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Experiencing the Erotic

“The mystics and the churchmen talk about throwing off this body 

and its desires, being no longer a slave to the flesh. They don’t say

 that through the flesh we are set free. That our desire for another

 will lift us out of ourselves more cleanly than anything divine.”

Jeanette Winterson, The Passion, London: Penguin Books, 1987, 154.

When the Christian churches slowly lost their authority to define the truth of nature and culture in Europe, the realm of the erotic was not “left to the people”, but soon taken over by other social forces. Structural forces of nation states and Enlightenment sciences spoke out to break the taboo of the erotic. This paper discusses the idea to study the erotic as a phenomenon of nature and as a means of gender politics.

The Erotic as natural?

In the Encyclopedia of 1765, “jouissance” is described as erotic pleasure between two individuals of the same species and different sex. It is presented as the most precious joy imaginable and is justified as something for the purposes of “nature” by reference to its procreative function (Diderot 1765). One can find the identical passage in the still rather speculative treatise on generation “Venus physique” of 1746, but in this case there is a clear programme for the further studies on generation which could only be successful if one studied the details of erotic pleasure (Maupertuis 1746). About fifty years later, the “sexual drive” was separated from other “drives” by the anatomist Franz Joseph Gall (1758-1828), who was rather contested by his contemporaries. He located this sexual drive in the cerebellum and diversified it by degrees. As one of the first of this new generation of empirical human scientists, he argued that the male sexual drive was stronger than the female because the male genital organs were more strongly developed (Schmersahl 1998). The belief in the relationship of size of genital organs and capacity for passion and erotic pleasure seems to be still popular until today as shown by the practice of plastic surgery (Gaugele 2006).

Therefore, the significance of the erotic in connection with the development of categories of gender and race in the discourse of the emerging European natural sciences in the era of colonialism and gender segregation is in need of systematic clarification. This is particularly the case if we want to better understand the contemporary meaning of life sciences, global sex industries and cosmetic surgery on the one hand and the manifold erotic desires and pleasures, practices and relations on the other hand. My questions are the following: How did the erotic attraction between persons become a question of natural laws? Are these constructions of “natural laws of desire” best understood as naturalisations of a rigid gender system and a racist ideology of wilderness and civilisation? Was there an emancipatory impetus in studying the erotic as something entirely natural? If yes, for whom? What is the epistemological interest in investigating scientific theories that served as the construction of European modernity as a civilising project today, when this construction is highly questioned? What does it mean to bring those founding theories of modern European (hetero-)sexism, racism, and classism into the contemporary consciousness, which is still driven by these power structures? Is there any chance to overcome this historical load?

Hence, in my research project on the "erotic economies of science" I am studying the historical interconnections of science and the erotic. I analyse these interconnections as a multifaceted relationship of “natural” explications for cultural processes on the epistemic level of science. Following feminist and postcolonial science studies, I seek to deconstruct past efforts to discover laws for universal guidance in “culture” by denoting “laws of nature” (cf. Haraway 1997, Harding 1998, Stepan 1993). While there have been historical studies in the various accounts on the body of anatomists, anthropologists and evolutionary biologists of the eighteenth and nineteenth century, which critically analysed gendered and racialised aspects of the body (Laqueur 1990, Schiebinger 1993, Duden 1987) as well as gendered aspects of constructions of social identity (Russett 1989, Honnegger 1991, Schmersahl 1998), no thorough research has been undertaken into the connection of science and the erotic. Therefore the focus of my research lies less on the study of bodies or social identities, and more on the attempts to illuminate the mystery of the relations between them and define them as laws of attraction. 

My analyses of theories of generation, theories of affinities in chemistry and theories on evolution in biology show, that, since the Enlightenment, questions about the forces involved in erotic desires and pleasures, erotic relations and practices played a crucial role in these theories. In early accounts, these forces have been described as organic force of attraction between bodies, whereby their result and duration was regarded as incalculable in the end. For example, forces of attraction between chemical bodies in theories of affinity in chemistry in the eighteenth century have been described as matters of choice and kinship. At the same time, theories of affinity inspired cultural discourses on erotic relations between persons. The widely discussed novel of Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, “Die Wahlverwandtschaf-ten” (1809), which relied heavily on the chemical theory of affinity of the Swedish scholar Torbern Bergmann, published in 1785 under the title “De attractionibus electivis”, is a good example for this. Later, in the nineteenth century, erotic attraction was conceptualised as natural mechanism of selection which  could be described as law of nature and calculated in advance as by Charles Darwin in his theory of evolution. In his linking up of “natural selection” with “sexual selection” the erotic became the control mechanism of the development of populations (Ernst 2004).

In this way, in the course of the nineteenth century theories of nature provided arguments that could function to differentiate between legitimate erotic relations and illegitimate ones, between natural and unnatural ones. In addition, some erotic practices got legitimised with the argument that they fulfilled a priority function for the generation of new life or the reproduction of the species, whereas others, especially masturbation and same sex practices as well as erotic relations between humans from different parts of the world or between the poor, were regarded as problematic (Ernst 2003).

The concentration on the erotic as the concept organising this study has several reasons. I prefer it to related concepts with a shorter history (e.g. sexuality, drive) and those with a narrower application (e.g. love, desire, longing, pleasure). For my study it is necessary to work with a concept that escapes the narrowing down to one theoretical approach, to a certain European epoch, or to a clear defined set of values. Even more important is that the concept of the erotic is able to encompass various levels of human experience, as the body, the emotional level, fantasies, and the relatedness to others. In specifying the erotic as erotic desires and pleasures, erotic relations and practices, it becomes possible to relate the various accounts and representations of the erotic in my period of research from about 1750 to about 1850 to those accounts of present time, which try to get beyond an understanding of the erotic as reproductive mechanism or identity politics. With this concept of the erotic we can take into account that the erotic - as well as science - underwent numerous cultural changes, specifications and regulations. 

