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Introduction
I have been interested in exploring the relationship between play, perversion, and psychopathology (Jureidini, 1994, 2000).  It is not easy to establish a principled

distinction between what is perverse and what is creative or playful. This essay, which in some ways is background to my paper “Pathological Play,” is an attempt to make
that distinction and to determine what it is that characterizes perversion as pathological. It contains little clinical material, but I assume that readers will have ready access to
perverse material from their own practice. Perversion has been characterized as “the negative of neurosis,” as sexual deviation, as hostile enactment of unconscious fantasy,
and as disavowal of reality or truth. I will criticize each of the first three characterizations, and argue that only the last is plausible. I will begin with a discussion of the
definition of perversion, and of Freud's use of the term, and distinction from “neurosis.” I will then examine which qualities of “sexual perversion” make it perverse rather
than deviant, concluding that neither sexual content nor hostility are convincingly definitive of perversion, and that it is better to define it in terms of reality avoidance. I will
conclude that perversion is best understood as a way of dealing with conflict, characterized by a state of narrowmindedness in which recognition of the real needs of some
object (human or inanimate, part of self or other) is avoided, allowing it to be rendered a plaything, and ruthlessly commandeered for some pathological enactment.

It is only in the late 19th century that “perversion” was used specifically in relation to sexuality to describe “a disorder of sexual behavior in which satisfaction is sought
through channels other than those of normal heterosexual intercourse” (Oxford English Dictionary, 1892). There is a much older sense of perversion, extending back to at
least the
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14th century, of moral or social deviance (“distorted,” “warped,” “twisted”). The deviance of perversion has a distinctive quality of obstinacy, petulance, peevishness, and
is self-willed in a way that distinguishes it from more “innocent” deviations, for example mental handicap. There is also an implication of the perverse person having been
corrupted or damaged or being a corrupter. “Perversion” therefore carries connotations of deliberate badness and dangerousness, and it is not surprising that many have
joined Foucault in criticizing the application of the term perversion to sexual acts, claiming that to do so displaces social crisis and conflict onto sexuality (Dollimore,
1980).

In this paper, perversion and related terms will be used to refer to patterns of behavior, and the mental mechanisms and experience that can be presumed to underlie
them. The word “pervert” is to be avoided, not primarily because of its pejorative connotations, but because to label an individual as a “pervert” or “perverted” postulates
something pervasive about their personality and identity that our state of knowledge cannot justify. There is an attraction to trying to tie down the answer to a question like
“what sort of person is a ‘pervert’?” and indeed the psychoanalytic approach to perversion often attempts just such a task. My aim is more modest: to demonstrate that there
are patterns of behavior, thinking, and/or relating that can justifiably and usefully be designated “perverse.” I can remain open on whether there is a perverse personality that
predisposes to (or demands) perverse behavior, while strongly arguing that it makes sense to think of particular patterns of behavior or thought as perverse.

For similar reasons, attempts to define or characterize perversion in terms of its genetic origins are largely unproductive. Generally such attempts are fleshed out in
terms of some unresolved, usually unrecognized, trauma in early childhood, usually centering on the family dynamic. Different perspectives are taken on whether the trauma
relates to an external event or events, or whether the source of trauma has been primarily fantasy (to some extent paralleling debate that arose out of Freud's recanting of his
earlier views that his hysterical patients had been sexually abused, instead of attributing their reports of seduction to fantasy). Many writers imply that the trauma, whether
real or fantasized, must be (sexually) exciting as well as painful/frightening to result in perversion. According to Freudian theory, an important source of trauma is thought to
be the discovery of the female's apparent state of castration. Males who are sufficiently traumatized by this experience find or create some object which serves at some level
as proof of the existence of a maternal phallus, thus soothing castration anxiety sufficiently to ensure sexual performance. On the other hand, Stoller's (1975) view is
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that there has been actual trauma in childhood, not necessarily restricted to infancy, and usually some form of abuse. In practice, independent developmental histories of
patients with perversions sometimes offer some support for a history of significant abuse, and sometimes patients come up with their own accounts of early traumatic
experience. But it is often observed that perversions associated with high levels of destructiveness and dysfunction seem to occur in the face of unremarkable and
superficially nontraumatic childhoods. Overall, there is a tantalizing sense that one should be able to explain the aetiology of perversion in developmental terms, and
plausible narratives can readily be created, but these often remain speculative, and we should be wary of making claims that exceed genuine understanding. On balance,
conventional accounts fail to provide a convincing psychological understanding of the origins of perversion.

