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I hi, 1, not primarily a cli111cal papc·r. It i, one of a series (which I hope will make ;1 
hnok ) 011 the gc11cral theme "f re think ing sexuality in psychoanalysis i11 the light of 
the dc mi-.c of the libido ihcorv arrd the asccudancy of ohjc ct relation, thcorv It 
includc-, some clinical material at tl1c· end hut is centred al an uucr-cction hctwcrn 
current cultural deb.uc and pwcl1t1a11alytic theory. 

There: i, very little abou t hu111;111 n.n ur e which is not put at issue by mv title. 
L,i:rythi11g we take fur gra11tcd a, psychodynanuc c11J11mo11 -cn-.e i, brought into 
quc-tron \h p c r ce pt io n of current debates is that this 1, the situation at the 
moment. .vnvone wh» hclievc-, that there is a conse nsu- about human nature and 
human <exual.tv 1s out of ,bte. not 111 touch. We are operating at one cxtr e me with 
hiolog1cal r cductiuni-rn and al the other with utopian voluntar ism, a xcxualitv so 
n.a l l c a ble that it cuu he c,lled "p la-r ic". vlor e ove r. incre;1'inglv ,ophi,ticated 
thc or i-auon-, of g;!\ and k,hia11 ,,n" "n gender identity have reached the point 
11hcrc thev c.u: claim that the· ncq1tio11., overv he lm the rule- and L·;111 put forward 
th, l,,11g-ter111 ,coal ,it 'nchn1111g all Imm, of nu tur a lism in psychoanalytic 
tl11nk111{' (( J'Co111101 ,'-: R);111. ll/1H:2"1t,) h:t1,hish arc aho n1aking incrca,inglv 
h1J!,I cL,i:i:, ;d,"1;t wl.ut llthc·r rr:,:1:hcr, ,rl '"cict1 have i11 common w it h them . 

. ·\t the hiolog1cal end of 11rthmJmy w c encounter the findinp of ctholo)!iSh and the 
cl;ii,n, "f the ,oci11biologi,t, (Wilson. 1'17~. 1978) . .-\nwng the mmt '1artling 
dhc1J,cr1c, of the ,c1cnce llf anim;,I bd1avi1Jur are the highly ritualised mating 
p:1ttcrr1s of prac:ically all \l1hhum;1n ,pccies. repkll' v.ith irrnatclv dctcrminL·d 
rclc:,,cr,. fixed p:,ttcrr1s. d1,pL11, Bi"l"gv i, veritably de,tim. v.hcthcr tJlle 1s 
11i1scrv1ng fighting t1,h. ,1,ide1 ,. grn lag gee,e. pL·au,ck,. w;dru,n. elk <>I 

,·h1;;:,,:,nzc·,·, St11,kr1t, ": !111111:111 heh;!\ i1111r frllrn a11 etl111l11g1cal po111t ,,t I in, 
,1;11[;, 1,1 detect ,rn1Ii:,r p:1ttn11, :111d rituals. biolllgicallv lktnr11111ed at ha,c h11t 
1;1r:nl and tlc.xibk 111 nprcssitJtl '" much so that much of our nwncy gL·h ,pe11t 
lln :,n1ficial ad,,r:nncnh. C1JslllL'Uc,. v.ay, of altering the odrn1rs we give llff, mcaris 
"I ;llfecting llUr sh;1pc and appe:1rancc so as to continue to appear youthtul and 
,L'\1ully allurrng. llu:nan etlwJ,,g1,h and ,ociohiologish cl:,im that thne i, 110 
d1,c1Jr1tinuitv hetv.een anim:il ,n:1:d ,kterminisrn and huma11 



The aspect of psvchoanalvsis which falls most obviously into this wav of thinkin)c: i, 
the libido theory and the associated concepts of infantile sexualitv and the Oedipus 
complex. two of the cornerstones of Freudianism. According to the libido theo ry 
there is a fixed series of psvchosexual phases, closely linked to age. where the oral. 
anal, phallic and then genital regions dominate one's inner life and forms of action. 
need and svmbolisation. You can plot them on a chronological plan. one which 
moves on to latency then adolescence and then adulthood. There arc zone, oi 
variation and various suhdivisions within this framework. hut ii-, basis i, :,, 
determined as anv analogous developmental scheme in am other part of the 
animal kingdom. At the earlier end of the scheme, Karl Abraham offers <ornc 
quite detailed subdivisions of the basic phases. e.g .. anal retentive and ana] 
expulsive (Abraham, I 924 ). With respect to later phases. l.r ik l.riksons model 
includes a chart with a phase of "psychosocial moratorium" in late adolescence and 
various subdivisions of adulthood and old age (Erikson. 1959: 120). The be-t 
expositions of this point of view are Nauer as ( 19.S I) compilation on the libido 
theory and the Tvvo n s ' ( l !J91l) compendious Psvc h o a n a lvt ic theories of 
development. 

The classical Freudian scheme defines "normal" as remaining wit hi n i hi­ 
chronological framework. If vou miss out a phase or fail to move on from one or 
try to skip one and miss out a developmental task. vou are liable \Cl fixation and 
perversion or even to psychosis. A common definition of perversion is pseudo­ 
maturity. gaining sexual gratification from a substitute object because one is afraid 
of the appropriate. mature one. According to Rohen Stoller ( 198h). all pcrvcr sion­ 
involve immaturity and all are aggressive. He calls perversion "the erotic for m nt 
hatred" hut claims that even perve r sio n. like everv ne ur osis. is a compromise 
involving holding onto some connection with a mature object. ('hasseguct-Smirge! 
( 198:i) dwells on the putative pe rve rts attempt to substitute an immature sexual 
organ for a grown-up one. and describes the dishonestv of tr.in)c: w pa. s a little 
penis off for a daddv one. without hearing the pain of passing through the Oedipu­ 
complex and coming to terms with one's limitations and ambivalence. Limentani 
( 1989) breaks hornoscxualitv into three categories - a situational behaviour which 
goes away after one leaves. for example. school. the navv or prison; a pseudo­ 
homosexual one which is focused on fear of women and of castration; and true' 
hornosexualitv. which is a defence against psychotic breakdown and which one 
approaches p-vchnrhcrapcuucall. at one's peril, 

People who adhere' to this scheme believe that sexual deviation is pcrve r: ion and 
therefore that it i, neurotic. Freud ( 190~:23 l) regarded 'any est;thlished aherr auon 
from normal snualitv as an instance of developmental inhibition and infantili-m". 
On the other h.uul, he did not regard homoscxualitv or perversion as illne,se', 
(Abe love, )()81>: ~<l-1>0). Manv institutions take the view that, on the whole. people 
who are s<> classitied should not he allowed to train as P'-Chotherapi,ts (>: 
psychoanalvst«. Some writer, and in-titution-, arc more up front about thi, th:tn 
others. who arc more liberal or toleram. 111 cite some cxamp!,·s from mv wor ld. 
Among the hard-lincr s I w ouk] l'llllnt the on hodox l·rcudian Janine ( ·11;t'5egt.el­ 
Smirucl, the lndq>cmlcnt Adam l.imentani and the Klcinian ILtnna Segal. alon~ 
with the l or1don l1htitutc of l'svcho-Anail,i, and the• I .incoln ( ·cntrc . .-\m,lng the 
liberals I \\mild ,·<>,1111 Jo\ce \klloi1~all and Hobert Stolkr lthntrgh l rc,·enth 
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heard a lesbian attack his ideas), along with the London Guild of Psychotherapists, 
the Association for Group and Individual Psychotherapy, the Westminster Pastoral 
Foundation and the Philadelphia Association. Freud d i d not consider 
hornove xualitv a bar Ill becoming a psychoanalyst ( Abelovc, I 98!i:110). I dare <av 
that ana logou-, things could be saiJ about institutions in other countries - a 
patchwork, with varying degrees of tolerance and intolerance. These things also 
change over time. The American Psychiatric Association classified hornoscxualitv 
as a disease 111 195:1, only to cance I the stigma in I 97:i, in the wake of agitation 
from gays. k,hians and their supporters (APA. llJ87:<i7). 

