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Written Into Violence 
The Treatment of Women’s Bodies in Twelfth Century Literature 

 

 

By Ashley Thompson 
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Literature and History. She is currently working to save up for a Masters of Research degree and 
is hoping to go on to a PhD, looking at gender in the High Medieval Period. She is an avid lover 
of reading, theatre, writing and has turned to compulsive bread baking during the pandemic.  
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Abstract 

Understanding how women’s bodies were thought of and treated in the twelfth century gives 
crucial insight into how medieval women lived their lives and illuminates how issues regarding 
bodies and gender which still affect us today stretch back nearly a thousand years. Explicit material 
containing such insights, however, are exceedingly rare. Utilising literature as an opening into 
understanding opinions and perceptions of the time, this study builds upon the work of Kathryn 
Gravdal to demonstrate that the troping of violence against women (particularly of a sexual nature) 
that occurs in the work of Chrétien de Troyes is common throughout different forms of literature 
by various authors in the twelfth century.  
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Introduction 

 

There have been many recent important and influential studies which explore the different ways 
in which women in the twelfth century were able to exercise agency and autonomy, with some 
even overturning historiographical consensus.1 However, there are few studies that focus on the 
ways in which women’s bodies were perceived and treated during this period. As a consequence, 
there is little analysis regarding the agency and autonomy that women wielded over their physical 
selves, or explorations of how society viewed and controlled female bodies. This is partly due to 
the scarcity of sources from the twelfth century containing direct material about women and their 
control (or lack of) over their bodies. With a lack of explicit historical accounts, it is possible to 
turn to the literature of the period to better understand how people thought and behaved. Kathryn 
Gravdal’s work analyses the courtly romances of Chrétien de Troyes (perhaps the most famous 
courtly literature author of the period) to look at how rape was conceptualised in the twelfth 
century, examining the way that women were written in de Troyes’ works.2 She convincingly argues 
that sexual assault underpins gender relations in twelfth-century literature, creating a ‘romance 
economy’3 based on men committing violence against women. This argument transforms how 
women in courtly texts are seen. However, her work, like many scholars’, focusses on one type of 
source, erroneously indicating that these are isolated analyses which cannot be applied elsewhere.  

 

Greater insight and understanding of wider thought can be found in comparing different types of 
literature from the period, such as poetry, chronicles, histories, and courtly literature. A wealth of 
information about medieval treatments of female bodies can be found through an in-depth 
examination of different literature as a reflection of how people at the time actually behaved. This 
study aims to demonstrate this approach, through applying Gravdal’s ideas regarding the portrayal 
of women in violent and exploitative ways by twelfth-century authors to other sources from 
different genres, comparing and contrasting numerous portrayals of women. By looking at a wide 
range of literature, we see patterns in the way that (mostly) men wrote women into texts – how 
female bodies were placed and treated – and as such, we gain a deeper comprehension of the 

 
1 Notable examples include Kimberly LoPrete’s ‘The gender of lordly women: the case of Adela of Blois’ in Studies on 
Medieval and Early Modern Women: Pawns or Players?, ed., Christine Meek and Catherine Lawless (Dublin: Four Courts 
Press Ltd, 2003), pp.90-110; Amalie Fößel’s, ‘The Political Traditions of Female Rulership in Medieval Europe’ in The 
Oxford handbook of women and gender in medieval Europe, ed., Judith M. Bennet and Ruth Mazo Karras (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2013), pp.68-82; and Susan M. Johns’, Noblewomen, aristocracy and power in the twelfth-century Anglo-Norman 
realm (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2003). 
2 Kathryn Gravdal, ‘Chrétien de Troyes, Gratian, and the Medieval Romance of Sexual Violence’, Signs, 17:3 (Spring 
1992), 558-585; Kathryn Gravdal, Ravishing Maidens: Writing Rape in Medieval French Literature and Law (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1991). 
3 Gravdal, Ravishing Maidens, p.67. 
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perceptions and assumptions which surrounded women and the barriers placed between 
femininity and masculinity. This is a large project, one too broad for a single paper, but this study 
aims to show that the examination of a wide range of literature to provide further understanding 
of women’s experiences in the high medieval period is worth undertaking, and should be explored 
further in the future. The relevance of such a discussion might be questioned, as twelfth-century 
western European society does not resemble ours today, and attitudes are considerably different 
now compared to then. However, the many arguments which take place today about our bodies 
demonstrate that understanding the implications of people’s bodies – how they operate, take up 
space, are perceived, and are treated – is crucial.4 In order to better understand interactions and 
relationships in the twelfth century, studying perceptions surrounding the female body is key. 
Additionally, gender as a legitimate historical field of study has not been around for very long 
(really gaining traction in the 1980s), but even in that time our attitudes towards gender and sex 
have changed significantly. This evolving understanding has shaped our approach to gender 
history, transforming both how we see the subject matter and the field itself.5 

 

 

Historiographical Context 

 

Historical commentary on gender in the twelfth century has changed dramatically since the 1980s. 
Georges Duby’s work, particularly Women of the Twelfth Century, was massively influential in placing 
the rise of courtly literature in its historical context, looking at why this literature flourished in the 
twelfth century and for whom it was produced.6 His research shaped how historians approached 
gender in this period, influencing many scholars. Duby, and other writers such as Roger Boase7, 
believed that women of the nobility during this period behaved in a passive manner, rarely having 
the opportunity to be active agents. Duby saw courtly literature – which became a distinct genre 
in the twelfth century – as an opportunity for women to participate in the ‘game of love’ 8, 
exercising certain powers of love over men. However, he only saw women as playing ‘secondary 
roles’9 within this literature, compared to the manly heroes that dominated stories. This view is 
thought to be outdated by many scholars from the 1990s onwards, with E. Jane Burns arguing that 

 
4 Sarah Kay and Miri Rubin, ‘Introduction’ in Framing Medieval Bodies, (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1994), 
p.3. 
5 Kimberly LoPrete and Theodore Evergates, ‘Introduction’ in Aristocratic Women in Medieval France (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1999), pp.1-4. 
6 Georges Duby, Women of the Twelfth Century: Volumes 1,2 & 3 (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1997-1998) 
7 Roger Boase, The Origin and Meaning of Courtly Love: a study of European scholarship (Manchester: Manchester University 
Press, 1977). 
3 Georges Duby, Women of the Twelfth Century: Volume 3 (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1998), p.52. 
9 Georges Duby, Women of the Twelfth Century: Volume 1 (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1997), p.69. 
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the dominant view in scholarship (predominately from the late 1980s and early 1990s) wrote 
women out of courtly literature in its analysis and ignored the experiences of those who did actually 
exercise creative and authoritative resistance to the contemporary perception of women.10 She has 
advocated for an understanding that courtly love, and gendered relationships as a whole in this 
period, were far more complicated and layered than had previously been thought.  

 

Kimberly A. LoPrete has recently led the way in looking at chronicles for evidence of exceptional 
women from the first half of the twelfth century in France, particularly Adela of Blois.11 She has 
worked on understanding the concept of viragos (literally ‘a warlike or heroic woman’12) within texts; 
exploring why this term was used and to whom it was applied. LoPrete’s research resists the idea 
that noblewomen were ‘passive pawns in the power plays of men’13 – as Duby and others argued 
– and analyses the powers that certain women did exercise, exploring in what ways these were 
manifested and expressed. Her research has been influential in this study; helping to contextualise 
the lives of women and the way that certain women were able to exercise autonomy over their 
own selves and others. As mentioned previously, Kathryn Gravdal’s work is indispensable in 
understanding the role of women in Chrétien de Troyes’ work. She looks at how rape was 
conceptualised in both law and courtly literature (specifically Knight of the Cart), and at how both 
the idea of rape and the reality of rape impacted women’s lives. She argues that women were 
deliberately written into violent situations to perpetuate romantic ideals, which in turn reflected 
wider society (as indicated in the law).14 From the 1980s, therefore, there has been a movement 
away from the idea that women were passive but paradoxically allowed more freedom through 
courtly literature and the systems of behaviour it detailed, to extensive research on specific women. 
This research demonstrates how these women exercised control over some of their circumstances 
or behaved in active ways, despite their characterisation in romantic literature of the period. 

 

Despite these useful and insightful studies, there is more work to be done on gender relations in 
the twelfth century as a whole, and on understanding how women’s bodies were thought of. Not 
much has been written on how women’s bodies were perceived and how this then affected the 
treatment of those bodies. In addition, most studies focus on one or two sources, which provide 

 
10 E. Jane Burns, ‘Courtly Love: Who Needs It? Recent Feminist Work in the Medieval French Tradition’, Signs, 27:1 
(Oct. 2001), p.25. 
11 Her works include ‘Adela of Blois: Familial Alliances and Female Lordship’ in Aristocratic Women in Medieval France 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1999), 7-43 and ‘The gender of lordly women: the case of Adela of 
Blois’ in Studies on Medieval and Early Modern Women: Pawns or Players?, ed., Christine Meek and Catherine Lawless (Dublin: 
Four Courts Press Ltd, 2003), pp.90-110. 
12 “virago” Pocket Oxford Latin Dictionary, ed. James Morwood (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005) 
13 LoPrete, ‘Familial Alliances’, p.42. 
14 Gravdal, ‘Medieval Romance’, p.568-569. 
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useful and detailed information, but do not provide a wider picture or an idea of the applicability 
of such analyses in other situations. In order to demonstrate the merits of a wide approach, this 
study will build upon the work of Kathryn Gravdal, to argue that the violence against, and the 
control over, women’s bodies written in Chrétien de Troyes’ work is reflected across other genres 
and types of writing of the period. This demonstrates the wider systems of thought and behaviour 
present in twelfth-century society, which cannot be deciphered from analysing only one source. 

 

The texts chosen for this study represent a range of literature which became more prevalent 
throughout the twelfth century, due to increased literacy rates and the wider production of, and 
dissemination of, texts. They cover almost the entire twelfth century and a relatively wide 
geographical area; most were produced in what would become the Angevin Empire under Henry 
II (roughly modern-day England and western France). Together they represent a variety of authors 
whose different types of writings are valuable evidence from this period, particularly given the 
rarity of surviving sources from this period. Most authors were men and most surviving sources 
are from male authors, meaning that we have very few ‘counterpoint’ pieces of evidence. The few 
exceptions seem to be mostly female poets, such as the relatively anonymous Marie de France, 
who wrote during the time of Henry II and Eleanor of Aquitaine. 

 

There are, however, difficulties in using such a wide range of sources, as each type of source was 
written in specific ways; conditioning the way the texts were written, what conventions were used, 
and how the texts were disseminated. Courtly literature, for example, was usually performed for 
the aristocracy, whilst histories were most often written as embellished factual accounts for a 
courtly patron.15 Awareness of the conventions for each genre is also key; for example, courtly 
poets wrote in dialogue with each other to demonstrate their skill and explore complex themes, 
whereas chronicles were generally written by churchmen as a straight historical account, often 
discussing a particular period, and influenced by what the author thought was important to include. 
Authorial intention also massively influenced each source, no matter the genre, particularly given 
that many works were patronised or written to deliver a specific message. A good example of this 
is William of Malmesbury’s Historia Novella, which was written as a factual account of the reign of 
King Stephen but was actually a propaganda piece for Robert, Earl of Gloucester. In addition, 
many of the authors lived in similar social, often elite, circles or were men of the cloth, which 
greatly impacts the way each work must be viewed. This is due to the way in which opinions (which 
naturally shape one’s writings) are conditioned by the background and experiences of the person 
in question; a monk’s opinions, for example, will be impacted by their relationships with 
Catholicism and the world outside their monastery. It is also critical to remember that literary 

 
15 Simon Gaunt, ‘Romance and other genres’ in The Cambridge Companion to Medieval Romance, ed. Roberta L. Krueger 
(Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2000), p.47. 
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portrayals do not necessarily map onto reality, as biases and imaginative forces must be taken into 
account. Nevertheless, given how difficult it is to develop a rounded and full understanding of 
women’s experiences and the way they were represented in this period, it is important to utilise 
these sources for the valuable evidence that they do give. Often these writings are the only evidence 
that certain events took place, or that certain people lived; the chronicles in particular are useful 
for this. In some cases, these sources are crucial in showing us how people of this period saw 
themselves in relation to the past, foreign lands, or different ways of life; for this, Wace’s Brut and 
many of the poems are key. In lieu of more detailed accounts, or unbiased evidence, these different 
writings are vital for gaining insight into twelfth-century life. The sources analysed in this study are 
as follows: poetry from Marie de France, William IX Duke of Aquitaine, Marcabru, Jaufre Rudel, 
Bernart de Ventadorn and Guiraut de Borneil; Chrétien de Troyes’ romance Knight of the Cart (KOC); 
Wace’s history Brut; and the chronicles Gesta Stephani, Henry of Huntingdon’s The History of the 
English People, Orderic Vitalis’ Ecclesiastical History and William of Malmesbury’s Historia Novella. 
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Source Analysis 

 

Courtly Literature 

In 1991, Kathryn Gravdal argued against the view that courtly literature pointed to a restructuring 
of gender relations, or as Duby argued ‘seduction replaced rape’.16 According to this approach, 
courtly literature had seemingly allowed for a more civilised approach to love and relationships, 
with women able to participate in the ‘game of love’17 for the first time.  However, Gravdal’s work 
looks at rape within the texts of Chrétien de Troyes, focussing on Knight of the Cart (KOC). She 
concluded that rape underpinned ‘the romance economy’18 as courtly romance was ‘a literary genre 
that must create rape…women must be attacked so that men can become heroes’19. Without 
danger and risk, there could be no hero. Chrétien used rape and the suffering of women as a 
stimulus for chivalric action: he utilised rape against women to prove a knight’s worth. The focus 
of the scenes which demonstrate a knight’s ability is on the knight and his reaction – when the 
damsel is about to be raped in KOC, the narrative centres on Lancelot and his reactions to the 
scene, even giving him a monologue at the moment of her near-violation.20 Her only expression is 
to shout for Lancelot’s help and even her shrieked comments are about him, not herself: 

 

Knight, my guest, if you don’t get this man off me he will ravish me before your   
eyes! You’re supposed to be lying with me, as you promised; is this man going to   
force his will on me while you look on? Noble knight, stir yourself, help me, quick!21 

 

Here the focus keeps on returning to Lancelot. The damsel’s insistence that it is Lancelot’s eyes 
that will be affected by her ravishment – rather than her body being affected – undermines the 
idea that she is a victim, and is jarring since she seems to be ignoring her own trauma. The continual 
return to Lancelot as the subject of her comments emphasises that it is Lancelot and the test of 
his chivalry that the audience should be thinking of here. This is further indicated by Lancelot 

 
16 Georges Duby, Women of the Twelfth Century: Volume 2 (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1998), p.52. 
17 Ibid., p.52. 
18 Gravdal, ‘Medieval Romance’, p.583. 
19 Ibid., p.583. 
20 Chrétien de Troyes, The Knight of the Cart, trans. Deborah Webster Rogers (New York: University of Columbia Press, 
1984), pp.17-24. 
21 Ibid., pp.19-20. 
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being allowed to indulge in a monologue whilst she is being attacked; the damsel and the suffering 
she is enduring is not intended to be the focus22. 

 

Any fears for the damsel disappear when it becomes clear that she has engineered the situation 
she is in to test Lancelot’s chivalric morals. This creates ‘a reaction of mistrust and contempt for 
female cunning’23: as she instantly changes from helpless victim to manipulative puppeteer. By 
making the damsel the responsible party, Chrétien could have been trying to undercut any 
association of suffering; the damsel was never in any danger and as a result, focus does not rest 
with her. However, Gravdal hypothesises that this scene is intended to be erotic, as the audience 
gets to ‘indulge in the contemplation of a highly taboo scene: forced sex’. 24  By placing 
responsibility with the damsel, Chrétien could be legitimising the ‘erotic’ scene, as the actual 
forbidden act has not taken place and, as it turns out, would never have happened. Rape scenes, 
then, could have been used within romance literature to be erotic, with particular devices – such 
as the damsel engineering the situation – to nullify the more horrifying elements of forced sex. 
The popularity of Chrétien’s romances – despite these almost taboo scenes – lends weight to this 
idea and indicates that audiences were not opposed to these portrayals; these scenes could even 
have been popular.25 Women’s literary bodies, therefore, were placed in forbidden situations where 
they were ostensibly in danger, arguably to satisfy the sexual desires and fantasies of the social elite 
who made up the audiences of these stories. Gravdal also argues that rape scenes could have been 
used to draw class distinctions, as many of the rapists in Chrétien’s works are from lower classes 
whilst all of the female victims are of the nobility.26 As such, the framing of the violation of female 
bodies in this way could have been used to emphasise a message about distinctions in status; the 
depicted rough behaviour of those from the lower levels of society, against women, could have 
been used to maintain social boundaries. 

 

In courtly romances, depictions of rape or violence against women miss one crucial factor: the 
suffering of the victim. Any rape is either situated in the past – and therefore not actually depicted 
– or is fortuitously averted by the protagonist.27 The tears or blood of the victim are never shown; 
the reality of these situations is not considered in the text. Gravdal argues that Chrétien consistently 
shifts the attention of the audience to the male protagonist and poses intellectual questions for the 
audience to consider in an attempt to avoid any prolonged enjoyment of the erotic scenes or any 

 
22 Ibid., pp.19-20. 
23 Gravdal, ‘Medieval Romance’, p.579. 
24 Gravdal, Ravishing Maidens, p.58. 
25 Ibid., p.61. 
26 Gravdal, ‘Medieval Romance’, p.563. 
27 Gravdal, Ravishing Maidens, p.45. 
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concern for the female victim.28 This can be seen when Lancelot hesitates before saving the damsel, 
as he moralises saving her and stands in the doorway of the room (emphasising his standing at a 
cross-roads facing a choice) deliberating whether to save her or not.29 The whole scene is used by 
Chrétien to demonstrate Lancelot’s knightly prowess and his chivalric nature, as he saves the 
damsel despite being repulsed by her earlier behaviour. The monologue-esque section he is given 
allows for further characterisation and insight into his love for the Queen, but eclipses the fact 
that whilst he indulges in hesitation and deliberation, the damsel is trapped on the bed while ‘her 
ravisher was holding her basely stripped to the belly-button’30. Any actual exploration of the scene 
focuses on the knight and his worth, leading the audience ‘to ignore the literal consequences of 
violence against women.’31 

 

By having the damsel responsible for the erotically charged pseudo-rape in KOC, Gravdal points 
out that Chrétien creates an irony for the audience to puzzle over: what does it mean when the 
‘victim’ is responsible?32 This undermines any attempt to consider the situation from the victim’s 
point of view; there is no thought given to the suffering and violation that this character suffers – 
or almost suffers – within the text. Courtly romances revolve around the concept of rape and 
violence against women, as without the danger to women, there is nothing for knights to save 
them from and few opportunities for honourable men to prove their worth. This is exemplified in 
the narrative of KOC, which centres on the abduction and possible ravishment of the Queen; 
which is a constant threat throughout the story. However this ‘economy’33 does not allow for the 
suffering of the victims. This bears relation to attitudes towards rape at the time, as rape was not 
considered a crime against the victim in canon law. In secular law, although there were very harsh 
punishments for rapists, there were very few actual convictions, indicating that there was not much 
opportunity for women to have their voices heard when they had been sexually assaulted. In 
addition, any unwanted pregnancy would most likely be blamed on the mother, which adds a whole 
other element of discrimination against sexually assaulted women. In the 1140s, rape was redefined 
in canon law by Gratian when he produced his Decretals, which were referenced throughout 
Western Europe. This new law stated that only the violation of a virgin abducted from her father’s 
home was rape, according to the Church; anything else came under fornication laws as adultery.34 
This made the crime of rape more about the violation of the father’s rights rather than the woman’s 
body, as a virgin was seen as belonging to her father, and completely ignored the majority of rape 

 
28 Ibid., p.45. 
29 De Troyes, KOC, p.20. 
30 Ibid., p.20. 
31 Gradval, Ravishing Maidens, p.44. 
32 Ibid.p.61. 
33 Gravdal, ‘Medieval Romance’, p.577. 
34 Ibid., p.566, 568. 
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cases. There is, therefore, a significant link between the way that law and literature portrayed sexual 
violence against women. The voices of victims were not heard in either and rape was framed as 
impacting men more significantly than the female victims. Neither the laws or the literature gave 
space for the actual suffering of the women, either denying that what occurred was rape or glossing 
over the event itself, choosing to focus on the honour of the men involved instead. 

 

This link between law and literature shows that the way that women’s bodies were treated in courtly 
romance indicates a wider issue in twelfth-century society. Sexual assault or violence against 
women was often used to illustrate a tangential point (demonstrated above through rape as a 
narrative trope or a father’s rights being violated), and the suffering of women when they were 
violated or dominated was not considered. Gravdal’s work is an excellent analysis of courtly 
literature but her ideas are not limited in their application to just Chrétien’s works. Indeed, her 
arguments regarding how women were represented in courtly literature can be applied to other 
prevalent types of writing from the period (histories, chronicles and poetry). The rest of this study 
will highlight some key examples from these genres. 

 

Histories 

In Wace’s Brut, sexual assault is used in a similar way as in the romances: it is often used as a 
narrative point to present a chivalric test. For example, the abduction and rape of the young 
noblewoman Eleine is used to demonstrate Arthur’s courage and good morals as he exacts revenge 
on her behalf. However, this section is not erotic in any way and the rape of Eleine is described 
gruesomely by her old nurse, who says,  

 

 A giant raped her and me and brought us both here. He wanted to ravish her, but she  
 was delicate and could not stand it; he was too huge, too large, too ugly, too gross and  
 too heavy. He made her soul leave her body; Eleine could not endure it.35 

 

This portrayal of rape differs from KOC in that it is not presented in any seductive or potentially 
erotic way. However, it is used in a similar way to rape in KOC as in both texts a woman suffers 
for the advancement of a man: the slaying of the giant represents Arthur’s triumphant start to his 
conquest of the European continent. Laurie Finke and Martin Shichtman highlight the twelfth-
century association between land and women, arguing that the abduction of Eleine (and Arthur’s 
subsequent revenge) is symbolic of contemporary fears related to unknown lands and desires to 

 
35 Wace, Wace’s ROMAN DE BRUT: A HISTORY OF THE BRITISH: Text and Translation, trans. Judith Weiss (Exeter: 
University of Exeter Press, 2002), pp.215-334, p.287. 



En-Gender! 
 

© The Author (2021)  11 

conquer and civilise them.36 Therefore, although it is represented in a more political way, the 
abduction and rape of Eleine still is used to serve a purpose: advancing the development of Arthur 
and emphasising the legitimacy of his wish to become the conquering hero. This resonates with 
the way that the Queen’s abduction and near-ravishment functions in KOC. Throughout the story, 
Lancelot proves his worth by adventuring to save the Queen, who suffers from the constant threat 
of rape, as well as rescuing several other women (like the Damsel) who also endure this threat. 

 

Unlike Chrétien, however, Wace does illustrate the suffering of a rape victim. Eleine’s nurse is also 
raped by the giant and she describes how traumatic this is, saying, ‘I’m in great pain, all my body 
is in agony.’37 However, this portrayal is mitigated by the nurse prefacing her statement with ‘I was 
older and stronger, bigger and tougher, more hardened and more resolute than lady Eleine’38: she 
was more able to cope and is less affected by the abuse she suffers compared to Eleine, who died 
immediately. This, coupled with her depiction as an ‘ancient and lower-class nurse [sic]’39 dilutes 
the sympathy that Wace conveys for her. The implication is that only young and noble-born 
women deserve compassion, undermining any proper exploration or expression of the nurse’s 
suffering. The huge difference in the reactions to Eleine’s rape and the nurse’s indicates sympathy 
according to status. However, even though she is the one Wace indicates the reader should feel 
sorry for, the reader never directly encounters Eleine and does not hear her version of the story 
or see her suffering. It is telling that Wace highlights the grief Eleine’s royal uncle Hoel feels, who 
‘suffered great distress for a long while, ashamed she [Eleine] should have died that way’40. The 
emphasis here is on the shame that Hoel feels for the rape of his niece, rather than for the actual 
suffering that Eleine endured or for the recent suffering of his niece’s nurse. Wace consistently 
relocates the compassion that such a scene provokes, moving from the nurse to Eleine to Hoel, 
who is the only one allowed to indulge in his expression of suffering. This points to a scarce 
understanding for the suffering of female victims and an insistence on using women’s bodies in 
horrific ways as a trope, to reflect on male characters within the narrative. 

 

Chronicles 

There are many examples in chronicles of women suffering (often being sexually violated) to make 
a point. This point is most often to reflect on the sins of male figures connected to a noblewoman, 

 
36 Laurie Finke and Martin Shichtman, ‘The Mont St. Michel Giant: Sexual Violence and Imperialism in the Chronicles 
of Wace and Lazamon’ in Violence against Women in Medieval Texts, ed., Anna Roberts (Gainesville: University Press of 
Florida, 1998), p.59. 
37 Wace, Brut, p.287. 
38 Ibid., p.287. 
39 Finke and Shichtman, ‘Sexual Violence’, p.63. 
40 Wace, Brut, p.291. 
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usually their husband, but can also be about the advancement of ‘good’ men who must overcome 
a challenge. There is often no sympathy expressed by the author for the female victims and no 
voice given to them. In the Gesta Stephani, the author wrote about Reginald, son of King Henry, 
who acted tyrannically and as punishment was excommunicated. He was also punished through 
the transformation of his wife:  

 

and his wife, driven to frenzy, offered to his embrace no ordinary woman but a frightful and terrible demon, 
and the land he had received from the traitor, his father-in-law, was taken from him by the king.41 

 

Here, Reginald’s wife undergoes a horrific experience merely to emphasise her husband’s crimes. 
This is highlighted by the lack of justification for her transformation; it is Reginald’s sin, not hers, 
that is being punished, and yet she is the one who has autonomy and control taken away from her. 
Her voice is not heard in the text and she is not even named, indicating that she, ultimately, is 
unimportant. It is what she represents, the alliance and power given to Reginald through the 
marriage, that is the focus, emphasised through the glossing over of her experience to comment 
on Reginald’s new land being taken away. The author does not return to this woman and the reader 
is left wondering what happened to her. 

 

Henry of Huntingdon similarly used the suffering of female characters to emphasise how cruel 
some men could be. He wrote that Thomas, prince of Laon, ‘put a countess in prison. Cruel and 
foul at once, he submitted her to shackles and torture by day to extract money, and dishonoured 
her by night to make mock of her.’ 42  The emphasis in this extract is on Thomas, not the 
experiences of the countess. She is not named despite her status, stressing her almost insignificance: 
she is merely written into the text to demonstrate Thomas’ cruelty rather than to have her own 
experiences recorded. ‘Make mock of her’ ignores her suffering, highlighting the social 
transgression happening here, and the humiliation of the countess, rather than the actual violation 
of her body and the forceful way her control is taken from her. Sex is used by Thomas as a weapon 
but the effect of this is not thought of in the text. There is a distinct lack of exploration of the 
countess’ actual suffering despite the more blunt tone of this extract; there are no tears here, nor 
any blood. Similar to the story of Reginald’s wife in the Gesta Stephani, this is all that is said of the 
countess. Henry of Huntingdon does not return to her and does not even mention if she survived 
her ordeal. 

 
41 Anonymous, Gesta Stephani, trans. K.R. Potter (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1976),  p.103. 
42 Henry of Huntingdon, The History of the English People, trans. Diana Greenway (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2009), p.105. 



En-Gender! 
 

© The Author (2021)  13 

 

Another example is given by Orderic Vitalis, who was writing about Saint Taurin’s battle with a 
demon. A woman called Euphrasia was assaulted by the demon and fell into a fire, dying instantly, 
and Taurin brought her back to life through prayer. Orderic wrote that, ‘No trace of her burns 
was visible; and all who saw this miracle were filled with awe and amazement and believed in Jesus 
Christ. That day a hundred and twenty men were baptized’.43 The point made here is that the 
miracle caused a huge number of baptisms and a surge of faith for Jesus Christ. Euphrasia’s 
suffering and terrible death is glossed over, highlighted by the fact that her burns were no longer 
visible after her resurrection: it was as if her ordeal never happened. Her perspective is not given 
and the emphasis on the baptisms demonstrates that her experience was a means to an end. There 
are many other examples of Orderic brushing over a woman’s fate, or twisting it, to promote or 
emphasise his beliefs. In one such example, Orderic writes that William the Conqueror, 

 

entrusted the beautiful maiden, Margaret, to the care of Stigand, the powerful lord of Mésidon; but before 
she reached marriageable age she was snatched away from the snares of this world; and dying happily rests 
in peace at Fécamp, where a thriving monastery stands to the glory of the holy and undivided Trinity.44 

 

Here it is clear that Orderic believes Margaret’s untimely death is a positive thing, despite her youth. 
The reader is encouraged to not feel sympathy for her, as Orderic describes her, in an oxymoronic 
fashion, as ‘dying happily’ and then quickly emphasises the connection between her resting place 
and the Fécamp monastery, to highlight the glory of God. Her suffering in dying young is erased, 
with no thought given to the idea that perhaps she would rather have lived and been married than 
‘been snatched away from the snares of the world.’ 

 

In the above examples, it is clear that chroniclers also used violence against women (often of a 
sexual nature) and the negative aspects of women’s lives to emphasise their own opinions or to 
construct narrative devices. These experiences were twisted to suit the author’s use, and the 
women were not given any kind of expression in the texts, and sometimes went nameless. They 
are often portrayed as passive objects, with little – if any – autonomy over their own selves. They 
were written into tropes, having horrific experiences to reflect on the actions of men around them, 
being punished for the sins of their male relatives or suffering to demonstrate the worth of a 

 
43 Orderic Vitalis, The Ecclesiastical History of Orderic Vitalis, Vol. 3, translated and edited by Marjorie Chibnall (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1969), p.41. 
44 Orderic Vitalis, The Ecclesiastical History of Orderic Vitalis, Vol. 2, translated and edited by Marjorie Chibnall (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1969), p.119. 
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supposedly praiseworthy man. These chroniclers did not let their suffering women have space for 
their own perspectives or even give a voice for the suffering that they did endure.  

 

Poetry 

In courtly poetry, there are no descriptions of women enduring violence or sexual assault as such 
poetry was not used in this way; these were poems of love and philosophical thought rather than 
accounts of abuse or tests for characters. There is, however, a clear element of possession at play 
in these texts. The poets portray themselves as being subservient and powerless because of the 
hold their lady has over them, which is a definite inversion of the traditional power dynamic of 
men having absolute power over women as seen in the examples from other genres discussed 
above. This can be seen in most of the poems, from Jaufre Rudel’s ‘But let all be as she pleases!’45 
to Guirault de Borneil’s ‘as I languish more and grow thinner, I trust and expect that she will 
incline towards me’.46 This inversion, however, is false, as the male writers still held most power 
in the relationship. Sarah Kay writes that by addressing their poems to other men (mostly other 
poets) and by setting themselves up as rivals of each other, women were instantly marginalised.47  

 

Within the poems themselves, possessive language is used by the poets, with heavy expectations 
placed upon the female characters. For example, in one of Bernart de Ventadorn’s poems, he 
wrote that the lady ‘does not want what should be wanted, and that she does which is forbidden 
her’48, merely because she met his gaze once and had since not declared her love for him. He 
continues: ‘Mercy is indeed lost, and I never once experienced it. Because she who ought to have 
it most has none at all’.49 Bernart continually tells the reader how he thinks the lady should be 
conducting herself; he is possessive over her despite her apparent lack of consent. This lady has 
no voice in the text, the reader has no way of knowing whether she reciprocates his affection and 
whether she believes she is treating Bernart unfairly. In all of the courtly poems analysed for this 
study that were written by men, the female subject is never given a voice and heavy expectations 
of reciprocation are placed upon her by the poet. This indicates that male poets were writing within 
an established convention where the poetry was very one-sided in favour of the male narrator, 
where silent and obliging female characters were expected. This is exemplified in Jaufre Rudel’s 
Vida where he writes about the countess of Tripoli falling in love with a fictionalised portrayal of 

 
45 Jaufre Rudel, ‘XLII’ in The Courtly Love Tradition, trans. Bernard O’Donoghue (Manchester: Manchester University 
Press, 1982), p.109. 
46 Guirault de Borneil, ‘XLVIII’, in The Courtly Love Tradition, trans. Bernard O’Donoghue (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 1982), p.129. 
47 Sarah Kay, Subjectivity in Troubadour Poetry (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1990), p.90. 
48 Bernart de Ventadorn, ‘XLV’ in The Courtly Love Tradition, trans. Bernard O’Donoghue (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 1982), p.119. 
49 Ibid., p.119. 
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himself.50 Even though it is made clear in the poem that she does not know Rudel’s character and 
has only recently heard of him, she is portrayed as instantly falling in love with him. She then enters 
a monastery immediately after he dies, ‘because of the sorrow which she had at his death.’51 The 
countess, a woman of great status, is reduced to a simple character whose primary role in the text 
is to be affected by the poet’s death. Seemingly, without the poet (who she had only just met), her 
life as a countess is not worth living anymore. Although women’s bodies are not subjected to the 
same violation and suffering that they often are in other types of writing, there is a clear indication 
that male poets still placed their literary women in strained and non-consenting positions. 

 

In Marie de France’s poetry, however, the female characters are given voices and autonomy, in 
sharp contrast to the examples given above. Marie is a relatively anonymous author; very little is 
known about her except the period she wrote in and what little she says about herself in her 
surviving works.52 She is most well known for her twelve ‘Lais’ –  short, narrative driven poems. 
There are a range of female characters in her works, adding nuance and depth to her poems, from 
the scheming and jealous Queen in ‘Lanval’ to the assertive and witty lady in ‘Milun’. The climax 
of ‘Lanval’ revolves around the moment when the fairy undresses in front of King Arthur and his 
court to prove her beauty and save Lanval. It is made clear that this display is her own choice and 
she willingly makes it, as indicated in the lines, ‘Before the king she stepped down, then/ she was 
well seen by everyone./ Dismounted, she let fall her cloak/ for better view by all the folk’(603-
606).53 There is no coercion or violence here, as it is made clear earlier in the poem that the fairy 
has no obligation to save Lanval54. When the fairy reveals her body, she is in control of the situation 
and allows Arthur’s court to view her body. Having a female character undress for male spectators 
is a common trope and was often used in courtly literature. However, as Paula Clifford points out, 
Marie had a talent for taking well-known tropes and reinventing them, ‘thereby adding a wealth of 
literary allusions to the stories she has to tell.’55 In addition, the sharp way in which she addresses 
Arthur, who is the king and (until the fairy enters) is the most powerful figure in the scene, 
demonstrates that she has power and decides what to do with her own body. In ‘Milun’, the 
unnamed female character central to the story decides she wants to be Milun’s lover. She 
approaches him – ‘She sent a messenger; she’d be/ if it should please him, his amie.’ (27-28)56 – 

 
50 Rudel, ‘XLII’, p.107. 
51 Ibid., p.107. 
52 ‘The Lays and Fables of Marie de France’, The British Library, https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-lays-and-
fables-of-marie-de-france [accessed 12.12.2020]. 
53 Marie de France, ‘Lanval’ in The Norton Anthology of English Literature: The Middle Ages, ed., Stephen Greenblatt, 10th 
edn (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, Inc., 2018), p.184. 
54 Ibid., p.174. 
55 Paula Clifford, Lais, (Valencia: Grant & Cutler Limited., 1982), p.78. 
56 Marie de France, ‘Milun’ in The Norton Anthology of English Literature: The Middle Ages, ed., Stephen Greenblatt, 10th 
edn (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, Inc., 2018), p.161. 
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and initiates their sexual relationship. Here she has control over her sexual desire and her body, 
expressing herself and taking the initiative. This character stands out as she embodies the sexual 
urges and desire for relationships which are universal but which, during this period, were not 
expressed positively in relation to women. Clearly there is a marked difference between how this 
female poet wrote women in her texts and how male poets wrote women into their works; Marie 
gives her female characters more autonomy, greater space in her poems and, most significantly, a 
voice. 

