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Patriarchy, Intimacy, and Confession
in Hanif Kureishi’s Intimacy®

Kaochen Liao®

ABSTRACT

Hanif Kureishi’s novella Intimacy (1998) is a first-person
confessional writing that presents the protagonist Jay’s decision to
leave his children and their mother—his partner Susan. Jay loses
enthusiasm for Susan since he cannot bear the stagnation of their
life. Even though he still loves the children, Jay wants to leave
Susan and be with the seemingly docile Nina. Although Kureishi’s
monologue style makes explicit Jay’s dissatisfaction with Susan, so
that his decision to leave does not have much suspense, his feelings
for children, thinking about intimacy, varied comments on female
characters, and reflections on his male friends’ intimacies make this
novel highly complicated. Some critics have criticized Jay for his
masculine selfishness, misogyny, and anti-feminism, or even
equated Jay with Kureishi, who also left his ex-girlfriend. Others
have focused on Jay’s contradictory traits—his courage to confess
and leave home, and his selfish, cruel, and immature attitude. This
paper explores the interlocking relationship between Jay’s intimacy
and confessional writing in terms of the lingering structure of
patriarchy. The author believes that labeling Jay as a misogynist or
a hero does not explain what is wrong with his masculinities and
why masculinity, not femininity, is the crux of his intimacy
problems. Through the study of entanglements between
masculinities and patriarchy, the author believes that male
dominance, identification and centeredness may be the reason why
some men are impotent in intimacy and must rely on confessional
writing to regain their self/power. Through studies of confessional
writing and intimacy, gender differences and patriarchy will be
revealed from Jay’s narratives, thus showing the interlocking
relationship between patriarchal masculinity, intimacy, and
confessional writing. This paper explores how Jay becomes a
victim/perpetrator of patriarchy, and why his confessional writing
and home-leaving reaffirms his old self and conducts him into a
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patriarchal society where he finds his path of least resistance
through embracing male-centered values.
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Hanif Kureishi’s novella Intimacy (1998) takes the form of confessional
writing, presenting the protagonist Jay’s struggle to leave his children and their
mother—his partner Susan. Jay, a withdrawn but successful playwright, and
Susan, a shrewd worker in a publishing house, were unmarried and living
together with two children. Such a relationship may have been their ideal after
the sexual revolution of the sixties, freeing each other from the shackles of
marriage, but now Jay has lost enthusiasm for Susan and cannot bear the quiet
stagnation of their lives. Even though he still loves his children, Jay wants to
leave Susan to be with the seemingly docile Nina. The night before he leaves,
he thinks about his two friends: Asif, who believes that marriage is supposed to
be something to maintain, and Victor, who left his wife to date a younger
woman and ended up living alone.

Intimacy caused a lot of controversy when it was published. Kureishi’s ex-
partner, Tracey Scoffield, accused him of exposing their lives. She said that
calling /ntimacy a novel is “total hypocrisy. You may as well call it a fish” (qtd.
in Thomas 140). Like Jay, Kureishi left Schofield and his twins to live with a
young woman, Monique Proudlove. Susan and Jay’s occupations are almost the
same as those of the author and Scoffield. As Bart Moore-Gilbert relates,
Kureishi’s failed relationship “received a lot of unfavorable media coverage
which, it could be argued, unfairly influenced the reception of much of his
subsequent work, particularly Intimacy and Sleep with Me” (153). Jay’s
unreserved distaste for Susan adds fuel to the fire, making it easier for reviewers
to think he was a misogynist or an anti-feminist. This politically incorrect,
overly autobiographical novel has therefore aroused great moral controversy.

Hostile reviews of this novella often appeared after its publication, when
Kureishi’s case of leaving his ex-partner for another woman was still fresh to
his critics. David Sexton classifies Intimacy as a case of misogyny, just like
John Updike’s Towards the End of Time (1997), Howard Jacobson’s No More
Mr. Nice Guy (1998), and Tim Park’s Europa (1997). He claims that these
authors, who once did not appear to hate women at all, “have stopped
bothering to mask their underlying feelings” (qtd. in Thomas 140). Jay’s
statement that “there are some fucks for which a person would have their partner
and children drown in a freezing sea,” along with his distaste for his mom and
Susan, proves his misogyny in Sexton’s understanding (Kureishi 96). With
Jay’s belief that “the world is a skirt I want to lift up” (Kureishi 21), Sexton
regards him as “simply obsessed with sex” (qtd. in Thomas 140). Laura
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Cumming saw the book as more pathological than intimate. To her, Susan is
the exploited wife who is presented as a “bitch.” Even though Jay claims he
wants absolute honesty, Cumming sees him as malicious. His words and deeds
show that he felt no real sadness about leaving Susan, and his “self-reproach”
was always associated with “self-admiration.”

Criticisms did more justice to this book when the furor against Kureishi
declined, especially in books of Kureishian studies. Susie Thomas thinks Jay’s
statement that some people would let their partners and children drown in a
freezing sea is “non-gender-specific and therefore cannot be regarded as
misogyny” as claimed by Sexton (141). She suspects that

what [Sexton] most dislikes is not misogyny in itself but the
possibility that he might be mistaken for a misogynist. Jay is one
character, in whom some men may recognize certain aspects of
themselves, but he is not representative of all men. (141)

Finding that Jay’s life does not fully parallel Kureishi’s, Bart Moore-Gilbert
classifies this novella into the genre of a testimonial that speaks to the
contemporary crisis of masculinity, and “might thus be taken as partial
corroboration of certain ‘post-feminist’ works” (179). While Jay’s attitudes to
women are often “vengefully misogynistic or transparently adolescent,”
Intimacy “can be read as a reassertion of traditional forms of patriarchal
masculinity,” or conversely, an “ironic vision of contemporary masculinity”
that “in fact corroborates feminist ideas” (174).

Ruvani Ranasinha and Bradley Buchanan also excavate Jay’s masculine
perspectives or shortcomings. As Ranasinha finds out, Jay is not “interested in
Susan’s perspective” and his failure to “demonize” Susan is “crucial to his
characterization,” making Susan “a far more likeable character” (109). Intimacy
can be read “as pure irony,” a “dissection and exposure of Jay’s narcissism and
self-justification, a satire of selfish, cruel and immature men” (110). Though
Kureishi actually

maps relationships between a confused generation of men [after
the 1960s] and their more capable and pragmatic female partners,
which may appear to reflect female empowerment, he constrains
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women, “allowing” their male partners to be wayward and
immature. (112)

Apart from analyzing Jay’s hypocrisy in class and unwillingness to take care of
his sons, Buchanan criticizes his “bias against women” and the “bitter anti-
feminism” surrounding descriptions of “his wife Susan” (81). These
discriminations intensify with Jay’s “sense of his vulnerability to Susan’s
domineering yet demanding nature” (82).

