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While I was writing a first version of this text, the French movie La Confession 
(2017) came out in theaters. The movie poster features a young, handsome priest 
and his penitent, a charming young woman who does not believe in God. The two 
are separated by a grid. It is as if the Catholic ritual of confession, though obsolete 
in many parts of Catholicism, still appeals to the imagination. Historically, the 
priest commanded fascination: as the guardian of hidden facts, he had to refrain 
from divulging what many others desired to know, all the while living among those
same others—namely, his parishioners. No doubt for the latter, fantasies were 
aroused at the suspicion of a love relationship born from those repeated 
whisperings in the twilight of the confessional. It is reasonable to suppose that—
despite what we see in the movies—murder was not often the topic discussed in 
the sacrament of confession; rather, the discussion revolved around sexual sins, and
often around the fact that a woman refused to have sexual relations with her 
husband. The woman was required to confess to the priest, who was subject to the 
law of celibacy.1 But was this man really an outsider to the realm of sex?

In fact, when celibacy was reestablished in France after the French 
Revolution, people were well aware of the sex appeal radiating from the 
priesthood. When some priests called for the right to contract civil marriages, 
Portalis, the French minister in charge of discussing the concordat with the pope, 
wrote to Napoleon that “more than others, a priest has the capacity to seduce”, and 
thus recommended that, although such marriages were not against the law, the state
should forbid them.2 What was perhaps not foreseen was that celibacy gave priests 
even greater sex appeal.

These last sentences do not represent a digression from our topic of 

1“La confession est un thème majeur de l'anti-cléricalisme du XIXe : les maris supportent mal 
que leurs femmes se racontent sexuellement à des hommes sans sexualité.” Anthony Favier, 
"Faire l'histoire du masculin catholique (France XIXe-XXe siècle)”, published in his blog on 11 
April 2011, who refers to Jules Michelet, Du prêtre, de la femme, de la famille, Paris: Hachette &
Paulin, 1845.
2“Un prêtre a, plus qu'un autre, des ressourses pour séduire; on ne pourra jamais être rassuré 
contre lui si la séduction est encouragée par l'espoir du mariage. Les pères de famille seront 
toujours dans la crainte, et de jeunes personnes sans expérience seront constamment à la merci 
d'un prêtre sans principes et sans moeurs.” The same reason is given for the state prohibiting 
marriage between a white and a black person.  Jean-Etienne-Marie Portalis, Discours, rapports 
et travaux inédits sur le concordat de 1801, (éd. par Frédéric Portalis), Paris: Joubert, 1845, 150.



confession. The history of confession is about more than an evolving list of sins 
that need to be admitted and absolved. Curiously, whereas at one time the misuse 
of relics and witchcraft made up the central topics of confession, sex became 
increasingly crucial in the confessional discourses of the last few centuryies. 
Research might focus on the changes to the types of sins that are confessed. But 
there is more at stake than being informed of the sins listed in the penitential 
manuals. Confession does not consist merely in avowing the wicked deeds and 
thoughts from the list to receive absolution. More essentially, to confess is to enter 
into a relationship with someone, the “priest”, with all the fantasies enveloping this
imago; such a relationship is hardly devoid of eroticism. More than historians, 
movies have captured what is at stake here.

The puzzling history of the formation of the peculiar relationship between 
confessor and penitent—although the word “confessee” seems more apt—is often 
neglected in overviews of the topic. Generally, the practice is thought of as nothing
more than the private admission of sins that one is aware of having committed, 
after which one is freed of the guilt associated with them. I have often heard: 
“Catholics can do what they want; they simply confess it to the priest and three 
Ave Marias later, they can resume their lustful lives”. But it is not just expressing 
these deeds in words that brings relief, as that could be done with a voice recorder. 
The essential component is that strange feelings must be overcome for one to admit
one’s sins in the peculiar situation of the confessional. The penitent has to go 
through a process of avowal, and this is carefully structured. It takes place by 
means of what psychoanalysis would call “transference”. From this point of view, 
Michel Foucault is right when he stresses a continuity between the ritual of 
confession and psychoanalysis.

Nevertheless, it is too easy to conclude on a note of ridicule, as Foucault did,
that in both instances we are dealing with a structured whisper of sex. Yes, 
transference is sexual; Foucault is right on that point. However, we should note that
the use and aim of the transference process differs radically between the two 
contexts. Confession transforms the individual, but it does not make him or her 
more transparent; confession frees from guilt, but it does not allow the penitent to 
sin again guiltlessly. On the contrary, confession is not geared toward achieving 
inner freedom. The opposite can be said for psychoanalysis.

In trying to grasp the cultural dynamics driving the decline of Catholic 
confession and the rise of  psychoanalysis—as well as the potential fall of the 
latter, to be replaced by confession through the media—we should focus not only 
on the evolving lists of “confessable” sins but also on the evolving ways that 
transference has been deployed in the normalizing machineries of culture (and 
subculture). Both in confession and in psychoanalysis, sex comes up as a dominant
topic not only in the content of what is said but also in the intersubjective structure 



of the verbalization. Along with the listing of sins in treatises of moral theology 
and in the emphasis on sex in of psychoanalytic theory, we may cite the peculiar 
sexual connotation of the speech act embedded in a situation of transference; it is 
peculiar in that it is not supposed to find relief in orgasm.

