58

The History of Sexuality

effects of this masterful art, which are considerably more
generous than the spareness of its prescriptions would lead
one to imagine, are said to transfigure the one fortunate
enough to receive its privileges: an absolute mastery of the
body, a singular bliss, obliviousness to time and limits, the
elixir of life, the exile of death and its threats.
On the face of it at least, our civilization possesses no ars
erotica. In return, it is undoubtedly the only civilization to
practice a scientia sexualis; or rather, the only civilization to
have developed over the centuries procedures for telling the
truth of sex which are geared to a form of knowledge-power
strictly opposed to the art of initiations and the masterful
secret: I have in mind the confession.
Since the Middle Ages at least, Western societies have
established the confession as one of the main rituals we rely
on for the production of truth: the codification of the sacrament of penance by the Lateran Council in 1215, with the
resulting development of confessional techniques, the declining importance of accusatory procedures in criminal justice,
the abandonment of tests of guilt (sworn statements, duels,
judgments of God) and the development of methods of interrogation and inquest, the increased participation of the royal
administration in the prosecution of infractions, at the expense of proceedings leading to private settlements, the setting up of tribunals of Inquisition: all this helped to give the
confession a central role in the order of civil and religious
powers. The evolution of the word avowal and of the legal
function it designated is itself emblematic of this development: from being a guarantee of the status, identity, and
value granted to one person by another, it came to signify
someone's acknowledgment of his own actions and thoughts.
For a long time, the individual was vouched for by the reference of others and the demonstration of his ties to the commonweal (family, allegiance, protection); then he was
authenticated by the discourse of truth he was able or obliged
to pronounce concerning himself. The truthful confession
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was inscribed at the heart of the procedures of individualization by power.
In any case, next to the testing rituals, next to the testi·
mony of witnesses, and the learned methods of observation
and demonstration, the confession became one of the West's
most highly valued techniques for producing truth. We have
since become a singularly confessing society. The confession
has spread its effects far and wide. It plays a part in justice,
medicine, education, family relationships, and love relations,
in the most ordinary affairs of everyday life, and in the most
solemn rites; one confesses one's crimes, one's sins, one's
thoughts and desires, one's illnesses and troubles; one goes
about telling, with the greatest precision, whatever is most
difficult to tell. One confesses in public and in private, to
one's parents, one's educators, one's doctor, to those one
loves; one admits to oneself, in pleasure and in pain, things
it would be impossible to tell to anyone else, the things people
write books about. One confesses-or is forced to confess.
When it is not spontaneous or dictated by some internal
imperative, the confession is wrung from a person by violence or threat; it is driven from its hiding place in the soul,
or extracted from the body. Since the Middle Ages, torture
has accompanied it like a shadow, and supported it when it
could go no further: the dark twins.' The most defenseless
tenderness ·and the bloodiest of powers have a similar need
of confession. Western man has become a confessing animal.
Whence a metamorphosis in literature: we have passed
from a pleasure to be recounted and heard, centering on the
heroic or marvelous narration of "trials" of bravery or saint·
hood, to a literature ordered according to the infinite task of
extracting from the depths of oneself, in between the words,
a truth which the very form of the confession holds out like
a shimmering mirage. Whence too this new way of philosophizing: seeking the fundamental relation to the true, not
1

Greek law had already coupled torture and confession, at least where slaves were
concerned, and Imperial Roman law had widened the practice.
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simply in oneself-in some forgotten knowledge, or in a
certain primal trace-but in the self-examination that yields,
through a multitude of fleeting impressions, the basic certainties of consciousness. The obligation to confess is now
relayed through so many different points, js so deeply ingrained in us, that we no longer perceive it as the effect of
a power that constrains us; on the contrary, it seems to us
that truth, lodged in our most secret nature, "demands" only
to surface; that if it fails to do so, this is because a constraint
holds it in place, the violence of a power weighs it down, and
it can finally be articulated only at the price of a kind of
liberation. Confession frees, but power reduces one to silence; truth does not belong to the order of power, but shares
an original affinity with freedom: traditional themes in philosophy, which a "political history of truth" would have to
overturn by showing that truth is not by nature free-nor
error servile-but that its production is thoroughly imbued
with relations of power. The confession is an example of this.