Feminist eroticism?

In feminist theory production since the 1970s, the debate on the experience of the erotic and sexual self-determination has been a crucial one. The discussion thereby focussed often on two seemingly contradictory arguments: On the one hand, patriarchal sexuality has been identified as an important site of subordination and objectification of women. On the other hand, the opportunity to pursue erotic pleasure and to assure one’s sexual self-determination have become key elements of subjectivity and agency and therefore an important pillar in the struggle for the emancipation of women. 

Audre Lorde’s well known paper on „Uses of the Erotic. The Erotic as Power“ (Lorde 2000), originally presented at a conference in 1978, is an early and original account on the topic and is reprinted in many anthologies on feminist theory since then. There are especially three elements of that article, which are of interest here: 

First, Lorde defines the erotic as source of strength of oneself rather than a plane of subordination for women. As she puts it: “The erotic is a resource within each of us (…) firmly rooted in the power of our unexpressed or unrecognised feeling” (569). The erotic is for the author a matter of intensity in a very holistic way. It is “the first and most powerful guiding light toward any understanding” (572), “the power which comes from sharing deeply any pursuit with another person” (572) and it is “the open and fearless underlining of my capacity for joy” (572). Although this may sound idealistic, Lorde locates the erotic on a plane of every day bodily practice: “In the way my body stretches to music and opens into response, hearkening to its deepest rhythms, so every level upon which I sense also opens to the erotically satisfying experience, whether it is dancing, building a bookcase, writing a poem, examining an idea” (572). She points to the following problems of what she calls the racist, patriarchal and anti-erotic society: first, that women have been taught to suspect this resource as a site for their vulnerability and exploitation, as it has been defined as a source of female inferiority, restricted as a practice of conjugal intercourse and as an exercise to serve men. As a consequence, women have come to suppress the erotic within their lives and consciousness in order to be strong, according to Lorde. This strength is illusionary, Lorde argues, because it functions only in male power structures  where women got alienated from their own potential power of the erotic. 

As the second key element of the article, Lorde defines the erotic as a bodily involvement, which cannot be categorised in terms of heterosexual or homosexual identities, or as a clear set of relational structure, or in certain techniques or practices. The author rather seems to adhere to the widespread belief in those days of second wave feminism that there could be something what Adrienne Rich called the “lesbian continuum” (Rich 1980), when she writes about “women-identified women”: “Only now, I find more and more women-identified women brave enough to risk sharing the erotic’s electrical charge without having to look away, and without distorting the enormously powerful and creative nature of that exchange” (574). To point to the erotic desires and pleasures, practices and relations women can share with women seems only consequent if one describes the effects of patriarchal society on the erotic so devastating as Lorde does. And, since she is rather optimistic here for what concerns the devastating effects of racism on the erotic between women, it seems a logical outcome of her reasoning to focus on the erotic experience and power shared by women. 

As third point, Lorde defines the erotic as a subversive and connecting power against European-American patriarchy. It is distorted and devalued because it provides “energy for change”. In that the erotic becomes political, it has the potential not only to transform personal privacy and pleasure, but it provides a social force to transform "a racist, patriarchal, and anti-erotic society” (574). Here, the author is very clear about gender identity politics: the erotic is a self-affirming force for women and the subordination it can help to overcome is executed by men.  

So, although Lorde’s account is firmly tied to beliefs of the first decades of the US feminist movement which has been shown as problematic by many authors, I consider her concept of the erotic as still very original and valid. As it is something one can find in oneself or in the encounter with the other, in Lorde's reasoning it is not the thing one can buy or consume and  therefore it is anti-capitalist. Although the battles to fight are structured by gender politics, the erotic as a weapon points clearly beyond sexual identity politics and reproductive practices.  Additionally, Lorde’s concept of the erotic is beyond the dichotomy of body and mind still prevailing in European-American modern philosophy. It hosts even potential for the critique of the autonomous subject. I am convinced, that the fact that Lorde's concept of the erotic as something powerful not only on the personal plane, but also on the political and social plane, made that this text got reprinted so often in anthologies of feminist theory until today.

Conclusion

In this paper, I connected two discursive strands, the analysis of the accounts on the erotic by natural sciences and the debate on the erotic self-determination by feminist politics and theory. After an excursion in eighteenth and nineteenth century accounts on the erotic as a site of nature which has been investigated by science and controlled by state policies, I focussed on the question of how to overcome this historical load. In other words, I asked, if a feminist philosophy of the erotic would be something worth pursuing. On the discursive level of feminist theory, I took up the thesis of Judith Butler, that gender identities in patriarchal societies cannot be understood or perhaps challenged without considering and overcoming their deeply intertwined roots in ideologies of what counts as normal - or natural - erotic desires and pleasures, practices and relations (Butler 1990). And, returning to the account of Audre Lorde on the erotic as power, I wanted to show, that the erotic is a field in which power is not distributed ones and for all, but a source of power to contest patriarchal structures and a potential field to experience joy and empowerment, which can be re-negotiatiated constantly. Thereby, I wanted to contribute to a critical theory of the heterogeneous meaning of erotic desires and pleasures, practices and relations, changing through time and place in manifold and highly contested ways. 



