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One of my favorite jokes concerns university professors who find themselves debating whether sex is work or play.  Unable to reach a conclusion, they ask a graduate student, and she responds, “Obviously, sex is play.  If it were work, you would make us do it.”  

Even though I realize that jokes often do not translate well, I am led to tell you this one by a strange convergence of events that I experienced in June.  As the school term was ending and I was beginning to relax into a summer of writing, research, and travel, I found myself feeling inundated with references to the relationship between sex and the academic life.  First, a friend suggested that I read an essay in the Chronicle of Higher Education in which the author, an assistant professor of English literature, offered tips on how to “hook up” at conferences.  Second, an anonymous colleague slipped an article from the New Yorker under the door of my office.  The author of this article compared conferences to sexual experiences, increasing the intensity of his description with each swooning paragraph, and predictably reaching a stunning climax.  Oh dear, I wondered, am I developing a reputation?

These two articles arrived as I was thinking about the paper I would present here in Krakow, among colleagues who had suggested at this time last year that the topic sexuality and revolution need not eliminate the possibility of my participation, even though my own research is confined largely to the nineteenth-century United States.  I was playing with the idea of framing something around Charles Fourier’s Nouveau monde amoureux, which was first published in 1967, the year in which the counterculture in the United States celebrated the summer of love and a year before the events of spring 1968.  Perhaps the appearance of these two essays and their reaching me through friends represented a moment when my own intellectual interests were in a particularly serendipitous alignment with the universe.  More likely, they had nothing to do with me.  And yet their tone, especially that of the piece by the young English professor, reminded me of something that had caught my fancy almost a decade ago, an article that I had read, enjoyed very much, been unable to work into my professional writing, and thus left to gather dust at the back of some bookshelf at home.  Perhaps the universe was speaking to me after all.

The articles reminded me of a terrific piece I had read in winter 1998, an article on adultery that appeared in a brilliant issue of Critical Inquiry that was devoted to intimacy.  That winter, the biggest political news in the United States was adultery, specifically a rather pathetic instance of the deed indulged in just off the Oval Office by the spouse of the woman now running for President of the United States.  I refer in case you have forgotten to l’affaire Lewinsky, a moment of public obsession with the private life of a politician that won the U.S. ridicule in many quarters and led even to the impeachment of that particular president.  Married at the time, as I read this article I found myself laughing out loud.  The author, media critic Laura Kipnis, had written a hilarious analysis of adultery as cultural critique, adapting Marcuse’s idea of surplus repression to her own notion of surplus monogamy, lamenting the way that our culture had turned love into work, and with a passing nod to the sad plight of Bill Clinton, concluding that adultery was in fact both parody and a utopian act since it involved a hopeful ability to imagine change and even transformation.  As a student of Fourier and his reception in the nineteenth-century United States, I am no stranger to dark humor.  Kipnis had struck a chord.

She certainly shared with Fourier the kind of humor that famously appealed to surrealist André Breton.  Theirs is a humor characterized by extravagance.  Breton appreciated the very features that Fourier’s contemporaries either ridiculed or sought to downplay:  his corona borealis, his hierarchy of cuckoldry, his predictions about the evolution of anti-lions and other helpful animals, and his claim that a unified Harmonian language would include a new and more elaborate system of punctuation to express the greater complexities that would result from complete freedom of the passions.  Such attention to language, of course, led Roland Barthes to identify Fourier as a logothete, comparing him to Sade and Loyola, the former being a common analogue, the latter less so.  Both Kipnis and her editor, literary and media critic Lauren Berlant, traded in a kind of extravagant discourse that coupled what I considered incisive cultural insights grounded in various marxian cultural analyses—those of Gramsci, Marcuse, even Habermas—with a kind of manic discourse that suggested either serious imbalance of brain chemicals or over-indulgence in caffeine or other stimulants.  They were funny; they were smart.  And they were more than a little over the top.

And as with Fourier, Kipnis and Berlant offered far more than the logothetic discourse I had come to associate with various groups of contemporary cultural critics whose work deployed humor and intellect to challenge heteronormativity and the hegemonic power of the right.  Most striking for me was the way that Kipnis set up a critique of the contemporary confusion of work and love to demonstrate the appeal of adultery, its utopian element, its demonstration of the value of imagination, possibility, hope.

Of course, seeing adultery as cultural critique is another characteristic Kipnis shares with Fourier.  Like him, she claims the pervasiveness of adultery as evidence of a fundamental cultural problem.  For Fourier the bourgeois family demonstrated Civilization’s failure to allow the passions free play.  In love as in work, passionate attraction was meant to facilitate relationships among people, and following one’s precisely defined passions ought to lead to happiness and abundance for all.  But Civilization obstructed the passions, repressing attraction in favor of forms that limited people to monotonous work and similarly monotonous company in the form of the isolated family.  Marriage certainly failed to provide adequate variety of sexual partners, though it did not succeed in preventing mother, father, or indeed children from seeking their own social and sexual pleasures outside the family home.  And in his various writings about sex and love in Harmony, including Le Nouveau monde amoureux, Fourier elaborated on the magnificent variety that free play of the passions would yield.