I want to dwe ll for a moment on the question of training, because criteria tor 
admitting one into the profession provide a convincing measure of what one really 
believes. Lots of people arc "tolerant" of most sexual deviation even to the point of 
having one line next Joor, while not wanting one to treat one's sister or child. I 
think it is easy to get confused between civil rights and criteria for a specialised 
vocation. I do not think that you can read off a person's suitability for being a 
pvychothe r apist from the prevailing norms in society. For example, it may he 
perfectly kgal to indulge in certain practices between consenting adults in private: 
it may even he important to enlarge that Jomain hy more liberal legislation. 
However. those same acts may indicate serious psychological difficulties. Those 
who argue in favour of allowing gays and lesbians to train point out that by the 
criteria llf the psvchoanalytic 11rntkl of human nature, what matters is the 
uuconscious phantasv, not the behaviour and that there is a double standard 
involved 1n examining their suitability tor training (Ellis, 1994). Much more 
searching scrutiny is applied to them than to heterosexuals. The inner worlds ot 
heterosexuals arc not as carefully examined to determine the unconscious meaning 
of their sexual behaviour. The orthodox reply is that, with more or less allowance 
for latitude in foreplay and experimentation. the culmination of sexual congress in 
any wav other than genital penetration is, by definition, immature and many 
practices labelled a, deviant and perverse are prim a [ucie evidence of 
psychopathology. For example, many find it hard to see fisting and anal sex as 
regular sexual outlets a, anything hut unnatural. (Some don't. A graffiti in a lift in 
the King's CrcJ,s area of I .ondon read: "Anal sex is best!"). It i, interesting to note 
that 1n Britarn. the percentage of heterosexuals who practice oral and non­ 
penetrative sex has quadrupled from the twenties to the eighties between l9SO and 
the present. while the percentage practising anal sex is not on the rise and hover, 
at under ten per cent I \Vellings et al. I lJ'l4: 164-5 ). 

The appearance of the word "natural" opens the whole can of worms implied by my 
title. If you read lr euds Three essays on sexuality with care, VClll will find quite a 
1,,1 ,,t latitude. He sav,. ":S:,, healthy person. it appears, can tail to make xome 
a dd i u o n that might he ca ll ed perverse !Cl the normal sexual aim; and the 
ur.iv c r valitv ot thi, fimling i, 1n 1helf enough to <how how inappropriate it is to ll't' 
the word perversion as a term of r cpruach. In the sphere of sexual life we arc 
hmught up agamst peculiar, and, indeed, insoluble difficulties as soon as we try to 
d r aw a <hurp line to distinguish mere variations within the range of what is 
physiulugical trorn pathological symptoms" (Freud, 1905: lh0-1, I J. If vou read hi, 
other p ro n ounce mc n t-, on such matters, he is far from being the ,narlill): 
pathologiser of deviance he is often thought to he. I have an article cut ir c!v 
devoted to ,ingrn" hi, prai,es a:1d C<llltra,ting him with the Anu-ric.rn pwchi;1tr1~· 



or thodoxv (Ahe love, 1986). l Iavinj; said all th is. however, there 1s a wide gulf 
separating Freud and practically all psychoanalysts from the possibili ty of replying 
"yes" to my title . Sexuality in humans is plastic, to be sure, but not so plas tic as to 
give legitimacy to the paradoxical phrase "perversion' as 'normal". that is. treatim; 
the categorv of perversion as obsolete. In the rest of this paper I will trv to make 
these ideas less enigmatic, though I should say right away that I am not advocating 
the political correctness of this way of seeing things. I feel less in a muddle about 
these matters than I was but not sorted out. My aim is to share the islands of clar itv 
I have won from the sea of confusion in which I initially found mvsclf. I will m to 
clarify four notions: plastic sexuality, object relations, alternative developmenr.rl 
paths and new ideas about the Oedipus complex. Each is a topic on its own and 
there are a number of interactions among them. so I can onlv introduce them and 
mention some of the relevant literature. 

At the beginning of this paper I contrasted biological reductionism with utopian 
voluntarism and proceeded to speak exclusively about the reductionist point of 
view. I'll now expand on the other end of the continuum. In the general culture we 
meet it in the phrases "choice of life-style", "sexual pr e te r e nce' and "sexual 
orientation". In its pure form, this point of view claims that people make choices 
about their sexuality. They refute the idea that "biology is de stinv" and that deviant 
sexual practices are perverse. This approach is neatly captured in the phrase 
"sexual dissidence" (Dol limor e, 1991), bringing se xu a li tv into the domain o! 
political praxis rather than biological process. A dissident is a protester against the 
way things are in the name of how they might be if people fought hard enough to 
change them. Indeed, much of the debate is framed in terms of sexual politics. 
extending from the women's movement to gav rights to the men's movement of 
fellow-travellers with feminism. rounding out an anti-sexist politics of relation, 
between and within genders. A sign of this movement is a special issue on 
"Perversity" of the journal New Formations (Squires, 1993). The domain of thi, 
periodical is conveyed by the subtitle: Culture/Theory/Politics. A generation ago 
it would seem bizarre to many that this aspect of sexualitv should find its wav on:o 
the agenda of a journal with those preoccupations. 

The key claim is that the relevant framework for considering these issues 1s that 
sexuality i1 inside the symbolic order. not purely an expression of instinctual needs. 
Biological determinants are not wholly cast aside. but the rigiditv of their 
determining role is greatly reduced. More space is claimed for a range of sexual 
needs, feelings and practices - a range which is as broad as symbolism. rather than 
as narrow as instinctual determinism. At one level. all but the most conservative 
and fundamentalist moralists and religious zealots concede something to this wav 
of thinking. 11 is now a commonplace that scxualitv has a historv, that is, it is inside 
the contingency of culture, not merclv fixed and innate in a s te r eotvpe d wav. To 
place it inside history is to grant a lot to the dissidents. In my own lifetime and rm 
own sexual historv there hav e been important changes in all sons oi ar e as. Tinn gs 
which were taboo when I was a hov - even when I was first a bridegroom in the 
nineteen lift1es - arc· now commonplace. starting with public discuvsion of sex. 
including programme, ,rn the radio and tclcvivion and <e x boob prouune m l. 
displavcd 1n all hook shop,. Some trie nd-, and I sent off for a classic,.-\ marriage 
manual, w hich dulv arriv cd in a pLun wrapper. onlv t,1 d1s:1pp,•;ir ,Ll\s atter 1t \1;1, 
111\ turn 10 h:t\L' 1t. I fouml ii hidde n behind the Britannica ma nv vc;tr, later 
hc avil-, urHkr,,orc·d. p1n,111i:1hil h1 rm p;i1c111,. 



The list of formerly perverse and increasingly common practices extends from 
masturbation and mutual masturbation to kissing and sucking breasts tu all sorts of 
acts and paraphernalia: oral sex, anal stimulation, anal penetration, vibrators and 
other sex aids, role play, dressing up, some forms of bondage, use of videos. 
Contrast this with Freud, for whom it was a perversion if the lips or tongue of one 
person came into contact with the genitals of another or if one lingered over 
aspects of foreplay which, as h,: quaintly put it, "should normally be traversed 
rapidly on the path towards the final sexual aim" (Freud, 1905: 151, 150; cf 211 ). In 
the r e ce nt writing., of Alex Comfort ( 19:'iO, 1972, 1975) and others, foreplay has 
been e xt c n d c d indefinitely, and the boundary between exploration and 
abnormality ha, been blurred. Much - probably most - of what is commonplace in 
current manuals was taboo when I got married in 1957. Some things which have 
become commonplace in r ece nt decades arc still illegal in many states, provinces 
and countries. 

Ikyond the-.e matters. advocates of various hitherto frowned upon and/or illegal 
practice, have become bold in their defence of their right to do what pleases them, 
their partners and like-minded friends. Many go abroad to get their needs met. for 
example. to Thailand. I also have in mind the group of British sado-masochists who 
were recently convicted, appealed and mounted a very public campaign. Their 
practices included burning each other with cigarettes and nailing a penis to a 
hoard. Others defend paedophilia. Still others indulge in practices which, while not 
illegal or usually particularlv nasty, would surprise most people. For example, I 
learned from a homosexual patient that there are rooms off the main bar in some 
gay pubs where vou go into complete darkness. meet a stranger, do what you like 
to each other and go awav, never to know who it was or to meet again. The 
anonyrnitv is part of what excites people about this scene. Many sexual contacts in 
a single evening - I read one account of fifty - is another feature of this subculture, 
although AIDS k1s considerably chastened its practitioners. It is clear that the dark 
room phenomenon is a long w.iv from commitment to an individual in the context 
of an ongoing, mature. gcnit;tl relatio1hhip. A, one wag (a woman, in this case ) 
-umrne d up what \\,t, g"rng un in the context of having affairs: "I was not in love: 1 
wa. in lust" ((iidden,, l'llJ2:l-llJ. 

