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For a history book, Peter Gay’s first offering 
of his multivolumed The Bourgeois me- 
rience is curiously ahistorical-at least in 
the sense that it takes little account of chro- 
nology or geography. For Gay’s purposes 
it makes no difference whether something 
occumd in 1820 or 1890 or whether it h a p  
pened in France, Germany, England, or 
America. The old sort of history does not 
Seem to matter, since Gay, using some of 
the insights of psychoanalytic theory (where 
the unconscious is timeless), promises to 
revise our notions of the erotic life in those 

Gay stereotypes Victorian eros: “1 have 
chosen to begin this inquiry with bourgeois 
sexuality and with its mature form, love, 
todramatlze ‘ and, I trust. to complicate and 
correct, those tenacious nzisconceptions that 
have dogged our reading of Victorian cul- 
ture. as a devious and insincere world in 
which middle-class husbands slaked their 
lust by keeping mistresses, frequenting 
prostitutes, or molesting children, while their 

past times. 

wives, timid, dutiful, obedient, were sex- 
ually anesthetic and poured all their capac- 
ity for love into their housekeeping and their 
child-rearing.” Lytton Strachey may have 
believed this melodramatic version of his 
parents’ generation, but careful readers of 
that middle-class poet Robert Browning, 
say, or of his wife, Elizabeth Barren, cer- 
tainly knew better. So too do such scholars 
as Martha Vicious and Carl Schorske. both 
of whom make careful distinctions of time, 
place, and gender; and Nina Auerbach, who 
shows us a myth of the powerful woman 
as a pervasive countermyth to the Victorian 
angel in the house. 

Yet those who still believe that the Vic- 
torian attitudes toward sexuality were re- 
markable in the strength of their repressions 
and the excess of their expression may not 
have their minds changed by the abundant 
yet contradictory evidence that Rofessor 
Gay brings, with gusto and erudition, to the 
subjects of childbirth, infant mortality, con- 
traception, mas turba t iohut ,  curiously. 
not homosexuality. After a lengthy defi- 
nition of both bourgeois and experience, 
Gay confesses that “there was no bourgeois 
experience in the nineteenth century or any 
other; there were only bourgeois experi- 
ences. Only the individual loves and 
hates.. .only the individual glories in mas- 
tery or revenges himself upon the world. 
The rest is metaphor.” 

Mabel Loomis Todd-heretofore known 
as the first editor of Emily Dickinson’s 
poems and letters but hereafter notorious 
fclr the erotic notions in her journal, her 
passional life with her husband, and her 
scandalous affair with Austin Dickinson. 
Emily’s brother and the leading citizen of 
Amherst-is Gay’s synecdoche of female 
sensuality. illustrating that respectable Vic- 
torian women were capable of extravagant 
sexual passion, even extramaritally. Mabel 
Todd meticulously recorded sensual plea- 
sures in journalistic memorabilia that strike 
a modern reader as typically Victorian in 
their valuation of personal confession and 
introspection, in their meticulous attention 
to detail, and in their materialistic preoc- 
cupation with accounting. 

Mabel’s life occupies two long chapters 
that belong to the narrative genre invented 
by Freud-the case history-in which the 
narrator’s theory foregrounds particular un- 
conscious pattems and desires that give a 
coherent meaning to the patient’s life, but 
not necessarily an accurate one. As in those 
famous cases, so here the narrator’s voice 
(Gay calls himself “the historian of their 
erotic life”) usurps the narrative. ‘The aroma 
of transference, of unfinished oedipal busi- 
ness, hangs over her adult loves,” he be- 

gins. The phrase “unfinished business” 
echoes dialectically the title of a recent book 
by Maggie Scarf, who examines the per- 
vasive influence of matemal figures upon 
adult females’ emotional life. Gay’s oedipal 
formulation seems inadequate to the scope 
and complexity of female desire. If Mabel 
Todd is an hysteric, the recent questions 
raised about the “hidden fault of the father.” 
in Marie Balmary’s phrase, might be posed; 
or one might consider recent controversy 
over the seduction theory. Gay assumes that 
“civilization is a moat against incest.” He 
might be interested in the frequency that 
moat is apparently crossed. Such occur- 
rences, as documented by Judith Lewis  
Herman with Lisa Hirshmann in Father- 
Daughter Incest. might augment his rep- 
ertory of erotic experiences in the bourgeois 
century. 

Gay appropriates the very words and 
phrases of his subject, as if he himself had 
become Mabel Todd, Godfrey Cabot, or 
any of the dramatis personae of his narra- 
tives. By frequently collapsing the distance 
between the erotic historian and the histo- 
rian of the erotic, Gay writes history as if 
it were an autobiography of the historian as 
voyeur. In the privacy of her diary, Mabel 
might have called her ecstatic moments of 
love “sweet communions.” but when Gay 
too frequently incorporates her phrase into 
his own, he either becomes his subject or 
he becomes coy. 

Gay includes in his calculations of sen- 
sual life childbirth mortality rates of mother 
and child. The same chapter, “Pressures of 
Reality,’’ includes considerations of con- 
traception, anesthesia in childbirth, and 
death records from family Bibles to con- 
clude persuasively that domestic sexuality 
inevitably linked sex with death and that 
constant bereavement must have colored the 
sensual imagination. Gay’s poignant pas- 
sages on childhood death need to be bal- 
anced, however, with the less sentimental 
views on the subject presented by Elisabeth 
Badinter, who documents. at least in France, 
a change from frequent matemal indiffer- 
ence to childhood death to the invention in 
the nineteenth century of “mother love.” 
Citing Balzac’s Memoirs of Two Young 
Married Women. Badinter argues that at- 
titudes toward motherhood and wifehood, 
even in Gay’s bourgeois century, were by 
no means as pious as we might assume and 
that the choice between domesticity and 
being a woman of fashion depended upon 
not entering the convent of the household, 
not giving in to the feminine ideal so firmly 
but so recently in place. 

