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HISTORY AND HOMOSEXUALITY

Q: K.J. Dover’s book Greek Homosexuality! presents a new elucidation
of homosexuality in ancient Greece.

ME: It seems to me that the most important thing about this book is that
Dover shows that our division of sexual behavior between homo- and heteroséx-
uality is absolutely not relevant for the Greeks and the Romans. That means two
things: on the one hand that they lacked the notion or congept of this division,
and on the other that they didn’t have the experience. A person who went to bed
with another of the same sex did not experience himself as a homosexual. This
seems to me fundamental,

When a man made love with a boy, the moral issue revolved around the
question: was this man active or passive, and did he make love with a beardless
boy—the appearance of a beard defined a cut-off point? The combination of
these two types of dichotomy institutes a very complex profile defining moratity
and immorality. Thus it makes no sense to say that homosexuality was tolerated
by the Greeks. Dover brings out the complexity of this very coded relationship
between men and boys. It had to do with flight and protection for the boys, and
pursuit and courtship for the men. Thus there existed a whole civilization of ped-
erasty, of man-boy love, which necessitated, as always happens with this type of
coding, the valorization or devalorization of certain kinds of behavior.

That is what I would take from Dover’s book. It dispenses with a lot of
things in historical analysis regarding the famous sexual taboos, the very notion
of the taboo. You have to take things differently, that is to say, write the history of
a family of experiences, of different ways of life, a history of the diverse kinds of
relationships between people of the same sex, according to age, etc. In other
words, the condemnation of Sodom shouldn’t serve as the historical model,

I would add something that is not found in Dover’s book, an idea that
came to me last year. There is a whole theoretical discourse on the love of boys in
Greece, from Plato to Plutarch, Lucian, etc. And what me struck in this series of
theoretical texts is this: it is very difficult for a Greek or a Roman to accept the
idea that a boy brought up, by virtue of his condition, as a free man born of a
noble family to exercise familial and social responsibilities and assume power
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over others—as Roman senator, man of politics, OR@W orator— H.o accept .Eo

idea that this boy has been passive in his relationship with a man. It’s something

unthinkable within their moral values, one that can’t be mmmu.B:mSa to the .mHmEm

of a taboo either. That a man pursues a boy goes without saying, m:a:?ﬁ this boy

be a slave, in Rome particularly, is only natural. As the saying goes: “to be fucked

is a necessity for a slave, a shame for a free man, and a favor returned for N:

emancipated slave.” In contrast, then, it’s immoral for a free young man to be

fucked. It’s in this context that one can understand the _E.z forbidding ex-prosti-

tutes to exercise any political function. One calls a Ecm:E.ﬁn not a .w:aogm:@,
but someone who has been supported successively and HEE_&% by .&mﬁma peo-
ple. That he has been passive, an object of pleasure, makes it inadmissable Sm.ﬁ he
exercise any authority. That’s what the Enoﬁsom._ texts m.?mu.\m butt up mm.&swﬁ.
For them it’s a matter of edifying a discourse, which nosm_mﬁ. in proving .&mﬁ Hao
only true love must exclude sexual relations with m,cmq w:a stick to mmmnmzo Emw: -
agogical relations, of a quasi-paternal nature. This is, in fact, a sww.m % %a Em
acceptable the practice of love between free men and free boys, while Q.J\SW.
and transposing what actually happens in reality. Therefore one should not in wM

pret the existence of this discourse as the sign o.m a tolerance ﬁoém.a. roBomox:mw -
ity, in practice as in thought, but rather as the sign .;cﬁ an Qw%wxn.:o:. Osw me. ,m
of it because there’s a problem, for one must retain the m.o__.oéim principle: it’s
not because one speaks about something in society that it is m&Emm._Eo. ﬂ.. one
accounts for a discourse, one should not investigate the reality of which this dis-
course would be the reflection, but the reality of the problem that forces um,ow_o to
speak about it. What makes it mandatory to speak %. these Em:._uow _.&mc.o:m —
whereas one speaks much less about marriage relations with women— 1s very
much the fact that these relations were difficult to accept morally.

Q: It was difficult to accept morally and yet the éroﬂ of n.woow mon.u._aq
was founded on these pederastic relations, let’s say pedagogical in the widest
sense. Isn’t there an ambiguity there?