There are still critics who praise Kureishi’s contribution without focusing
on Jay’s masculinity. Amitava Kumar backdrops this novella with Kureishi’s
view on marriage. Since it “seems to be the central institution of the West,”
“[m]ost of the great novels of the West are about sexual desire— . . . marriage
and adultery” (159). No exception to those great novelists, Kureishi attempts to
write “about how painful it is when a marriage falls apart” in Intimacy (159).
Kumar finds that there is a “disturbing closeness that lies between the intimacy
of the act of love and, on the other hand, the intimacy of the act of infidelity”
(159). Therefore, “Kureishi’s lucid lesson is that our desires . . . are inextricably
bound in conflict. . . . [It is not] a case of choosing between promiscuity and
commitment. Rather, we learn our choices are threatened by, and even drawn
toward, their opposites” (162). Whenever one chooses commitment or freedom,
love or infidelity, s/he starts to desire its opposite.

There seems to be no final solution for the ambivalence of desire that
brings about marriage and infidelity. Michael Perfect’s book chapter on
Kureishi positively evaluates the action of abandonment, hence providing a
solution to Kumar’s paradox of desire. Perfect finds “[a]bandonment and
departure are often portrayed as necessary for personal development and
maturation in Kureishi’s work” (12), and Intimacy comes up with “a
determination to affirm the possibility of a kind of existential rebirth following
abandonment” (13). Placing /ntimacy with other of Kureishi’s works, ethnic or
not, Perfect concludes that “central to Kureishi’s work is the notion that all
individuals—and indeed cultures themselves—must remain on the move,
developing through a process of continual abandonment,” and that “the
experience of living within a contemporary multicultural society should . . . be
a kind of migration” (19).

Recent journal papers on /ntimacy rarely focus on Jay’s masculine traits
that disturb his intimacy. Considering Jay as a “postmodern happiness-seeker”
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who prefers “instant pleasures” to “long-lasting engagement” (70), and also
aware of his helplessness “in relationships with independent, self-sufficient
women as he no longer knows what his role in them should be” (72), Petr
Chalupsky argues “the novella offers . . . a hopeful belief in love and humanity”
rather than “providing a hateful perspective on femininity” (61). Likewise, Ana-
Blanca Ciocoi-Pop affirms a common lesson in Jay’s struggle, which reflects
“the eternal plight of the human soul, caught between the painfulness of duty
and the irresistible call of passion” (83). Karam Nayebpour and Mustafa Zeki
Cirakli also attend to universality in /ntimacy via their Lacanian exploration of
Jay’s insatiable desire. Since Jay’s desire “acts in relation to the other, beyond
language, law, and reality,” his satisfaction “seems possible only in protracted
fantasy” (51). These authors seldom delve into different gender traits among
characters, even when the idea of patriarchy and the post-feminist era is
mentioned by Chalupsky.

The above criticisms mainly focus on Jay’s masculinity (in crisis) and the
novella’s genre as a male testimonial (confession), or explore fundamental
issues such as desire and the ethical significance of abandonment. Many of them
surprisingly leave intimacy, an idea widely addressed by humanist/sociological
scholars, untouched. Also, patriarchy and confession are usually taken for
granted rather than anatomized in their complications regarding /ntimacy. That
is why these studies, despite being rich in insights, leave many questions
answered. If this book is pathological, as Cumming claims, rather than a general
representation of intimate relations, why would Sexton take it as a description
of all men, or fear being deemed a misogynist himself as Thomas suggests?
After all, pathology is widely regarded as an abnormal or exceptional state. Also,
Sexton does not consider whether or why these male novelists change their
opinions on women in different life stages, as if misogyny is essentially innate.

Moore-Gilbert comes up with “patriarchal masculinity” as a salient
concept yet does not define it at all. After all, it is difficult to imagine a
traditional patriarchal man feeling so subordinated and suffocated in his family
that he would exchange a cozy house and children for a buddy’s tiny room.
Recognizing Intimacy as post-feminist, he might as well discuss whether
patriarchy does vanish in a post-feminist era. Ranasinha’s observation of
Kureishi’s ironic rendition of a narcissistic, selfish, and immature man is sharp,
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yet why his meditation and struggle only result in “‘older’ forms of male

selfishness” may need more theoretical excavation, especially regarding the
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historic and gendered dimension of selfishness (111). As for Buchanan’s
criticism of Jay’s “bias against women” (81), he seems to ignore that Jay does
not look down upon every woman, including Susan. It is also difficult to label
Jay as antifeminist as Buchanan and some critics do, for the only time Jay
mentions anything about feminism is to negate Susan as a feminist. Except for
“Susan’s domineering yet demanding nature” (82), she is strangely not
discussed in terms of gender, personal or social background by the above critics,
including her attitude toward Jay. Kumar and Perfect’s focus on desire and
abandonment, though ontologically and ethically illuminating, does not explain
why some people still enjoy the monogamy Jay deems oppressive. Nor do the
two critics relate desire and abandonment to the masculinity that shapes Jay’s
worldview and intimacy.

To answer the questions left by critics of Intimacy over two decades, the
text and context, as well as the form and content of this novella, need to be re-
examined. Neoliberalism, Thatcherism, and global consumerism compose the
socio-historical backdrop of this novella written in the 1990s. Those economic
changes, with new media technologies, have transmitted cultural and material
products and ideologies worldwide, mutually reinforcing new identities and
lifestyles, such as cultural hybridity, homosexuality, and prolonged adolescence.
Long-lasting marriage has become more and more difficult to achieve with the
rise of individual hedonism hailed by consumerism. Taking enjoyment as the
main creed of life, some resist growing up and taking on adult responsibilities
to settle down, commit to a partner, or have children.