Since I know best the reception of Fourier’s ideas in the United States, especially in the nineteenth century and since a full discussion of the reception of Le Nouveau monde amoureux is quite a large project, I will mention here only a few examples of the text’s reception and dissemination among academics in the United States in the years immediately following the publication of the Anthropos edition in 1967.  But first I would be remiss if I failed to mention the prototypical example that was described in a 1970 article by Dominique Desanti, who visited a California commune called Togetherness, where a group of hippies who practiced a kind of free love claimed to be fourierists.  Togetherness began in 1968 and lasted eighteen months, an average lifespan for a small commune.  During the course of their time together, two women at the community fell in love with each other, and one of their husbands became a “sapphianist.”  The other husband fell in love with one of the boys, and since the boy did not return his love, he claimed to practice “l’amour céladonique.”  Whereas the sapphianist appeared happy, especially since he did not want children, the pederast felt unhappy and frustrated.   Desanti’s description of the community shared an attitude all too common in discussions of intentional communities, one that begins from their short lifespan which is read as failure and looks backward from there.  Thus as Desanti introduces one of the participants who says, “We are fourierists,” she asks, “Have you read Fourier?”  When the unfortunate man responds, “We have heard about him,” the die is cast.  Whether because of ignorance or naïveté or simply the difficulties of living on the margin, the hippies are doomed to failure, though Desanti quotes Fourier to conclude:  “There are no vicious passions; there are only vicious developments.”


I describe Desanti’s article at length because I am all too aware of the difficulties of translating Fourier and of the enormous burden an English-speaker, perhaps especially an American, faces in attempting to say anything convincing about his theories.  It is in part for this reason that I confine most of my comments here to the work of American academics.  I focus on three:  Nicholas Riasanovsky, Mark Poster, and Jonathan Beecher.  Riasanovsky’s 1969 book, The Teaching of Charles Fourier, was for a long time the best key to Fourier’s theories available in English.  It appears that, from reading the texts available before 1967, Riasanovsky settled on the notion that claiming a special place for love in Fourier’s thought exaggerated the role of one passion in a system that relied on the interplay of multiple passions in almost infinite combination.  He dismissed Le Nouveau monde amoureux in a footnote, stating that the text’s recent appearance did not fundamentally change his opinion, despite what he considered some bizarre elaborations of Fourier’s erotic imagination.
  Supplementing Riasanovsky’s summary of Fourier’s theories, two collections of excerpts from Fourier’s works were published in 1971.  Mark Poster made what I consider an odd choice, combining nineteenth-century translations of such texts as Théorie des quatre mouvements and Traité Domestique-Agricole with translations from the newly discovered and recently published Nouveau monde amoureux.  Jonathan Beecher and Richard Bienvenu’s collection included entirely new translations and presented a broader range of selections.  Another difference between the two volumes appeared in the decisions the editors made when they choose what to translate from the Nouveau monde amoureux.  Poster’s choices tended to emphasize the extreme, including sections on the museum orgy for example, and Beecher and Bienvenu focused on the court of love and the sexual minimum.  Beecher has gone on to become the preeminent English-language scholar of Fourier and his thought, publishing the definitive intellectual biography of Fourier as well as a companion volume on Victor Considerant.

In a 1985 article, Beecher addressed several possible readings of Le Nouveau monde amoureux, including those that interpreted it as presenting a non-repressive society, the work of an early feminist, and a precursor to Freud.  He found the first two interpretations in need of qualification, given on the one hand the contradictions between the “libertarian impulse which so clearly informs Fourier’s erotic utopia and his propensity for the elaboration of rules” and on the other his disinclination “to change the conventional ideas of woman’s nature.”  The third interpretation he argued against, noting that Fourier had no concept of infantile sexuality.  Most significantly, Beecher proposed a reading of the Court of Love that sought to move away from the literal and to read the entire elaboration of the hierarchy of female pontiff, priests, confessors, fakirs, and fairies as a parody of the Catholic church.  In this reading, the Court of Love becomes an example of the carnivalesque, the type of folk resistance that turns the world upside down, inverting hierarchies and suggesting the possibilities of a very different world.  Beecher suggested that this reading offered an opportunity to see the relationship between Fourier’s thought and the long tradition of utopian and millennial ideas in the West.  He also recommended this approach as a way “to recover the fundamentally libertarian character of Fourier’s thought which is lost, I think, in many more literal readings of Fourier’s text.”  I appreciate Beecher’s interpretation because even though he makes his suggestion with the historian’s moderation to which I should aspire it nevertheless brings us back to an appreciation of the parodic, back that is to my obsession with Kipnis.