Perversion as the Negative of Neurosis
In his “Three Essays on Sexuality,” Freud, acknowledging his debt to Havelock Ellis and others, categorized perversions as deviations in respect to the sexual aim (to be

distinguished from the “inversions” such as homosexuality, conceptualized as deviations in respect of the sexual object). It needs to be emphasized that Freud was proposing
a conception of sexuality that was broader than genital sexuality, and that therefore his notion of “sexual perversion” encompassed more than the dictionary definition might
suggest. Freud, of course, believed that neurotic symptoms resulted from the suppression of sexual instincts. He explicitly included perverse sexuality as a source of
neurosis:

It is by no means only at the cost of the so-called normal sexual instinct that these symptoms originate … they also give expression (by conversion) to instincts
which would be described as perverse in the widest sense of the word if they could be expressed directly in phantasy and action without being diverted from
consciousness. Thus symptoms are formed in part at the cost of abnormal sexuality; neuroses are, so to say, the negative of perversions. (Freud, 1905, p.
165)

Freud's theory was that perverse drives are present in healthy individuals, but that resistances of shame, disgust, horror, or pain usually repress such drives. If this
repression caused sufficient conflict, then the result would be a neurosis. Failure of repression would result in a more or less direct expression of the perverse drives. It is in
this special sense that neuroses are the negative of perversions.
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Initially, then, perversions were seen as a failure of repression (roughly, a failure to develop a neurosis). But there is no reason to regard perversions as a more direct
expression of conflict than neurosis, because perverse behavior is at least as complex as is neurotic. Sachs (1923) argued against Freud's opposition of perversion to
neurosis, and by the time of “A Child is Being Beaten” (1919), Freud himself conceptualized perversions as a fragment of infantile sexuality which becomes conscious in
order to repress other conflicting aspects of sexuality (especially the Oedipus complex), so that perversion and repression are working together. Nonpsychotic disturbance
does not divide neatly into mutually exclusive, structurally dissimilar categories. In fact, people with perversions are noted to have a higher incidence of neurotic symptoms,
such as phobias, and vice versa, and presumably biopsychosocial factors shape the expression one way or another. Both are strategies/defenses for dealing with conflict, and
are best regarded as symptoms. Lydston (quoted by Richards, 1989) argued as early as 1889 that “all that distinguishes the perversion from other symptoms, in my view, is
the social condemnation of perversion as contrasted with the social evaluation of the symptom as nonvolitional and therefore morally neutral.” Such criticism must be taken
seriously, but as I will argue later, I think that there is a primary characteristic of perversion, and that it is a special way of dealing with truth and reality. But first, I will
canvass some other candidates for primacy in perversion, namely sexual excitement and hostility. In doing so it will be apparent that my view of perversion is strongly
influenced by the work of Robert Stoller. According to Stoller (1975), a perverse act represents a partial enactment of some trauma. A detail/part is enacted that might be
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seen to stand for the whole of some fantasy, which in turn might be thought of as a complex narrative, partly built out of the traumatic events that led to the perversion.
Perverse behavior can be triggered by the stress of any experience threatening the self, characteristically something that reiterates a traumatic childhood experience or pattern
of experience. For example, an interruption to a psychotherapy as a result of the therapist taking a vacation might cause the patient to experience a feeling of loss that
reiterates a childhood loss or rejection that has had an important organizing role in the patient's interactions with his/her world. For while perverse behavior seems
maladaptive, it is argued to have an integrative function (Meares, 1992). Significant areas of the individual's life come to be organized around perverse fantasies, which are
claimed to recast the traumatic reality (of childhood) into some intensely exciting (although not necessarily pleasurable), triumphant (albeit painful or destructive) scenario,
so that, Stoller suggests, it becomes “the habitual preferred aberration
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necessary for one's full satisfaction.” Mastery is transitory, however, and triumph is soon replaced by guilt or disgust, which in turn exacerbates the feeling of trauma or
damage, further feeding the perversion. The sense of mastery and triumph is sometimes associated with a sense of superiority (as perhaps manifest in proselytizing
pedophiles). Such superiority often means that attempts to change or receive help imply weakness or failure.

