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Introduction

Plato and sex? What is the nature of this relation? As this book aims
to show, it is neither obvious nor simple, despite the brevity and
apparently descriptive form of my title. This is not a book about
Plato’s views on sex or sex ‘in’ Plato. The ‘and’ in the title — Plato
and Sex — is as much disjunctive as conjunctive. Rather, the book
stages what I hope is a productive confrontation between aspects
of Plato’s philosophy and issues in the contemporary philosophy
of sex and gender, via discussions of the modern reception of the
relevant aspects of Plato’s dialogues in philosophy (especially femi-
nist philosophy) and feminist and psychoanalytical theory, and the
conceptual presuppositions in that reception. The result, I hope, is
new interpretations of particular passages in the dialogues and,
simultaneously, a contribution to the contemporary philosophical
debate on sex.

Here ‘sex’ means sex difference — the difference between the
sexes (male and female) — in distinction from ‘gender” (a category
describing historical, cultural and institutional demands or norms),
from ‘sexual difference” (a specifically psychoanalytical concept,
referring to subject positions within the symbolic order), from ‘sex-
uality” (sexual desire and/or its orientation) and from sexual inter-
course. It is important to make these conceptual distinctions, even if,
ultimately, we do not hold that the different concepts name discrete
things or phenomena, and even if it is obvious that they form a
conceptual constellation in which they depend on each other. For
it is important to be able to say what is specific to the concept of sex
even if, ultimately, we are not able to identify any decisive empirical
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referent for it. Of course making these conceptual distinctions has
its consequences. In particular, distinguishing sex from gender pre-
disposes us to think of sex as a biological phenomenon, a natural
given, in opposition to the cultural construction of gender norms.
The analytical priority of the category of gender in Anglophone
feminist theory from the late 1960s left sex, understood in that way,
temporarily untheorized, and the critique of the sex/gender distinc-
tion, which put sex back in the spotlight, was perhaps the most
important development in late twentieth-century feminist theory.

Although the category of sex was the object of certain French
feminist discourses from the 1970s — notably in the work of Chris-
tine Delphy and Monique Wittig — it was not until the 1990s, sub-
sequent to the publication of Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble (1990)
that Anglophone feminist theory really sat up and took notice of
sex, although the question of sexual difference, inspired largely by the
work of Luce Irigaray, was prominent, especially in ‘continental’
feminist philosophy. This is a description of the dominant trajecto-
ries in feminist theory, and of course there are exceptions to them.
Simone de Beauvoir, the most influential figure in the history of
feminist theory, did not work with a sex/gender distinction and
may easily be read as the first critical theorist of sex.' Sex was the
central analytical category of Shulamith Firestone’s The Dialectic of
Sex: The Case for Feminist Revolution, which was more influential in
the 1970s than its current status in feminist theory might suggest;
one of its main aims was to ‘attack sex distinctions themselves’.”
And of course some Anglophone feminists were already focusing
on sex before Butler’s intervention, especially those influenced by
Wittig and Delphy. However, since the 1990s, the far-reaching influ-
ence of Butler’s work means that the question of the ontological
status of sex has become one of the most fundamental issues in
contemporary feminist theory. Is there such a thing as ‘sex’? If so,
what kind of a thing is sex? Are sexes natural-biological kinds, or
political categories or medico-legal or cultural constructions?’