 

However, the possession more obvious in the male poets’ works still exists in Marie’s poetry. The 
fact that the fairy does undress and expose her body to a (largely) male audience in order to justify 
her beauty speaks to the world of male control that is present in the other works looked at in this 
study. Everyone who sees the fairy wishes to serve and honour her, but not because she is powerful 
or intellectual; her worth is measured by her otherworldly beauty. The fairy is a very strong and 
powerful character in the poem, changing the narrative with her presence and saving Lanval in an 
inversion of the knightly saviour trope, and so this poem in many ways is refreshing in a sea of 
otherwise misogynistic works. However, it is still important to acknowledge where the poem 
harkens back to the possessive nature of male characters, reflecting social realities.  

 

In ‘Milun’ this nature is far more apparent. Although the unnamed woman initiates her relationship 
with Milun and is clearly a strong character throughout the poem, she is the victim of the men in 
control of her life. She becomes pregnant and so with ‘honor and good name lost’(58)57 must give 
up the child and risk punishment, which as Marie writes would be harsh: ‘torture by sword, or she 
might be/ sold into foreign slavery’ (61-62)58, despite her being the daughter of a lord. This is an 
exaggeration, excused in the poem as being the standard from an ancient time, but as fornication 
would have been severely punished in the twelfth century, this does reflect the constraints placed 
on women at this time. The woman ‘responsible’ would have brought her family shame, similar to 
the shame Hoel expressed when Eleine was raped in Wace’s Brut. For taking the initiative and 
doing what she desired with her body, the woman ends up in a dangerous situation. This becomes 
more fraught when she is married against her will (her father chooses her husband) as she realises 
that her husband will know that she is not only not a virgin, but that she has had a baby, through 
the betraying signs of her body: ‘She’d borne a child, a serious fault,/ straightaway her lord would 
know of it.’ (131-132)59. In despair she ruminates on her position but concludes that there is 
nothing she can do as she is ‘not the least bit free’ (142)60 due to her being surrounded by caretakers 

 
57 Marie de France, ‘Milun’, p.161. 
58 Ibid., p.162. 
59 Ibid., p.163. 
60 Ibid., p.163. 
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constantly, assumedly guarding her. Once she is married, she has no freedom and although she 
manages to communicate with Milun secretly, they are unable to meet for another twenty years; 
she is effectively a prisoner in the castle, emphasised by one of her officers saying ‘for sure no one 
speaks with her’ (190)61. Therefore, despite the woman acting on her own initiative and following 
her desires, she is placed in great danger. She has very little actual control over her life in the poem, 
being unable to keep her son or continue her sexual relationship with Milun. Again, whilst it is 
heartening to read a poem which has a nuanced female character who exercises some control over 
her body, she is portrayed as a prisoner and as someone who cannot live the life that she wants to, 
due to the restrictions placed on her body by the male figures in her life (her father and husband). 
Although it is not possible to know what Marie de France’s intentions were when writing her 
poetry, it is plausible that she was attempting to portray, or evoke, some of the actual issues that 
women faced in reality against the backdrop of popular settings, such as romances and chivalric 
ordeals. The barriers to female action and agency in Marie de France’s poetry are likely a reflection 
of social realities, shaped by the lower place that women occupied compared to men, including the 
value of virgin noblewomen to the men in their family and the structures of honour that guided 
twelfth-century relationships. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Kathryn Gravdal’s work on violence against women in courtly literature is insightful and 
demonstrates a valuable approach in exploring literature to better understand the experiences of 
women in the twelfth century. However, like many scholars of this period, her work only focuses 
on one writer, which gives the appearance of certain depictions as isolated occurrences. This paper 
has applied her ideas to other types of writing from the twelfth century in order to better 
understand the treatment of women’s bodies at this time. When comparing the treatment of 
women’s bodies in courtly romances, histories and chronicles, it becomes clear that writing women 
into vulnerable positions, where they experience rape or violence to make a point or to reflect on 
the male characters around them, is a trope which is heavily used. This research also indicates that 
male writers did not expect female victims to speak out about their experiences despite their often 
crucial, and downplayed, roles in narratives. It could be argued that the rape and violence in literary 
texts bears no relation to how these issues were actually thought of, being instead ‘a narrative 
device in a work of art’62. However, the frequent portrayal of women in these situations and the 
similarity of such depictions over vastly different forms of writing by various, far-flung, authors, 
indicates that these were common and accepted ways of thinking about women’s bodies. This, in 

 
61 Ibid., p.164. 
62 Gravdal, ‘Medieval Romance’, p.559. 
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turn, helps to further our understanding of gender dynamics and social relationships in twelfth-
century Anglo-Norman/Angevin England and France, providing a deeper knowledge of the 
thoughts and behaviours governing people at this time. This paper has only scratched the surface 
of such an approach and there is more work to be done, particularly to further understand to what 
extent these literary portrayals directly relate to real-life encounters and experiences. However, this 
study has demonstrated that a wide, comparative approach yields fruitful, nuanced results, which 
can often be lacking when working with a narrow focus. No person or object exists in a vacuum 
and by analysing many pieces of literature, a greater appreciation of context and applicability is 
reached. Several of the perceptions and portrayals discussed above are still issues that we still 
experience today, where the voices of female victims of violence and sexual abuse are still too few. 
Therefore, it is important to reflect on how much change (or how little) has taken place between 
the twelfth century and now, perhaps helping us to shape our approach to these topics.  
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This article explores literary depictions of violence to women’s bodies in different twelfth-century 
texts from both male and female perspectives. The writer makes a good effort at answering the 
question of what commonalities we might see if we compare these different texts in one space. 
The writer also successfully argues why studying portrayals of women’s bodies during this time 
period are important to both gendered historiography and discussions about women’s issues today. 

 

Perhaps the most striking part of this article is the comparison between male writers’ depictions 
of women and violence and that of female writers in the twelfth century. Though the writer only 
uses one female poet as an example, it is clear that they wanted to explore aspects of female agency 
– an admirable task for a historical time period where female agency is often overlooked. Indeed, 
the section that covers Marie de France’s poetry is particularly enlightening and works as a bridge 
between the more common patriarchy-serving depictions of violence against women and the 
depictions that use such violence as commentary on women’s place in society. 

 

The idea of text popularity in the medieval period is a particularly interesting point in this article, 
and one that could be explored in depth in a longer piece. As the writer suggests, literary texts 
often reflect and perpetuate social ideas and perceptions, but are less frequently used in their 
totality when studying twelfth-century gender relations. Who made up the medieval audiences of 
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these texts? What did they find acceptable? Is there any way to answer these questions? The writer 
does well to acknowledge the difficulty of these questions while at the same time arguing for their 
importance and offering possible routes through which we might discover their answers.  

 

A few small critiques here would be that the writer sometimes relies too much on the idea that it 
is possible to ascertain what twelfth-century audiences actually thought of violent depictions of 
women and what writers intended to portray with their depictions. Intention and perception are 
both tricky areas in the study of history. Can we ever truly know what someone intended with 
their work if it is not document? And even then, is intent worth more than impact? Therefore, the 
article might have benefited more from solely focusing on what the texts themselves portray rather 
than on what writers intended and how audiences perceived them. Similarly, more thorough 
engagement with sources concerning gender relations out with literary spheres in the twelfth 
century alongside the literary analyses would likely have led this article to a more complete, overall 
analysis. 

 

Nevertheless, the writer offers a compelling examination of how historians approach female 
agency and gender in the twelfth century and encourages further studies that could help broaden 
the horizons of gender history. I do hope the writer continues to work on the research presented 
in this article, as it has the scope of a much larger project.  
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Abstract 

This article aims to present the link between the Graeco-Egyptian deity Isis and the Mediterranean culture 
of Naples. Starting from the story of the cult and its movement to the Parthenopean city, Cardone 
discusses esoterically the topic, by referring to scholars of the matter for the most part, without disdaining 
also less authoritative sources. This gives empirical pieces of evidence about the conceptualization of Isis, 
its links with Roman domination, and the historical background, highlighting the changes that the cult 
(or better, cults) of Isis went through by moving from the Orient. The article closes with a gender 
perspective of the deity and how its feminine aspects helped to shape the modern conception of Naples. 

 

 
1 Thanks to Portale Città Vulcano - Associazione culturale LUX in FABULA to have made Buonconto’s text available for my 
research. 
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Different places in the world are imbued with myths that leave no mind unaltered or at least moved. Such 
narratives are embedded within the cultural contexts in which they belong and they contribute to imagine 
a different perspective on history – a hidden one. One such place is the South of Italy, a conglomerate 
of regions that, throughout the centuries, has witnessed several sharp minds visit their warm lands. In 
particular, the city of Naples possesses plenty of legends to intrigue a curious tourist. Renowned tales 
such as the magical egg of Castel dell’Ovo, the story of the Prince of Sansvero, and the myth of the 
mermaid Parthenope originated in Naples. 

However, this paper does not aim to discuss these stories of fantastic Neapolitan lore; rather this study 
examines an ancient cult hidden in plain sight, embedded in the history of Naples. First, the Alexandrine 
mysteries, and their esoteric influences on the southern Italian city, are investigated. Secondly, the role 
and impact of the Egyptian deity Isis, and the ways in which her cult became a fixture within Neapolitan 
culture over time, is discussed. Specifically, attestations of Isiac cults in Delos and evidence supporting 
the existence of Isiac cults in the surroundings of Naples are examined. Lastly, the theoretical lens of 
gender studies is utilized to take a closer look at the character of Isis, further surveying her feminine 
personae and dissecting why her presence was influential to the city of Naples. 

To begin this journey, it is necessary to start from its Egyptian roots: Alexandria. Founded by Alexander 
the Great in 332 BCE, Alexandria soon became the center of the Hellenistic world. There subsisted also 
different religious beliefs, due to a huge variety of cultures. Apart from the Egyptian deities, there were 
Greek gods, Neoplatonic notions, and Judaism. In Alexandria “myths and cults co-existed, influencing 
each other and becoming interwoven. This contact between different cultures was not limited to the less 
educated classes but reached up to the learned elites of the Museion and the library.” (Hanegraaff et al. 
23). Professor of History of Hermetic Philosophy Wouter Hanegraaff also mentions how the myth of 
Isis and Osiris was only one example of a much larger Greco-Egyptian syncretism developing at the time, 
out of which the result that resonated the most was the figure of Hermes Trismegistus2: Additionally, 
religious studies scholar Kocku von Stuckrad states: 

The union of the Egyptian Thoth and Greek Hermes has had an enduring impact on the history of esotericism. This connection 

was made at the time because both gods were concerned with the priestly art of writing and the revelation of hidden truths. From 

the third century BCE onwards, Thoth-Hermes came to be known as Hermes Trismegistus, the ‘thrice-greatest Hermes’ (see 

Koch 1993: 610-22). Hermes Trismegistus was regarded as the god who revealed all magical and occult traditions to his 

initiated priests. These included teachings of science, writing and especially astronomy and astrology. (18) 

The cult of Isis-Osiris was what can be conceived as a religion of salvation, which sought the purification 
of the worldly to reach a higher status and be reborn. This cult, along with the others, spread from Egypt 
due to migrating believers sailing across the sea. From these movements, it was particularly the cult of 
Isis that became widely popular within the Roman Empire, leading to various temples being built to 

 
2 Here I simply mentioned Hermes Trismegistus to explain the correlation between Greco-Egyptian cultures. For a more 
careful study on the matter, see Von Stuckrad’s Western Esotericism. 
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honor the goddess, as mentioned by the esoteric author Sigfrido Höbel in Il Dio del silenzio. One well-
known example of such temples is the one in Pompei (cfr. Pirelli’s “Il monumento di Samtawy Tefnakhte”). 

While the cult of Isis-Osiris was open to the public and the lower classes, its mysteries and initiation rites 
were deeply secret. Even so, Latin sources can bear witness to these ceremonies; on the topic Höbel 
considers Apuleius’ Metamorphoses 3 and Plutarco’s De Iside et Osiride. Apuleius’ text will be further studied 
in the following paragraphs. The journalist and philologist Mauro Ruggiero gives a swift sketch on the 
matter of esoteric Egyptian studies: 

Quando si parla di “scienze esoteriche egizie”, non si fa riferimento a un patrimonio di conoscenza arrivato immutato fino a 

noi dalla terra delle piramidi e risalente, quindi, al periodo della tarda antichità, ma di un sapere incentrato sulla spiritualità 

della tradizione egizia così come storicamente è stata recepita e fatta propria dalla cultura egizio-alessandrina che si fece interprete 

di questa antica conoscenza. [When discussing “esoteric Egyptian sciences”, one does not have to consider this science as 

unaltered, as if it originated in ancient times from the land of pyramids, but as a knowledge that hinges on Egyptian traditions 

and spirituality, whose have been received from the Egyptian-Alexandrine culture, which became its messenger.] (1) 

According to Alle sorgenti della massoneria by Ruggiero Di Castiglione, who is involved in Western 
symbolism, since the creation of the neapolis there were groups that celebrated Orfic-Dyonisiac rites. The 
cult of Isis came to Naples due to merchants who sought to trade goods (especially in prefectures like 
Pozzuoli), congregating in Regio Nilensis, today called Piazzetta Nilo. The name derives from “Nilesi” 
(People from the Nile), which was the way Neapolitan dwellers used to refer to the Egyptian community 
of seamen and merchants that came from Alexandria up to Naples (3). 

Professor Serenella Ensoli offers a more complete narration of the events, stating that the arrival of the 
Isiac cult in Campania is mostly due to Delos, which in 166 BCE it was used as a trading post with the 
Cyclades islands, even though the city was under Athens’ control (31). It is thanks to Delos that 
merchants arrived in Pozzuoli, where they constructed another commercial hub on the same model. 
Around 120 BCE this led to the construction of “the Italian Agora”, which was mostly a slave-trading 
market. This followed an economic boom in Pozzuoli that lasted from 120 until 88 BCE. 

Ensoli mentions as well how the prominent reasons for the propagation of Egyptian-based cults in 
Campania at the time was the lack of any persecution of its acolytes (on the contrary, such punishments 
were enacted in Rome). Nonetheless, this meant that authorities had strict control over the Isiac cult 
since they were monitoring it to avoid interferences with politics. This absence of a political influence 
probably did not concern Isis’ acolytes in Naples, since their roots were mostly Greek, but it is 
nonetheless crucial to pinpoint that the Egyptian roots of the cult sent another type of message. 
According to doctor Renata Tatomir when considering the Ennead (a group of nine deities), Osiris, Isis, 
Seth, and Nephthys “corresponded to the political order” (13). These four deities were juxtaposed with 

 
3 In particular, the journey of Lucio and the return to his human form, a process of death and rebirth that happens thanks to 
the deity of Isis. 
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a precedent group of five gods and goddesses4,  considered as “the divine animating forces of the most 
vital elements of the natural order” (ibid.). 

Returning within the city, in Piazzetta Nilo, where previously stood a temple dedicated to the deity, in 
the present days there is a statue; this sculpture has received the peculiar name of “Corpo di Napoli” 
(The Body of Naples). This marmorean statue was built between the second and third centuries CE. 
Initially, it was thought to represent a female entity (due to the cherubs climbing to the chest, interpreted 
as attempting to feed on the breast), even though it was acephalous and without the right arm. The 
missing parts led the statue to be modified in seventeenth century by Bartolomeo Mori. Mori interpreted 
it as a sculpture in honor of the god of the Nile, giving to the composition a male head, the addition of 
a cornucopia, a right arm, and a sphinx’s head under its left arm. In this case, the feminine original shifted 
toward a masculine representation of Egypt, which is a synecdoche.  

An argument within the cult of the dead – that will only be discussed in relation to its link with the 
Egyptian tradition – establishes three main connections. First, in present-day Naples, the practice of 
laying personal items on gravestones is diffused (or more commonly in family chapels, especially in the 
graveyard of Poggioreale), which mirrors avowed Egyptian traditions. On the other hand, a burial system 
that shares similarities with mummification was utilized in the Cimitero delle Fontanelle up to the XVIII 
Century (Ruggiero, 6). In this case, the body of the deceased was placed on a recess, which had the shape 
of a chair, while holding a pharaonic-like pose, only to be drained of bodily fluids and dried subsequently. 
Other clear signs of Egyptian influences can be found within the city, in particular in the names of two 
churches also mentioned by Ruggiero (Santa Maria Egiziaca a Forcella and Santa Maria Egiziaca a 
Pizzofalcone) which have been built in honor of a saint, Santa Maria Egiziaca (“Egyptian Holy Mary”), a 
mysterious monk born in Alexandria in the 344 and died in 421 CE. 

Ruggiero further discusses the ways in which the figure of Isis has influenced Neapolitan culture. For 
instance, the horseshoe that often comes with the typical Neapolitan red horn (phallic symbol of 
fecundity) represents the headgear of Isis. In the typical symbology of Isis, these horns embed the sun 
and represent the maternal womb. Moreover, Ruggiero mentions that some rites linked to Isis are still 
celebrated in areas close to Naples. Such an example is the Marian parades (Navigium Isidis).  This annual 
event would have occurred during the first full moon after the spring equinox. It consisted of a 
masquerade procession in which a small wooden vessel would have been filled by offers (particularly 
floral ones) and brought on the shore. There, paired with a statue of Isis, the ship would have set sail. 
Nowadays, a similar celebration (called “Madonna delle Grazie”) takes place on the 2nd of July in 
Campania, in Pollica (next to Salerno). In this event, only women are allowed to bear on their head a 
small wooden boat, filled with flowers and candles, up to the shore, walking barefoot along the way. 
Catholicism is full of reappropriated Isiac symbols and rituals.  

As a quick digression, it is necessary to mention how Isis, in her Graeco-Roman reception, is often 
interpreted by a variety of names, so much that it is referred to as myrionymos (roughly “from the ten 

 
4 Namely Atum, Shu, Tefnut, Geb, and Nut. 
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thousand names”). This facet of the deity is later acquired by the Catholic figure of Holy Mary that 
replaced Isis. On the matter, Ensoli comments: 

La polinomia della dea rappresenta uno stadio evolutivo del culto isiaco, attestato almeno a partire dal I secolo a.C., che v a 

molto oltre la semplice identificazione biunivoca. Essa rinvia alla totalità indifferenziata di funzioni, potenzialmente illimitate, 

attribuite a Iside. [The polynomy of the goddess represents an evolutionary stage of the Isiac cult, attested at least starting from 

the I century BC, which goes far beyond simple one-to-one identification. It refers to the undifferentiated totality of potentially 

unlimited functions attributed to Isis]. (24) 

The rite of Navigium Isidis was already diffused from the Ptolemies in the third century BCE up to the 
Roman Empire. Apuleius in his Metamorphoses (170 CE5) mentions this ritual as well (in Book XI, pages 
IX -XVII). I agree with professor Paraskevi Martzavou when he claims: “the text of Apuleius’ 
Metamorphoses, [is] one of the major sources for the Isiac cult due to its autobiographical character” (271). 
Martzavou focuses on aretalogies6 inscribed on stone, texts whose function were to initiate people into the 
cult of Isis. These texts were used also in the initiatory rites of new acolytes, describing the powers of the 
goddess or hymns to praise her. By reading Apuleius’ text, one can observe some of the rituals typical of 
the Isiac cult. First, in book IX, there is “an epiphaneia (apparition) of Isis” (Martzavou, 272), where Isis 
reveals herself to Lucius after his invocation; additionally, in Book XI, Lucius prays to Isis during a secret 
ritual, and becomes deeply moved. Martzavou mentions how these two instances correspond with the 
two main types of aretalogies on Isis, the “I-am-Isis” type and the “You-are-Isis” type (270). In the first 
type, the deity is presented to the initiate; in the second, it is the initiate that recognizes the deity and 
acknowledges it. Martzavou (together with Merkelbach’s Isis Regina) shows evidence that in these rites of 
initiation were behaviors of “some sort of spectacles, pantomime or other, were forming parts of the 
rites of the Isiac cults.” (275).  The emboddied sections of the ritual precede aspects of the initiation, the 
“You-are-Isis” part of the text. Höbel talks of a “psychodrama” (2) when a priestess of Isis who 
represented the deity and recited the “I-am-Isis” type of text, while the initiate was to remain passive. 
Later in the ritual, the positions were switched, with the initiate presenting to a representation of the 
goddess (together with other acolytes). This link with Apuleius is scrutinized in the epiphanic staging of 
the first type of text and the heartfelt prayer of the second section of the ritual. 

Up until this point I have considered the cult of Isis within the framework of its beliefs and its influence 
on cultural practices in Naples, even so clarification is needed. One can talk also of “cults of Isis”, since 
this cult took different forms on other cities, it is unclear if they employed different practices. These cults 
influenced each other, which is why it is plausible to examine their effects on Naples. 

Thus, from an external point of view, what can be said about the cults of Isis in themselves? How were 
their members organized, how were they formed? To address this inquiry, it is necessary to look into the 
Greek ascendancy on Isiac cults, and how they were formed. Σαραπιασταὶ [Sarapiastaí] was a type of 
association that was common for most of the Isiac-like-cults in Greece during the second century BCE, 

 
5 As suggested by professor Stephen Harrison (9-10) 
6 Here I mention only the aretalogies that concern Isis. The discussion on aretalogies is complex: only some aretalogies refer to Isis, 
and scholars are still debating over their origin (cfr. Martzavou 268).  
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out of which we have a great amount of evidence. The research director for the Centre of Greek Law in 
Athens Ilias Arnaoutoglou acknowledges “Isis devotees may have been organized in various groups of 
individuals with distinctive cultic functions such as μελανηφόροι, ὑπόστολοι, etc. … and not as 
associations of worshippers.” (254). In Delos, besides μελανηφόροι [Melanifóroi] (which were auxiliaries, 
probably a slightly organized priestly staff), there was also a large number of ἐνατισταὶ [Enatistaí] and 
δεκαδισταὶ [Dekadistaí], with θεραπευταὶ [Therapeftaí] being “a loosely organized group of devotees” 
(Arnaoutoglou 259). All these groups almost lacked the common features of associations (having a basic 
ethos, a sanctuary, and being in a commercially flourishing place), and appeared publicly in dedications or 
in cooperation with other groups similar to them (263). It is worth mentioning how, in the notes, 
Arnaoutoglou affirms that Graeco-Roman associations were explicit in proclaiming their belonging to an 
Isiac cult. Within these cults, there was a “high degree of social conformism” (267), and also foreigners 
were included. In addition, these cults were considerably flexible in their structures: this could explain 
their quick adaptation in Naples and their loose organization. “Isiac cults exhibit the unique … feature 
of cult personnel organized in groups – a blend, perhaps, of two cultural traditions: that of Greek κοινὰ 
and of Egyptian devotion” (269). 

In terms of gender, members of these cults were predominantly males (given their Graeco-Roman 
context). This did not mean that females were not allowed to enter these cults, rather their presence was 
low.  Even so, Arnaoutoglou claims that “the level of women’s participation in Isiac associations 
fluctuated from place to place” (266). This means that in Naples the situation could have been moderately 
different regarding cult influences. 

 

This first section of the study will close by presenting some corroborations of the spreading of the Isiac 
cult in Campania and in zones in close connection with Naples. Francesco Sirano, director of the 
Archaeological Park of Herculaneum, shows that there are shreds of evidence from the Roman Mid-
Imperial age of the participation of the local elite in the Isiac cult, similar to Acerra with Gneo Stennio 
Egnazio Primo Heuresio (152). Another confirmation comes from Carinola, where there is a monument 
built in honor of Isis Augusta by the will of Caio Novo Prisco (the inscription of the monument is 
nowadays stored in Naples’ Archeological Museum) (ibidem). Moreover, one can witness the ruins of a 
Iseion7 in Teano, or even in Naples, the keystone of the Amphitheatre represents Isis. There is also proof 
of Isiac influence in Cuma, where it lies a site with a construction that could be linked to a villa, implying 
a connection with the Iseion of Erode Attico in Greece. 

La capitale del Regno delle due Sicilie sarebbe quindi la culla della tradizione esoterica occidentale derivante dall’Egitto, e di 

quella parte della Massoneria che si rifà ad essa. Questo centro iniziatico egizio, depositario di una conoscenza occulta, 

legherebbe insieme figure di grandi esoteristi quali Giordano Bruno, il principe Raimondo di Sangro, il Conte di Cagliostro e 

altri. (Ruggiero, 8)8 

 
7 The Greek denotation refers to ancient temples dedicated to Isis. 
8 The capital of the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies would therefore be the cradle of the Western esoteric tradition deriving from 
Egypt, and of that part of Freemasonry that refers to it. This Egyptian initiatory hub acted as a repository of occult knowledge, 
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Shifting toward the second section of this article, it is necessary to discuss the character of Isis from a 
gender theory perspective. I will first discuss the ways in which Isis’ femininity can be conceptualized by 
giving examples of her powers as a deity and her role as a woman. Later, I will embed this femininity 
within the city of Naples, to show how Isis represents an often-forgotten cultural influence for the city. 
Going beyond popular belief, Isis was not only conceived as a “universal mother” (Ensoli, 36), with her 
womb that receives and gives life, but she also represents movement and knowledge. She breaks free 
from the motherly role, partaking also in the creative one: she not only receives but gives. Höbel for 
instance, states that Isis has a “powerful voice” and represents the act of speech, the word in itself.  The 
sociologist Camille Paglia mentions the power relation typical of Egyptian deities: 

Virtually all cosmologies but ours are overtly sexual… In Egypt there never was so stringent a purification of sacred texts, and 

primitive motifs lingered on to the end. Isis and Osiris are distinctly sister and brother as well as wife and husband. Egypt ian 

gods are tangled in family romance. (41) 

Paglia’s claim is supported by several sources, one of which is the scholar Ashley Dawson, part of the 
Oglethorpe journal of undergraduate research. Dawson states that it is this blending between masculine 
and feminine that creates life in Egyptian mythology (1). Dawson goes further by asserting that every 
relationship between Egyptian deities presupposes an androgyne aspect. The feminine is the stimuli that 
leads to masculine regeneration. Therefore, it is possible to create connections with Apuleius: how Isis is 
the vessel, and the reason for Lucius’ transformation. In the Plutarchian myth’s tradition, after a long 
quest, Isis magically revives Osiris in the underworld, who has been killed, castrated, and shred to pieces 
by the brother Seth. Due to the lack of male genitalia, Isis fashioned a penis for the husband and 
conceived a son with him9. This is meaningful, showing “the necessity of the reversal of gender roles in 
rebirth” (Dawson 3). Isis first used the masculine creative power to revive, and then the feminine power 
to conceive. This duality affects not only the themes of fertility and rebirth, but it is a recurring theme in 
the whole Hermopolitan myth cycle10 and the Egyptian myth in general. The differentiation between 
genders impacts the deities in several ways like the endings of their names, the iconography, or specific 
gender traits (Ostine 2). 

Returning to Plutarch, he uses Isis in his myth to tell something more. The historian Susanna Elm 
supports that Isis’ role is active and central (110), in comparison to the one of her brother-husband Osiris, 
who is passive for the whole story. Isis is the one that moves the plot, Osiris is shattered and needs the 
intervention of the female deity to be saved after the defeat with Typhon (Seth). She is presented by 
Plutarch both as a perfect spouse and a source of great wisdom. 

This is even more highlighted when Elm takes in comparison the original text of Plutarch and Synesius’ 
Egyptian Tales. In Synesius’ text the character of Isis is completely absent, and the focus is laid on the 

 
it would link together figures of great esotericists such as Giordano Bruno, Prince Raimondo di Sangro, the Count of 
Cagliostro and others. 
9 As mentioned by Ostine, the full version of the myth is traceable back to Plutarch de Iside et Osiride in the I century CE (9).  
In that text, Seth is the embodiment of the Greek demon Typhon. 
10 “in Egyptological books, the references to the Eight forces existing before creation are often called the Hermopolitan 
Theology” (Tatomir, 2015:15) 



En-Gender! 

© The Author (2020)  8 

rivalry between the brothers. According to Elm, this emphasizes the Isiac character since the prominent 
woman in the story then becomes Thypon’s wife, a luscious and unregulated figure. In this regard, Isis 
does not pose herself on the same level as Typhon’s wife, since she is superior. She is the symbol of the 
faithful and respectful bride, the exact opposite. 

In talking about Isis and Naples, the Neapolitan painter Mario Buonconto writes “Isis was identified in 
the Moon, and it is interesting to point how a ‘solar’ civilization like the Neapolitan one…present this 
predilection for this nightly and mysterious star”11(11). Buonconto considers Isis as a goddess of the night 
instead of associating her with the Sun due to the influence of the Greek reception. The Isis experienced 
by Neapolitans has always been the product of Egyptian and Greek syncretism, and the Greeks 
considered goddesses to be associated with the Moon, not with the Sun. What does this change in relation 
to what has been discussed up to now and her relation to the city? Actually, a significant bit. 

Isiac cults in Naples changed not only its public sphere, but it obtained also an even more secretive 
private sphere, with its mystery rites and initiation rituals. This meant that Isis was now split in two, like 
the light side and the dark side of the moon. Through a more symbolic view, I think this encapsulates 
Isis’ character on a deeper level. Within Naples, she represents the other side of Parthenope, the two 
figures are two sides of the same coin. Parthenope is the siren that spawned Naples from her body12, 
giving the renowned wealthy soil and the open sea, while Isis is a creative mother that embodies hidden 
knowledge and ancient influences in a city always turned toward enrichment and growth. Parthenope is 
a tragic character, driven by passions, who caught in the deep grief of failing to seduce Ulysses, threw 
herself into the sea. On the other hand, Isis is rational and wise, her love is cautious and precise, it 
possesses a greater intent.  

Furthermore, Neapolitans wanted to revoke Isis’ strength without changing her status back to a solar 
being. I think this happened both because Neapolitans were probably unaware of the solar roots of the 
deity since they became acquainted with her from a Greek reception, and because of the hidden, esoteric 
nature of Isiac rituals (the “You-are-Isis” aretalogies are quite telling on the matter). Isis only revealed the 
true nature of life to her adepts.  

 

Before closing, another consideration is due, a scrutiny touched on by associate professor of Egyptology 
Rosanna Pirelli as well: how the symbol of water in both Osiris’ and Isis’ rites (respectively the Inuentio 
Osiridis and the aforementioned Navigium Isidis), serves as a mean of purification (642-643). Nile’s waters 
are the emanation of the two deities, in relation to this it can be highlighted the bond between the symbol 
of the river and the female womb. On the matter Paglia comments:  

 
11 My translation from Italian. 
12 The myth comes from the XII Chant of Homer’s Odyssey, in which Ulysses, tied to the mast under Circe’s suggestion, resists 
to the chant of three sirens. Deluded from the failure, the tree sirens all fall into the sea, dying thereafter. From Parthenope’s 
body Naples took shape, and popular legends insists that her body still lies in the foundations of Castell dell’Ovo.  
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Mythology’s identification of woman with nature is correct…Apollo’s great opponent Dionysus is the ruler of chthonian whose 

law is procreative femaleness…the Dionysian is liquid nature, a miasmic swamp whose prototype is the pond of the womb (12).  

Thus, the chthonian nature of Isis is betokened both by her rites and her femininity. These aspects 
strengthen the bond between the goddess and Naples, a city that even nowadays in Italy is regarded as 
feral, passionate and wild like its dwellers, who are close to the natural roots of Italian tradition. Besides, 
Naples is historically a maritime city, one in which Isis’ femininity developed at ease.  

Isis can be interpreted as a modern and conscious woman, one that is cultured but placid, empowered 
and respected but painstaking and feminine at the same time. Her relationship with Naples shows her 
most noble aspect, the absence from chaotic and daily struggles (personified in Parthenope but also in 
Neapolitans’ attitude, typically defined as warm but noisy and “out there”). Isis could be described mostly 
by what she is not, since as I have outlined in the first section her powers cover almost every aspect of 
creation, from communication to generation. As mentioned above, her political appearance is affected 
by her relegation in the night, thus she became the goddess of the concealed and intimate, while still 
regarding her powers of rebirth and knowledge. She is mysterious, occasionally showing herself to a vast 
public, and only during celebrations. Her cult in Naples mirrors the attitude of a cautious queen. Overall, 
Isis is symbolically significant, especially in terms of the ever-shifting womanhood of modernity: rising 
above is a divine and difficult goal, although not impossible.   
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Cristiano Cardone’s investigation into the presence of Isiac cults in Naples, the historic context of these 
cults and the understanding of these cults through an esoteric and gender lens produces an original and 
fruitful piece of research into a pervasive element of culture that appears to have been largely disregarded 
amongst critical circles.  

The research of this essay is set within the context of mythology and stories that are influential over wider 
culture in Naples. The focus of the essay, however is not this culture of literary mythology, but a hidden 
cult that seems to have been largely disregarded but permeates the very culture of Naples.  

Cardone clearly divides the essay into three investigations that culminate in his research and this structure 
is explicitly stated in his introduction. The essay widely follows this established structure as follows: the 
esoteric influences in Naples, the impact of Egyptian dieties and finally the significance of gendered 
perceptions. The first section of the essay explored the esoteric influence on Naples of the so-called 
Alexandrine mysteries, focusing on the combination of deities ranging from Greek and Egyptian to the 
influences of Neoplatonic and Judaism. Cardone evaluates the overall societal impact this had and 
evaluates one of the influences being the converging between upper and lower classes rather than being 
characterised by elitist exclusivity. By establishing the tendency of fusion between these cultures, Cardone 
can analyse the cult of Isis-Orisis in relation to society and how impactful the influence of it was, 
establishing that it focused on rebirth and purification. The elements of fusion are explained by Cardone 
as being partially as a result of the way it spread from Egypt into Naples, explaining that the cult of Isis 
was one of the most widely popular. Cardone offers possible explanation for the existence of the cult, 
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one being the movement of merchants and their activity from Alexandria to Naples, another that being 
the use of the Delos in the Cyclades islands as a trading post and constructing a commercial hub based 
on this model in Pozzuoli. Cardone evaluates both of these possible influencing emphasising it was likely 
a combination of the two rather than one being solely responsible. Despite the cult being known 
throughout the society, Cardone reinforces the tendency for the rites and initiations for the cult to be 
characterised by secrecy and the way in which it was monitored by authorities to ensure it was removed 
from politics. 