When it comes to gender, the 1990s witnessed the impact of feminism on
men and women in an acclaimed post-feminist era. While women may have
found more possibilities in their emancipation, some men experienced a crisis
of masculinity as they competed with women in public and were required to
devote more to caring in private. However, to say that gender traits are no longer
binarized or that feminist goals have been achieved is a myth, as “there can
never be a ‘post-feminist’ era” as long as women still face discrimination and
inequality (Whitehead and Barrett 5). The masculinity crisis could also be a
myth as far as gender inequality is concerned. Social, economic, and
technological changes do not fundamentally transform men, or “the notion of
masculinity as we know it today would not exist anymore” (Segal 19). In
popular culture, there is still “a flourishing of nostalgia for the ‘old order’ of
babes, breasts and uncomplicated relationships” that delimit the feminine ideal
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(Whelehan 178). Resultantly, even though “the situation of women has been
considerably improved and . . . some men have adopted a pro-feminist attitude,
the majority of heterosexual couples still live their lives based on the traditional
division of labour” (Ochsner 76).

Regarded as misogynistic by Sexton, Towards the End of Time, No More
Mpr. Nice Guy, and Europa did not appear in the 1990s by chance. Male
protagonists grappling with their identities and societal expectations in these
novels also appeared in works studied by Andrea Ochsner’s Lad Trouble:
Masculinity and Identity in the British Male Confessional Novel of the 1990s.
She explores structures of obsessions, non-commitments, and prolonged
adolescence as exemplary young adult masculinities in the 1990s, with novels
such as Nick Hornby’s High Fidelity and About a Boy, Tony Parsons’s Man
and Boy, and Mike Gayle’s Mr Commitment. While male characters in her study
struggle with their professional and personal life, resulting in their inadequacy
and self-pity, women in these novels often appear more stable and self-
confident than their sexual counterparts. The confessing male protagonists
therefore both accuse and excuse themselves: accuse the social changes and
women around themselves and consequently apologize for their misdeeds.'
These masculine traits are also well illustrated in Jay’s confessions, when he
feels inadequate in his failures to deal with a shrewd partner and have a lifelong
partnership with Susan. The sweeping victory of consumerism and
neoliberalism further adds insult to injury for Jay, since he, unlike characters in
Kureishi’s early works, is unable to find energy in criticizing Thatcher in the
world she creates. His masculine unease in intimacy hence magnifies,
immersing him more in sexual obsessions and yearnings for his (post-1960s)
adolescent hedonism than Kureishi’s early young heroes.

This paper pays attention to how the uneven structure/power of gender,
usually not fathomed enough or even ignored by the above critics, permeates
patriarchy, intimacy, and confessions in this novella. In so doing Jay’s
confession and intimacy could be seen as greatly infiltrated by patriarchy and
masculinity. Labeling Jay as a misogynist or a hero who dares to leave neither
explains the root of his masculinity in crisis nor answers why masculinity, not

! The confessional novels Ochsner studies are not devoid of positive plots or portrayals of male
characters. Some protagonists mature when they find employment, reconcile with former lovers, raise
a child on their own, or undergo significant changes in their outlook on life. In comparison to these
narratives, Jay’s relatively static attitude toward intimacy and selfhood stands out more prominently
and warrants both structural and personal examination.
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femininity, becomes the crux of the problems bothering characters in this story.
Through the study of patriarchy, I argue that sex/gender binary, the construction
of masculinity that alienates men from the complicated working of intimacy,
and the dependence of men on the symbolic order of language contribute to
Jay’s reliance on confessional writing to regain his self/power. This paper is
divided into three parts hereafter. First, | introduce Allan G. Johnson’s study of
patriarchy as the structuring power that would further orient Jay’s intimacy and
confession. Recognizing our patriarchal society as male-centered, dominated,
and identified, with control as its core value, illuminates Jay’s masculinity and
its crisis more clearly than just considering it a response to the rise of women’s
power and feminism. Second, Anthony Giddens’s sociological studies and
historical periodization of intimacy will be one of my major theoretical kits in
the analysis of Jay’s intimate relations, since heterosexual love, deeply
embedded in patriarchy and represented in Jay’s confession, is the ultimate
concern both for the protagonist and Giddens. As Jay and Susan’s failed
intimacy will be examined mainly via Gidden’s contributions, Johnson’s
findings will still be useful in compensation for Giddens’s insufficiency in
detailing the patriarchal impact on intimacy.

Finally, Michel Foucault’s studies of confession in terms of power,
knowledge, and sexuality help deconstruct Jay’s desire to liberate himself from
an oppressive regime through his first-person narrative. Attempting to find the
truth of sex(uality) via confession, Jay is enmeshed in a patriarchy that not only
privileges men at the expense of women’s subordination, but also delimits his
possibilities with heteronormative masculinity. This paper hence argues that
Jay’s inability to decipher the workings of patriarchy constrains him in
masculine imagination that further victimizes others. His confession, as a result,
is a self-justified masculine heroism that praises individual desire rather than
altruistic love, which reflects a pursuit of impossible satisfaction in postmodern
capitalism at the expense of realizing other possibilities of intimacy.

L. Patriarchy and Masculinity (in Crisis)

As Jay, a screenwriter and hence an intellectual who lives through the
second wave of feminism, is taken as a misogynist and anti-feminist, with
problematic and even toxic masculinities, an excavation of patriarchy becomes
indispensable before discussions of Jay’s intimacy and confession can begin.
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Patriarchy is a social system in which privileges and advantaged positions are
largely owned by men. As an anthropological term it refers to families led by
the eldest male, and in our current culture largely influenced by feminism,
patriarchy is related to the broad social structure in which men dominate women
and children, bringing about discrimination, exploitation, and oppression. In
response to this term, men are likely to negate themselves as supporters of this
social constitution, in the way that Sexton negates himself as being like Jay.
Actually “not a way of saying ‘men’,” patriarchy is “a kind of society in which
men and women participate,” and the society is “more than a collection of
people” (Johnson 5). Johnson takes the figure of the patriarchal tree to illustrate
how individuals are different from society yet still connected to it. Individuals,
mainly characterized as men and women, are leaves on the branches in which
they participate in patriarchy, including “[g]roups, organizations, communities,
families . . ., etc.” (18). The branches are grown from larger institutions as the
trunk consists of institutions of economy and state, which are further grown
from “core principles of masculine control, male dominance, male
identification, and male centeredness” as the roots of patriarchy (17). The very
idea of male or female individuals is created when we are socialized, and to
keep our deeds “safe from scrutiny” and be accepted by other people, our
“conscious and unconscious choices” are guided by the social systems as
seemingly the only possible reality through “paths of least resistance” (30). In
this way, individuals and social systems strengthen each other and make a
patriarchal society difficult to remove.