Is the Excitement of Perversion Sexual?
Taking Stoller's view as the starting point for my discussion, I ask what is it about this behavior that makes it perverse? It cannot be the repetition in pursuit of mastery

that constitutes perversion. After all, repetition is characteristic of neurotic symptomatology, and even the healthy mastery of trauma involves repetition, as in repeatedly
telling one's story, or going back to the grave site. Thus repetition is a necessary, but not a sufficient condition for perversion. Nor can it simply be the presence of a sexual
focus to the symptomatology that distinguishes the perverse from the neurotic. Impotence is a common phenomenon that is frequently explicable in psychological terms
without being considered perverse, so that sexual focus is not a sufficient condition for perversion. Is it a necessary condition? That Freud focused on perversion as a
disturbance of sexuality is not surprising, especially since his discussion of perversion occurs as a prelude to his introduction of the concept of infantile sexuality. In any
event, in spite of its different meanings in lay usage, “perversion” came into psychology as a technical term specifically to describe sexual deviation, and many authors are
wary of including nonsexualized behavior under the rubric of perversion.

There is a strategy available that might preserve an identification between perversion and sexual dysfunction and yet accommodate apparently nonsexual behavior. The
strategy is to suggest that behaviors that are not overtly sexual nevertheless manifest sexuality, perhaps particularly in women. Welldon (1988) argues that inadequate
consideration of the contrast between women's whole body and men's phallocentric sexuality has led to a failure to see a wide range of women's attacks on their own bodies,
for example, self-mutilation and starvation, as manifestations of perversion. Furthermore, perversion might be missed through confusing sexual arousal with anxiety. Some
individuals, especially women, might experience sexual arousal as anxiety, while others (especially men) might respond to anxiety with sexual and/or aggressive behavior.
Richards (1989) suggests that even orgasm can be
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misinterpreted as “someone walking on my grave.” She suggests that, because of socially motivated feminine modesty and condemnation of female aggression, neither women
nor their therapists recognize the erotic pleasure in symptoms. (A related issue is the psychologization of female criminality, whereby women's criminal behavior is more
often construed as manifesting mental illness than men's [Klein, 1973].) Richards discusses Freud's description of a woman who experienced a need to urinate as a part of
sexual arousal, but was otherwise prudish and horrified by the thought of sexual relationships. Richards argues that a “man experiencing an erection with need to urinate and
accepting this in place of sexual contact with women would surely be considered a pervert,” and notes that nevertheless Freud (1894) labels the woman as having a phobia.
Kaplan (1991) argues along similar lines in claiming that perversion represents a pathology of gender role identity as much as of sexual identity. A degree of androgyny is
protective of mental health, but societal sexual stereotypes reinforce accentuated femininity, which Kaplan sees as a masquerade that covers up deep uncertainty about
womanliness and its worthiness, and therefore as a perversion. Such a characterization of sexual perversion is so broad that it can subsume almost any psychologically
defensive behavior, and the concept is thereby devalued through overuse.

As I will discuss below, perversion is conceptualized by some authors, particularly those from the Kleinian psychoanalytic tradition, as encompassing a range of
behaviors characterized by wanton destructiveness, sadism, and/or masochism. This view obviates the need for a primary sexual origin of perversion, but maintains the role
of sexuality by proposing that the excitement of perversion is sexualized. That is, the perverse activity does not arise out of a distortion of the sexual impulse, but rather
comes to have a sexual quality through misinterpretation of anxious arousal (see Richards's view above), or through the sensualization of essentially nonsexual activities (for
example, the child who is physically tortured and sexually aroused at the same time).

As an illustration of the diversity of experiences that can become sexualized, Stoller (1982) published three women's self-reports of erotic gratification from vomiting.
Stoller reports that one subject's first memory of vomiting was when she was expelled from her mother's house at the age of five. On the way to her grandmother's house,
where she was now to live, she “flooded” the car and its occupants with vomit. She subsequently often vomited when she was not unwell, which she attributed to rage, but
from age thirteen, when she had her first baby, she began to get a “rush” from vomiting that she compared to an orgasm. A second woman remembered vomiting while being
beaten by

WARNING! This  text is printed for personal use of PEPWEB GENERIC. It is copyright to the journal in which it originally appeared. It is illegal to redistribute it in any form.

