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SEX AND VIOLENCE, OR NATURE AND ART

In the beginning was nature. The background from which and 
against which our ideas of God were formed, nature remains 
the supreme moral problem. We cannot hope to understand 
sex and gender until we clarify our attitude  toward nature. Sex 
is a subset to nature. Sex is the natural in man.*

Society is an artificial construction, a defense against 
nature’s power. Without society, we would be  storm- tossed on 
the barbarous sea that is nature. Society is a system of inher-
ited forms reducing our humiliating passivity to nature. We 
may alter these forms, slowly or suddenly, but no change in 
society will change nature. Human beings are not nature’s 
favorites. We are merely one of a multitude of species upon 
which nature indiscriminately exerts its force. Nature has a 
master agenda we can only dimly know.

Human life began in flight and fear. Religion rose from 
rituals of propitiation, spells to lull the punishing elements. 
To this day, communities are few in regions scorched by heat 
or shackled by ice. Civilized man conceals from himself the 
extent of his subordination to nature. The grandeur of culture, 
the consolation of religion absorb his attention and win his 
faith. But let nature shrug, and all is in ruin. Fire, flood, light-
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ning, tornado, hurricane, volcano,  earthquake— anywhere at 
any time. Disaster falls upon the good and bad. Civilized life 
requires a state of illusion. The idea of the ultimate benevo-
lence of nature and God is the most potent of man’s survival 
mechanisms. Without it, culture would revert to fear and 
despair.

Sexuality and eroticism are the intricate intersection of 
nature and culture. Feminists grossly oversimplify the prob-
lem of sex when they reduce it to a matter of social convention: 
readjust society, eliminate sexual inequality, purify sex roles, 
and happiness and harmony will reign. Here feminism, like 
all liberal movements of the past two hundred years, is heir 
to Rousseau. The Social Contract (1762) begins: “Man is born 
free, and everywhere he is in chains.” Pitting benign Roman-
tic nature against corrupt society, Rousseau produced the 
progressivist strain in  nineteenth- century culture, for which 
social reform was the means to achieve paradise on earth. 
The bubble of these hopes was burst by the catastrophes of 
two world wars. But Rousseauism was reborn in the post-war 
generation of the Sixties, from which contemporary feminism 
developed.

Rousseau rejects original sin, Christianity’s pessimistic 
view of man born unclean, with a propensity for evil. Rous-
seau’s idea, derived from Locke, of man’s innate goodness led 
to social environmentalism, now the dominant ethic of Ameri-
can human services, penal codes, and behaviorist therapies. It 
assumes that aggression, violence, and crime come from social 
 deprivation— a poor neighborhood, a bad home. Thus femi-
nism blames rape on pornography and, by a smug circularity 
of reasoning, interprets outbreaks of sadism as a backlash to 
itself. But rape and sadism have been evident throughout his-
tory and, at some moment, in all cultures.

This book takes the point of view of Sade, the most unread 
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major writer in Western literature.  Sade’s work is a compre-
hensive satiric critique of Rousseau, written in the decade 
after the first failed Rousseauist experiment, the French 
Revolution, which ended not in political paradise but in the 
hell of the Reign of Terror. Sade follows Hobbes rather than 
Locke. Aggression comes from nature; it is what Nietzsche is 
to call the  will- to- power. For Sade, getting back to nature (the 
Romantic imperative that still permeates our culture from sex 
counseling to cereal commercials) would be to give free rein 
to violence and lust. I agree. Society is not the criminal but 
the force which keeps crime in check. When social controls 
weaken, man’s innate cruelty bursts forth. The rapist is cre-
ated not by bad social influences but by a failure of social con-
ditioning. Feminists, seeking to drive power relations out of 
sex, have set themselves against nature. Sex is power. Identity 
is power. In Western culture, there are no nonexploitative rela-
tionships. Everyone has killed in order to live. Nature’s uni-
versal law of creation from destruction operates in mind as in 
matter. As Freud, Nietzsche’s heir, asserts, identity is conflict. 
Each generation drives its plow over the bones of the dead.

Modern liberalism suffers unresolved contradictions. It 
exalts individualism and freedom and, on its radical wing, 
condemns social orders as oppressive. On the other hand, 
it expects government to provide materially for all, a feat 
manageable only by an expansion of authority and a swollen 
bureaucracy. In other words, liberalism defines government 
as tyrant father but demands it behave as nurturant mother. 
Feminism has inherited these contradictions. It sees every 
hierarchy as repressive, a social fiction; every negative about 
woman is a male lie designed to keep her in her place. Femi-
nism has exceeded its proper mission of seeking political 
equality for women and has ended by rejecting contingency, 
that is, human limitation by nature or fate.
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Sexual freedom, sexual liberation. A modern delusion. 
We are hierarchical animals. Sweep one hierarchy away, and 
another will take its place, perhaps less palatable than the first. 
There are hierarchies in nature and alternate hierarchies in 
society. In nature, brute force is often the law. In society, there 
are protections for the weak. Society is our frail barrier against 
nature. When the prestige of state and religion is low, men are 
free, but they find freedom intolerable and seek new ways to 
enslave themselves, through drugs or depression. My theory is 
that whenever sexual freedom is sought or achieved, sadomas-
ochism will not be far behind. Romanticism always turns into 
decadence. Nature is a hard taskmaster. It is the hammer and 
the anvil, crushing individuality. Perfect freedom would be to 
die by earth, air, water, and fire.

Sex is a far darker power than feminism has admitted. 
Behaviorist sex therapies believe guiltless,  no- fault sex is pos-
sible. But sex has always been girt round with taboo, irre-
spective of culture. Sex is the point of contact between man 
and nature, where morality and good intentions fall to primi-
tive urges. I called it an intersection. This intersection is the 
uncanny crossroads of Hecate, where all things return in the 
night. Eroticism is a realm stalked by ghosts. It is the place 
beyond the pale, both cursed and enchanted.

This book shows how much in culture goes against our 
best wishes. Integration of man’s body and mind is a profound 
problem that is not about to be solved by recreational sex or an 
expansion of women’s civil rights. Incarnation, the limitation 
of mind by matter, is an outrage to imagination. Equally outra-
geous is gender, which we have not chosen but which nature 
has imposed upon us. Our physicality is torment, our body the 
tree of nature on which Blake sees us crucified.

Sex is daemonic. This term, current in Romantic studies 
of the past  twenty- five years, derives from the Greek daimon, 
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meaning a spirit of lower divinity than the Olympian gods 
(hence my pronunciation “daimonic”). The outcast Oedipus 
becomes a daemon at Colonus. The word came to mean a 
man’s guardian shadow. Christianity turned the daemonic 
into the demonic. The Greek daemons were not  evil— or rather 
they were both good and evil, like nature itself, in which they 
dwelled. Freud’s unconscious is a daemonic realm. In the day 
we are social creatures, but at night we descend to the dream 
world where nature reigns, where there is no law but sex, cru-
elty, and metamorphosis. Day itself is invaded by daemonic 
night. Moment by moment, night flickers in the imagination, 
in eroticism, subverting our strivings for virtue and order, giv-
ing an uncanny aura to objects and persons, revealed to us 
through the eyes of the artist.