Characters in Intimacy, traditional or not, all participate in a patriarchal
society that is “more than a collection of people” and that “promotes male
privilege by being male dominated, male identified, and male centered. It is also
organized around an obsession with control and involves as one of its key
aspects the oppression of women” (Johnson 5). Patriarchy is “male dominated
in that positions of authority—political, economic, legal, religious, educational,
military, domestic—are generally reserved for men,” and hence “men can claim
larger shares of income and wealth,” and “shape culture in ways that reflect and
serve men’s collective interests” (Johnson 6). Working on “adaptations and
original scripts for television and the cinema” (Kureishi 41), Jay is the one to
control “the content of films and television shows.” He probably claims “larger
shares of income and wealth” than Susan and Nina, or he would not complain
that Susan wastes his money on anti-aging cream and have money to give or
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lend to Nina. Men’s economic, social, and cultural dominance make them and
their social positions superior to women’s. Be it an ironical representation or
support of patriarchal masculinity, Jay’s and Kureishi’s voices are more likely
to be heard via this confession than their ex-partners, paralleling the fact that
Tracey Scoffield would not have been well-known were she not once involved
with Kureishi. As literary canons are mostly written by men, a male writer like
Jay/Kureishi has the fame that Susan/Scoffield is unable to gain either as a
worker in publishing or a hardworking mother. Susan’s thoughts on Jay are
marginalized in this novella, while the highly controversial Intimacy still wins
its author economic and cultural capital that undesignedly consolidates male
dominance.

Men’s dominance is also supported by their immunity from being blamed
for inadequacy in works traditionally done by women. “When a woman finds
her way into higher positions, people tend to be struck by the exception to the
rule and wonder how she’ll measure up against a man” (Johnson 6). Yet “men’s
failure to measure up [in devalued domestic and other caring work] can be
interpreted as a sign of superiority, a trained incapacity that actually protects
their privileged status” (6). The marginalization and unimportance of domestic
works and caring further show the closeness between male dominance and male
identification, the latter showing “what is considered good, desirable, preferable,
or normal are culturally associated with how we think about men, manhood,
and masculinity” (7). For example, the idea of a carcer is defined as an
achievement of a male career in the public space, with a wife at home to ensure
“there is a safe, clean, comfortable haven for rest and recuperation from the
stress of the competitive male-dominated world” (7). No wonder Jay says,
“[t]here is no doubt that I have an aversion to shopping, housework, washing.
Somehow I expect all that to be done without my having thought about it”
(Kureishi 67). For Jay and even Susan, male-identified value in patriarchy is
taken for granted when it comes to Jay’s attractiveness. Jay is “Successful and
well-off,” a “catch” because he “was offered a lot of work™ for script writing
rather than housekeeping. Therefore Susan “has been proud of [him] . . . to give
a woman gravity and light,” which makes Jay imagine “she would rather have
a busted, broken-backed relationship than nothing at all” (Kureishi 62). Jay’s
male-identified superiority allows him to assume “a subordinate position” in
private relations—one that does not “put women off.” However, as he admits,
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“when I [Jay] had these women, I never quite knew what to do with them”
(Kureishi 45).

Women are not entirely devalued despite men and masculinity being the
norm. While women are “often prized for their beauty as objects of male sexual
desire,” for instance, they are tamed and controlled in ways men favor and are
finally devalued (Johnson 7). Feminism and gender studies have long discussed
how women are identified either as Mother, the ultimate caregiver, or as beauty,
men’s sexual objects. This is echoed by Kureishi’s two screen scripts entitled
The Mother and Venus. Such sentimentalization and romanticization have “little
effect on how women are regarded and treated on a day-to-day basis” (7).
Women usually find they are expected to remain “in a few narrow areas of life
like ‘caring’ occupations and personal relationships” in male-identified
patriarchy (8). Jay is attracted by Susan’s “humdrum dexterity and ability to
cope” at first (Kureishi 29), yet “the more powerful a woman is under patriarchy,
the more ‘unsexed’. In other words, in a patriarchal culture, power looks sexy
on men but not on women” (Johnson 8). Although Jay has never “seen her
girlish” (Kureishi 27), in day-to-day cohabitation, Susan’s capability more and
more violates Jay’s favoring of female tenderness when he occasionally enjoys
“her enthusiasm” for their children as a guarantee of her femininity (12). This
further attests that Jay or Kureishi is more male-identified than a misogynist.
Jay specifies his distaste against the very character of Susan since she is unable
to flame his curiosity, making Sexton’s accusation of Kureishi’s undisguised
misogyny untenable. That Jay claims Susan is just “bad-tempered” rather than
a “feminist” also shows he cannot tolerate an unfeminine woman in intimacy
rather than women in general or women in other relations. “[E]ffective,
organized” (27), “straightforward and firm” and capable of anatomizing
Thatcherism in-depth, Susan would only be sexy if she were a man in a
patriarchal worldview (29). Jay’s reactions to Susan result from his male-
identified illusion of a female lover that only Nina could satisfy. No wonder he
compensates for his envy of Susan’s capability with the patriarchal criteria for
women: “After ’'m gone there will be devastation. A lone middle-aged woman
with kids doesn’t have much cachet, and Susan is always aware of her status”
(62). Women shall naturally stay with the children after a failed heterosexual
relationship in the patriarchal ideology, and their value will be further greatly
scarred by their motherhood and age, ironically, as the penalty for spending
time with and caring for their male partners.
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Male identification is entangled with male-centeredness, ‘“which means
that the focus of attention is primarily on men and boys and what they do”
(Johnson 10). For a man like Jay, domestic labor or raising children is not their
major concern. He feels no shame in criticizing how many things Susan buys
and the tasks she does for her family, yet dares not to talk with her. He does not
sound positive about Susan’s feminine desire “to please,” which is the reason
why “young women,” rather than him, “are so suitable for the contemporary
working world” (Kureishi 29). Ironically, what Jay needs most is for Susan to
please him. To please implies a certain degree of intention to care for others,
which sharply contrasts with Jay’s self/male-centeredness. Being accused of
lack of application by Susan and his teachers, Jay believes his mind is “always
concentrated—on something that interests it. Skirts and jokes and cricket and
pop” (52).