A crucial distinction made by Cardone that should be highlighted for its significance is that the essay 
traces the history and development of one particular strain of the cults of Isis, that existing specifically in 
Naples, and that the same cult in other geographical locations likely had different influences on the cult 
itself. Acknowledging this distinction simultaneously clarifies Cardone’s subject and reinforces the 
possibility of advanced research into other geographical strains of the cult.  

Cardone, at this early stage in the essay begins to establish the gendered nature of the deity describing a 
statue – ‘Corpo di Napoli’ and the fluidity with which the statue simultaneously represents femininity and 
masculinity. This is expanded upon in a later stage of the essay.  

The essay continues by exploring the impact of the Egyptian deity Isis and the influence of Egyptian 
culture over the cult that is established in Naples. This repeatedly takes the form of representative 
symbols particularly regarding the treatment of the dead, namely laying personal items on gravestones 
and shared techniques of mummification and the use of the Neapolitan red horn simultaneously 
representing phallus and the maternal womb. Symbolism and naming systems are repeatedly significant 
in esoteric practise and in terms of gender when particular symbols become representative of femininity 
and masculinity so Cardone represents the links between these elements cohesively.  

Whilst Cardone acknowledges the tendency for multiple cultures to suffuse in their representations of 
deities, it is crucial that the essay iterates that Catholicism appropriates these symbols and rituals. This 
identifies that appropriation of symbols holds a much different cultural significance to the synthesis of 
particular cultural symbolisms. It would be interesting to see this linguistic difference explored to a greater 
detail, namely if it is considered a positive or negative.  

Cardone goes on to investigate the importance of literature in the cults, particularly what they reveal 
about the secret rituals involved as well as the general framework surrounding worship. This literature is 
a central source in the essay and is effective as a contemporary reflection of culture.  

After this, Cardone clearly establishes a new section of the essay by evaluating the extent to which cult 
practices describes thus far are unique to the Naples strain of Isaic cults. The essay addresses this by 
comparing similar cults in Greece. One of the key differences identified is the lack of having a basic 
ethos, a sanctuary, and being in a commercially flourishing place. Another key element Cardone explores 
is the gender proportion of cult members, evaluating that they were predominantly males and 
participation from women as fluctuating geographically.  
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There is a definite shift after this section of the article that turns towards a more gendered understanding 
of the goddess Isis, which although mentioned previously was not afforded a full analysis until this 
section. Gender is considered two-fold: the characteristics of Isis as a feminine deity; the characteristics 
of the city of Naples and the wider cultural influence of Isis. Cardone acknowledges Isis’ cultural position 
as having a womb that receives and gives life, distinctly feminine attributes but also a representative of 
movement and knowledge. Rather than being blurred, Cardone implies this is as a result of the fusion 
between the two.  

One vital shift in the Naples iteration of the cult identified by Cardone is the increasing secretive nature 
of the rituals and rites and the essay identifies that this splitting of public and secret reflected Isis’ 
character. I believe this is a key identification for the relationship between Isis and Naples itself. An 
interesting parallel drawn by Cardone is the likening of Isis to the phases of sun and moon particularly in 
the fusion between Egyptian and Greek. Although not explicitly described by Cardone, this tendency 
towards the fusion of dualities permeates the pairings of feminine and masculine, Greek and Egyptian 
and moon and sun. Following this, Cardone explores the symbolic position of water as a means of 
purification, sighting the Nile as representative of Isis. Cardone’s tendency to liken physical and 
geographical elements to characteristics represents an interesting fusion.  

The sources used are a combination of literary and historical, as well as considering other contemporary 
researching peers to evaluate and drive forward Cardone’s thesis. A large number of these sources are 
Latin and Cardone should be commended on the translation of Mario Buonconto from Italian to English. 
Cardone also explores archaeological evidence tracing the geographical threads of other cults beyond 
Naples. This situates Naples as an epicentre of this particular cult. This archaeological evidence is centred 
around buildings holding particular functions and monuments as symbolic proof. Cardone also evaluates 
the importance of sources such as Plutarchan myth tradition to investigate notions of gender. Using a 
combination of sources strengthens the argument presented. 

Cardone concludes the essay by stating Isis’ femininity can be likened more to the modern-day woman 
than the contemporary. This conclusion is interested but doesn’t seem to be explored in any depth which 
is disappointing. The essay seems to theorise the importance of fluidity between feminine and masculine, 
so this assertion was unexpected. It would be interesting to see it explored.  

Overall, this essay is enjoyable to read and presents an innovative study of the presence of the Isiac cult 
in Naples that should be commended. 
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1 This is a quote taken from Hannah, a participant, during an interview about the difficulties of high school life as 
Christian teenage girl. She felt that she can either be perceived as “ho” if she expresses romantic/sexual interest and/or 
considers/engages in sexual activities or as a prude “baby” if she does not act on her feelings for boys and/or actively 
tries to suppress sexual desires. 



En-Gender! 

© The Author (2020)  2 

 

Abstract 

This article draws from a short-term ethnography which followed six white, lower-middle class 
teenage girls who participated in Evangelical bible study groups in the American West. The larger 
project examined discourses of morality, submission, and the contrast between secular in 
Evangelical ideology in daily high school life. Focusing specifically on two of those girls, this piece 
examines how they ethically interact with contradictory value systems and the ways in which they 
locate morality within the sexual body. Both the Evangelical and high school sphere narrowly define 
acceptable forms of sexual desire and expression for teenage girls. As the girls construct good, 
Christian, moral selves through self-surveillance, they are influenced by what they understand as 
right according to an American Evangelical culture of sexual abstinence and redemption through 
monogamous, heterosexual marriage. Through constant, conscious striving and intense worrying 
about their choices, the girls experience moral anxiety which for them is an integral part of creating 
the moral self. This article serves to argue that sexual agency as a modality of action can be found 
within the girls’ beliefs, justifications, and actions informed by their Evangelical upbringing. 
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Introduction: A double-edged moral choice 

 

“You’re never going to be good enough in society’s eyes, like ever,” explained Hannah,2 a lively and 
verbose 16-year-old girl as she took a sip from her whipped drink while we sat in a main street coffee 
shop in a small mountain town in the American West. Lisa, a shy and soft-spoken 15-year-old girl, 
chimed in to say that no matter what she does, someone is always there to criticize her. In the social 
space of their bible study group, the girls commiserated over what they felt they should do according 
to their Evangelical beliefs and how that clashed with the expectations of their high school peers.  

This article draws from research done within the parameters of my Master’s dissertaion which 
followed six white, lower middle-class girls associated with one American Evangelical church who 
took part in bible study groups.3 The larger project sought to examine discourses of morality, 
submission, and uncertainty as well as a split between secular high school life and Evangelical values. 
The girls and their bible study teacher gave their written and oral consent to be involved in this study 
and were made aware that I would use our documented time together to write about the experiences 
of growing up as an Evangelical girl today. As time went on during the four week long short-term 
ethnography,4 this one coffee shop became our space where we discussed matters of goodness and 
religious morality. This piece focuses on Hannah and Lisa, their views on sexuality, how they 
ethically interact with contradictory value systems, and the ways in which they located morality 
within the sexual body. 

The two girls told me about their experiences with two morally-loaded archetypes of the teenage 
girl which caused them significant distress. Hannah explained that in their high school girls are 
compelled into embodying one of two archetypes: “It's either, ‘Wow you're a ho’ or, ‘Wow you're 
such an innocent little baby.’” A good example of the Madonna/Whore split as outlined by Deborah 
Tolman,5 these labels were irreconcilable and unavoidable. I explore how Hannah and Lisa 
consciously engage in self-surveillance and discipline their thoughts and behavior to construct a 
good, Christian morality.6 They regulate their sexual desires and behaviors in such a way to avoid 
being subjectified as a “ho” but in doing so position themselves as “innocent little babies” in the 
eyes of their non-Christian, sexually active peers.  

 
2 All names, locations, and other identifying characteristics have been changed to protect the privacy and anonymity 
of all those involved.  
3 Rebecca L. Anne, Seeking Goodness: Discourses of Morality, Submission, And Uncertainty Among American 
Evangelical Teenage Girls. (MA Diss., University of Luxembourg, 2018). 
4 Sarah Pink and Jennie Morgan. "Short‐term ethnography: Intense routes to knowing." Symbolic Interaction 36, no. 3 
(2013): 351-361. 
5 Deborah L. Tolman, “Doing Desire: Adolescent Girls’ Struggles for/with Sexuality.” Gender & Society 8, no. 3 (1994): 
324–42. 
6 Joel Robbins, Becoming sinners: Christianity and moral torment in a Papua New Guinea society. Vol. 4. (Univ of California 
Press, 2004). 
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As Hannah and Lisa saw things, the secular, or pop culture as they often referred to it, exists in 
opposition to their Evangelical world as two different yet sometimes overlapping and/or 
contradictory moral value spheres.7 They found comfort and familiarity within the Evangelical 
sphere, but as they entered into the secular sphere in their daily lives at school, anxieties and dangers 
arose. Following Saba Mahmood’s explaination of the dichotomoy between secular and religious 
language, the girls as members of a conservative religious group often felt they were at a moral 
impasse where they could only be for secular values or against them; one cannot hold middle ground.8 
Furthermore, this moral dilemma was resolved through “vigorous defense of norms and moral 
standards”9 as well as intense self-reflection. In the  seemingly amoral, godless space of public high 
school, Hannah and Lisa encountered different ways of experiencing sexuality and perceptions of 
sex and established themselves as moral subjects in contrast to their non-Christian peers.  

This study draws from the anthropology and sociology of Christianity, the anthropology of morality, 
as well feminist theories of body regulation and studies of adolescent female sexuality. Scholars 
Breanne Fahs and Shoshanna Ehrlich have investigated the consequences of purity culture where 
children and teenagers are encouraged to stay sexually abstinent until marriage.10 This article 
contributes to such discussions surrounding religious sexual morality, American teenage girlhood, 
and the regulation of the young female sexual body. This article does not intend to analyze 
Foucauldian notions specifically, but I utilize a Foucauldian definiton of self-surveillance for its 
clarity and acessiblity. Self-surveillance is usually understood as the attention one pays to one’s 
behavior when confronted with the immediate or mediated observation by others whose opinion 
she deems as relevant.11 I support the proposal put forth by Paulo Vaz and Fernanda Bruno that 
self-surveillance includes individual’s attention to their actions and thoughts while constituting 
themselves as subjects of their conduct.12  

Divided into three parts, I first explore the “ho” and how the discourse of dangerous sexuality 
functions within Hannah and Lisa’s daily lives. Second, I consider what it means to fall on the other 
end of the moral spectrum and the ways in which being an “innocent little baby” places Lisa and 
Hannah in an uncomfortable position for ridicule from their peers. In the third section, I argue that 
this moral dichotomization and social/sexual dilemma contribute to what the girls describe as 
anxiety. The purpose of this article is to continue bringing stories of young female religiosity into 

 
7 Max Weber, Essays in Sociology. (New York. Oxford University Press, 1946). 
8 Saba Mahmood. "Religious reason and secular affect: An incommensurable divide?." Critical inquiry 35, no. 4 (2009): 
836-862. 
9 Ibid 65. 
10 Shoshanna J. Ehrlich, “From Age of Consent Laws to the ‘Silver Ring Thing’: The Regulation of Adolescent Female 
Sexuality.” HEALTH MATRIX 16 (2006): 33; Breanne Fahs. “Daddy’s Little Girls: On the Perils of Chastity Clubs, 
Purity Balls, and Ritualized Abstinence.” Frontiers: A Journal of Women Studies 31, no. 3 (2010).  
11 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, (New York: Vintage Books, 1979); Michel Foucault, The 
history of sexuality. Volume one: An introduction, (New York: Vintage Books, 1980). 
12 Paulo Vaz and Fernanda Bruno, “Types of Self-Surveillance: From Abnormality to Individuals ‘at Risk’.” Surveillance 
& Society 1, no. 3 (September 1, 2002): 272–91.  
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view so that we may better understand the processes of young female sexuality as it pertains to 
(patriarchal) moral religious structures.  

 

 

Part 1. On being a “ho” 

 

Following Hannah and Lisa’s understandings, to be a “ho” is to be a female who is interested in sex 
and/or participates in sexual activities. Being a ho, I argue, is something that the girls earnestly try 
to avoid being subjectified to by rejecting any implicit or explicit sexual activities. This includes 
dancing, dating, holding hands, kissing, or even just having feelings for a boy. This requires a level 
of self-surveillance and regulation of both body and desire as they attempt to assert a good, moral 
self through ethics of compassion and purity. In this section, I explore two incidents in which the 
girls engaged with discourses of being a ho. In the first incident, Hannah grapples with her curiosity 
towards pole dancing. The second is an exchange between Hannah and Lisa about a common female 
friend who is sexually active. These interactions highlight the perceived danger that sexuality poses 
for girls as well as how the girls reinforce each other’s relative moral positioning. 

 

Pole dancing 

 

In their bible study group, Hannah and Lisa used the daily devotional book, All Things New by Kelly 
Minter, as a study guide.13 This book dives into the teachings of the Apostle Paul in 2 Corinthians. 
These teachings have been repackaged to provoke elements from young females’ daily lives to be 
biblically re-examined. The night before one of our coffee shop get-togethers, I read the following 
passage about living a holy life in the “cultural setting we live in”: 

 
Personal reflection: What about your culture makes it difficult for you to live a holy life? […] [The Corinthians] were 
a struggling church, filled with individuals who had bought into the trends and passions of the environment they lived 
in. I can relate to this. If I’m not alert and aware, I can easily slip into accepting the popular beliefs of the day.14 

 

This passage highlights the Christian duty to be on constant guard against nefarious non-Christian 
influences. The author makes it clear that accepting pop culture’s values would be detrimental for 
believers; it gets in the way of living a holy, righteous life. Self-surveillance and regulating how one 
reacts to outside popular beliefs are the key to living a sinless life like Jesus. I wondered if the girls 

 
13 Kelly Minter, All Things New: A study on 2 Corinthians for teen girls. (Nashville, Tennessee: Life-Way Press, 2016). 
14 Ibid 16. 
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felt this need to distance themselves from popular beliefs in order to live a holy life and whether 
that could be possible in a secular high school setting.  

The next morning, Hannah, Lisa, and I gathered around a small round table in the back of the coffee 
shop. We chatted over their plans for their winter break and our drink orders; Hannah and I have 
to avoid coffee- we both get heartburn and too “hyper” as she puts it. As we got comfortable, I 
asked them the personal refleciton question from the bible study guide: What about your culture 
makes it difficult to live a holy life? Hannah then began to explain how the sexualization of pop 
culture gets her down.   

 
Everything I feel like in pop culture is so sexual 24/7 […] I just really hate it because like one thing that- this is 
going to sound like, not really- crossing the line, but one thing that I hate that is sexualized […] is pole dancing. I 
hate that it's sexualized cause […] it would be like a really good work out and like, it looks really fun to do and it 
takes like a lot of talent and hard work to be able to do that. It's not just some ho putting on like strips of fabric and 
just walking […] I would take a pole dancing class cause it looks so fun and I wouldn't sexualize it at all. […] I 
hate that it's sexualized and like even just dancing in general. I'll tell people like, ‘Yeah, I'm dancer.’ and people are 
like, ‘Oh you're a dancer?’ [raises eyebrows suggestively]. Like stop! [laughs] 

 

Hannah’s irritation with the sexualization of (pole) dancing feels intense and desperate. The fact that 
even her ‘normal’ dancing is sexualized weighs on her heavily, as well as her desire to give pole 
dancing a try which is something she knows is taboo in her community. Hannah recognizes that 
engaging in a sexual bodily activity, she would be looked down on by other Christians. So, she has 
to report her dilemma to me and Lisa to demonstrate that she knows that this is wrong. Hannah’s 
self-disclosure of her desires, curiosity, and recognition of the sinful nature of pole dancing allows 
for an absolvance of guilt through confession, in this way she is albe to keep her moral standing in 
check.15 

 

Wanda Pillow notes that adolescent women (especially within Evangelical circles, I argue) often 
negotiate discourses of alarm surrounding sex; it is dirty and dangerous.16 This alarm is distinctively 
present in Hannah’s negotiation of morality concerning pole dancing. Hannah takes great care not 
to say something that would suggest that she might be a wannabe “ho” who just puts on “strips of 
fabric”.17 The fear of being a “ho” keeps Hannah from participating in certain activities and attempts 
to contain her body within the Evangelical moral sphere and away from popular culture’s influences.  

 
15 Jen Pylypa, “Power and Bodily Practice: Applying the Work of Foucault to an Anthropology of the Body.” Arizona 
Anthropologist 13 (1998): 21–36. 
16 Wanda S. Pillow, Unfit subjects: Educational policy and the teen mother. (Psychology Press, 2004); Mary Douglas, Purity and 
danger: An analysis of concepts of pollution and taboo. (Routledge, 2003). 
17 When Hannah says that she would not just be “some ho wearing strips of fabric”, she reinforces the notion that 
clothing is a representation of morality as noted by Lyn Parker in “Religion, Class and Schooled Sexuality among 
Minangkabau Teenage Girls.” Bijdragen Tot de Taal-, Land- En Volkenkunde / Journal of the Humanities and Social Sciences of 
Southeast Asia 165, no. 1 (2009): 62–94. 
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Religious morality is inscribed in and on the body;18 through keeping away from activities that are 
deemed sexual, the body, and therefore the whole being, can become more moral.  

Her curiosity and desire are padded with assurances and recognition that this is a dirty, bad thing to 
want because it sexualizes the female body. This self-surveillance echoes the theory of Vaz and 
Bruno which proposes that self-surveillance is not only the attention one pays to their behavior in 
order to conform to authorities they deem important, but it is also their attention to their own 
thoughts and actions when constituting themselves as a subject of their own conduct.19 Hannah sees 
how she ought to obey (and please) religious and moral authorities, but she does this by placing 
herself as the subject of her own conduct and morality. Consciously, she chooses her expressions 
of morality and holds herself accountable for her sense of goodness. 

Hannah distances herself from the sexuality of pole dancing by heavily emphasizing how it could be 
a “good workout” and reassuring not only herself, but also Lisa and me that she would not sexualize 
it at all. So, Hannah believes she has the ability to sexualize or de-sexualize dancing in her mindset 
and physical movements. However, in contradiction, she recognizes that (pole) dancing is a 
sexualized activity within pop culture over which she has no control. Although it is questionable 
whether she would be given parental permission to give pole dancing a go, Hannah makes it clear 
that she chooses not to do these things out of her own moral conviction even though she sees them 
as being perhaps enjoyable. This choice demonstrates the possibility that agency also lies in the 
reiteration of non-liberal norms to actively construct the moral self.  

This sense of agency is similar to that found in the work of Mahmood.20 There is a tendency to think 
of agency within a normative, liberal framework where free choice, freedom, and resistance are 
synonymous with agency. Much of the literature around women in non-liberal religious communities 
suggests that a woman’s agency comes from her conscious actions to subvert and challenge a 
patriarchal order and not from her choice to participate within such an institution. If we think of 
agency not as a synonym for resistance to social norms, but instead a modality of action, then one 
can focus deeper on the relationship established between the subject and the norm, between 
performative behavior and inward disposition.21 Hannah’s moral reasoning is not seeking to 
challenge Christian norms; rather she sustains the problematization of sexuality as dangerous thus 
requiring that we consider agency through a different lens.  

 

 

 
18 Fahs “Daddy’s Little Girls: On the Perils of Chastity Clubs, Purity Balls, and Ritualized Abstinence.”; Foucault 
Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, The history of sexuality. Volume one: An introduction; Robbins Becoming sinners: 
Christianity and moral torment in a Papua New Guinea society. 
19 Vaz and Bruno, “Types of Self-Surveillance: From Abnormality to Individuals ‘at Risk’.” 
20 Saba Mahmood, Politics of piety: The Islamic revival and the feminist subject. (Princeton University Press, 2011). 
21 Ibid 147. 
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She needs some Jesus 

 

Our conversation about the challenges of trying to live a holy, Christ-like life in their secular high 
school culture continued as Lisa recalled a difficult experience she had with a mutual friend, Sharon, 
a non-believer. Sharon sometimes liked to share stories about her sex life with Lisa and these 
narratives of boys and sex gave Lisa an uneasy feeling; she was embarrassed to even talk about these 
things and didn’t want to perpetuate sinful behavior. Sharon’s sexuality was like a trap for Lisa. 
There was no way she could go about it without experiencing some unwanted/morally dangerous 
emotion or interaction. In the following dialogue, Hannah and Lisa maneuver out of that trap by 
affirming their moral standings in comparison to Sharon. 

 
Hannah: That poor girl. 

Lisa: I love [Sharon]. 

H: She needs some Jesus so bad though. 

L: She does need Jesus but she's like- I don't know. 

H: She's so sweet. 

L: It's so hard because she's like, such a good friend but like, she's so- 

H: She makes some real bad choices […] She's got a lot of bad, I don't know. 

L: But she was like ‘Hey, hey Lisa.’ And I was like, ‘What?’ And she was like, ‘Don't tell anyone.’ And I was 
like, ‘Alright, I won't.’  She was just like telling this story [about sex] and I was like, ‘ah, I did not need to hear 
that.’ And then she will just be like, ‘Hey Lisa, when are you ever going to do that?’ And I even told her- I was like, 
‘I'm not- I'm waiting till marriage’ and she was all like, ‘That's weird.’ And I was like, ‘Okay well I'm sorry.’ 

H: Sorry that you're slightly a ho [chuckles] […] Is she better about that now? Or? 

L: About? 

H: Keeping all of herself to herself. 

L: Yes.  

 

To understand this exchange, Francesca Montemaggi’s theory of ethics of purity and compassion is 
quite useful.22 Ethics of purity and compassion exist along a spectrum; at one end is extreme 
compassion which avoids any judgement and at the other is judgmentalism (purity, moralism) which 
ignores the person. When an ethic of purity is applied, one seeks for “unity through conformity to 
religious and moral norms”, whereas an ethic of compassion aims to embrace the other without 
judgement.23 Montemaggi argues that all moral decisions exist along this ethical spectrum. As the 
girls are making moral judgements upon Sharon, they began compassionately as they empathized, 
“That poor girl”, “She’s so sweet”, and “I love her.” However, Hannah ended up closer to the purity 

 
22 Francesca Montemaggi, “Compassion and Purity: The Ethics and Boundary-Making of Christian Evangelicals.” 
Religion 48, no. 4 (October 2, 2018): 642–58.  
23 Ibid 646. 
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end of the spectrum with her statement “Sorry you’re slightly a ho”, where the “sorry” was not very 
sorry at all with tones of sarcasm and the “slightly” cushioned the blow of calling Sharon a ho.  

How the girls framed ‘having Jesus’ resembles what Tanya Luhrmann witnessed as “walking with 
God”, i.e. establishing and maintaining a personal relationship with God (Jesus) and to use that to 
manage everyday (faith) challenges in order to be ‘better’.24 Being better, in this sense, would mean 
not expressing sexuality until one is in a (heterosexual) marriage. Hannah and Lisa refer to Sharon 
as a “cautionary tale” who acts out because she doesn’t know any better or because she doesn’t have 
a good relationship with God. The two girls demonstrate an ethic which would fall near the middle 
of the compassion-purity spectrum; they love and care for Sharon, but they know she needs to 
adhere to the religious and moral norms in order to live a ‘better’ life. While they are concerned 
about her behavior in other aspects of life (like doing so much cocaine that she “has holes in her 
nose”), their main concerns are her sexual inclinations and whether or not she keeps “all of herself 
to herself.” It seems as if within this Evangelical culture (as in other religious circles), sexual sins 
stain much worse than any other, especially so as a female.  

As they talk about Sharon and her sexual transgressions, the girls are increasing their moral and 
social capital with each other and within the Evangelical value sphere.25 They reassure that they 
know what she is doing is wrong as if to prove to themselves, each other, and to me as some sort 
of authority figure that they know what is right and wrong. They reinforce the boundaries between 
good and bad thereby positioning themselves in relation to Sharon’s ho-ness. Kathryn Klement & 
Brad Sagarin maintain that women within patriarchal religious structures learn that their worth can 
be determined by their sexual experiences.26 The fewer experiences a female has prior to marriage, 
the more moral and valuable she is. This belief, as Hannah and Lisa demonstrated, can lead to the 
stigmatization of other women who have had sexual experiences. Females who enjoy sex outside of 
the context of a heterosexual, monogamous marriage are seen as being broken in some way, 
according to their Evangelical viewpoint. But what about the other end of the spectrum? If you’re 
not a ho, then according to their high school/pop culture’s logic you’re probably a prude. This, 
according to Hannah and Lisa, is also problematic but for much different reasons.  

 

 

 

 

 
24 Tanya M. Luhrmann, "Metakinesis: How God becomes intimate in contemporary US Christianity." American 
anthropologist 106, no. 3 (2004): 518-528. 
25 Parker “Religion, Class and Schooled Sexuality among Minangkabau Teenage Girls.” 
26 Kathryn R. Klement and Brad J. Sagarin, “Nobody Wants to Date a Whore: Rape-Supportive Messages in Women-
Directed Christian Dating Books.” Sexuality & Culture 21, no. 1 (March 2017): 205–23. 
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Part 2. On being an “innocent little baby” 

 

Hannah and Lisa are very careful to stay away from being identified as a ho by their peers by 
distancing themselves from and condoning sexual(ized) activities. Yet, they understand that this 
places them at the opposite end of an extreme dichotomization of young female sexuality. The girls 
were raised as bible-based Christians who take the bible as the literal and true word of God. Through 
this theology reinforced by their parents and other religious authorities, they believe that sex is to 
occur only in the parameters of a heterosexual marriage. This, they unhappily acknowledge, makes 
them subject to teasing and questioning from their non-Christian peers. But despite being ridiculed 
and feeling “bad”, Hannah and Lisa feel justified in their standpoint. They know they are doing the 
right thing; they know they are following the rules and for their efforts, they hope they will be 
rewarded someday with a healthy, Christian marriage. First, I highlight an incident with Hannah 
where she explains how feels she is different from the other girls in her high school because she has 
set her heart on Jesus. Second, sex and dating will be examined as Hannah and Lisa discuss 
interactions with non-Christian peers and express their intentions to date for marriage. 

 

Setting the heart on Jesus 

 

Around our little table scattered with drinks, notebooks, pens, and phones, I brought up another 
page from the bible study book that made me wonder what the girls thought of this text. It was 2 
Corinthians 5:14-16a27 which reads as follows:  

 

Do not be yoked together with unbelievers. For what do righteousness and wickedness have in 
common? Or what fellowship can we light have with darkness? […] what does a believer have in 
common with an unbeliever? What agreement is there between the temple of God and idols? 

 

The author analyzes that, “We can pretty much divide humanity into two segments: those who grew 
up in the church being taught about what it means to be ‘unequally yoked’ and those who didn’t.” 28 
The word yoke refers to a wooden bar or frame that joins plow animals at the necks for working.29 
In that sense, Christians are fundamentally different than non-Christians and really should not mix. 

 
27 The Holy Bible: New International Version, 1984. (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1984).  
28 Minter, Kelly.  All Things New: A study on 2 Corinthians for teen girls. (Nashville, TN. Life-Way Press, 2016). 
29Merriam Webster. Definition of Yoke. Accessed October 15, 2020. https://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/yoke. 
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It would be unequal to be in close contact with a non-believer either as a friend or as a romantic 
partner; the Christian would end up doing more of the moral work.  

As Hannah and Lisa mulled this over, they expressed how they place themselves in opposition to 
non-Christian girls. When I asked them to think about what makes them different, Hannah 
responded:  

 
I don't have my heart set on like a lot of sinful things like other girls do. For instance, like a lot of the girls in our high 
school are very, very um- sexually active? And boy crazy. I'm not saying that I'm not boy crazy because sometimes I 
am, but it's not what completes me, it's not what I strive for in everyday life. I feel like I have my heart set on more 
clear things [God].  

 

What makes her different is that she has her heart set on something better: God. And specifically, 
she is different (and better off) because of her reserved views towards sexuality. The girls in her high 
school waste their time going crazy thinking about boys, dating, and sex. But Hannah, on the other 
hand, knows that there is something more important. Other girls find their worth in sex and boys, 
but Hannah sees her worth as coming from God. However, it can be argued that Hannah does find 
her worth through boys and sex, it’s just the opposite. The less she has to do with sex, the worthier 
she feels she is in God’s eyes.   

Recognizing that she sometimes goes a little boy crazy, she sees this sinful nature and works to 
sanctify it through repentance and aligning herself to God’s will. She knows what her sights should 
be set on, so she consciously works in order to create that moral reality for herself.30 There is a 
constant state of ethical and moral negotiation as Hannah interacts with secular ideologies. As 
Mahmood theorizes, Hannah feels the rigid choice between secular and religious values and thus 
rejects that which does not reflect her Evangelical worldview by defending these norms.31 When 
Hannah looks within, she compares her feelings and desires with how she should conduct herself  
according to an Evangelical regime of knowledge.32 Colin Gordon writes that there is no need for 
physical violence or constrains in order for humans to subscribe to a regime of knowledge.33 All one 
needs is an introspective gaze where, like Hannah, “each individual is under its weight will end by 
interiorizing to the point that [she] is [her] own overseer […] thus exercising this surveillance over, 
and against, [her]self.”34 But, more than just being her own overseer, she knows that God is watching 

 
30 Joel Robbins, "Between reproduction and freedom: Morality, value, and radical cultural change." Ethnos 72, no. 3 
(2007): 293-314. 
31 Mahmood. "Religious reason and secular affect: An incommensurable divide?" 
32 Nikolas Rose, Inventing our selves: Psychology, power, and personhood. (Cambridge University Press, 1998). 
33 Colin Gordon, "Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings, 1972-1977, trad." Colin Gordon [et al.], 
(Brighton: Harvester 1980). 
34 Ibid 155. 
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her, too. Hannah understands that God knows what it is in her heart, so she cultivates her thoughts 
and actions to reflect what she has learned God wants for her. 

 Hannah knows that it’s not boys, dating, or sex that will complete her. She professed that her life 
“[is] not for anyone else, […] it’s for Christ.” God is her constant and what keeps her steady in an 
unstable word that is, among other things, filled with sexual temptation. This temptation, Hannah 
notices, is constantly present so she must focus on her relationship with Jesus to make it through 
high school life with a sense of goodness. Temptation is a reminder to use the gaze inwardly in order 
to regulate her behavior based on what she has learned is right. Sexuality is, for her, a distraction 
that could take her away from what her heart is clearly set on (God).  

 

Waiting until marriage  

 

Self-surveillance and regulation of the moral body manifest in the girls’ attitudes and actions 
regarding relationships and marriage. The girls believe that sexual/romantic relationships should be 
designed in such a way that marriage is the ultimate goal. According to (American) Evangelical 
teaching, marriage is the only space where sex should be expressed and enjoyed; anything outside of 
that is against God’s design for love, sex, and life.35 Lisa and Hannah have their hearts set on marriage 
and they aren’t afraid to make this clear to their peers even when they know that they’ll perhaps be 
mocked or misunderstood. I asked the girls how it felt to navigate through a high school world 
where people were having pre-marital sex. Hannah responds from an ethic of compassion saying, 
“I won’t purposefully put my opinion into their life but […] I don’t think it’s right and I’m not going 
to do this.”  This is reminiscent of a prolific saying/attitude in the Evangelical community: ‘Love 
the sinner; hate the sin’ which separates people from the actions they engage in. But the extent to 
which this compassion is enacted in their lives is difficult to say.  

As much as Hannah tries to be compassionate towards non-Christians and their attitudes towards 
sex, she finds herself stepping onto a higher moral ground where she knows the truth: sex is for 
marriage and anyone who does it before has sinned. She knows that she cannot control their lives, 
but she will try and make it clear to them that what they’re doing is wrong. I asked Hannah what 
she says when people ask her why she doesn’t think pre-marital sex is right: 

 
Yeah, well like the bible doesn't say this is right and I don't want to and […] sex should be shared between a husband 
and a wife because there is an actual connection there and I only want that connection with my husband. 

 
35 Heather Hendershot, “Virgins for Jesus: The Gender Politics of Therapeutic Christian Fundamentalist Media,” in 
Hop on Pop: The Politics and Pleasures of Popular Culture, ed. Henry Jenkins, Tara McPherson, and Jane Shattuc 
Durham: Duke University Press, (2002); Klement and Sagarin. “Nobody Wants to Date a Whore: Rape-Supportive 
Messages in Women-Directed Christian Dating Books.” 
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Hannah is seeking an actual connection, one that can only be found within a heterosexual marriage. 
Fahs writes that in Evangelical circles such as this one, “Intimacy, unity, pleasure, and procreation 
are constructed as solely occurring within the realm of married heterosexual couples.”36 While 
Hannah recognizes that people do sexual things outside of this realm, she juxtaposes these actions 
against what the bible says is true and good and again acts through an ethic of purity. Any sexual 
connection that exists outside of the Christian, heterosexual marriage is a sinful illusion.  

For young Christian females, marriage is often portrayed as a savior from immoral life paths or 
unhappiness as Teguh Wijaya Mulya found in her study of teenage Christian girls in Indonesia37. 
Lisa and Hannah believe that if they are to indulge their sexual desires through whatever means, 
they are putting themselves at risk of not only heartbreak but also the potential for sin. In 
relationships, there is often temptation to perhaps go further than one has been told is acceptable. 
Sexual desires that arises within non-marital relationships are considered to be dangerous not just 
because of STIs, unwanted pregnancy, or heartbreak, but because these relationships can “lead them 
off track and into disaster.”38 If they engage in pre-marital sexual activities (to any extent), they are 
cheating not only themselves but also their future husbands. Such assertions promote the idea that 
sexuality can be owned by another, territorialized, and/or reduced to the confines of the 
heterosexual couple.39 

Hannah and Lisa learned that they need to wait for this true connection that they will have with 
their husband; anything that deviates outside of this paradigm is a dangerous diversion from God’s 
plan for their (love) lives. Hannah and Lisa trust God’s plan and they regulate their sexual desires 
and relationships accordingly. This means that they choose not to date because the purpose of 
courtship is to ultimately lead to marriage.  

 
L: […] the thing is you're like, either dating to marry someone or break up with them. Like, why would you date 
someone to break up with them? 

H: I've always thought about that, but like, recently I've had a revolution. Just don't [date]. 

L: Yeah so like, why date them if like you don't want to marry them kind of thing. 

 

 
36 Fahs “Daddy’s Little Girls: On the Perils of Chastity Clubs, Purity Balls, and Ritualized Abstinence,” 130. 
37 Teguh Wijaya Mulya, "From divine instruction to human invention: The constitution of Indonesian Christian young 
people’s sexual subjectivities through the dominant discourse of sexual morality." Asian Studies Review 42, no. 1 (2018): 
53-68. 
38 April Burns and Maria Elena Torre. "Shifting desires: Discourses of accountability in abstinence only education in 
the United States." All about the girl: Culture, power, and identity (2004): 127-137. 
39 Marion C. Willetts, "Union quality comparisons between long-term heterosexual cohabitation and legal marriage." 
Journal of Family Issues 27, no. 1 (2006): 110-127. 
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So, if marriage with this boy is not plausible, why even date? Within this avoidance of romantic 
relationships, Hannah and Lisa justify avoiding the heartbreak and rejection of a break up. This 
relationship eschewal places the girls in a vulnerable position to be made fun for being an innocent 
little baby.  