- 200 -

her grandfather, possibly in a sexualized way, when he discovered her masturbating at about eleven years of age. She subsequently had “sick spells,” especially in the
presence of dominant males, and her vomiting both expressed hostility and directly sexually gratified her, producing orgasm. The third woman remembered her mother's
“overexcited” response to her childhood illness.

Whether or not all perversion is necessarily sexualized, it does seem a universal feature of perversion that it is exciting. Clinical observations and perpetrators' own
descriptions of perverse acts and relationships suggest that these acts have a craving, imperative quality. Joseph (1982) refers to patients as being “enthralled” by their
perversion, to the exclusion of any other potential pleasure. One of the consistent features of descriptions of the mental experience of perversion is its preoccupied and
disconnected quality. Examples include “erotic haze,” referring to a state in which patients reported alterations to their state of consciousness. This alteration is characterized
not only by extreme, apparently sexual excitement, but also by being highly focused on their area of preoccupation, associated with reduced attention to any input peripheral
to that focus decreased self-awareness; a decreased sense that their acts were under their own control; a hyperreal quality to events; and an increased sense of aliveness
(therefore making it an attractive state for otherwise affectively blunted individuals, Bach, 1991). Here I draw my first parallel between perversion and play. I have argued
elsewhere (Jureidini, 2000) that this excitement might have more in common (phenomenologically and developmentally) with the excitement of play than that of sexual
arousal. It might represent a pathological counterpart of the preoccupation of healthy play, a form of dissociation characterized by a “narrowing of the field of
consciousness,” with consequent loss of access to some aspect of self, consciousness, memory, or affect (Sims, 1988). I will adopt Brenman's (1985) term
“narrowmindedness” to label this perverse preoccupation, and differentiate it from the preoccupation of the playing child, and I will later propose that “narrowmindedness”
is the mental experience that corresponds to “disavowal.”

It must be conceded that the dissociative-like state of narrowmindedness is not only similar to the preoccupation of play, but it also has a strong resemblance to the
mental experience of sexual arousal. This observation might be taken to undermine one of the bases for my claim that perversion represents a pathological form of play rather
than, or as well as, sexuality. There are many preoccupying activities and states, including, for example, hunger and concentrating on a work task. Perhaps narrowmindedness
is a manifestation of heightened preoccupation of any origin, a conclusion that is not problematic for my argument, since

WARNING! This  text is printed for personal use of PEPWEB GENERIC. It is copyright to the journal in which it originally appeared. It is illegal to redistribute it in any form.

- 201 -

all I seek to show is that the preoccupation cannot be explained away as simply the consequence of sexual arousal. There is, however, at least one reason to think that the
relationship of narrowmindedness to play is stronger than its relationship to sexual arousal. It is that from play's earliest origins, it is independent from the satisfaction of
bodily needs. It is in earliest play (for example, at the breast) that the infant is for the first time interested in something for psychological reasons (Piaget, 1945). This interest
that is not driven by bodily needs might be regarded as the ontogenetic antecedent of the quality of concentration that characterizes not only play, but also, for example, mental
tasks, interest in others, and aesthetic pleasure. Therefore, it is plausible that the narrow-mindedness of perversion is closer to these forms of preoccupation than to the
experience of losing oneself in sexual activity, or to the satisfaction of other bodily needs. I conclude that sexual focus is not the defining characteristic of perversion, and
may not even be an essential feature of perversion.

