SEX, POWER, AND
THE POLITICS OF IDENTITY*

Q. You suggest in your work that sexual liberation is not so much the
uncovering of secret truths about one’s self or one’s desire as it is a part
of the process of defining and constructing desire. What are the prac-
tical implications of this distinction?

M.F. What I meant was that | think what the gay movement needs
now is much more the art of life than a science or scientific knowledge
(or pseudoscientific knowledge) of what sexuality is. Sexuality is a part
of our behavior. It’s a part of our world freedom. Sexuality is something
that we ourselves create—it is our own creation, and much more than
the discovery of a secret side of our desire. We have to understand that
with our desires, through our desires, go new forms of relationships,
new forms of love, new forms of creation. Sex is not a fatality: it’s a
possibility for creative life.

Q. That’s basically what you’re getting at when you suggest that we
should try to become gay—not just to reassert ourselves as gay.

M.F. Yes, that’s it. We don’t have to discover that we are homosexuals.

Q. Or what the meaning of that is?

M.F. Exactly. Rather, we have to create a gay life. To become.

Q. And this is something without limits?

M.F. Yes, sure, | think when you look at the different ways people
have experienced their own sexnal freedoms—the way they have cre-
ated their works of art—youn would have to say that sexuality, as we now
know it, has become one of the most creative sources of our society and
fﬁlis int
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our being. My view is that we should understand it in the reverse way: |
the world regards sexuality as the secret of the creative cultural life; it ,;_'
is, rather, a process of our having to create a new cultural life under- ,;
neath the ground of our sexual choices. y

Q. Practically speaking, one of the effects of trying to uncover that
secret has meant that the gay movement has remained at the level of
demanding civil or human rights around sexuality. That is, sexual lib-
eration has remained at the level of demanding sexual tolerance.

M.F. Yes, but this aspect must be supported. It is important, first,
to have the possibility—and the right—to choose your own sexualit
Human rights regarding sexuality are important and are still not re-
spected in many places. We shouldn’t consider that such problems are
solved now. It’s quite true that there was a real liberation process in
the early seventies. This process was very good, both in terms of the
situation and in terms of opinions, but the situation has not definitely
stabilized. Still, I think we have to go a step further. I think that one
of the factors of this stabilization will be the creation of new forms
of life, relationships, friendships in society, art, culture, and so on
through our sexual, ethical, and political choices. Not only do we have
to defend ourselves, not only affirm ourselves, as an identity but as a
creative force.

Q. A lot of that sounds like what, for instance, the women’s move-
ment has done, trying to establish their own language and their own
culture.

M.F. Well, I'm not sure that we have to create our own culture. We
have to create culture. We have to realize cultural creations. But, in
doing so, we come up against the problem of identity. I don’t know
what we would do to form these creations, and I don’t know what
forms these creations would take. For instance, I am not at all sure that
the best form of literary creations by gay people is gay novels.

Q. In fact, we would not even want to say that. That would be based
on an essentialism that we need to avoid.

M.F. True. What do we mean for instance, by “gay painting”? Yet,
I am sure that from the point of departure of our ethical choices, we
can create something that will have a certain relationship to gayness.
But it must not be a translation of gayness in the field of music or paint-
ing or what have you, for I do not think this can happen.

Q. How do you view the enormous proliferation in the last ten or
fifteen years of male homosexual practices: the sensualization, if you
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like, of neglected parts of the body and the articulation of new plea-
sures? | am thinking, obviously, of the salient aspects of what we call
the ghetto—porn movies, clubs for S&M or fistfucking, and so fortb.
Is this merely an extension into another sphere of the general prollf—
cration of sexual discourses since the nineteenth century, or do you
see other kinds of developments that are peculiar to this present his-
torical context?

