
Who Stole INCEST? 
by Louise Armstrong 

Incest was once a feminist issue, an issue of male violence against women. Over the 
years, feminists have been able to encourage women who have been victimized to come 
out and the increasing number of reported incest cases is a measure of the women's 
success. But there's a downside. Incest, now seems only to be about individual damage 
and personal therapy. Who hijacked the agenda? 

n 1 9 7 8 , w h e n peop le a s k e d w h a t I'd w r i t t e n a b o u t , I'd say " i n c e s t . " 
A n d th ey w o u l d t h e n m o s t o f t en a s k : " O h ? A r e y o u a f e m i n i s t ? " 
N o w , w h e n I say (w i th s o m e re t i c ence ) t h a t I h a v e w r i t t e n a b o u t 
i n c e s t , peop l e a s k : " O h ? A r e y o u a p s y c h o l o g i s t ? " 

Inces t , the s e x u a l i z a t i o n of c h i l d r e n c a s t i n P r o c r u s t e a n f o rm 
h a s been t r a n s m o g r i f i e d — h i j a c k e d . F r o m a p o l i t i c a l i s s u e f r a m e d 
by f e m i n i s t s a s one of m a l e v i o l ence a g a i n s t w o m e n a n d c h i l d r e n — 
a s e x u a l o f fence o n the p a r t of m e n , for w h i c h we d e m a n d e d 
a c c o u n t a b i l i t y , a n d c e n s u r e — i n c e s t h a s , i n these y e a r s , b e e n co -
o p t e d a n d r e - f o r m u l a t e d by the t h e r a p e u t i c ideo logy , a s a n i l l n e s s 
i n w o m e n , to be t r ea t ed . In c h i l d r e n , it i s a p r e d i c t i o n of iHness to 
be t r e a t ed . 

In 1971 we s p o k e of w h a t c a u s e d c h i l d s e x u a l a b u s e a n d i t s 
role i n s o c i a l i s i n g w o m e n a n d t r a i n i n g t h e m for s e x u a l s u b m i s s i o n . 
B y n o w , y o u w i l l h e a r few s p e a k of w h a t c a u s e s inces t . M o s t s p e a k 
o n l y of w h a t i n c e s t c a u s e s : s l e e p l e s s n e s s , l a c k of t r u s t , s e x u a l 
a c t i n g - o u t , t i m i d i t y , a g g r e s s i o n , d e s t i n y i tse l f . C h i l d r e n r a p e d by 
r e la t i ves are s a i d to be d o o m e d — t o b e c o m e d e p r e s s e d , d i s s o c i a t e d , 
d r u g - a d d i c t e d , s u i c i d a l . 
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The issue of incest is now 
one of i l lness. It is not social 
but medica l . The response is 
not a ca l l for change, but a ca l l 
for "treatment." It is not that we 
were wrong. Far from it. We 
identif ied incest as something 
fathers a n d stepfathers h a d 
done throughout history and 
cont inued to do, not i n spite of 
the fact that they knew it was 
w r o n g , b u t b e c a u s e t h e y 
be l i e ved it was the i r r i gh t : 
justif iable. 

A n d t h i s i s w h a t the 
offenders sa id as wel l . "It's 
na tu ra l , it 's perfectly norma l . " 
By 1980, men were helping our 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g s t i l l more, as 
academics and other profession­
als spoke to us as the "pro-incest 
lobby" of "positive incest." They 
told us that "ch i ldren have the 
r ight to express themse lves 
sexually, even with members of 
their own family." They told us, 
i n a n y c a s e , " t h e r a t e of 
incidence is so high as to make 
prohib i t ion absurd . " They told 
u s t h a t i n c e s t c o u l d be 
beneficial. 

Wel l , we knew it cou ld be, 
too. And we knew who benefit­
ed. We knew that incest was not 

for a n y t h i n g a n y w a y , the 
bitch.") 