It would already be fascinating to investigate these machineries of 
transference from a historical point of view: When did they arise? How did their 
structures change? What made them fade away? Were they replaced by other 
machineries of transference? Here we come to the oft-heard witticism that the 
psychotherapist replaces the priest. Philip Rieff  has elaborated on the topic with 
his characteristic sarcasm, arguing that we live with The Triumph of the 
Therapeutic.3 But what might have been just an exciting topic for historical 
research, arousing the passion of scholars in reading rooms, has become topical 
due to the current discussions of “gender”. Giving voice to Bodies That Matter 
(Judith Butler), contemporary reflections on gender primarily point to Foucault’s 
analysis of the history of sexuality—especially the first volume of his History of 
Sexuality entitled The Will to Knowledge (La volonté de savoir - 1976).4 In this 
book Foucault states that the practice of confession as applied to sex led to the 
alienating acceptance of a given sexual identity. Without addressing the classical 
topic of the nexus of guilt and sex, Foucault focuses on the way in which various 
sexual identities were created through confession, and suggests that we would be 
better off dispensing with the practice. And the conclusion to be drawn from the 
reading of Foucault seems obvious: gender is merely a construction. There is no 
determination in it. Thus, it can be changed.

Before discussing this hastiness of this conclusion, let us have a look at the 
history of confession and how Foucault has used it.

A Short History of Confession

The history of confession dates back to the 3rd century CE, a time of heavy 
persecution, and came into being around the basic question of whether Christians 
who had renounced their faith to save their own lives should be readmitted into the 
community.5 Once the persecutions were over, the same problem was discussed 
regarding grave sinners, especially murderers, idolaters, and adulterers. The matter 

3Philipp Rieff, The Triumph of the Therapeutic: Uses of Faith after Freud, New York: Harper & 
Row, 1968.
4Michel Foucault, La volonté de savoir, Paris: Gallimard, 1976; Engl. tr. by Robert Hurley: The 
History of Sexuality, vol. I: An Introduction, Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1978.
5For a concise overview: Paul Anciaux, The Sacrament of Penance, s.l.: Challover, 1962; 
Philippe Rouillard, Histoire de la pénitence des origines à nos jours, Paris: Cerf, 1996.



gave rise to a fierce controversy, but an agreement was ultimately reached: these 
sinners needed to confess their sins in public, do extensive penance (especially 
fasting), and stand at the back of the church with the other penitents. They were not
admitted to Eucharistic communion until the bishop granted them reconciliation. 
Many local councils issued canons determining the precise manner in which this 
process was to be conducted, whence it came to be known as “canonic penance”. 
Even after reconciliation was granted, life could not be resumed as before. One 
was not allowed to wear weapons (a difficult matter in those days), one was 
required to refrain from activities related to trade, one had to give much in the way 
of alms, and one had to abstain from sexual relations, regardless of marital status.

Because this reconciliation could be granted only once in a lifetime and 
because the consequences were so dire, most Christians who needed it waited until 
they were dying to ask for it. Thus, the practice faded out around the 5th century.

Let us note that little about this process was hidden. The sins involved were 
grave and known, and bore a profound social impact. Both joining the group of 
penitents and receiving reconciliation were public matters. There was complete 
transparency. This subsequently changed, both for the penitent and for the 
community, with the introduction of a new mode of penance.

Meanwhile, a different practice had sprouted up in the monasteries in the 
Egyptian desert. There, the monks, who lived a very ascetic life, either alone or in 
communities, sought to progress into sanctity, and had established their own 
psychological model for this purpose. They identified eight passions or vices 
(“demonic thoughts”) that needed to be fought and eradicated in a very precise 
sequence.6 Those vices were: 

Gluttony
Impurity (lust; sexual immorality)
Avarice
Sadness
Anger
Acedia (“noonday demon”; sloth)
Vainglory
Pride

A highly complex psychological view ordered the relation between the distinct 
vices or demonic thoughts. Eating only one olive and refraining from a second 
might be seen as spiritual progress, but one was not supposed to be “proud” of it! 
Nevertheless, pride was meant to be faced only at the end of this spiritual path, as 

6David Brakke, Demons and the Making of the Monk: Spiritual Combat in Early Christianity, 
Cambridge Ma: Harvard University Press, 2006.



it supplied needed strength and courage to continue the journey. There are other 
interesting and puzzling aspects of this spiritual polemology, as Foucault notes, 
such as the fact that a monk who failed to his curb his pride at the end of the path 
was forced to restart the series, albeit from sexual lust rather than gluttony; here we
find a dim anticipation of the theory of narcissism. 

We cannot enter into a detailed examination of these demonic thoughts, 
which reach us today in the form of the “seven deadly sins” of Catholic theology. 
What is essential here for our purposes is that a monk undertaking this spiritual 
journey was required to discuss his inner struggle with another, more experienced 
monk. He was required, in private, to tell of his defeats and victories, as well as 
disclose his dreams. Spiritual guidance fell within and imposed three types of 
opacity: the inner opacity of the confessing monk, brought to his awareness; the 
opacity in the relation with the directing monk, as there was no reciprocity in this 
confession; and the opacity in the relation with the external world, which was 
excluded from the process of confession, as it was from monastic life in general. 
This was by its very definition anachorèsis or leaving the world.

Monachism was introduced in Europe by John Cassian (360-435), one of the
theoreticians of this inner battle. In 415 he founded the monastery of Saint Victor 
in Marseille. From there, monachism spread primarily throughout the Celtic world,
with Ireland becoming the cradle of the re-Christianization of the West after the 
collapse of the Roman Empire. The associated practice of spiritual guidance was 
adapted into a new mode of forgiving sins, which bore similarities and differences 
to the practice used in the desert.