M.F. Well, I think what we want to speak about is precisely the inno-
ations those practices imply. For instance, look at the S&M subcul-
ture, as our good friend Gayle Rubin would insist. I don’t think that
this movement of sexual practices has anything to do with the disclo-
sure or the uncovering of S&M tendencies deep within our uncon-
scious, and so on. I think that S&M is much more than that; it’s the
real creation of new possibilities of pleasure, which people had no idea
about previously. The idea that S&M is related to a deep violence, that
S&M practice is a way of liberating this violence, this aggression, is stu-
pid. We know very well what all those people are doing is not aggres-
sive; they are inventing new possibilities of pleasure with strange parts
of their body—through the eroticization of the body. I think it’s a kind
of creation, a creative enterprise, which has as one of its main features
what I call the desexualization of pleasure. The idea that bodily plea-
sure should always come from sexual pleasure as the root of a/l our pos-
sible pleasure—I think that’s something quite wrong. These practices
are insisting that we can produce pleasure with very odd things, very
strange parts of our bodies, in very unusual situations, and so on.

Q. So the conflation of pleasure and sex is being broken down.

M.F. That’s it precisely. The possibility of using our bodies as a
possible source of very numerous pleasures is something that is very
important. For instance, if you look at the traditional construction of
pleasure, you see that bodily pleasure, or pleasures of the flesh, are
always drinking, eating, and fucking. And that seems to be the limit
of the understanding of our body, our pleasures. What frustrates me,
for instance, is the fact that the problem of drugs is always envisaged
only as a problem of freedom and prohibition. I think that drugs must

€Come a part of our culture.

Q. As a pleasure?

M.F. As a pleasure. We have to study drugs. We have to experience
drugs. We have to do good drugs that can produce very intense pleasure.
I'think this puritanism about drugs, which implies that you can either
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be for drugs or against drugs, is mistaken. Drugs have now become a

part of our culture. Just as there is bad music and good music, there

are bad drugs and good drugs. So we can’t say we are “against” drugs

any more than we can say we're “against” music.
Q. The point is to experiment with pleasure and its possibilities.
M.F. Yes. Pleasure also must be a part of our culture. It is very inter-
esting to note, for instance, that for centuries people generally, as well

as doctors, psychiatrists, and even liberation movements, have always

spoken about desire, and never about pleasure. “We have to liberate

our desire,” they say. Vo/ We have to create new pleasure. And then .

maybe desire will follow.
Q. Is it significant that there are, to a large degree, identities form-

ing around new sexual practices, like S&M? These identities help in
exploring such practices and defending the right to engage in them. But !

are they also limiting in regards to the possibilities of individuals?

M.F. Well, if identity is only a game, if it is only a procedure to have
relations, social and sexual—pleasure relationships that create new )
friendships, it is useful. But if identity becomes the problem of sexual

existence, and if people think that they have to “uncover” their “own

identity,” and that their own identity has to become the law, the prin- -
ciple, the code of their existence; if the perennial question they ask is -

“Does this thing conform to my identity?” then, I think, they will turn

back to a kind of ethics very close 10 the old heterosexual virility. If we i

are asked to relate to the question of identity, it must be an identity to
our unique selves. But the relationships we have to have with ourselves
are not ones of identity, rather, they must be relationships of differen-
tiation, of creation, of innovation. To be the same is really boring. We
must not exclude identity if people find their pleasure through this iden-
tity, but we must not think of this identity as an ethical universal rule.

Q. But up to this point, sexual identity has been politically very useful.

M.F. Yes, it has been very useful, but it limits us, and I think we
have—and can have—a right to be free.

Q. We want some of our sexual practices to be ones of resistance in
a political and social sense. Yet how is this possible, given that control
can be exercised by the stimulation of pleasure? Can we be sure that
these new pleasures won’t be exploited in the way advertising uses the
stimulation of pleasure as a means of social control?