One has to be completely taken in by this internal ruse of
confession in order to attribute a fundamental role to censorship, to taboos regarding speaking and thinking; one has to
have an inverted image of power in order to believe that all
these voices which have spoken so long in our civilizationrepeating the formidable injunction to tell what one is and
what one does, what one recollects and what one has forgotten, what one is thinking and what one thinks he is not
thinking-are speaking to us of freedom. An immense labor
to which the West has submitted generations in order to
produce-while other forms of work ensured the accumulation of capital-men's subjection: their constitution as subjects in both senses of the word. Imagine how exorbitant
must have seemed the order given to all Christians at the
beginning of the thirteenth century, to kneel at least once a
year and confess to all their transgressions, without omitting
a single one. And think of that obscure partisan, seven centuries later, who had come to rejoin the Serbian resistance deep
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in the mountains; his superiors asked him to write his life
story; and when he brought them a few miserable pages,
scribbled in the night, they did not look at them but only said
to him, "Start over, and tell the truth." Should those muchdiscussed language taboos make us forget this millennial
yoke of confession?
From the Christian penance to the present day, sex was a
privileged theme of confession. A thing that was hidden, we
are told. But what if, on the contrary, it was what, in a quite
particular way, one confessed? Suppose the obligation to
conceal it was but another aspect of the duty to admit to it
(concealing it all the more and with greater care as the
confession of it was more important, requiring a stricter
ritual and promising more decisive effects)? What if sex in
our society, on a scale of several centuries, was something
that was placed within an unrelenting system of confession?
The transformation of sex into discourse, which I spoke of
earlier, the dissemination and reinforcement of heterogeneous sexualities, are perhaps two elements of the same deploy·
ment: they are linked together with the help of the central
element of a confession that compels individuals to articulate
their sexual peculiarity-no matter how extreme. In Greece,
truth and sex were linked, in the form of pedagogy, by the
transmission of a precious knowledge from one body to an·
other; sex served as a medium for initiations into learning.
For us, it is in the confession that truth and sex are joined,
through the obligatory and exhaustive expression of an individual secret. But this time it is truth that serves as a medium
for sex and its manifestations.
The confession is a ritual of discourse in which the speak·
ing subject is also the subject of the statement; it is also a
ritual that unfolds within a power relationship, for one does
not confess without the presence (or virtual presence) of a
partner who is not simply the interlocutor but the authority
who requires the confession, prescribes and appreciates it,
and intervenes in order to judge, punish, forgive, console,
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and reconcile; a ritual in which the truth is corroborated by
the obstacles and resistances it has had to surmount in order
to be formulated; and finally, a ritual in which the expression
alone, independently of its external consequences, produces
intrinsic modifications in the person who articulates it: it
exonerates, redeems, and purifies him; it unburdens him of
his wrongs, liberates him, and promises him salvation. For
centuries, the truth of sex was, at least for the most part,
caught up in this discursive form. Moreover, this form was
not the same as that of education (sexual education confined
itself to general principles and rules of prudence); nor was it
that of initiation (which remained essentially a silent practice, which the act of sexual enlightenment or deflowering
merely rendered laughable or violent). As we have seen, it is
a form that is far removed from the one governing the "erotic
art." By virtue of the power structure immanent in it, the
confessional discourse cannot come from above, as in the ars
erotica, through the sovereign will of a master, but rather
from below, as an obligatory act of speech which, under some
imperious compulsion, breaks the bonds of discretion or forgetfulness. What secrecy it presupposes is not owing to the
high price of what it has to say and the small number of those
who are worthy of its benefits, but to its obscure familiarity
and it§ general baseness. Its veracity is not guaranteed by the
lofty authority of the magistery, nor by the tradition it transmits, but by the bond, the basic intimacy in discourse, between the clne who speaks and what he is speaking about. On
the other hand, the agency of domination does not reside in
the one who speaks (for it is he who is constrained), but in
the one who listens and says nothing; not in the one who
knows and answers, but in the one who questions and is not
supposed to know. And this discourse of truth finally takes
effect, not in the one who receives it, but in the one from
whom it is wrested. With these confessed truths, we are a
long way from the learned initiations into pleasure, with
their technique and their mystery. On the other hand, we
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belong to a society which has ordered sex's difficult knowledge, not according to the transmission of secrets, but
around the slow surfacing of confidential statements.