Perversion as Hostility
Stoller' s candidate for the defining feature of perversion is its active expression of a hostile revengeful reaction to some trauma, existing simultaneously with deception
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of self or others. The commonly cited example is that of the fetish, here understood as a hostile denigration of the real woman, simultaneously with a self-deception about the
absence of a female phallus. In this section, I will examine the first of these two candidates for what is characteristic about perversion; that it is driven by hostility,
revengefulness, hatred, and/or destructiveness. There are problems with designating acts as perverse on the basis that they seem to be willfully (self-) destructive. First, there
is considerable overlap with what would usually be considered neurotic symptoms. A consistent distinction cannot be made between perversion and neurosis on the basis of
the expression of hostility through the symptom. The experience of those who live with people with typically neurotic disorders like Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder and
Depression suggests that these symptoms are also effective at expressing hostility, and hostility is clearly not a sufficient condition to distinguish perversion from other
categories of symptom or behavior. This might not necessarily be a problem; perhaps Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder might usefully be conceptualized as a perversion, and
the further refinement of definition required to decide that point is not without interest to psychiatric nosology.
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Second, it is plausible that there might be nonhostile perversion, but it is difficult to exclude the possible contribution of covert hostility to even overtly nonhostile acts.
For example, uncomplicated transvestism does not seem particularly hostile toward anyone, but a psychoanalyst might argue that examination of unconscious motivations for
transvestism will show that it, like fetishism, does represent a destructive hostile attack, perhaps on the concept of the couple, or against an acceptance of the fact that certain
properties of the self are sexually determined. Of course claims of covert hostility cannot confer perverse status on a behavior any more than does overt hostility, otherwise
much humor would have to be regarded as perverse simply because it was covertly hostile.

Third, apparent destructiveness can sometimes be interpretable as the subjugation of an obvious need to a less obvious, but more compelling, one. Examples of
apparently self-defeating, self-destructive behaviors that are not perverse include:

1. A small child riding a two-wheeler bicycle with trainer wheels halts at a point where the path falls away gently to one side. “I will fall off,” she whines, and
proceeds to wobble the handlebars from side to side until she does indeed fall.

2. A boy and girl are eating ice cream. The boy finishes his first. The girl is enjoying hers but taking it slowly. The boy nags at her to give him some of her ice
cream. Eventually she relents and he takes a small bite, and returns it to her. She throws what is left into a bin.

In each case, the protagonist seems to lose out from deliberately self-destructive behavior. These behaviors are not excluded from being perverse just by virtue of their
triviality, but because the apparent self-destructiveness is relatively trivial, it is easier to see that higher goals are being met: in the first case, some communication to the
parents about her sense of safety; in the second, a protest at male domination. However, in examining behavior in which there is a more serious level of destructiveness, we
can never be sure that some higher goal is not being achieved.

The Special Relationship Between Perversion and Reality
There is more to support Stoller's second candidate for status as the characteristic feature of the repetition of perversion, that its exciting reenactment serves to deny the

reality of what was originally traumatic.
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Stoller (1975) claims that “the risk that one will again fully experience the early childhood trauma is the primary one that energises perversion formation, and for some
people that is more awful than risking one's life or being arrested.” Avoidance of reality becomes the leading motivation of perverse repetition, so that instead of
acknowledging pain, the subject enacts fantasies. Fetishism is perverse not because it is hostile toward women (which it is, but there are many neurotic and nonneurotic ways
to express such hostility), but because it disavows reality. Perverse behavior is therefore doubly driven, by excitement, and by the avoidance of some feared pain or other
consequence of resisting the perversion.

Therefore, my view is that the central, necessary condition for perversion is the special treatment of reality or truth. I use “reality” to refer to “the way things are.” I am
wary of claims that different individuals have different realities, although of course they may experience different aspects of reality, or have different experiences of a
common reality. I avoid the term “inner reality,” preferring “inner experience.” In essence, then, I am identifying “reality” with objective truth, realizing that the best
available information may give us only an approximation to reality. The relationship to reality in perversion is perhaps best captured by the term Verleugnung, the relevant
meaning being ‘to deny the validity of something legitimate’ (Laplanche and Pontalis, 1973). Freud used Verleugnung (best translated as ‘disavowal’) in relation to
castration anxiety, to describe the refusal to recognize the reality of a traumatic perception. Confronted by the absence of a penis in the girl, Freud (1940, pp. 143-144)
believed that children “disavow the fact, and believe that they do see a penis, all the same.” Only gradually do they come to acknowledge the absence of a penis. Fetishism is
therefore the archetype of pathological disavowal, because the fetishist can be construed as simultaneously disavowing and acknowledging the fact of feminine castration,
through his relationship to a substitute female phallus.