The  ghost- ridden character of sex is implicit in Freud’s 
brilliant theory of “family romance.” We each have an incestu-
ous constellation of sexual personae that we carry from child-
hood to the grave and that determines whom and how we love 
or hate. Every encounter with friend or foe, every clash with 
or submission to authority bears the perverse traces of fam-
ily romance. Love is a crowded theater, for as Harold Bloom 
remarks, “We can never embrace (sexually or otherwise) a 
single person, but embrace the whole of her or his family 
romance.”1 We still know next to nothing of the mystery of 
cathexis, the investment of libido in certain people or things. 
The element of free will in sex and emotion is slight. As poets 
know, falling in love is irrational.

Like art, sex is fraught with symbols. Family romance 
means that adult sex is always representation, ritualistic act-
ing out of vanished realities. A perfectly humane eroticism 
may be impossible. Somewhere in every family romance is 
hostility and aggression, the homicidal wishes of the uncon-
scious. Children are monsters of unbridled egotism and will, 
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for they spring directly from nature, hostile intimations of 
immorality. We carry that daemonic will within us forever. 
Most people conceal it with acquired ethical precepts and meet 
it only in their dreams, which they hastily forget upon waking. 
The  will- to- power is innate, but the sexual scripts of family 
romance are learned. Human beings are the only creatures 
in whom consciousness is so entangled with animal instinct. 
In Western culture, there can never be a purely physical or 
 anxiety- free sexual encounter. Every attraction, every pattern of 
touch, every orgasm is shaped by psychic shadows.

The search for freedom through sex is doomed to failure. 
In sex, compulsion and ancient Necessity rule. The sexual 
personae of family romance are obliterated by the tidal force 
of regression, the backwards movement  toward primeval dis-
solution, which Ferenczi identifies with ocean. An orgasm is a 
domination, a surrender, or a breaking through. Nature is no 
respecter of human identity. This is why so many men turn 
away or flee after sex, for they have sensed the annihilation of 
the daemonic. Western love is a displacement of cosmic reali-
ties. It is a defense mechanism rationalizing forces ungov-
erned and ungovernable. Like early religion, it is a device 
enabling us to control our primal fear.

Sex cannot be understood because nature cannot be 
understood. Science is a method of logical analysis of nature’s 
operations. It has lessened human anxiety about the cosmos 
by demonstrating the materiality of nature’s forces, and their 
frequent predictability. But science is always playing  catch- up 
ball. Nature breaks its own rules whenever it wants. Science 
cannot avert a single thunderbolt. Western science is a product 
of the Apollonian mind: its hope is that by naming and clas-
sification, by the cold light of intellect, archaic night can be 
pushed back and defeated.

Name and person are part of the  West’s quest for form. The 
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West insists on the discrete identity of objects. To name is to 
know; to know is to control. I will demonstrate that the  West’s 
greatness arises from this delusional certitude. Far Eastern 
culture has never striven against nature in this way. Compli-
ance, not confrontation is its rule. Buddhist meditation seeks 
the unity and harmony of reality.  Twentieth- century physics, 
going full circle back to Heracleitus, postulates that all matter 
is in motion. In other words, there is no thing, only energy. 
But this perception has not been imaginatively absorbed, for it 
cancels the  West’s intellectual and moral assumptions.

The Westerner knows by seeing. Perceptual relations 
are at the heart of our culture, and they have produced our 
titanic contributions to art. Walking in nature, we see, iden-
tify, name, recognize. This recognition is our apotropaion, that 
is, our warding off of fear. Recognition is ritual cognition, a 
 repetition- compulsion. We say that nature is beautiful. But 
this aesthetic judgment, which not all peoples have shared, 
is another defense formation, woefully inadequate for encom-
passing nature’s totality. What is pretty in nature is confined to 
the thin skin of the globe upon which we huddle. Scratch that 
skin, and nature’s daemonic ugliness will erupt.

Our focus on the pretty is an Apollonian strategy. The 
leaves and flowers, the birds, the hills are a patchwork pat-
tern by which we map the known. What the West represses 
in its view of nature is the chthonian, which means “of the 
 earth”— but earth’s bowels, not its surface. Jane Harrison uses 
the term for  pre- Olympian Greek religion, and I adopt it as 
a substitute for Dionysian, which has become contaminated 
with vulgar pleasantries. The Dionysian is no picnic. It is the 
chthonian realities which Apollo evades, the blind grinding of 
subterranean force, the long slow suck, the murk and ooze. 
It is the dehumanizing brutality of biology and geology, the 
Darwinian waste and bloodshed, the squalor and rot we must 



 10 free women, free men

block from consciousness to retain our Apollonian integrity as 
persons. Western science and aesthetics are attempts to revise 
this horror into imaginatively palatable form.

The daemonism of chthonian nature is the  West’s dirty 
secret. Modern humanists made the “tragic sense of life” the 
touchstone of mature understanding. They defined man’s 
mortality and the transience of time as literature’s supreme 
subjects. In this I again see evasion and even sentimentality. 
The tragic sense of life is a partial response to experience. It 
is a reflex of the  West’s resistance to and misapprehension 
of nature, compounded by the errors of liberalism, which in 
its Romantic  nature- philosophy has followed the Rousseauist 
Wordsworth rather than the daemonic Coleridge.

Tragedy is the most Western literary genre. It did not 
appear in Japan until the late nineteenth century. The Western 
will, setting itself up against nature, dramatized its own inevi-
table fall as a human universal, which it is not. An irony of 
literary history is the birth of tragedy in the cult of Dionysus. 
The protagonist’s destruction recalls the slaughter of animals 
and, even earlier, of real human beings in archaic ritual. It is 
no accident that tragedy as we know it dates from the Apollo-
nian fifth century of Athens’s greatness, whose cardinal work 
is Aeschylus’s Oresteia, a celebration of the defeat of chthonian 
power. Drama, a Dionysian mode, turned against Dionysus 
in making the passage from ritual to mimesis, that is, from 
action to representation. Aristotle’s “pity and fear” is a broken 
promise, a plea for vision without horror.

Few Greek tragedies fully conform to the humanist 
commentary on them. Their barbaric residue will not come 
unglued. Even in the fifth century, as we shall see, a satiric 
response to Apollonianized theater came in Euripides’s deca-
dent plays. Problems in accurate assessment of Greek trag-
edy include not only the loss of  three- quarters of the original 
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body of work but the lack of survival of any complete  satyr- play. 
This was the finale to the classic trilogy, an obscene comic bur-
lesque. In Greek tragedy, comedy always had the last word. 
Modern criticism has projected a Victorian and, I feel, Prot-
estant high seriousness upon pagan culture that still blankets 
teaching of the humanities. Paradoxically, assent to savage 
chthonian realities leads not to gloom but to humor. Hence 
 Sade’s strange laughter, his wit amid the most fantastic cruel-
ties. For life is not a tragedy but a comedy. Comedy is born of 
the clash between Apollo and Dionysus. Nature is always pull-
ing the rug out from under our pompous ideals.

Female tragic protagonists are rare. Tragedy is a male par-
adigm of rise and fall, a graph in which dramatic and sexual 
climax are in shadowy analogy. Climax is another Western 
invention. Traditional Far Eastern stories are picaresque, hori-
zontal chains of incident. There is little suspense or sense of 
an ending. The sharp vertical peaking of Western narrative, as 
later of orchestral music, is exemplified by Sophocles’s Oedi-
pus Rex, whose moment of maximum intensity Aristotle calls 
peripeteia, reversal. Western dramatic climax was produced by 
the agon of male will. Through action to identity. Action is 
the route of escape from nature, but all action circles back to 
origins, the  womb- tomb of nature. Oedipus, trying to escape 
his mother, runs straight into her arms. Western narrative is a 
mystery story, a process of detection. But since what is detected 
is unbearable, every revelation leads to another repression.