When Lisa explains her position on sex and dating to non-Christians, they call her “weird” and 
“lame” and this makes her feel embarrassed. But Lisa is aware of this pressure to conform to an 
immoral way of life away from God’s will. There are two contradictory discourses at play within 
these interactions between the secular and the Evangelical: female sexual availability and female 
sexual unavailability respectively. In this moral conflict, Hannah and Lisa communicate their 
understanding that their goodness and worth comes from the ability to control their bodies through 
careful examination of their thoughts, feelings, and actions on an individual level but perhaps even 
more so within the group context. Within this space, the girls express feelings of anxiety and 
confusion that arise from navigating the dichotomous space of sexuality as a teenage girl.  

 

 

Part 3: Moral anxiety 

 

While being a “ho” is negative within the Evangelical context for moral and biblical reasons, it is 
also highly negative within their high school. You do not want to be seen an ‘easy slut’ who has 
rumors circulating about her, but you also do not want to be seen as a sexually inexperienced know-
nothing. Being placed in either one of these stereotypes would negatively impact one’s social capital. 
Hannah and Lisa feel troubled by both ends of the spectrum of sexual experience in high school. 
However, confronted by the moral panic of pre-marital sexual relationships,40 Hannah and Lisa 
reluctantly settle into the “innocent little baby” category placed upon them by their non-Christian 
peers. Lisa explained,  

 
Yeah, like when I don't give in to things,  I'll feel kind of like bad about it cause everyone will be like, ‘You're stupid, 
Lisa,’ but then like, I'll feel like kind of good in a way almost cause I'm like, ‘Well I didn't do that for you, like I'm 
like not doing it for God’ […] Like, I'm sorry that I disappoint you but I'm not disappointing God and that feels 
better to me, I guess.  

 

While her peers call her stupid and make fun of her, she knows that her ultimate judgment is before 
God, not students in her high school. This realization brings her some relief; the pressure she feels 

 
40 Teguh Wijaya Mulya, "From divine instruction to human invention: The constitution of Indonesian Christian young 
people’s sexual subjectivities through the dominant discourse of sexual morality." 
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to “give in” is strong, but she knows she will be rewarded by God for following his design for her 
life. However, the social rejection by her peers still has an immediate effect on her.  

Hannah has trouble finding a good middle ground between what she knows God wants for her 
through biblical teachings, parents, and church leaders and what she wants to experience. Hannah’s 
desires do not fit into the mold of what a good Christian girl looks like; good girls do not pole dance 
nor are they “boy crazy”. Hannah works consciously to shape her moral self and to subjectify herself 
as a good, Christian girl. But this is hard work to constantly be on guard against dangers of secular 
temptation. She vented that,  

 
Yeah, it's hard to find a line. Like I don’t know […] I get a lot of anxiety from it. Cause it's something like, well 
because […] I'm only going to be in high school for this long. When am I ever going to like- I can't- I like, I'm never 
going to have this opportunity to have fun and be in this time of life again so kind of yolo […] So it's really hard to 
find this median of like, where does God want me to be and where do I want to be. 

 

Hannah demonstrates here what I have defined as moral anxiety.41 Although Hannah and Lisa act and 
engage in ways that demonstrate their longing to become a moral person though the regulation and 
suppression of sexual desires and actions, they are filled with an often overwhelming sense of doubt 
and uncertainty.  

As they self-regulate, they are making active choices, debating ‘right’ from ‘wrong’, and worrying 
intensely about these choices and decisions. The girls expect clear choices when it comes to sexuality, 
but experience anxiety when desire or curiosity conflict with what they ‘should’ do. This creates a 
sense of uncertainty and puts the responsibility on the individual girl to decide what she will do to 
determine her ultimate morality. High school life just does not match up with the right/wrong 
dichotomy of their Evangelical education. In such a context, the potential for disorder gives way to 
a sense of anxiety and confusion. For these two young women, creating a moral Christian self entails 
a constant, conscious striving which leads to moral anxiety. 

Friedrich Nietzsche theorized that people believe in a disorienting force that could turn them into 
sinners unless they make conscious effort to confront it or deny it.42 Individuals who hold this belief 
are internally torn between God and the devil and between the good and the bad in their lives. The 
girls exhibit this as they talk about their near constant moral anxiety and policing of their bodies and 
sexualities. Self-surveillance is based on the cultural postulation that certain thoughts and actions are 
dangerous or unwholesome for the constitution of the individual as a subject.43 Self-surveillance 
should also be associated with practices of the care of the Self where individuals need to care and 
work on something which corresponds to the production of an ethical substance. As Mahmood 

 
41 Anne. Seeking Goodness: Discourses of Morality, Submission, And Uncertainty Among American Evangelical Teenage Girls. 
42 Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals. In Kauffman (ed.) Basic Writings of Nietzsche. (New York: 
The Modern Library, 1968), 449-599. 
43 Vaz and Bruno, “Types of Self-Surveillance: From Abnormality to Individuals ‘at Risk’.” 
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argues, it is not simply that one acts morally or virtuously, but more so how one enacts and comes to 
embody a certain moral or virtue through intent, emotion, commitment, etc.44 The ways that their 
individual bodies experience sexuality informs their morality. Thus, Hannah and Lisa demonstrate 
constant care and surveillance to reassure that they do not trip up on any sort of sexual sin or 
temptation. 

Sex and desire are trivial distractions which Hannah and Lisa consider themselves and other 
Christians to be above, but they are also morally and spiritually dangerous terrain. The two girls see 
themselves as responsible for their own morality through the observation, control, and disclosure 
of their sexual desires. I argue that through self-surveillance and self-regulation, the girls co-create 
themselves as “docile bodies” as defined by Susan Bordo.45 These docile bodies then serve to 
reinforce a patriarchal social order that exists not only within the Evangelical church but also in what 
they refer to as “society”. In this constellation, the girls negate their own sexual desires but also 
condemn females who openly express their sexualities. Tolman argues that the possibility that girls 
might be interested in sexuality, either in their own right or as objects of male desire, is met with 
resistance and discomfort.46 This discomfort is only amplified within the Evangelical community as 
(particularly female) morality is inscribed within the sexual body and the restriction of desire. This 
creates a dichotomy in which Lisa and Hannah can either be ‘bad’ (immoral) for being interested in 
exploring their sexual desires or they can be ‘good’ (moral) by controlling their sexual selves and 
‘saving’ themselves for their future husband.  

Their moral anxieties seem to be relieved through group discussion and disclosure.47 Within their 
bible study group, the girls construct a common identity based on the regulation and marital deferral 
of sexual desires and activities. Fahs found that for Evangelical teenage girls involved in purity 
culture, the notion of emphasizing one’s differentness in comparison to the mainstream by 
celebrating marriage and regulating (repressing) one’s bodily desire holds special meaning.48 They 
are better than that, they know better than that, they were taught better than that. They seek out and 
celebrate this difference between them and their non-Christian friends. They are the good ones, the 
ones who actually know what is right. The others need to be saved by having Jesus in their lives. 

This social space normalizes the regulation of women’s bodies via control over developing sexual 
identities and expression. There is a re-inscription of bodies as sexual property belonging to some 
authority, be it parents, a future husband, and/or God. Their bible study is organized around, among 
other values, the negation of their sexual desires and the condemnation of female sexual expression. 
They establish connections and encourage one another to perpetuate this discourse of sexual 

 
44 Mahmood, Politics of piety: The Islamic revival and the feminist subject. 139. 
45 Susan Bordo, "The Body and the Reproduction of Femininity: A Feminist Appropriation of 
Foucault,'Gender/Body/Knowledge, A." Jagger and S. Bordo, eds., (Rutgers UP, New Brunswick 1989). 
46 Deborah L. Tolman, Dilemmas of desire. (Harvard University Press, 2002). 
47 Pylypa “Power and Bodily Practice: Applying the Work of Foucault to an Anthropology of the Body.” 
48 Fahs “Daddy’s Little Girls: On the Perils of Chastity Clubs, Purity Balls, and Ritualized Abstinence”. 
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negation by checking up on each other’s beliefs about sexuality. They express judgement for other 
girls for being sexually active and for not keeping all of themselves to themselves, as they’ve learned 
they should if they are to be ‘good’ in the eyes of God and their Evangelical community. However, 
maintainting such a stringent moral position through constant worry and assessment seems to take 
a toll on their sense of well-being. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Fahs asks, “Can we capitalize on women’s assertion of agency in the sexual decision-making process 
without relying upon patriarchal constructions of limiting sexual desire as the means to liberation?”49 
I argue that the Evangelical and secular spheres in which the girls find themselves navigating and 
negotiating between are patriarchal constructions that narrowly define acceptable sexual desire and 
expression for teenage girls. While I agree with Fahs to some extent, I maintain that sexual agency 
can also be found within the girls’ beliefs, justifcations, actions based on their Evangelical 
upbringing. Agency must not necessarily be a resistance to whatever norm, it is, as I argue, a modality 
of action which may be found in the reiteration of patriarchal religious norms.  

The conscious construction of Hannah and Lisa’s individual moral selves within a structure that 
suppresses female sexuality does denote agency even if the moral self is expressed in ways which 
contemporary Western feminist thought might find unsettling.50 They are not, as some may suggest, 
operating under a “false consciousness”.51 To reconcile with a more holistic view of agentive moral 
being, Mahmood and Rosa Vasilaki’s three-fold theoretical framework has been taken into account: 
the first requirement is the detachment of agency from progressive politics because the desire for 
freedom or to subvert against societal norms are not innate nor cross-cultural. The second 
requirement is the reformulation of agency in relation to embodied capacities and means of subject 
transformation. The third requirement is understanding that a moral self-formation lies beyond 
emancipatory politics outside the narrative of secular history.52 The goals of this short-term 
ethnography were to witness life as lived as an evangelical teenage girl, to explore their moral realities 
and hold them as valid (although not necessarily commendable) simply because they are living it. 
This is only possible when one releases (pre-concieved) notions of what it means to morally act an 
agentive female.  

 
49 Ibid 137. 
50 Mahmood, Politics of piety: The Islamic revival and the feminist subject. 
51 Kristin Aune. "Evangelical Christianity and women's changing lives." European journal of women's studies 15, no. 3 
(2008): 277-294. 
52 Rosa Vasilaki. "The politics of postsecular feminism." Theory, Culture & Society 33, no. 2 (2016): 103-123. 
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The girls’ decision-making processes are heavily influenced by what they understand as good and 
true according to an American Evangelical culture of sexual abstinence and redemption through 
heterosexual marriage. This resonates and clashes against the contradictory voices they hear in their 
high school environment which tell them that being a sexually inexperienced teenage girl is “stupid” 
and “embarrassing” but also too many sexual experiences makes one a “dirty ho”. Within 
Evangelical purity culture, the (female) teenage body is subjectified as lacking in self-control and 
with the only remedy being through some spiritual commitment to sexual abstinence. Hannah and 
Lisa have learned not to give into the sins of the flesh because there is something greater waiting for 
them if they can just hold off until marriage. When the girls achieve control over the sexual body, 
they feel they have achieved a higher moral self. 
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Just this term, the question of the agency of Pentecostal women in Africa arose in my seminar. We 
were discussing the words from a speech given by a very popular female pastor who described that 
rather than preaching, her first calling from God was to her husband. Many of my students 
expressed their concern about these words and how they would encourage women in the audience 
to follow this example of divinely ordered subjugation and would thus re-affirm patriarchal power 
structures. And though I find my students’ concerns valid, I pushed them in another direction as 
well: What if the contents and the functions/ performances of expressions of Pentecostal women 
do not always simply align? And what if the women in the audience have a knowledge of this as 
well, of the difference between rhetoric and doing? What if Pentecostal women are actually capable 
of saying one thing and doing the other because they are conscious of the various and contradicting 
expectations they encounter within different contexts? 

 

When it comes to gender topics within Evangelicalism or Pentecostalism, many researchers turn 
to the pastors’ opinions, sermons or the churches’ teaching materials and even if interviews and 
ethnographic fieldwork is included, they tend to privilege the leaders’ output. Rebecca L. Anne, 
however, has presented a very interesting and necessary look into the self-reflections of Evangelical 
teenage girls, not starting with pastors’ output but with particular believers’ reflections. This puts 
much of research done on Evangelicalism and Pentecostalism on its feet, I think, because there is 
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the constant danger that researchers overstate the influence of pastors’ utterances or churches’ 
teachings in the lives of the believers. Most of them do spend a lot of time outside of church and 
within other contexts like work places, educational institutions, family, etc. 

 

The topic the teenagers reflect the most on in Anne’s article is the issue of sexual behaviour. From 
my own experiences, pastors oftentimes feel the need to reprimand their congregations, especially 
female groups, reminding them in strong terms of how to behave and what to do, specifically 
concerning their sexual conduct. We could then either focus on the contents of these reprimands 
or we could also take it as a hint that the lives of these females are not lived as purely as their 
pastors would want them to. There seems to be a constant drive towards purity but that drive also 
attests to the muddle, the “temptation,” the inconsistencies of the daily lives of the believers. 
Anne’s article also stresses this point that for the teenage girls whom she observed and interviewed, 
there was a constant pull and push between their high school context and the teachings of their 
church or bible study group. On the one hand, they could demarcate themselves from their Non-
Christian peers as “knowing better” and “staying on the right path”; on the other hand, they also 
expressed desires that fell somewhere in the middle. One girl wanted to do pole dancing as a “fun 
sports,” while its popular reception as sexual made her abstain from it. The girls also acknowledged 
to be a little “boy crazy” at times, just like their Non-Christian female friends, although they 
strongly emphasized that they abstained from sexual activities unlike some of these friends. 

 

I find these dilemma situations that the girls in Anne’s article described as relevant in their lives 
and even as a cause of anxiety to them, very interesting because they show that Pentecostalism or 
Evangelicalism are not mere doctrines that produce cookie-cutter believers. Instead people ascribe 
themselves to certain churches, beliefs or doctrines within life situations and desires that are often 
muddled and difficult to morally navigate. This bottom-up approach does not only change our 
view on Pentecostalism or Evangelicalism and the humans we find in these movements, it also 
challenges age and gender dynamics. 

 

By asking what the teenage girls themselves think and feel about their high school life and their 
churches’ teachings with focus on the topic of sexuality, Anne takes a new perspective on teenage 
girls’ agency. Against the background that teenaged females are often regarded as limited in their 
agency, both as not-yet-grown-up and as female. The article argues that through self-surveillance 
these girls also constitute themselves as subjects of their own conduct. I think this point comes 
across even more clearly against the backdrop of these muddled feelings that the girls attested to 
concerning their high school contacts and their commitment to God. 
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Considering the contents and rhetorical output of Pentecostal and Evangelical teaching is easy (that 
is also in the interest of the churches!). What is much harder, is to gain a glimpse into what believers 
actually make of it. I think, this is even more relevant when it comes to gender as many find 
themselves shocked, just like my students were, by the often mysogynist messages. Of course, close 
consideration of the contents is still necessary, I do not want to argue otherwise. But I would 
encourage the thought that many Evangelical or Pentecostal females (and in fact, all believers) have 
complicated lives with many different and contradicting challenges. This makes decisions on how 
to apply church teachings rather muddled endeavours as well, far from simple implementation 
situations. This also means that there is a constant push and pull between what they think and hear 
they ought to do and what they then do and feel. This push and pull may be frightening for them 
but it also opens up an array of opportunities how to act for believers. Acknowledging the relevance 
of the muddle of believers’ lives also opens up new academic perspectives on religion and gender, 
as Anne has shown. 
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Abstract 

Women’s rights in India are constantly evolving. However, what hinders progress is the existence 
of prejudiced religious-based laws that violate women's constitutional rights. The opinions on the 
solution to these laws are divided. Many women's groups, as well as the current Indian government, 
support abolishing religious law in favour of secular uniform laws known as a Uniform Civil Code. 
Other advocates for women’s rights support retaining religious-based law where each religious 
community reforms their laws to promote gender equality. A third approach is also being 
advocated whereby an optional Civil Code is implemented alongside reformed religious laws. This 
paper argues against the solution to replace religious laws with a Uniform Civil Code. It questions 
the uniformity approach offered by revealing how nationalistic interests may overshadow aims of 
gender equality. It also explains why abolishing religious-based law is too simplistic of a solution. 
The underlying aim is to illustrate that religious rights and women's rights are not mutually 
exclusive concepts. 
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Introduction 

 

In India, Hindus, Muslims, Christians and Parsis have their distinct religious personal laws (RPLs). 
These are laws based on the faith, religious doctrines, and culture of a community that govern 
‘personal’ matters such as marriage, divorce, maintenance, and succession. These issues are thus 
not determined by universal laws applying to all citizens but one’s religion. Whilst they are 
substantively different, ‘a common thread woven through’1 RPLs is ‘the patriarchal dominance of 
men and the unequal treatment of women.’2 Consequently, debates have been focused on the 
solution to these laws. 

The solution that the current Indian government, under the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), seeks is 
to impose a Uniform Civil Code (UCC) applying to all citizens regardless of their religion. Indeed, 
Article 44 of the Indian Constitution (1950) states the ‘the State shall endeavour to secure for the 
citizens a uniform civil code throughout the territory of India.’3 The notion of a UCC was 
introduced into the Indian political debate by the National Planning Committee appointed by the 
Congress Party in 1940.4 The desire for a Code was rooted in an attempt to secure national unity 
amongst the different religious groups in India. Initially, the proposal to insert the enactment of a 
UCC in the Constitution was opposed by religious groups, particularly by the Muslim members of 
the Constituent Assembly. They perceived a UCC to be a threat to their minority status. 5 However, 
a compromise was met whereby the enactment of a UCC was agreed to be a Directive Principle, 
meaning that it did not create ‘justiciable rights…nor can a law be declared to be unconstitutional 
[where] it contravenes’6 Article 44. This ensured the Muslim members that ‘their personal laws 
would not be upset’.7 Thus, the notion of a UCC was traditionally concerned with national unity. 
It was only from the 1960s onwards when the UCC debate was perceived to be linked to women’s 
rights, and in the 1980s, women’s groups ‘began to vehemently push’8 for a UCC to ensure gender-
just laws.  

 

 
1 Shalina Chibber, “Charting a New Path Toward Gender Equality in India: From Religious Personal Laws to a 
Uniform Civil Code,” Indiana Law Journal 83 no. 2 (2008): 695, accessed April 29, 2020,  
https://www.repository.law.indiana.edu/ilj/vol83/iss2/10/. 
2 Ibid. 
3 The Constitution of India 1950, art 44. 
4 Archana Parashar, Women and Family Law Reform in India (New Delhi: Sage Publications India Pvt Ltd, 1992): 230. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Tanja Herklotz, “Dead Letters? The Uniform Civil Code through the Eyes of the Indian Women’s movement and 
the Indian Supreme Court,” Verfassung Und Recht in Übersee / Law and Politics in Africa, Asia and Latin America 49 no. 2 
(2016): 152, accessed April 10, 2020, www.jstor.org/stable/26160070. 
7 Chibber, “Charting a New Path Toward Gender Equality in India”, 700. 
8 Herklotz, “Dead Letters?,” 155. 
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The question this paper will answer is whether replacing the RPLs in India with a UCC adequately 
advances women’s interests. It will be asserted that a UCC cannot yet be adopted as a solution and 
that the system of RPLs should be retained where reforms come from the community. This paper 
will begin by demonstrating why RPLs need reforming, referring to examples of discriminatory 
laws and their problematic status under the Constitution. The proposal to introduce a UCC will 
then be evaluated where it will be argued that the benefits of a Code can also be achieved by 
retaining the RPL framework. The criticisms of a UCC will then be discussed. It will be revealed 
that it is not feasible under the BJP government to adopt a Code which focuses on serving the 
needs of women. Additionally, a UCC may fail to promote change and will not be meaningful to 
minority women and their intersecting identities.  

 

 

The Problems with RPLs 

 

Before evaluating the case for a UCC it is important to understand why RPLs need reforming. 
Scholar Tanja Herklotz writes that the problems with the personal law framework can be linked 
back to their heritage.9 Before the British arrived in India, Hindus and Muslims deemed themselves 
predominantly bound by their religious laws.10 The British maintained this under the Warren 
Hastings Plan (1772) providing that in personal matters (‘inheritance, marriage, caste, and other 
religious usages or institutions’11), Hindus and Muslims were to be governed by their religious laws. 
Although the British excluded religious laws from their intervention, in reality, ‘the colonial system 
largely shaped the content of personal laws’12 as the British interfered through legislation and 
judicial interpretation. For example, Williams reports that more than twenty Acts were passed 
between 1865 and 1939 that affected personal law in some manner.13 Scholars have noted that 
Acts that were targeted at social reform to benefit Indian women, had little ‘practical effect’ and 
was even seen to have ‘deteriorating effects’ on women14. This resulted in Williams to conclude 
that the reforms ‘tended to favour religious orthodoxy and male conservativism’15. This is 

 
9 Tanja Herklotz, “Law, religion and gender equality: literature on the Indian personal law system from a women’s 
rights perspective,” Indian Law Review 1 no. 3 (2017): 255 
, accessed March 17, 2020, https://doi.org/10.1080/24730580.2018.1453750. 
10 Archana Parashar, “Religious personal laws as non-state laws: implications for gender justice,” Journal of Legal 
Pluralism and Unofficial Law 45 no. 1 (2013): 7 accessed March 17, 2020, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/07329113.2013.773804. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Herklotz, “Law, religion and gender equality,” 255.  
13 Rina Verma Williams, Postcolonial Politics and Personal Laws: Colonial Legal Legacies and the Indian State (New Delhi: 
Oxford University Press, 2006): 73. 
14 Ibid.  
15 Ibid., 74 
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problematic as reform of RPLs has so far been limited. Some laws as they exist today, therefore, 
continue to reflect practices that favoured the native patriarchy.  

For example, Flavia Agnes states that one of the aims of the codification of Hindu law in the 1950s 
was to grant women equal inheritance rights.16 Yet as this was met with opposition from 
conservative national leaders, provisions empowering women had to be ‘constantly diluted to 
reach the minimum level of consensus’.17 Thus, the reforms ‘continued to reflect patriarchal 
ideology.’18 Agnes uses the example of the Hindu Succession Act (1956) retaining the notion of 
‘Hindu Undivided Family’ property due to severe opposition from Hindu leaders.  19  This 
benefitted Hindu men at the time as Hindu women could not inherit ancestral property. The Hindu 
Succession (Amendment) Act (2005) now allows women to be coparceners.20 Yet, this Act did not 
abolish other unjust provisions. For example, Section 15 of the 1956 Act still provides the scheme 
for the succession of property when a Hindu woman dies intestate.21 The consequence of this 
scheme is that a woman’s self-acquired property divests firstly upon the heirs of her husband’s and 
only then to her mother and father. Singhal rightly criticises this order as ‘highly discriminatory’22 
as a distant relative who is the heir of the husband is preferred over a woman’s parents to receive 
property that she obtained herself. 

Moreover, it is not just Hindu laws but other religious systems also discriminate against women. 
For example, the Parsi Marriage and Divorce Act (1936) states that the property of a Parsi woman 
who has committed adultery can be settled by the court for the benefit of her children.23 No such 
provision exists for adulterous men. Additionally, under Muslim Personal law, Muslim husbands 
can practice polygamy whereas Muslim women cannot.24 Also, it was only in 2017 where the 
practice of ‘triple talaq’ (where a Muslim man unilaterally divorces25 his wife by repeating ‘Talaq’ 
three times) was declared unconstitutional.26  

Another issue is the limited protection women have in response to RPLs violating their 
fundamental rights. Articles 14 and 15 of the Indian Constitution promote gender equality. Article 

 
16 Flavia Agnes, “Personal Laws,” in The Oxford Handbook of the Indian Constitution, ed. Surjit Choudhry, Madhav Khosla 
and Pratap Bhanu Mehta (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017): 908. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Hindu Succession (Amendment) Act 2005, s3. 
21 Hindu Succession Act 1956, s15. 
22 Ayushi Singhal, “Female Intestate Succession under the Hindu Succession Act 1956: An Epitome of Inequality and 
Irrationality,” Christ University Law Journal 4 no. 2 (2015): 148, accessed March 28, 2020, 
http://journals.christuniversity.in/index.php/culj/article/view/501/378.  
23 Parsi Marriage and Divorce Act 1936, s50. 
24 Herklotz, “Dead Letters?”, 157. 
25 A unilateral divorce is where one spouse decides to terminate the marriage without the other’s consent. 
26 Shayara Bano v Union of India (2017) 9 SCC 1 (SC). 
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14 states: ‘the State shall not deny to any person equality before the law or the equal protection of 
the laws…’27. Article 15 supplements this providing that ‘the State shall not discriminate against 
any citizen on grounds only of religion, race, caste, sex…’.28 Article 13 protects these guarantees 
stating ‘all laws in force… in so far as they are inconsistent with [these provisions] shall… be 
void.’29 Thus, discriminatory RPLs should be void under article 13 for being in conflict with articles 
14 and 15. However, not all RPLs are easily accepted as ‘laws in force’ for the purposes of article 
13. The case Narasu Appa Mali [1952]30 is known for the premise that RPLs are not ‘laws’ for the 
purposes of article 13 as they are based on religion.31 The court made no distinction as to whether 
this premise applied only to the statutory RPLs and not non-statutory RPLs.32 Following the 
judgment, ‘it became a stumbling block to test the constitutionality of personal laws’33 as courts 
followed this ruling.  

However, courts today increasingly test statutory RPLs against fundamental rights. The approach 
is to either ‘read down’, reinterpret or strike down a statutory provision. Yet for non-statutory 
RPLs, Narusa Appa Mali’s non-interference approach persists. The renowned ‘triple talaq case’, 
Shayara Bano v Union of India34 in 2017 confirmed this. A Muslim woman sought a declaration that 
her husband’s pronouncement of triple talaq was void, and that Section 2 of the Muslim Personal 
Law (Shariat) Application Act (1937) be declared unconstitutional.35 She argued that her rights 
under articles 14 and 15 were violated. Three out of the five judges agreed thus a majority was 
secured in her favour. However, the majority took two different approaches.36 The first approach 
of Justice Nariman and Justice Lalit was to argue that the Act authorised triple talaq. They stated 
Section 2 implies ‘all forms of Talaq recognised and enforced by Muslim personal law are 
recognised and enforced by the 1937 Act’37. Thus, as this was a statutory RPL, it was a law that 
could be declared void under article 13. The second approach was Justice Joseph’s. He decided 
that the Act did not authorise triple talaq as ‘the specific grounds and procedure for Talaq have 
not been codified in the 1937 Act’38. Subsequently, as he believed it was a non-statutory RPL, he 
felt compelled by the precedent under Narasu Appa Mali and thus could not test it against the 

 
27 The Constitution of India 1950, art 14. 
28 Ibid., art 15. 
29 Ibid., art 13. 
30 The State of Bombay v Narasu Appa Mali (1951) 53 BOMLR 779. 
31 Agnes, “Personal Laws”, 910. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Shayara Bano v Union of India (2017). 
35 Ibid. 
36 Saptarshi Mandal, “Out of Shah Bano’s shadow: Muslim women’s rights and the Supreme Court’s triple talaq 
verdict,” Indian Law Review 2 (2018): 96, accessed April 14, 2020 https://doi.org/10.1080/24730580.2018.1510162. 
37 Shayara Bano v Union of India (2017) [47] (Justice Nariman). 
38 Ibid., [4] (Justice Joseph). 
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Constitution. Instead, he concluded triple talaq was not an Islamic practice as it was ‘against the 
basic tenets of the Holy Quran, and consequently, it violated the Shariat’39. He argued that the 
Act’s purpose was to abolish customs contrary to Shariat and thus the Act abolished triple talaq. 
Thus, he strikes down triple talaq for being ‘un-Islamic and illegal’.40  

Overall, although courts test statutory RPLs against fundamental rights in the Constitution, the 
approach of Narasu Appa Mali is maintained for non-statutory RPLs. Thus, for some women, 
articles 14 and 15 are ‘hollow promises as these laws are not subject to real constitutional 
scrutiny.’41  

 

 

The ‘Not-so’ Unique Benefit of a UCC 

 

Having highlighted the issues with RPLs, the solution of replacing RPLs with a UCC can now be 
evaluated. Firstly, I will explain the two ways a UCC promotes gender equality but then 
demonstrate how this does not make it necessary to abolish RPLs as they can also achieve this. 

 

 

Free from religious patriarchy 

 

The core feature of a UCC is that it will not be based on religious doctrines. It could be argued the 
benefit of this secularism is that it avoids relying on patriarchal interpretations of religious texts 
and doctrines as a source of law. The leaders of religious communities are predominantly male. 42 
It is these men who determine the content of RPLs. Subsequently, they interpret religious texts in 
a way to assert and maintain dominance in the community. Consequently, religion has been used 
to authorise patriarchy despite these interpretations being challenged by other adherents to the 
religion. For example, Muslims supporting triple talaq argue that although the Qur’an does not 
specify the method of divorce and Prophet Mohammed demonstrated his anger towards it, he 
never indicated that triple talaq would not be valid.43 Engaging in this interpretation demonstrates 
how religion can be tactically used by men to justify a discriminatory practice as having a basis in 
the religion. This interpretation has been challenged constantly. As demonstrated in the previous 

 
39 Ibid., [12] (Justice Joseph). 
40 Mandal, “Out of Shah Bano’s shadow,” 102. 
41 Chibber, “Charting a New Path Toward Gender Equality in India,” 717. 
42 Archana Parashar, Women and Family Law Reform in India, 244. 
43 Asghar Ali Engineer, The Rights of Women in Islam (New Delhi: Sterling Publishers, 2008): 9.  
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section, it has been argued that  triple talaq has no basis in Islam for it violates Qur’anic principles.44 
Syed Mohammed Ali discusses the validity of triple talaq further and refers to Islamic figures who 
reject the practice.45 For example, Imam Ahmed Bin Hanbal rejected the legal validity of triple 
talaq in one sitting once realising there was no mention of it in the Qur’an and that such a divorce 
was revocable.46 Thus, a secular Code can help achieve gender equality as it need not rely on 
interpretations of religious sources that undermine women.  

 

 

CEDAW will have greater meaning 

 

The Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW)47, 
often referred to as ‘the International Bill of Rights for Women’48 imposes obligations on States 
to ensure equality for women in ‘education, health and work, politics and ensure freedom from 
violence’49. India ratified CEDAW in 1993 but made a declaration that it will only implement 
Articles 5(a) and 16(1) ‘in conformity with its policy of non-interference in the personal affairs of 
any Community without its initiative and consent.’50   

These provisions are important in protecting the private lives of women. Article 5(a) obliges States 
to take ‘all appropriate measures to modify the social and cultural patterns of conduct of men and 
women, with a view to achieving elimination of prejudices…’51, whereas, Article 16(1) obliges 
States to ‘take all appropriate measures to eliminate discrimination in matters relating to marriage 
and family relations’52. NGOs that advance women’s rights find this declaration ‘deeply troubling’53 
as it seriously undermines the impact CEDAW could have in obliging States to ensure women are 
treated equally in private matters such as marriage, divorce or succession of property. These are 

 
44 Shayara Bano v Union of India (2017) [12] Justice Joseph. 
45 Syed Mohammed Ali, The Position of Women in Islam: A Progressive View (Albany: State University of New York Press, 
2004): 65. 
46 Ibid. 
47 UN General Assembly, Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), 18 
December 1979, United Nations, Treaty Series, Vol. 1249. 
48 Carolyn E Holmes, “Conventions, Courts, and Communities: Gender Equity, CEDAW and Religious Personal Law 
in India,” Journal of Asian and African Studies 54 no. 7 (2019): 965, accessed April 2, 2020, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0021909619846535. 
49 Ibid. 
50 United Nations Treaty Collection, ‘Status of Treaties’, accessed April 2, 2020, 
https://treaties.un.org/Pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=IND&mtdsg_no=IV-8&chapter=4.  
51 CEDAW, art 5(a). 
52 Ibid., art 16(1). 
53 Susan Deller Ross, Women’s Human Rights: The International and Comparative Law Casebook (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2008): 366. 
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governed by the discriminatory RPLs and as the government adopts a non-interference stance 
when implementing CEDAW, women’s rights are not protected here. For example, Ross refers to 
how a Hindu woman’s right to the family home is subordinate to men’s and how Hindu wives 
cannot initiate adoption. 54 This opposes CEDAW’s proposals under article 16, and even other 
articles that India has not made reservations on, such as article 15 which concerns the equal access 
to administer property55. The consequence of the government’s declaration means RPLs are not 
scrutinised by CEDAW, and thus, women continue to be undermined in private life. Therefore, 
NGOs have argued that so long as the patriarchal RPLs govern these areas, women cannot 
adequately exercise their rights ‘in a meaningful way.’56 Thus, replacing RPLs with a UCC could 
mean the State can better carry out its obligations under CEDAW to promote gender equality in 
the private lives of women as well as their public lives.  

 

 

RPLs can be reformed 

 

Whilst the aforementioned points are valid, I argue that gender equality can also be achieved by 
retaining RPLs. The preceding arguments work on the assumption that a UCC is the only solution 
that can ensure gender equality as RPLs cannot be reformed. Yet, RPLs are capable of being 
reformed. Flavia Agnes, a vocal proponent for retaining and reforming RPLs, argues that the 
amendments to the Indian Divorce Act (1869) in 2001 demonstrate reforms from the community 
are possible.57 These reforms meant Christian women no longer had to prove ‘dual ground 
adultery’ where adultery had to be established with either cruelty or desertion to obtain a divorce. 
58 Additionally, the provision empowering the court to settle the adulterer woman’s property in 
favour of her husband or children was removed.59 Thus, RPLs can be reformed such that the law 
is no longer discriminatory. 

Of course, there are hurdles. Feminist scholar, Archana Parashar who evaluated arguments for and 
against a UCC noted that ‘at least some sections of each community are likely to insist on the 
religious sanctity argument and would thwart any reform measures.’ 60 In response to the resistant 
leaders, I would stress reforming RPLs is not reforming the actual religions, and thus, would not 

 
54 Ibid. 
55 CEDAW, art 13. 
56 Ross, Women’s Human Rights, 366. 
57 Flavia Agnes, “Minority Identity and Gender Concerns,” Economic and Political Weekly 36 (2001): 3975, accessed April 
18, 2020, https://www.jstor.org/stable/4411251. 
58 Ibid., 3976. 
59 Ibid. 
60 Parashar, Women and Family Law Reform in India, 244. 
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be undermining the actual religion itself. The two are distinct. For example, Zakia Soman, the Co-
founder of the Bharatiya Muslim Mahila Andolan (BMMA) (a Muslim Women’s Rights group) 
argues that all Muslim Personal Laws ‘are man-made and hence can be amended by men… Allah 
did not discriminate between men and women’61. Indeed, I illustrated earlier how some scholars 
believe triple talaq arguably has no basis in Islam. Thus, to reform RPLs is not to threaten religious 
freedom. Rather it is to challenge the patriarchal utilisations of religion and religious customs. 