As will become obvious to readers of this book, my own theoreti-
cal sympathies are with those for whom ‘sex” is a problematic object,
not a natural given. But this does not mean, as it does for some, that
‘sex’ is subsumed under the category of ‘gender’. The now classic
argument to this effect in Butler’s Gender Trouble is that categories
such as ‘sex” and ‘gender” are productions of specific formations of
power that ‘create the effect of the natural, the original, and the
inevitable”.* More specifically, the production of ‘sex” as the idea of
a ‘natural’, prediscursive origin is an effect of the cultural apparatus
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of gender, such that ‘sex’ is, effectively, to be thought under the sign
of gender: ‘If the immutable character of sex is contested, perhaps
this construct called “sex” is as culturally constructed as gender;
indeed, perhaps it was always already gender, with the conse-
quence that the distinction between sex and gender turns out to be
no distinction at all.” Some years prior to this Suzanne Kessler and
Wendy McKenna argued, in Kessler’s words, ‘that “gender” should
be used exclusively to refer to anything related to the categories
“female” and “male”, replacing the term “sex”, which would be
restricted to reproductive and “love-making” activities’. The ratio-
nale for this was that it ‘would emphasize the socially constructed,
overlapping nature of all category distinctions, even the biological
ones’. Kessler and McKenna’s and Butler’s position would seem to
be that to continue to speak of sex is to collude in what Butler called
‘the fictive construction of “sex”’ as the natural foundation of
gender and of the stable identity of the sexed subject itself. Gender,
on the other hand, in many ways a more complicated category,
could be understood, at least for Butler, as the site of possible resis-
tance to or transformation of the ‘gendered norms of cultural intel-
ligibility by which persons are defined’.’

If I continue to speak of sex and to insist in this context on the
conceptual distinction between sex and gender (amongst other
things), this is not for the purposes of distinguishing between any
allegedly empirically determined entities or actually existing phe-
nomena that are the referents of the concepts. It is because it is
necessary to make the distinction in order to specify the peculiarity
of the concept of sex — of the way in which this concept has func-
tioned and continues to function in various texts and in the every-
day worlds of men, women and children. This is not an anti-Butlerian
point; far from it. It has Butler’s argument in Gender Trouble as its
condition of existence.

So what is the specificity of the concept of sex? This is not, first
of all, a question about the ontology of sex — it does not ask what
sex is, or whether it is, or what kind of a thing it is. It asks how “sex’
actually functions as a meaningful element in discourses of many
different kinds, what ‘sex” actually means when it is employed, as
if unproblematically, in everyday speech and more formal contexts.
Of course ‘sex’, like any other concept, has a history, and that
history is complicated in being multi-lingual; so much so that sig-
nificant issues arise in translation. The history of the concept of sex
is as yet unwritten, but this book works with the presumption that
we might speak very broadly of the ‘modern’ concept of sex to
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characterize the popular, hegemonic view that operates today, as a
way of acknowledging that the presumptions of, say, the past 200
years may not have been shared by the ancient world.?

One might expect that ‘sex” would function differently in differ-
ent discourses, but the peculiar thing is that by and large it does
not. The peculiar functioning of the concept of sex is such that it
tends to figure in the same form in both popular discourses and —
the relevant arena here — philosophical texts. I refer to the modern,
popular, hegemonic concept of sex as the modern ‘natural-biologi-
cal” concept of sex because of the presumptions that constitute it,
not to commit it to a particular disciplinary-scientific origin or onto-
logical status. According to the presumptions that constitute the
modern natural-biological concept of sex there simply is sex duality
(the exclusive division between male and female) and that duality
is naturally determined.” As such, its referent is presumed to be a
natural and not a historical object, and the possibility that the
concept is, precisely, modern, is hidden. I contend that this concept
has no purely descriptive function in relation to human being,
although the presumption in its use is, precisely, that it does. The
main reason for thinking this is that the constitutive and exclusive
duality of its terms — ‘male’ and ‘female’ — is empirically inadequate
to the phenomena that it would allegedly encompass without
remainder, meaning that its duality is in fact normative and pre-
scriptive. This is as true of the uncontentiously sexed infant who
allegedly embodies one term of the sex duality as it is of the inter-
sexed infant who will be made to conform to one. Further, the
modern natural-biological concept of sex functions in relation to
human being to refer to a natural foundation for existence, such that
it offers itself as a naturalistic explanation for some aspects — some-
times even all aspects — of human psycho-social existence and
behaviour, from the choice of children’s play objects, to the choice
of sexual objects; from the colours and clothes that toddlers prefer
to the life choices and professional capabilities of adults. Thus the
modern natural-biological concept of sex functions as something
both naturally determined and naturally determining and it is effec-
tively impossible to separate these two aspects. In allegedly describ-
ing a natural foundation for human existence the modern
natural-biological concept of sex prescribes a duality, the nature of
which is taken to be more or less determining of aspects of that
existence. This is its specificity in distinction from the concepts of
gender and sexuality, for example, which are often conceived as
determined by sex.
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It is because sex is conceived in this way that it tends to appear
as an unproblematized and untheorized referent in philosophical
discourse in general, including much feminist philosophical dis-
course, and in discussions of Plato’s dialogues, in particular. This
determines the interpretation of certain passages and arguments in
Plato’s dialogues where the issue of sex seems to arise. What could
be less surprising? Not just in the case of the mainstream literature
on Plato, which is hardly concerned with sex or gender, but also in
the feminist literature, defined by its interest in the latter. What
could be less surprising than that feminist philosophers, battling
against the presumptive determinism of sex difference, should
interpret Book V of the Republic in these terms; that, battling against
the denegation of all things female or feminine in the history of
philosophy, they should read the Symposium through the lens of
sex?