Dur ing the 1980s, we had 
further corroboration that incest 
was not confined to the rape of 
ch i ldren , but one of the many 
male violence against women. 
Chi ldren , we learned, were now 
be ing a b u s e d by fa thers i n 
retaliation for divorce. And they 
were being abused wi th far less 
finesse. 

Yet by then, what we knew, 
what could be seen from the 
ev idence , h a d a l r eady been 
o v e r r i d d e n , s u p p r e s s e d by 
male-protective forces. F rom 
the moment of our first speak­
ing out, newfound experts on the 
rape of ch i ldren had r isen fu l l ­
blown from the sea, pronounc­
ing knowledge with the authority 
of mental health professionals. 
The oddest thing was even they 
knew that the rape of daughters 
w a s a l so v i o l ence a g a i n s t 
women. They said so. In their 
own language, of course, in their 
own way. 

The m o t h e r s of i n c e s t 
v i c t i m s , they p r o n o u n c e d , 
s imply did not put out enough, 
were not attractive enough, were 
not nice enough to their men . 

only the grotesque absurdi ty of 
men tu rn ing the ful l power of 
adu l t male sexual i ty against 
infants, toddlers and pre-teens. 
It was also a form of violence 
against women. Our fathers had 
he lped us out here as we l l . 
("This would k i l l your mother if 
she found out." "She's not good 

They were re ject ing or were 
frigid (or sexually rapacious) . 
Th is , they said, is what drives 
men to the beds of their five-
year-olds, this "incest mother." 
Wel l , this was not exactly the 
way we would have put it. B u t 
it meant these new experts saw 
what we d id : that when men 
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The US policy to 
decriminalise 

incest not only 
punishes women 
and children. It 
also diminished 
the impact of 

adult survivors' 
testimony. 

s e x u a l l y a s s a u l t t h e i r c h i l d r e n , 
i t i s o f t en d r i v e n b y r a g e a t 
w o m e n . 

T h e r e w a s a s u b t l e b u t 
s e r i o u s d i s t i n c t i o n b e t w e e n the 
" p r o - i n c e s t " f o l k s a n d th e n e w 
e x p e r t s . T h e " p r o - i n c e s t e r s " 
w a n t e d inces t lega l ised, w h e r e a s 
t h e n e w e x p e r t s w a n t e d i t 
" d e c r i m i n a l i s e d . " L ega l i s ed h a d 
t h e v i r t u e o f c a n d o u r . B u t 
d e c r i m i n a l i s i n g i n c e s t w o n i n 
the U S A . T h a t m e a n t t h a t a s a 
m a t t e r of p o l i c y , i n c e s t w a s 
s u b j e c t to s t a t e i n t e r v e n t i o n : 
c i v i l , no t c r i m i n a l . I nces t i s a 
c r i m i n a l o f fence i n t h e U n i t e d 
K i n g d o m . Ye t , a s a f o r m a l i t y , 

c h o o s i n g h e r h u s b a n d over h e r 
c h i l d , d e n y i n g w h a t the k i d sa i d . 
Y o u h a d to h a v e h e r , a l i ve or 
d e a d . ( " S o m e t i m e s t h e i n c e s t 
m o t h e r is absen t f r om the h o m e , 
or t e r m i n a l l y ill.") 

So w o m e n , w h o , d i s c o v e r ­
i n g the a b u s e , left a n d t r i e d to 
p ro t e c t the c h i l d , were s i m p l y 
no t p l a y i n g t h e i r ro l e i n t h e 
d r a m a as n o w sc r ip t ed . Fo r t h i s 
o u t r a g e o u s fa i lure to r ead th e i r 
l i n e s a s w r i t t e n i n a s c r i p t 
e s s e n t i a l t o d e f r a y i n g m a l e 
a c c o u n t a b i l i t y , the m o t h e r s h a d 
to be v i c i o u s l y p u n i s h e d . A n d 
so the s e " v i n d i c t i v e , h y s t e r i c a l " 
w o m e n l o s t c u s t o d y of t h e i r 