Similar reservations need to be made about 
Gay’s ingenious argument, with illustra- 

WORLDVIEW / September 1984 



tions. that the Victorians learned what they 
needed to know about anatomy from statues 
and paintings. Gay reminds us that “though 
they were normally idealized, private parts 
were public property.” Perhaps; but in 1885, 
Henry Horsley, signing himself “A British 
Matron,” launched an attack upon the de- 
piction of the nude by such painters as 
Leighton and Watts that was quintessen- 
tially Victorian in its overheated indigna- 
tion. Gay’s last chapter, “Fortifications for 
the Self,” explains as a defense what seems 
to be hypocrisy in figures such as Horsley: 
“Evasiveness. cant, prudishness, hypoc- 
risy, were cultural defense mechanisms in 
a time of upheaval, a search for safety.” 

If this first volume has more questions 
than persuasive answers and leads to as much 
impatience as enlightenment, it usefully 
forces us to look anew at old data, and it 
presents us with a Victorian repast of new 
data, complete with a wonderful biblio- 
graphical essay. We look here through a 
funny keyhole. We get an alien. jumbled, 
frequently steamy view of the unconscious 
life of an era. The steam may have distorted 
the view, just as the authoritative voice of 
the historian may have skewed the evi- 
dence. 

Correspondence 
THE POST-PERSHING WORLD 
To the Editors: Peter Goudinoff‘s review of 
Paul Bracken’s The Command and Control 
of Nuclear Forces (Worldviav, June) should 
have dealt with the book’s implications for 
the post-Pershing II world, which can be 
characterized as follows: 

1. The Soviets said that deployment of 
the Pershing 11s would require them IO go 
to a “launch upon electronic warning” state 
of readiness-i.e., whenever their network 
of radar and computers indicated that the 
Pershing IIs had been fired at them, their 
missiles would automatically fire in re- 
sponse. 

2. Because of the speed and devastating 
accuracy of the Pershing ns, they could 
wipe out the Soviet ability to respond within 
six-to-eight minutes after being launched. 
This would leave the Soviets no time to 
double check whenever their radarkom- 
puternetwork indicated a Pershing II launch. 

3. The U.S. radar/computer networks, 
NORAD, etc. have produced false “elec- 
tronic warnings” many times: Computer 
chips have failed which were interpreted at 
the time as confirmation that the Soviets 
had launched their missiles, a U.S. spy sat- 
ellite interpreted a fire in a gas pipeline as 
a launch of Soviet missiles based nearby, 

The Nursing Father 
Moses as a Political Leader 
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The University of Alabama Press 
University, Alabama 35486-2877 

“In this book, I argue two theses: one is that understanding of the Mosaic 
Bible may be enhanced by  treating it as a teaching on political leadership; 
the other is that oui understanding of leadership may be improved by  
considering it as an integral part of different political regimes. 

how to lead themselves. And this, in my opinion-which may be biased, 
because I am a professor-is the highest stage of leadership.“ 

-Aaron Wildavsky 

“Moses is a leader who teaches his people to  do without him by learning 

“I do not hesitate to call Wildavsky’s characterization of Moses, the man 

-Leon J. Weinberger 
and leader, a major conceptual event. The work is a classic.” 

Professor of Religious Studies. 
The University of Alabama 
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etc. Fortunately, because we were not in a 
launch-on-electronic-warning posture, we 
took the time to double check, and nothing 
happened other than an increase in the stress 
level of the missile and bomber crews. 

4. The Korean airliner amcity indicated 
that the Soviet ability to detect, intercept, 
and identify an incoming flying object was 
quite deficient: It took them two-and-a-half 
hours to get close enough to shoot. None- 
theless, because of their paranoid suspicion 
of our intentions. they were willing to shoot 
first and ask questions later. 

Thus, the Pershing IIs have not added to 
OUT security or to that of Westem Europe. 
Rather, they have reduced us to hostages 
to the Soviet radadcomputer network. The 
establishment of the jointly staffed “crisis 
centers” described by Mr. Goudinoff in the 
next-to-last paragraph are imperative; and 
U.S.-Soviet talks to that end should be ini- 
tiated immediately. 

James A. Bush 
Derroit, Mich. 

GRENADA&THEPRESS 
To the Editors: I read with interest in the 
July Worldview the piece on the press and 

censorship in the Grenada episode (‘‘War 
News: Under New Management.” by Ber- 
nard Diederich). Since it was written by a 
newsman, it painted one side of the picture. 
Several articles on the same subject a p  
peared in the July issue of the U.S. Naval 
Institute Proceedings. They give the other 
side of the picture. These are written from 
the viewpoint of the men who were told to 
do the job and put their lives on the line. 

The articles might explain the last par- 
agraph of the Bernard Diederich article in 
which he described how a bunch of soldiers 
in a jeep “accelerated and snarled“ when 
approached by a newsman. 

I happened to have been on the nearby 
island of Petit St. Vincent immediately after 
the invasion and met and talked to quite a 
few of the officers involved, all of whom 
were Vietnam veterans. I was amazed at 
the depth of resentment these m e w n i i -  
nary combat captains, majors, and lieuten- 
ant colonelsdisplayed with respect to the 
way they felt the press had treated them in 
the past. They all can’t be wrong. 

Maybe the press should listen to what 
these men are saying rather than talk of “Mr. 
Reagan’s victory over the press.’’ 

I.V. de Chellis 
New York, N . Y .  
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