Although Freud regarded disavowal, while not uncommon nor very dangerous in children, as marking the beginning of a psychosis in an adult, disavowal is a distortion
of reality, and does not require the loss of reality testing that characterizes psychosis. The distinction from repression, on the other hand, is that in repression, desires are
renounced, disguised or otherwise inhibited, and conflict is buried in order that the self remain intact, while in disavowal, through “incomplete attempts at detachment from
reality,” the perception of reality is altered so that the desire can be retained (Freud, 1940, p. 204). There is a degree of dissociation of the desire, as it “persist[s] side by
side [with recognition] throughout their lives without [the two] influencing each other. Here is what may rightly be called a splitting of the ego” (Freud, 1940, p. 203).
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It is further suggested that while repressed conflicts are available to be worked on, for example, through dreams and play, split off disavowed qualities, by their
dissociated nature, are more stable and less amenable to integration and resolution (Britton, 1986). Thus, psychosis changes reality, neurosis buries it, but only perversion
allows reality to live, relatively stably, side by side with a fiction. For example, Keller (1992) describes a lonely, dissatisfied patient who

shops compulsively and reports that when she gives her credit card and her purchase is approved, she ‘knows’ that she is rich, powerful, and has many
friends, in spite of her parallel and concurrent ‘knowing’ that she is very lonely and has little money. The patient accepts the shopping as equivalent to actually
involving herself with others and seeking improvement in her employment.

The avoidance of reality is further illustrated by the following examples. Lifton (1986), in his analysis of Nazi medical killing in concentration camps, describes what he
refers to as “doubling” in the doctors, whereby one part of the self disavows another, repudiating the meaning of reality. Lifton proposes two levels of disavowal, the first
being a denial of the meaning of murder, and the second a repudiation of responsibility by the original self of “anything done by the Auschwitz self” (p. 422). Second,
Grossman (1993) reports a probation officer who “intentionally brushed against the buttocks of a teenage girl in his charge, after the thought ‘came to him’ that he would like
to do so.” The patient insisted on his passivity in this process, and he talked about the thought as if it were not him doing the thinking. He did not “want” to act, but was
“compelled” to do so by an “intrusive” thought. The patient confirmed that it had occurred to him that he might get into trouble but he had “turned down the volume on
reality.” Grossman concludes that in disavowing some aspect of reality, the subject is able to distinguish reality from fantasy, but when “it suits them not to,” for example
when unpleasant consequences threaten, they “do not find reality compelling.” By the use of disavowal, the patient can strip the “disturbing meaning or consequence from a
perception, without altering the perception itself,” effectively robbing reality of its force.

Walton (1990) has an interesting hypothesis about the appraisal of threat in the appreciation of fiction that incidentally helps to clarify how disavowal might work
psychologically. Walton suggests that when we are frightened by a film, the state of arousal associated with the fear is not necessarily unpleasant because it is not
accompanied by a cognitive judgement that there is a real danger. Similarly, when we weep about a movie, we have a positive experience of sweet tears and sorrow, because

WARNING! This  text is printed for personal use of PEPWEB GENERIC. It is copyright to the journal in which it originally appeared. It is illegal to redistribute it in any form.

- 205 -

the experience comes without the cost of real loss or tragedy. Of course, we cannot be confident that the affective component of the fear or sadness that we feel at the cinema
is identical to similar feelings in real life, because it may be that the sorrow in response to fiction can be experienced as positive just because it is less intense than sorrow in
response to some real event. Even so, Walton's comments about cognitive appraisal of emotion are relevant to disavowal. The same effect of attenuating the negative impact
of the emotional experience can be achieved in the real world by successful use of disavowal, which allows access to the sought after intensity and arousal of affect without
the usual cognitive appraisal which would render the experience unacceptable. As I noted earlier, Brenman refers to a narrowing of perception that allows the perpetrator to
deal with only a portion of reality, a portion that is sequestered from moderating influences, thus facilitating disavowal by undermining any cross-referencing to other beliefs
and desires that might contradict the perverse desire. Brenman gives the example of the Spanish Inquisition where torture was carried out by individuals who professed
Christian values: “In order to avoid conscious guilt, the perceptions of the mind are narrowed to give ostensible justification to the cruelty, and the obviation of redeeming
features in the object” (p. 280). Disavowal/narrowmindedness “turns down the volume on reality,” so that aspects of the subject's total belief state can be ignored. For
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example, the pedophile ignores knowledge about the potential consequences of his actions, or his awareness that his overall aim of intimacy is being sacrificed in the pursuit
of his perverse goal.