As I write about these things I a111 11J<iv111g into the domain of plastic sexuality. I 
learned this phrase from the C 'am bridge sociologist, Anthony Giddens, whose hook 
The transformation of intimacy ( I <192 ). provides a useful perspective on the 
changes we arc in the midst of. I do not fe el altogether comfortable with the 
degree of rclativi-,m involved in thi-, wav of thinking, hut I have no doubt that this 
i, a useful wav ot looking at the current debate Dcfe ndcr-, of plastic ,exuality 
a t t ack the boundary between the normal and the abnormal or pcrvc rsc. The: 
-t a t i s t i ca llv nur m a: -hould no longer he confused with medical and nior al 
categoric,. l ndc c d, new ,tati,tics are put forward hv the advocate-, of greater 
latitude. I-or cx a mp!e. it is clai111ed that 40<', or more of ma r r icd men in the 
[;nited States l.ave regular sex with other 111en at some point in their married livc-. 
( ibid: 14ti ). A, C iidde n-, ( I l/92: 1-!4) put-, 1t, "Plastic sexuality might become a sphere 
which r:o longer contains the detritus of external compulsions, hut instead takes its 
place a, one among other forms of -cl l-explot at ion and moral constitution." Sex i, 
no 11,n~er confinc d to certain S<Hh ot relationships: the rule of the phallus and 
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power relations arc subverted (cf ihid:140, 147). "The 'biologica] justification· tor 
heterosexuality as 'normal', it might he argued. has fallen apart. What used 10 he 
called perversions are merely ways in which sexuality can legitimately he expressed 
and self-identity defined. Recognition of diverse sexual proclivities corresponds to 
acceptance of a plurality of possible life-styles ... 'normal sexuality is simply one 
type of life-style among others" (Giddens. 1992: 179). Giddens ( I 992) calls this a 
"radical pluralism". 

Linking at the cultural and philosophical dimensions of the debate. he concludc-: 
that this "incipient replacement of perversion by pluralism is part of a broad-based 
set of changes integral to the expansion of modernity. Moder nitv is associated with 
the socialisation of the natural world - the progressive replacement of structures 
and events that were external parameters of human activity hv sociallv organised 
processes. Not only social life itself, but what used to he 'n a tu r c ' becomes 
dominated by socially organised systems. Reproduction was once a part of nature. 
and heterosexual activity was inevitably its focal point. Once sexualitv has become 
an 'integral' component of social relations ... he te ro se xua li tv is no longer a 
standard bv which everything else is judged. We have not vet reached a stage 111 

which hctcrusexualitv is accepted as onlv one taste among others. but such is the 
implication of the socialisation of reproduction" (Giddens. 19'12:34 ). 

He is right about the changes in social and philosophical thcorv, and one point at 
issue - a profound one - is whether being right about what is happening in hisiorv i, 
more or less fundamental than what is claimed about nature. The tradition he is 
describing asserts that nature is a societal category, that truth is made. not found 
and that our ideas of nature, including those about human nature. arc social 
constructs. People who think this way are called "social constructivists" if mu agree 
with them and "relativists" if vou don't. Debates about these issues have he e n 
central to the histnrv, philosophv and social studies of science in recent decude-. 
and I think it fair to sav that the social constructivists are in the ascendant (Younc, 
1992). 

Certain broad - and other particular - developments in psvchoanalysis can be seen 
as compatible with this approach to sexuality. The broad movement is the decline 
in adherence to hiologism and the classical libido theorv and the rise of object 
relations. Object relations theorv developed in the work of Melanie Klein, Ronald 
Fairhairn and Donald Winnicott (Greenberg and Mitchell. 1983). There are 
important differences between their formulations (for example. Fairbairn \,as 
explicitly turning his hack on hiolo~·v in a wav which Klein did not 1. hut the effect 
on psvchoanalvtic thinking was to point to relations with the good and bad aspects 
of the mother ;111d other important figures and part-objects and to treat relations 
with objects, rather than the expression of instincts. as the basic preoccupation of 
psychoanalvtic thinking and clinical work. The focus is on relation, rather than 
drives, on "the ohjcd of mv affection can change mv complexion from white to ms\ 
red" (as t hc song savs), rathrr tliun the aim of the instinct as specified in a 
hiologiqic mctapsvdwlogy ( ( ,rec nhng & Mitchc II. l 983: 126 ). Once Y<HJ do this. 
sex. se xual uv and <e xu a l enerp no longer provide either the r he tor ic or the 
conceptual tr a mcwork for how we think about the inner world. I.ove , hatred. 
u n co nvciou-, p h a n t a sv, a n x ic tv and defences have' come w the fore~ro1111d 
(ihid:J,°1). lu: lr rud. '\011:11' ,,a, :tll-,·mhrarirw and meant ;1m .u tr ibutr ot li\111~ 
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tissue expressing negative entropy. This is what he meant by "libido" (Stoller, 
198b: 1~). Object relations theorists approach the matter the other way round: 
libido is not seen as ple asurc-sccking but object-seeking (Greenberg & Mitchell. 
198.3: 154 ). Libido does not determine object relations; object relations determine 
libido (ibid: 157). It has been my recent experience that sex in its narrow sense 
plays a ,urprisingly small role in psychotherapy training and supervision and the 
literature. Indeed. I recently went to a public lecture by a psychoanalyst. Dr Dennis 
Duncan. with the title "What ever happened to sex in psychoanalysis'?". 

Along with the turn away from the libido theory has come less attention to the 
psychoscxual developmental scheme and fairly strict chronology which it specified. 
If you read Klein and her followers, you find phrases like "oral, anal and phallic 
elements" jumbled up and part of a poi-pourri. What emerged later in their scheme 
at specified developmental and chronological points in the libido theory somehow 
gets mixed in at an earlier stage in Klein's approach. I will develop the most 
important of t lic:«: examples of Jettisoning a strict chronology below, but I want 
now to keep to some semblance of my proposed order of presentation. We have 
moved from plastic sexuality to object relations. I now want to say something about 
alternative developmental paths. Some of the most interesting writers in this 
debate make this their most important point: "What's so wonderful about the 
developmental path specified by the libido theory?" In asking this question they arc 
attacking the centrality of the Oedipus complex in orthodox Freudianism. They 
write in explicit opposition to the Freudian Law of the Father on which the 
importance of the Oedipus complex is based (Fletcher, 1989: 113) As the gay 
theorist John Fletcher puts it, "What is refused here is not masculinity or the 
phallus in itself, hut the polarity at the heart of the Oedipal injunction: 'You 
cannot be what you desire, you cannot desire what you wish to be" ( ibid: 114 ). What 
the Freudians claim as natural is what the sexual dissidents attack as a cultural 
norm to he struggled against. They argue for a re-symbolisation and re-investment 
in a new kind of xc xualitv. 

Support for this approach is found in the writings of the eminent French 
psychoanalyst, Jean I .aplanchc. The list of erogenous zones specified bv the libido 
thcorv is accepted: mouth. anus, urethra. genitals. However, they are described less 
biologistically as places of exchange he tween inside and outxide ( lIe tchc r , 
:'JolJ:lJoJ. However. ,1111· bodily zone can take on a sexual level of excucmcnt, as 
can ideas. TI1e traditional undcr standiru; of perversion is an alteration or deviation 
from the fixed. biolog1c,dly determined order of privileged zones, culminating in 
genital mte r cour ,c to orgasm. But 11 Wt'. refuse to accept this spontaneous 
unfolding of a u nit ar v instinctual programme, sexuality itself can be seen as 
polvmorphous and therefore, to put 1t ironically, perverse. Laplanchc ( 1970:2J) 
expresses this starkly hy ,aving that "the exception - ie, the perversion - ends up hy 
111ki11i; the rule along .... ah a. The exception, which should presuppose the existence 
of a definite instinct, a prc-cxiste nt sexual function, with it, well-defined norms of 
accomplishment: that exception e nd-, up hy undermining and destroying the vcrv 
notion of a biological norm. -1 he whole of -cxuality, or at least the whole of 
infantile sexuality, end-, up becoming perversion". Fletcher ( 1 '18'1:'18-'I J puts this in 
-vmbo:«; tcr ms, terms which increase the range, scope and Ilcxibilitv of sexualitv: 
,,:lhe whole ot vcxuality as a mobile field <>I displace able and suh,iitutabk s1gi1, 
and mentul representations is a perversion of the order of hiolugical needs and 
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fixed objects." If perversion is ubiquitous. it cannot be called exceptional: it 1, 
commonplace. the rule, normal: hence "perversion' a5 'normal" and the pejorative· 
connotations of the term become obsolete. 