But this book began with the curious suspicion that, surprisingly,
Plato’s texts did not yield or support the presumption of the modern,
natural-biological concept of sex in their interpretation, precisely
where one would most expect them to. It developed into the thesis
that certain passages and arguments in Plato’s dialogues may be
interpreted in such a way, indeed, as to contest this conception of
sex. This is not the claim that an alternative, perhaps ancient Greek,
concept of sex animates Plato’s dialogues, nor that the dialogues
reveal or even support, speculatively, a theory of sex or of sexual
reproduction. (It is not, then, like Thomas Laqueur’s claims about
the alternative model of sex in the ancient period, which he opposes
to the modern account of sex.'%) It also does not involve the claim
that the relevant passages of the dialogues aim to do anything that
can now be interpreted in terms of the contestation of the modern
natural-biological concept of sex — it has nothing to do with Plato’s
intentions, whatever they may have been. Rather the claim is that
certain important passages in these texts do, from the standpoint of
the present, nevertheless contest the modern natural-biological
concept of sex, understood in the way outlined above, in being
recalcitrant to its imposition upon them.

The approach to Plato through which this book attempts to make
good this claim needs to be specified in order to understand the
nature of the claims in each chapter, and to distinguish it from other
approaches. It is perhaps too early to write the history of feminist
interpretations of Plato, but it is possible to characterise the broad
trends in the literature to this point, some of which parallel the
broad trends in the history of feminist philosophy more generally.
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First, interpretations from the liberal feminist tradition, with its
central concepts of equality and rights, read Plato — principally the
Republic and, to a lesser extent, the Laws — and judge him according
to the requirements associated with these concepts. This work —
often from political philosophers and theorists in its earliest
instances — tends to focus on Plato’s explicit mention of women
(women’s nature, women’s defining characteristics, women’s
capacities and proper role) and those aspects of the dialogues that
might reasonably be judged to be of most concern to women (for
example, arrangements for the care of the children of the Guardian
class in the Republic). The title of Gregory Vlastos’ famous essay —
‘Was Plato a Feminist?” — might seem to sum up the guiding ques-
tion of this tradition of criticism, but feminist work (notably that of
Julia Annas) very quickly went beyond this." Foregoing anachro-
nistic questions about Plato’s sexual politics or personal intentions,
much of the feminist literature in this tradition focused on the place
and nature of the female Guardians in the Republic and (what seem-
ingly contradicts this) the instances of sexism or misogyny in his
work and attempted to show either how the latter is related to his
philosophy as a whole — even to Western philosophy as a whole —or
how it is fundamentally unrelated."

