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AS : My name is Alex Shepard, I am one of the UK editors currently of Gender 

& History, and I am very pleased to have Karen Harvey here, who has agreed 

to talk a little bit about her article, ‘The Substance of Sexual Difference’; one 

of the articles included in this special virtual issue to celebrate the 25
th

 

Anniversary of Gender & History. 

Karen, this article was published first in 2002 in the journal – can you say a 

little bit about what motivated you to write the article. 

 

KH : Well the history of the body had come to be such an important aspect of 

gender history and in particular for the history of the eighteenth century I think, 

but it was dominated by one really important narrative and that really stemmed 

from Thomas Laqueur’s book ‘Making Sex’ and this was the book that really 

every gender historian referred to when  they wanted to talk about what 



 

happened to the body and the understandings of the body in the eighteenth 

century, and the book was really about scientific views. It was about medical 

history and it really struck me that there had to be other sources of knowledge 

about the body, so out of my PhD research which was about erotic writing both 

popular and elite I think, I sort of, you know, posed a series of questions to that 

material. How did people think about the body and in particular how did people 

describe male and female bodies as both the same and different?  Laqueur had 

put those two different themes chronologically; people had thought about male 

and female in terms of sameness and increasingly during the period they 

thought of bodies in terms of difference and I wanted to explore that in a bit 

more detail in this other genre of material. 

 

AS : Thank you. I wonder if you could say a little bit about how your 

engagement with gender in this article has changed or contributed to 

narratives associated with the eighteenth century and that period as a time of 

decisive shift. 

 

KH : Well I think rather than, you know,  wanting to sort of reify a long term 

narrative in the middle of which we sort of see a revolution in gender I wanted 



 

to think about change in a, I hope what’s a textured way that really looks very 

closely at how language and metaphor works, so in a way what I did, was I sort 

of said, you know, in this article, this long-term linear narrative doesn’t fit the 

evidence. What you see in the evidence is a range of different models being 

used at the same time, but crucially, I hope, the article does more than say it’s 

all very complicated, what I hope I show in the article is how these different 

themes or models are used for specific purposes at specific points, so, you 

know, sameness is used when people want to understand how a man and a 

woman can reproduce together; it’s important that they have similarities, that 

they’re of the same kind so that they can actually reproduce another of that 

kind. But difference is important when people wanted to talk about desire – it’s 

a hetero sexist culture – you can’t desire the same thing, you have to desire 

something that is different. And so, when people are talking about desire and 

sexuality, they emphasise how male and female bodies are different, so it really 

takes a different level of analysis, I hope. It wasn’t a general high-point study, 

it was a sort of low-point study that focussed on detail and language. 

 

AS : Karen, thank you very much.  