M.F. We can never be sure. In fact, we can always be sure it will hap-
pen, and that everything that has been created or acquired, any ground
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that has been gained will, at a certain moment be used iI,l such a way.
That’s the way we live, that’s the way we struggle, that’s the way of
human history. And I don’t think that is an objection to all thO'Sf:‘ move-
ments or all those situations. But you are quite right in underlining that
we always have to be quite careful and to be aware of the fact that we
must move on 10 something else, that we have other necds as Wt?ll. The
§&M ghetto in San Francisco is a good exar?ple of a community thE‘lt
has experimented with, and formed an identity around, ple?sure. This
hettoization, this identification, this procedure of exclusion and so
on—all of these have, as well, produced their countereffects. I dare not
use the word dialectics—but this comes rather close to it. ’

Q. You write that power is not just a negative forcebuta productw'e
one; that power is always there; that where there is power, l}"leI‘C.IS
resistance; and that resistance is never in a position of externality vis-
a-vis power. If this is so, then how do we come to any ot.her conclu-
sion than that we are always trapped inside that relationship—that we
can’t somehow break out of it. ‘

M.F. Well, I don’t think the word trapped is a correct one. It 1s‘a
struggle, but what I mean by power relations is the fact. that we are in
a strategic situation toward each other. For instance, being homos?xg-
als, we are in a struggle with the government, and the government is in
a struggle with us. When we deal with the government, the struggle,
of course, is not symmetrical, the power situation is not the sam?; but
we are in this struggle, and the continuation of this situation can influ-
ence the behavior or nonbehavior of the other. So we are not trapped.
We are always in this kind of situation. It means that we always have
possibilities,ythere are always possibilities of changing the situation. We
cannot jump outside the situation, and there is no point where you etre
free from all power relations. But you can always change it. So what I've
said does not mean that we are always trapped, but that we are always
free—well, anyway, that there is always the possibility of changing.

Q. So resistance comes from within that dynamic?

M.F. Yes. You see, if there was no resistance, there would be no
power relations. Because it would simply be a matter of obedience.
You have to use power relations to refer to the situation where you’re
not doing what you want. So resistance comes first, and resistance? re-
Mains superior to the forces of the process; power relations are obhgf.zd
lo change with the resistance. So I think that resistance is the main
word, the key word, in this dynamic.
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Q. Politically speaking, probably the most important part of looking

at power is that, according to previous conceptions, “to resist” was |

simply to say no. Resistance was conceptualized only in terms of nega-

tion. Within your understanding, however, to resist is not simply a §
negation but a creative process; to create and recreate, to change the

situation, actually to be an active member of that process.

M.F. Yes, that is the way I would put it. To say no is the minimum §

form of resistance. But, of course, at times that is very important. You
have to say no as a decisive form of resistance.

Q. This raises the question of in what way, and to what degree, can

a dominated subject (or subjectivity) actually create its own discourse.
In traditional power analysis, the omnipresent feature of analysis is the
dominant discourse, and only as a subsidiary are there reactions to,
or within, that discourse. However, if what we mean by resistance in
power relations is more than negation, then aren’t some practices like,
say, lesbian S&M, actually ways for dominated subjects to formulate
their own languages?

M.F. Well, you see, I think that resistance is a part of this strategic
relationship of which power consists. Resistance really always relies
upon the situation against which it struggles. For instance, in the gay
movement the medical definition of homosexuality was a very impor-

tant tool against the oppression of homosexuality in the last part of the

nineteenth century and in the early twentieth century. This medicali-
zation, which was a means of oppression, has always been a means of
resistance as well—since people could say, “If we are sick, then why
do you condemn us, why do you despise us?” and so on. Of course,
this discourse now sounds rather naive to us, but at the time it was
very important.

I should say, also, that I think that in the lesbian movement, the fact
that women have been, for centuries and centuries, isolated in society,
frustrated, despised in many ways, and so on, has given them the real
possibility of constituting a society, of creating a kind of social relation
between themselves, outside the social world that was dominated by
males. Lillian Faderman’s book Surpassing the Love of Men is very
interesting in this regard. It raises the question: What kind of emo-
tional experience, what kind of relationships, were possible in a world
where women in society had no social, no legal, and no political power?
And she argues that women used that isolation and lack of power.

Q. If resistance is a process of breaking out of discursive practices,
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it would seem that the case that hfls a prifna facie claim to be truly
Oppositional might be .sorne.t}.nng like lesbian S&M: To what de?gree
can such practices and identities be seen as challenging the dominant
discourse?