The similarities included the facts that one could go to confession often and 
that it even became a duty to do so after the commission of a major infraction. The 
Fourth Council of the Lateran (1215) stated that each parishioner needed to confess
his or her sins to the parish priest once a year, just before Easter. This confession 
was private, and the priest was prohibited from divulging anything that he learned 
from the penitent. The dissimilarity consisted in the fact that combating the vices 
was no longer the structuring center of the practice (which thereafter qualified as 
an official “sacrament”). The practice came to center on an enumeration of all the 
sins committed by the penitent, and not only the serious ones such as murder, 
idolatry, and adultery. After the confession, penance was imposed on the penitent. 
Penitential practices were streamlined through the circulation of libri penitentiales,
which specified the amount of penance to be carried out for each sin. As a result, 
this practice was often referred to as the “tariff penance”.7

7The standard edition of all the texts is still Friedrich Wilhelm Hermann Wasserschleben, Die 
Bussordnungen der adendländischen Kirche, Halle: Graeger, 1851. There is a more recent 
edition with an English translation of the Irish penitentials: Ludwig Bieler, The Irish Penitentials,
Dublin: Institute for Advanced Studies, 1963. A good overview in Rob Meens, Penance in 



The penitential books did not reflect any systematization but merely listed 
subject matters one after the other. Surprisingly, a quasi-ubiquitous topic, which 
often appeared at the beginning of the books, was drunkenness, associated with the
Eucharist. The penance in these cases was greater if imposed on clergyman of a 
high rank:8

1. If a bishop or someone who has been ordained is subject to the vice of drunkenness, he
should stop or be dismissed.
2. If a priest or a deacon or a monk drinks to the point of excessive drunkenness, he 
should do penance for 20 days.
3. If he is drunk and vomits, he should do penance for 15 days.
4. If he has already received the Eucharist, he should do penance for 60 days.
5. If a dog comes and eats the host, [the priest, etc.] should do penance for 100 days.
6. However, if lay people who have not taken vows get drunk, they should do penance for
10 days. If they vomit, 20 days. If this happens after receiving the Eucharist, 15 days.

It is striking that the penitentials deal with certain topics, such as murder, as if they 
were a normal part of life, while other topics, such as robbery, receive less 
attention. Sex emerges as a pressing issue, and not just in the context of adultery. 
The various sexual practices, performed in or out of legal wedlock, become a 
matter of concern, especially in later canons. “Sodomia” and sex with animals are 
often lumped together as being practically the same thing; sexual intercourse 
between men in tights, fellatio, and the use of dildoes by women are also 
mentioned.9 A stricter penance is prescribed for acts occurring frequently or 
habitually; however, such acts are simply listed in a row, while the key 
differentiation relates to the status of the perpetrator.10 The old list of the vices is 

Medieval Europe, 600-1200, Cambridge: CUP, 2014.
8“1. Si quis episcopus aut aliquis ordinatus ebrietatis vitium habet, aut desinat aut deponatur.

2. Si quis presbyter aut decanus vel monachus inebriaberint se usque ad crapulationem, 
XX dies penit[eat].

3. Si per ebrietatem vomitaberint, XV diebus peniteant.
4. Si cum eucaristia, LX diebs penit.
5. Si cane sumitur sacramentum, C dies penit.
6. Laici vero vota non habentes se inebriant, X diebus peniteant. Si per vomitum, XX 

dies. Si cum eucarsitia, XV dies pentiteant.” Poenitentiale Vigilanum in Wassersleben, Die 
Bussordungen, 527.
9“Si mulier cum muliere fornicaverit, III annos peniteat. Si sanctaemoniales cum sanctaemoniali 
per machinam fornicatur, VII annos peniteat.” Wasserschleben, 223. For more sexual acts, see 
223, 237, 262, 449.
10See e.g. chapter 5 of the Penitential of Egbert in Wasserschleben, 236-237: “17. Item sodomite
quidam X annos, id est qui sepe fecerit, vel in gradu; quidam VII annos, quidam I annum ut 
molle; quidam C diebus ut pueri. 18. Viri inter femora fornicantes I annum, iterans II. 19. Si 
autem in terga fornicans, III annos; si pueri, II annos. 20. Qui cum pecode peccaverit vel 
jumento, X annos, quidam VII, quidam III, quidam C diebus ut pueri. 21. Oportet discretio esse 



known, but its intrinsic dynamics have been lost. The list appears at the beginning 
of one of the first penitential canons, the penitential of Egbert, archbishop of York 
(731-767), where it serves merely to distinguish the gravest sins (capitalia 
crimina) from the lighter ones (peccata minores), such as theft and bearing false 
witness11.

It would be interesting to examine the way of life of the people to whom 
these penitentials applied or to whom they were meant to apply. We find questions 
dealing with the permissibility of eating animals found dead (killed by other 
animals or suffocated in nets), eating horses, drinking blood, and even swallowing 
the blood from one’s own gums (rest assured, this is not a sin). There are also 
canons dealing with witchcraft and magic, as well as with the use of philters to 
instill reciprocal love in a beloved. Still, notwithstanding the strange enumerations,
there is undoubtedly a core psychology at work here. A distinction is made 
between the planning of an act—for example, forbidden sexual intercourse—and 
its actual fulfilment. The thinking and the planning of a forbidden act were subject 
to penance, regardless of whether or not the act was carried out.

This tariff penance, which called on people to confess their sins to a priest in
secret, could be seen to foreshadow the feelings of guilt that the Church later 
attempted to instill in its believers. The turning point was the Council of Trent, the 
Catholic response to the Reformation.

Martin Luther is best known for his harsh critique of the selling of 
indulgences. People were told that they could redeem penances imposed in 
exchange for money. Giving money was also held up as a means of freeing the 
soul of a deceased person from purgatory, where many people supposedly had to 
be “purified” before gaining admission into heaven. One sentence advertising the 
sale of indulgences has become famous: “As soon as the coin in the coffer rings, 
the soul from purgatory springs”. Luther’s opposition was directed in particular at 
indulgence sellers sent by Rome, such as the notorious John Tetzel, who sold 
indulgences throughout Germany to finance the building of Saint Peter’s basilica. 
But a more fundamental issue was at stake behind this opposition: namely, was 
God radically good or could he be angry? Unlike the later Calvin, Luther held that 
God was a loving God whose grace was free and who needed not be feared. It was 
not necessary to merit his grace; one needed only open one’s heart and become 
confident.