Men’s thoughts are Jay’s only possible source of knowledge endorsed by
male-centered patriarchy. As a scriptwriter and an intellectual Jay has a busy
“internal life,” and the thinkers, historians, playwrights, and musicians he
mentions are without exception male. Except for a photograph of his two boys,
John Lennon’s autographed picture is a “definite” for Jay to leave his house
(Kureishi 99). This, unsurprisingly, parallels the fact that “every monotheistic
patriarchal religion worships a male-identified God gendered as masculine”
(Johnson 10). An idol, a god, or a thinker who provides spiritual guidance is a
man because our patriarchal society serves men’s needs. Lamenting that
“general culture isn’t getting [him] anywhere tonight,” leaving him in
“loneliness and longing” on the last night before his leave, the only ethics Jay
mentions is Aristotle’s, which is not directly related to his troubled intimacy
with a woman (43). To solve his problem, Jay would rather consult his male
friends rather than any female characters. He would rather make a novella-
length confession than read any books on how to deal with intimacy, especially
those written by women, as if women’s feelings and thoughts are not only
unrelated to his heterosexual relations but not existent at all in what he calls
“general culture.” This does not imply that Jay is hostile to feminism. Living
through the second wave of feminism, he shares chores and child-caring with
Susan in a changing society, yet his male-centeredness hinders him from seeing
through his male privilege and taking “feminine” works as the core task in his
life. Feminism, mentioned only once in this novella, has little to do with his
worldview, philosophical system, and private life.



38 The Wenshan Review of Literature and Culture - Vol 18.2 - June 2025

Male-centered patriarchy also orients Jay’s relationship with his children.
He does care about his two boys, especially when they satisfy his nostalgia for
lost innocence and his love for amazement. Jay is still a child in need of caring
and attention. He believes he belongs to “the children of innocent consumerism
and the inheritors of the freedoms won by our seditious elders in the late sixties”
(Kureishi 58). His ideal form of love—fondness of the new—resembles his
children who “[chuck] aside the once-cherished to drag out what they need to
keep themselves interested” (57). Identifying his boys with himself, Jay even
“feel[s] sorry for the children, having to stay here with her,” when there is no
hint to show any dissatisfaction of his children toward Susan (95). Jay is more
like Susan’s own child, fond of playing with his two boys/brothers, than her
partner. He rarely concerns himself about their education, daily schedule, and
future. His attempt to leave Susan reminds him of his escape from home in
boyhood, and his reluctance to go to therapy with Susan is depicted as “feeling
like a child being taken to the doctor by an impatient mother” (75).

It is patriarchal male-centeredness that turns women into men’s reflections
and caregivers. In 4 Room of One’s Own, Virginia Woolf sees that women often
serve as “looking-glasses possessing the magic and delicious power of
reflecting the figure of man at twice its natural size” (35). This is because men
“are affirmed through what they accomplish,” and women are affirmed “less
for what they accomplish than for their ability to empathize and mirror others
as they form and maintain personal relationships” (Johnson 12). Men’s
requirement of attention (“See me!”) evacuates men’s sense of their very own
selves. “As a result, patriarchal expectations that place men at the center
paradoxically perch men just a short drop away from feeling that they are not
at the center—and, therefore, on some level, that they don’t exist at all”
(Johnson 13). Jay needs women and their attention to attest to his existence. He
calls Nina “my refuge, my pocket of light” (Kureishi 101). When Nina “came
into the room in high heels, a suspender belt, . . . and the pearl earrings [Jay]
bought her,” he waved at himself in the mirror to enjoy his happiness and
epiphanies (74). Nina as a precious object of desire customized by his gifts
guarantees Jay’s value. Contrarily, when “Nina became distant or sharp, | was
convinced she was permanently detaching herself from me” (17). This
illustrates that “men are vulnerable to feeling left out and neglected” when their
“reflection is obscured by the reality and demands of women’s own lives”
(Johnson 12). The more the middle-aged Jay deteriorates in organic function or
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appearance, the more he needs a beautiful and submissive woman in love to
make up for his deficiencies and replace him in the spotlight. Likewise, Jay
intentionally stops “approaching Susan [for sex], to see whether . . . she desires
[him]” (Kureishi 64). He even says “if she lets me fuck her here, now, on the
floor, I won’t leave” (108). Susan fails to meet Jay’s unsaid anticipations since
she has “distracting lives of [her] own in spite of [her] training to keep men at
the center of attention.” (13). This explains why Nina, with a younger body and
more leisure than Susan, is Jay’s current preference.

An “obsession with control,” Johnson argues, is the “fourth characteristic
of patriarchy” and “a core value around which social and personal life are
organized” (13). Control endows men with privileged self, worth, well-being,
and a sense of safety. It also disconnects men from others, men and women
alike, since control “involves a relationship between controller and controlled”
(14). Women also need control, like the way Susan manages her house and
family, yet men’s control is more related to themselves than to the welfare of
others. The “idea and practice of control as a core principle of social life is part
of what defines patriarchal manhood, not womanhood, and so women are
discouraged from pursuing it and criticized if they do” (14). Susan “has guided
[Jay] out of confusion before” (Kureishi 64), but her “busy mind” that handles
every aspect of the family is now discomforting and suffocating to Jay (47).
Refusing to be under Susan’s control, he ironically “preferred [Nina] not to go
out, and soon blamed her for having any life apart from me, which I considered
an infidelity” (71). Jay upholds his male freedom of promiscuity yet denies it
to his mistress. With a workroom outside, a freelance lifestyle, a mistress, and
fewer chores than Susan, Jay is more in control of his life than his partner,
despite his claims of feeling weak to “enable [Susan] to feel strong” (29). His
flight from Susan to Nina is to regain his identity as a controller of intimacy.
Paradoxically, Jay’s obedience to his wayward desire, based on male privileges,
is for control. It is because of his male privilege—his fortune, cultural status,
and immunity from pregnancy—that he believes “love and women’s bodies . . .
are at the center of everything worth living for” (106). He is thus able to take
Nina, his inferior in class and culture, to “restaurants and parties, to openings
and exhibitions,” and takes “pleasure in her pleasure” because he is in control
in this relationship, with his pleasure as the ultimate goal (100).

Such a male-centered or phallic desire to control also vividly shows in an
episode of Jay’s masturbation. Before masturbation, he sticks his whole penis
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into Susan’s anti-aging unguent. In doing so he reclaims his control of not only
the money he spends on the family, but the symbolic Susan since the cream is
used on her face. Also, Jay does this in the hope that his penis will regain its
former vitality and have a strong urine stream like his sons, which dimly implies
his longing for a strong phallic capability to control more women’s climaxes.
This can be evidenced by the fact that, during this self-abuse, he recalls his
fingers pushing inside Nina to “control” her (Kureishi 90). The way Jay
becomes an aesthete in choosing which of Susan’s knickers to use for
masturbation further illustrates that neither Susan nor Nina as a concrete
individual is his love object (though ironically Jay says he believes in
individualism). They become meaningful only when they cater to his desire for
love or sex. His theory that “one should masturbate before considering any
woman seriously” is not just to discover “if one wants her for sex, or whether
there is anything more” (84). It ascertains whether the desired woman is a man’s
masturbatory fantasy, his manageable object rather than herself.