The confession was, and still remains, the general standard
governing the production of the true discourse on sex. It has
undergone a considerable transformation, however. For a
long time, it remained firmly entrenched in the practice of
penance. But with the rise of Protestantism, the Counter
Reformation, eighteenth-century pedagogy, and nineteenthcentury medicine, it gradually lost its ritualistic and exclusive localization; it spread; it has been employed in a whole
series of relationships: children and parents, students and
educators, patients and psychiatrists, delinquents and experts. The motivations and effects it is expected to produce
have varied, as have the forms it has taken: interrogations,
consultations, autobiographical narratives, letters; they have
been recorded, transcribed, assembled into dossiers, published, and commented on. But more important, the confession lends itself, if not to other domains, at least to new ways
of exploring the existing ones. It is no longer a question
simply of saying what was done-the sexual act-and how
it was done; but of reconstructing, in and around the act, the
thoughts that recapitulated it, the obsessions that accompanied it, the images, desires, modulations, and quality of the
pleasure that animated it. For the first time no doubt, a
society has taken upon itself to solicit and hear the imparting
of individual pleasures.
A dissemination, then, of procedures of confession, a multiple localization of their constraint, a wideni;,g of their domain: a great archive of the pleasures of sex was gradually
constituted. For a long time this archive dematerialized as it
was formed. It regularly disappeared without a trace (thus
suiting the purposes of the Christian pastoral) until medicine, psychiatry, and pedagogy began to solidify it: Campe,
Salzmann, and especially Kaan, Krafft-Ebing, Tardieu,
Molle, and Havelock Ellis carefully assembled this whole
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pitiful, lyrical outpouring from the sexual mosaic. Western
societies thus began to keep an indefinite record of these
people's pleasures. They made up a herbal of them and established a system of classification. They described their everyday deficiencies as well as their oddities or exasperations.
This was an important time. It is easy to make light of these
nineteenth-century psychiatrists, who made a point of apologizing for the horrors they were about to let speak, evoking
"immoral behavior" or "aberrations of the genetic senses,"
but I am more inclined to applaud their seriousness: they had
a feeling for momentous events. It was a time when the most
singular pleasures were called upon to pronounce a discourse
of truth concerning themselves, a discourse which had to
model itself after that which spoke, not of sin and salvation,
but of bodies and life processes-the discourse of science. It
was enough to make one's voice tremble, for an improbable
thing was then taking shape: a confessional science, a science
which relied on a many-sided extortion, and took for its
object what was unmentionable but admitted to nonetheless.
The scientific discourse was scandalized, or in any case repelled, w~en it had to take charge of this whole discourse
from below. It was also faced with a theoretical and methodological paradox: the long discussions concerning the possibility of constituting a science of the subject, the validity of
introspection, lived experience as evidence, or the presence
of consciousness to itself were responses to this problem that
is inherent in the functioning of truth in our society: can one
articulate the production of truth according to the old juridico-religious model of confession, and the extortion of confidential evidence according to the rules of scientific discourse?
Those who believe that sex was more rigorously elided in the
nineteenth century than ever before, through a formidable
mechanism of blockage and a deficiency of discourse, can say
what they please. There was no deficiency, but rather an
excess, a redoubling, too much rather than not enough discourse, in any case an interference between two modes of
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production of truth: procedures of confession, and scientific
discursivity.
And instead of adding up the errors, nalvetes, and moralisms that plagued the nineteenth-century discourse of truth
concerning sex, we would do better to locate the procedures
by which that will to knowledge regarding sex, which characterizes the modern Occident, caused the rituals of confession to function within the norms of scientific regularity: how
did this immense and traditional extortion of the sexual confession come to be constituted in scientific terms?
I. Through a clinical codification of the inducement to
speak. Combining confession with examination, the personal
history with the deployment of a set of decipherable signs
and symptoms; the interrogation, the exacting questionnaire,
and hypnosis, with the recollection of memories and free
association: all were ways of reinscribing the procedure of
confession in a field of scientifically acceptable observations.
2. Through the postulate of a general and diffuse causality.
Having to tell everything, being able to pose questions about
everything, found their justification in the principle that endowed sex with an inexhaustible and polymorphous causal
power. The most discrete event in one's sexual behaviorwhether an accident or a deviation, a deficit or an excesswas deemed capable of entailing the most varied consequences throughout one's existence; there was scarcely a
malady or physical disturbance to which the nineteenth century did not impute at least some degree of sexual etiology.