The major women of  tragedy— Euripides’s Medea and 
Phaedra, Shakespeare’s Cleopatra and Lady Macbeth, Racine’s 
 Phèdre— skew the genre by their disruptive relation to male 
action. Tragic woman is less moral than man. Her  will- to- power 
is naked. Her actions are under a chthonian cloud. They are 
a conduit of the irrational, opening the genre to intrusions 
of the barbaric force that drama shut out at its birth. Tragedy 
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is a Western vehicle for testing and purification of the male 
will. The difficulty in grafting female protagonists onto it is 
a result not of male prejudice but of instinctive sexual strate-
gics. Woman introduces untransformed cruelty into tragedy 
because she is the problem that the genre is trying to correct.

Tragedy plays a male game, a game it invented to snatch 
victory from the jaws of defeat. It is not flawed choice, flawed 
action, or even death itself which is the ultimate human 
dilemma. The gravest challenge to our hopes and dreams is 
the messy biological  business- as- usual that is going on within 
us and without us at every hour of every day. Consciousness 
is a pitiful hostage of its  flesh- envelope, whose surges, cir-
cuits, and secret murmurings it cannot stay or speed. This is 
the chthonian drama that has no climax but only an endless 
round, cycle upon cycle. Microcosm mirrors macrocosm. Free 
will is stillborn in the red cells of our body, for there is no free 
will in nature. Our choices come to us prepackaged and spe-
cial delivery, molded by hands not our own.

Tragedy’s inhospitality to woman springs from nature’s 
inhospitality to man. The identification of woman with nature 
was universal in prehistory. In hunting or agrarian soci e-
ties dependent upon nature, femaleness was honored as an 
immanent principle of fertility. As culture progressed, crafts 
and commerce supplied a concentration of resources freeing 
men from the caprices of weather or the handicap of geogra-
phy. With nature at one remove, femaleness receded in impor-
tance.

Buddhist cultures retained the ancient meanings of 
femaleness long after the West renounced them. Male and 
female, the Chinese yang and yin, are balanced and inter-
penetrating powers in man and nature, to which society is 
subordinate. This code of passive acceptance has its roots in 
India, a land of sudden extremes where a monsoon can wipe 
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out 50,000 people overnight. The femaleness of fertility reli-
gions is always  double- edged. The Indian  nature- goddess Kali 
is creator and destroyer, granting boons with one set of arms 
while cutting throats with the other. She is the lady ringed with 
skulls. The moral ambivalence of the great mother goddesses 
has been conveniently forgotten by those American feminists 
who have resurrected them. We cannot grasp nature’s bare 
blade without shedding our own blood.

Western culture from the start has swerved from female-
ness. The last major Western society to worship female powers 
was Minoan Crete. And significantly, that fell and did not rise 
again. The immediate cause of its  collapse— quake, plague, or 
 invasion— is beside the point. The lesson is that cultic female-
ness is no guarantee of cultural strength or viability. What 
did survive, what did vanquish circumstance and stamp its 
 mind- set on Europe was Mycenaean warrior culture, descend-
ing to us through Homer. The male  will- to- power: Mycenae-
ans from the south and Dorians from the north would fuse to 
form Apollonian Athens, from which came the  Greco- Roman 
line of Western history.

Both the Apollonian and  Judeo- Christian traditions are 
transcendental. That is, they seek to surmount or transcend 
nature. Despite Greek culture’s contrary Dionysian ele-
ment, which I will discuss, high classicism was an Apollo-
nian achievement. Judaism, Christianity’s parent sect, is the 
most powerful of protests against nature. The Old Testament 
asserts that a father god made nature and that differentiation 
into objects and gender was after the fact of his maleness. 
 Judeo- Christianity, like Greek worship of the Olympian gods, 
is a  sky- cult. It is an advanced stage in the history of religion, 
which everywhere began as  earth- cult, veneration of fruitful 
nature.

The evolution from  earth- cult to  sky- cult shifts woman 
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into the nether realm. Her mysterious procreative powers 
and the resemblance of her rounded breasts, belly, and hips 
to earth’s contours put her at the center of early symbolism. 
She was the model for the Great Mother figures who crowded 
the birth of religion worldwide. But the mother cults did not 
mean social freedom for women. On the contrary, as can be 
seen in Hollywood history, cult objects are prisoners of their 
own symbolic inflation. Every totem lives in taboo.

Woman was an idol of  belly- magic. She seemed to swell 
and give birth by her own law. From the beginning of time, 
woman has seemed an uncanny being. Man honored but 
feared her. She was the black maw that had spat him forth 
and would devour him anew. Men, bonding together, invented 
culture as a defense against female nature.  Sky- cult was the 
most sophisticated step in this process, for its switch of the 
creative locus from earth to sky is a shift from  belly- magic to 
 head- magic. And from this defensive  head- magic has come 
the spectacular glory of male civilization, which has lifted 
woman with it. The very language and logic modern woman 
uses to assail patriarchal culture were the invention of men.

Hence the sexes are caught in a comedy of historical 
indebtedness. Man, repelled by his debt to a physical mother, 
created an alternate reality, a heterocosm to give him the illu-
sion of freedom. Woman, at first content to accept man’s pro-
tections but now inflamed with desire for her own illusory 
freedom, invades man’s systems and suppresses her indebted-
ness to him as she steals them. By  head- magic she will deny 
there ever was a problem of sex and nature. She has inherited 
the anxiety of influence.

The identification of woman with nature is the most 
troubled and troubling term in this historical argument. Was 
it ever true? Can it still be true? Most feminist readers will 
disagree, but I think this identification not myth but reality. 
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All the genres of philosophy, science, high art, athletics, and 
politics were invented by men. But by the Promethean law of 
conflict and capture, woman has a right to seize what she will 
and to vie with man on his own terms. Yet there is a limit 
to what she can alter in herself and in man’s relation to her. 
Every human being must wrestle with nature. But nature’s 
burden falls more heavily on one sex. With luck, this will not 
limit woman’s achievement, that is, her action in  male- created 
social space. But it must limit eroticism, that is, our imagina-
tive lives in sexual space, which may overlap social space but 
is not identical with it.

Nature’s cycles are woman’s cycles. Biologic femaleness is 
a sequence of circular returns, beginning and ending at the 
same point. Woman’s centrality gives her a stability of identity. 
She does not have to become but only to be. Her centrality is 
a great obstacle to man, whose quest for identity she blocks. 
He must transform himself into an independent being, that 
is, a being free of her. If he does not, he will simply fall back 
into her. Reunion with the mother is a siren call haunting our 
imagination. Once there was bliss, and now there is struggle. 
Dim memories of life before the traumatic separation of birth 
may be the source of Arcadian fantasies of a lost golden age. 
The Western idea of history as a propulsive movement into 
the future, a progressive or Providential design climaxing in 
the revelation of a Second Coming, is a male formulation. No 
woman, I submit, could have coined such an idea, since it is 
a strategy of evasion of woman’s own cyclic nature, in which 
man dreads being caught. Evolutionary or apocalyptic history 
is a male wish list with a happy ending, a phallic peak.