M.F. What I think is interesting now, in relation to lesbian S&M, is
that they can get rid of certain stereotypes of femininity which have
peen used in the lesbian movement—a strategy that the movement has
crected from the past. This strategy has been based on their oppres-
sion. But now, maybe, these tools, these weapons are obsolete. We can
see that lesbian S&M tried to get rid of all those old stereotypes of fem-
ininity, of antimale attitude and so on.

Q. What do you think we can learn about power and, for that mat-
ter, about pleasure from the practice of S&M—that is, the explicit
eroticization of power?

M.F. One can say that S&M is the eroticization of power, the erotici-
zation of strategic relations. What strikes me with regard to S&M is
how it differs from social power. What characterizes power is the fact
that it is a strategic relation which has been stabilized through insti-
tutions. So the mobility in power relations is limited, and there are
strongholds that are very, very difficult to suppress because they have
been institutionalized and are now very pervasive in courts, codes,
and so on. All this means that the strategic relations of people are
made rigid.

On this point, the S&M game is very interesting because it is a stra-
tegic relation, but it is always fluid. Of course, there are roles, but
everybody knows very well that those roles can be reversed. Some-
times the scene begins with the master and slave, and at the end the
slave has become the master. Or, even when the roles are stabilized,
you know very well that it is always a game. Either the rules are trans-
gressed, or there is an agreement, either explicit or tacit, that makes
them aware of certain boundaries. This strategic game as a source of
bodily pleasure is very interesting. But I wouldn’t say that it is a repro-
duction, inside the erotic relationship, of the structures of power. It is
an acting-out of power structures by a strategic game that is able to give
Sexual pleasure or bodily pleasure.

Q. How does this strategic relation in sex differ for that in power
relationg?

M.¥. The practice of S&M is the creation of pleasure, and there is
An identity with that creation. And that’s why S&M is really a subcul-
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ture. It’s a process of invention. S&M is the use of a strategic relation-
ship as a source of pleasure (physical pleasure). It is not the first time ,
that people have used strategic relations as a source of pleasure. For
instance, in the Middle Ages there was the institution of “courtly love,” §
the troubadour, the institutions of the love relationships between the :
lady and the lover, and so on. That, too, was a strategic game. You even
find this between boys and girls when they are dancing on Saturday 1
night. They are acting out strategic relations. What is interesting is that,
in this heterosexual life, those strategic relations come before sex. It’s
a strategic relation in order to obtain sex. And in S&M those strategic'
relations are inside sex, as a convention of pleasure within a particu
lar situation.

In the one case, the strategic relations are purely social relations, and
it is your social being that is involved; while, in the other case, it is you
body that is involved. And it is this transfer of strategic relations from
the court(ship) to sex that is very interesting.

Q. You mentioned in an interview in Ga: Pied a year or two ago tha
what upsets people most about gay relations is not so much sexual act:
per se but the potential for affectional relationships carried on outside
the normative patterns. These friendships and networks are unfore- '
seen. Do you think what frightens people is the unknown potential of
gay relations, or would you suggest that these relations are seen as pos- .
ing a direct threat to social institutions?

M.F. One thing that interests me now is the problem of friendship.
For centuries after antiquity, friendship was a very important kind of }
social relation: a social relation within which people had a certain free- |
dom, certain kind of choice (limited of course), as well as very intense }
emotional relations. There were also economic and social implications }
to these relationships—they were obliged to help their friends, and
so on. | think that in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, we see
these kinds of friendships disappearing, at least in the male society.
And friendship begins to become something other than that. You can
find, from the sixteenth century on, texts that explicitly criticize friend- §
ship as something dangerous. '

The army, bureaucracy, administration, universities, schools, and so
on—in the modern senses of these words—cannot function with such
intense friendships. I think there can be seen a very strong attempt in
all these institutions to diminish or minimize the affectional relations.
I think this is particularly important in schools. When they started
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rade schools with hundreds of young boys, one of the problems was
how to prevent them not only from having sex, of course, but also from
developing friendships. For instance, you could study the strategy of
Jesuit institutions about this theme of friendship, since the Jesuits knew
very well that it was impossible for them to suppress this. Rather, they
tried to use the role of sex, of love, of friendship, and at the same time
1o limit it. I think now, after studying the history of sex, we should try
to understand the history of friendship, or friendships. That history is
very, very important.