From the bad habits of children to the phthises of adults, the
apoplexies of old people, nervous maladies, and the degenerations of the race, the medicine of that era wove an entire
network of sexual causality to explain them. This may well
appear fantastic to us, but the principle of sex as a "cause of
any and everything" was the theoretical underside of a confession that had to be thorough, meticulous, and constant,
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and at the same time operate within a scientific type of
practice. The limitless dangers that sex carried with it justified the exhaustive character of the inquisition to which it
was subjected.
3. Through the principle of a latency intrinsic to sexuality.
If it was necessary to extract the truth of sex through the
technique of confession, this was not simply because it was
difficult to tell, or stricken by the taboos of decency, but
because the ways of sex were obscure; it was elusive by
nature; its energy and its mechanisms escaped observation,
and its causal power was partly clandestine. By integrating
it into the beginnings of a scientific discourse, the nineteenth
century altered the scope of the confession; it tended no
longer to be concerned solely with what the subject wished
to hide, but with what was hidden from himself, being incapable of coming to light except gradually .and through the
labor of a confession in which the questioner and the questioned each had a part to play. The principle of a latency
essential to sexuality made it possible to link the forcing of
a difficult confession to a scientific practice. It had to be
exacted, by force, since it involved something that tried to
stay hidden.
4. Through the method of interpretation. If one had to
confess, this was not merely because the person to whom one
confessed had the power to forgive, console, and direct, but
because the work of producing the truth was obliged to pass
through this relationship if it was to be scientifically validated. The truth did not reside solely in the subject who, by
confessing, would reveal it wholly formed. It was constituted
in two stages: present but incomplete, blind to itself, in the
one who spoke, it could only reach completion in the one
who assimilated and recorded it. It was the latter's function
to verify this obscure truth: the revelation of confession had
to be coupled with the decipherment of what it said. The one
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who listened was not simply the forgiving master, the judge
who condemned or acquitted; he was the master of truth. His
was a hermaneutic function. With regard to the confession,
his power was not only to demand it before it was made, or
decide what was to follow after it, but also to constitute a
discourse of truth on the basis of its decipherment. By no
longer making the confession a test, but rather a sign, and by
making sexuality something to be interpreted, the nineteenth
century gave itself the possibility of causing the procedures
of confession to operate within the regular formation of a
scientific discourse.
5. Through the medicalization of the effects of confession.
The obtaining of the confession and its effects were recodified
as therapeutic operations. Which meant first of all that the
sexual domain was no longer accounted for simply by the
notions of error or sin, excess or transgression, but was
placed under the rule of the normal and the pathological
(which, for that matter, were the transposition of the former
categories); a characteristic sexual morbidity was defined for
the first time; sex appeared as an extremely unstable pathological field: a surface of repercussion for other ailments, but
also the focus of a specific nosography, that of instincts,
tendencies, images, pleasure, and conduct. This implied furthermore that sex would derive its meaning and its necessity
from medical interventions: it would be required by the doctor, necessary for diagnosis, and effective by nature in the
cure. Spoken in time, to the proper party, and by the person
who was both the bearer of it and the one responsible for it,
the truth healed.

Let us consider things in broad historical perspective:
breaking with the traditions of the ars erotica, our society has
equipped itself with. a scientia sexualis. To be more precise,
it has pursued the task of producing true discourses concerning sex, and this by adapting-not without difficulty-the
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ancient procedure of confession to the rules of scientific discourse. Paradoxically, the scientia sexualis that emerged in
the nineteenth century kept as its nucleus the singular ritual
of obligatory and exhaustive confession, which in the Christian West was the first technique for producing the truth of
sex. Beginning in the sixteenth century, this rite gradually
detached itself from the sacrament of penance, and via the
guidance of souls and the direction of conscience-the ars
artium-emigrated toward pedagogy, relationships between
adults and children, family relations, medicine, and psychiatry. In any case, nearly one hundred and fifty years have gone
into the making of a complex machinery for producing true
discourses on sex: a deployment that spans a wide segment
of history in that it connects the ancient injunction of confession to clinical listening methods. It is this deployment that
enables something called "sexuality" to embody the truth of
sex and its pleasures.