p e r m i s s i o n f r om the D i r e c t o r of 
P u b l i c P r o s e c u t i o n s m u s t be 
g r a n t e d before it goes to c o u r t — 
l i k e t r e a s o n , i n c e s t i s t r ea t ed a s 
u n p l e a s a n t a n d u n u s u a l . In the 
U S A , i n a n i n t e r v e n t i o n t h a t 
w o u l d target , no t r ap i s t f a the rs , 
b u t " i n c e s t f a m i l i e s " , c i v i l 
s t a t u t e s w e r e w r i t t e n t h a t 
f a u l t e d t h e m o t h e r w h o " k n e w 
or s h o u l d h a v e k n o w n . " W e l l , 
l o o k e d at g e n e r o u s l y , e v en t h a t 
m e s s a g e w a s n o t s o v e r y 
d i f f erent f r o m o u r o w n : W o m e n 
s h o u l d k n o w t h a t m e n feel a 
l i b e r t y to r a p e c h i l d r e n . 

O n e p r o b l e m w i t h t h e i r w a y 
o f p u t t i n g t h i n g s w a s t h a t i n 
o r d e r to h a v e " i n t r a - f a m i l i a l 
c h i l d s e x u a l a b u s e " for w h i c h 
the w o m a n w a s equa l l y (or more) 
c u l p a b l e , y o u a b s o l u t e l y h a d to 
h a v e t h i s " i n c e s t m o t h e r " 
h a n g i n g a r o u n d i n t h e p i c t u r e , 

c h i l d r e n — t o t h e a l l e g e d 
a b u s e r s . T h e y w e r e t h a t 
d a n g e r o u s . T h e y t h r e a t e n e d to 
e x p o s e t h e w h o l e c o n c e p t u a l 
f r aud . W a r o n c h i l d r e n a n d the i r 
m o t h e r s h a d b e e n d e c l a r e d . 

A n o t h e r p r o b l e m w i t h t h e 
n e w e x p e r t s ' w a y of p u t t i n g 
t h i n g s w a s t h a t i n p r a c t i c e a 
p o l i c y of d e c r i m i n a l i s a t i o n n o t 
o n l y r e s u l t e d i n p u n i s h i n g 
w o m e n a n d c h i l d r e n , i t a l s o 
d i m i n i s h e d t h e i m p o r t of a d u l t 
s u r v i v o r s ' t e s t i m o n y . I t 
r e n d e r e d i n d i v i d u a l s u r v i v o r s 
v u l n e r a b l e t o t h e n e w l y 
e m e r g i n g s p e c i a l i s t s i n p r o b l e m 
m a n a g e m e n t — t h o s e i n t h e 
t h e r a p e u t i c a r e n a w h o , a l o n e , 
a s s u r e d su r v i v o r s tha t w h a t h a d 
h a p p e n e d to t h e m m a t t e r e d . 
A l a s , i n t h i s m e d i c a l i z e d w o r l d , 
s u r v i v o r s ' e x p e r i e n c e m a t t e r e d 
i n d i rec t p r opo r t i on to the degree 
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Incest has been 
individualised and 
medicalized and 
incest survivors 

now seek 
personal—rather 

than political 
action. 

of manifest i l lness . How sick 
you were proved how bad it was. 
C h e c k l i s t s offered expand ing 
lists of expected symptoms, the 
display of wh ich was said to be 
evidence of your past abuse. 

W i t h i n this ind iv idua l i sed 
u n i v e r s e , s o m e i n d i v i d u a l 
s u r v i v o r s sought pe r sona l— 
rather than uni ted , pol i t ica l— 
act ion. They d id battle against 
s t a t u t e s of l i m i t a t i o n a n d 
i n s t i g a t e d l a w s u i t s a g a i n s t 
alleged perpetrators. M a k i n g 
inces t a f i n a n c i a l i s s u e for 
offenders in the U S A of course 
galvanised a spir i ted, qu ick ly 
organised, pol i t ical response. 
The oxymoronic False Memory 
Syndrome was born. War on 
adult surv ivors ' c red ib i l i ty had 
been declared. 

