
		
  	
     
    [Skip to Content]
		
		
		
			
				
					
						
							[image: institution icon]

							Institutional Login

						

					

					
						
							[image: account icon]

							LOG IN

						

						
  						
    						[image: accessibility icon]
    						Accessibility
    				  
						

					

				

			

			
			
			
			
				
					
						
							[image: Project MUSE]
							[image: Project MUSE]							
						

					

									
						 
							
								Browse
							

							
								
									OR 
								

							

							
								
  								
  								
										
                    Search:
										
										
										
										
																				
                    
										

									

								
																											
								

							

						
				
					

				
					
						
	
		
			
			  menu
				
			

		

		
			Advanced Search
			Browse
			
				MyMUSE Account
				
					Log In / Sign Up
					Change My Account
					User Settings
					Access via Institution
					MyMUSE Library
					Search History
					View History
					Purchase History
					MyMUSE Alerts
					Individual Subscriptions
																
				

			
									
			
				Contact Support
			

		

	



		
 
					

				

			

			
			
			
		






    


	
		
	

    
    
    
        
    
    
		
			
	
				
					
						Arethusa

					

				

				
					
						
							
								
								
								
								
							
							
							
							
							
							
							
								
								

							
							



						

					

				

		
		
			
	
		

    
    
    
    
    
    	
    		
    		
    		
    		
      
      
    		
    		
   			
   			
   			
   			
				
						
						
						[image: restricted access] Sappho, Foucault, and Women's Erotics
						
						
						

						
	
						
						
						  

						  Ellen Greene
						  
												
						
	Arethusa
	
							Johns Hopkins University Press
							
	
							
								
									Volume 29, Number 1, Winter 1996
								
							
						
	pp. 1-14
	10.1353/are.1996.0004
	Article
	
						  
  						  	
    							  View Citation
							
	
    							  
    							    [image: Related Content]
                      Related Content
    							  
    							


							

						
	
							Additional Information
						


				

    		
    		

    		
    		
		
		
    		
    		
			

			
			
			  In lieu of an abstract, here is a brief excerpt of the content:
			   
     	 Sappho, Foucault, and Women's Erotics
 
	 Ellen Greene
 

 
 
 
   What alternative to the phallus is there … can we discern the rudiments of another way of representing desire-woman's desire-even in the midst of patriarchal culture?
 
 This question, raised by Jessica Benjamin in her book The Bonds of Love,2 suggests a central problem in Foucault's analysis of sexuality and power relations in The History of Sexuality (Foucault 1980b.85, 86). For some time now, feminist theorists have criticized Foucault on two main points: 1) his omission of the historical construction of sexuality as gender-specific and 2) his use of masculine forms of erotic practice as his model for ancient sexuality in general.3 Foucault's presumption that models of masculine [End Page 1] behavior are transferable to feminine behavior4 valorizes the phallic mode of representation, which organizes and represents erotic relations as necessarily hierarchical and power-driven.
 Foucault's failure to identify his "analytic of power" as male-specific and as inseparably linked to the larger patriarchal ideology of Greek culture is, from a feminist perspective, the most problematical aspect of his theory. In her book Technologies of Gender, Teresa de Lauretis points out the dangers of Foucault's gender blindness in his insistence that sexuality and power are coextensive: "But to deny gender, first of all, is to deny the social relations of gender that constitute and validate the sexual oppression of women; and second, to deny gender is to remain in 'ideology'-an ideology which is manifestly self-serving to the male-gendered subject" (de Lauretis 1987.15). The ideology that privileges the male as the subject and the phallus as the emblem of desire is present in Foucault's account of ancient Greek sexuality. This is an ideology based on an ethic and practice of domination, competition, and what Foucault himself calls a reciprocity of "gifts and services." What Foucault does not acknowledge is how the unequal complementarity of doer and done to in the homoerotic practices he describes reflects values and behaviors that are male-specific and that necessarily imply the subjection of women.
 Foucault constructs a view of ancient Greek sexuality based on masculine erotics, an erotics defined by Foucault as a hierarchical relationship between an active and a passive partner.5 Foucault, however, points out that despite the boy's role in the relationship as an "object of pleasure," his degrading position could be understood as honorable if it "involved training for manhood, social connections for the future, or a lasting friendship." In other words, the object of pleasure could become a subject-one who is in control of his pleasures-in the context of a relationship in which there was reciprocal benefit. So although the erotic relationship Foucault describes is "always inscribed in a play of power," it is, nonetheless, part of a system of exchange in which the boy's subservient position could be compensated for by the knowledge he would receive from his more experienced, dominant [End Page 2] partner-knowledge that would ultimately prepare the boy for his eventual place as a free man in the social and political order.
 In Jack Winkler's view, ancient Greek sex "was basically a way for men to establish their social identities in the intensely competitive, zero-sum formats of public culture."6 This view of erotic relations as transactional in nature, as organized on the principles of instrumentality and exchange, subordinates all social activity, including private life, to the functions and uses of the public world. Erotic experience turns into a commodity that can be taken to the outside world. In his essay, "Constructionism and Ancient Greek Sex," Bruce Thornton's implicitly feminist critique of Foucault argues that "Foucault, for the most part, glosses over the vision of human nature his definition of power assumes: a social-Darwinian jungle of competition, domination, and status-consciousness, a vision that ignores affection, friendship, pity, all the other ways humans relate to one another …"7 Some feminists would argue that the rationalization of erotic domination ought to be understood as masculine, as not merely a "function of personal power relationships," but something that is reflective of the "gendered logic" of a...
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