MF: Actually, I have simplified things a bit. 4<.:mm is necessary to take -
into account in the analysis of these phenomena is the existence of a monosexuyal -
society, since there was a very clear separation between men and icﬁw::
Certainly there were relations between wormen that were <mQ close, vcw whic)
are not well known because there is wnmomomzw. no theoretical, reflective Sx.ﬁ :
written by women about love and ancient .moxcmré. I set apart the Sx.”mso“ mgm
eral pythagorians and neo-pythagorians written between E.a first and eighth cen-
turies B.C. and poetry. In contrast, we have all sorts of evidence that refers to :
monosexual masculine society.

Q: How would you explain the fact that these monosexual relation
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MF: In fact, it seems to me that one can only observe the disappearance
on a massive scale of monosexual societies in 18th century Europe. In Rome,
one finds a society where the woman in a distinguished family had a very impor-
tant role at the familial, social and political level, But it’s not so much the
Increased importance of the wife’s role that provoked the dislocation of mono-
sexual societies; it was rather the establishment of new political structures that
prevented friendship from continuing to have the political and social functions
that it had had up to that point; if you like, the development of institutions of
political life made relations of friendship no longer possible, as they had been in
an aristocratic society. But this is only an hypothesis...

Q: What you are saying leads me to raise a question about the origin of
homosexuality, and here T must separate male from female homosexuality. The
problem is this: in Greece, masculine homosexuality can only exist in a highly
hierarchical society, with women occupying the lowest level. Tt seems to me that
in taking up again the Greek ideal, masculine gay society of the 20th century
thus legitimates a misogyny that rejects women.

MF: Actually I do think that this Greek myth plays a role, but it only
plays the role that one wants it to play: it’s not because one refers to it that one
assumes a certain behavior, but because one assumes a certain behavior that one
will refer to it while remodelling it. T find very striking the fact that, in America,
homosexual society is a monosexual society with ways of life, organizations at
the professional level, a certain number of pleasures that are not of the sexual
order. Thus that you have homosexuals who live in a group or community, in a
relation of constant exchange, reveals completely the return of monosexuality.
Wommen also have lived in monosexual groups, but clearly in many cases they
were forced to; it was a response, often novel and creative, to a status that was
imposed upon them. I am thinking specifically of a very interesting book by an
American, Surpassing the Love of Men. The author, Lillian Faderman,? studies
women’s friendships from the 18th century to the first half of the 19thon the fol-
lowing basis: “T will never raise the question whether or not these women had
sexual relations. I will simply consider on the one hand the network of these
friendships or the very history of a friendship, see how it unfolds, how the cou-
ple lives i, what kinds of behavior it entails, and how the women were linked to
one another; and on the other hand, what is the lived experience, the type of
affect, of attachment linked to that.” :

Thus a whole culture of feminine .Eo:o%x:mza\ appears, of a life
among woren that is fascinating.

Q: However, what you were saying in Gai Pied and what you are say-

- ing now seem problematic to me in this respect: to study the feminine monosex-
Dal groupings without posing the question of their sexuality would seem to con-
“tinue the attitude that confines women to the domain of feeling, with its eternal
stereotypes: their freedom of contact, their free emotions, their friendships, etc.

finally disappeared with Rome, well before Christianity? B
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MF: Perhaps I will appear too lax to you, but T think that H.Mm wwanwﬂs“
ena that one would like to study are so oon_v_o.x and vnnéo.aoa by wnﬂ_ Mooc MME.M
sis already in place that one must accept certain metheds, M__oon% msw o mEun.E..

i tions and which allow new phenome :
but generative of new reflec . P
d the completely hackneye e
Such methods allow one to go beyon L
ion. These terms were very effective p
in the 1970s: taboos, the law, repression. ective polt-
i but one can attempt to rene
ly and useful in terms of wsoéﬁamo.. .
Msquwm of analysis. From this point of view, the m,nnana of trajectory m@ﬂwmﬁnw _M..M
me to be much greater in America than in France. Which does not mean tha

must regard it as sacred.

Q: Perhaps you could speak about John Boswell’s book, Christianity,
Social Tolerance and Homosexuality.3

ME: It’s an interesting book because it reconsiders .az:mm m_nnwaw M:oﬂ“
and brings new things to light. Things already known that it develops: that what

is called Christian or indeed Judeo-Christian sexual morality is a myth. It suffices -

History and Homosexuality 367

a condemnation of friendship between boys as such, that doesn’t carry against
the whole of society. It secms to me certain that the great condemnation of
homosexuality properly speaking dates from the Middle Ages, between the Sth
and 12th centuries. Boswell states clearly that it is the 12th century, but already
it appears in a certain number of penitential texts in the $th and 9th centuries. In
any case, it is necessary to break up the image of a Judeo-Christian morality and
account for the fact that these elements were put into place at different epochs
around certain practices and institutions passing from certain milieus to others.