Writing about bisexuality and lesbianism, Beverly Burch takes a similarly line in 
opposition to hiologism and in favour of social constructivism. She savs that 
"Lesbianism am/ heterosexual identities are social constructs that incorporate· 
psychological elements" ( Burch, I 993:84-85 ). "These differ from one woman to 
another and have manifestations and sources as varied as individua] biouraphic-; 
The unity of hc t e r osc xu a l thcorv docs not live up to t hc divcr xitv of <cx u al 
orientations' ( ihid:8'i ). She places sexual orientations on a continuum and argul', 
that any point on it might be defensive, "no position is ncccssarilv or inevitablx 
pathological" ( ihid:9 I). She surveys the literature and finds a r el.uivisr» of the orv trl 
match her relativism of developmental pathways: 'The point is that no one view is 
complete, and there are divergent routes on the way to final object choice. The 
road is not a straight one toward be ter osexuali tv. and Wt' cannot regard other 
destinations as a wrong turn" (ihid:'17). 

Writers on these issues draw d iffe r e n t lines between what t h e v consider 
pathological and what thev treat as me r e lv human divc r si tv .-\s I <aid. Robert 
Stoller defines perversion as "the crone form of hatred' and offers critical analv-e-. 
of fetishism, rape. sex murder. sadism. masochism. voyeurism. paedophilia. I k 
sees in each of these "hostility, revenge. triumph and a de humauised object" 
(Stoller, !98ti:9). On the subject of homosexualitv, however. he is a champion ot 
pluralism: "What evidence is there that heterosexuality 1, less complicated than 
homosexualitv. less a product of infantile-childhood struggle, to master trauma. 
conflict, frustration, and the like? A, a result of innumerable analvse s, the burden 
of proof ... has shifted to those who use the heterosexual as the <tandard of health. 
normality. mature genital character hood, or whatever other ambiguous criter.on 
serves one's philosophv these davs Thus far. the counting. it it is done from 
published repmb puts the heterosexual and the homosexual in :, tie: \(~) percent 
abnormals' (Stoller, \l/8.\ quoted in Burch. l'N.s:'17). 

Another gem from Stoller is: "Beware the concept 'normal'. 1t is hevond the reach 
of objectivitv. It tr ic-. to connote statistical validity hut hide- brute judgerneu« on 
social and pr iv ate goodness that. if admitted. would promote honcxtv and modc-tv 
we do not vet have in patriots. lawma k e r s. psvchoanalyst-, and philo-ophc r-. 
(Stoller. 19,·~- quoted in Burch. ]<N3:lJS). 

Wouldn't th.u he a lovelv note on w hich to end? L'nfor tun.uc lv. mv own sen,e <lt 
reality is not that optimistic. ringing and tidv. It would he conve nie nt to argue mat 
abandoning the had old libido tht1ln a11LI embracing object relation, and soci:,I 
constructivi-rn comhi nr to ho l.! out hope of a ncv, pluruli-tic conse n-u-; Ala-, I 
don't think 11 doc·,. and the fh 111 the ointment 1, recent Kleiman idc a- about the 
( kdipus complex. This mav not trouble those convinced hv the lint' of arcutucnt I 
have been ,pc·lling out, hut 1t trnuhles me. because I cannot square what I h:i\l' 
told you with what I am about to sav. I wish I could. hut I can"t. 

As I have :ilrl';1dv said. Kkinians go ;t\ong with the tendenn t,l :1h;111d,,n stri,t 
:1dht·rt·11c·l' I<> Ilic ,lir1111<ilo,•, "I the l1h1d<> tht·tln Indeed. Kk1n', :i, nt:,,11 that ,Ji,, 
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had found the superego operating ve ars earlier in the development of the child 
than Freudians thought it existed was the most obvious bone of contention in the 
horrid controversies which culminated in the famous or infamous (depending on 
how vou feel about such rows) "controversial discussions" between Klcinians and 
Freudian, at the British Psvchoanalvtical Society from 1441 to 1'14:i (King am! 
Steiner, ! lJ!J I J. I am not tryi~g to draC,,. you into a~ esoteric spat. I think they were 
r iuht to he so exercised. I think this, because I think two importantly different 
vi~w, of human nature and the hasi, of morality were in play and that how we 
think about se xualitv and, indeed, civ ili tv and civilisation may vcrv well hang on 
what we: decide about these matters. 

Put vc rv ,implv, as we have seen, the Freudians claimed that development 
consisted of a set of preordained tasks which one came upon at biologically 
predetermined stages on life's way. There is a sense that one can complete a 
developmental ta-k and have ih fruits under one's belt, as it were. The advocate, 
of plastic <exualitv reject this idea of human nature and development and argue for 
a plurality of paths and dcxtinauon« or obje ct«. and the Freudian, de nv them this 
postmodc r nivt supermarket of satisfactio11'. 

:\t first glance there is a similarity between the advocates of plastic sexuality and 
Kleinian ideas. Kleinians slide all round the chronology. It has been cogently 
argued h1 Ruth Stein that they don't even have a theory of psychic structures hut 
rely fundamentally on a set of "core feelings and nuclear affective structures" 
(Stein, I 990:5(!-4 ), in particular, the paranoid-schizoid and depressive positions. But 
what Kleinians appear to give with one hand - slipping all over the chronology and 
eschewing a basic set of mental structures - they take back with the other. That is, 
the Oedipus complex rnav not he the centrepiece of development at say, three and 
a half to six, reprised at a do l c s ce ncc. Instead, under the name "Oedipal 
conste llauon". this hurdle reappears at every important point in life when one is 
faced with crises and moral dilemmas. The struggle between love and hate i, 
u nr cvolve a hle and r ccurr e ntlv centres on the Oedipal triangle. Indeed, far from 
being something one can refuse a la Fletcher's rhetoric about the normalitv of 
polymorphou-ne-,-. it bccome-. a precondition for being a responsible person who 
can love and make moral and intellectual judgements of a profound kind and he 
capable of integrated insights and deep concern for others. 

:\s the Kleinian analyst David Bell puts it, "The primitive Oedipal conflict 
described by Klein take, place in the paranoid-schizoid position when the infants 
world is widely ,plit and relation, are mainly to part objects. This means that anv 
object which threatens the exclusive possession of the idealised breast/mother is 
felt as a persecutor and has projected into it all the hostile feelings deriving from 
pregenital impulse s' (Bell, l'l'J2: 1721 

If development proceed, sati,factorilv, -ccure relations with good internal objcct-. 
lead, to integration, healing of split-. and taking hack projections. "The mother is 
then. so to speak, free to he i nvulve d with a third object in a loving mtc rrour-,e 
which. in,tead of being a threat, becomes the foundation of a secure relation to 
inte r na l and external r e a l i tv. The capacity to represent intc rnallv the lovir1µ 
intercourse between the par e nt-, a, whole objects results, thrnugh the ensuing 
identificatiorh, in thc capacity for full genital maturity. For Klein, the resolution ol 



the Oedipus complex and the achievement of the depressive position refer to the 
same phenomena viewed from different perspectives" (ihid.). Another Kleinian. 
Ron Britton. puts it very elegantlv: "the two situations arc inextricably intertwined 
in such a way that one cannot he resolved without the other: we resolve the 
Oedipus complex by working through the depressive position and the depressive 
position by working through the Oedipus complex" (Britton. I 992:>'.'i ). Hence. the 
ability to tolerate the mixture which is life, to he concerned with whole objects and 
to integrate experience and make reparation are the fruits of negotiating the 
Oedipal triangle. 