"Sexuality": the correlative of that slowly developed discursive practice which constitutes the scientia sexualis. The
essential features of this sexuality are not the expression of
a representation that is more or less distorted by ideology, or
of a misunderstanding caused by taboos; they correspond to
the functional requirements of a discourse that must produce
its truth. Situated at the point of intersection of a technique
of confession and a scientific discursivity, where certain
major mechanisms had to be found for adapting them to one
another (the listening technique, the postulate of causality,
the pfinciple of latency, the rule of interpretation, the imperative of medicalization), sexuality was defined as being "by
·nature": a domain susceptible to pathological processes, and
hence one calling for therapeutic or normalizing interventions; a field of meanings to decipher; the site of processes
concealed by specific mechanisms; a focus of indefinite causal
relations; and an obscure speech (parole) that had to be
ferreted out and listened to. The "economy" of discoursestheir intrinsic technology, the necessities of their operation,
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the tactics they employ, the effects of power which underlie
them and which they transmit-this, and not a system of
representations, is what determines the essential features of
what they have to say. The history of sexuality-that is, the
history of what functioned in the nineteenth century as a
specific field of truth-must first be written from the viewpoint of a history of discourses.
Let us put forward a general working hypothesis. The
society that emerged in the nineteenth century-bourgeois,
capitalist, or industrial society, call it what you will-did not
confront sex with a fundamental refusal of recognition. On
the contrary, it put into operation an entire machinery for
producing true discourses concerning it. Not only did it
speak of sex and compel everyone to do so; it also set out to
formulate the uniform truth of sex. As if it suspected sex of
harboring a fundamental secret. As if it needed this production of truth. As if it was essential that sex be inscribed not
only in an economy of pleasure but in an ordered system of
knowledge. Thus sex gradually became an object of great
suspicion; the general and disquieting meaning that pervades
our conduct and our existence, in spite of ourselves; the point
of weakness where evil portents reach through to us; the
fragment of darkness that we each carry within us: a general
signification, a universal secret, an omnipresent cause, a fear
that never ends. And so, in this "question" of sex (in both
senses: as interrogation and problematization, and as the
need for confession and integration into a field ofrationality),
two processes emerge, the one always conditioning the other:
we demand that sex speak the truth (but, since it is the secret
and is oblivious to its own nature, we reserve for ourselves
the function of telling the truth of its truth, revealed and
deciphered at last), and we demand that it tell us our truth,
or rather, the deeply buried truth of that truth about ourselves which we think we possess in our immediate consciousness. We tell it its truth by deciphering what it tells us
about that truth; it tells us our own by delivering up that part
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of it that escaped us. From this interplay there has evolved,
over several centuries, a knowledge of the subject; a knowledge not so much of his form, but of that which divides him,
determines him perhaps, but above all causes him to be
ignorant of himself. As unlikely as this may seem, it should
not surprise us when we think of the long history of the
Christian and juridical confession, of the shifts and transformations this form of knowledge-power, so important in the
West, has undergone: the project of a science of the subject
has gravitated, in ever narrowing circles, around the question
of sex. Causality in the subject, the unconscious of the subject, the truth of the subject in the other who knows, the
knowledge he holds unbeknown to him, all this found an
opportunity to deploy itself in the discourse of sex. Not,
however, by reason of some natural. property inherent in sex
itself, but by virtue of the tactics of power immanent in this
discourse.

Scientia sexualis versus ars erotica, no doubt. Bu tit should
be noted that the ars erotica did not disappear altogether
from Western civilization; nor has it always been absent from
the movement by which one sought to produce a science of
sexuality. In the Christian confession, but especially in the
direction and examination of conscience, in the search for
spiritual union and the love of God, there was a whole series
of methods that had much in common with an erotic art:
guidance by the master along a path of initiation, the intensification of experiences extending down to their physical
components, the optimization of effects by the discourse that
accompanied them. The phenomena of possession and ecstasy, which were quite frequent in the Catholicism of the
Counter Reformation, were undoubtedly effects that had got
outside the control of the erotic technique immanent in this
subtle science of the flesh. And we must ask whether, since
the nineteenth century, the scientia sexualis-under the
guise of its decent positivism-has not functioned, at least to