The Council of Trent agreed with Luther up to a certain point, but stated that
fear could still serve as a useful instrument for bringing people to the Christian 

inter qualitate peccadum vel hominum, sicut supre diximus. 22. Item episcopus cum quadrupede 
fornicans VII annos, consuetudinem X, presbyter V, diaconus III, clericus II.”
11Wasserschleben, 233-234.



life.12 Of course, if a person could deplore his or her sins, driven purely by the love 
of God, he or she would be forgiven. This was a perfect or complete repentance. 
No confession was needed. But for this to occur, one needed to be nearly a saint. 
Common people were motivated by the fear of hell, and thus their repentance was 
imperfect or incomplete. Their sins could only be forgiven by confession (which 
by this point, as noted above, had become an actual sacrament).

The Rise of Moral Theology

The rise of the practice of confession after the Council of Trent gave an impulse to 
moral theology. Many treatises were written, discussing every aspect of Christian 
life. These differed from the penitentials were new in various respects. Acts were 
not merely listed but discussed as part of a systematic whole. The Ten 
Commandments became the pivotal element in a system encompassing the totality 
of human life. There was also something radically new: the question of inner 
freedom defined as the core of a human act. One’s deeds were only subject to 
moral evaluation if they stemmed from a free mind, and people were told that they 
had to investigate the role of conscious, free will in their lives. In this way, they 
became conscious of the perturbing effect of passions, the excusing consequences 
of ignorance, and the pathological functioning of conscience in the form of qualms.
People were also taught to acknowledge a hidden part of themselves, which they 
unveiled in private whispers to a confessor, who was not supposed to know their 
identity. From this point of view, Michel Foucault is right when he stresses a 
continuity between the ritual of confession and psychoanalysis.

But in addition to a reflection on what constitutes a well-functioning 
conscience (today we would speak of a healthy conscience), moral theology 
introduced another important element into the confessional practice: the conviction
that one must submit to the moral authority of theologians, although those 
authorities may differ in their judgements. An intense controversy sprung up 
around this issue. Is one justified in adhering to just one authority—say, the most 
tolerant (probabilism and laxism)—or is one required to follow the surest 
authorities, even if they are the strictest (probabilism and tutiorism)?

There is another similarity between psychoanalysis and confession in the 
significance accorded to sex. We cannot help but be amazed at the number of 

12“a divinae justitiae timore, quo utiliter concutiuntur, ad considerandam Dei misericordiam se 
convertendo, in spem eriguntur” Council of Trent, On Justification, 13 jan. 1547, in Heinrich 
Denzinger, Enchiridion symbolorum, definitionum et declarationum quae de rebus fidei et 
morum a conciliis oecumenicis et Summis Pontificibus emanarunt, uncountable editions, e.g. 
Freiburg i.B.: Herder, 2014, nr 1526.



details about the sexual act that required confessing, or the extent of the field of 
sensuality. The question was even asked as to whether the smelling of a rose was 
sensual enough to qualify as a mortal sin (a sin that sends one to hell); of course, 
even this matter occasioned several opinions. More important was the shift in 
emphasis from the peculiarity of the acts committed toward the persons with whom
they took place. The highly influential handbook of moral theology of Alphonsus 
de Liguori (1696-1787), which served as a reference for centuries,13 contains a 
passage on the difference between sodomia perfecta and sodomia imperfecta that 
Foucault surely found striking. The question is whether, in determining if an act 
constitutes sodomy, the focus should be on the use of the anus or on the sex of the 
person involved. Focusing on the latter criterion made it possible to distinguish 
sodomia perfecta (a man with man or a woman with a woman) from sodomia 
imperfecta (a male with a woman). For De Liguori, the sex of the person was thus 
the proper criterion to consider, while the use of the anus was only a secondary 
matter.14 Lesbian sex too qualified as sodomia perfecta.15

It seems that these discussions of the details of sexual acts were thought to 
make sexuality transparent. They are described in a direct way and not hidden, at 
least by the moral theologians, who wrote in Latin. Ordinary people, on the other 
hand, needed to be protected and De Liguori’s manual for the penitents themselves
remains vague in this regard. De Liguori’s advice on the taking of confession 

13A first volume containing the first chapters of the book (on conscience, law, sin, and virtue) 
was recently published in English: (tr. Ryan Grant) Post Falls: Mediatrix Press, 2017. This 
publishing house is “owned and operated by a Roman Catholic husband and wife team, 
Mediatrix Press is a small business dedicated to bringing rare and never before seen Catholic 
books to you at an affordable price. :) [sic]”
14“Quaestio magna est, in quonam actu consistat sodomia. Alii tenent consistere in concubitu ad 
indebitum vas, alii in concubitu ad indebitum sexum. Utraque sententia est probablilis et in 
utraque sententia cernitur specialis deformitas, quam habet sodomia contra naturam, quae 
requirit utrumque servari ad generationem, id est debitum vas et debitum sexum. Primam autem 
sententiam, quod sodomia sit in congressu ad indebitum vas, tenent Trull. Reg. [etc.] Secunda 
vero sententia probabilior et communis theologorum tenet consistere in congressu ad indebitum 
sexum.” Alphonsus de Liguori, Theologia moralis, Lib. III, tract. IV, de VI. et IX. paec. decal., 
cap. II, dub.III, de luxura contra naturam, in: vol. I, Turin: Marietti, 1889, 473. See also See also 
Liguori's Le confesseur des gens de campagne ou Abrégé de la theologie morale, Lyon: Périsse 
1835, 95 (Although the book is in French, the part on sex is written in Latin).
15“Sodomia perfecta est congressus duorum eiusdem sexus, ut maris cum mare vel foeminae 
cum foemina.” Ibid. We cannot enter here into an extensive discussion of Foucault's view who 
links the new forms of confession, the possession by the devil, and the new experiences of a 
pleasure of the body. See the lectures of 19/2/1975 and 26/2/1975 in M. Foucault, Les anormaux,
Cours au collège de France (1974-1975), Paris: Hautes Etudes, Gallimard & Seuil, 1999 = 
Abnormal. Lectures at the collège de France 1974-1975, transl. Graham Burchell, London/New 
York, Verso, 2003. For the way he remarked, just like me, the ambiguous status of sodomia, see 
p. 214, note 27 in the French and p. 229, note 27 in the Engl. 



explicitly calls for prudence in questioning penitents, lest they be given new ideas. 
In books in the vernacular, passages on sex were still written in Latin, and this 
trend continued for centuries, as attested by a widely disseminated text “for priests 
and lay people” (subtitle of the Dutch translation) that was still in use in the 
1950s...16 Thus sex was also something mysterious, just as a good conscience was 
ultimately mysterious; free will was permeated by the power of passion and 
sensuality, on the one hand, and could abound in scrupulosity, on the other. And 
one could not escape these dilemmas by simply obeying authority, as one was 
supposed to know that multiple moral theologians wrote about the topics and they 
might have disagreed with one another.