Isn't that ue at and tidy - a sort of Rosetta Stone providing a kev to translaunj; 
between the· Freudian and Kle inian conceptual schemes? In the work of post­ 
Kleinians thi- way of thinking has been applied to broader issue». in particular. the 
ability to svmholise and learn from experience. Integration of the depressive 
position, which we can now sec as resolution of the Oedipus complex is the sine 
qua 11011 of t hc development of "a capacity for symbol formation and rational 
thought" (Britton, 1992::17). Greater knowledge of the object 'include, awar e ncss 
of its continuity of existence in time and space and also therefore of the other 
relationships of the object implied hy that realisation. The Oedipus situation 
exemplifies that knowledge. Hence the depressive position cannot be worked 
through without working through the ( icdipus complex and vice ve rsa' 1 ihid::;Q i. 
Once again. Britton ( 1992:38) also sees "the depressive position and the Oedipus 
situation as never finished hut as having to be re-worked in each new life situation. 
at each stage of development. and with e ach major addition to experience or 
knowledge". 

This way of looking at the Oedipal situation offers a wav of thinking of self­ 
knowledge or insight: "The primal family triangle provides the child with two links 
connecting him separately with each parent and confronts him with the link 
between them which excludes him. Initially this parental link is conce ive d in 
primitive part-object terms and in the modes of his own oral. anal and genital 
desires. and in terms of his hatred expressed in oral. anal and geniul terms. It the· 
link between the parents perceived in love> and hate can he tolcr ate d in the child. 
mind. it prornk, him with a prntotype for an object rekuionsh.p of a third kind 1,1 

which he i, ;1 witness and not a participant. A third position then comes into 
existence from which object relationships can he observed. Given this. we can also 
envisage /wing observed. This provides us with a capacity for seeing ourselves in 
interaction with others and for entertaining another point of view whil-t rctaimng 
our own. for reflecting on our se lve s whilst bein!( our-e lvc-" (Britton. ]ll8<1:i-i7). I 
find this wa, of thinking about m.uuritv vcrv helpful. indeed 

I am goine tll kave it here. If it were not for Klein and recent deve iopmeut-, of the 
Kle inia n wa, "'thinking.I h,·l1nc' plastic <e xualitv 1night have r e l.u ive}, plain 
sailing. Hut the point ot ,·1n, I have Jll'1 outlined sav, a, <t a r k lv as am mthodtl\ 
Freudian n vr did that the pr ob lc m p,i-.ed hv the ( lcdipal triangle ,-;11E1t1t he 
evaded it ,,n,· i, t,, hec,,111e a p,·r",n capable of profound thought, and cunccr n tnr 
others. ·1 Im 1n·;tlb the 1ntolcr:111c·c t>! Chasscguet-Smirgel', Freudian or tho.lo ,. 
wher cbv t h« ,·re·atiom of pc·nnt, (a term she insi,ts on 11,ingJ could onh he· 
pseudo-,·1 t·;, t 11111,_ 
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Thi» dilemma between the developing credibility of pluralism, on the one hand, 
and Kleinian thinking, on the other. is a stark one. Freud said in l 90:l, "I advocate 
the standpoint that the homosexual doc:s not belong before the tribunal of a court 
of law. I am even of the firm conviction that homosexuals must not he treated as 
sick people. for a perverse orientation is far from being a sickncs«. Wouldn't that 
oblige us lll characterise as sick many great thinkers and scholars whom we admire 
precisely because of their mental health')" (quoted in Ahclove. 198(!:t,ll). 

Freud 1' 11111krng a stark 1w1nt. Are we t11 so characterise the character and 
c-reati,Jrh ut ( l,car Wilde, Be11p1111n Briue n, l·rancis Bacon, I .uJwig Wiugeustcin. 
L \I lorstcr, Chmtophcr Ivhe rwoud, Vita Sackville-West, David Hockney, Genet, 
Colette, (iertrude Stein. \lichelangelo, Rock Hudson, Randolph Scott, Tyrone 
Power, Robert Ryan, Cary Grant, John Gielgud, Laurence Olivier, W II Auden, I\. 
I) Lang, Tennessee Williams, William Burroughs, James Baldwin, Simone de 
Beauvoir, Roman Polansky, Derck Jarman, Michael Jackson. Charles Laughton. 
vlaricne Dietrich. Michel loucaulr. Alan Turing, Alfred Hitchcock, Socrates" 

I can onlv p<hC the dilemma and offer it as food for thought. Plastic sexualitv and 
the Kle inia n concept of rr.utur itv a, defined in the depressive position don't 1111x. 
Something called "pc rvc r sion" may he normal for gays, lesbians, laplauchians and 
some avant vard« sociolog1sh, hut it's still neurotic for orthodox Kleinians. I think 
it is clear that concepts of <exuali tv and gender are no longer moored to the 
biological reductionism of the libido theory. They are definitely on the move, 
historical rather than purely biological. I also think that an important shift 1' 
occurring in setting criteria for calling something perverse. The clinical assessment 
must be based on analysis of the unconscious phantusy, in the inner world, rather 
than on a view of the act or practice, and this criterion should be applied to 
he tc ro sexu a!-, as conscie ntiouslv as to homosexuals, bisexuals or anyone ebe. 
whether t hcv he potential trainees or ordinary patients. 

I now want to dwell on what may at first sight appear to be an esoteric distinction 
between three term- - pervert, perversion and perverse. "Pervert" is a11 epithet. a 
label. based 011 behavioural criteria. I believe that its use violates the civil rights ot 
sexually deviant - often dissident - people. l deplore its use. "Perversion" is an 
exquisitely ambiguous term, floating between pervert and perverse. In practice I 
find that it tends most often to he used by people who are orthodox Freudians and 
who still adhere to the libido theory, hut I al-.o think it is definitely not obsolete 
among most people who work in the sphere of sexuality. Its use is almost as much 
resented bv people who are not sexuallv "straight" as is the term pervert. It is often 
unclear whether its use in a given context is defiantly pxychoun.rlyiicallv orthodox. 
a, it i, in ( ·hasseguet-Smirgc:l's hook ( 'reatlvity and perverslon. which I edited and 
publi.shed. When the American co-publishers pleaded that the title he changed to 
spare them a barrage of I'(· criticism. ,he dug her heels in. Nearly a decade later 
the eminent lesbian wr rt e r , editor and producer, Mandy Merck, collected her 
e,,avs under the defiant title Perversions: Deviant readings ( 1993). 

In mv opinion, the real area fm ser1(1u, future thought is the perverse l hope a11d 
trust that even the movt dissident or deviant person, when he or sire is not hei11~ 
mil it am or on the Licfen,1ve. will t!ra11t that there i, a wav o! think inj; which i, 
,)tcr\l'fSe and """Id not \,ant th<:ir l1J\"c ;u1d lovemaking tll lllcrit that adJec·ti\e 



Rather than squabble over how long a bit of foreplay has to he to be kinky. we 
need to look at sexuality in a more subtle way. Let me recall <o rne of thl· 
characteristics of the perverse. as recently spelled out in some 'Reflections o:• 
perverse states of mind" (Waddell and Williams. 1991). Pe rvervion of character 
involves "the distortion and misuse of psychic and external realm: the sbughter of 
truth" (ibib:20., ). Perverse states of mind involve "a ncgativi-.uc caric.uurc of object 
relations." There is an unconscious "core pharuasv of the secret killing of hahie, 
instead of parenting babies - an oblique form of attack 011 the inside of the 
mother's body In this frame of reference, perversity has 11<> connection with 
descriptive aspects of sexual choices - it can he equally present or absent in 
heterosexual or homosexual relationships alike" (ihid:206). They conclude that thi­ 
approach is "scintillating with possibilities for better understanding the nature ot 
perversity a, an aspect of character. as distinct from sexual behaviour or choice. It 
wholly subverts the current pr opc nsi tv to attach labels of 'pe rve r se or ·non­ 
perverse to c1tegories of relationships - cg. homoxexual or hctcr oscxual - ;111c! 
places the distinctions. r a t hr r , in the area of psychic r e alit. :111d meaning,;,, 
represented hv different statn of mind" (ihid:211 ). So. even when faced w rt n 
behaviour which appears on the surface to he inhcrcnttv perverse. one rs still !aced 
with the clinical ask of coming to understand the inner meaning. the object 
relations in the unconscious before diagnosing it as pathological. 