To ensure equality, I propose that where an existing RPL or a proposed new RPL violates a 
woman’s rights to equality under Articles 14 and 15, that law must be repealed, reformed or 
abandoned. This is not a foreign mechanism as the judiciary currently upholds statutory RPLs 
against fundamental constitutional rights. Now, this should be extended to non-statutory RPLs. I 
believe this is a fair compromise for religious leaders between either subjecting their RPLs to the 
Constitution or having no RPLs. Religious sanctity cannot and should not be given preference 
over gender equality, especially as conflicting interpretations exist that suggest the religion does 
not promote the patriarchal practice in question. 

Thus, overall a UCC does not render it necessary for RPLs to be abolished as they too can be 
reformed such that they no longer rely on discriminatory interpretations of religions. 
Consequently, this would also mean the State is better carrying out its obligations to promote 
women’s rights. 

 

 

Why a UCC Will Not Enhance Women’s Interests 

 

There are two arguments against a UCC, and both challenge the concept of uniformity. The first 
argument is that any solution of uniformity implemented by a Hindu nationalist government is not 
desirable for it may fail to be secular and will not protect women’s rights. The second argument 
criticises the notion of uniformity as a form of gender essentialism. It will fail to challenge the real 
source of discrimination and could have little relevance to minority women. 

 

The influence of Hindutva 

In their 2019 manifesto, the BJP reaffirmed that ‘there cannot be gender equality’ until a UCC is 
adopted ‘which protects the rights of all women’.62 Although the BJP project themselves as 

 
61 Prerna Katiyar, “Muslim personal law needs reform,  but UCC is not a solution: Zakia Soman.” The Economic 
Times, 2016, accessed April 19, 2020 https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/opinion/interviews/muslim-personal-
law-needs-reform-but-ucc-is-not-a-solution-zakia-soman/articleshow/55003454.cms?from=mdr. 
62 “Bharatiya Janata Party Manifesto,” BJP, 2019, accessed April 23, 2020. https://www.bjp.org/en/manifesto2019. 
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feminists, this is a misnomer. The BJP and other Hindu nationalists use the idea of a UCC and 
gender equality discourse to undermine the Muslims, thus fuelling the long-established tensions 
between the Hindu majority and the Muslim minority in India. As a Hindu nationalist party, the 
BJP ‘propagates the Hindu nature of India and its ideology known as Hindutva’.63 Resting on three 
pillars: ‘geographical unity, racial features and common culture’64, Hindutva involves excluding 
‘others’ who are not Hindus. Achieving this entails engaging in propaganda campaigns against 
Muslims.  

Chavan and Kidwai argue that the BJP’s push towards a UCC is an example of this. They argue 
that the BJP’s approach to gender equality corresponds with their approach to ‘secularism’. Thus, 
where the BJP seeks to treat all women equally, they mean all Muslim women be treated the same 
as Hindu women. 65 For the BJP, implementing a UCC enables the subordination of Muslims to 
Hindu norms and practices’.66 Chavan and Kidwai refer to the famous Shah Bano (1989)67 case to 
illustrate this point. The Supreme Court held a Muslim woman could rely on Section 125 of the 
Indian Criminal Penal Code (1973)68 to obtain maintenance following a divorce rather than Muslim 
Personal Law which provided that Muslim women are only entitled to maintenance within the 
‘iddat period’69. This is approximately a three-month period following divorce during which 
remarriage is prohibited.70 Angered by the interference with Islamic law and the judges’ 
‘disrespectful tone’71 towards Islam, Muslims’ groups, including the All Indian Muslim Personal 
Law board, organised demonstrations across the nation72. In response, the Indian National 
Congress passed the Muslim Women (Protection of Rights on Divorce) Act, 1986. This 
overturned the judgment and exempted Muslim men from Section 125.73 Hindu nationalists 
including the BJP criticised this and demanded a UCC. They argued that this violated norms of 
secularism ‘as Muslims were being treated differently’74 and also of equality ‘as Muslim women 
were being treated differently from Hindu women’.75 By referring to Hindu women and not all 

 
63  Lars Tore Flaten, Hindu Nationalism, History and Identity in India: Narrating a Hindu past under the BJP (Oxford: 
Routledge, 2016): 1. 
64 Nandini Chavan and Qutub Jehan Kidwai, Personal Law Reforms and Gender Empowerment: A Debate on Uniform Civil 
Code Kidwai (Haryana: Hope India Publications, 2006): 138. 
65 Ibid., 151. 
66 Ibid. 
67 Mohd Ahmed Khan v Shah Bano Begum (1985) SCR (3) 844. 
68  S125 of the Code of Criminal Procedure (1973) empowers Magistrates ‘upon proof of such neglect or refusal’ to 
his wife, to order a husband ‘to make a monthly allowance for the maintenance of his wife…’ 
69 Mohd Ahmed Khan v Shah Bano Begum (1985).  
70 Chibber (n 1) 704 
71 Ibid. 
72 Nawaz B. Mody, “The Press in India: The Shah Bano Judgment and Its Aftermath,” Asian Survey 27 no. 8 (1987): 
946, accessed October 14, 2020, https://www.jstor.org/stable/2644865. 
73 Muslim Women (Protection of Rights on Divorce) Act 1986. 
74 Chavan and Kidwai, “Charting a New Path Toward Gender Equality in India,” 138. 
75 Ibid. 
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women in general, it seems Hindu norms are treated as the standard. Chavan and Kidwai argue 
that this reflects how the BJP is concerned with subjecting minorities, particularly Muslims, to their 
norms. I believe this claim is valid as there is already evidence of subordination whereby major 
religions such as Buddhism and Sikhism do not have their own RPLs but must comply with Hindu 
Law.  

The issue is that the BJP’s vision of uniformity is problematic. They present themselves as offering 
a secular Code, however, it is possible that their Code is one that would represent Hindu practices 
and would subject other minorities to these standards. The consequence of this lack of secularism 
is that gender equality is neglected as a priority. There is evidence to suggest Hindu Law may not 
be equally scrutinised in the reform process. In 2016, the Indian Law Commission circulated a 
questionnaire on the matter of a UCC. Agnes commented on how the questionnaire rarely 
referenced controversial Hindu practices such as the denial of rights to the Hindu second wife.76 
Consequently, many Muslims perceive the UCC to be a ‘sham exercise to deprive them of their 
religious and cultural identity’.77  

Additionally, the BJP’s response to the triple talaq case of 2017 demonstrates that the reforms led 
by the BJP undermines minority groups rather than enhances women’s rights. Four months after 
the Supreme Court declared Triple Talaq unconstitutional, the BJP introduced ‘The Muslim 
Women (Protection of Rights on Marriage)’ Bill which became law in 2019. This makes the 
pronouncement of Triple Talaq a criminal offence and will send the husband to prison.78 The BJP 
has clearly prioritised their agenda of undermining Muslims over helping Muslim women. 
Criminalising Triple Talaq is not in the best interests of women. For example, Esita Sur argues 
that criminalisation ignores the ‘the direct relationship between imprisonment, livelihood, earning 
and maintenance’79. She questions how an imprisoned husband can earn to provide maintenance 
for his wife and their dependent children. Moreover, Muslim women may face stigma from their 
community for making decisions resulting in their husband’s imprisonment. Additionally, the BJP 
failed to consult women’s groups when preparing the Act. To promote gender equality, the BJP 
would need to incorporate diverse voices and concentrate on listening to the voices of women. As 
they have failed to do so, it is questionable whether they are truly motivated by aims of gender 
equality.  

Therefore, a UCC enacted by the BJP may not have women’s interests at heart but rather 
uniformity. Uniformity from the perspective of a Hindu nationalist party is controversial. It is 

 
76 Praneta Jha, “Women don’t need a uniform civil code, but better access to courts: Flavia Agnes.” Catchnews, 2017, 
accessed November 22, 2020, http://www.catchnews.com/india-news/women-don-t-need-a-uniform-civil-code-
but-better-access-to-courts-flavia-agnes-1477151476.html.  
77 Ibid. 
78 The Muslim Women (Protection of Rights on Marriage) 2019 Act Sections 3 and 4. 
79 Esita Sur, “Triple talaq Bill in India: Muslim Women as Political Subjects or Victims?,” Space and Culture India 5 no. 
3 (2018): 7, accessed April 10, 2020,  http://spaceandculture.in/index.php/spaceandculture/article/view/299/194. 
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likely the Code will not be secular and other religions will be subjected to Hindu Law that is poorly 
reformed. It is because of this criticism that women’s groups, which advocate for a Civil Code, 
emphasise that the Code they desire is distinct from the one that Hindu nationalists desire. For 
example, the organisation ‘Saheli’ speaks of an ‘Egalitarian Civil Code’80 emphasising women’s 
rights. This will recognise ‘women’s domestic labour, right to both ancestral and matrimonial 
property, and an equal right to child custody and divorce’.81 Such a Code is not problematic      and 
I believe there would be no reason why this Code could not be an optional one, co-existing 
alongside RPLs.  Yet, the problem is how such a Code can be achieved where there is a Hindu 
government in power which might obscure the process to achieve their agenda of Hindutva.      
Thus, for now, I argue against any Code being implemented when the party in power is one that 
does not implement the secular rules they proclaim.  

 

 

Essentialism v Intersectionality 

 

A system whereby religious laws are replaced with a UCC can be criticised as ‘essentialism [sic] 
prioritising gender over other identifications and in doing so excludes other axes of power’.82 The 
Anveshi Law Committee describes the gender essentialism of the Indian women’s movement.83 
Firstly, the notion of ‘gender’ represents only the female sex and gender differences linked to 
‘differences of class, caste, culture, community are overlooked to construct a universal feminist 
subject’84. Subsequently, the women’s movement equates the patriarchies of different religious 
communities and ‘adopts a similar stand of denunciation’85 to them. Thus, a solution implementing 
a UCC merely equates the different forms of discriminations which Muslim women, Parsi women, 
Christian women and Hindu women face altogether. This is an error since a Muslim woman 
participating in the Muslim religious community suffers a distinct form of oppression from that 
of a Hindu woman participating in the Hindu community. Each community discriminates against 
women in different ways. This links to Kimberlé Crenshaw’s notion of ‘intersectionality’. She 

 
80 Saheli, “Egalitarian Civil Code Every Woman’s Basic Right”, 1997, accessed April 20, 2020, 
https://sites.google.com/site/saheliorgsite/communalism/personal-laws-debate/egalitarian-civil-code-every-
womans-basic-right. 
81 Laxmi Murthy and Rajashri Dasgupta, Our Pictures, Our Words: A Visual Journey Through the Women’s Movement (New 
Delhi: Zubaan, 2011). 
82 Lakshmi Arya, “Imagining Alternative Universalisms: Intersectionality and the limits of liberal discourse” in 
Intersectionality and Beyond: Law, Power and the Politics of Location, ed. Emily Grabham (London: Routledge Cavendish, 
2008): 329. 
83 Anveshi Law Committee, “Is Gender Justice Only a Legal Issue? Political Stakes in UCC debate,”  Economic & 
Political Weekly 32 no. 9/10 (1997): 454, accessed April 16, 2020, https://www.jstor.org/stable/4405147. 
84 Ibid. 
85 Ibid. 
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argues where multiple identities including race, religion and gender converge in individuals, these 
individuals ‘suffer from the effects of multiple subordination.’86 Subsequently, Crenshaw argues 
that strategies overcoming the effects of only one of these identities such as sexism is insufficient 
to address the marginalisation by the interaction of these multiple systems of power.87 

Implementing a UCC is one of these insufficient strategies. The relationship between the Civil 
Code already enacted in Goa and Goan Muslims reflects this. Sriranjani demonstrates that despite 
civil divorce procedures being complied with by a Muslim couple, divorce ‘is acknowledged within 
the community only after the community’s norms have been adhered to’.88 Thus, a Muslim couple 
obtaining a civil divorce without a talaq is not considered favourably in the community. Where 
there is no talaq, the wife would be unable to remarry someone within the community as Muslim 
women cannot practise polygamy. Yet, the divorced husband could marry a Muslim as he is 
permitted to engage in polygamy.89 This illustrates the problem of imposing a compulsory Code 
onto the communities as it fails to address the source of patriarchy: the community’s norms and 
culture. Imposing a uniform system does not respond to the different norms that harm women in 
their different communities. As illustrated here, a civil system of divorce did not address the 
Muslim community’s treatment of women following a divorce. Therefore, what is needed is not a 
single solution imposed on all communities, but an individualised response to each community 
and their unique patriarchal norms. This can be provided for by allowing reforms to come from 
within the community which will affect      a deeper psychological change in the community. 

Furthermore, it is also beneficial to not implement a Code as women may continue to participate 
in their communities. Flavia Agnes applies such thinking. She argues ‘small and significant reforms 
within personal laws…have greater relevance to minority women than the rhetoric of an all-
encompassing and overarching UCC’90. The issue is because of their ‘intersecting identities’, 
religious women feel obliged to choose between the conflicting political agendas of their religious 
community and the women’s movement. Agnes illustrates this by referring to the comments of 
Shah Bano. Despite the Supreme Court allowing her to obtain maintenance under the Civil law, she 
rejected it stating that if the ‘entitlement was against my religion, I would rather be a devout Muslim 
than claim maintenance’91. This demonstrates how some women may feel obliged to express their 
religious identities, and thus, do not feel comfortable participating in practices undermining this. 
Alternatively, perhaps some may wish to preserve both the rights they possess as a woman and as 
a member of the religious community. Accordingly, I believe implementing a secular Code will not 

 
86 Kimberlé W. Crenshaw, “Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence Against Women 
of Colour,” Stanford Law Review 43 (1991): 1251, accessed April 15, 2020 https://www.jstor.org/stable/1229039. 
87 Ibid., 1246. 
88 V. Sriranjani “The Goan Muslim” in Religion, Community & Development: Changing Contours of Politics and Policy in India, 
ed. Gurpreet Mahajan and Surinder S. Jodhka (London: Routledge India, 2010): 312 
89 Ibid., 313. 
90 Agnes, “Minority Identity and Gender Concerns,” 3973. 
91 Ibid. 
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be appealing to these women. As Jenkins states, understanding the ‘religious freedom’ of women 
‘means considering the intersection of gender and religious identities’92. Therefore, it is important 
that community norms are also challenged by allowing reforms from within. If not, women, 
continuing to engage with their communities, will still suffer.  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

This paper has argued that replacing RPLs with a UCC will not adequately advance women’s 
interests. Whilst a UCC may be free from patriarchal interpretations of religious teachings and 
ensures the rights of women are promoted, this does not make it necessary to abolish the RPL 
framework. RPLs are also capable of being reformed in a way to enhance women’s rights.  

Uniformity as a sole solution would be too simplistic whereby to impose a single secular framework 
is to overlook the differences in religious communities and the multiple identities Indian women 
possess. A Civil Code should only be implemented as an additional alternative framework and not 
as a substitution for RPLs. Yet, currently, we should be hesitant to accept any Code whilst the BJP 
are in power. Uniformity under this government will seek to advance Hindu nationalistic interests 
and not adequately advance women's rights. 

As suggested earlier, to ensure gender equality is achieved during the reform process, all proposed 
RPLs coming from the community must comply with rights protected in the Constitution. I believe 
this is a fair compromise between religious rights and women’s rights and reflects that religion and 
gender equality can co-exist.  
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At a time when India is witnessing a rapid deterioration of its constitutional ethos, when the fabled 
Preamble is reframed and reinterpreted, when the national priorities are shifting from progress and 
development to the golden traditions of yesteryears, one has to closely observe and study how 
institutions are being used to achieve all the aforementioned. Rajdeep Johal tries to document the 
understudied facets of gender rights intertwined with religious doctrines and patriarchal practices 
from a legal perspective by looking at the formulation of a Uniform Civil Code (UCC) that would 
seek to bring uniformity in the pluralistic society that has been a cornerstone of the idea of India. 
India, with its plethora of religious and sectarian groups, has witnessed piecemeal changes with 
regards to women’s rights. The constituent assembly, after India gained independence, had twelve 
women members. However, it failed to secure specific rights for women and had to settle with the 
fundamental rights enshrined in the Constitution of India. The religious personal laws (RPLs), on 
the other hand, sought to establish practices that would uphold the erstwhile patriarchal views by 
conveniently resorting to the guarantees of the Constitution gives prohibits the State to impinge 
on the rights of the people to form religious associations and practise it in accordance to their 
scriptures.  

 

The paper sets off by genealogically tracing the idea of a UCC. The author makes the point that 
much before the Hindu Nationalist party suddenly discovered the ‘unequal treatment of women’, 
the grand old party Indian National Congress had broached the idea but was opposed by the 
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Muslim members of the Constituent Assembly. The many problems that plague the men-
dominated religious bodies who define and create the religious laws have been at the forefront of 
any change to the status quo, perpetuating gender inequality and discrimination. By carefully 
analyzing the court cases that have been adjudicated in the highest courts, the author tries to make 
the case of how the RPLs have been seen a mixed reception, based on the personal interpretation 
of laws by the justices. The author then focuses on the limited advantage of a UCC as it would 
ideally be free from religious interpretation, drawing an important focus on the need to discern 
state and religion, and also that a UCC will draw from various charters on women emancipation 
drafted across the globe that might serve as guiding principle. But the author highlights that all of 
these can also be possible if there are institutional changes within the RPLs, brought by the 
governing bodies, which would not only have a wider appeal but would also pay particular attention 
to nuances of each religion. However, one may ask the progressive change-agents in particular 
religion would have enough power or influence within the institutional structure to create change 
by overruling the dominant actors.   

 

The author presents her scepticism about a UCC under the Right-wing Hindu Nationalist 
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). While little light is shed on the nuanced understanding of ‘hindu’, 
‘hindutva’, the author gives unsatisfactory reasoning as to why the BJP would not be successful in 
creating a truely secular UCC. One could argue that against the popular perception of BJP being 
anti-Muslim or anti-women by pointing out the Muslim wing of the BJP and its parent organization 
RSS fighting to empower women and positioning of women BJP leaders in key cabinet positions 
in the government. Of course, the irony also lies in the fact that a larger section of Hindu women 
is abandoned or separated and the Hindu men at the helm of a UCC are not too perturbed with 
their plight. For decades, political parties of all hues and shades have used minorities as vote-banks 
to tap in during elections, so the scepticism against just one party would be tad bit unfair to the 
collective patriarchal practices of the rest. The author breaks down the problems of the recent 
judgements which have criminalized the practice of Triple Talaq but the consternations aired is not 
just limited to the response of the BJP but also the so-called secular parties, including the Indian 
National Congress, as they supposed the Triple Talaq legislation. The important point of 
intersectionality sums up the argument against any uniform policy since women and sexual 
minorities face many layers of discrimination within and around the structures that bind them.  

 

The article points out the perils of imposing uniformity on an issue which requires a nuanced yet 
detailed method of proposing reforms, not only because of the nature of the severely-fraught 
societal structures of the subcontinental politics but also because a broad brush cannot be used to 
understand or unravel gender and sexuality. The author makes an argument for piecemeal 
endogenous institutional change within the religion, rather than exerting an exogenous, sudden 
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change brought about by external actors. The author has given an adequate reference to the 
evolving jurisprudence and legal history, with little recourse to intersectional perspective. The 
article would have also gained from a thorough methodological framework of understanding 
institutions, as in inherent in sociology or political science. However, well-written and lucid 
arguments effectively make the case of the impracticability of a UCC. Overall, one would learn 
more about the changing dynamics of gender politics in India and the drawbacks that need to be 
addressed advocacy and reform.  
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Abstract 

 

Recognising that established analyses of the relationship between professionalism and sexuality fail 

to look at the impact of workplace environments on the construction of the subject, this piece 

undertakes an analysis of the operation of discourses of sexuality in the contemporary workplace 

(office) environment. Drawing upon Foucault’s work on the discursive construction of sexuality1 

and panopticism2, this paper uses an auto-ethnographic approach to look the way in which logics 

of heterosexuality operate in the open-plan office, through both verbal encounters and “speech-

acts of the body”.3 Concluding that this environment plays a significant role in the construction of 

sexual subjectivities, this paper hopes to encourage further academic reflection on discourses of 

sexuality in seemingly neutral spaces.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality. Volume 1, The Will to Knowledge (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978) 
2 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish : The Birth of the Prision (New York: Vintage Books, 1975) 
3 Lene Hansen, “The Little Mermaid’s Silent Security Dilemma and the Absence of Gender in the Copenhagen 
School,” Millennium: Journal of International Studies 29, no. 2 (June 2000): 285–306, 302, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/03058298000290020501. 
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“Walking around the office to introduce myself, the responses I got came either as a polite 'hello and welcome’, or as a 

disinterested grunt. Thoughts began racing through my mind; what had I done wrong? Was I being too camp? Was my outfit 

too much?”4 

 

Whilst I have always been conscious of my sexuality being different to ‘the norm’, only recently 
have I realised that it shifts according to social context, for example acting more camp when I’m 
with friends or policing my camp-ness when I’m in a formal or professional context. Writing in 
the vein of furthering this self-discovery, this essay draws upon auto-ethnography to argue that 
open-plan office space constitutes a contemporary panopticon within which subjects are induced 
to perform sexuality in-line with dominant logics. In my case, as a queer5 individual in a ‘gay 
friendly’ workplace, this logic constituted homonormativity. This refers to a form of queerness 
that “does not contest dominant heteronormative assumptions…”, offering “…a demobilized gay 
constituency and a privatized, depoliticized gay culture…"6 Making this case, I initially provide an 
introduction to key Foucauldian concepts and the body of literature which considers the 
relationship between gender, sexuality and professionalism. Beyond this, my specific case study 
and methodology are outlined. My analysis is then split into three sections, referring to verbal 
interactions that I was party to, verbal interactions that I was not party to and “speech-acts of the 
body”,7 each constituting a mechanism through which power operates in the open-plan office 
environment. Concluding the paper, I argue that open-plan office space constitutes a panopticon 
through which discourses of sexuality are regulated, inscribing (hetero)sexual norms within ideas 
of professional conduct.  

 
4 Vernon, Patrick. “Auto-Ethnographic Field Notes on Discourses of Sexuality in Open-Plan Space.” (10th July 2018.) 
Bank on the Isle of Man. 
5 Throughout this paper, I will use queer to describe my subjectivity and epistemological approach, referring to a 
rejection of all processes of categorisation, seeing all identities as “socially-constructed fiction” (Noreen Giffney, 
“Introduction: The q Word,” in The Ashgate Research Companion to Queer Theory (London and New York: Routledge, 2016), 2.) 
Where terms other than queer arise (e.g.: man, woman, gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender), this is in reflection of the 
literature being discussed, or of a subject’s expressed desire to identify with this term. Queerness not only relates to 
one’s sexuality, but “the open mesh of possibilities, gaps, overlaps, dissonances and resonances, lapses and excesses 
of meaning when the constituent elements of anyone’s gender, of anyone’s sexuality aren’t made (or can’t be made) to 
signify monolithically” (Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Tendencies (Durham: Duke University Press, 1993), 8. As such, this 
essay interprets any performances of gender and/or sexuality which exceed or destabilise binary understandings of 
sex, gender or sexuality to be queer.  
6 Lisa Duggan, The Twilight of Equality? Neoliberalism, Cultural Politics, and the Attack on Democracy (Boston Beacon Press, 
2003), pp.50-51. 
7 Lene Hansen, “The Little Mermaid’s Silent Security Dilemma and the Absence of Gender in the Copenhagen 
School,” Millennium: Journal of International Studies 29, no. 2 (June 2000): 285–306, 302, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/03058298000290020501. 
 



En-Gender! 

4 
© The Author (2020)  

Queer Theory and Professional Conduct 

Contrary to popular beliefs that sexuality is something inherent, unchanging and repressed, 
Foucault argues that it is discursively constructed . 8  Making this case, he draws attention to 
Nineteenth Century pscyho-medical discourses which took control of the realm of sexuality, 
“…intensifying areas, electrifying surfaces, dramatizing troubled moments” [my emphasis]. 9  One 
outcome of this project was the transformation of “the homosexual” from a juridical subject into 
“…a type of life, a life form, and a morphology…”10 Due to the emergence of sexology as a field 
of study, Foucault draws attention to the transformation of sodomy from a discrete legal 
misdemeanour to a symptom of the perverted ‘homosexual’, necessitating medical intervention. 
Underpinning this explanation of sexuality and the homosexual subject is Foucault’s view of 
power, transcending agential and structural accounts; “…power is not an institution, and nor a 
structure; neither is it a strength we are endowed with.”11 Foucault sees power as a ubiquitous 
system of logic which operates through knowledge, referring to the norms and naturalised 
assumptions that construct our ‘reality’.12 One such example of power’s operation is the presumed 
naturalness of heterosexuality and its modes of organisation, commonly referred to as 
heteronormativity by queer scholars .13 This, Sullivan argues, “…is a (historically and culturally 
specific) truth-effect of power/knowledge.”14 Ergo, it becomes clear that sexuality is dependent 
upon the discursive construction of truth, and the necessary and inherent resistance to that truth,15 
in a particular place at a particular time. This renders Foucault’s account of power useful for 
studying sexual normativity in the contemporary workplace.  

 

One key mechanism through which power operates is governmentality. Referring to “the conduct 
of conduct”,16 governmentality, in part, describes the internalisation of governing norms within 
the subject. One key technology of governmentality is that of surveillance, 17  epitomised by 
Bentham’s conception of the panopticon.18 This is a circular prison featuring a central watchtower 

 
8 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality. Volume 1, The Will to Knowledge (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978), 12. 
9 Ibid, 44. 
10 Ibid, 43. 
11 Ibid, 93. 
12 Ibid, 94-95. 
13  S. Jackson, “Interchanges: Gender, Sexuality and Heterosexuality: The Complexity (and Limits) of 
Heteronormativity,” Feminist Theory 7, no. 1 (April 1, 2006): 105–21, 108, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1464700106061462. 
14 Nikki Sullivan, Critical Introduction to Queer Theory. (Edinburgh Univ Press, 2003), p.39. 
15 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality. Volume 1, The Will to Knowledge (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978), 94. 
16 Michel Foucault, “On Governmentality,” in The Foucault Effect (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991), p.2. 
17  Emma A Foster, “Sustainable Development Policy in Britain: Shaping Conduct Through Global 
Governmentality,” British Politics 3, no. 4 (November 20, 2008): 535–55, 538, https://doi.org/10.1057/bp.2008.25. 
18 Bentham, Jeremy. 1843. Plan of the Panopticon. In Michel Foucault. Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, 171. 
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with one-directional windows so as to obscure knowledge of the guard’s activities. Foucault notes 
that the panopticon “…induce(s) the inmate in a state of conscious and permanent visibility that 
assures the automatic functioning of power”.19 This is due to prisoners not knowing whether they 
are under surveillance or not at any particular moment, and as such self-regulating in the knowledge 
that they could be. Highlighted by Foucault to describe one way in which modern subjects self-
govern, the panopticon is of relevance when looking at open-plan office space. As noted by 
Manning’s study into the emergence of open-plan office space in the U.K, this layout generates a 
sense of being watched amongst employees and is favoured by senior managers who are in charge 
of a number of staff and supervisors for its ease of surveillance .20 Thus, it is akin to the panoptic 
layout as envisioned by Jeremy Bentham, with the same effects of governmentality induced. I 
would add another level to this, however, and note that within the open-plan office, the inmates 
[employees] are not kept in their cells but are allowed to roam free within the figurative prison, 
conversing and watching as they please. This induces a further element of panopticism, in which 
fellow inmates as well as the ‘guard’ [manager] become responsible for monitoring behaviour. 
Given that sexuality is socially constructed, and that open-plan space is a mechanism through 
which power operates, the study of normative sexual subjectivities within this space becomes 
relevant. Firstly, however, we must look at established writings on gender and sexuality in 
professional contexts. 

 

Since the 1980s, there has been a significant body of feminist work which looks at the way in which 
professional conduct is gendered. Describing professionalism, Connell notes that it has been 
historically constructed as masculine, entailing a lack of emotionality, a specialised skill and 
“…technically-based dominance over other workers…”21 Building upon established work, Martin 
studies gender as a dynamic and inequality-generating process. Demonstrating this, she provides 
the example of a male manager intuitively telling a female manager of the same rank to answer the 
phone when it rang.22 Furthermore, Lester draws upon a gender performativity framework to argue 
that ‘women’ faculty members perform feminine gender roles in the workplace, such as “emotional 
work” in caring for students and colleagues.23 The above pieces of work clearly do not constitute 
the entire body of feminist research on gender and professional conduct. They do, however, give 
an indication of the epistemological approach that has inspired the emergence of studies of 

 
19 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish : The Birth of the Prision (New York: Vintage Books, 1975), p.201. 
20  Peter Manning and Liverpool (England). University. Pilkington Research Unit, Office Design : A Study of 
Environment (Liverpool: Research Unit, ,  Printing, 1965), p.123. 
21 Raewyn Connell, Gender and Power : Society, the Person, and Sexual Politics (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 
1987). 
22 Patricia Yancey Martin, “‘Said and Done’ Versus ‘Saying and Doing,’” Gender & Society 17, no. 3 (June 2003): 342–
66, 346, https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243203017003002. 
23 Jaime Lester, “Performing Gender in the Workplace,” Community College Review 35, no. 4 (April 2008): 277–305, 278, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0091552108314756. 
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sexuality and professionalism, in exposing notions of professional conduct to be imbued with 
gendered discourses24.  

 

Turning their attention to sexuality, Rumens and Kerfoot look at the persistence of 
heteronormative logics which exclude sexuality from notions of professionalism, even in perceived 
‘gay friendly’ workplaces.25 Evidence for this comes from an interview with a ‘gay’ hospital doctor, 
who argues that “the hospital is not ready…for a camp acting doctor…” due to it bringing sexuality 
into public at the expense of patient welfare.26 They therefore draw attention to the fact that even 
where being gay is tolerated in the workplace, defiance of binary understandings of gender are 
interpreted as a signifier of being ‘too gay’ and are perceived as unacceptable. Writing in a similar 
vein, Giuffre, Dellinger and Williams problematise the persistence of differential treatment on the 
basis of sexuality in these workplaces, including stereotyping, sexual harassment and enhanced 
gender discrimination. 27  Looking at ‘non-gay-friendly’ workplaces, Collins identifies certain 
industries such as law enforcement, the military and oil to be “masculinized” in that they are male-
dominated and perceived to be risk-laden, hypermasculine and heterosexualised forms of work.28 
This, he argues, produces a context in which gay men are marginalised due to perceptions that 
they are more feminine.29 These approaches provide a valuable insight into the extent to which 
heteronormativity imbues common ideas surrounding professionalism, although they are limited 
by an ontological assumption of a stable subject who is relatively unshaped by their discursive 
context What this emergent body of scholarship lacks, therefore, is a poststructuralist account of 
the operation of power30 in open-plan office space, analysing the impact that this space has upon 
the subjectivity of queer individuals. Taking up this task, this paper interrogates the way in which 
my professional context has shaped my self-perceptions, behaviour and understandings, given that 
I am a queer individual with significant experience of this. Doing so, it draws upon Foucault’s 

 
24 For further examples of feminist work on professionalism see also; Ronnie J Steinberg, “Social Construction of 
Skill,” Work and Occupations 17, no. 4 (November 1990): 449–82, https://doi.org/10.1177/0730888490017004004, Jia 
Wang, “Networking in the Workplace: Implications for Women’s Career Development,” New Directions for Adult and 
Continuing Education 2009, no. 122 (March 2009): 33–42, https://doi.org/10.1002/ace.332 and Raewyn Connell, 
“Glass Ceilings or Gendered Institutions? Mapping the Gender Regimes of Public Sector Worksites,” Public 
Administration Review 66, no. 6 (November 2006): 837–49, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-6210.2006.00652.x. 
25 Nick Rumens and Deborah Kerfoot, “Gay Men at Work: (Re)Constructing the Self as Professional,” Human 
Relations 62, no. 5 (May 2009): 763–86, 777, 780, https://doi.org/10.1177/0018726709103457. 
26 Ibid, 777. 
27 Patti Giuffre, Kirsten Dellinger, and Christine L. Williams, “‘No Retribution for Being Gay? Inequality in “gay-
friendly” Workplaces” Sociological Spectrum 28, no. 3 (April 3, 2008): 254–77, 272-274, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/02732170801898380. 
28  Joshua C. Collins, “Characteristics of ‘Masculinized’ Industries,” Human Resource Development Review 14, no. 4 
(December 17, 2014): 415–41, 417, https://doi.org/10.1177/1534484314559930. 
29 Ibid, 432. 
30 E.g. see Laura Sjoberg and Caron E Gentry, Mothers, Monsters, Whores: Women’s Violence in Global Politics (London Zed 
Books, 2007) and Lisa Downing, The Subject of Murder: Gender, Exceptionality, and the Modern Killer (Chicago: The 
University Of Chicago Press, 2013) 
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History of Sexuality31 and Discipline and Punish32 by looking at the effects of the contemporary 
equivalent of the panopticon on the (re)production of knowledge about sexuality.  

 

 

Theory, Case and Method 

Before commencing my analysis, it is first necessary to provide some details on what I understand 
by discourse and heterosexuality. Firstly, I adopt a Foucauldian understanding of discourse as the 
logics and norms which organise our understandings of the world around us, our identities and 
the processes of categorisation that we unthinkingly deploy.33 It is this understanding of discourse 
as power which informs the three sections of analysis in this paper, with the types of discourse 
which had the most impact on my understanding of my sexual subjectivity selected. Furthermore, 
I draw my understanding of heterosexuality from Butler’s notion of the heterosexual matrix. This 
refers to the system of logic which produces ‘men’ and ‘women’ as discrete categories, made 
intelligible through the performance of gender stereotypes in one’s physical presentation, 
behaviour and binaries such as rationality/emotionality and selfishness/altruism,34 for example. 
Given that it is through the performance of gender stereotypes that ‘biological sex’ and 
heterosexuality are made intelligible,35 defiance of gender norms is integral to the study of sexuality. 
For example, gay men are often mislabelled as feminine,36 with the transgression of norms of 
sexual orientation being perceived as a transgression in gender norms. The ever-shifting nexus 
between gender, sex and sexuality is something that I encountered numerous times in the 
workplace, resulting in the discussion of gender norms informing much of my analysis in the 
following section, interpreted as a key logic of heterosexuality.  