Q: To return to Boswell, what seems surprising to me is that he speaks

about a gay subculture in the 12th century which had for one of its members the
monk A. de Rievaulx.

MF: Actually, there was already in antiquity a pederastic culture that
appears -to diminish with the shrinking of the man-boy relation in the Roman
Empite. One of Plutarch’s dialogues accounts for this transformation; all the
modern values are put on the side of the woman who is older than the boy; it’s
their relation that is valorized. When two boy lovers show up, they are slightly

to consult the documents: this famous morality that _on.m_._mmm sexual R_mm_omw m_m_.w.
marriage, that condemns adultery and all non-procreative Mﬂr :o?%,_m:m_ﬂmoum,
ior, i fore Christianity. You find ese form s
behavior, was well established be . o e oy 5
i i thagorians and these formula ly 50
in the texts of the Stoics and Py . -
«Christian” that the Christians take them up as they are. What is rather surprising

ridiculed. They are clearly the story’s rejects, and moreover they disappear from
. the end of the dialogue. Thus the pederastic culture was shrinking. But inciden-
. tally, one must not forget that Christian monasticism presented itself as the con-

tinuation of philosophy; one was dealing therefore with a monosexual society.
“As the highly elevated ascetic demands of the first monasticism rapidly relaxed

i i i ter
is that this philosophical morality comes in a certain sense retrospectively, after

i i : i ective rela-
real movement in society to valorize matrimony and marriage and afft .

tions between spouses... Marriage contracts dating from mwo _“n:_uns_%m .w““u
i i ich women demanded the husban u

ve been found in Egypt in whic .
wxmwo:@ which he promised. These contracts did not emanate from the noble ?.S
ilies but from an urban and somewhat popular Hﬂﬂwﬁgmﬁm it the Stoio tn
Since the documents are rare, oum can h . X
on this new matrimonial morality distilled in cultivated circles what was alread;

taking place in the popular milieu. That shakes up completely the whole familia

landscape of a Greco-Roman world of marvelous sexual license anmﬁownm.c

istianity in a single blow. .
st wwwwsnwnm from this perspective, Boswell was very struck to see

o . it ek
what point Christianity remained in conformity with what existed before it,:p

ticularly on the question of homosexuality. Until the 4th century Christian

takes up the same type of morality; it simply tightens up the bolts. There, how

ever, beginning precisely in the 4th century, nomé E.oc.ﬂm.ﬂ.m HMMM MM MMM&H
: icism. The demand for virginity 1
the development of monasticism. e nen emcrges
i isti is.an insistence on the problem
in the ascetic Christian texts thexe is-a oty 11
a hinking too much about eafing; %
of not eating too much, of not t . e
ibidinal i i f concupiscence, develops. On
by libidinal images, images O ! . s
i i to desires and to seX whic gl
e of experience, of a relationship . :
Mwm woaomwém:? even if you find for example in the work of Basile de C

and if one admits that beginning in the Middle Apges the monasteries alone were
the titularies of culture, one has all the elements that would explain why one can
speak of a gay subculture, Add the elements of spiritual guidance, thus of friend-
ship and an intense affective relation between old and young monks, considered
-as a possibility for salvation, and they had there a form of the Platonic type pre-
determined in antiquity. If one admits that until the 12th century it was very
nuch Platonism that constituted the cultural base for this monastic and ecclesi-
astic elite, I think the phenomenon is explained.

: Q1 understood that Boswell was postulating the existence of a con-
cious homosexuality.