So my first point about the relationship between perversion and reality is that it involves a capacity to avoid the truth. A consequence of giving “truth” a defining role in
understanding perversion is the introduction of a moral dimension to the argument, with a clear implication of moral failure. For example, Steiner writes that in the presence
of disavowal, there is no clarity in the formulation of right and wrong, Brenman (1985) writes: “goodness is highjacked and perverted to the side of cruelty to give it strength
and avoid catastrophe,” and Meltzer (1973): “there is no human activity which cannot be perverted, for the essence of the perverse impulse is to alter good into bad while
preserving the appearance of good.” These views resonate with the Augustinian view of evil:

When a will leaves something higher and turns to what is lower, it becomes evil [ma/a], not because that to which it turns is evil, but because this act of
turning is itself a wrong turn [perversa]. (1966, pp. 28-29). In this translation, the Latin perversa is rendered as ‘a wrong turn’; “perverse” would seem
equally legitimate.)
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Psychiatrists and other doctors are often unhappy to have questions of illness complicated by a consideration of the moral qualities of thought or behavior. It must
therefore be emphasized that the focus is on the patient's moral and ethical difficulties, and it should not be assumed that in exploring these difficulties, the therapist
necessarily is taking a moral stance. In this territory where the behaviors referred to (sexual or otherwise) are often the subject of strong social condemnation, it needs to be
emphasized that the issue is not the socially defined right or wrong of the behavior, but the way in which the patient distorts the truth.

A second point about perversion and truth is Steiner's (1985) discussion of collusion by the group. Steiner bases his argument around Vellacott' s (1971) translation of
and commentary on Oedipus Tyrannus. Vellacott challenges us with the notion that the protagonists of Sophocles' play knew just what they were doing. For example, Oedipus
arrived at Thebes having just killed a man. The tragedy that follows rests on Oedipus remaining unaware that this man was his father. Yet he must have heard everyone talking
about the death of King Laius and would surely have asked questions about the circumstances. And the prophecy that he would kill his father should have been fresh in his
mind. Would he not have asked himself on two counts about the identity of the man that he had just killed? Then Oedipus marries a widow of an age similar to the dead man,
fully aware of the other half of the prophecy, that he would marry his mother. Perhaps he reassures himself that there is still a chance that it may not be so, and anyway, a
homeless young man offered a kingdom and a queen does not ask too many questions! Similarly Jocasta, fully cognizant of the prophecy, is able to marry a man who
physically resembles her husband and is the same age her son would be, had he survived his abandonment. She clings to a scepticism about prophecy and turns a blind eye. In
return she gets a husband, children, and a continuing tenure as Queen of Thebes. Creon, comfortable in his role as royal adviser “prefers to say nothing,” while the loyal
elders do not want matters investigated too closely, preferring to set their faith in the popularity of Oedipus rather than the wisdom of Teiresias, and trusting to chance rather
than rational judgement.

The cover-up can take place only because it allows several participants to be of mutual service. Steiner (1993) says that successful resolution of grief (be it about the
Oedipus complex or anything else) involves the acknowledgment of trauma. To turn a blind eye is to deny acknowledgment, with the result that there is no need to fear grief,
guilt, or shame because no crime or responsibility is recognized. But the cost is that instead there is a fear that the cover-up will be exposed, resulting in powerful forces for
perversion of the truth. The cover-up is facilitated
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by a world view that we live in a world dictated by chance, meaning that little responsibility can be taken for actions, reinforcing the justification for turning a blind eye. It is
also facilitated by feelings of resentment over some injustice, present or past, real or imagined. Such resentment can be used to justify revengeful acts, and to attenuate
feelings such as guilt that might challenge the disavowal.