O n both fronts of this war 
against ch i ld ren and mothers 
and against adult survivors , it 
was the other side that had the 
a rmy . Ind iv idua l i sa t ion and 
medical iza t ion had precluded 

poli t ical organisat ion. By now, 
friends in this struggle w o u l d 
say: "Things are not going well." 
To wh ich I replied: "Things are 
going very well. Jus t not for us." 

We have been re-si lenced. 
W i t h i n the larger wor ld . A n d 
wi th in a world that is labeled 
feminist as well. 

Y o u c a n n o t h e a r u s 
anymore—those of us who have 
spoken out about incest as a 
l icensed abuse of male power. 
O u r voices have been drowned 
out by those who speak of incest 
as "gender neutral ." Drowned 
out by those who s p e a k of 
i nces t - a s - i l l ncs s , who w o u l d 
have us hear only that women 
survivors had been made fragile 
and helpless by the event in 
t h e i r c h i l d h o o d v a g u e l y 
rendered by the word incest . 
Women are portrayed to us , i n 
tones of great s y m p a t h y , as 
d a m a g e d , s u f f e r i n g f r o m 
diminished capacity. A n d signs 
of d a m a g e , of d i m i n i s h e d 
capacity—working backwards— 
are taken as "indicators" that 
they have been w o u n d e d by 
incest . Incest has become a 
metaphor for all the oppressions 
that feminism named. 

What has happened in this 
brief 15 years since feminists 
first spoke out on incest as the 
explicit exoneration of fathers, 
the impl ica t ion of mothers and 
the infanti l izat ion of women as 
survivors. 

The personal is p o l i t i c a l . 
You may still hear the words but 
y o u can no longer hear the 
m e a n i n g beh ind t h e m . Y o u 
cannot hear that the point of 
speak ing out was to identify 
c o m m o n a l i t i e s t h a t , o n c e 
identified, could lead to polit ical 
action for change. We spoke out 
publ ic ly to break a si lence— 
when there was silence to break. 
B u t speak ing out was never 
intended to be all there was. We 
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Once, the point 
of speaking out 
was to identify 
commonalities 

that could lead to 
political action for 
change. Speaking 

out was never 
intended to be all 

there was. 

e n d o r s e d help for i n d i v i d u a l 
w o m e n . B u t that was never 
meant to be a l l there was: the 
building of field hospitals to tend 
a predictably endless supply of 
wounded. 

Y o u c a n n o t h e a r u s 
a n y m o r e . E v e n t h o u g h y o u 
cannot any longer hear silence 
on the prevalence of incest, you 
cannot anywhere hear what a l l 
this talk of incest means . You 
can't hear that it is about a 
license that is h i s tor i ca l . Or 
t h a t , u n t i l r e c e n t l y , w h a t 
s i l e n c e d w o m e n w a s n o t 
r e t i c e n c e or s h a m e , b u t 
i n t i m i d a t i o n . You can't hear 
that, as recently as 1978, the 
law i n Texas for instance held 
the c o m p l a i n i n g c h i l d l iable as 
a n a c c o m p l i c e - w i t n e s s , a 
"participant," an instigator. For 
a l l the loose talk of the "cr ime" 
of incest, you can not hear that 
t h i s m a l e a b u s e of p o w e r 
c o n t i n u e s to be q u a s i , semi , 
more-or-less legal i n the U S A . 
Or that where children and their 
protective mothers refuse to be 
silent, they wi l l be si lenced by 
the courts , and p u n i s h e d . A n d 
y o u c a n n o t hear that these 
things are all connected, all part 
of the same weave. That the 
m y t h of the incest " t r iad" a n d 
the exclusive focus on v i c t ims ' 
pathology are both tailored to 
protect the male offender. You 
can not hear th is even w i t h i n 
most gatherings of feminists . 