But the practice that gave rise to this elaborate albeit incomplete theory was 
unambiguously confession. One had to confess anything that one suspected of 
being illicit, including one’s thoughts, and especially those dealing with sex. And 
here Foucault comes in, quoting De Liguori, as he is wont to do: “Examine 
diligently, therefore, all the faculties of your soul: memory, understanding, and 
will. Examine, with precision, all your senses as well. [...] Examine, moreover, all 
your thoughts, every word you speak, and all your actions. Examine even your 
dreams, to know if, once awakened, you did not give them your consent. And 
finally, do not think that in so sensitive and perilous a matter as this, there is 
something trivial or insignificant.”17

But to whom was one supposed to confess? To a priest, of course; but who 
were the priests? Here an important development must be noted. Before the 
Council of Trent, a priest would learn his job by assisting an elder priest, just as in 
other medieval professions, one would learn the necessary skills through 
apprenticeships. The Council of Trent led to the establishment of seminaries. This 
ushered in a much better theological education for priests, but also prompted a 
radical shift in the age of clergymen. Young men, some of whom were handsome, 

16Heribert Jone, Moral theology, numerous editions and translations, e.g. tr. Urban Adelman, 
Westminster: Newman Press, 1953.
17There must be a mistake in Foucault’s quotation on the obligation of saying everything, 
including one’s thoughts, about sexuality in confession, where he refers to Liguori Préceptes sur 
le sixième commandement in a French translation of 1835, p. 5. (Fr 30, note 2, Engl 21, note 3). 
This book does not seem to exist. Foucault probably means the Instruction sur les préceptes du 
décalogue et sur les sacremens [sic] and I found an edition: Lyon: Rusand, 1832 (Foucault refers 
to an unknown edition of 1835.) There I found a similar text on p. 143 in the 6th chapter (“Tu ne 
commettras pas de fornication”): “Je me contentrai d'avertir généralement qu'on doit non 
seulement s'accuser d'actes consommés, mais encore des attouchements sensuels, des regards 
inpurs, des paroles obscènes, surtout si l'on s'est plu à les proférer, et s'il a eu danger de scandale 
pour ceux qui les ont entendues. On s'imagine à tort que les actes seuls d'impudicité consommée 
doivent être accusés. Il faut de plus dévoiler au confesseur les mauvaises pensées auxquelles on a
consenti.” The general idea, advocated by Foucault, is indeed there.



were now being ordained as priests and put in charge of the newly established 
practice of spiritual guidance. More often than men, women, and especially nuns, 
were the subjects of this guidance, and they became frightened when they fell in 
love with their spiritual guide and confessor. Surely, they thought, the devil must 
have instilled that love in their mind! This led to a few notable witch trials in 
France, at Loudun, Louviers, and Aix-en-Provence. The most famous case is that 
of Loudun, where Sister Jeanne des Anges became infatuated with Urbain 
Grandier, the new parish priest, and the whole convent of the Ursulines erupted in 
hysterical crises at Sunday Mass. Grandier was burned at the stake in 1634.18

The whole system of confession, with its increasing emphasis on sex, 
persisted until the 1950s. It represented the main critical target of 19th-century anti-
clericalism. Jules Michelet writes at the beginning of his book on The priest, the 
woman and the family that the priest undermines the father’s authority by imposing
the hidden power of his spiritual authority. A man could no longer speak about 
important moral and religious matters with his wife or daughters because an 
invisible man stood between them: the priest, the enemy.19

But the emphasis on guilt, centered on sex, and the attendant system of 
confession, came under critique in Catholic circles, too. Catholic psychoanalysts 
played an important role in this respect. Angelo Hesnard’s Morale sans péché 
[Morals without sin] gave rise to a vast literature on the question of healthy versus 
unhealthy feelings of guilt.20 Hesnard criticized the Catholic moral theology as 
actually being anti-moral. Instead of helping people to make conscious moral 
decisions, Catholic morality generated anxiety. Catholics had become so afraid of 
their feelings of guilt that they often preferred to avoid initiative and not to act 
rather than to risk the torments of their conscience. The emphasis on sexual matters
led by Catholicism was condemned as the main mistake. Suffice it to think of the 
neurotic anxiety about a mortal sin that someone could experience after 
masturbating. It was time to dispense with this neurotic handling of guilt! 
Theologians agreed; in their writings, many criticized the part played by 

18Robert Mandrou, Magistrats et sorciers en France au xviie siècle : une analyse de 
psychologie historique (thèse de doctorat), Paris, Plon, coll. « Civilisations et mentalités », 1968;
Michel de Certeau, La possession de Loudun, Paris: Gallimard, 1973 = The Possesion at Loudun,
transl. Michael B. Smith, Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2000; Robert Rapley, A 
Case of Witchcraft: The Trial of Urbain Grandier, Montreal, McGill-Queen's University Press, 
1998.
19“Nous pouvons parler à nos mères, à nos femmes, à nos filles, des sujets dont nous parlons aux
indifférents, d'affaires, de nouvelles du jour, nullement des choses qui touchent le coeur et la vie 
morale, des choses éternelles, de religion, de l'âme, de Dieu. [...] On dirait qu'au milieu d'elles, en
face de vous, siège un homme invisible pour contredire ce que vous direz.” Michelet, Le prêtre, 
la femme et la famille, 5-6.
20Angelo Hesnard, Morale sans péché, Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1954.