My third point about reality relates to the question of how fiction and reality can be sustained side by side in perversion. Psychoanalysts have come up with a variety of
metaphors for the kind of internal collusion that might maintain the seemingly insupportable contradiction in the internal world of the individual who enacts a perversion.
Freud (1924) speaks of a world of fantasy, a domain “kept free from the demands of the exigencies of life, like a kind of ‘reservation;’ it is not inaccessible to the ego, but is
only loosely attached to it.” Meltzer (1992) refers to the “claustrum” as a mythical internal space inside the mother where the patient takes refuge, and Steiner (1993) refers
to “psychic retreats” as an area of safety to which the patient withdraws in order to avoid contact with other people and reality. Rosenfeld's (1971) metaphor is a Mafia-like
“internal gang,” antagonistic toward any possibility of relatedness, whereby a destructive, tyrannical part of the self, experienced as omniscient and omnipotent, offers itself
as a protector in the face of internal chaos. There is also a significant literature in the philosophy of psychology that addresses this putative partitioning off of some part of the
mind, so that different subsystems of the self apparently have different properties. The focus of this literature is not specifically on disavowal, but on wishful thinking
(whereby the wish that p leads to a belief that p), and on self-deception (whereby the self-deceiver stands to himself as liar does to liar's victim). Most of this philosophical
literature supports the notion of a divided self inherent in the above psychoanalytic approaches. Davidson (1982) has argued for an acceptance of a “divided self” as a way
of explaining the capacity for self-deception, with “quasi-independent structures” doing the deceiving, and similar views are expressed by Pears (1984) and Cavell (1993).
On the other hand, Johnston (1995) argues against this partitioning of mind, claiming that subintentional mental tropisms do away with the need to postulate a divided self.
These “mental tropisms” are “non-accidental, purpose-serving, mental regularities” that shape our beliefs, desires and behaviors without entering into rational reasoning (p.
436). It is only the overrationalisation of self-deception that leads us to a point of needing to postulate quasi-independent structures. Acceptance of the existence of
subintentional explanation escapes the need for the divided self. For Johnston, self-deception is a matter of “falling in whit the pracitice,” lik
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ened to “getting lost in … a pretence,” through “a kind of forgetfulness that cannot itself be represented as an intentional act, something done from and for a reason” (p. 447).
Rather than lying to the self, self-deception is to be thought of as a flight from frightening or disturbing knowledge. The commonly cited example in the philosophical
literature is the individual who drives home in spite of his awareness that he has drunk alcohol, and his belief that one should not drive while intoxicated. For Davidson, this
requires a division of self, with the part that desires to drive home deceiving the responsible part into allowing that to happen. For Johnston, no deception is necessary. The
individual merely suppresses any consideration of the dilemma, and therefore falls in with the subintentional mental tropism that dictates that if I wish to go home, I will get
into my car and drive there. I find Johnston's argument convincing, but whether or not disavowal is understood to involve a division of self, I am proposing that it is the
central mechanism of perversion. The twisting or avoidance of reality is achieved through some mental maneuver that allows desire to live alongside a contrary reality, with
others frequently being coerced into the deception.

I have already argued that the excitement of perversion might derive from the excitement of play. I want to close by suggesting that the special quality of the relationship
between perversion and reality can be best understood as a pathological version of the relationship between play and reality. Healthy play is a freedom from some
requirements for adaptation to reality; however, it is not a defective version of reality, and there need not be any loss of the capacity to respond appropriately to real events
in healthy play. (A playing child's claim “this is real” might suggest a failure to distinguish playing from reality, but the work of Harris (1998) and others shows that healthy
play is strongly governed by reality. Children who vehemently maintain the reality of their imaginary friends nevertheless show in their behavor a clear capacity to
differentiate between their imaginary and real companions.)

I am proposing that play becomes perverse at just that point when it serves to avoid awareness of the real needs of self or other. Perverse play seriously hurts or
endangers with a ruthlessness rarely tolerated in healthy play, where our fantasies and desires are mitigated by an appreciation of their unreality or their unsuitability for
enactment. Giving priority to the desire for a good story is characteristic of a healthy engagement in fiction (we would be disappointed if we attended a production of Othello
which ended happily with Desdemona's survival, and not just because we have come to expect a certain ending, Walton, 1990). It is not healthy if the protagonists include
oneself or real others. Perversion might therefore be understood as a pathological form of play characterized by a
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narrowminded disavowal of aspects of reality that would be taken into account in healthy play. Perversion is an exaggeration and distortion of the capacity of the healthy
player not to let reality stand in the way of either a good story or an exciting experience. It allows a subjugation of truth, and of the needs of an individual, to the creation of a
pathological pretence or narrative.
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