Even the incest stories you 
now hear are selective. The 
stories of c h i l d r e n y a n k e d into 
the c h i l d welfare system are 
u n h e a r d . The stories of those 
p l a c e d u n d e r p s y c h i a t r i c 
s u r v e i l l a n c e , s o m e t i m e s 
i n s t i t u t i o n a l i s e d , p r e s u m e d 
a c c o r d i n g to m e n t a l h e a l t h 
i d e o l o g y to be at r i s k of 
emotional disturbance because 
their fathers raped them, are 
u n h e a r d . A n d yet we a r e 

everywhere told that we are, at 
last, l is tening to ch i ldren . 

Nor do s u r v i v o r s ' s tories 
speak clearly of incest as male 
v i o l e n c e , n o r of the d e l i b e -
r a t e n e s s of t h a t v i o l e n c e . 
Indeed, with the focus so heavily 
o n i l l n e s s , y o u c a n b a r e l y 
d i s c e r n the fac t of h u m a n 
agency: It is as though "incest" 
is a n a t u r a l catastrophe—not 
rape by Daddy, who could jus t 
as easily have not done it. 

What you can hear now is 
that we are at last—15 years 
after w o m e n began p u b l i c l y 
speaking out, 10 years after the 
televising of the breakthrough 
documentary "Something About 
A m e l i a , " five years after every 
t a l k s h o w i n the U S A h a s 
rout in ised the a i r ing of incest 
stories—breaking the silence. 

Women cont inue to speak 
out but seldom i n their own 
authentic voices. Rather, their 
speech echoes that of therapists; 
they s p e a k the l a n g u a g e of 
m e n t a l h e a l t h — o f t h e i r 
d i s o r d e r s a n d t h e i r p a t h to 
healing. They speak of being i n 
recovery, as though it were a 
g e o g r a p h i c a l s p a c e . T h e i r 
stories are absent of context, 
w i t h o u t larger m e a n i n g . In 
being framed as medical , incest 
has been rendered tr ivia l . 

S o m e h o w , m e n t a l h e a l t h 
i d e o l o g y i n f i l t r a t e d a n d 
subverted feminist rat ional i ty . 
Once incest was re- formulated 
by t r e a t e r s a n d h e a l e r s , 
s p e a k i n g o u t i t s e l f w a s 
t ransformed. Its meaning was 
changed. The personal became 
publ ic but not pol i t ical . It was 
not the abuse of male power but 
i n d i v i d u a l w o m e n a n d the i r 
s y m p t o m s w h o n e e d e d to 
change. 

What we are s p e a k i n g of 
here is not therapy, the private 
event. What we are referring to 
is the therapeut ic ideology— 
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w h o s e w o r l d e n l a r g e s t h e 
p e r s o n a l , w i t h no a g e n d a for the 
p o l i t i c a l . It i s a be l i e f s y s t e m , a 
w a y o f s e e i n g t h e w o r l d t h a t 
s u b v e r t s t h e goa l s of f e m i n i s m . 

It p r o m o t e s t h e 
p e r s o n a l t o t h e 
p a r a m o u n t , s e l l s 
b e l o n g i n g i n s u f f e r i n g , 
o f fers c o n s o l a t i o n t h a t 
w h a t a f f l i c t s y o u i s no t 
p o l i t i c a l l y e n g i n e e r e d 
b u t a n i n d i v i d u a l fate. 
W h e n the t h e r a p e u t i c 
i d e o l o g y t r i u m p h s , 
f e m i n i s m loses . 