confession in shaping the problem.21

This critique of the Catholic misuse of guilt was the starting point of 
Catholic psychology of religion, which was strongly linked to psychoanalysis. 
Unlike in Protestant psychology of religion, the question of whether belief in God 
was the result of projection played no part in orienting its thought. Of course, 
Freud was a known atheist, but that hardly mattered. The capital issue for Catholics
was guilt and the part played by sex therein, and on that point they found in Freud 
a congenial ally.22

All the ingredients were present to develop a history of sexuality in relation 
to the vicissitudes of the Catholic Church, conceived of from a psychoanalytic 
point of view. Nevertheless, in the 1960s, a sociological and Marxist point of view 
prevailed, and historical studies focused on the influence of industrialization and 
the rise of bourgeois society to explain evolving stances on sexual behavior. The 
Church was sometimes explicitly exculpated, and this was the case in the book that
influenced Foucault.

Michel Foucault’s Insights

Foucault's history of sexuality thus begins with a critique of another history of sex, 
the book Geschiedenis van het sexuele probleem [History of the sexual problem] 
by Jos Van Ussel (1968), which has been translated into many languages, including
French, but not English (and has therefore has frequently been neglected).23 
Although Van Ussel’s work is not explicitly mentioned by Foucault, it is 
nevertheless the unmistakable as the source of the “repressive hypothesis” cited by 
the latter. Foucault did later mention the book explicitly in his lectures at the 
Collège de France in 1974-1975.24

Van Ussel’s book was written as a reaction to a fairly commonly-held view 
of the Victorian era. According to that view, prudery was supposed to have invaded
Western Europe, and particularly Great Britain, during the reign of Queen Victoria 
(1819-1901). From this period on, sex became taboo. Sexual education for girls 

21See the very influential book of Louis Monden, Vernieuwd geweten, Christelijk zondebesef in 
modern perspecief, Bruges: Desclée de Brouwer, 1965 = Sin, Liberty and Law, trad. Joseph 
Donceel, New York: Sheed and Ward, 1965.
22See Patrick Vandermeersch, "The Failure of Second Naivete. Some Landmarks in the French 
Psychology of Religion", in Aspects in Context. Studies in the History of Psychology of Religion,
ed. J.A. Belzen, Amsterdam/Atlanta Rodopi, 2000, 235-279 (also on 
www.patrickvandermeersch.org).
23Jos Van Ussel, Geschiedenis van het seksuele probleem, Meppel: Boom, 1968 = Histoire de la
répression sexuelle, trad. Catherine Chevalot, Paris: Laffont, 1972.
24Foucault, Les anormaux, 221 = Abnormal, 236.



was reduced to a famous piece advice given to them on their wedding night: 
“Close your eyes and think of England.”

In his book Van Ussel uses Norbert Elias’s “civilization theory” (1939), 
which holds that the process of civilization goes from Fremdzwang (external 
control) to Selbstzwang (self-control).25 The development of self-control in the 
West is seen as correlated with the rise of industrialization and capitalism. As 
needed to apply Elias’s theory, Van Ussel proposed a twofold revision to the 
traditional history of sexuality. It first entails rethinking the periodization of sexual 
repression, as the reign of queen Victoria (1837-1901) began too late to support an 
explanation based on industrialization (Newcomen invented the steam pump in 
1705; Kay invented the flying shuttle in 1733; Darby’s coke-fired furnaces 
penetrated the iron industry in 1768; Watt invented the steam-engine in 1785). 
Consequently, Van Ussel searches for historical traces of sexual repression other 
than those ordinarily studied. He finds these in the campaign against masturbation, 
which he traces back to the middle of the 18th century and the publication of the 
booklet L'Onanisme (1760) by the Genevan physician Tissot (1728-1797). This 
book was published in numerous editions (the last one in the 20th century!). For 
Van Ussel this constitutes evidence of an “anti-sexual syndrome” linked to the 
development of Western capitalism.26

The second pillar of Van Ussel’s revised approach to the history of sexuality 
consists in the peculiar psychological model that he adopts. One might expect an 
author seeking to analyze the link between capitalism and sexuality to focus on 
sexual problems in relation to property, marriage, legal offspring, number of 
children, and problems of hygiene (which were particularly serious in the time of 
syphilis). However, Van Ussel’s research focuses on other topics, such as prudery, 
the split between the lives of children and adults, sex instruction, and in particular, 
masturbation. For him the 18th century anti-sexual syndrome was not directly 
linked to procreation, and had far more to do with the regulation of sexual 
pleasure. A scrupulous citizen was supposed to have a stable system of self-control 
over his or her sexual desires. The success of the endeavor to link masturbation 
with guilt served as a useful gauge of this.

Michel Foucault’s first book on the history of sexuality, La Volonté de 
savoir (1976), is an attempt to unmask the sexual liberation ideologies of the 1960s
as a hidden continuation of an ongoing process of enslavement. It is also an 

25Norbert Elias, Über den Prozeß der Zivilisation, Basel: Haus zum Falken, 1939.
26I wrote an article in Dutch about the reception of those various editions, arguing that Tissot’s 
fame as a neurologist does not mean that his booklets on masturbation were taken seriously: 
Patrick Vandermeersch, "S.A. Tissot en de strijd tegen het onanisme: mythe of realiteit?" 
Documentatieblad Werkgroep Achttiende Eeuw 65-66 (1985) 173-193 (also on 
www.patrickvandermeersch.org). 



implicit critique of Van Ussel’s work. According to Foucault, people were under 
the illusion that the removal of sexual taboos by naming them would grant 
freedom. Whereas sexual matters had previously been wrapped in silence, people 
now had the courage to speak about them, and this—they thought—would allow 
them to profess their sexual feelings and preferences. Foucault scoffs at this 
ideology that promises freedom, calling it a disguised continuation of traditional 
confession. 