This dovetails with the literature from what is sometimes called
the ‘sexual difference’ tradition.” This is most famously associated
with Luce Irigaray, whose own work on Plato offers interpretations
of aspects of the dialogues which span both extremes of the critical
feminist compass of this tradition — from the archaeological recon-
struction of the suppressed feminine or female in Western thought
out of moments in Plato’s dialogues, to the coruscating criticism of
Plato as the founding philosopher of the (masculine) metaphysics
of the same, covering over sexual difference and man’s maternal
origins." But this tradition also contains an extremely broad range
of other positions and theoretical commitments, from Arlene
W. Saxonhouse’s feminist essentialism to David Halperin’s
Foucaultianism.

If these are the two most articulated traditions, there are, of
course, contributions to the feminist literature that do not fit into
either: for example, the more recent, often Derridean, readings
claiming to discover theoretical resources for feminism in concepts
reappropriated from the dialogues. Mine is also a feminist approach
that does not fit into either tradition, but neither is it an attempt to
appropriate concepts from Plato. In confronting particular passages
in Plato’s dialogues from the standpoint of a particular position in



Introduction 7

the contemporary philosophy of sex and gender the aim is not to
read the former through the latter but to create a short circuit
without a protective fuse. The aim is not to establish the relation
between Plato and ‘sex” but to prise it apart, even break it — to
relieve the texts of the imposition or presupposition of ‘sex” in their
modern reception. In this I make no claim to discover their “original’
meaning. It is ‘sex’, not Plato’s philosophy, which has to answer for
itself today.

Four of the five chapters in this book focus on a few passages
from Plato’s Republic, Symposium or Timaeus where the question of
sex seems to arise. After expounding these passages in some detail,
each attempts to show how the modern reception of these passages
- in both mainstream and feminist philosophical literature and in
feminist and psychoanalytical theory — presupposes the modern
natural-biological concept of sex in their interpretation, before sug-
gesting alternative interpretations.

Chapter 1 focuses on Socrates’ arguments, in Book V of the
Republic, for the equal education of women in the Guardian class
and for their participation in the rule of the polis. In the main inter-
pretations of these passages hitherto, despite their often signifi-
cantly different conclusions, there is a common presumption that
what Socrates must oppose with his arguments is his interlocutors’
assumption that sex difference — one’s being male or female — deter-
mines for which function or job (ergon) one is naturally fitted.
However, through an analysis of, and a comparison between the
functions of, the classical Greek concept of ‘genos” and the modern
English concept of ‘sex” — the latter often used to translate genos in
these passages — this chapter argues that, strictly speaking, the
modern natural-biological concept of sex, understood in the way
outlined above, is absent from these passages. It argues that what
Socrates must oppose is not the idea that sex difference is determin-
ing, but a conception of men and women as different in every aspect
of their physical, social and psychical existences, where ‘men” and
‘women’ are constituted ontologically by a set of manly and wom-
anish characteristics, respectively, rather than by their being-male
or being-female. Beyond Socrates’ arguments in Book V of the
Republic, the idea that men and women are constituted in this way
sheds an interesting light on the prohibition of womanish behav-
iour for men in ancient Athens, and thus on the arguments to that
effect in the Republic and Laws. In demonstrating the possibility of
distinguishing between the conceptual pairs male/female and
man/woman in Plato’s Republic, Chapter 1 endorses the possibility
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of an alternative ontology of ‘men” and ‘women’ as primarily social
and political categories, one that sits uneasily with the professed
modern faith in the natural determining role of sex.