Jay’s sufferings for himself and others, as Moore-Gilbert suggests, reflects
a contemporary “crisis of masculinity” (171). After the Second World War
soldiers returned to civil life only to find that their positions had been filled by
women during wartime. With the coming of post-industrial society and the rise
of the service industry, old industrial men and war heroes were “phased out by
ongoing technological, social and political change since the late 1960s” (Genz
and Brabon 135). Women’s ability to work in the factory during wartime and
their communication and interpersonal skills have made them indispensable in
post-industrial society, as they are still the ones to bear children. Men look
redundant in the contemporary social structure, and Jay doubts whether
men/fathers “serve any useful function these days” except “[impregnating] the
women” and “occasionally send[ing] money over” (Kureishi 93). For Jay the
changing role of men and the transformation of women are responsible for such
a crisis. His father in an early generation could still “guide, exert discipline, and
enjoy his children,” and these functions have now been taken over by a mother
like Susan (93). Moreover, Jay feels his stagnation in life is sharply contrasted
by women, who “were fortunate to go . . . into themselves and out into the
history world. They examined their lives more than [men] did” (60). Satirically,
his reader is constantly bombarded by Jay’s examination of his inner life, with
lengthy descriptions of his indulgences, obsession, and complaints about
Susan’s practical and uncomplicated mind that fails to stir his curiosity. Jay also
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demonstrates his active participation in the external world, when Nina envies
him “having something important to do every morning; something [his writing]
that absorbed everything; something to live for” that “made her feel left out”
(72). With a successful career, a stable partner to take care of his children and
himself, and a mistress to realize the sexual adventures Susan fails to provide,
Jay may be less in crisis than Susan and Nina are burdened by their gender. His
sense of crisis probably comes from relative deprivation, when some male
privileges of his father’s generation are now canceled and Susan’s shrewdness
both at home and workplace overwhelms him. Aversion to washing dishes is
only an issue to his mother rather than his father, and now, with a new paradigm
of gender equality, he feels inferior or powerless to Susan from child-raising
and cooking to house-managing. This is even more intolerable as Susan is also
a full-time worker, making his clumsiness at home a sharp contrast to his
achievement at work.

Despite a strong sense of crisis felt by certain men like Jay, masculinities
that evolve with time yet focus on control help men attain their privileges and
ensure a group of men their dominant status. Jay, along with his father,
witnessed the postwar evolution of masculinity in Britain, from control over
others and one’s patriarchal image, to control of one’s enjoyment and freedom.
The strict image of man as the patriarch tortured an earlier generation of men
like Jay’s father, making him unable to leave his unhappy marriage. But, as
Barbara Ehrenreich argues, men began to rebel against their gender roles earlier
than women. The hippies in the 1960s, like the Beats in the 1950s, “held out to
men the possibility of perfect freedom from material obligations” (Ehrenreich
107), and they must have deeply influenced Jay who is among “the children of
innocent consumerism and the inheritors of the freedoms won by our seditious
elders in the late sixties” (Kureishi 58). Unlike his father, who was expected to
get married and support his wife, Jay does not marry Susan and is not always
happy to meet her economic demands. This is because hedonist individualism
has become his core belief that remains in his quasi-marriage.

The New Man in the 1980s, and the Metrosexual and New Lad in the 1990s,
are well-illustrative of Jay’s self-centered masculinity in the late 1990s.
“[O]riginating in the 1970s, the new man is a pro-feminist . . . , attempting to
put his ‘sharing and caring’ beliefs into practice in his daily life.” Contrastingly,
in the 1980s he becomes “a hedonist, . . . taking a great interest in grooming
and appearance” (Benyon 164). The metrosexual in the 1990s deepens new



42 The Wenshan Review of Literature and Culture - Vol 18.2 - June 2025

man’s narcissism and hedonism as he takes “himself as his love object and
pleasure as his sexual preference” (qtd. in Genz and Brabon 139). Seeming a
reaction against the new man and metrosexual, the new lad in the 1990s
embraces laddish behaviors, such as enjoying games, football, booze, and,
pornographic images of girls. These evolutions and diversifications of
masculinity all involve men’s pursuit of their pleasure, including the pro-
feminist new man and metrosexual. This accounts for Jay’s hard time in his
domestic life, since pleasure for himself is always placed much higher than
altruism or pro-feminism. Even if not hegemonic or mainstream enough, these
emergent masculinities could be deemed as complicit masculinities for they are
in alliance with and support the hegemonic one, focusing on men’s welfare
(partly) supported by women’s attention or erotic function. Jay’s pursuit of
freedom like a hippie, his doing domestic work for Susan and Nina like a new
man, his narcissistic hedonism also taken by the metrosexual, and his new-
laddish pornographic attitude toward women represent a masculinity based
upon control (of his male freedom) when some sacrifices are made in exchange
for male dominance in the postfeminist age.

IL. Intimacy and Love

While Jay’s intimacy depicted in this novella often relates to heterosexual
relationships in patriarchy, intimacy is a complex and ambiguous phenomenon
that involves notions of privacy, sexuality, proximity, secrecy, affect, and desire
to shape human selves, subjectivities, and socialities. The term “generally
denotes a close interpersonal relationship or feeling of being in a close personal
association and belonging together from both physical and mental point of view”
(Muniruzzaman). Serta¢ Sehlikoglu and Asli Zengin also emphasize intimacy
as a form of “relatedness” that shapes people’s “senses of selves, their feelings,
their attachments and their identifications” (22), yet go on to define it as a mode
of connection and boundary that creates new meanings, distances, proximities,
“bonds and attachments™ (20), a domain of privacy and secrecy “with dynamics
of sensual and affective attachments and forms of desire” (20), as well as
performance and pretension guided by cultural codes and evaluated by moral
and social norms. To put it briefly, intimacy could be understood as an
interpersonal relationship in which one closely relates to certain people/objects
while at the same time keeping others at a distance. Hence intimacy occurs not
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just among lovers but among relatives, friends, or even human beings and
animals. /ntimacy strongly shows the above characteristics as Jay, knowing he
is violating moral norms by leaving Susan and their children, pours out his
affect, desire, sexuality, and secrecy to his best friends and readers, and these
intimate activities would further shape his subject position in society.