I find it easier to imagine gay and lesbian relationships meeting the cruer.on that 
the unconscious phantasy he a loving one than I do relationships in which some 
fetishistic practices predominate. I also believe that there is reason for cunccrn 
about the growing boldness with which fetishistic practices arc discussed - evc r. 
flaunted- in the media. While I am in favour of public debate about all matters 
sexual. I ab" fear that the veneer of civilization is under threat when the line 
between appar e ntlv loving and appar e ntlv grotesque or cruel practices is in danger 
of disappearing altogether. While I was preparing this paper there appeared an 
issue of the Observer Magazine 120 \larch J()ll~) with a pastiche of a Re n.ussancc 
painting of .vdarn and Eve on the cover. I k is wearing worne n'< :;tockings and ha­ 
a plastic hag over his head, and she is offering him an apple and has a whip in her 
other hand. Since the apple has not yet been accepted and eaten. the picture· 
implies that they are still in a state of innocence. The plastic hag is a graphic 
reference to the recent death of a Conservative Member of Parliament. Stephen 
Milligan. who was found dead on the kitchen table wearing wome ns stockings. 
with a plas11c hag i ie d over hrs head. The concluding paragraphs of the article 
mer rt full quot.uion, because thcv seem tu me to raise serious que stion-, about the 
increasing uurmal iva t io n and hanalisation of perversion. The author. Simon 
Andr cae. i, uu.occm of psvchoanalvtic understanding, hut he make, ;1 plausible 
case for plarn1g all of us within the or hit of the perverse. 

"So, by the time an individual reaches adulthood. there are five major forces which 
in varying denccs and in different co mb in at ions have come to shape and 
characte ri-,c their scxualitv. lliolot!ical inclination. the gender role as,ignccl hv an 
individual «i.h ur«. the t.unil. d111:11111c. the imprinting of sexual tart!cts. and the 
l'rnticrsati"n :111d ,tr,·ni.:th,·11111t! .,f tlHN' tarfets through repetition. 

'In a kw i1all\1d11al, ;ill thl'sc !"''"' :1r1l't'. nudg111/! them withou: ,·011!11,! d,l\\n tile 
path of di,1n<c1,·,tl·d 1noc0,•atl(>1J. In other,. at the opp.,sit,· end of the ,c;1k. the 
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conflicts and tensions seem irresolvable without recourse to the perversions. Of 
these. most wear their lives like a tight-fitting shoe, removing the mold only at 
night, in private. or when the pressure becomes untenable. Here, the trigger for 
perverse activity is extrovert experimentation or a criminal tendency (whose 
genesis is quite different) hut, more regularly. the deciding factor is the gradual 
accumulation of stress." 

'Tor some, this takes the form of the slowly increasing pressure for ge ndc r 
conforrnitv. For others it is far more specific. Engagement or marriage, separation 
or divorce, redundancy or promotion to high office, high financial reward or 
imminent bankruptcy. It shouldn't surprise us that Stephen Milligans most 
extreme activities came at a time when his career was characterised by mounting 
resporEihilitv. nor that fames Rusbridger's fatal fetishistic act took place when he 
was under extreme financial pressure and the threat of imminent eviction. 
[Rusbridger wa-, an author of works on spying whose claim to he part of that world 
wu-, thought hv manv tu he largely fantasy. lie was found dead in a cottage. 
wearing leather gear and a ga, mavk.j A month before his suicide, he wrote to me 
justifvin]; his growing compulsion to wear gas masks as 'part of a well known sexual 
desire for total rubber enclosure which i, to he found all over the world'. The more 
complete the c nclosur e. the pc·ater the fear." 

"I-or those who choose to express their sexuality through the perversions. horizons 
open quickly and easily. Cias masks, for instance, are advertised regularly in fetish 
magazines like Shiny International, which share shelf space with mainstream 
pornography in sex shops and pornographic book stores. There arc Last German 
models. there are Israeli rnodel-; there arc even models which have replaced the 
original gas filter with a penetrable rubber flap, allowing the wearer to fellate his 
or her partner without removing the mask." 

'Tor those who wish to meet, there arc now I 9 regular and well attended fetish 
clubs in the LK. culminating in Skin Two's annual Rubber Ball, which is attended 
bv mor e than 2.fJ()I) people. And, through the clubs and magazines, individuals can 
exchange interest> and techniques. learn how to refine and practice their desires, 
and place advertisements and buy and sell specialist paraphernalia ranging from 
rnllars and chains to tullv functional erotic furniture. In New York. there is a new 
club. The Me at Tunnel. which is hung with carcasses of dead animals. And for 
those with more clandestine interests, there are even specialist pornographic 
publications. ranging from Where the Young Ones Are for paedophiles to Amputee 
Love for those who can only become aroused in the company of disabled people." 

"B1,t ne,tling between the untroubled baby machines of Eden and contemporary 
practitioners 1>t the mo\! hard-core perversions, there is a third category of 
individuals - comprising most of the adult population. Taught from birth that our 
sexuality should be a natural, uncomplicated expression of simple biological 
destiny. we wonder why aspects of 1t should seem so circuitous and feel so charged 
with guilt and uncer tuintv. Running scared from the city of perversions, we, like the 
wife <Jf Lot, can't help looking hack. transfixed. at images which reflect, in purified 
form. a-pe cts of our common selves." 

.. L,,t month, w ne n I v i-itcd unc .,f london', largest and hardest fetish clubs. I wa-, 
·,,c!c1Jill~d w i i l: tile ~reeti11~. l l1Jillc <JI the hra~e and land o: the trn· Jostltll!-'. 



upstairs through the gothically jostling crowds. in an atmosphere he avv with sexual 
release and the muffled sounds of flagellation, I caught sight of a woman on the 
stage grinding furiously at her metal knickers with an industrial sanding machine. 
White hot sparks flew from be twe e n her legs and curved in an arc through the 
smoke-filled air. Brave. perhaps. hut free? No more or less than the rest of u:,;' 
(Andreae, J9lJ4:3'i). 

This passage provides a striking glimpse into the world of fetishisms and pose, a 
stark problem tor anyone wishing to argue for an extreme version of "plastic 
sexuality" as a new definition of the range of relatively unproblematic forms ot 
sexual behaviour and phantasy. The key phrase in the above quotation is "for those 
who choose to express their sexuality through the perversions". and the stronge--t 
claim is that most of us lie in the space between "gender conforrnitv" or hard-core 
normality. on the one hand. and hard-core fetishism. on the other. Andreae claim, 
that people who frequent fetish clubs are "no more or le ss" free than the res: of us. 

I want to juxtapose this with a passage from Freud which I haw alread, quoted: 
"No healthv person, it appears. can fail to make some addition that might he called 
perverse to the normal sexual aim; and the universality of this finding is in itself 
enough to show how inappropriate it is to use the word perversion as a term nt 
reproach. In the sphere of sexual life we are brought up against peculiar. and. 
indeed, insoluble difficulties as soon as we try to draw a sharp line to distinguish 
mere variations within the range of what is physiological from pathological 
symptoms" (Freud, 1905: 160-61 ). I do not believe that the latitude provided bv thi­ 
passage is great enough to accommodate the phenomena described bv Andre ae. 
Nor - for the reasons I have given about the importance of i he u ndc r lvi nu 
unconscious phant.isv - do I believe that making due allowance for the hi-toricitv 
of sexualitv and growing sexual tolerance will lead serious psvchoanalyticallv­ 
oriented the r apists to conclude that "anything g ocs" in se xu a! expression and 
phantasy. 