According to Foucault, people are also trapped in another way: their sexual 
behavior is supposed to be linked with a specific psychological feature. The choice 
of particular sexual activities denotes a typical sexual identity. Here, the argument 
hinted at above in the discussion of sodomia perfecta and imperfecta is taken a step
further. If De Liguori shifted his analysis from the specificity of the sexual act, 
anal penetration, to the choice of partner, Foucault adds that the sexual act is linked
to a specific psychological type. For instance, a man who engages in sodomy 
becomes a sodomite, a homosexual, gay, and little by little comes to inhabit a 
particular social and cultural milieu, complete with its own bars and its own 
periodicals, such as the weekly Gai Pied, a title thought up by Foucault himself.27 
Simply put, in this view sexual identities are constructed and become new forms of
alienation. In this way, Foucault advocates a return to “bodies and pleasures” (les 
corps et les plaisirs), a formula that has been eagerly embraced by gender studies.28

However, in Foucault’s The Will to Knowledge this is more of a cri de coeur than a
developed theory.

It bears stressing that in the first volume of the History of Sexuality, Foucault
deals with the construction of sexual identities in the 19th and 20th centuries, and his
theory on the matter remains seminal today. At the time of its publication, he 
expressly planned a series of books where he intended to develop his insights—and
his idea of the body, in particular—in greater detail:

1. La volonté de savoir (The Will to Knowledge)
2. La chair et le corps (The Flesh and the Body)
3. La croisade des enfants (The Children’s Crusade)
4. La femme, la mère et l'hystérique (The Woman, the Mother and the Hysteric)
5. Les pervers (The perverts)
6. Populations et races (Populations and Races)

This series of books never saw the light of day. It is said that although Foucault 
completed the second volume, he refused to publish it, as he was unhappy with the 
result. He nevertheless approved one of its chapters for prepublication in the 

27The title The Gay Foot can also be heard as “le guêpier”, “the wasp nest = the hornet's nest”.
28“Contre le dispositif de sexualité, le point d'appui de la contre-attaque ne doit pas être le sexe -
désir , mais les corps et les plaisirs.” Foucault, La volonté de savoir, 208; Eng. tr.: 157.



special issue of Communications that included texts from the seminar on the 
history of sexuality directed by Philippe Ariès at the École des hautes études en 
sciences sociales in 1979-1980.29 The content of the chapter was surprising. 
Foucault deals with the spiritual guidance of the monks in the Egyptian desert that 
we discussed above. He added the following foreword:30

This text is taken from the third volume of the History of Sexuality. After discussing the general outline of
this issue with Philippe Ariès, I thought that my text would be consonant with the other studies. It is my 
opinion that the usual interpretation of Christian sexual ethics needs to be fundamentally revised, and that 
at the same time the weight of the problem of masturbation has an origin entirely apart from the medical 
campaign against it in the 18th and 19th centuries.

As we know, the next volumes published in Foucault’s History of Sexuality—
L’usage des plaisirs (The Use of Pleasure) and Le souci de soi (The Care of the 
Self), from 1984—focus on the Greeks and the Romans. In the meantime, he 
revised his approach on two points. The first relates to the nature of the time 
periods studied. In Foucault’s early works—those directly preceded his studies on 
sex—are grounded in the notion of our embeddedness in structures of knowledge 
or épistèmès. These have a limited time span and are subject to sudden shifts. Our 
ways of looking at things are bound up with those shifts. To obtain a bit of 
freedom, we can look for the weak points in the net cast over us by the changing 
épistèmè. By contrast, in Foucault’s later works on the history of sex, a broad 
temporal perspective prevails. He introduces continuity, and it is not clear how, as 
individuals, we are supposed to deal with our embeddedness in the flow of the 
ages.

This brings us to the second point of revision, which relates to individuality. 
The central point in Foucault’s later work is the way in which an individual 
constructs him or herself as a moral subject. His book on the Greeks and the 
Romans focuses on self-interpretation, with the help of a philosopher-teacher; his 
posthumous book on the Christian tradition of the 2nd through the 5th century CE 
once again takes up the topic of confession. One cannot help but marvel at  
Foucault’s erudition concerning the theology of the early Church Fathers. Of 
particular interest is the last chapter, which deals with Augustine: here he analyzes 
“concupiscence”, which, he argues, produced a split and a hidden dimension in the 

29“Le combat de la chasteté”, Communications 35 (1982) and reprinted in the series Points nr. 
37, Paris: Seuil, 1982, 26-40.
30“Ce texte est extrait du troisième volume de l'Histoire de la sexualité. Après avoir consulté 
Philippe Ariès sur l'orientation générale du présent recueil, j'ai pensé que ce texte consonnait 
avec d'autres études. Il nous semble en effet que l'idée qu'on se fait d'ordinaire d'une éthique 
sexuelle chrétienne est à réviser profondément; et que d'autre part la valeur de la question de la 
masturbation a une toute autre origine que la campagne des médecins aux XVIIIe-XIXe siécles.”



subject, and gave sex the peculiar force that it has in our life today. Elisabeth 
Roudinesco hailed this posthumous publication of Foucault as a “genealogy of the 
libido”.31

“In our life?” As Foucault was aware, this is where the problem arises. 
Foucault was planning to write at least one more book, continuing his analysis of 
the practice of confession from Augustine up through today.32 Much has happened 
since the time of this Church Father, both within theology and in the world outside 
it. It would thus be completely anti-Foucauldian not to scrutinize the vicissitudes of
history and the changes it has induced in our self-experience and in our most likely
sources of influence: the machineries of transference that I mentioned above. 
Augustine was a pivotal thinker, but are we really justified in saying that he 
directly determined our libido? We should consider how the story progressed, in 
terms of both large- and small-scale developments. Perhaps we ourselves should 
follow in Foucault’s shoes in order to grasp what has made us into the sexual 
beings that we are today. And in so doing, we should not lose ourselves in a 
detailed discussion about how Foucault understood ancient theology and whether 
he was right, as many of my colleagues are intent on doing (and they admire 
Foucault, who has far more cause than Dan Brown to enter this debate). We should 
relate Foucault’s historical analysis back to the framework of his philosophical 
project and ask whether and how it fits. 