Woman does not dream of transcendental or historical 
escape from natural cycle, since she is that cycle. Her sexual 
maturity means marriage to the moon, waxing and waning in 
lunar phases. Moon, month, menses: same word, same world. 
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The ancients knew that woman is bound to nature’s calendar, 
an appointment she cannot refuse. The Greek pattern of free 
will to hybris to tragedy is a male drama, since woman has 
never been deluded (until recently) by the mirage of free will. 
She knows there is no free will, since she is not free. She has 
no choice but acceptance. Whether she desires motherhood or 
not, nature yokes her into the brute inflexible rhythm of pro-
creative law. Menstrual cycle is an alarming clock that cannot 
be stopped until nature wills it.

Woman’s reproductive apparatus is vastly more compli-
cated than man’s, and still  ill- understood. All kinds of things 
can go wrong or cause distress in going right. Western woman 
is in an agonistic relation to her own body: for her, biologic 
normalcy is suffering, and health an illness. Dysmenorrhea, it 
is argued, is a disease of civilization, since women in tribal cul-
tures have few menstrual complaints. But in tribal life, woman 
has an extended or collective identity; tribal religion honors 
nature and subordinates itself to it. It is precisely in advanced 
Western society, which attempts to improve or surpass nature 
and which holds up individualism and  self- realization as a 
model, that the stark facts of woman’s condition emerge with 
painful clarity. The more woman aims for personal identity and 
autonomy, the more she develops her imagination, the fiercer 
will be her struggle with  nature— that is, with the intractable 
physical laws of her own body. And the more nature will pun-
ish her: do not dare to be free! for your body does not belong 
to you.

The female body is a chthonian machine, indifferent to 
the spirit who inhabits it. Organically, it has one mission, 
pregnancy, which we may spend a lifetime staving off. Nature 
cares only for species, never individuals: the humiliating 
dimensions of this biologic fact are most directly experienced 
by women, who probably have a greater realism and wisdom 
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than men because of it. Woman’s body is a sea acted upon by 
the month’s lunar  wave- motion. Sluggish and dormant, her 
fatty tissues are gorged with water, then suddenly cleansed at 
hormonal high tide. Edema is our mammalian relapse into 
the vegetable. Pregnancy demonstrates the deterministic char-
acter of woman’s sexuality. Every pregnant woman has body 
and self taken over by a chthonian force beyond her control. 
In the welcome pregnancy, this is a happy sacrifice. But in the 
unwanted one, initiated by rape or misadventure, it is a horror. 
Such unfortunate women look directly into nature’s heart of 
darkness. For a fetus is a benign tumor, a vampire who steals 
in order to live. The  so- called miracle of birth is nature getting 
her own way.

Every month for women is a new defeat of the will. 
Menstruation was once called “the curse,” a reference to the 
expulsion from the Garden, when woman was condemned to 
labor pains because of Eve’s sin. Most early cultures hemmed 
in menstruating women by ritual taboos. Orthodox Jewish 
women still purify themselves from menstrual uncleanness in 
the mikveh, a ritual bath. Women have borne the symbolic bur-
den of man’s imperfections, his grounding in nature. Men-
strual blood is the stain, the birthmark of original sin, the filth 
that transcendental religion must wash from man. Is this iden-
tification merely phobic, merely misogynistic? Or is it possible 
there is something uncanny about menstrual blood, justifying 
its attachment to taboo? I will argue that it is not menstrual 
blood per se which disturbs the  imagination— unstanchable 
as that red flood may  be— but rather the albumen in the blood, 
the uterine shreds, placental jellyfish of the female sea. This is 
the chthonian matrix from which we rose. We have an evolu-
tionary revulsion from slime, our site of biologic origins. Every 
month, it is woman’s fate to face the abyss of time and being, 
the abyss which is herself.
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The Bible has come under fire for making woman the fall 
guy in man’s cosmic drama. But in casting a male conspira-
tor, the serpent, as God’s enemy, Genesis hedges and does not 
take its misogyny far enough. The Bible defensively swerves 
from God’s true opponent, chthonian nature. The serpent is 
not outside Eve but in her. She is the garden and the serpent. 
Anthony Storr says of witches, “At a very primitive level, all 
mothers are phallic.”2 The Devil is a woman. Modern emanci-
pation movements, discarding stereotypes impeding woman’s 
social advance, refuse to acknowledge procreation’s dae-
monism. Nature is serpentine, a bed of tangled vines, creep-
ers and crawlers, probing dumb fingers of fetid organic life 
which Wordsworth taught us to call pretty. Biologists speak of 
man’s reptilian brain, the oldest part of our upper nervous sys-
tem, killer survivor of the archaic era. I contend that the pre-
menstrual woman incited to snappishness or rage is hearing 
signals from the reptilian brain. In her, man’s latent perversity 
is manifest. All hell breaks loose, the hell of chthonian nature 
that modern humanism denies and represses. In every pre-
menstrual woman struggling to govern her temper,  sky- cult 
wars again with  earth- cult.

Mythology’s identification of woman with nature is cor-
rect. The male contribution to procreation is momentary and 
transient. Conception is a pinpoint of time, another of our phal-
lic peaks of action, from which the male slides back uselessly. 
The pregnant woman is daemonically, devilishly complete. As 
an ontological entity, she needs nothing and no one. I shall 
maintain that the pregnant woman, brooding for nine months 
upon her own creation, is the pattern of all solipsism, that  
the historical attribution of narcissism to women is another 
true myth. Male bonding and patriarchy were the recourse to 
which man was forced by his terrible sense of woman’s power, 
her imperviousness, her archetypal confederacy with chtho-
nian nature. Woman’s body is a labyrinth in which man is lost. 



 sex and violence, or nature and art 19

It is a walled garden, the medieval hortus conclusus, in which 
nature works its daemonic sorcery. Woman is the primeval 
fabricator, the real First Mover. She turns a gob of refuse into a 
spreading web of sentient being, floating on the snaky umbili-
cal by which she leashes every man.

Feminism has been simplistic in arguing that female 
archetypes were politically motivated falsehoods by men. The 
historical repugnance to woman has a rational basis: disgust 
is reason’s proper response to the grossness of procreative 
nature. Reason and logic are the  anxiety- inspired domain of 
Apollo, premier god of  sky- cult. The Apollonian is harsh and 
phobic, coldly cutting itself off from nature by its superhu-
man purity. I shall argue that Western personality and West-
ern achievement are, for better or worse, largely Apollonian. 
 Apollo’s great opponent Dionysus is ruler of the chthonian 
whose law is procreative femaleness. As we shall see, the Dio-
nysian is liquid nature, a miasmic swamp whose prototype is 
the still pond of the womb.

We must ask whether the equivalence of male and female 
in Far Eastern symbolism was as culturally efficacious as the 
hierarchization of male over female has been in the West. 
Which system has ultimately benefited women more? West-
ern science and industry have freed women from drudgery 
and danger. Machines do housework. The pill neutralizes fer-
tility. Giving birth is no longer fatal. And the Apollonian line 
of Western rationality has produced the modern aggressive 
woman who can think like a man and write obnoxious books. 
The tension and antagonism in Western metaphysics devel-
oped human higher cortical powers to great heights. Most of 
Western culture is a distortion of reality. But reality should be 
distorted; that is, imaginatively amended. The Buddhist acqui-
escence to nature is neither accurate about nature nor just to 
human potential. The Apollonian has taken us to the stars.