“[ClJonsanguineous with a larger Western cultural tendency to loosen . . .
a firm separation between the public and the private domains,” Jennifer Cooke
finds that literature of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries deals
with sexual and “non-sexual intimacies such as familial relationships or
particular states, like death, illness or grief” (4). Literary intimacy challenges
the social and cultural assumptions and norms that govern intimate behavior
and expression, invites the reader to share, witness, or participate in the intimate
scenes and situations depicted, and hence solicits affective reactions and
interactions from them. As studies on literary intimacy “attend not just to what
is said about intimacy and its acts in literature, but also to how it is said,” the
kind of intimacy focused on by Kureishi, and how it acts and is said, matter in
the following discussions (3). We have to ask whether Intimacy broadens,
deepens, or transforms close relationships, or reiterates and thickens
conventional gender traits and relations rooted in patriarchy.

Although intimacy is experienced in different kinds of relationships, “in
present-day Western societies, intimacy is particularly sought in romantic
relationships™ (Barry and Schwebel 31), making an “[i]ntimate relationship
generally . . . an interpersonal relationship particularly between male and female”
(Muniruzzaman). The conventionality of Intimacy heavily lays in its emphasis
on heterosexual love deeply ingrained in the operations of patriarchy. Anthony
Giddens’s The Transformation of Intimacy is a pertinent mutual reference for
Intimacy in that it not only centers on heterosexual love, sex, and eroticism as
Jay’s narratives, but delineates the transformation of love in three stages/types
that bespeaks Jay’s gendered dilemmas in the Western patriarchy amidst social
change. In pre-modern society, the referent of love was passion, a “disruptive”
sexual attraction for another. It “uproot[ed] the individual from the mundane”
(Giddens 38), “generating a break with routine and duty” (40). In light of this,
passionate love was regarded as “dangerous . . . from the point of view of social
order and duty” and for this reason was “nowhere . . . recognized as either a

2 For structural clarity, what is said and actions about intimacy are explored in this section, while how it
is said will be left to the next one on confessional writing.
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necessary or sufficient basis for marriage” (38). While passionate love did not
disappear as a human drive, the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries saw a
rise of love as romance. In this mode of love, individuals strive to find their
love object who, “by being who he or she is, answers a lack which the individual
does not even necessarily recognise” (45). As a result, “the flawed individual is
made whole” (45). As this love happens, individuals envision that their finding
of one true love would lead to a life-long marriage where they assume
parenthood. Giddens claims that romantic love is related to rationalization, one
of the most defining attributes of modernity, because intimacy in this love was
“a potential avenue for controlling the future, as well as a form of psychological
security (in principle) for those whose lives were touched by it” (41). Romantic
love has a specific intimacy with women when it takes shape. Romance novels
in the nineteenth century portrayed lives, especially of women, as “quest[s] . . .
in which self-identity awaits its validation from the discovery of the other” (45).
Discursive practices like romantic novels still powerfully shape contemporary
subjects, especially some women, and in Intimacy we are not surprised that it is
Jay who wants to leave the ideal love he once shared with Susan, rather than
vice versa. Their quasi-marriage relation still highly resembles marriage in its
traditional sense, which represents the “mysticism and dogma” that a
rationalized romantic love is not immune from (40). A lifetime heterosexual
marriage as the natural outcome of romantic love has been recognized as
commonsensical to date, endorsed by the legal system and major religions.
Hostile attacks on Jay’s escape from a formerly romanticized love, not only
from critics but sometimes himself, are just evidence of how much faith and
restraint has been put into romantic love.

Though romantic love may still be the ideal in the Westernized world,
Giddens claims that the pure relationship or confluent love emerged in the
second half of the twentieth century. Detraditionalized as it is, a pure
relationship

refers to a situation where a social relation is entered into for its
own sake, for what can be derived by each person from a sustained
association with another; and which is continued only insofar as it
is thought by both parties to deliver enough satisfactions for each
individual to stay within it. (Giddens 58)
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The pure relationship is made possible by what Giddens has called the
“democratisation of personal life” and the impact of globalization on personal
relationships (184). When individuals are endowed with more freedom in
making their lifestyle choices in a global context, love cannot linger without
constant negotiation and mutual respect between the lovers. The pure
relationship is where self-reflexivity works in its highest performance. For
Giddens reflexivity, rather than individuality, is the prime characteristic of
modernity. It helps reconstruct a contingent, fragmented self into a coherent and
authentic life narrative. Reflexivity as a conception of the modern self hence
reveals subjectivity as an ever-changing arrangement and an ethical choice.
Giddens’s conception of the pure relationship is sometimes criticized for
its optimism and ignorance of social inequalities. Read with other criticisms of
intimacy, Giddens’s limitations could be as illuminating as his contributions
regarding how power works in patriarchy. Gidden almost equates intimacy with
the pure relationship in his declaration that intimacy “implies a wholesale
democratising of the interpersonal domain, in a manner fully compatible with
democracy in the public sphere,” and “means the disclosure of emotions and
actions which the individual is unlikely to hold up to a wider public gaze” (3,
138). Lynn Jamieson discerns that “[m]uch of personal life remains structured
by inequalities” when “[p]opular discourse supports the view that heterosexual
couples are more equal and intimate.” Gendered subjects still struggle “with the
gap between cultural ideals and structural inequalities,” and may save their
relationship despite inequality rather than seek a fundamental transformation of
intimacy (477). Giddens’s pure relationship therefore risks false
individualization in ignorance of social structure, as well as the “practical love
and care . . . more important than . . . [an] exploration of each other’s selves”
(477). Neil Gross is also cautious of Giddens’s optimism. He challenges the
thesis of detraditionalized intimacy, which claims romantic/sexual intimacy has
become less constrained by traditional norms and expectations in the late
modern era. This is because while “regulative traditions” of intimacy—the
threat of exclusion from moral communities for deviating from certain
practices—have been in decline, “meaning-constitutive traditions” remain
strong as the cultural and linguistic frameworks that enable meaningful action
and selthood (288). The latter results in the idealization of the nuclear family
and parenthood, persistent gender inequalities in the family, and worship of
romantic love that are not only exemplified in American society but constitutive
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of Jay’s reaction to his intimacy. Below I will explain Jay’s gendered
imagination and practices of love in terms of Giddens’s contributions,
complemented by the patriarchal structure that thwarts detraditionalization in
many ways.