MEF: Boswell begins with a long chapter in which He justifies his trajec-

ory, why he takes the gays and gay culture as the guiding thread of his history.

t the same time he is absolutely convinced that homosexuality is not a transhis-
ic constant. His idea is the following: if men have sexual relations among

hemselves, whether between an adult and a young man in the city or in the

onastery, it is not only because of the tolerance of others vis-a-vis a certain
‘m of sexual act; it implies necessarily a culture, that is to say, modes of
pression, valorizations, etc., and thus the recognition by the subjects them-
ves of the specific nature of these relations. One can admit this idea as long as
oesn’t imply a constant sexual or anthropomorphic category, but a cultural



368 F e:&:ﬁ Live

phenomenon that changes in time while maintaining itself in .:m general ?EEE-
tion: a relation between individuals of the same sex that gm.m:m a mode of life in
which the consciousness of being singular among others is .uﬂomwﬁ. w&&ﬁ a
certain point it’s also an aspect of Bo:o%ﬁw:@. One ooz_m.pamm_nn an o@céﬂ
lent hypothesis, a feminine subculture in which Ea. #.mQ. of being a woman woul

assume that one has the possibility of a relationship with other women which is
given neither to men nor even to other women. It seems to me that muo;mw :
Sappho and the myth of Sappho there was this form of a subculture.

Q: Actually some recent feminist research goes in this direction, oonnnmﬂ...
ing in particular the women troubadors, whose texis are .mg&.mmmna to woﬁ ﬁMH
women. But interpretation is difficult since one doesn’t know if they were only f e
mouthpicces for certain noblemen like the male ﬁoswmmo._,m.. But omamE texts exist
in any case that speak like Christine de Pisan of the mQ.EJE.o sex .msa ﬁ.wmﬁ Emﬁ
that there was a certain awareness of an autonomous feminine n.wc.:Eo, _Bﬂﬁ_w:. .
moreover by the society of men. Should one speak here of a feminine gay cu ture’
Applied to women the term “gay” as doesm’t seem to me to be very operative.

MEF: Actually the term has a much m:aamow..Enm:.Em in mamsoo..&.mz
America. In any case, it seems to me that in woﬂimﬁnm at least a ﬂmmoii mw
culture, Boswell does not contradict himself in _..o_m:.os to the Emmz.m Emﬂ:i
have it that homosexuality is not an anthropomorphic constant whick ‘is
times repressed and sometimes accepted. :

Q: In The History of Sexuality you analyze the &moEmE.omaou ol
as it proliferates in the modern epoch, yet in this discourse on sex it ap
homosexuality is absent, at least until around 1850.

MF: I would like to understand how certain mmumc.& ‘cor.mio-.w.
problems at a given moment, give rise to analyses, constitute objects:
edge. One tries to decipher these behaviors, E.mﬂm.,.msa them and n_mm.mu. y the
The interesting thing is not so much a social :ES.Q of mQEw.H covm@.__ohm
torical psychology of attitudes in regard to sexuality, but a .EmSQ %c
Jematisation of these behaviors. There are two moEm: ages in the pro
tion of “homosexuality” or “monosexuality,” that is to say, R_msnﬂ.
men and men, and men and boys. The mnmﬁ is Eo. one of the Oa.ao_m
period that ends roughly during the Roman ma.%:m. Its last mﬂ.owﬁ..é
Plutarch’s dialogue, Maxime de Tyr’s &mmnnmsc:.m. and Lucian W dig
hypothesis is that —although it is a current practice— they wm..o.
about it because it created a problem. . o

In Buropean societies the ?.oEoEmamm_.uou has been muck
tutional than verbal: a set of measures, prosecutions, condemnatio:
taken in regard to those whom one didn’t yet mm: roBom.oxzﬁm.,
17th century on, sodomites. It’s a very complicated E,ﬁoQ ath
that it has three stages. :
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Since the Middle Ages a law against sodomy carrying the death penalty
has been in existence, but it was seldom applied. One ought to study the econ-

-omy of this problem, the existence of the law, the framework in which it was

applied, and the reasons for which it was only applied in some cases. The second
aspect is the practice of the police in regard to homosexuality, very clear in
France in the mid-17th century, an epoch when cities actually exist, whete a cer-
tain type of police surveillance is in place and where, for example, one observes
the arrest, relatively massive, of homosexuals—in the Jardin du Luxembourg,
Saint-Germain-des-Pres, or the Palais Royal. One observes dozens of arrests:
names are taken down, people are arrested for several days or are simply
released. Some remain “in the hole” without a trial, A whole system of traps and
threats is set up, with cops and police spies, a little world is put into place very
early, in the 17th and 18th centuries. The files at the Arsenal library speak

. clearly: workers, priests, soldiers as well members of the lower nobility are

arrested.-This is-all inscribed within the framework of a surveillance and organi-
sation of a world of prostitutes—kept women, dancers, actresses—fully devel-
oping in the 18th century. But it seems to me that the surveillance of homosexu-
ality began a little earlier.