Daemonic archetypes of woman, filling world mythology, 
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represent the uncontrollable nearness of nature. Their tradi-
tion passes nearly unbroken from prehistoric idols through 
literature and art to modern movies. The primary image is the 
femme fatale, the woman fatal to man. The more nature is 
beaten back in the West, the more the femme fatale reappears, 
as a return of the repressed. She is the spectre of the  West’s 
bad conscience about nature. She is the moral ambiguity of 
nature, a malevolent moon that keeps breaking through our 
fog of hopeful sentiment.

Feminism dismisses the femme fatale as a cartoon and 
libel. If she ever existed, she was simply a victim of society, 
resorting to destructive womanly wiles because of her lack 
of access to political power. The femme fatale was a career 
woman manqué, her energies neurotically diverted into the 
boudoir. By such techniques of demystification, feminism has 
painted itself into a corner. Sexuality is a murky realm of con-
tradiction and ambivalence. It cannot always be understood 
by social models, which feminism, as an heir of nineteenth- 
century utilitarianism, insists on imposing on it. Mystification 
will always remain the disorderly companion of love and art. 
Eroticism is mystique; that is, the aura of emotion and imagi-
nation around sex. It cannot be “fixed” by codes of social or 
moral convenience, whether from the political left or right. For 
nature’s fascism is greater than that of any society. There is a 
daemonic instability in sexual relations that we may have to 
accept.

The femme fatale is one of the most mesmerizing of 
sexual personae. She is not a fiction but an extrapolation of 
biologic realities in women that remain constant. The North 
American Indian myth of the toothed vagina (vagina dentata) 
is a gruesomely direct transcription of female power and male 
fear. Metaphorically, every vagina has secret teeth, for the male 
exits as less than when he entered. The basic mechanics of 



 sex and violence, or nature and art 21

conception require action in the male but nothing more than 
passive receptivity in the female. Sex as a natural rather than 
social transaction, therefore,  really is a kind of drain of male 
energy by female fullness. Physical and spiritual castration is 
the danger every man runs in intercourse with a woman. Love 
is the spell by which he puts his sexual fear to sleep. Woman’s 
latent vampirism is not a social aberration but a development 
of her maternal function, for which nature has equipped her 
with tiresome thoroughness. For the male, every act of inter-
course is a return to the mother and a capitulation to her. For 
men, sex is a struggle for identity. In sex, the male is con-
sumed and released again by the toothed power that bore him, 
the female dragon of nature.

The femme fatale was produced by the mystique of con-
nection between mother and child. A modern assumption is 
that sex and procreation are medically, scientifically, intellectu-
ally “manageable.” If we keep tinkering with the social mecha-
nism long enough, every difficulty will disappear. Meanwhile, 
the divorce rate soars. Conventional marriage, despite its ineq-
uities, kept the chaos of libido in check. When the prestige of 
marriage is low, all the nasty daemonism of sexual instinct 
pops out. Individualism, the self unconstrained by society, 
leads to the coarser servitude of constraint by nature. Every 
road from Rousseau leads to Sade. The mystique of our birth 
from human mothers is one of the daemonic clouds we can-
not dispel by tiny declarations of independence. Apollo can 
swerve from nature, but he cannot obliterate it. As emotional 
and sexual beings we go full circle. Old age is a second child-
hood in which earliest memories revive. Chillingly, comatose 
patients of any age automatically drift  toward the fetal posi-
tion, from which they have to be pried by nurses. We are tied 
to our birth by unshakable apparitions of  sense- memory.

Rousseauist psychologies like feminism assert the ulti-
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mate benevolence of human emotion. In such a system, the 
femme fatale logically has no place. I follow Freud, Nietzsche, 
and Sade in my view of the amorality of the instinctual life. At 
some level, all love is combat, a wrestling with ghosts. We are 
only for something by being against something else. People 
who believe they are having pleasant, casual, uncomplex sex-
ual encounters, whether with friend, spouse, or stranger, are 
blocking from consciousness the tangle of psychodynamics at 
work, just as they block the hostile clashings of their dream 
life. Family romance operates at all times. The femme fatale 
is one of the refinements of female narcissism, of the ambiva-
lent  self- directedness that is completed by the birth of a child 
or by the conversion of spouse or lover into child.

Mothers can be fatal to their sons. It is against the mother 
that men have erected their towering edifice of politics and 
 sky- cult. She is Medusa, in whom Freud sees the castrating 
and castrated female pubes. But Medusa’s snaky hair is also 
the writhing vegetable growth of nature. Her hideous grimace 
is men’s fear of the laughter of women. She that gives life also 
blocks the way to freedom. Therefore I agree with Sade that 
we have the right to thwart nature’s procreative compulsions, 
through sodomy or abortion. Male homosexuality may be the 
most valorous of attempts to evade the femme fatale and to 
defeat nature. By turning away from the Medusan mother, 
whether in honor or detestation of her, the male homosexual 
is one of the great forgers of absolutist Western identity. But of 
course nature has won, as she always does, by making disease 
the price of promiscuous sex.

The permanence of the femme fatale as a sexual persona 
is part of the weary weight of eroticism, beneath which both 
ethics and religion founder. Eroticism is society’s soft point, 
through which it is invaded by chthonian nature. The femme 
fatale can appear as Medusan mother or as frigid nymph, mas-
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quing in the brilliant luminosity of Apollonian high glamour. 
Her cool unreachability beckons, fascinates, and destroys. She 
is not a neurotic but, if anything, a psychopath. That is, she has 
an amoral affectlessness, a serene indifference to the suffer-
ing of others, which she invites and dispassionately observes 
as tests of her power. The mystique of the femme fatale cannot 
be perfectly translated into male terms. I will speak at length 
of the beautiful boy, one of the  West’s most stunning sexual 
personae. However, the danger of the homme fatal, as embod-
ied in today’s boyish male hustler, is that he will leave, disap-
pearing to other loves, other lands. He is a rambler, a cowboy 
and sailor. But the danger of the femme fatale is that she will 
stay, still, placid, and paralyzing. Her remaining is a daemonic 
burden, the ubiquity of Walter Pater’s Mona Lisa, who smoth-
ers history. She is a thorny symbol of the perversity of sex. She 
will stick.

We are moving in this chapter  toward a theory of beauty. 
I believe that the aesthetic sense, like everything else thus 
far, is a swerve from the chthonian. It is a displacement from 
one area of reality to another, analogous to the shift from 
 earth- cult to  sky- cult. Ferenczi speaks of the replacement of 
animal nose by human eye, because of our upright stance. The 
eye is peremptory in its judgments. It decides what to see and 
why. Each of our glances is as much exclusion as inclusion. 
We select, editorialize, and enhance. Our idea of the pretty is a 
limited notion that cannot possibly apply to earth’s metamor-
phic underworld, a cataclysmic realm of chthonian violence. 
We choose not to see this violence on our daily strolls. Every 
time we say nature is beautiful, we are saying a prayer, finger-
ing our worry beads.

The cool beauty of the femme fatale is another transfor-
mation of chthonian ugliness. Female animals are usually less 
beautiful than males. The mother  bird’s dull feathers are cam-
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ouflage, protecting the nest from predators. Male birds are 
creatures of spectacular display, of both plumage and parade, 
partly to impress females and conquer rivals and partly to divert 
enemies from the nest. Among humans, male ritual display is 
just as extreme, but for the first time the female becomes a 
lavishly beautiful object. Why? The female is adorned not sim-
ply to increase her property value, as Marxism would demys-
tifyingly have it, but to assure her desirability. Consciousness 
has made cowards of us all. Animals do not feel sexual fear, 
because they are not rational beings. They operate under a 
pure biologic imperative. Mind, which has enabled humanity 
to adapt and flourish as a species, has also infinitely compli-
cated our functioning as physical beings. We see too much, 
and so have to stringently limit our seeing. Desire is besieged 
on all sides by anxiety and doubt. Beauty, an ecstasy of the eye, 
drugs us and allows us to act. Beauty is our Apollonian revi-
sion of the chthonian.