If We Want to Follow in Foucault’s Shoes...

Let us turn back to the beginning of La volonté de savoir and Van Ussel's 
“repressive hypothesis,” which Foucault so fiercely dismisses. There is another 
idea connected with Van Ussel's view—namely, that this sexual repression has 
nothing to do with religion. Van Ussel really streches this point. Hemakes the 
absurd claim that Thomas Aquinas does not discuss sexual matters, and seems to 
be aware of neither the development of moral theology (as outlined above), nor the
debate on the feeling of guilt that was taking place in Catholic psychology of 
religion. Driven by the Marxist ideology prevalent during his time at the University
of Amsterdam (where he wrote his dissertation), Van Ussel focuses exclusively on 
economic and social determinants. It is noteworthy that Foucault shifts his focus to
religion, and in a sense, by highlighting confession, comes close to the Catholic 
discussions of the time . However, he does not focus on the feeling of guilt. He 
stresses production of identities, rather than repression, and his emphasis on 
confession leads him to state that Western man, having become a confessing 

31Le Monde des livres, 9 Febr. 2018.
32Michel Foucault, Les aveux de la chair, Paris: Gallimard, 2018, 254.



animal, has become trapped and has agreed to link his sexual practices to a sexual 
identity offered to him.33 Did this happen in the Catholic sacrament of confession? 
Or were centuries of confession merely the prerequisite to embracing identities 
presented by others? After all, there is a difference between the fact that the West 
has become a culture of avowal in various domains, and the fact that people 
receive their identities from others. How precisely did this occur, especially with 
respect to the identities listed in the books that Foucault announced but never 
ended up writing?

Two further questions arise. First, how did secularization come into being? 
And second, how can we understand psychoanalysis as part of the process of 
confession?

Secularization is still often understood along the lines of Berger’s “sacred 
canopy”.34 In this view, the religious embedding of the world has disappeared, and 
the sacred canopy has collapsed, but the underlying reality remains the same. My 
research has convinced me that the situation is more complicated, and the history 
of psychiatry offers a typical illustration of this point. Psychiatry arose, 
paradoxically, not out of the conviction that mental illness stems from somatic 
causes, but out of the belief that it stems from disordered passions. Therefore, 
patients needed a “moral treatment”, but not a religious one.35 Foucault’s approach 
needs to be complemented with a theory of secularization—obviously, one that is 
set forth along Foucauldian lines. 

Second, psychoanalysis as a theory, and especially as a practice, that arose at
a particular historical conjuncture is more complex than Foucault would have us 
believe. It is surely more than a whisper on a couch, but it is also a set of theories, 
presented to the public and, especially, to the potential patient. . Transference is its 
cornerstone, and not just for the patient on the couch. By the time he or she enters 
the consultation room, the patient has already been seduced by an attractive corpus 
of theories and a transference machine vaguely beheld from afar. I stress the power
of attraction exerted by ideologies qua transference machines, for their appeal does
not stem from their ideas alone. Transference is one of the reasons that the worn 
out couch of Freudian theory still appeals to us, as do gender theories—and 
terrorist discourses, for that matter. This is not to say that those discourses cannot 
be true, and that they deserve no further attention: rather the contrary. But it is not 

33“L'homme, en Occident, est devenu une bête d'aveu.” Foucault, La volonté de savoir, 80, Engl.
tr.: 32.
34Peter L. Berger, The Sacred Canopy: Elements of a Sociological Theory of Religion, Garden 
City: Doubleday, 1967.
35Patrick Vandermeersch, "The Victory of Psychiatry over Demonology: The Origin of the 19th 
Century Myth", History of Psychiatry 2 (1991) 351-363; "Les mythes d'origine' in the History of 
Psychiatry", in Discovering the History of Psychiatry, ed. M. Micale & R. Porter, New York: 
OUP, 1994, 219-231. (Both articles on www.patrickvandermeersch.org).



the truth of a discourse that renders it operational. 
Finally, we come to the constitution of the subject, of the individual. 

Foucault, in my view, should be tied back to Freud, albeit a Freud revisited. 
“Bodies and pleasures,” rather than being just a cri de coeur, could be linked back 
to Freud’s Three Essays, but in their original form, from the first edition of 1905, 
which predates the positing of the Oedipus complex and the normalizing tendency 
of Freud’s later work.36 Homosexuality is described as a given fact, but it is 
recognized that Freud is merely highlighting the uncommon choice of sexual 
object. The flourishing variety of sexual behaviors in the gay world would have 
given him a more elaborate view of “bodies and pleasures” than the succinct 
scheme of oral/anal/genital. An unprejudiced clinical experience of the variety of 
sexual life today should provide us with a deeper insight into the function of 
eroticizing pleasures in a body that becomes a person. I remember and am grateful 
to a transsexual person who told me in confidence: “You live for years through the 
different phases of bodily transformation, it has a hold on all your life, and 
afterwards so little has been changed. But you are not sliding into psychosis 
anymore. When young people ask me for advice as they are thinking about a sex 
change, I used to answer: ‘Do not do it, because the social consequences are still 
enormous, and because you have lots of unrealistic fantasies about being happy in 
your body afterwards. Don't do it, unless you really feel you would go mad without
the transformation’.”

We thus have a long way to go before we can rewrite The Will to Knowledge.
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