with sexuality and 

conslJIAeriem. She Illrites, "eex is the lubricant of tha conalJtller economy" 

(p. 198) snd sugg.sts that eexual commodities ere possibly the most 

profitable area of capitalielll "next to the market of aggression - the 

armámenta induetry". (p. 207) Howaver, she fails to relata this 

commoditization of sexuality to cepitel's queet for e univereal market. 

Her views on the Bociel construction of female s8xuality in advanced 
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capitalism'hint~ at a dAeper critique of the 'emasculetion' of m00ern 

feminism. In South Africa this emasculation is currently taking two 

closely related rorms: firstly the co-option of feminist politics by 

white bourgeoise women concerned with making more room at the tor for 

an already privileged fraction of our population. Their demands, 

whether for equal payor reforms in our marriage laws, are easily in­ 

corcorated by a caritalist state. In this process the ravolutionary 

potential of feminism is dafused. Secondly, at the ideological level, 

feminism is being distorted ('mesculinized') into male patterns of 

behaviour. This pettern involves an emphasis on compatition and 

'achievement' within the axisting order, a process which Greer da­ 

cries. She writes: "In ordar to compete with men, Western woman has 

joined the masculine hierarchy and cultivated a ma~culine sense of 

Felf". (p. 17) In her view western feminist9 have been "duped into 

futile competition with men in ax change for the companionship and love 

of children anr other women". (p. ~5) Grenr sees thir nrocess 

operating in the sexual arena, "whether women like it or not, current 

sexual more~ are conditioning them to become clitora'ly cFntred: their 

sexuality is being conditioned into the likeness and the counterpert 

of masculine responses". (P. 7lJ) "There is now no reason why a woman 

can't be more like a man. Female sexuality ha. been tailored to fit 

male adequacy. One dimeneional man haa bean joined by his one­ 

dimensional women". (p. 214) 

At one level Sex end Destiny is a celebration of difference and 

diversity in the radical humanist tradition of writers auch as Illich 

and Schumacher. At another level, her analysis is seriously weakened 

by the ab.ence of a marxist understanding of how the privete sphere 

under capitalism is structured upon end controlled by the public IPhere, 

notably by the economy and the ~tate. The outcome is en uneasy tsnelon 

between her emphasis on privacy and individusl sexual choice, And her 

recognition of tha i~portance of culturelly imposed reltrictions on 

sexual activity to maintain e belanca between popuIetion snd resources. 

Greer's analysis is also weakened by a certain romanticism in that she 

undoubtedly vie~s the various cultural apparatuse. of third world 

.ocieties through rose coloured spectacles. Tha most striking example 
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of this is the ommission of any discussion of female circumcision. In 

her earlier book, The Female Eunuch she attacks the "barbarous" practice 

of clitorectomy in America at the turn of the century as "cunt hatred". 

Millions of women are circumcised in some african and muslim societies. 

(3) Yet in Sex and Destiny this issue is reduced to a brief footnote. 

The Femily 

Her romanticised view of the extendad family in third world societies 

means that this is defended in feminist terms. It reDresents a network 

of female self help, "the dynamism of sisterhood in action". (p. 241) 

Greer acknowledges that "it may seem strange for a twentieth-century 

feminist to be among the faw chamDions of the Family as a larger 

organisation than the suburban dyad, for most Femilias are haaden by 

men and men play the decisive rolas in them, or at any rata, usually 

appear to, but thare are reasons for such a paradoxical attitude. For 

one thing, if the Family is to be a female sphere, then it is better 

for women's sanity and tranQuility thet they not be isolated in it, as 

theyar. in tha nuclear family The Family offars the paradigm for the 

female collectivity; it shows us women co-operating to dignify their 

live., to lighten each other'. labour, and growing in raai lava end 

sisterhood, a word we us. constsntly without any idea of whet it is". 

(p. 241) H.r conceptuelieation of the femily 8a the necessery site of 

dom •• tic labour, and her unproblematic acceptance of the sexual division 

of labour within it, i. to ignore feminist .truggles over many year •. 

While reaesrch in South Africa has dorumenl.ed thB extant of uomen 

centered .urrort networks among thB africen urban working cles. (4), 

t.his ha l'urely to be under. toad in claas terms. In such tarms the 

femily repre.ant. en arena to be defended against the assaults of 

capital and the state. The SAme resaarch has rointad to the extant to 

which children era a centrel Bourca of meaning in african women's lives. 

Grear emDhasise8 the extent to which this is true in ether societies. 

She writes, "My association with Italian peasents and with South Indian 

women and aborigines offered endless examples of tha undemanding 

pleasure which children give to non-materialistic Daoples, for whom thsy 

are the only entertainment, and the reason for undergoing all the hard­ 

ships which ars their daily life". (p. 220) But in the South African 

context the struggle involved msana a ~orking class increaaingly 

divided along sexuel lines. 
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The challenge to us in South Africa is to produce a feminism which 

theorises class and race as well as sexual inequalities and generates 

demand~ which strengthen working class struggles to achieve a more just 

anQ equal society. If nothing else, Germaine Grper's boa< is a warning 

that feminist demands csnnot be ~imrly trensrose~ from en advanced 

capitalipt context, and written onto the South African reality. 

(1) See for exemple the cover af The LIEtener (15.3 1984) in which 

Greer is described as "the feminist who changed her spate". 

(2) C. Lasch, The Culture of Nercissism. (Abacua, 1980) 

(3) See for example, A. EIDareer, Women, why do you weep? 

Circumcision and its consequences. (Zed Press, 1982). 

(4) J. Cock, E. Emdon snd 8. Klugman, Childcsre and the working 

~. (SALDRU, 1984) 
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