A l a s , it h a s p r o v e d 
v e r y s e d u c t i v e . T h e 
t h e r a p e u t i c i d e o l o g y 
i n f i l t r a t e d f e m i n i s m 
t h r o u g h t h e i s s u e of 
i n c e s t . It h i j a c k e d the 
i s s u e f r o m u n d e r 
f e m i n i s m ' s n o s e . It 
p r e t e n d e d to f e m i n i s m 
by h i j a c k i n g f e m i n i s t 
l a n g u a g e . C o m b i n i n g 
t h a t l a n g u a g e w i t h 
m e n t a l h e a l t h c r e d o , it 
o f f e r e d t o s u r v i v o r s 
s o m e t h i n g i t c a l l e d 
e m p o w e r m e n t . A l l 
w o m e n n e e d e d w a s the 
c o u r a g e to c ede t h e i r 

5 p o w e r to e x p e r t s . T h e 
> l a n g u a g e p r o m i s e d 
5 l i b e r a t i o n , s p o k e o f the 
i s t r u g g l e . B y t h e e a r l y 
5 1 9 9 0 s y o u c o u l d n o 
I l onger d i s t i n g u i s h w h a t 
i s u r v i v o r s we r e c a l l i n g 
5 the s u r v i v o r m o v e m e n t 
»• f rom w h a t everyone else 
g w a s c a l l i n g the recovery 
" m o v e m e n t . A n d a l l o f 

t h i s i n t h e n a m e of f e m i n i s m . 

S p e a k i n g o u t , l o p p e d free 
f rom a l l po l i t i ca l f o u n d a t i o n , w a s 
b a n k r u p t . N o m o r e t h a n 
c o n f e s s i o n . It w a s n o w s a i d to 
be a "s tage " i n h e a l i n g . B u t w h o 
w o u l d d a r e c h a l l e n g e s u c h 
t h i n g s ? To s p e a k ou t i s to s e em 
to be m a k i n g r u d e n o i s e s o n a n 

i n t e n s i v e c a r e w a r d . W h o 
a m o n g u s i s b r u t a l e n o u g h to 
s p e a k a g a i n s t h e a l i n g ? 

We have b e e n r e - s i l e n c e d . 
F a t h e r s a n d s t e p f a t h e r s 

c o n t i n u e to r a p e c h i l d r e n . 
C h i l d r e n pay a h i g h p r i c e for 
t h a t . T h e i r m o t h e r s p a y a h i g h 
p r i c e for t h a t . T h e c o s t bene f i t 
a n a l y s i s of i n c e s t r e m a i n s t h e 
s a m e . T h e fact of i n c e s t , t h e 
i n c i d e n c e of i n c e s t — r o u t i n e , 
b a n a l , non - exo t i c i nces t — i s the 
s e x u a l i z a t i o n o f c h i l d r e n i n 
eve ryday rea l i t y : the e x p r e s s i o n 
of rage at w o m e n by w o u n d i n g 
t h e i r c h i l d r e n , i n e v e r y d a y 
rea l i t y . 

P i c t u r e s i n t h e m e d i a o f 
c h i l d r e n s e x u a l i z e d a r e 
s i g n i f i e r s of the l i c e n s e d a c t . 
I m a g e s of w o m e n d r e s s e d a s 
c h i l d r e n , of c h i l d r e n m a d e u p 
a n d p h o t o g r a p h e d a s l i t t l e 
w o m e n , are s igni f iers , a w a r n i n g 
of l i c e n s e . A s l o n g a s t h e ac t 
i t s e l f r e m a i n s u n c e n s o r e d , a n d 
th e a g g r e s s o r s r e m a i n p u b l i c l y 
u n c h a l l e n g e d a s a c o l l e c t i v e 
force , by a co l l e c t i v e f o r ce , a s 
l o n g a s f e m i n i s t a n a l y s i s a n d 
e n e r g y i s s u b m e r g e d i n a n d 
o v e r r i d d e n by m e n t a l h e a l t h 
d o c t r i n e , i m a g e s o f t h e 
s e x u a l i z a t i o n of c h i l d r e n are the 
" t i p of the i c ebe r g . " 

T h e i c e b e r g r e m a i n s t h e 
s o c i a l l y t o l e r a t e d a c t o f c h i l d -
r ap e by f a the r s . 
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