Nature is a Darwinian spectacle of the eaters and the eaten. 
All phases of procreation are ruled by appetite: sexual inter-
course, from kissing to penetration, consists of movements 
of barely controlled cruelty and consumption. The long preg-
nancy of the human female and the protracted childhood of 
her infant, who is not  self- sustaining for seven years or more, 
have produced the agon of psychological dependency that 
burdens the male for a lifetime. Man justifiably fears being 
devoured by woman, who is nature’s proxy.

Repression is an evolutionary adaptation permitting us to 
function under the burden of our expanded consciousness. 
For what we are conscious of could drive us mad. Crude male 
slang speaks of female genitalia as “slash” or “gash.” Freud 
notes that Medusa turns men to stone because, at first sight, a 
boy thinks female genitals a wound, from which the penis has 
been cut. They are indeed a wound, but it is the infant who has 



 sex and violence, or nature and art 25

been cut away, by violence: the umbilical is a hawser sawed 
through by a social rescue party. Sexual necessity drives man 
back to that bloody scene, but he cannot approach it without 
tremors of apprehension. These he conceals by euphemisms 
of love and beauty. However, the less  well- bred he  is— that is, 
the less  socialized— the sharper his sense of the animality of 
sex and the grosser his language. The foulmouthed roughneck 
is produced not by society’s sexism but by society’s absence. 
For nature is the most foulmouthed of us all.

Woman’s current advance in society is not a voyage from 
myth to truth but from myth to new myth. The rise of ratio-
nal, technological woman may demand the repression of 
unpleasant archetypal realities. Ferenczi remarks, “The peri-
odic pulsations in feminine sexuality (puberty, the menses, 
pregnancies and parturitions, the climacterium) require a 
much more powerful repression on the woman’s part than is 
necessary for the man.”3 In its argument with male society, 
feminism must suppress the monthly evidence of woman’s 
domination by chthonian nature. Menstruation and childbirth 
are an affront to beauty and form. In aesthetic terms, they are 
spectacles of frightful squalor. Modern life, with its hospitals 
and paper products, has distanced and sanitized these primi-
tive mysteries, just as it has done with death, which used to be 
a grueling  at- home affair. An awful lot is being swept under 
the rug: the awe and terror that are our lot.

The  wound- like rawness of female genitals is a symbol of 
the unredeemability of chthonian nature. In aesthetic terms, 
female genitals are lurid in color, vagrant in contour, and 
architecturally incoherent. Male genitals, on the other hand, 
though they risk ludicrousness by their rubbery indecisive-
ness (a Sylvia Plath heroine memorably thinks of “turkey neck 
and turkey gizzards”), have a rational mathematical design, a 
syntax. This is no absolute virtue, however, since it may tend 
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to confirm the male in his abundant misperceptions of reality. 
Aesthetics stop where sex begins. G. Wilson Knight declares, 
“All physical love is, in its way, a victory over physical secrecies 
and physical repulsions.”4 Sex is sloppy and untidy, a return to 
what Freud calls the infant’s polymorphous perversity, a zestful 
rolling around in every body fluid. St. Augustine says, “We are 
born between feces and urine.” This misogynistic view of the 
infant’s  sin- stained emergence from the birth canal is close to 
the chthonian truth. But excretion, through which nature for 
once acts upon the sexes equally, can be saved by comedy, as 
we see in Aristophanes, Rabelais, Pope, and Joyce. Excretion 
has found a place in high culture. Menstruation and childbirth 
are too barbaric for comedy. Their ugliness has produced the 
giant displacement of women’s historical status as sex object, 
whose beauty is endlessly discussed and modified. Woman’s 
beauty is a compromise with her dangerous archetypal allure. 
It gives the eye the comforting illusion of intellectual control 
over nature.

My explanation for the male domination of art, science, 
and politics, an indisputable fact of history, is based on an anal-
ogy between sexual physiology and aesthetics. I will argue that 
all cultural achievement is a projection, a swerve into Apol-
lonian transcendence, and that men are anatomically destined 
to be projectors. But as with Oedipus, destiny may be a curse.

How we know the world and how it knows us are under-
lain by shadow patterns of sexual biography and sexual geog-
raphy. What breaks into consciousness is shaped in advance 
by the daemonism of the senses. Mind is a captive of the body. 
Perfect objectivity does not exist. Every thought bears some 
emotional burden. Had we time or energy to pursue it, each 
random choice, from the color of a toothbrush to a decision 
over a menu, could be made to yield its secret meaning in 
the inner drama of our lives. But in exhaustion, we shut out 
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this psychic supersaturation. The realm of number, the crys-
talline mathematic of Apollonian purity, was invented early on 
by Western man as a refuge from the soggy emotionalism and 
bristling disorder of woman and nature. Women who excel in 
mathematics do so in a system devised by men for the mas-
tery of nature. Number is the most imposing and least crea-
turely of pacifiers, man’s yearning hope for objectivity. It is to 
number that  he— and now  she— withdraws to escape from the 
chthonian mire of love, hate, and family romance.

Even now, it is usually men rather than women who claim 
logic’s superiority to emotion. This they comically tend to do 
at moments of maximum emotional chaos, which they may 
have incited and are helpless to stem. Male artists and actors 
have a cultural function in keeping the line of emotion open 
from the female to male realms. Every man harbors an inner 
female territory ruled by his mother, from whom he can never 
entirely break free. Since Romanticism, art and the study of 
art have become vehicles for exploring the  West’s repressed 
emotional life, though one would never know it from half 
the deadening scholarship that has sprung up around them. 
Poetry is the connecting link between body and mind. Every 
idea in poetry is grounded in emotion. Every word is a palpa-
tion of the body. The multiplicity of interpretation surround-
ing a poem mirrors the stormy uncontrollability of emotion, 
where nature works her will. Emotion is chaos. Every benign 
emotion has a flip side of negativity. Thus the flight from emo-
tion to number is another crucial strategy of the Apollonian 
West in its long struggle with Dionysus.

Emotion is passion, a continuum of eroticism and aggres-
sion. Love and hate are not opposites: there is only more pas-
sion and less passion, a difference of quantity and not of kind. 
To live in love and peace is one of the outstanding contradic-
tions that Christianity has imposed on its followers, an ideal 
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impossible and unnatural. Since Romanticism, artists and 
intellectuals have complained about the church’s sex rules, but 
these are just one small part of the Christian war with pagan 
nature. Only a saint could sustain the Christian code of love. 
And saints are ruthless in their exclusions: they must shut out 
an enormous amount of reality, the reality of sexual personae 
and the reality of nature. Love for all means coldness to some-
thing or someone. Even Jesus, let us recall, was unnecessarily 
rude to his mother at Cana.