Chapter 2 concerns the account of the origin of human beings in
Aristophanes’ speech in the Symposium. That account seems to offer
a mythical explanation for the non-mythical fact of sex duality — the
derivation of the two sexes from a race of humans originally divided
into three — and indeed that is how it is usually interpreted in the
philosophical literature, where the question of the status of sex itself
is not at issue. This chapter argues, however, that Aristophanes’
story is more complicated than this interpretation suggests. Its
implicit postulation of the cosmic principle of the division of all
things into male and female and its thematization of originary her-
maphroditism suggest an interpretation that problematizes, rather
than explains, the origin of male and female. The chapter then
examines the reception of Aristophanes” myth in the psychoanalyti-
cal theories of Freud and Lacan, where sex is a central and contested
category, to show how they seemed to take on this problematization
in their own ‘mythic’ accounts of sex. In relation to Freud this
involves a discussion of his enduring commitment to the theory of
anatomical bisexuality and his speculative biological account of the
origin of sex inspired by Aristophanes’ tale. An interpretation of
Lacan’s brief references to Aristophanes’ speech in the Symposium
then lead, via a discussion of the conceptual distinction between
‘sex” and ‘sexual difference” in psychoanalytical theory, to an inter-
pretation of the mythic role of ‘sex” in Lacan’s theory of sexuation.
Finally this chapter asks, in the light of the difficulties posed by
even the most “scientific” use of the concept, whether the modern
natural-biological concept of sex can ever escape a mythic
function.

Chapter 3 centrally concerns not the modern natural-biological
concept of sex but the modern popular conception of sexuality, such
as it was identified by Freud. It aims to demonstrate the same kind
of conceptual imposition in the interpretation of Plato’s concept of
eros via the modern popular conception of sexuality as in the inter-
pretation of aspects of the Republic and Symposium via the modern
natural-biological concept of sex discussed in the previous two
chapters. It begins with Freud’s claim that the enlarged concept of
sexuality in psychoanalysis coincides with Plato’s concept of eros,
and with the difficulties inherent in the translation of the Greek
‘eros’ with the vocabulary of ‘the sexual” and of ‘love’. These difficul-
ties bear directly on a central issue in the interpretation of Socrates’



Introduction 9

speech in the Symposium: is erds a specifically sexual passion or a
metaphor for some more general desire or existential force? This
chapter investigates both Socrates’ account of eros and Freud’s
psychoanalytical concept of the sexual drive, the latter forged in
opposition to what Freud called the (restricted) popular conception
of sexuality. Freud’s enlarged conception of sexuality, along with
the related concept of sublimation, is often mooted, even if only to
be dismissed, as a possible interpretative key to Socrates” account
of eros in the Symposium. However, this chapter tries to show the
way in which the persistence of the presumption of the restricted
popular concept of sexuality in discussions of Socrates’ account
continues to determine one particular debate concerning eros in
such a way as to prevent an appreciation of what may be its con-
ceptual specificity — namely, its constitutive ambiguity.

Chapter 4 focuses on another intriguing aspect of Socrates” speech
in the Symposium — the metaphors of pregnancy (specifically male
pregnancy) and birth. A survey of the literature, feminist and oth-
erwise, on this topic identifies a common interpretative strategy
across widely different and even opposing interpretations of these
metaphors in their attempts to separate out what properly belongs
to the male from what properly belongs to the female. The chapter
argues that this interpretative strategy fails to do justice to the liter-
ary specificity and complexity of these images in the Symposium,
images that work and are constituted precisely by refusing this
separation. Instead of presuming sex and the distribution of what
is proper to the male and what is proper to the female as the literal
ground of the images in the Symposium, this chapter investigates
instead the possibility that the images can be interpreted as saying
something about ‘sex” and the distribution of masculine and femi-
nine identifications. Rather than distinguishing between the meta-
phorical image (the illusion of male pregnancy) and its presumed
literal basis (the reality of sex difference), the chapter suggests a
reading of the images of pregnancy and birth as aspects of a complex
structure of fantasy, in the interpretation of which the opposition
reality—illusion is inadequate. In this way the images of pregnancy
and birth are interpreted not as the metaphors or fantasies of a man,
but in terms of the fantasmatic structure of sexed subjectivization
— ‘being man’ - itself.

The final chapter, Chapter 5, focuses on three passages in the
Timaeus. In the last of these, almost at the very end of the dialogue,
there seems to be an account of the origin of sex difference. This
account refers back to two previous passages in which the origin of