 

As noted earlier, the open-plan office constitutes a contemporary panopticon, within which 
employees are not only watched by their managers but by fellow employees. It is given the 
prevalence of this structure in modern workplaces that it becomes a necessary target of analysis, 
especially given the aforementioned body of work which indicates that professionalism is 
sexualised, even in ‘gay-friendly workplaces’. My case study is that of a ‘gay-friendly’ banking office 

 
31 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality. Volume 1, The Will to Knowledge (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978). 
32 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish : The Birth of the Prision (New York: Vintage Books, 1975). 
33 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality. Volume 1, The Will to Knowledge (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978), 94–95. 
34 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble. (New York, London: Routledge, 1990), p.151. 
35 Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex” (London ; New York: Routledge, 1993), 2. 
36  Cliff Cheng, “Marginalized Masculinities and Hegemonic Masculinity: An Introduction,” The Journal of Men’s 
Studies 7, no. 3 (March 21, 2007): 295–315, 298, https://doi.org/10.3149/jms.0703.295. 
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on the Isle of Man, where I worked as a Junior Administrator for six weeks in the summer of 2018. 
What caught my attention in this setting was that despite company policy precluding discrimination 
on the basis of sexuality, I routinely felt as though my sexuality was invoked in subtle [or sometimes 
less than subtle] ways. It was this realisation which prompted me to begin making field notes on a 
daily basis. In these, I detailed the encounters in which I felt as though a sexualised script was 
being invoked, as well as the instances in which I caught myself reflexively adjusting my behaviour 
due to a sense of un-comfortability. The aim of this case study is not to be representative of all 
offices everywhere, but rather is to reflectively engage with the operation of power in seemingly 
neutral workspaces, establishing a meaningful field of inquiry. My choice of methodology to 
conduct this study is auto-ethnography. There are many definitions for auto-ethnography, but in 
general these tend to centre around the notion of establishing meaning in the relationship between 
‘I’, the subject, and ‘my’ discursive context, whether this be society or the open-plan office, for 
example. This is neatly summarised by Neumann, highlighting “the particular experiences of 
individuals in tension with dominant expressions of discursive power.”37 Auto-ethnography is 
particularly applicable in a queer inquiry such as mine, due to it helping the writer “…to see 
themselves and everyone else as human subjects constructed in a tangle of cultural, social and 
historical situations…”38 In the context of my workplace, this allowed me to analyse myself as a 
malleable subject within a field of power relations, as opposed to a discrete and pre-formed 
individual. This enhanced my ability to look at myself from the outside, tracing the ways in which 
the expressions of my sexuality had shifted due to context. Auto-ethnography turns “language and 
bodies in upon themselves”, 39  rendering it a queer methodology in challenging hegemonic 
conceptions of knowledge, drawing attention to discourse and de-stabilising subjectivity.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
37 Mark Neumann, “Collecting Ourselves at the End of the Century,” in Composing Ethnography: Alternative Forms of 
Qualitative Writing (Walnut Creek, CA: Altamira, 1996), 172,198, 189. 
38 Linda Brodkey, “I-Site: An Essay from a Personal Narrative That the Author Has Written about Herself as a Writer 
and Reader’,” Open Letter: Australian Journal for Adult Literacy Research and Practice 6, no. 2 (2015): 17–30, 29, 
https://search.informit.com.au/documentSummary. 
 
39  Tami Spry, “A ‘Performative-I’ Copresence: Embodying the Ethnographic Turn in Performance and the 
Performative Turn in Ethnography,” Text and Performance Quarterly 26, no. 4 (October 2006): 339–46, 342, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10462930600828790. 
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The Office Politics of Sexuality  

 

Verbal encounters that I was party to 

 

The most obvious way in which normative power functioned whilst I was in the office was through 
verbal encounters that I was party to. This was due to them subtly challenging the legitimacy of 
my subjectivity, often unintentionally, but with the resultant effect that I felt out of place.  

 

A notable way in which I felt exposed to heteronormativity whilst in the office was through the 
discursive construction of ‘the closet’, a concept synonymous with contemporary Western 
queerness. When I was eighteen, my parents discovered that I was queer. This was not due to a 
specific ‘coming out moment’, but rather was due to a passing comment. I was going out and my 
Mum asked me where I was going. I said “to a boy called X’s house” and she asked me “is it a 
date?”, which I confirmed. She then told me to “be careful”, with a wry smile, and that was the 
end of the encounter. As such, for many years I believed that ‘coming out’ was an act of self-
indulgence; a concept associated with the culture of a pride-inspired form of queerness, valuing 
public displays of sexual difference above all else. I have since changed my opinion, seeing ‘coming 
out of the closet’ as something that I do on a daily basis, whenever I highlight my deviance from 
the heterosexual norm. This is summarised well by Sedgwick, who states that ““closetedness” itself 
is a performance initiated…by the speech act of a silence…”40 In this sense, the closet is a spatial 
domain that everyone in a heteronormative society inhabits, but only those who break heterosexual 
norms notice. One example of me encountering ‘the closet’ was when I mentioned at work that I 
studied sexuality and gender studies. Here, the admission of my academic field acted as an 
unanticipated ‘coming out moment’.41 This is because in the Isle of Man, where few people are 
openly ‘gay’, it is virtually unheard of for a ‘straight man’, or indeed anyone, to study in this field. 
From this point on, I increasingly found that I was treated differently to my colleagues. When 
engaging in light-hearted joking, for example, what I said would be interpreted as “sassiness” whilst 
this would be interpreted as “banter” if it came from a ‘straight male.42 Similarly, frequent references 
to my emotional state were made, with colleagues accusing me of being “overly-excited”, when this 
was not said to others.43 This reflects Cheng’s observation that gay men are routinely mislabelled 

 
40 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Epistemology of the Closet (Berkeley, Calif. ; London: University Of California Press, 1990), 3. 
41 Vernon, Patrick. “Auto-Ethnographic Field Notes on Discourses of Sexuality in Open-Plan Space.” (16th July 2018.) 
Bank on the Isle of Man. 
42 Ibid, 8th August 2018. 
43 Ibid. 
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as ‘feminine’ 44  due to their failure to conform to hegemonic masculinity’s requirement of 
heterosexual desire.45  

 

Once my queerness became clear to my colleagues, I was increasingly treated as an ambassador 
for the ‘gay community’, speaking for all ‘gays’ everywhere. This designation was reflected in 
questions such as; “do gay people still do sports?”, “what is it like to be gay on the island?”, or “do you reckon 
he’s gay?”, with the latter making reference to my “gaydar”:46 a presumed radio-wave system that 
gives me hidden insight into sexuality. In this context, I grew frustrated with the extent to which 
‘gays’ were treated as a homogenous category, and that I had become a spokesperson for a category 
I never elected to join. Whilst never vociferously denying the term ‘gay’, due to this constituting 
what I perceived to be an unprofessional disturbance, I align with Butler’s characterisation of the 
term ‘lesbian’.47 Here, she acknowledges the practical necessity to appear under the signifier of 
‘lesbian’ from time to time but recognises that “to claim that this is what I am is to suggest a 
provisional totalisation of this “I.”48 Like ‘lesbian’, ‘gay’ is a pre-formed identity imposed on the 
subject. Consequently, even in well-intentioned ‘small-talk’ verbal encounters, I was acutely aware 
that my sexuality was different to the norm. This reflects one way in which heteronormative 
discourses operate through unknowing subjects, barring queers from the total inclusivity that ‘gay 
friendly’ offices promulgate to represent. This was reflected in the admission of my field of study 
representing a ‘coming out moment’, my subsequent feminisation and my treatment as a ‘gay 
ambassador’ by colleagues. Although these conversations had a profound impact on the way in 
which I viewed myself whilst in the office, the open-plan layout did not accentuate these feelings. 
This was most certainly not the case for encounters that I was not party to and bodily performances 
of heterosexuality, which were undoubtedly heightened by my panoptical context.  

 

 

 

 

 
44  Cliff Cheng, “Marginalized Masculinities and Hegemonic Masculinity: An Introduction,” The Journal of Men’s 
Studies 7, no. 3 (March 21, 2007): 295–315, 298, https://doi.org/10.3149/jms.0703.295. 
45 Raewyn Connell, “An Iron Man: The Body and Some Contradictions of Hegemonic Masculinity,” in Sociological 
Perspectives on Sport: The Games Outside the Games (London and New York: Routledge, 1990) 
46 Vernon, Patrick. “Auto-Ethnographic Field Notes on Discourses of Sexuality in Open-Plan Space.” (17th July and 
1st August 2018) Bank on the Isle of Man. 
47 Judith Butler, “Initiation and Gender Insubordination,” in The Lesbian and Gay Studies Reader (New York and 
London: Routledge, 1993), 307–20. 
48 Ibid, 308. 
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Verbal encounters that I was not party to 

 

Another way in which power functioned whilst I was in the office was through verbal encounters 
that I was not party to. As established, the open-plan office constitutes a contemporary panopticon 
in which all subjects have the constant ability to watch and listen. This in turn renders verbal 
encounters that occur in the subject’s vicinity just as important as encounters that the subject is 
engaged in.  

As noted earlier, I was often asked to account for the ‘gay community’ as a whole by colleagues 
interested in my sexuality. The flipside, however, were the multiple instances in which I was denied 
a subject position at all, despite the topic of discussion being one of queer gender practices. One 
particular example of such a discussion was on the topic of ‘transgender men49’ who have become 
pregnant. On this topic, it was generally agreed that such a practice contravened assumed laws of 
nature, reflected in comments that “it’s just weird”, or “it’s not right.” 50  Building upon such 
comments, a number of members of the discussion concluded the conversation through reference 
to the traditional idea of gender essentialism; “there are only two genders [conflated with sex] and what 
you’re born with is what you are.”51 When conducting a debate on sex and gender in a ‘gay-friendly’ 
public forum, representation of the spectrum of subject positions within that forum would be 
expected. By conducting debate without considering whether any members of the office do not 
subscribe to heteronormative understandings, they effectively wrote queers out of existence. This 
was not intended to cause offence but reflects a process through which power relations are 
(re)produced in the assumption that queer people, typified by the pregnant transgender man in 
this instance, exist solely in the ‘imaginary’ realm of the media.  

 

A second means through which power operated within verbal encounters to which I was not party 
to was through the (re)signification of ‘gay’ in the office. Within popular discourse in the Isle of 
Man, it is very common to denote something peculiar, negative or problematic as “gay”, or often 
“well gay”, and this occurred in the office on an almost daily basis.52 This particular use of the term 
‘gay’ is significant in two aspects. Firstly, it ascribes an identity that many people proudly identify 
as with a negative meaning. Secondly, it demonstrates the ever-shifting nature of discourse. This 

 
49 See Paula Cocozza, “The Story of One Man’s Pregnancy: ‘It Felt Joyous, Amazing and Brilliant,’” The Guardian, 
March 22, 2018, sec. Life and style, https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2018/mar/22/story-one-mans-
pregnancy-trans-jason-barker for the article under discussion.  
50 Vernon, Patrick. “Auto-Ethnographic Field Notes on Discourses of Sexuality in Open-Plan Space.” (3rd August 
2018) Bank on the Isle of Man. 
51 Ibid.  
52 Vernon, Patrick. “Auto-Ethnographic Field Notes on Discourses of Sexuality in Open-Plan Space.” Bank on the 
Isle of Man. 
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is because it used to be ‘queer’ that was denoted with such meanings, until it was reclaimed as a 
“reverse discourse”53 by activists from its signification of pathology. This evidences the extent to 
which time does not constitute an endless drive towards progress, but rather constitutes a perpetual 
engagement of power/resistance.54 Ergo, through the denial of subjectivity to queer individuals 
and by ascribing negative meanings to the term ‘gay’, subjects within the office conducted what 
Boreus terms “discursive discrimination” through “exclusion from discourse” and “negative 
other-presentation”,55 respectively. This in turn created an environment in which I felt constrained 
in my ability to speak, in the knowledge that I was on the one hand denied a subject position to 
speak from, and on the other, automatically ascribed a negative meaning if I spoke from a 
positionality involving same-sex desire. At this point, it is also relevant to note that the verbal 
encounters that I was party to may have also induced this effect in subjects who were listening to 
my conversations. Such restrictions on speech provide a possible conceptualisation of what 
Sedgwick means by the silent speech-act of “closetedness.”56  The panoptical character of the 
office undoubtedly heightened these feelings, as it facilitated the existence of large group 
conversations in which “multiple people chipped in by shouting across the room from their desks” (Vernon, 
field notes, 3rd August 2018). Whilst the open-plan space did not create logics of heterosexuality in 
the first instance, it allowed them to flow with greater ease through the office body-politic, 
increasingly gaining the appearance of facts as opposed to opinions with each new participant.   

 

“Speech-acts of the Body”57 

Analysing the ways in which subordinated subjects can communicate without speaking, Hansen58 
recognises what she refers to as “the speech-acts of the body”59. Indeed, within the open-plan 
workplace, I found non-verbal speech to be extremely symbolic as a means through which sexual 
identity was communicated.  

 

 
53 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality. Volume 1, The Will to Knowledge (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978), 101 and 
Judith Butler, The Psychic Life of Power: Theories in Subjection (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1997), 98. 
54 Ibid, 95. 
55 Kristina Boréus, “Discursive Discrimination,” European Journal of Social Theory 9, no. 3 (August 2006): 405–24, 410, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1368431006065721. 
56 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Epistemology of the Closet (Berkeley, Calif. ; London: University Of California Press, 1990), 3. 
57 Lene Hansen, “The Little Mermaid’s Silent Security Dilemma and the Absence of Gender in the Copenhagen 
School,” Millennium: Journal of International Studies 29, no. 2 (June 2000): 285–306, 302, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/03058298000290020501. 
58 Ibid.  
59 Hansen draws her notion of “speech acts of the body” from Judith Butler’s notion of gender performativity, 
referring to “…the reiterative and citational practice by which discourse produces the effects that it names.” (Judith 
Butler, Bodies That Matter : On the Discursive Limits of “Sex” (London ; New York: Routledge, 1993), p.2.). This is an idea 
that is rooted in a Foucauldian approach to discourse and power.  
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Within the office, a heavy emphasis was placed upon the way in which the body was dressed, with 
clothing constituting a central signifier for gender and sexual identity. For ‘men’, desirable outfits 
featured an emphasis on expenditure and branding as opposed to bold colours or prints. This 
represented what soon became apparent as an unspoken heterosexual code, as “one day upon arriving 
to work in a pair of tartan trousers and a polar neck jumper, I became instantly aware of the surprised looks that 
I was drawing.”60  My suspicion that I was dressed ‘inappropriately’ was soon confirmed by a 
comment from a manager, who asked whether I normally wear such clothing to work. Such an 
outfit transgressed the gender norms which constitute the male subject within the heterosexual 
matrix.61 By expressing individuality through patterns and colours, as opposed to expenditure and 
labels, I was made to feel as though I had brought my sexuality into the workplace and flirted with 
the boundaries of heteronormative professionalism. Admittedly, had a straight male worn similar 
clothes into the office, he too may have received the same surprised looks and shocked 
expressions. That being said, for me as a queer person, these looks had a much greater meaning 
than they would for a straight person. For me, my failure to perform heterosexual norms in the 
workplace spoke deeply to my subjectivity and historic experiences of feeling weird, deviant or 
out-of-place. This points towards queer people experiencing spatiality and temporality differently 
to straight people, as Halberstam has famously noted.62 

 

Beyond clothing, the movement and make-up of the body were other signifiers of sexual 
normativity in the workplace. In a number of instances, I observed the way in which ‘male’ 
colleagues moved in a way that exuded control, “walking confidently with a wide stride, slowly surveying 
the room.”63 Furthermore, in meetings, ‘male’ managers would often sit at the head of the table, 
consuming as much room as possible.64 This was one of many acts of “manspreading” I observed 
in the office, an act described by feminists as emblematic of male entitlement. 65  A further 
performance of masculinity came from the constitution of ‘male’ bodies that inhabited the 
workplace. Within the office, there was a narrow emphasis on muscularity and fitness as a display 
of masculinity over other possible expressions of gender. Indeed, I distinctly recall the feelings of 
inferiority I experienced when walking out of the office next to a man twice my body weight, with 

 
60  Vernon, Patrick. “Auto-Ethnographic Field Notes on Discourses of Sexuality in Open-Plan Space.” (12th July 2018) 
Bank on the Isle of Man. 
61 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble. (New York, London: Routledge, 1990), p.151. 
62 Judith Halberstam, In a Queer Time and Place : Transgender Bodies, Subcultural Bodies (New York: New York University 
Press, 2005). 
63 Vernon, Patrick. “Auto-Ethnographic Field Notes on Discourses of Sexuality in Open-Plan Space.” (20th August 
2018) Bank on the Isle of Man 
64 Ibid, 18th July 2018. 
65  Emma A Jane, “‘Dude … Stop the Spread’: Antagonism, Agonism, and #manspreading on Social 
Media,” International Journal of Cultural Studies 20, no. 5 (March 10, 2016): 459–75, 460, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1367877916637151. 
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a protein shake in his hand and muscles protruding from his suit.66 This reflects a broader trend 
through which bodily presentation constitutes a key pillar of masculinity. Indeed, Rumens and 
Kerfoot note that many ‘gay men’ compensate for their ‘homosexuality’ by (re)sculpting their body 
in order to assume “…identities coded in professionalism.” 67 Whilst these norms would have still 
existed in a non-open plan space, the state of permanent visibility present in the office undoubtedly 
heightened and intensified these norms due to a larger audience witnessing and being influenced 
by gendered performances. 

 

Whilst I have never made a concerted effort to present myself as ‘masculine’, the experience of 
being in a workplace in which ‘male’ bodies were obviously coded with gendered traits generated 
a distinct sense of bodily discomfort. Indeed, many of the non-verbal traits exhibited by my ‘male’ 
colleagues; smart dressing/appearance of control/masculinity as physicality, are traits that are 
idealised aspects of hegemonic masculinity.68 Whilst shifting according to context, one enduring 
theme of hegemonic masculinity is its opposition to ‘homosexuality.’69 Given that I dressed, 
moved and was physically constituted in a way that was ‘other’ to hegemonic masculinity, the 
panoptical office environment generated a permanent sense of unease that even without talking, I 
could be conceived as ‘the typical homosexual’.  This undoubtedly had the effect of making me 
wear less bold clothing and adjusting my body language.70  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
66 Vernon, Patrick. “Auto-Ethnographic Field Notes on Discourses of Sexuality in Open-Plan Space.” (13th August 
2018) Bank on the Isle of Man 
67 Nick Rumens and Deborah Kerfoot, “Gay Men at Work: (Re)Constructing the Self as Professional,” Human 
Relations 62, no. 5 (May 2009): 763–86, 780, https://doi.org/10.1177/0018726709103457. 
 
68 Raewyn Connell, “An Iron Man: The Body and Some Contradictions of Hegemonic Masculinity,” in Sociological 
Perspectives on Sport: The Games Outside the Games (London and New York: Routledge, 1990). 
69 Ibid, 147. 
70 Vernon, Patrick. “Auto-Ethnographic Field Notes on Discourses of Sexuality in Open-Plan Space.” Bank on the 
Isle of Man 
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Conclusion: The Homonormative Professional Subject 

This essay has demonstrated the way in which logics of heterosexuality 71  operated in the 
(panoptical) office environment through verbal encounters that I was party to, verbal encounters 
that I was not party to and “speech-acts of the body.”72 Due to the state of permanent visibility 
and audibility therein, as a queer individual, I was made to feel uncomfortable, out-of-place and 
constrained in my speech, despite the office being ‘gay-friendly’. It was this realisation which led 
me to extend Foucault’s observation that sexuality is socially constructed73 to the open-plan office. 
Through auto-ethnographic enquiry, I realised that my professional environment induced the 
construction of a homonormative subject,74 defined by a lack of verbal and visual displays of 
queerness. Whilst this process of subjectification likely went unnoticed by my straight colleagues, 
conversations which acted as though there were no queer people in the space75 and speaking about 
queer people as though they were objects of perversion,76 for example, induced feelings that my 
sexuality and professional role were mutually exclusive. Admittedly, the logics of heterosexuality 
which I attempted to conform with were not generated by the panoptical character of the space, 
but this amplified and intensified heteronormative ideals. In line with Butler’s notion of gender 
performativity,77 those who were most vocal or prominent in their gender performances tended to 
be ‘men’. These speech-acts simultaneously devalued non-masculine traits of femininity and 
queerness in their meaning, whilst reinforcing the public/private and male/female divides upon 
which heterosexuality depends through their dominant vocality and physicality.  At this point, I 
should note the extent to which the operation of power is not clear-cut but rather is dependent 
upon a continuous relationship with resistance.78 In attempting to converge with the ideals of the 
homonormative subject, I reinforced the operation of power, adjusting my behaviour to fit with 
established norms as opposed to challenging them. Nevertheless, my behavioural adjustment 
entailed simultaneous resistance, with such norms requiring an initial transgression to discover 
their existence and future transgressions as I navigated the discursive terrain of the office. Despite 
my best efforts to fit in, as a sometimes loud, slightly camp, boldly dressed and skinny office junior, 

 
71 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble. (New York, London: Routledge, 1990), p.151. 
72 Lene Hansen, “The Little Mermaid’s Silent Security Dilemma and the Absence of Gender in the Copenhagen 
School,” Millennium: Journal of International Studies 29, no. 2 (June 2000): 285–306, 302, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/03058298000290020501. 
73 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality. Volume 1, The Will to Knowledge (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978), 12. 
74 Lisa Duggan, The Twilight of Equality? Neoliberalism, Cultural Politics, and the Attack on Democracy (Boston Beacon Press, 
2003), pp.50-51. 
 
75 Vernon, Patrick. “Auto-Ethnographic Field Notes on Discourses of Sexuality in Open-Plan Space.” (3rd August 
2018) Bank on the Isle of Man 
76 Ibid. 
77 Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter : On the Discursive Limits of “Sex” (London ; New York: Routledge, 1993), p.2. 
78 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality. Volume 1, The Will to Knowledge (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978), 95. 
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I failed to successfully (re)produce established norms of hetero/homonormative masculinity in all 
verbal/non-verbal forms of communication. It was precisely due to my failure to converge with 
homonormative ideals of professionalism that I was able to expose the operation of power and 
expose performances of heterosexuality to be discursive rather than factual.79 By being bad at 
acting ‘straight’, I have thus been able to queer the normative form of queerness in the open-plan 
office. Building upon this, I hope that more scholars will look at the extent to which seemingly 
neutral spaces convey discourses of sexuality and the role of professional norms in the 
construction of knowledge about sexuality.  

 

 

 

Bibliography  

Bentham, Jeremy. 1971. Plan of the Panopticon. In Michel Foucault. Discipline and Punish: The Birth of 
the Prison. 

Boréus, Kristina. 2006. “Discursive Discrimination.” European Journal of Social Theory 9 (3): 405–24, 
410. https://doi.org/10.1177/1368431006065721. 

Butler, Judith. 1990. Gender Trouble. New York, London: Routledge. 

———. 1993a. Bodies That Matter : On the Discursive Limits of “Sex.” London; New York: Routledge. 

———. 1993b. “Initiation and Gender Insubordination.” In The Lesbian and Gay Studies Reader, 
307–20, 308. New York and London: Routledge. 

———. 1997. The Psychic Life of Power: Theories in Subjection. Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University 
Press. 

Cheng, Cliff. 2007. “Marginalized Masculinities and Hegemonic Masculinity: An Introduction.” 
The Journal of Men’s Studies 7 (3): 295–315, 298. https://doi.org/10.3149/jms.0703.295. 

Cocozza, Paula. 2018. “The Story of One Man’s Pregnancy: ‘It Felt Joyous, Amazing and 
Brilliant.’” The Guardian, March 22, 2018, sec. Life and style. 
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2018/mar/22/story-one-mans-pregnancy-trans-
jason-barker. 

Collins, Joshua C. 2014. “Characteristics of ‘Masculinized’ Industries.” Human Resource Development 
Review 14 (4): 415–41, p417, 432. https://doi.org/10.1177/1534484314559930. 

Connell, Raewyn. 1990. “An Iron Man: The Body and Some Contradictions of Hegemonic 
Masculinity.” In Sociological Perspectives on Sport: The Games Outside the Games, p.147. London and New 
York: Routledge. 

 
79 Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex” (London ; New York: Routledge, 1993), 314 
 



En-Gender! 

17 
© The Author (2020)  

———. 2006. “Glass Ceilings or Gendered Institutions? Mapping the Gender Regimes of Public 
Sector Worksites.” Public Administration Review 66 (6): 837–49. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-
6210.2006.00652.x. 

Downing, Lisa. 2013. The Subject of Murder : Gender, Exceptionality, and the Modern Killer. Chicago: The 
University Of Chicago Press. 

Duggan, Lisa. 2003. The Twilight of Equality? Neoliberalism, Cultural Politics, and the Attack on Democracy. 
Boston Beacon Press. 

Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick. 1990. Epistemology of the Closet. Berkeley, Calif. ; London: University Of 
California Press. 

Foster, Emma A. 2008. “Sustainable Development Policy in Britain: Shaping Conduct Through 
Global Governmentality.” British Politics 3 (4): 535–55, 538. https://doi.org/10.1057/bp.2008.25. 

Foucault, Michel. 1975. Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prision. New York: Vintage Books. 

———. 1978. The History of Sexuality. Volume 1, The Will to Knowledge. New York: Pantheon Books. 

———. 1991 “On Governmentality.” In The Foucault Effect, p.2. Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press. 

Giffney, Noreen. 2016. “Introduction: The q Word.” In The Ashgate Research Companion to Queer 
Theory, p.2. London and New York: Routledge. 

Giuffre, Patti, Kirsten Dellinger, and Christine L. Williams. 2008. “‘NO RETRIBUTION FOR 
BEING GAY?’: INEQUALITY IN GAY-FRIENDLY WORKPLACES.” Sociological Spectrum 28 
(3): 254–77, 255. https://doi.org/10.1080/02732170801898380. 

Halberstam, Judith. 2005. In a Queer Time and Place : Transgender Bodies, Subcultural Bodies. New York: 
New York University Press. 

Hansen, Lene. 2000. “The Little Mermaid’s Silent Security Dilemma and the Absence of Gender 
in the Copenhagen School.” Millennium: Journal of International Studies 29 (2): 285–306, 302. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/03058298000290020501. 

Jackson, S. 2006. “Interchanges: Gender, Sexuality and Heterosexuality: The Complexity (and 
Limits) of Heteronormativity.” Feminist Theory 7 (1): 105–21, 108. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1464700106061462. 

Jane, Emma A. 2016. “‘Dude … Stop the Spread’: Antagonism, Agonism, and #manspreading on 
Social Media.” International Journal of Cultural Studies 20 (5): 459–75, 460. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1367877916637151. 

Lester, Jaime. 2008. “Performing Gender in the Workplace.” Community College Review 35 (4): 277–
305, 278. https://doi.org/10.1177/0091552108314756. 

Linda Brodkey. 2015. “I-Site: An Essay from a Personal Narrative That the Author Has Written 
about Herself as a Writer and Reader’.” Open Letter: Australian Journal for Adult Literacy Research and 
Practice 6 (2): 17–30. https://search.informit.com.au/documentSummary. 

Manning, Peter, and Liverpool (England). University. Pilkington Research Unit. 1965. Office Design: 
A Study of Environment. Liverpool: Research Unit, ,  Printing. 

Martin, Patricia Yancey. 2003. “‘Said and Done’ Versus ‘Saying and Doing.’” Gender & Society 17 
(3): 342–66, 346. https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243203017003002. 



En-Gender! 

18 
© The Author (2020)  

Neumann, Mark. 1996. “Collecting Ourselves at the End of the Century.” In Composing Ethnography: 
Alternative Forms of Qualitative Writing, 172,198, 189. Walnut Creek, CA: Altamira. 

Raewyn Connell. 1987. Gender and Power : Society, the Person, and Sexual Politics. Stanford, Calif.: 
Stanford University Press. 

Rumens, Nick, and Deborah Kerfoot. 2009. “Gay Men at Work: (Re)Constructing the Self as 
Professional.” Human Relations 62 (5): 763–86, 777, 780. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0018726709103457. 

Sjoberg, Laura, and Caron E Gentry. 2007. Mothers, Monsters, Whores : Women’s Violence in Global 
Politics. London Zed Books. 

Spry, Tami. 2006. “A ‘Performative-I’ Copresence: Embodying the Ethnographic Turn in 
Performance and the Performative Turn in Ethnography.” Text and Performance Quarterly 26 (4): 
339–46, 342. https://doi.org/10.1080/10462930600828790. 

STEINBERG, RONNIE J. 1990. “Social Construction of Skill.” Work and Occupations 17 (4): 449–
82. https://doi.org/10.1177/0730888490017004004. 

Sullivan, Nikki. 2003. Critical Introduction to Queer Theory. Edinburgh Univ Press. 

Vernon, Patrick. 2018. “Auto-Ethnographic Field Notes on Discourses of Sexuality in Open-Plan 
Space.” Bank on the Isle of Man. 

Wang, Jia. 2009. “Networking in the Workplace: Implications for Women’s Career Development.” 
New Directions for Adult and Continuing Education 2009 (122): 33–42. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/ace.332. 

 

 

  



En-Gender! 

19 
© The Author (2020)  

 

 

Commentary on: 
The Office Politics of Sexuality 

 

 

By Zena Spiers 

 

To cite this commentary:  

Spiers, Zena. ‘Commentary on: The Office Politics of Sexuality‘, En-Gender! 3:3 (2020): 19-20. 

 

 

 

This article presents an intriguing insight into the modern workplace employing the use of the 
writer’s own personal experience to explore the treatment of sexuality in “inclusive” businesses. 
The writer specifically, and successfully, draws comparisons between the ever-prevalent open plan 
office space and Bentham’s conception of the panopticon in maintaining a gendered, 
heteronormative sense of power.  

 

The writer blends together Foucault’s perception of power, which draws on Bentham’s vision of 
the panopticon, whilst confidently discussing gender and queer theory. A key point of reference 
in this article is Judith Butler’s heterosexual matrix which is used repeatedly by the writer to 
underline the continued reference to essentialist views of gender and/or sex. Although these views 
arguably pre-date the workplace, the writer makes it clear that the open plan office space provides 
an environment in which they can thrive and are reinforced daily through verbal encounters and 
speech-acts of the body.  

 

The article’s key point of interest, however, lays in the writer’s own field notes which 
understandably drove this line of inquiry. The writer’s account of the heteronormativity that he 
was subjected to is a brave example of self-disclosure and does much to bolster the argument 
within the article. What is most striking however, is not just the comments made, or the speech-
acts of the body demonstrated, but the ways in which these made the writer feel, which can often 
be difficult to conceptualise in an academic piece of writing. The writer has much success in both 
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academically and emotionally discussing the heteronormativity within the workplace and the way 
in which this is perpetuated by the contemporary panopticon.  

 

One point of criticism would be that at times, the writer’s individual experience overshadows the 
potential for further analysis of the conception of power being perpetuated and upheld within the 
workplace. As such the writer could present a more intersectional approach to the analysis of office 
politics, in particular the heteronormative, able-bodied, white and masculine view of power. 
However, I acknowledge that this is a very personal account of the experience of heteronormativity 
within the office setting and find the writer’s use of personal experience exceptionally compelling 
to the analysis of the open plan office space as a contemporary panopticon. This being said, I think 
it would be prudent for the author to acknowledge the components of their identity which could 
be understood as privilege and noting that others may experience policing through the 
contemporary panopticon along the lines of gender, ability, or race.  

 

Despite this point of criticism, I think this gives the writer the opportunity to develop this line of 
inquiry further in the future. I hope to see the writer gather more primary sources from individuals 
who identify with non-conforming or marginalised identities in similar workplaces. I think a greater 
analysis could also be drawn by taking accounts from experiences throughout the UK, which may 
provide an opportunity for understanding regional differences, especially in nationwide companies.   
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Abstract 

 

In 2015, the national-conservative Law and Justice (PiS) party won an outright majority in the 
Polish Parliament, paving the road for a deepening bond between the church and state. Poland 
currently has one of Europe’s most restrictive abortion laws, and in 2016, thousands of women 
took to the streets to protest the party’s desires to criminalise all cases of abortion. 80% of 
Poland’s citizens identify as religious, whilst not everybody is in harmony over the moral 
discussions of abortion. Through extensive examination of literature, I wish to find out why this 
is the case, and whether there is in fact a correlation between the church, patriarchal norms and 
values, and political pushes. 
At a time where the Polish state seized to exist, the church was a leaning presence in the lives of 
citizens, hence Poland’s national identity derives from Catholicism. Contrary to some 
expectations, the collapse of communism in 1989 did not signal a new era for women’s rights. A 
brief examination of the underlying history and reasons for the relationship of people with the 
church will aid the understanding of the reasons behind the impact of religion on politics and 
values, and thereby restrictive abortion laws. 

The article hopes to understand why pushes from feminist movements in Poland have not been 
as successful. Perhaps the pressure from the mixture of patriarchy, religious authorities and 
political parties has resulted in a collective return to traditional values, with conventional 
childbearing roles becoming the push in Polish political discourse. It is inevitable that religion 
shapes values, and values shape the law, hence, it will be interesting to understand why this is the 
case despite the common perception that religion is slowly ‘dying out’ with generations.  
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On October 2016, 98,000 women swarmed the streets of Poland in protest of a proposed 
legislation to completely outlaw abortion. Under Poland’s draconian abortion law – already one 
of the most restrictive in Europe – abortions are permissible only under circumstances of rape or 
incest, where the woman’s life or wellbeing is in danger, or foetal impairment.1 The Black 
Protests rebelled against this bill. It arose from the Catholic Church’s ability to become a 
powerful political actor, following the fall of Communism in 1989, shaping policy and 
transforming lives. After gaining an absolute majority in Polish parliament in 2015, the national-
conservative and Christian Democratic Law and Justice (PiS) party has paved the way for a 
deepening bond between Church and state.  

At a time when the Polish state ceased to exist, the Church was a leaning presence for citizens, 
hence Poland’s national identity derives from Catholicism. Contrary to some expectations, the 
collapse of communism did not mark a new age for women’s rights. Instead, it was Poland’s 
opportunity to control female reproductive lives, triggering an increase in illegal, and oftentimes 
unsafe ‘underground’ abortions. By firstly providing a concise analysis of the historical context 
and reasons for Poles’ bond with the Church, this essay will aid the understanding of the impact 
of religion on policy and beliefs, and therefore conservative abortion laws. 

While 80% of Poles identify as religious,2 not everybody is in harmony over the moral 
discussions of abortion. According to traditional Polish values, the role of the mother in  society 
is primarily to preserve the family as a social unit, protecting family life and the foetus at all costs. 
Although, this gives rise to debates regarding whose rights are of greater importance: the 
woman’s, the foetus’ or the community’s. Poland’s deeply-ingrained patriarchal environment 
deters the popularity of feminism; it is ridden with negative connotations and continuously 
mocked and ridiculed in mass media. 

While it is easy to point blame onto institutions, it is difficult to pinpoint who truly is responsible 
for the low social and political status of women in Poland, where each factor feeds the other in a 
vicious cycle. This essay will examine how the pressure from the combination of patriarchy, 
religious authorities and political actors has resulted in a collective return to traditional values, 
with conventional childbearing roles and anti-abortion rhetoric becoming the push in Polish 
political discourse.  