The chthonian superflux of emotion is a male problem. 
A man must do battle with that enormity, which resides in 
woman and nature. He can attain selfhood only by beating back 
the daemonic cloud that would swallow him up:  mother- love, 
which we may just as well call  mother- hate.  Mother- love, 
 mother- hate, for her or from her, one huge conglomerate of 
natural power. Political equality for women will make very 
little difference in this emotional turmoil that is going on 
above and below politics, outside the scheme of social life. Not 
until all babies are born from glass jars will the combat cease 
between mother and son. But in a totalitarian future that has 
removed procreation from woman’s hands, there will also be 
no affect and no art. Men will be machines, without pain but 
also without pleasure. Imagination has a price, which we are 
paying every day. There is no escape from the biologic chains 
that bind us.

What has nature given man to defend himself against 
woman? Here we come to the source of man’s cultural 
achievements, which follow so directly from his singular anat-
omy. Our lives as physical beings give rise to basic metaphors 
of apprehension, which vary greatly between the sexes. Here 
there can be no equality. Man is sexually compartmentalized. 
Genitally, he is condemned to a perpetual pattern of linear-
ity, focus, aim, directedness. He must learn to aim. Without 
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aim, urination and ejaculation end in infantile soiling of self 
or surroundings. Woman’s eroticism is diffused throughout 
her body. Her desire for foreplay remains a notorious area 
of miscommunication between the sexes. Man’s genital con-
centration is a reduction but also an intensification. He is a 
victim of unruly ups and downs. Male sexuality is inherently 
 manic- depressive. Estrogen tranquilizes, but androgen agi-
tates. Men are in a constant state of sexual anxiety, living on 
the pins and needles of their hormones. In sex as in life they 
are  driven  beyond— beyond the self, beyond the body. Even in 
the womb this rule applies. Every fetus becomes female unless 
it is steeped in male hormone, produced by a signal from the 
testes. Before birth, therefore, a male is already beyond the 
female. But to be beyond is to be exiled from the center of life. 
Men know they are sexual exiles. They wander the earth seek-
ing satisfaction, craving and despising, never content. There is 
nothing in that anguished motion for women to envy.

The male genital metaphor is concentration and projec-
tion. Nature gives concentration to man to help him overcome 
his fear. Man approaches woman in bursts of spasmodic con-
centration. This gives him the delusion of temporary control 
of the archetypal mysteries that brought him forth. It gives 
him the courage to return. Sex is metaphysical for men, as it is 
not for women. Women have no problem to solve by sex. Phys-
ically and psychologically, they are serenely  self- contained. 
They may choose to achieve, but they do not need it. They 
are not thrust into the beyond by their own fractious bodies. 
But men are out of balance. They must quest, pursue, court, 
or seize. Pigeons on the grass, alas: in such parkside rituals 
we may savor the comic pathos of sex. How often one spots 
a male pigeon making desperate,  self- inflating sallies  toward 
the female, as again and again she turns her back on him 
and nonchalantly marches away. But by concentration and 
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insistence he may carry the day. Nature has blessed him with 
obliviousness to his own absurdity. His purposiveness is both 
a gift and a burden. In human beings, sexual concentration is 
the  male’s instrument for gathering together and forcibly fix-
ing the dangerous chthonian superflux of emotion and energy 
that I identify with woman and nature. In sex, man is  driven 
into the very abyss which he flees. He makes a voyage to non-
being and back.

Through concentration to projection into the beyond. The 
male projection of erection and ejaculation is the paradigm 
for all cultural projection and  conceptualization— from art and 
philosophy to fantasy, hallucination, and obsession. Women 
have conceptualized less in history not because men have kept 
them from doing so but because women do not need to con-
ceptualize in order to exist. I leave open the question of brain 
differences. Conceptualization and sexual mania may issue 
from the same part of the male brain. Fetishism, for instance, 
a practice which like most of the sex perversions is confined 
to men, is clearly a conceptualizing or  symbol- making activity. 
Man’s vastly greater commercial patronage of pornography is 
analogous.

An erection is a thought and the orgasm an act of imagi-
nation. The male has to will his sexual authority before the 
woman who is a shadow of his mother and of all women. Fail-
ure and humiliation constantly wait in the wings. No woman 
has to prove herself a woman in the grim way a man has to 
prove himself a man. He must perform, or the show does not 
go on. Social convention is irrelevant. A flop is a flop. Ironi-
cally, sexual success always ends in sagging fortunes anyhow. 
Every male projection is transient and must be anxiously, 
endlessly renewed. Men enter in triumph but withdraw in 
decrepitude. The sex act cruelly mimics history’s decline and 
fall. Male bonding is a  self- preservation society, collegial reaf-
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firmation through larger, fabricated frames of reference. Cul-
ture is man’s iron reinforcement of his  ever- imperiled private 
projections.

Concentration and projection are remarkably demon-
strated by urination, one of male anatomy’s most efficient 
compartmentalizations. Freud thinks primitive man preened 
himself on his ability to put out a fire with a stream of urine. 
A strange thing to be proud of but certainly beyond the scope 
of woman, who would scorch her hams in the process. Male 
urination  really is a kind of accomplishment, an arc of tran-
scendence. A woman merely waters the ground she stands on. 
Male urination is a form of commentary. It can be friendly 
when shared but is often aggressive, as in the defacement of 
public monuments by Sixties rock stars. To piss on is to criti-
cize. John Wayne urinated on the shoes of a grouchy director in 
full view of cast and crew. This is one genre of  self- expression 
women will never master. A male dog marking every bush on 
the block is a graffiti artist, leaving his rude signature with 
each lift of the leg. Women, like female dogs, are earthbound 
squatters. There is no projection beyond the boundaries of the 
self. Space is claimed by being sat on, squatter’s rights.

The cumbersome, solipsistic character of female physi-
ology is tediously evident at sports events and rock concerts, 
where fifty women wait in line for admission to the seques-
tered cells of the toilet. Meanwhile, their male friends zip in 
and out (in every sense) and stand around looking at their 
watches and rolling their eyes. Freud’s notion of penis envy 
proves too true when the  pub- crawling male cheerily relieves 
himself in midnight alleyways, to the vexation of his bursting 
female companions. This compartmentalization or isolation 
of male genitality has its dark side, however. It can lead to a 
dissociation of sex and emotion, to temptation, promiscuity, 
and disease. The modern gay man, for example, has sought 
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ecstasy in the squalor of public toilets, for women perhaps the 
least erotic place on earth.

Man’s metaphors of concentration and projection are 
echoes of both body and mind. Without them, he would be 
helpless before woman’s power. Without them, woman would 
long ago have absorbed all of creation into herself. There 
would be no culture, no system, no pyramiding of one hier-
archy upon another.  Earth- cult must lose to  sky- cult, if mind 
is ever to break free from matter. Ironically, the more modern 
woman thinks with Apollonian clarity, the more she partici-
pates in the historical negation of her sex. Political equality for 
women, desirable and necessary as it is, is not going to remedy 
the radical disjunction between the sexes that begins and ends 
in the body. The sexes will always be jolted by violent shocks of 
attraction and repulsion.