Finally, the third stage: it’s obviously the noisy entry of homosexuality
into the field of medical reflection in the mid-19th century. It had happened more

...&mauﬂmw during the 17th and in the beginning of the 19th centuries. This is a social
“phenomenon of great scale, more complicated than a simple invention of doctors.

Q: Do you think, for example, that the classifications and medical work

- of Hirschfeld, at the beginning of the 20th century, isolated homosexuals?

MF: These categories were used, it is true, to pathologize homosexual-
ty, but they were equally categories of defense, in the name of which one could

claim rights. The problem is still very current: between the affirmation “I am
homosexual” and the refusal to say it, }ies a very ambiguous dialectic. It’s a nec-
essary affirmation since it is the affirmation of a right, but at the same time it’s a
cage and a trap. One day the question “Are you homosexual?” will be as natural
as the question “Are you a bachelor?” But after all, why would one subscribe to

his obligation to choose? One can never stabilize oneself in a position; one must
efine the use that one makes of it according to the moment,

Q: In an interview in the journal Gai Pied you say that one must “be set
: becoming homosexual,” and at the conclusion you speak of varied and poly-

morphic relations. Isn’t that a contradiction?

MF: Saying *‘one must be set on being gay” puts oneself in a dimension
here the sexual choices that one makes are present and have their effects over
hole of our life. I also meant that these sexuval choices must at the same
be creative of ways of life. To be gay means that these choices spread
s-a whole life; it’s also a certain way of refusing existing life styles; making
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sexual choice the operator of a change of existence. Not to be gay is to say:
“How am I going to be able to limit the effects of my sexual choice in such a
way that my life doesn’t change in any way?” I sg_m say E& one E:mﬂwm seX-
uality to discover or invent new relations. To be gay is .8 ._uo in a state o ooomw[
ing. To respond to your question, I would add that it is not necessary to be

homosexual but it is necessary to be set on being gay.

Q: Is that why you affirm that homosexuality is not a form of desire but
something desirable?

MF: Yes, and I believe that it’s the central point. To ﬁsoms.o: ourselves .
on our relation to homosexuality is more than simply having the mo.m_wo moﬂ.m. sex-
ual relation with someone of the same sex, even if it is important; it’s desiring a
world where these relations are possible. .

AN ETHICS OF PLEASURE

Q: One of the many things that a reader can unexpectedly learn from
your work is to appreciate silence. You write about the freedom it makes possi-
ble, its multiple causes and meanings. For instance, you say in your last book
that there is not one but many silences. Would it be correct to infer that there is a

strongly autobiographical element in this?

Translated by John Johnston

1 Kenneth James Dover, Greek Homosexuality. (Cambridge, MA: mm?w&
University Press, 1978), " i
. 2 1illian Faderman, Surpassing the Love of Men. (New York: William Zeﬁ.@ v
| 1980) | -
3 John Boswell, Christianity, Social Tolerance, and Homosexuality. AOEomW
University of Chicago Press, 1980)

MF: I think that any child who has been educated in a Catholic milieu
'+ just before or during the Second World War had the experience that there were
many different ways of speaking as well as many forms of silence. There were
-some kinds of silence which implied very sharp hostility and others which meant
deep friendship, emotional admiration, even love. I remember very well that
when I met the filmmaker Daniel Schmidt who visited me, [ don’t know for
what purpose, we discovered after a few minutes that we really had nothing to
say to each other. So we stayed together from about three o’clock in the after-
noon to midnight. We drank, we smoked hash, we had dinner. And I don’t think
we spoke more than twenty minutes during those ten hours. From that moment a
rather long friendship started. It was for me the first time that a friendship origi-
nated in strictly silent behaviour.

. Maybe another feature of this appreciation of silence is related to the
gbligation of speaking. I lived as a child in a petit bourgeois, provincial milieu in
France and the obligation of speaking, of making conversation with visitors, was
for me something both very strange and very boring. I often wondered why peo-
ple bad to speak. Silence may be a much more interesting way of having a rela-
tionship with people.

Q: There is in North American Indian culture a much greater apprecia-
on of silence than in English-speaking societies and 1 suppose in French-speak-
1g societies as well, . .

ME: Yes, you see, I think silence is one of those things that has unfortu-
ately been dropped from our culture. We don’t have a culture of silence; we
on’t have a culture of suicide either. The Japanese do, I think. Young Romans
371