 

The roots of the Church 

In Poland, access to reproductive rights is hindered by two major reasons: the aftermath of the 
fall of the Communist state and the resulting rise of the Catholic Church. While communist 
Poland was still a Catholic state, it repressed religious freedoms for more than half a century. 
Many people looked to the Polish clergy for emotional support during troublesome times, who 
opened their churches to serve as shelters for anti-communists.3 Yet, in 1988, a delegation of 

 
1United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs Population Division, “Abortion Policies and 
Reproductive Health around the World” (United Nations Publication 2014) 
<https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/publications/pdf/policy/AbortionPoliciesReproductive
Health.pdf> accessed 22 April 2020. 
2Eurydice Network, “Population: Demographic Situation, Languages and Religions” (European Commission, 9 
October 2017) <https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/eurydice/content/population-demographic-situation-
languages-and-religions-56_en> accessed 22 April 2020. 
3 Anna Maria Grzymała-Busse, Nations under God: How Churches Use Moral Authority to Influence Policy (Princeton 
University Press 2015) 23. 



En-Gender! 
 

© The Author (2020)  
 

3 

Catholic bishops met privately with communist representatives to deliberate prohibitive legal 
measures of abortion.4 

Now repealed, the liberal 1956 law made abortion easily attainable from public health facilities 
and allowed the woman to decide if her social conditions allowed for a child. 5 Meanwhile, 
abortion was based on instrumentalist and needs-based approaches rather than on the concept 
of rights, let alone women’s rights. Moreover, without adequate reproductive education or 
modern contraception, abortion was itself a form of birth control, with 130,000 taking place each 
year.6 Nowadays, abortion remains one of the main family planning methods, where 
reproductive education “contravenes Poland’s constitutional protections for parents to 
determine their children’s upbringing in accordance with their own values.”7 Without adequate 
reproductive education, women lack the knowledge and means to obtain control of their rights. 
Although the Ministry of Education defends its position that Poland provides adequate 
reproductive education through a ‘Preparation for Family Life’ school workshop, this is observed 
to be abstinence-focused. Making the prevention of pre-marital sex and discouraging 
contraceptive use its primary purpose, in line with Catholic teachings.8 Such values are 
particularly noticeable in rural areas, where the village priest and the tight-knit religious 
community pressure pharmacies to stop contraceptive sales. In this manner, many countries are 
‘Nations under God’, where churches embody the sacred and divine, but whose interests and 
influence extends far beyond the spiritual domain.9 The rate of legal abortions plummeted to 
around 1,000 following the stricter post-communist abortion law,10 but this is not a true 
reflection of current total abortion rates in Poland, with thousands of illegal abortions performed 
yearly. 

The success of the Polish state to overthrow communism is often attributed to the influence of 
the then head of the Roman Catholic Church: Polish-born Pope John Paul II. 11 Not long 
following his diplomatic negotiations with USSR officials, communism collapsed. Poland’s faith 
was restored in the hands of a heroic and exemplary moral figure, and the Church became a 
source of hope for freedom and an image of Polish resilience. It is rumoured that Polish 
politicians created the Unborn Child Protection Bill as a gift for the Pope’s sacrifices.12 The now 
democratic state relies heavily on the opinion of its people, likely to be unsatisfied with policies 

 
4 Ibid 1. 
5 Magdalena Zolkos, “Human Rights and Democracy in the Polish Abortion Debates: Concepts, Discourses, 
Subversions” 3 Essex Human Rights Review, 5 citing Małgorzata Fuszara, “Legal Regulation of Abortion in 
Poland” (1991) 17 Journal of Women in Culture and Society 117. 
6 Agata Chełstowska, “Stigmatisation and Commercialisation of Abortion Services in Poland: Turning Sin into 
Gold” (2011) 19 Reproductive Health Matters 98, 101. 
7 Human Rights Watch, “‘The Breath of the Government on My Back’ Attacks on Women’s Rights in Poland” 
(Human Rights Watch, 13 February 2019) <https://www.hrw.org/report/2019/02/06/breath-government-my-
back/attacks-womens-rights-poland> accessed 22 April 2020. 
8 Ibid.   
9 Grzymała-Busse (n 3) 2. 
10 Eurostat, “Legally Induced Abortions by Mother’s Age” (Eurostat, 2020) 
<http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=demo_fabort&lang=en> accessed April 22, 2020. 
11 See discussion in Arragon Perrone, “Pope John Paul II’s Role in the Collapse of Poland’s Communist Regime: 
Examining a Religious Leader’s Impact on International Relations” (2012) 
<https://opencommons.uconn.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1244&context=srhonors_theses> accessed 22 
April 2020. 
12 Hanna Jankowska, “Poland: Abortion, Church and Politics in Poland” (1991) 39 Feminist Review 174. 
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that oppose the Church “who passes judgment on political realities.”13 The support of the 
Church, as the moral authority of Poland, is also highly sought after by politicians who worry as 
to not offend religious constituencies. Evidently, John Paul II saw abortion as a “grave moral 
disorder” and an “unspeakable crime,”14 and so to compile a law that permits abortion would be 
to depart from the state’s “grave and clear obligation to oppose any law that attacks human life” 
as a Catholic nation.15  

The Pope resonated with young people, who warmly nicknamed him ‘JP2’.16 That same 
generation now leads the country, continuing the bond of political values with those of the 
Church. Poland’s most powerful politicians have consistently been outspoken Catholics. For 
example, PiS’ leader stated that “a Polish patriot, he has to accept – has to accept – that there is no 
Poland without the Church, there is no Poland without the foundations.”17 This insinuates that 
the Church and the Polish state are inseparable and prideful. Thus, the expression ‘Polak, 
Katolik’ (Pole, Catholic) has served as a shorthand for the supposition that being Catholic is an 
obvious and presumed aspect of national identity.18 In particular, the election victory of right-
wing PiS, closely allied with the Church, generated an increasingly nationalistic climate that 
embraced anti-abortion rhetoric and a strong defence against gender ideology. Through this, the 
political tool of self-defence of Polish nationality and community is upheld by ‘the defenders of 
tradition’ which Żuk calls ‘national messianism’.19  Thus, Polish society is built on cultural 
traditions that privilege community and society, celebrating women who use the gift of 
reproduction to contribute to the growth of these and uphold national values. 

 

Polish feminism  

In the 25 years of post-communist Poland, the Black Protests were the first feminist movement 
of such volume and its success in stopping the criminalisation of abortion was unprecedented. 
The instrumentalist approach to abortion that was established in the communist era entrenched 
the attitude that because gender equality was established during this time, the need for women’s 
movements was unnecessary.20 The public sphere was rapidly masculinised, creating a strong 
patriarchal scene in which many women now identify with traditional gendered roles typically 
found in a marriage. By seeking individual solidarity, distinct from familial solidarity, women are 
disobeying the interests of the institution of marriage.21  

 
13 Grzymała-Busse (n 3) 25. 
14 Pope John Paul II, “Evangelium Vitae” (Vatican.va, 25 March 1995) <http://www.vatican.va/content/john-
paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_25031995_evangelium-vitae.html> accessed 22 April 2020, 62. 
15 Ibid 73. 
16 Perrone (n 11) 25. 
17 TVN24, “Kaczyński Na Jasnej Górze: Nie Ma Polski Bez Kościoła, Bez Jego Tradycji” (TVN24, 12 July 2015) 
<https://tvn24.pl/polska/jaroslaw-kaczynski-nie-ma-polski-bez-kosciola-ra559532-3306285> accessed 22 April 
2020. 
18 Grzymała-Busse (n 3) 23. 
19 Piotr Żuk and Paweł Żuk, “‘Murderers of the Unborn’ and ‘Sexual Degenerates’: Analysis of the ‘Anti-Gender’ 
Discourse of the Catholic Church and the Nationalist Right in Poland” [2019] Critical Discourse Studies 1, 19. 
20 Wanda Nowicka, “The Struggle for Abortion Rights in Poland”, 168 in Robert Sember, Richard Parker and 
Rosalind Petchesky (eds), Sex Politics: Reports from the Front Lines (Sexuality Policy Watch 2004). 
21 Malgorzata Fuszara, “Between Feminism and the Catholic Church: The Women’s Movement in Poland” (2005) 
41 Czech Sociological Review 1057, 1073. 
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Despite increasing acknowledgment of women’s problems, only around half of Polish women 
are prepared to participate in activities which seek to solve these.22 Hence, some describe ‘Polish 
feminism’ as an oxymoron. This is likely a result of fear and embarrassment from bad 
connotations of feminists as “naïve enthusiasts of Western ideas.”23 While some academics note 
increased acceptance of feminism in Poland, in a country where up to 87% of citizens do not see 
gender equality as a fundamental right,24 it is difficult to see how feminism is treated seriously, or 
even sought after.25 

Seeking social change, feminism threatens the national identity of Poland. As such, politicians 
have ensured that women’s organisations do not encourage the movement, such as the Ministry 
of Justice’s (MOJ) decision to discontinue funding of some organisations that provide 
reproductive rights education and aid. This has made it increasingly difficult for such 
organisations to provide services and obtain their goals, such as Autonomia, who conduct anti-
discrimination education workshops and empowerment activities, amongst others. Autonomia 
faced accusations from political actors who see feminism as offensive for using its public funds 
to “popularise the idea of feminism and gender equality”, “attack[ing] traditional customs, family 
and culture”, and who’s activities were “a manifestation of feminist and homosexual agitation.”26 
Instead, the MOJ funds church-affiliated groups who work for the preservation of the status 
quo. For example, the Assembly for Polish Women encourages papal teachings in the context of 
familial rights, providing women with information about their femininity and motherhood, and 
encourages acceptance of the biological nature of gender roles. Evidently, funding decisions are 
made carefully in line with the political agenda of the government, hence the supposition that 
“they use the funds to finance their political supporters.”27  

Politicians’ public lack of support and limited funding for women’s rights organisations 
contributes to increased distrust and fear towards these organisations, which deters women from 
seeking their services and being forced to look for help internationally. In 2003, this help came in 
the form of a Dutch ship. Women on Waves, docked in one Polish city with the aim of mounting a 
pro-choice campaign,28 sailing into international waters under a Dutch flag, and thus covering 
Dutch abortion law, for the purpose of ‘legal’ pregnancy terminations. Schengen laws enable 
women to easily obtain abortions in neighbouring countries where abortion is legal and 
accessible. However, Polish feminism has long confined itself to cultural matters alike abortion, 
struggling to address social problems such as its unequal labour market. Being a very racially 

 
22Ibid. 
23 Agnieszka Graff, “Polish Feminism Is No Longer Ridiculed” (The Guardian, 9 April 2011) 
<https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2011/apr/09/polish-feminism-gender-equality> accessed 22 April 
2020. 
24 Claire Witherington-Perkins, “Religious Ideology v. Feminism: How Poland’s Growing Feminist Movement Is 
Challenging the Catholic Church” (The World Mind, 27 February 2017) 
<https://edspace.american.edu/theworldmind/2017/02/27/religious-ideology-v-feminism-how-polands-growing-
feminist-movement-is-challenging-the-catholic-church/> accessed 22 April 2020. 
25 Graff (n 23); Caleb Daniloff, “Why Poland Is Afraid of Feminism” (Boston University Today, 24 April 2008) 
<https://www.bu.edu/articles/2008/why-poland-is-afraid-of-feminism> accessed 22 April 2020. 
26 Human Rights Watch (n 7). 
27 Ibid. 
28 Alicia Czerwinski, “Sex, Politics, and Religion: The Clash between Poland and the European Union over 
Abortion” (2004) 32 Denver Journal of International Law and Policy 653, 653. 
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homogenous nation,29 any concern regarding racial intersectionality is pushed aside for the 
prevalence of class and gender intersectionality. Evidently, travelling even to a nearby city where 
organisations can operate or provide abortion services is more feasible for wealthy women than 
women who are unemployed, single mothers, heavily ill or in violent and controlling domestic 
situations. As a result of defunding, organisations have diminished in geographical coverage and 
oftentimes cease to exist outside of cities and large towns, now having “only one support group 
in one small town.”30 Poland therefore fails its duty to provide rural women with the unqualified 
right “to have access to adequate health care facilities, including information, counselling and 
services in family planning.”31 In a society of increasing deprivation, patriarchal social systems 
establish a degree of financial dependency and exposure that directly contributes to women’s 
inability to affirm power over their reproductive lives. 

 

An effort to control women’s bodies?  

The external control of reproductive systems, and therefore of women and their place in society, 
reinforces oppressive structures and patriarchy. Strict abortion legislation is not only designed to 
control and confine women to stereotypical gender roles, but suggests that she must also 
sacrifice her individual needs and goals to continue a pregnancy, regardless of the circumstances 
of conception. As the woman’s body belongs to the foetus, not to herself, even a raped woman 
owes the foetus so much as to host it until delivery.32 Any woman’s attempt to recover her 
identity by using slogans such as ‘My Womb Belongs to Me’ outrage the public who see this as 
an act of radical divergence from the assumed stance.33 

Despite laws permitting abortion where the woman’s life is at risk, this is not always a readily 
available remedy. The Polish constitution guarantees legal protection of every human ‘life at 
every stage’,34 and the Catholic Church has for a long time used public discourse to reinforce the 
foetus as this ‘human being’ under primary protection, replacing ‘pregnant woman’ with 
‘mother’, and ‘foetus’, with ‘unborn child’.35 This discourse has paved its way into official 
documents and national legislation,36 depriving the woman of her own absolute rights. The 
alienation of the foetus from the mother is increasingly prevalent in Polish political discourse to 
the point of creation of a ‘foetus identity’ which is separate, autonomous and derives its rights 
from the mother.37 The foetus’ rights are often central in the abortion debate, where it is often 
contended that to deny a human being the right to be born is to deny it access to human rights at 

 
29 Eurydice Network (n 2). 
30 Human Rights Watch (n 7). 
31 UN General Assembly, ‘Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women’ 
(CEDAW) (1979) art 14(2)(b). 
32 Nowicka (n 20) 180. 
33 Ibid 181. 
34 Czerwinski (n 28) 658 citing Federation for Women and Family Planning, “Independent Report Submitted to the 
United Nations Human Rights Committee on Gender Discrimination 2” (1999). 
35 Agnieszka Graff, Świat Bez Kobiet. Płeć w Polskim Życiu Publicznym (A World Without Women. Gender in Polish Public 
Life) (WAB 2001). 
36 Sydney Calkin and Monika Ewa Kaminska, “Persistence and Change in Morality Policy: The Role of the Catholic 
Church in the Politics of Abortion in Ireland and Poland” (2020) 124 Feminist Review 86, 13. 
37 Nowicka (n 20) 182 citing Rosalind Petchesky, Abortion and Woman’s Choice (Northeastern University Press 1990). 
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all, contravening the right to life to the first degree,38 and “however serious and tragic, [there can 
be no reason to] justify the deliberate killing of an innocent human being.”39 As Graff notes, this 
is a decision of “whether a foetus’ right to life should weigh against the right of a woman to self-
determination about her own body, and consequently, about her own life.”40 Denying women 
the front seat at the discussion table regarding her own body, is to already answer the question of 
whose rights are more important.  

Some Bible teachings directly emphasise the importance of childbirth: “Children are a heritage 
from the Lord, the fruit of the womb a reward,”41 or a “gift [women] have received to serve 
others, as faithful stewards of God’s grace.”42 This foetus is a gift to the community, thus the 
womb belongs to it. Additionally, a woman, by having children, contributes to the growth of the 
community and the generational responsibility to uphold national values. By assuming control of 
her womb and individual freedom, she is thought to be indulgent, excessive, and egoistic.43 The 
community also assumes control over the woman’s reproductive rights, which are subordinate to 
those of the collective society, as is made evident from the reluctance of the law to permit 
abortion. This became particularly apparent during the landmark decisions of the European 
Court of Human Rights in Tysiac44 and P. and S.45 During the latter case, a raped underage girl 
sought an abortion from three hospitals who refused to perform the service, one of which 
invited a priest without her permission to urge her not to go ahead with the abortion. Later held 
a violation of Articles 346 and 8,47 this case evidences that to qualify on legal grounds is not to 
guarantee accessibility to the services. Unfortunately, this has not deterred Polish legislators from 
attempts to restrict abortion further, as made clear in the most recent efforts to eliminate legal 
access to abortion in cases of foetal anomaly with the ‘Stop Abortion’ bill, a bill that the 
President has openly stated that he would sign.48 

 
Who is a woman? 
 
In the eyes of patriarchy, the female is rarely an independent and equal person. Her relation to 
those around her is the core of her identity: she is somebody’s daughter, wife, mother.  She is not 
seen as a woman in her own right, but as a wife with one mission: motherhood. She must fulfill 
the role that she has been biologically gifted with, providing her with value, dignity, and 
majesty.49 Had a woman wished to pursue a career in a professional setting, she would be acting 

 
38 Zolkos (n 5) 8. 
39 Pope John Paul II (n 14) 58. 
40 Zolkos (n 5) 14 citing Agnieszka Graff, Świat Bez Kobiet. Płeć w Polskim Życiu Publicznym (A World Without Women. 
Gender in Polish Public Life) (WAB 2001) 118. 
41 Psalm 127:3, Revised Standard Version of the Bible. 
42 Peter 4:10, Revised Standard Version of the Bible. 
43 Nowicka (n 20) 179. 
44 Tysiac v. Poland App no 5410/03 (ECtHR, 20 March 2007). 
45 P. and S v. Poland App no 57375/08 (ECtHR, 30 October 2012). 
46 Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms (European Convention on Human 
Rights, as amended) (ECHR) (1950) art 3. 
47 Ibid art 8. 
48 At time of writing, this law had not yet come to conclusion. 
49 Nowicka (n 20) 181. 
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selfish. Therefore, it goes without saying that no secondary interest could ever justify abortion, 
hence social reasons are not written into abortion policies of post-communist Poland. 
 
States oftentimes justify the manipulation of family planning information by reference to the 
enforcement of demographic targets, which deeply connects with the enforcements of moral 
codes concerning the ‘proper’ roles of women in society.50 During the Soviet Union period, men 
often died while fighting, leaving women with the task of sustaining the family in his absence, 
and to uphold social and national values. During this, the symbolic ‘Mother Pole’ was born, 
giving women the confidence as to the importance of their roles in society.51 Wider communities 
would see the woman as acting with incredible patriotism and courage for taking on such key 
responsibility. Yet, she is only important to society insofar as she does not deviate from these 
conventional standards. Any attempt to liberalise herself and become her own being away from 
these norms would be a betrayal of not only the Church, but also the nation.52 Overall, a Polish 
woman is a creator of the future of the country. 
 

Guardian of the family 

So far, it has been made clear through an analysis of various author’s writing that a Polish 
woman’s mission is motherhood. The private sphere, in which the family life sits comfortably, is 
therefore preserved for her. She is responsible for facing abortion and is expected to cope with 
her health ‘problem’ privately, without involving or imposing it on doctors, which would make it 
a public problem.53 The survival of the family supposedy depends on her, hence her 
empowerment to deal with this responsibility makes her a “brave victim.”54The public sphere in 
Poland is dominated by right-wing politics and leaders of the Catholic Church who condemn 
abortion and the women who decided to have one.55 In this sphere, abortion is discussed as a 
political and religious one first, and then is it considered a collision of women’s rights. 
Additionally, this sphere is ridden with risk of public condemnation, as evidenced in P. and S.56 It 
is no surprise therefore, that this has resulted in many women being strongly distrusting of the 
law, turning instead to private solutions such as ‘underground’ clinics or home methods that are 
ridden with extreme risk of serious injury or death. Such operations are said to be the cause of 
between 60,000 to 200,000 women’s annual deaths globally.57 This occurs in the hands of an 
ideological offensive by the Catholic Church which dictates how law is interpreted and applied 
and enforces the woman as a guardian of the family institution. 

 
50 Sandra Coliver, The Right to Know: Human Rights and Access to Reproductive Health Information (Article 19 ed, Article 19 
And University of Pennsylvania Press 1995), 13. 
51 Rhoslyn Thomas, “A History of Abortion in Poland” (Society for the Protection of Unborn Children, 29 August 2014) 
<https://www.spuc.org.uk/News/ID/382473/A-history-of-abortion-in-Poland-Blog-archive> accessed 22 April 
2020. 
52 Nowicka (n 20) 178. 
53 Anna Czerwińska and Joanna Piotrowska, 20 Lat – 20 Zmian Kobiety w Polsce w Okresie Transformacji 1989–2009 (20 
Years – 20 Changes to Women in Poland during the Transformative Period of 1989-2009) (Fundacja Feminoteka 2009) 33. 
54 Agnieszka Turska-Kawa and Agata Olszanecka-Marmola, “Stereotypes Determining Perceptions of Female 
Politicians: The Case of Poland” (2018) 14 Politics in Central Europe 7, 8. 
55 Chełstowska (n 6) 99. 
56 P. and S. (n 45). 
57 Coliver (n 50) xiii. 
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The right to a private and family life is a fundamental Human Right.58 By interfering with a 
woman’s decision and imposing its restrictive agendas, the Polish state and Church are violating 
that right. The obstruction of women seeking help from the public sphere, but imposition of 
external political ideas unto her poses a paradoxical problem. Her right to make an informed 
decision about her own private and family life “underpins all other rights relating to the private 
sphere”59 along with its secondary element: the right to family planning.60 Primarily, this is a right 
that promotes equality between men and women, and the dignifying choice of the woman that 
“must not… be limited by spouse, parent, partner or Government.”61 Poland, as a signatory to 
both the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women and the European 
Convention on Human Rights, is violating its duty by imposing patriarchal norms onto the 
family institution. 

 

Monopolisation 

During communism, healthcare was universal, women were not asked to provide reasons for 
terminating pregnancies, and the woman could decide if her social conditions allowed her to 
raise a child. After its collapse, abortion was stigmatised and criminalised, causing reluctance in 
public health care officials to perform even legal abortions from fear of prosecution. Moreover, 
the Polish government instigated privatisation and mass monopolisation of the health care 
system. As a result, a high number of doctors turned to provision of abortion services in their 
private clinics, usually with a price tag. Hence, “when a woman enters that sphere, her sin turns 
into gold. Her private worries become somebody else's private gain.”62 Abortion is no longer a 
political issue but becomes a socio-economic one. The approximate cost of an abortion is 
between 1,500 and 4,000 PLN (380-1000 EUR), which exceeds the monthly income of the 
average Polish citizen.63 This is particularly problematic for single mothers, women in rural areas 
where average incomes are significantly lower, or those who are unemployed and/or rely heavily 
on their husband’s incomes. Even a monthly contraceptive pill costs between 6% and 10% of a 
woman’s monthly minimum wage.64  

Poland’s abortion industry is a lucrative one, and providers are in no competition due to demand 
and desperation for reproductive services. This is why pro-choice movements find it challenging 
to mobilise the medical profession to their cause for a change in abortion law.  Thus, abortions 
on social grounds stay restricted only to wealthy individuals, leaving the women in difficult 
economic situations unable to access legal abortion and pushing them into expensive or unsafe 
options. However, one must be careful with overemphasising economic hardships as a reason 
for women to seek abortions, as a needs-based approach limits women’s autonomy and 
“presents [them] as disempowered victims and as passive recipients of the law.”65 Doing so, 

 
58 ECHR (n 46) art 8. 
59 Coliver (n 50) 53. 
60 CEDAW (n 31) art 16. 
61 Coliver (n 50) 57. 
62 Chełstowska (n 6) 99. 
63 Ibid 102. 
64 Witherington-Perkins (n 24). 
65 Nowicka (n 20) 176. 
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could feed into the patriarchal model of society where men must protect women who are passive 
recipients of state policy. 

 

Only a political agenda?  

Chełstowska poses an intriguing question: “is it possible that the purpose of the law is not to 
reduce the number of abortions, but to serve a purely political role, as a symbolic achievement of 
the Church and right-wing parties?”66 In spite of the harsh abortion regulations, state authorities 
have shown reluctance to prosecute. Chełstowska notes that in 2005, out of 100 reported 
unlawful pregnancy terminations, 18 were dismissed without charges and in 54, preliminary 
proceedings were discontinued.67 Additionally, prosecution of doctors who provide services 
illegally is sporadic, and in Ireland, where abortion attitudes are very similar, no prosecutions 
have been brought against any women who induced abortions.68 This reluctance to crack down 
on unlawful abortions is also visible in the private health sector in Poland, where there is a 
hidden irony. Doctors are relieved by a ‘conscious clause’ from compliance to provide abortion 
services on grounds of conflict with personal values and beliefs.69 However, the doctors who 
refuse in their public clinics as to uphold their religious beliefs, are the same doctors who invite 
their patients to their private clinics, throwing those beliefs aside. This reluctance suggests the 
private economic agenda of the doctors, but also reiterates a high public political agenda for the 
conservative state, symbolising its successful relationship with the Church. 

 

Conclusion 

This essay examined Poland’s attitude towards women’s reproductive rights, whether it be its 
citizens, its policies, or its political or religious authoritative actors. The leadership of PiS, the 
national-conservative and Christian party, has undoubtedly strengthened the relationship with 
the nation’s conservative and patriarchal values and Catholic Church ideology, resulting in the 
fusion of national and religious identities in Poland.  

The main focus of this essay has been abortion, but it is also clear that access to contraception 
and family planning is heavily limited and abstinence-focused; a problematic course fo action for 
many women who need it the most. This is particularly the case in rural areas, where there is 
heavy religious influence on citizen’s actions, and where monopolisation of abortion has been 
most damaging. Evidently, abortion is not only a political or moral issue, but a socio-economic 
one, benefiting financially stable women who are able to turn to expensive private services to 
terminate pregnancies that are not legally permitted – something completely out of reach for 
many other women. 

The task for Polish women to gain control over their own reproduction as a basic human right is 
made additionally difficult by societal attitudes. Feminism in Poland is negatively viewed, hence 

 
66 Chełstowska (n 6) 104. 
67 “Report of the Council of Ministers on the Implementation in 2006 of the Act of 7 January 1993 on Family 
Planning, Protection of the Human Foetus and Conditions for the Admissibility of Termination of Pregnancy, and 
on the Effects of Its Application.” (Warsaw, 2007). 
68 Calkin and Kaminska (n 36) 16 citing Sally Sheldon, “How Can a State Control Swallowing? The Home Use of 
Abortion Pills in Ireland” (2016) 24 Reproductive Health Matters 90. 
69 Ibid, 11. 
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any attempt to liberalise women has often been misinterpreted by opponents as being 
individualistic, selfish and sometimes even immoral. Systematic defunding and attacks on 
women’s rights organisations has been the ruling party’s crusade against ‘gender ideology’ and 
target of women’s rights and activist. 

The power imbalances and access to resources play into the likelihood of the control of women’s 
reproductive systems, where such external control over reproduction reinforces systems of 
inequality and patriarchy. In Poland, women are tasked with upholding the family institution, a 
role that is bursting with responsibility of ensuring the existence of the family, upholding 
national values and submission of her individuality for the collective good. This national good is 
superior to the rights of the woman, as is the rights of the foetus she carries. 

Even the current abortion law is perhaps too liberal for the Church-allied leader party and it will 
be interesting to see how the Bill that is today in the debating process will change the scene 
spoken of throughout this essay. This could only spark more efforts from the EU for the state’s 
suspension for breaching its founding rules. Evidently, the relationship between patriarchy, the 
Church and political agendas continues to blossom and shows no sign of wavering anytime soon. 
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Focusing on the influence of Catholic church ideology on the political landscape of Poland, this 
piece explores the desperate state in which Polish women seeking the right to abortion find 
themselves. The author outlines how after the fall of communism in Poland, women’s healthcare 
rights were dismantled resulting in the desolate current state of affairs. It is interesting to note 
political and ideological similarities between Polish and other nation states that are also 
experiencing waves of right-wing populist conservatism. Namely that a patriarchal religious 
institution (in this case the Catholic church) is somehow working in cooperation with right-wing 
political parties either behind the scenes or in the forefront. We see some of these same 
discussions and socio-political patterns happening in the United States currently where folks are 
protesting the potential repeal of a key piece of legislature that keeps abortion safe, available, and 
legal.  
As I read this piece, I couldn’t help but perseverate on how abortion and women’s right to 
health care is an issue of the braiding together of religious doctrine, political moves to stay in 
power, and economic inequalities. These are interwoven in such a way that not only disparages 
poorer women’s role and participation in society but also puts them in very real bodily danger. 
Classist, patriarchal, moral hierarchies that perpetuate abuses of power are a threat not only 
towards our ideas of autonomy, freedom, and equality but also to our physical bodies. The author 
has carefully demonstrated how the political system in Poland works in co-creation with its 
people to mold docile bodies that perpetuate the very system which keeps them limited and 
oppressed. This would not be possible without certain misogynistic Christian ideologies which 
place woman as man’s subordinate and the long history of Catholic’s global power and influence.  
This article highlights important developments in the abortion debate in Poland and on a global 
scale where women’s lives are being put at risk and their bodily autonomy is restricted. However, 
I agree that these issues need to be approached and debated without leaning on essentialist 
thought. I am curious if we could further investigate attitudes and discourses towards the role of 
the female within Polish culture from different angles. I do not doubt that there are women who 
feel/are persecuted by the Catholic Church as well as the “draconian” abortion laws the author 
problematizes so vehemently. It would, however, be worth exploring those women who support 
these abortion laws as well as those who embrace a more ‘traditional’ value system. Do we as 
social scientists write these women off as complicit in their own oppression? Are they victims of 
a false consciousness? Is there some way that we can work to understand the workings of power 
and control in a way that recognizes our common humanity? 
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In the current political and academic climate that is becoming more polarized and unwilling to 
understand other voices and opinions, it is crucial that we use our platforms to bring 
understanding and compassion towards those who hold views which might contradict our own. 
Just as well, it is our responsibility to speak to structures of power which view certain members 
of the human race as inferior or seek to do them harm. So, while I stand in gratitude and 
applause for this author who continues to bring these issues into the collective consciousness, I 
ask that we as social scientists and members of our own respective communities keep our minds 
and hearts open to the ‘other’ side. Why do people support misogynistic ideologies and 
theologies? What would motivate them to do so on a personal and systemic level? And how can we 
learn to understand what has brought the ‘other’ to such an ideological stance? Once we open 
ourselves up to this possibility, we begin making steps towards healing a suffering society. 
We live in an era of multiple, relative truths and there are many regimes of knowledge and power 
which seek to sway us in one way or another to keep society functioning in a certain way. To 
approach current moral dilemmas from a black and white way of thinking only seems to 
strengthen that which harms us. I welcome such conversations as they require us to examine our 
processes of dealing with the repugnant other.  Presently, I believe it is our duty to unpack and 
destabilize regimes and coalitions of power which exist to the detriment of humanity as a whole.  
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Abstract 

 

The Indian Journal of Psychiatry is one of the few immediate sources which provide an insight into 
the medicalization of homosexuality in post-Independence India. The journal, established during 
the late colonial period, was, and still is, one of the leading publications in psychiatric practice and 
discourse in India. Through the lens of medical intervention, we can glean the attitudes of 
psychiatrists, using close textual analysis, as well as interrogating the citations and references to 
wider study on this issue. My research has led me to conclude that there was a significant emphasis 
on Euro-American techniques to ‘cure’ non-normative sexual behaviours and practices. Using 
these sources, it is also possible to construct a methodology which uses micro-histories to create 
interpretations which are multi-vocal and reinstate the marginalised figure as an individual, rather 
than a diagnosis. While my broader PhD will concentrate on achieving these aims, this piece takes 
the first ‘phase’, as I have constructed it, of IJP involvement in the medicalization of 
homosexuality, and uses it to amplify the broader, globalised concerns surrounding non-
heteronormative sexual practice. 
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Same-sex desire has been, throughout history, been categorised as a sin, a crime or a disease, often 
simultaneously. While religious and judicial interactions with homosexuality have often been the 
topic of scholarly work, historical analysis of medicalization is less prominent. Further to this, most 
of these narratives are concerned with Western locales for analysis. In doing so, scholars have 
missed an important discursive site for the medical imaginary, especially when factors such as 
colonialism are taken into consideration. One of these sites is India, where colonial and 
postcolonial discourses of medicalization are intertwined with Western psychiatric practice. The 
Indian Psychiatric Journal (originally titled the Indian Journal of Neurology and Psychiatry, hereafter 
referred to as the IJP), was established in 1949 and is the official journal of the Indian Psychiatric 
Society (established in 1947).1 The journal provides the primary source material for this article and 
will be used to understand and interrogate the role of psychiatry and, to some extent, the 
psychiatrist in the medicalization of homosexuality in India.2 This article uses the IJP as a focal 
point to discuss broader themes surrounding (de)medicalization discourses in India in contrast to 
their Western counterparts, with a particular focus on language use and theoretical methodologies. 
I will focus on the initial phase of literature, using close textual analysis to extract subtleties in 
language and practice in order to explore therapeutic practises, the attitudes of psychiatrists 
towards their own role, and the social position of their patients. All of these were oriented around 
ideas of ‘treatment’ – that homosexuality is indeed something which can be, and should be, cured 
through psychiatric means. The treatment, which is discussed throughout these primary sources, 
as well as in contemporary cases, is ‘aversion’ or ‘conversion’ therapy: two distinct therapeutic 
practises which are offered as treatment for homosexuality. These practises are still offered around 
the world, with only a few countries banning the therapies for minors.3 

When dealing with narratives of homosexuality, Western scholars often use its 1972 removal from 
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders Second Edition (hereafter referred to as DSM-II) as 
a concrete starting point for when demedicalization occurs. The political and social unrest leading 
up to its removal offers evidence of the backlash against medicalized notions of sexuality. 
However, this is a purely western construction of timelines of demedicalization. In India, 
psychiatrists did not rely on DSM-II as a diagnostic tool, and so the parameters of medicalization 
must be altered. 

The articles published in this journal were written after the removal of homosexuality as a disorder 
from DSM-II, and so this article provides a corrective to the suggestion that demedicalization was 
a global phenomenon. The article will consider the issues surrounding the definition of terms, such 
as homosexual and heteronormativity, as both carry contextually ideological and political 
connotations. There will also be a brief explanation of the social, political and cultural background 
of homosexuality in India, acknowledging the key debates which have shaped medical and legal 

 
1  Indian Journal of Psychiatry, ‘About Us’ <http://www.indianjpsychiatry.org/> [Date Accessed: 9/12/19]. 
Prior to this there had been two previous attempts to form associations of Indian psychiatrists; firstly the Indian 
Association of Mental Hygiene (1929), initiated by Colonel Berkley, secondly the Indian division of the Royal Medico 
Psychological Association which was formed by Dr Banarasi Das in 1939.  Neither association still exists. 
2 The Indian Journal of Psychiatry has been totally digitised and uploaded into an online archive which is fully accessible. 
Interestingly, while the sources are digitised and therefore easily accessed through a keyword search, one of the articles 
was missing from the initial list. 
3 Rianna Price, ‘ LGBTQ+ Conversion Therapy in India: How it Began and Why it Persists Today’, The Conversation, 
< https://theconversation.com/lgbtq-conversion-therapy-in-india-how-it-began-and-why-it-persists-today-140316> 
[Date Accessed: 15/09/2020] 
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discourse from 1857 onwards. A discussion of differing medical institutions and publications 
which offered medicalized viewpoints on homosexuality will be explored.  