Androgyny, which some feminists promote as a pacifist 
blueprint for sexual utopia, belongs to the contemplative 
rather than active life. It is the ancient prerogative of priests, 
shamans, and artists. Feminists have politicized it as a weapon 
against the masculine principle. Redefined, it now means men 
must be like women and women can be whatever they like. 
Androgyny is a cancellation of male concentration and projec-
tion. Prescriptions for the future by bourgeois academics and 
writers carry their own bias. The reform of a college  En glish 
department cuts no ice down at the corner garage. Male con-
centration and projection are visible everywhere in the aggres-
sive energy of the streets. Fortunately, gay men of every social 
class have preserved the cult of the masculine, which will 
therefore never lose its aesthetic legitimacy. Major peaks of 
Western culture have been accompanied by a high incidence 
of male  homosexuality— in classical Athens and Renaissance 
Florence and London. Male concentration and projection are 
 self- enhancing, leading to supreme achievements of Apollo-
nian conceptualization.
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If sexual physiology provides the pattern for our experi-
ence of the world, what is woman’s basic metaphor? It is mys-
tery, the hidden. Karen Horney speaks of a  girl’s inability to 
see her genitals and a boy’s ability to see his as the source 
of “the greater subjectivity of women as compared with the 
greater objectivity of men.”5 To rephrase this with my different 
emphasis: men’s delusional certitude that objectivity is pos-
sible is based on the visibility of their genitals. Second, this 
certitude is a defensive swerve from the  anxiety- inducing invis-
ibility of the womb. Women tend to be more realistic and less 
obsessional because of their toleration for ambiguity, which 
they learn from their inability to learn about their own bodies. 
Women accept limited knowledge as their natural condition, 
a great human truth that a man may take a lifetime to reach.

The female  body’s unbearable hiddenness applies to all 
aspects of men’s dealings with women. What does it look like 
in there? Did she have an orgasm? Is it  really my child? Who 
was my real father? Mystery shrouds woman’s sexuality. This 
mystery is the main reason for the imprisonment man has 
imposed on women. Only by confining his wife in a locked 
harem guarded by eunuchs could he be certain that her son 
was also his. Man’s genital visibility is a source of his scientific 
desire for external testing, validation, proof. By this method 
he hopes to solve the ultimate mystery story, his chthonian 
birth. Woman is veiled. Violent tearing of this veil may be a 
motive in gang rapes and  rape- murders, particularly ritualis-
tic disembowelings of the Jack the Ripper kind. The Ripper’s 
public nailing up of his victim’s uterus is exactly paralleled in 
tribal ritual of South African Bushmen. Sex crimes are always 
male, never female, because such crimes are conceptualiz-
ing assaults on the unreachable omnipotence of woman and 
nature. Every woman’s body contains a cell of archaic night, 
where all knowing must stop. This is the profound meaning 
behind striptease, a sacred dance of pagan origins which, like 
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prostitution, Christianity has never been able to stamp out. 
Erotic dancing by males cannot be comparable, for a nude 
woman carries off the stage a final concealment, that chtho-
nian darkness from which we come.

Woman’s body is a secret, sacred space. It is a temenos, 
or ritual precinct, a Greek word I adopt for the discussion of 
art. In the  marked- off space of woman’s body, nature operates 
at its darkest and most mechanical. Every woman is a priest-
ess guarding the temenos of daemonic mysteries. Virginity is 
categorically different for the sexes. A boy becoming a man 
quests for experience. The penis is like eye or hand, an exten-
sion of self reaching outward. But a girl is a sealed vessel that 
must be broken into by force. The female body is the prototype 
of all sacred spaces from cave shrine to temple and church. 
The womb is the veiled Holy of Holies, a great problem, as we 
shall see, for sexual polemicists like William Blake who seek 
to abolish guilt and covertness in sex. The taboo on woman’s 
body is the taboo that always hovers over the place of magic. 
Woman is literally the occult, which means “the hidden.” These 
uncanny meanings cannot be changed, only suppressed, until 
they break into cultural consciousness again. Political equality 
will succeed only in political terms. It is helpless against the 
archetypal. Kill the imagination, lobotomize the brain, castrate 
and operate: then the sexes will be the same. Until then, we 
must live and dream in the daemonic turbulence of nature.

Everything sacred and inviolable provokes profanation and 
violation. Every crime that can be committed will be. Rape is a 
mode of natural aggression that can be controlled only by the 
social contract. Modern feminism’s most naive formulation is 
its assertion that rape is a crime of violence but not of sex, that 
it is merely power masquerading as sex. But sex is power, and 
all power is inherently aggressive. Rape is male power fighting 
female power. It is no more to be excused than is murder or 
any other assault on another’s civil rights. Society is woman’s 
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protection against rape, not, as some feminists absurdly main-
tain, the cause of rape. Rape is the sexual expression of the 
 will- to- power, which nature plants in all of us and which civi-
lization rose to contain. Therefore the rapist is a man with too 
little socialization rather than too much. Worldwide evidence 
is overwhelming that whenever social controls are weakened, 
as in war or mob rule, even civilized men behave in uncivi-
lized ways, among which is the barbarity of rape.

The latent metaphors of the body guarantee the survival 
of rape, which is a development in degree of intensity alone 
of the basic movements of sex. A  girl’s loss of virginity is 
always in some sense a violation of sanctity, an invasion of her 
integrity and identity. Defloration is destruction. But nature 
creates by violence and destruction. The commonest violence 
in the world is childbirth, with its appalling pain and gore. 
Nature gives males infusions of hormones for dominance in 
order to hurl them against the paralyzing mystery of woman, 
from whom they would otherwise shrink. Her power as mis-
tress of birth is already too extreme. Lust and aggression are 
fused in male hormones. Anyone who doubts this has prob-
ably never spent much time around horses. Stallions are so 
dangerous they must be caged in barred stalls; once gelded, 
they are docile enough to serve as children’s mounts. The hor-
monal disparity in humans is not so gross, but it is grosser 
than Rousseauists like to think. The more testosterone, the 
more elevated the libido. The more dominant the male, the 
more frequent his contributions to the genetic pool. Even on 
the microscopic level, male fertility is a function not only of 
number of sperm but of their motility, that is, their restless 
movement, which increases the chance of conception. Sperm 
are miniature assault troops, and the ovum is a solitary citadel 
that must be breached. Weak or passive sperm just sit there 
like dead ducks. Nature rewards energy and aggression.

Profanation and violation are part of the perversity of sex, 



 36 free women, free men

which never will conform to liberal theories of benevolence. 
Every model of morally or politically correct sexual behavior 
will be subverted, by nature’s daemonic law. Every hour of every 
day, some horror is being committed somewhere. Feminism, 
arguing from the milder woman’s view, completely misses the 
 blood- lust in rape, the joy of violation and destruction. An aes-
thetics and erotics of  profanation— evil for the sake of evil, the 
sharpening of the senses by cruelty and  torture— have been 
documented in Sade, Baudelaire, and Huysmans. Women 
may be less prone to such fantasies because they physically 
lack the equipment for sexual violence. They do not know the 
temptation of forcibly invading the sanctuary of another body.

Our knowledge of these fantasies is expanded by pornog-
raphy, which is why pornography should be tolerated, though 
its public display may reasonably be restricted. The imagina-
tion cannot and must not be policed. Pornography shows us 
nature’s daemonic heart, those eternal forces at work beneath 
and beyond social convention. Pornography cannot be sepa-
rated from art; the two interpenetrate each other, far more 
than humanistic criticism has admitted. Geoffrey Hartman 
rightly says, “Great art is always flanked by its dark sisters, 
blasphemy and pornography.”6 Hamlet itself, the cardinal 
Western work, is full of lewdness. Criminals through history, 
from Nero and Caligula to Gilles de Rais and the Nazi com-
mandants, have never needed pornography to stimulate their 
exquisite, gruesome inventiveness. The diabolic human mind 
is quite enough.
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