And one of my hypotheses, which I am sure would be borne out if we
did this, is that homosexuality became a problem—that is, sex between
men became a problem—in the eighteenth century. We see the rise of
it as a problem with the police, within the justice system, and so on. I
think the reason it appears as a problem, as a social issue, at this time
is that friendship had disappeared. As long as friendship was some-
thing important, was socially accepted, nobody realized men had sex
together. You couldn’t say that men didn’t have sex together—it just
didn’t matter. It had no social implication, it was culturally accepted.
Whether they fucked together or kissed had no importance. Absolutely
no importance. Once friendship disappeared as a culturally accepted
relation, the issue arose: “What is going on between men?” And that’s
when the problem appears. And if men fuck together, or have sex to-
gether, that now appears as a problem. Well, I'm sure I’'m right, that
the disappearance of friendship as a social relation and the declara-
tion of homosexuality as a social/political/medical problem are the
same process.

Q. If the important thing now is to explore anew the possibilities of
friendships, we should note that, to a large degree, all the social insti-
tutions are designed for heterosexual friendships and structures, and
the denial of homosexual ones. Isn’t the real task to set up new social
relations, new value structures, familial structures, and so on? One of
Fhe things gay people don’t have is easy access to all the structures and
lnlstitutions that go along with monogamy and the nuclear family. What
kinds of institutions do we need to begin to establish, in order not just
to fiefend ourselves but also to create new social forms that are really
£0Ing to be alternative?

M.F. Institutions. I have no precise idea. I think, of course, that to
use the model of family life, or the institutions of the family, for this
Purpose and this kind of friendship would be quite contradictory. But
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it is quite true that since some of the relationships in society are pro-
tected forms of family life, an effect of this is that the variations which
are not protected are, at the same time, often much richer, more inter-
esting and creative than the others. But, of course, they are much more
fragile and vulnerable. The question of what kinds of institutions we :
need to create is an important and crucial issue, but one that I cannot :
give an answer to. I think that we have to try to build a solution.

Q. To what degree do we want, or need, the project of gay libera
tion today to be one that refuses to chart a course and instead insists .
on opening up new venues? In other words, does your approach to sex
ual politics deny the need for a program and insist on experimenta
tion with new kind of relations?

M.F. I think that one of the great experiences we’ve had since the
last war is that all those social and political programs have been a grea i
failure. We have come to realize that things never happen as we expect
from a political program, and that a political program has always, or
nearly always, led to abuse or political domination from a bloc—be i
from technicians or bureaucrats or other people. But one of the devel
opments of the sixties and seventies which I think has been a good
thing is that certain institutional models have been experimented with
without a program. Without a program does not mean blindness—to '
be blind to thought. For instance, in France there has been a lot of crit
icism recently about the fact that there are no programs in the various
political movements about sex, about prisons, about ecology, and so
on. But in my opinion, being without a program can be very useful
and very original and creative, if it does not mean without proper |
reflection about what is going on, or without very careful attention to
what’s possible.

Since the nineteenth century, great political institutions and great
political parties have confiscated the process of political creation; thatk -
is, they have tried to give to political creation the form of a political
program in order to take over power. I think what happened in the six-
ties and early seventies is something to be preserved. One of the things
that I think should be preserved, however, is the fact that there has
been political innovation, political creation, and political experimenta- '§
tion outside the great political parties, and outside the normal or ordi- 5
nary program. It’s a fact that people’s everyday lives have changed from 3
the early sixties to now, and certainly within my own life. And surely
that is not due to political parties but is the result of many movements. j}
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These social movements have really changed our whole lives, our men-
tality, our attitudes, and the attitudes and mentality of other people—
people who do not belong to these movements. And that is something
very important and positive. I repeat, it is not the normal and old tra-
ditional political organizations that have led to this examination.