On the other hand. I know a gav p-vchotherapist who would 1101 he willing w call 
pathological anv person who practices a perversion which was, as he put it. "ego 
syn tonic". This is the criterion used by the Diagnostic and Statistic Manual ( DS\I 
III-R) of the American Psychiatric Association to separate pathological from non­ 
pathological homosexuality: "persistent and marked distre « about one< <exual 
orientation" (AP.-\. ]9~7:296). The advocates of "plastic scxualitv" are seeking w 
put other tonn-, of so-called perversions on the same footing as hornosexualitv ha, 
heen placed hv the psvchiatric orthodoxv, an orthodoxy which still classifies nine 
kinds of what thev term "parnphilias'' as pathological: exhibuionism, fetishism. 
frotteurism ( rubbing up against or touching non-consenting people). paedophilia. 
masochism. sadism. transvestism. vovcurisrn (ibid: cf 279-90). This is the point at 
which the current de ha re is sharpest. An attemp1 is being made to shift the 
houndarv further so as to de-patholog ise a whole class of forms of deviant 
sexualitv. and opinions will differ about which. if am. of those nine categoric, 
should he ,c·cn as ju\! another wav people express their scxualitv 11 is olwinu, that 
attcmpt« 1,, dc-pathologise p:1edophilia. sadism and masochism will meet 1si1h 
trc me nduu-, rc,istance. while tr:111'\esti,m 1s incrc:1>inglv corumonplacr. I 1rnuhl 
xav that th,· ,·.,mp11h11·c• char.ute r of Ie tivhism makes it hard to i mauinc i1 a., ;1 
choice arnora• 111a11v. If 1he crnicept .,f "d101ce" i, to have am 111,·:1111ng 



I conclude that it is premature to call "perversion" obsolete. or even obsolescent. 
Mv fundamental reason is a moral one. There are transcendent values at work in 
our sexual re lat ions. They are about care and regard for other people as internal 
and external objects. Unless we decide to jettison love and morality altogether in 
our ways of thinking about human contact, we still need evaluative processes and 
judgements for as,essing our expressions of intimacy. In order to protect the civil 
rights of people who practice certain deviant forms of sexual expression we need to 
decide that the epithet "pervert" is offensive, but the concepts of "perverse" and 
( rather more ambiguously) "perversion" are concerned with characterising an 
up. ide-down wur l d where "fair h foul and foul is fair". I don't want myself or m1 
loved ones to live there. I find that my patients are asking for help in moving on to 
other for m-, of sexuality, and I do not want to abrogate moral criteria from the 
helpin,,: prok"i"Ih. 

I want to speak. ti11ally, about two of my patients in the light of the issues I have 
raised. '.\either is a militant ahou t his sexual practices and neither dcre nds 
perversion with any conviction hut I suggest that both illustr ate what I said about 
the Kleiman position on the Oedipal constellation. This is a theoretical way of 
,ay111g that both of them want to change toward sonu: version of thoughtful 
he ter o-cxualitv hut are up again'-! strong opposition in their i1111l'.r W<Jr!tls. 

The tirst is an l Jlst cr Journalist in his mid-thirties. from the Catholic minoritv, 
referred to me by the British Association of Psychotherappists for recurrent 
dcprcxsion. It quickly emerged that ht.'. was not sexually active, ostensibly because 
of a phimosis, a condition where the for cvk in strangulates the penis when retracted 
and which makes intercour se painful and. in some cases. dangerous. The cure is 
circumcision, and it was i mmcdiate ly obvious that he had hidden behind this 
condition s i ncc pu he r tv. It was e a sv to predict that after the operation anti 
convalescence he would not e axilv get dllwn to penetrative sex with his partner. lie 
d1tl n,it cnjov 11. was put otf hv the 1agin:1. attempted intercourse from behind (not 
a tergo. dogg,-,t1k hut with hi, p:1rtncr\ legs down, so he did not go vcrv far in. In 
cl1<ll1,111g that po-turc it wa.s clc ar he dill not want to L,cl'. till'. fact that she was a 
W<JIJJan or that he would he nuking love pr oper lv. 

lie k1. been preoccupied h1 hi> uuure srnce moving to l:ngland. I k is five-ten. 
average for hi, background. hut wa.s uh,essed with the thought that he was short. 
Tall men made him feel put down and resentful. He easily felt slighted and often 
experienced rage. though ht.'. seldom e. pressed it. lie had Superman fantasies 
ah"ut height and imilar ouc-, about being a great author. In fact, he is at the top ot 
hh profe·-ion a, a technical Jo11mali,t and ha, sollle success as a feature writer . 

.-\n incident Ill h1' teen, ohse\\etl him . .-\ Catholic paramilitary vigilante group had 
shaved Im head, t;ll,ely acnising him ,it delinquency. Nearly two decades later he 
believed 111 an intensely and unrcal ixtically persecuted way that everyone thought 
of him as the m.ui who'd had his head shaved. In fact. no one has ever mentioned 
11. and such actions were not uncummon at the time he was shaved. 

All of these prohle m-, of stature, -e lf-cvt e c m. symbolic castration and potenc1 
cch"n! a farrnl1 C/Jll tellation 111 wh:ch wllmcn dominated and hu1nil1atl'tl men. ll1s 

)'I 



father had stayed in the same safe Joh since the depression, never had a car. skived 
a lot and got his self esteem surreptitiously. as it were. from cultural activities tor 
which he had a large reputation. My patient's aunt and mother never tired of 
denigrating the father, and the children followed suit. His two sisters. one of whom 
is grossly obese, have never married. and his brother has onlv done so in the past 
year. The father is now old and feeble and is still treated with disdain bv the whol« 
family. My patient has come to see that he identifies with him. 

More than a year into this work. which was then once a week. m, patient [inallv 
felt able to reveal that he regularly masturbated to spanking videos. went to 
prostitutes specialising in spanking and could only ejaculate to spanking fantasies. 
He also got involved with a barmaid who co-operated in this. He had a terrible 
dilemma with his idealised girlfriend. appropriatelv named Mary (this is a 
Madonna-whore split). because he wanted to spank her - he said she was williru; - 
hut knew it was wrong. However. he could not achieve orgasm without doing this 
or masturbating himself and had the greatest difficultv in acknowledging the 
revenge involved in his denigrations of women bv means of spanking. He 
represented it as a hit of fun but spanked in a wav which meant that the red 
imprint of his palm was still visible the next time he met his partner. It wa, often 
hard to hear some of his descriptions. 

This case bc au t ifu l!v. if d is t a s t cfu l ly, illustrates the congruence between 
negotiating the Oedipal constellation and the depressive position. He ha, yet t11 
manage that, hut there are some good signs. As we began to meet twice a we ek 
and he violently attacked my competence and manhood and saw me survive and 
contain his denigrations in a way his father had not done. he started to be able tn 
have penetrative intercourse to orgasm with Marv. to create more subst anual 
articles and broadcasts and was promoted in his technical job. He was afraid ( and 
remains so) that I would "take away" the spanking before he had reliable other 
sexual fulfilment. We are some way from finishing. hut his annual depressron did 
not arrive this year and his relationship with Mary is stronger in personal and 
sexual tcr m-, while his relations with the barmaid have become platonic. Hi­ 
writing is deepening, and there is a shift in balance toward more features and Jes, 
reliance on his technical job. On the other hand. he went to a prostitute rece ntlv, 
after a long gap. and was preoccupied with height in today's session. a week after 
having a triumphal, even manic. few davs of dashing all mer Ireland writing and 
broadcasting for several outlets. 

Mv other penc•rse patient is homosexual (in Lirncntanis classification I would call 
him. like rm other patient. the· k ind that is afraid of the vagina). His father dic'd 
early in the war,, hen mv patient was a vcar old. and the mother moved hack into 
her domineering mother's home. where men had no sav. He wa-, an only child and 
was dolled up a, something of a lord Fauntlcr ov. His mother decided to remar r, 
when he was ten. and, amid lots of distress. the boy chose to s tav with the 
grandmother and a maiden aunt and never joined the new familv of his mother 
and stepfather and their children. He slept in the grandparents' bedroom until hc 
went to medical school, with a curtain between the beds. I k never dated. and the 
women of the ho11sc made 11 clear that he should not bring anv of "the m" home. I k 
turned to the S,outs. rc·ligion and mutual masturbation. which ha, r e m.une d his 
main sexu;tl I•r;IdI,c - u-uallv ,1 ith \(ILJ!l~'.n or di,alhanta~cd partner, (,uhordinatc 

~I) 



Africans, social inadequates), although one was a fellow psychiatrist, a relationship 
which is now platonic. I le worked abroad for a time as a general practitioner then 
specialised in psychiatry and became a sort of worker-priest. lie says he always 
wanted to have a heterosexual relationship hut finds vaginas disgusting and is 
usually impotent. He has had two trys while he has been seeing me and both have 
foundered over what he experiences as the woman's unreasonableness. What 
happens is that he withdraws, coldly and aloofly, when they express their needs. 
When they cry, he says, "You see - insatiable". When they remonstrate he 
diagnoses their irrationality and breaks off the relationship but feels terrible and 
abandoned at the same time. 