The influence of Freud on this specific field cannot, and should not, be understated. Freudian 
theory revolutionised how sexuality was conceived of, from ideas of child sexuality to the processes 
and timelines of adult sexuality. Freud’s ideas about sexuality as a progression of stages have deeply 
influenced both psychoanalytic and psychiatric fields in terms of sexual disorders. Girindrasekhar 
Bose, a prominent Indian psychoanalyst, was in conversation with Freud during his lifetime, and 
subsequent Indian authors and psychiatrists often reference Freudian thinkers throughout their 
work. Freudian ideas about sexuality suggested that homosexual tendencies were an arrestment in 
the development of sexual psychology and should be altered. Heterosexual psychosexual feeling 
was considered natural, innate and therefore socially desirable. To underscore the disciplinary 
relationships between Indian, British and American psychiatric discourse, Freudian ideas will be 
extracted from the articles used by the Indian psychiatrists. The references to Freud are often 
discreet, but by investigating these references, the disciplinary similarities between the Indian 
psychiatric community and the rest of the world become much clearer.  

 

 

Difficulties in Definition: An Explanatory Note 

 

Throughout this article I refer to those who participate in same-sex acts, have same-sex desire or 
who undergo conversion therapy as ‘homosexual’. The term is problematic in that it has 
connotations of an identity rather than a set of sexual practices or a preference. ‘Homosexual 
identity’ is not a universal historical phenomenon. Rather, a culmination of factors formed a 
homosexual identity in the late nineteenth century. That is not to say that same-sex desire, 
orientation and behaviours were not apparent before the nineteenth century, rather the practice of 
using those behaviours to constitute an identity emerged in the later period. In Foucault’s words, 
‘the sodomite had been a temporary aberration; the homosexual was now a species’.4 The shift 
from sexual practice to identity, as Foucault describes it, is fixated on sexual categories that 
emerged in Europe and America.  Beyond that domain, sexual preference and behaviours were 
not inextricably linked to identities and politics. However, Western Imperialisms imported various 
ideas, ideologies and laws which influenced the creation, or imposition of such identities into the 
colonies.  

Additionally, I would like to discuss the notions of heteronormativity and how the discourses 
surrounding heteronormativity have shaped this article. The literal definition is: ‘suggesting or 
believing that only heterosexual relationships are normal or right and that men and women have 
naturally different roles.’5 Within this definition it is clear that heteronormativity is a stance which 
can be taken on both an individual and collective level, with legislation and medicalization playing 
active roles in upholding heterosexist norms. Beyond the inherent belief that only heterosexual 
couples have any social, cultural or legal legitimacy, it is also steeped in ideas about ‘traditional’ 

 
4 Michel Foucault, The Will to Knowledge: The History of Sexuality: Volume One, trans. by Robert Hurley (London: Penguin, 
1990), p.43 
5  Cambridge Dictionary Online, ‘Define: Heteronormative’,  
<https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/heteronormative> [Date Accessed: 6/9/20]. 
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socio-economic gender roles. Women of means were confined to the domestic sphere which 
provided the ideal social and cultural mode of behaviour, thereby eliding the experiences of 
working-class women who did work. Similarly, men were confined to proscribed social norms 
which were predicated on their labour. Masculinity and economic productivity were therefore 
conflated in the social sphere, suggesting that male societal worth was intrinsically linked to the 
ability to make money and provide. In respect to children, women were expected to care for 
children in the domestic space, whereas men were only involved in the procreative process. 
Although there were competing forms of masculinity and femininity, these descriptions represent 
the hegemonic forms present within postcolonial Indian culture and society. When 
heteronormativity is taken as the default position by nations, the legislative and medical practice 
ultimately seeks to curtail any non-heteronormative practice. Through this, nationhood becomes 
inextricably linked to a set of culturally and politically acceptable sexual practices, whilst also 
suppressing dissident forms. Heteronormativity is therefore indelibly linked to politics, as identities 
are formed in relation to social and sexual acts within India, creating spaces wherein not only 
heteronormativity flourishes, but also homophobia. 

The ramifications of colonial era thought on sexual practice include the importations and 
impositions of sexual identities. These concrete identities negated, and negate, the subtle and 
nuanced sexual practises that occurred in India before, during and after colonial intervention. The 
importation of nomenclature such as ‘homosexual’, and its use as a psychiatric diagnosis, solidified 
it as a category of identity. The patients described by psychiatric professionals within sources such 
as the Indian Psychiatric Journal (IJP) are given a medical diagnosis, and therefore identity, of a 
homosexual. By continuing to refer to them as such throughout my analysis, I am repeating the 
erasure of their agency in forming or describing their own identity in relation to their sexual 
preference. However, this erasure is not a casual dismissal of their lived experience; it is a way to 
explore their lived experience through the medical texts.  In India, sociological and anthropological 
works have shown that men who participate in same-sex acts do not necessarily align themselves 
with a homosexual identity. It is entirely plausible that those who volunteered for treatment for 
homosexuality in the 1970s and 1980s did not necessarily identify as homosexual. Nevertheless, I 
repeat the designation of such individuals as homosexuals. I am not suggesting that they identified 
this way but wish to focus, instead, on that designation that was given to them by medical 
professionals, family members, society and the various structures of power that operate within 
their lived experience.  

I am also going to use this opportunity to give a definition of ‘aversion’ or ‘conversion therapy’, 
which are primarily medical terms which have moved into a more common lexicon. Simply put, 
aversion therapies use aversive techniques to change behaviour from what is considered socially 
deviant to a more appropriate behaviour. Aversive techniques range from electric shocks to 
beatings to emotional and psychological pain. These techniques are designed to create enough 
discomfort to facilitate a change in behaviour. While these techniques have been used broadly, to 
treat various illnesses such as alcoholism and depression, its use on sexual disorders is possibly the 
most extreme example of its use to enforce social conformity. Alcoholism, schizophrenia and 
depression were treated with aversion therapies because those suffering were thought to be a 
public nuisance or danger, yet those with same-sex tendencies represented no real threat to society 
– only an imagined danger to public morality. The underlying medical view was that sexuality was 
something which could be altered, and heterosexuality was socially desirable. While this implies 
that all sexualities were malleable, heterosexuality was still deemed to be the innate, productive and 
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acceptable, form of sexual conduct. Therefore, homosexuality was considered a deviation from 
the norm. It is important to note that these seemingly contradictory beliefs about sexuality provide 
insight into the cognitive dissonance of some psychiatric practitioners, a theme which will be 
explored later in this article.  

The linguistic and therapeutic move from ‘aversion’ to ‘conversion’ is rooted less in medicine and 
more in pseudo-scientific and spiritual ways of attempting to re-orient the behaviour of those 
outside of the heteronormative quotidian. Aversion therapy, also referred to as aversive therapy 
or aversive conditioning, is primarily used ‘to help a person give up a [behaviour] or habit by having 
them associate it with something unpleasant.’6 To treat homosexuality, psychiatrists predominantly 
relied on electro-convulsive shock therapy to provide an aversion to an external stimulus. During 
treatment, homosexuals would view visually stimulating images related to their sexual preference 
and, upon arousal, they would receive an electric shock – thereby conditioning the patient to 
associate the pain with homosexual arousal. The effectiveness of this treatment across all disorders 
is heavily debated and its use as a therapy is also cause for concern on ethical grounds, as some 
practitioners think punishment should not constitute therapy.7  

Conversion therapy is a linked, but evolved practice which has somewhat moved out of the 
psychiatric field. Conversion therapy can be, and is, used by medical professionals, but it is also 
used by faith leaders and counsellors. Further to this, the aim of conversion therapies has 
considerably broadened, targeting not only homosexuals, but also bisexuals and transgender 
persons. These additions represent further moves to force social conformity based on cisgender 
and heteronormative ideals which are underpinned by biological determinism. If you are born with 
male genitalia, you must act and be like a man, which includes being sexually attracted to women, 
and vice versa. Conversion therapy also uses different techniques to achieve its aims, such as 
psychotherapy, prayer and in some extreme cases, hypnosis.8 Although conversion therapy is still 
associated with psychotherapists and trained professionals, there is also a subculture of ‘treatment’ 
within faith communities and counsellors across the globe. Countries such as India, where these 
forms of treatment are easily accessible, are often deeply patriarchal in nature relying on 
heteronormative narratives of what should be considered ‘natural.’ 

 

 

Background 

 

Within India there is a commonly expressed opinion, across the political spectrum, that 
homosexuality is inherently ‘un-Indian’. Any evidence of non-heteronormative sex in India is often 
blamed on the effects of both Mughal and British colonisation and the corruption of a sexually 
pure Indian society. Although this idea has been thoroughly and repeatedly rejected, there are still 
those within India that would suggest that to be Indian is to be heterosexual. The recent case in 
the Delhi High Court, where LGBT petitioners sought to clarify the Hindu Marriage Act (1955) 

 
6  Jamie Elmer, ‘What’s Aversion Therapy and Does It Work?’, Healthline, 
<https://www.healthline.com/health/mental-health/aversion-therapy> [Date Accessed: 15/09/2020] 
7 Ibid 
8 Stonewall, ‘Conversion Therapy’ < https://www.stonewall.org.uk/campaign-groups/conversion-therapy> [Date 
Accessed: 15/09/2020] 
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to incorporate non-heterosexual couples, resulted in comments that same-sex marriage was not 
part of Indian, or Hindu ‘culture.’9 Despite the decriminalisation of homosexuality in 2018, it is 
taking longer for social attitudes, as well as legislation, to change. Within the medical texts, possibly 
due to their inherently ‘objective’ stance, the idea that heterosexuality is linked to an Indian national 
identity is harder to discern. However, even within these medical texts, there is an illicit suggestion 
that the practitioners may not wholeheartedly agree, with most discussions of homosexuality being 
framed terms of how society feels, rather than the individual practitioner. Contradictory to what 
one might suspect, the IJP articles suggest a more complex and nuanced set of beliefs with regards 
to homosexual behaviour in India.  

Many scholars have traced legislation and social attitudes back to India’s colonial past. Paul Boyce, 
while mapping out what he terms ‘moral ambivalence’ towards homosexuality in contemporary 
India, suggests that these constructions of gender and sexuality were codified by the British 
because it suited their needs.10 British colonisers justified their rule based on the premise that they 
were superior to the Indian people in every way; sexual deviance manifesting as homosexuality was 
just one of the ways in which this was achieved. In the postcolonial political landscape, India’s 
implicit inferiority was rejected. In asserting its own Indian national identity, India sought to 
emulate the colonisers to prove that they were capable of self-rule. However, there are echoes of 
colonial attitudes, especially towards homosexuality, which deeply permeated Indian society 
throughout colonialism and continue to flourish through decolonisation. One of these deeply held 
ideas is that heterosexuality is natural, innate and the only normative expression of Indian sexuality. 
These notions of heterosexual propriety can be evidenced not only in religious and political 
discourse, but within the psychiatric profession itself, despite the assertion that medicine is bereft 
of political ideology.  

 

 

DSM-II, WHO and the Global Discourse of Heteronormative Psychiatry 

 

The belief within the psychiatric profession of its own impartiality is one which is apparent in the 
sources themselves. All four studies in IJP use a very precise, scientific language in order to convey 
the objectivity which they purport, which also creates a distance between the author and the 
subject, as well as distance between the reader, author and subject. Like with many other scientific 
journals, there is very little scope for personal subjectivity, yet the way the language is constructed 
and deployed is telling. In ‘Treatment of Homosexuality by using Anticipatory Avoidance 
Conditioning’, the authors begin by explaining that their patients ‘came voluntarily for help to get 
over their homosexual behaviour.’11 These patients were subjected to ‘positive conditioning and 
reduction of anxiety’ and, as is repeated, ‘came to the sex clinic…on their own, to overcome their 

 
9 Apoorva Mandhani, ‘‘‘Same-sex Marriage Not a Part of Our Culture”, says Top Govt Lawyer, Opposes Plea in Delhi 
HC’, The Print, < https://theprint.in/judiciary/same-sex-marriage-not-a-part-of-our-culture-says-central-govt-
opposes-plea-in-delhi-hc/502232/> [Date Accessed: 16/09/2020] 
10  Paul Boyce, ‘Moral Ambivalence and Irregular Practices: Contextualizing Male-to-Male Sexualities in 
Calcutta/India’, Feminist Review, 83 (2006), pp.79-98 
11 L.M Sakthivel, K. Rangswami, T.N Jayamaran, ‘Treatment of Homosexuality by Using Anticipatory Avoidance 
Conditioning’, Indian Journal of Psychiatry, 21 (1979), pp.146-148. 
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problems’ and ‘develop a heterosexual behavior (sic).’12 The language suggests three things: firstly 
that homosexuality is a form of sexual behavioural disorder, and a deviance from the heterosexual 
norm; secondly that the voluntary status of the patients somehow exculpates the practitioners from 
any harm they may cause and thirdly; that heterosexual behaviour is something that can be 
developed. A lack of sexual development, or an arrested development, was part of the Freudian 
model of psychoanalytic thinking, which suggested that homosexuals were halted in that phase of 
psychosexual development.  

The landmark removal of homosexuality from DSM-II is often used to locate changing attitudes 
about homosexuality, particularly in the West. The DSM-II was the preferred manual used by the 
American Psychiatric Association, which was lobbied extensively to remove homosexuality from 
its diagnoses. The continuation of aversion-based experiments, at first glance, suggests that India 
did not follow or accept the removal of homosexuality as a disorder. In the references section of 
the studies, the literature uses information provided by the World Health Organisation (hereafter 
referred to as WHO). WHO released the International Statistical Classification of Diseases and Related 
Health Problems (ICD) which defined homosexuality as a mental health disorder until its 10th edition. 
It was not until 1994 that ICD explicitly stated sexual orientation was not a diagnosable medical 
condition which required treatment.13  

The initial phase of IJP literature pertaining to homosexuality dates between 1979 and 1983; three 
of the four studies are written completely by male practitioners, with only one led by a female.14 
The identity of the doctors participating, and the subjects on which they experiment, is extremely 
enlightening in this journal. The overwhelming patient demographic is young, educated males - 
suggesting a pressure on Indian men of a specific background to cure themselves of their 
homosexual preference and revert to the more socially desirable heterosexual state. The 
overarching belief held by both patients and practitioners, is that heterosexuality is the natural and 
innate mode of human sexual and social behaviour. 

The references section of the IJP articles predominantly relies on Western medical journals and 
sources when creating a frame of reference for their own work. The seminal work of British 
psychiatrists, such as MacCulloch and Feldman, who wrote ‘Aversion Therapy in the Management 
of 43 Homosexuals’ (1967) is referenced and discussed within the text itself, as is the work of 
Richard Bancroft.15 Although the experiments are taking place in India, the influence of British 
scholarship cannot be denied or obfuscated. There is a clear link in terms of methodology, practice 
and in the overarching heterosexist belief that homosexuality is an aberration which must be 
corrected. However, that is not to say that there is no sympathy within these articles. Even as early 
as 1982, Pradhan et al wrote: 

 

Homosexuality in India is illegal, and the dominant cultural attitude is condemnatory. This has created an 
atmosphere of social ostracism and alienation. It is no wonder then that homosexuals are willing to have their sexual 

 
12 Ibid, pp.146-148 
13 World Health Organisation, ‘Policy and Practice: Proposed declassification of disease categories related to sexual 
orientation in the International Statistical Classification of Diseases and Related Health Problems (ICD-11)’ < 
https://www.who.int/bulletin/volumes/92/9/14-135541/en/> [Date Accessed: 9/12/19] 
14 Dr M. Mehta. Interestingly, the Mehta study is also the only study which includes a female participant (patient ratio 
is one female to five males).  
15 Referenced in Sakthivel et al., ‘Treatment of Homosexuality’, p.148 
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orientation modified. With the desire for social conformity and an increasing awareness of treatment facilities, the 
number of homosexuals approaching experts for relief from their distress has increased.16  

 

The extract shows an unexpected amount of empathy and an acknowledgement of the wider 
influences which drove people to look for Sexual Orientation Change Effort (SOCE) therapy. The 
authors of this article are positing themselves as the ‘experts for relief’, suggesting that they alone 
hold the ability to convert their patients to heterosexuality. 17  The self-identified role of the 
psychiatrist in this context is of a benevolent, somewhat paternalistic figure who wants to help the 
deviant homosexual. The social role of the psychiatrist is explicated through this benevolent act; 
although society has condemned the homosexual, psychiatry can offer a way to help and alter the 
sexual behaviour of the individual, for the good of the patient and for society. 

Underlying the seemingly sympathetic tone is an undercurrent of heterosexism, there is a complete 
conviction that heterosexuality is the ‘natural’ state of being which allows for procreation, marriage 
and the upholding of social norms. Pradhan et al, note that ‘some patients had an urgent and 
pressing need to get cured, e.g. impending marriage or engagements, indirect family pressures and 
an ardent desire to set up a house and settle down in life like other normal people.’18 The basic 
assumption is that curative practice is a possibility and, as such, should be pursued. Most SOCE 
have been debunked and it is now a commonly held belief that orientation cannot be changed by 
any medical means.  

Although it appears that the Indian treatments were attempted to verify the efficacy of SOCE, the 
foregone conclusion seems to be that it works and should therefore be utilised. In the initial 
Pradhan, Ayyar and Bagadia study, it is claimed that ‘Eight (61%) of our thirteen patients showed 
very good improvement’ after a 12 month follow-up, but there was no further investigation after 
this period.19 The conclusion drawn by the authors from this experiment was that ‘positive 
motivation with indirect social pressure played a significant role in the improvement of the patients 
and indicates a good prognosis in behavior (sic) therapy.’ 20  In the Mehta study, ‘Successful 
reorientation was achieved in all four subjects. Of these, subject 3 was married and subject 1 and 
2 were due to get married respectively (happily married now). Thus they were all highly motivated 
for treatment.’21 This leads to a secondary observation; the language of the document, while 
attempting to be sympathetic to the plight of the patient, is redolent with negative language about 
homosexuality. The need for reparative therapy to be ‘like other normal people’ and the necessary 
‘positive motivation’ for the ‘improvement of the patients’ in order to have a ‘good prognosis’ is 
very telling.22 Positive language is used to reinforce heterosexist norms and subtly undermines the 
sympathy for the patient. The authors are keen for the implementation of heterosexual behaviours, 

 
16 P. V Pradhan, K.S Ayyar and V. N Bagadia, ‘Homosexuality: Treatment by Behavior Modification’, Indian Journal of 
Psychiatry, 24:1 (1982), p.80 
17 Ibid, p.80 
18 Ibid, p.82 
19 Ibid, p.81 
20 Ibid, p.81 
21 Mehta, ‘Homosexuality’, p.237 
22 Pradhan (et al), ‘Treatment by Behavior Modification’, pp.81-82 
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whether this is from a genuine empathy felt for the patient or from underlying homophobia is 
open to interpretation. 

 

 

Heterosexist or Homophobic? What Language Can Tell Us 

 

The language surrounding homosexuality in the early articles is suggestive of wider societal 
attitudes towards same-sex practice at the time. The use of words such as ‘anomaly’, ‘deviations’ 
and ‘maladaptive’ all codify same-sex practice as a medical disorder which is mired in negative 
language.23  Heterosexual norms, most notably marriage, are framed more positively; ‘happily 
married now’, ‘one of them is married and happy’ and ‘they are completely free of their homosexual 
behavior (sic)’ are all examples where homosexual attraction is viewed as a social obstruction as 
well as a sexual abnormality.24 Psychiatry here is an instrument of society; heterosexual norms need 
to be upheld in order to comply with wider ideas about homosexuality, masculinity and 
nationhood. These norms are upheld by institutions such as psychiatry, where the individuals have 
the power to exert their influence over their patients. From the outset of the relationship, whether 
the patient is there voluntarily or not, they are in a weaker position of power. The role of the 
psychiatrist is to diagnose and cure the patient, to reify the heterosexual norms that have already 
become apparent to the patient within society, and to attempt to rectify them for the patient. This 
is true of the wider uses of psychiatry, to identify non-normative psychological behaviour and offer 
a corrective for the good of society. The categorisation of homosexuality as something which 
needs to be cured suggests that it is a psychological problem which can cause issues for wider 
society and therefore needs to be removed.  

Part of the reasoning given in the articles for the need to cure the sexual deviance of homosexuality 
is that it also interferes with expected gender norms. In the article ‘Male Homosexuality: A 
Psychiatric Study of Thirteen Cases’, Pradhan et al conflate homosexuality and what we would term 
gender dysphoria.25 They wrote ‘five patients had effeminate gestures, mode of speech and a liking 
for sewing, knitting and doing household chores usually done by women’, which is a repetition of 
a study by Thompson, who suggested that male homosexuals have more noticeably feminine traits 
than heterosexual men.26 The conflation of orientation and gender identity is apparent; ‘on enquiry 
none of the patients expressed any doubts regarding his male identity. When informed about sex-
change procedures none of the 13 expressed any desire for a sex transformation.’27 The belief that 
effeminacy is somehow imbricated in male homosexual identity is visible within the literature. A 
further example of this is the emphasis on particular sexual acts; ‘habitual passive anal intercourse’ 
was included as one of the ‘factors in poor prognosis.’28 The fixation with passive anal intercourse 
is found in both articles written by Pradhan (et al). In the 1982 article, it is placed in a table 

 
23 P. V Pradhan, K.S Ayyar and V. N Bagadia, ‘Male Homosexuality: A Psychiatric Study of Thirteen Cases’, Indian 
Journal of Psychiatry, 24:2 (1982), pp.182-186. 
24 Sakthivel (et al), ‘Anticipatory Avoidance’, p.146 
25 Pradhan (et al) ‘Male Homosexuality’, pp.182-186 
26 Ibid, p.184 
27 Ibid, p.184 
28 Pradhan, ‘Anticipatory Avoidance’, p.83 
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‘Showing Homosexual Practices’ which lists ‘Homosexual Fantasies, Masturbation with 
Homosexual Fantasies, Mutual Masturbation, Active Anal Intercourse, Passive Anal Intercourse, 
Steady Homosexual Partner and Fellatio’ as indicators of same-sex orientation.29 The list suggests 
a descending order of sexual deviation and degradation; homosexual fantasies, while not socially 
acceptable, are more easily dismissed than anal intercourse. I would argue that the order suggests 
that active anal intercourse is considered less deviant than passive anal intercourse. To be passive 
is, one could argue, to be feminine and the alignment of a male homosexual with a feminine sexual 
positioning within the act of intercourse is met with opprobrium. However, this list may not be 
suggestive of rates of degeneracy, as fellatio is at the bottom; further research is necessary to 
illuminate whether this specific sex act is viewed as more or less socially acceptable than passive 
anal intercourse. 

In the psychiatric imagination of these texts, we can explicate that there is a conflation between 
male homosexual preference and femininity. However, there is less data with regards to whether 
female homosexual preference is suggestive of masculinity, due to less female participants in these 
studies. The lack of female subjects in the study is contributed to the fact that ‘Females probably 
do not seek help for social reasons. Also female grouping together is more accepted within the 
community and their homoerotic activities like helping each other during bathing are virtually 
ignored.’30 There is an acceptance that female same-sex interaction exists within the community, 
but that they have more cultural space to explore their sexuality without it becoming a cause for 
intervention.  

The literature predominantly focuses on the sexuality of men, perhaps because the majority of 
articles are written by men; the only study to include female participant is the article written by a 
woman. In this article, the authors write that ‘additional behavioral (sic) programmes were made in 
individual cases to develop social skills. Our female subject preferred trousers and other male 
apparel. She was encouraged to wear feminine dresses.’31 The study suggests that there was a social 
aspect to the reorientation which again conflates orientation with gender identity. The perceived 
masculinity of the female homosexual is an undesirable trait which would undermine her efforts 
to integrate into a heteronormative society. Whether this was a widespread idea about homosexual 
female practice is yet to be fully uncovered, compared to the number of male participants in the 
various studies there is very little comparative evidence for the female experience of reparative 
therapy. Despite a lack of evidence, I would suggest that the current evidence is suggestive of 
similar cultural beliefs found in the psychiatric community at the time; a conflation of sexual 
orientation and gender identity can be exculpated from the sources, whether for male or female 
patients. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
29 Pradhan, ‘Male Homosexuality’, p.184 
30 Ibid, p.182 
31 Mehta, ‘Homosexuality’, p.236 
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Freudian Fallacies in Indian Psychiatry 

 

Another subtle strand of psychiatric thought within these four sources is that of Sigmund Freud 
and his ideas on psychosexual development. Although Freud is not explicitly mentioned, the 
language used by the authors of the studies is imbricated with Freudian ideas and the references 
engage with Freudian psychoanalysts, such as J. Marmour and F. M Lachmann – although 
interestingly these examples are both American. In the Sakthivel study, the authors state that the 
patients ‘were driven towards homosexual act (sic) around the age of fourteen to seventeen years.’32 
The implication here is that homosexual feeling is not a natural occurrence which arrives around 
puberty, rather it is something that is imposed upon the adolescent body which then perverts the 
course of their psychosexual development. This idea echoes Freud, who argued that ‘a sexual 
impression occurred which left a permanent after-effect in the shape of a tendency to 
homosexuality.’ 33  He also seemingly dismisses the idea that homosexuality is a congenital 
characteristic, suggesting that ‘if the cases of allegedly innate inversion were more closely 
examined, some experience of their early childhood would probably come to light which had a 
determining effect upon the direction taken by their libido.’34 Although later scholars who have 
worked on the medicalization of homosexuality, such as Peter Conrad, have argued that Freud in 
fact considered inversion as a variation, rather than a disease or disorder, I would argue that his 
use of language suggests differently.35 Conrad also argues that Freud was ‘not optimistic that 
homosexuality could be changed by medical treatment or psychoanalysis’, yet in Freud’s early work 
this was not the case.36 Within his essays on sexuality, Freud claims that ‘Inversion can be removed 
by hypnotic suggestion’, which underpins his dismissal of homosexual behaviour as inherent; if it 
were innate it would be unable to be removed.37 However, it cannot be said for certain how Freud 
viewed homosexuality as his work evolved and his opinions on psychoanalytic theories changed 
over time. The influence of Freud, and the lack of clarity within his work, contributed towards 
resistance to homosexuality as being viewed as innate. Conrad argues that the followers of Freud 
were the ones who contributed to homosexuality becoming a ‘psychiatric pathology and claimed 
to possess a treatment that could be a cure.’38 Homosexual cure narratives are therefore always 
inextricably linked to wider psychoanalytic ideas and practice, as they informed understanding of 
homosexual behaviour.  

The psychological element of homosexuality is clearly established in all of the studies. In Sakthivel, 
it is noted that the patients were ‘administered the same psychological tests given initially’, and that 
‘they were found to show improvement in their shyness, tension, tendermindedness (assertive) and 
in their anxiety level.’39 The discussions of specific psychological factors which are suggestive of a 

 
32 Sakthivel, ‘Treatment of Homosexuality’, p.146 
33 Sigmund Freud, Volume 7: On Sexuality: Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, and Other Works, trans. By James Strachey, 
ed. By Angela Richards (London: Penguin Books, 1977), pp.49-51 
34 Ibid, p.51 
35 Peter Conrad, The Medicalization of Society: On the Transformation of Human Conditions into Treatable Disorders (Baltimore: 
The John Hopkins University Press, 2007), p.98 
36 Ibid, p.98 
37 Freud, On Sexuality, p.51 
38 Conrad, Medicalization of Society, p.98 
39 Sakthivel, ‘Treatment of Homosexuality’, p.148 
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homosexual personality are part of the broader conflation of sexual orientation and gender identity. 
Although all of the studies engage with the idea of psychological testing, the Sakthivel document 
clearly outlines the characteristics which are undesirable in a heterosexual, specifically a 
heterosexual man. Shyness, timidity, anxiety and a lack of assertive behaviour are all delineated as 
feminine traits which are not conducive to a healthy, heterosexual life. In the follow-up, the 
patients ‘reported that they were feeling the change in their behaviour regarding assertiveness; 
having adequate heterosexual interest and free from anxiety for opposite sex.’40 There has been a 
restoration of what is commonly understood to be masculine traits which are indistinguishable 
from heterosexuality. The conflation of sexual orientation and gender identity that I have 
previously discussed in the Mehta study also has links to Freudian thought. In Freud this is called 
‘psychical hermaphroditism’ and, as Freud explains,  

 

presupposes that the sexual object of an invert is the opposite of that of a normal person. An inverted man, 
it holds, is like a woman in being subject to the charm that proceeds from masculine attributes both physical 
and mental: he feels he is a woman in search of a man.41 

 

Although the patients within the sources are anonymised, presumably for the wellbeing of the 
patient, their background is often discussed in relation to their preferences. The ages given for the 
subjects, across the four sources, is given as being between 17-30. The significance of this is that 
the representative ages mean that they belong to a ‘marriageable age group.’42 The societal pressure 
to marry is the motivation given in all four of the studies, as the men studied were ‘desperate, 
ashamed and were much concerned with their future marital life.’ 43  Further background 
information given is primarily concerned with the educational level of the participants. In Mehta’s 
study, the demographic information of the patients is displayed in a table which lists the 
educational levels; all of the patients were educated to at least BA level which leads Mehta to 
conclude that two of the important factors in the treatment outcome are ‘motivation and 
psychological sophistication, their own education as well as family’s education status.’44 Mehta here 
makes an explicit link between the education level of the patients and their ability to complete 
reparative therapy and change their sexual orientation. She concludes that ‘successful orientation 
was achieved in all four subjects’, as one had to drop out of the study due to being ‘unfit for 
therapy.’45 In the secondary Pradhan (et al) study, the group was described as having ‘unusual 
family backgrounds’, the education levels were more disparate, but all had at least been through 
secondary school.46 Although the results of Pradhan’s study were not as positive as Mehta’s, it is 
likely that societal pressure is the main reason. As most of the people in Mehta’s study were highly 
educated and extremely motivated to participate in heterosexuality, societal pressure on them was 
probably at a higher level, which suggests that they were in a higher caste of Indian society. It is 

 
40 Ibid, p.148 
41 Freud, On Sexuality, p.55 
42 Pradhan, ‘Male Homosexuality’, p.182 
43 Sakthivel ‘Treatment of Homosexuality’, p.146 
44 Mehta, ‘Homosexuality’, p.237 
45 Ibid, p.236 
46 Pradhan, ‘Male Homosexuality’, p.182 
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possible to speculate that in the Pradhan study the lack of efficacy may be due to a moral 
ambivalence which is present in the lower castes of society. The sources seem to pinpoint 
motivation as the most important factor in the ability to reorient one’s sexuality, and so whichever 
caste is under more heteronormative scrutiny or pressure, would succumb to the attempt to ‘cure’ 
homosexuality. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Throughout the sources found in the Indian Psychiatric Journal, there is an implicit understanding 
that the psychiatrist or practitioner is there to help those in distress. Although there is sympathy 
for those who are suffering it is imbricated with ideas of masculinity, femininity and 
heteronormative constructs of sexuality. The social contract made explicit by the sources is that 
Indian men and women must be married, that is their duty as citizens of India. They must 
participate in a normative sexuality and, further to this, they must participate in normative gender 
roles. There is the idea that femininity is exclusively the domain of women; household chores are 
for Indian women. For Indian women, effeminacy is sacred; women are primarily wives, they dress 
for their husbands and they birth and raise children, as that is what it is to be a woman. These 
overarching narratives are interconnected and inform the psychiatric discourse surrounding 
homosexuality. Heterosexuality is taken as the innate, natural sexuality that must be fulfilled or 
aspired to. Homosexuality is therefore the opposite, unnatural, learned through unhealthy 
adolescent experience and needs to be cured and eradicated. These themes are both implicit and 
explicit throughout the literature of the first four sources found in the IJP; these sources deal 
predominantly with the phase in Indian psychiatry which was concerned with the study and 
treatment of homosexuality. Although the literature referenced is both British and American, the 
reliance on British methods and therapeutic practices are repeated throughout every article in the 
IJP – these were the seminal works upon which Indian aversive techniques were built. After over 
three decades of Indian independence, there is still a connection between the former colony and 
metropole. The experiments were conducted post-independence and further research is necessary 
to find broader reasons for the sudden interest in reparative therapy for homosexuality. A wider 
interpretation is necessary to excavate the possible global links and transfer of ideas which 
culminated in reparative therapy becoming the norm in Indian psychiatric practice. The evidence 
uncovered thus far is suggestive of a far-reaching network of psychiatric literature and practice 
which incorporates ideas of gender binarism and heterosexist ideology. In order to fully illuminate 
the evolution of aversive conditioning into its contemporary form of conversion therapy, there 
must be an understanding of the nuanced and subtle interconnections between ideas of sexuality, 
orientation, gender performativity and social expression. Although these medical reports reduced 
living, breathing men and women to one-dimensional aspects predicated on their sexual 
preference, understanding the ways in which society responded and labelled them can give insight 
into how to unravel these narratives and prevent future generations from the torture that is 
conversion therapy. 
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The article is a piece of new transnational research that brings together histories of colonial legacies 
in India, gender norms and sexuality, and experiments in psychiatry. This essay is successful in 
tying these complex topics together to create a cohesive argument and clear writing skills that cover 
a sizeable time period.  

 

The Indian Journal of Psychiatry is a fascinating historical source and the author sprinkles in extracts 
in a way that does not disrupt the flow of the essay, and only strengthens their argument which 
can often be difficult when using medical texts as sources.  

 

The author does a good job of examining the strengths and limitations of the sources used, and 
example being that the majority of studies on homosexuality only consider men’s experience, and 
thus the author easily relates the material to wider debates in gender and sexuality studies. Indeed, 
the author links sexuality to gendered norms and behaviour, and how these inform the 
medicalisation of homosexuality, in a thorough and well-made argument. They juxtapose 
homosexuality and heteronormativity in national and cultural understandings, examining how this 
creates a framework that divides sexual practices into ‘acceptable’ and ‘unacceptable’ and informs 
the politicisation of sexuality itself. There is no doubt a wealth of information to be found within 
these sources, and these could benefit from a longer piece of writing that could delve deeper into 
the archives of the Indian Journal of Psychiatry.  

 

There is a clear knowledge of key terms used throughout the essay, and the complexities that 
surround definitions of terms like ‘homosexuality’. By defining them precisely and acknowledging 
their various uses and misuses in medicine and cultural contexts, the author shows their care to 
not further stigmatise those whose stories are being told by biased medical professionals in the 
sources. Moreover, the author consistently reminds the reader of the domination of Western views 
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in psychiatric and LGBTQ+ histories, showing the understanding of the influence these had and 
still have in academia, helping to clarify the author’s own position within this field. The author 
works to show how important medical histories are in the construction of social and cultural 
notions of gender and sexuality and acknowledges how bias and objectivity inform medical 
categorisation, a fact that is often overlooked but slowly changing in more recent publications in 
the history of medicine.  

 

A slight criticism, however, is that there are instances where terminology such as “hegemony” or 
“social contract” are used without further context, which if revised could help the text by clarifying 
how they belong to specific gender and social theory discourses. This would help further situate 
the piece within existing historiography and be another way for the author’s understanding of their 
research topic which is otherwise very clear.  

 

Lastly, I would like to add that I hope the author continues with the research shown in this piece, 
as the arguments could really benefit from a longer format to delve deeper into the archives, the 
gendered aspect of sexuality in India, and the colonial legacies that shape medical culture and 
understanding.  

 

 