Kipnis laments the invasion of the intimate by the economic, not in the way that Fourier did by declaring that marriage is prostitution, but by analyzing the contemporary therapeutic notion that she denotes “the Marriage Takes Work regime of normative intimacy.”  Here she finds an invasion of the intimate by the economic, represented by the mind and body numbing work discipline of the factory, that makes adultery—which she describes as “a sphere of purposelessness, outside contracts, not colonized by the logic of productivity and the performance principle”—not only appealing and justifiable but a political act, “a counterlogic to the prevailing system.”  One can only continue to agree as she elaborates a description that includes the tedium of domesticity, the sexual routine of monogamy, and the policing function of the always already suspicious monogamous partner that she calls “the marital panopticon” in much more amusing language than I have time to quote here.  Could anyone doubt that the libido functions best outside this prison?

We might be tempted to protest that the resistance Kipnis describes occurs only at the individual level, and here I can hear echoes of many discussions with friends and teachers who describe themselves as political.  I will cite only two examples of such criticisms to demonstrate that such discussion does not happen exclusively within my own experience.  In a 2002 roundtable discussion that was expanded and published in the Journal of Women’s History in 2003, Gerda Lerner (with whom I did work as graduate student) expressed her disappointment in the number of dissertations and monographs in U.S. Women’s History that focus on the cultural rather than the political.  One senses that Lerner is as disappointed with the intellectual interests of contemporary feminist historians as one of my colleagues is with the intensely individualized feminism of her undergraduate students.  A similar note of disdain for the cultural pervades another feature published in the Chronicle of Higher Education this summer.  Asking academics, “Where Were You During the Summer of Love?” the editors found many people who were in Vietnam or working on antiracism (as was the current president of the college where I teach) or bringing up children.  Such responses imply (perhaps correctly) that tuning in, turning on, and droping out were options only for a privileged few, for white middle-class kids whose parents could and would support them once the party was over.  Once could certainly make a similar observation about self-indulgence with regard to a paean to the pleasures of cleverness in Kipnis’s analysis of adultery.  And yet.

I am compelled to consider the difference between the kind of analysis posed by Kipnis and the discussions of extra- or nonmarital sex that appear in two recent books, Emergency Sex and Lust in Translation.  The first, a memoir co-written by three young former U.N. workers, includes a description of a moment when the woman among the three, running with her lover through the streets of civil-war-ravaged Mogadishu, finds a doorway in which to engage in what she calls emergency sex, a desperate coupling in the context of death and pain and danger that she sees as a kind of primal affirmation of life.  The three authors discuss responses to the book in an interview appended to the current edition of the book and express surprise that the woman’s descriptions of her sexual experiences have drawn more—and more negative—attention than those of one of the men.  Can one call this naïveté in people who have spent years in various crisis zones around the world?  Can one fail to see the fact that assumptions about gender still affect responses to nonmonogamous women and men?  The second book, written by a journalist who worked for the Wall Street Journal, takes the reader on what the book jacket describes as “an irreverent and hilarious journey” through cultures as diverse and exotic as Paris, Tokyo, and Soweto, or again quoting the book jacket, “from retirees in South Florida to Muslim polygamists in Indonesia; from Hasidic Jews in Brooklyn to the men who keep their mistresses in a ‘concubine village’ outside Hong Kong.”  The author’s main point seems to be that Americans care more about adultery than people do in other cultures.

Taking into account that it is perhaps unfair to compare these two examples of popular culture to the work of an academic in an allegedly academic paper, I would suggest that the difference runs deeper than that between the street and the academy.  I would ask readers to consider seriously the ways in which both Emergency Sex and Lust in Translation insist on dichotomies of difference that tend to reinforce the status quo.  First, both trade in a kind of exoticism that appears nowhere in either the Kipnis article or the expanded book version, entitled Against Love: A Polemic.  Thus, both books place their discussions of nonnormative sex among people who are “others,” different from some imagined “us,” whether they are in disadvantaged nations that require U.N. assistance or practitioners of non-Christian religions or simply old.  Second, both books present relentlessly heteronormative views of the world.  All three of the memoirists are heterosexual, and the only kind of adultery discussed in Lust in Translation occurs outside heterosexual marriages.  This is in sharp contrast to Kipnis, who writes

(and please forgive my indulging in the pleasure of quoting at length—I do so to signal conclusion):  

[W]hile adultery traditionally requires the prior condition of a state-issued marriage license for at least one of the parties, for the purposes of the ensuing discussion any coupled relationship based on the assumption of sexual fidelity will count as ‘married.’  And with gay populations now demanding official entry into state-sanctioned nuptials too, no longer is this the heterosexual plight alone: welcome aboard all commitment-seeking queer, bi, and transgendered compatriots.  But gay or straight, licensed or not, anywhere the commitment to monogamy reigns, adultery provides its structural transgression—sexual exclusivity being the cornerstone of modern coupledom, or such is the premise—and for the record, you can also commit it with any sex or gender your psyche can manage to organize its desires around; this may not always be the same one that shapes your public commitments.

In the context of the American sex scandal of the moment, the saga of the avowedly not gay Idaho Senator Larry Craig, this is perhaps the best place to end.
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