Needless to say, he is unalterably opposed to the ordination of women. Indeed, he 
has lest the church in which he was first ordained and joined one without the 
imminent prospect of women priests .. My knowledge of and interest in theology is 
one reason why he was sent to me, and I must say that the interweaving of his 
pathology with his belids is labyrinthine and nearly impenetrable, although he 
acknowledges that there is a fundamental connection and that rationalisation ot 
his ambivalence about women is strongly present, and he feels that the church-as­ 
haven fe e l s under siege. He also has dreams in which he gleefully kills off 
choirboys. other babies. other patients. 

He lives the life of an bachelor and aesthete, serving people psychiutrically and as 
a priest, but he is actually not r e allv emotionally involved with his charges in either 
setting. He is outwardly famously affable hut inwardly haughty and contemptuous, 
at the same time that he longs to he an ordinary person, a peasant in a village. But 
he defends himself with a protective carapace in the form of ecclesiastical raiment 
and his psychiatric role and authoritv. 

He is ashamed of his homosexuality and put off by camp gay men. When he tried 
to enter a monastery he had to leave because he denounced the rampant sexual 
antics. However, when a friend entrusted his socially inadequate, alcoholic and 
unemployable son to my patient for safe-keeping, my patient fell into the following 
pattern. He invited the young man round on the night of the week he was supposed 
to abstain from drinking, plied him with drink. and they indulged in mutual 
masturbation. My patient swore off thi-. practice many times and would disarmingly 
claim that since he, too, was drunk. it hadn't really happened, and he certainly 
could not be held responsihle. lie has crnly recently acknowledged that what he is 
doing is profoundly immoral. a betrayal of his friend's solemn trust and his own 
pricvtly vows, is probably contributing to cirrhosis in the young man and has been 
going on for a decade. 

I cannot say how this work will end. In the transference I was for a long time a 
denigrated or diabolical figure. Then 111 a moving dream he pictured a tiny hit of 
his father's tle,h ,till alive and identified it with our relationship and work. More 
recently, after the breakdown of his second relationship with a woman and the 
failure of two others with very young women to come to anything, he has been in a 
mood to cut his losses, give up on sex and be a celibate person drifting into an 
untroubled old age. A more recent dream has renewed hope of coming to some 
accommodation with womankind and making more resonant contact with others. 
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Two dreams h,· p\ e me' this morning highlight the cougrucnc« between the "'rn;il 
issues in hi, life. the pr oble ms posed bv the Kleinian version of the ( kdipal 
constellation and those concerned with the depressive position. He had the first on 
8 September while on holiday with his gay psychiatrist friend. There was a black 
man with a turban. He thought it was the bishop with whom he has been discussing 
his conversion. People have come on a vigil. The bishop learned he was soon to 
die. He went off gracefully - he "retreated". There was a formal party on British 
Rail premises [my patient travels hv train from another citv to sec me]. There were 
only one or two blacks present. The table was set sparsclv. because it wa, feared 
that the blacks would steal the silverware. There was a speech - a tar cwcll to the 
potentate. After the reception there was a hunfight for the black-, 

His associations: The bishop is his prissy self. the shadow part. The silver i, hr, 
raiment. The bishop self is a dandy but also keeps law and order. I le fears that his 
greedy self might take over. I am also the bishop. I am another version of authornv 
and order. I le \1as also afraid that his gav psychiatrist friend (with whom he wa, ()Jl 
holiday when he had the dream) might lead him astrav, as has happe ncd on 
previous holidav-, He was relieved that there were no gavs a\ailahle in the part ,,t 
Italy where thc-, were. The simpl« table and cr ocke rv r e pr c sc nt the simple. pc·a,;111t 
life to which he aspires. The silver he fears losing is part of hr.s carapace. 

The idealisations are in the paranoid-schizoid position. but he can imagine Ie uim; 
the bishop retreat and die gracefully. However, if this happens, he fears that hi, 
own black, low-life self will take over. steal his raiment and leave him with nothinp. 
So the dream captures his ambivalence between giving up his grandeur and gf)ing 
for a simpler life (the depressive position) but ending up worse off. with nothing to 
protect him from feelings he fears he cannot manage and hemming decadent. 

His other dre arn occurred the next night. I-le is asked to do service in a cathedral. 
but he couldn't find his robes. He finds no cassock and ends up with something 
that covers hi, front and back [the sexual places] but not his sides [ie. vulnerable 
flanksJ. He also finds an ecclesiastical girdle. I-le goes in unprepared for the service 
and cannot find the right hook or plan. ·111e verger give., him pieces of carpet 11 ith 
the service e mbr oide r cd on it. hut he couldn't make it work. The choir were 
smirking and smoking and holding Ufl glasses. He is reprimanded. There is a 
cabaret and no choir. The Presenter came over and went off to get r obc-. \II 
patient is in -u-pc nsc. waiting for him to come hack. lie is floundcr im; and 
panicking" ithout his grand robes. 

i\ssociations: I wouldn't know wh.u to do without mv raiment. I want Ill g11c· up on 
my grand self. hut then I will he nothing. I am glad to he rid of grandeur but am 
lost without mv carapace. I fet:I relief in withdrawing. 

He went on t,1 discuss leaving hi, par ish pronto (the vicar is ka\·ing in Ill sor11l' 
months. and mv patient has decided to go first) and becoming an or din.n , 
( 'hrisuan with ;, view to hernm1n1c a priest in the new denomination. He know-, he 
i, leaving hrs tl. 1c-k in the lurch. ( lne of the attractions of being a prie-t in the nn1 
church is that rt he cm cr , without hcrng married. the rules 'S:I\ he must remain 
single. The d111rd1 h:is hc en his rctuµc s1nrc he didn't µ,1 w i t h his mother and 
rcprcxcm-, a h.iv rn lr()JJI \1c1111anki11d. nen JJHH<.' '" 111 the.' nn1 dcn()rnin:ui11n than 
the' ()Id. 



I'll close on a note hearing on Ron l3ritton's criteria. This patient is obviously in 
some sense a man of bookish pursuits in psychiatry and theology. But he told me 
the other day that he never reads anything properly or all the way thmugh and 
bluffs his wav - that somehow he can't hring himself to really take in any hooks or 
ideas prupcrlv - to consummate knowledge or understanding (any more than he 
can cnnsurnn.atc penetrative sexual intercourse). I take it that this is because he 
has never really worked his way through the paradoxes and dilemmas of the 
triangle involving his inner mother and father and himself. The question is whether 
he can find a home in a religion and his other role which is not hiding behind a 
carapace. The day after he told me the above dreams, he had one in which he was 
in a church. which had glass bullet-proof doors. which he closed behind him on 
c rue r ing. Someone who was blind (another part of himself) then drove up in a 
< 'itroer: and ran over three women sitting at tables outside the church. I'd say he i, 
a long wav tr oru 11<:gotiating the dcprcsvive position, his relations with women and 
the c kdip:tl tr1:rngk I ,multi add that his relations with authority and womankind 
arc pcrver-,c: lair is to1il am! tuul i, L,ir in his accounts of his relations with them. 

Just over half of all the patients I have seen are sexually dissatisfied; Just under halt 
of all the people whose lives I know innmate ly enough to have a view about this 
aspect are, too. Only two of my current thirteen patients could be said to ht 
sexually okay, although only the two I have described arc properly perverse. I think 
we need to think and talk and teach a lot more about these issues. both 
theoretically and clinicallv. 

1\ote. 
Paper presented to Psychiatrv Grund Rounds, Univervitv of Manitoba School of 
Me d ic i n e , 29 vl ar c h 199-l. in revised form to the Shc It i c l d Centre for 
Psvchtn her ape ut ic Studies. 2-l Mav 199-l. and in a much modified form to the 
Lincoln Centre and l n-t i tu t e tor Pvvchorhcr apv. 28 September J<J<J-l. and since 
revised. 
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