Jay seems to represent confluent love or a pure relationship that “is active,
contingent . . . and therefore jars with the ‘for-ever’, ‘one-and-only’ qualities of
the romantic love” embodied by Susan (Giddens 61). Thinking himself
knowing well about Susan, Jay meets Giddens’s principle of confluent love in
which “knowing the traits of the other is central” (63). Like the confluent love
not based upon “sexual exclusiveness,” Jay overtly opposes monogamy were it
not for the children, and encourages Susan and Nina to have relationships with
other men, though this is to justify his promiscuity and desire to know well
about their hidden affairs (63). While romantic love’s ultimate aim is marriage,
Jay stands with the pure relationship by asserting that “[t[he family seemed no
more than a machine for the suppression and distortion of free individuals”
(Kureishi 60). While women in romantic love are usually limited to the
domestic sphere in the service of their husbands and children, Jay claims that
he and Susan “could make our own original and flexible arrangements” (60).
He is willing to reflect upon himself regarding his failure of intimacy, and
proposes that he is of “a generation that believes in the necessity of satisfying
oneself,” echoing Giddens’s belief that reflexivity and satisfaction count in
confluent love (66). However, he lacks some critical traits of confluent love, in
which negotiation with and mutual respect for the other shall be the core value.
He is put off by Susan’s “liking for weddings” and never marries her (60). His
encouragement for partners to have affairs is for his purpose rather than their
desire. Though quite familiar with Susan’s character in their long-term
relationship, Jay has little interest in knowing Susan’s purpose and feelings, not
to mention in openly negotiating their future.

Far from realizing Giddens’s pure relationship, Jay once held a belief in
romantic love yet still failed to fulfill it. He finally realizes that “We begin in
love and go to some trouble to remain in that condition for the rest of our lives,”
resonating with the principle of romantic love in which love is sublimated and
incarnated in life-long marriage (Kureishi 82). Like a Victorian man with
mistresses outside, to keep his family based on romantic love, Jay violates his
anti-monogamist stance and lies to Susan, because if he “hadn’t enjoyed those
women [he] wouldn’t have stayed so long” (109). Victor’s hope “to marry the
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right woman” and “play on the floor with his children” before it is too late might
explain why a man like Jay once agreed to have babies with Susan (83).
However, Jay’s definition of love as curiosity related to “unrest, disquiet,
curiosity and the desire for more . . . at the root of life” sharply violates his
anticipation of “a tender and complete intimacy,” showing a masculine
ignorance of the complicatedness of intimacy in practice (79, 64). It seems that
he is a child in need of others to fulfill all his wishes, so he can “sleep in
someone’s willing arms” and has a woman like Nina to fuel his imagination
(64). His proposal to Nina rather than Susan just evinces such a fantasy to
ensure the continuance of his passionate love.

For Giddens men’s and women’s anticipations of romantic love are quite
different. Men “could find in marriage and the family primarily a refuge from
economic individualism,” and the colonization of the future that characterizes
romantic love means to men “an anticipated economic career,” therefore
making their love “closer to amour passion” (59). Jay’s other friend Asif'is kind
of like this. He will have “nowhere to go” without a home with his wife, forcing
him to stick to a seemingly outdated model of romantic love and find escapes
in literature depicting unfaithfulness (Kureishi 105). Jay, as one of the “foppish
dreamers, who have succumbed to female power,” is what Giddens calls
“romantics” (59). Not “someone [like a woman] who has intuitively understood
the nature of love as a mode of organising personal life in relation to the
colonising of future time and to the construction of self-identity,” the romantic
does not “treat women as equals.” Jay “is not really a participant in the emerging
exploration of intimacy, but more of a throwback to previous times” (Giddens
59), as he embraces the passionate love with his “adolescent cry,” that “I am all
for passion, frivolity, childish pleasures” (Kureishi 80). His amour passion,
yearning for a refuge of intimacy, and promiscuous desire are an assertion of
patriarchal male privilege. In patriarchy, men’s identity is built upon the model
of working achievement, which is likely to weaken many men’s familiarity with
expressing and dealing with their emotions, now the specialty of women since
the emergence of romantic love. Men’s privilege as discussed before endorses
their emotional reliance upon women in the patriarchal system. Jay could enjoy
passionate love more easily than a female without the risk of being pregnant.
He does not consider his clumsiness in providing emotional labor—mental and
physical caring—for Susan and his family a failure.
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In the limited depiction of Susan and Nina, Kureishi shows a male-
centeredness that delimits Jay’s observation on the one hand, and women’s
inclination to romantic love that makes it “essentially feminised love” (Giddens
43). These gendered binaries illustrate how difficult it is to anticipate a pure
relationship between two sexes unbothered by patriarchal traditions. Ranasinha
is correct to see Jay’s ignorance of Susan’s viewpoints as male-centeredness
which destroys their intimacy: when Susan looks at him hard in her greeting,
Jay takes it as coercion to “notice her” (Kureishi 13); her response to a TV
program is taken to start a “domestic drama” (Kureishi 23); her daily busyness
is felt with “desperation in her activity” (Kureishi 47), despite that Susan “tried
to make things work” and “wanted it to be nice for [Jay]” (Kureishi 82). As for
Nina, Jay says he “did know how to please her” and swears he “could love,
protect and support her” (Kureishi 112), yet does not take any actions to respond
to Nina’s insecurity as he keeps leaving her, making her not knowing what she
is “waiting for” (Kureishi 113). Jay’s willingness to care is under the premise
of a submissive feminine other for whom he feels in control, as what the other
cares about or how he should contribute to their long-term intimacy is under his
radar.

On the other hand, Susan and Nina are bound to women’s gender roles in
romantic love. It is Susan who has to make major plans for the future of the
family, a prerequisite to sustaining their romantic love, including a family trip
in which they may better discuss their problems. Susan, growing up in the
patriarchal tree like other characters, takes it for granted that women are the
specialists in intimacy. The naturalized division of labor, that women are
responsible for governing the household in the Victorian age, and her longing
for marriage with Jay, blind her from the possible discontent of her male partner

till the crisis emerges.?

As romantic love “depends upon projective
identification” that “creates a feeling of wholeness with the other, no doubt
strengthened by established differences between masculinity and femininity,”
Nina is attached to Jay’s male advantages and superiorities to compensate for
her dependency (Giddens 61). In the mutual projection of one’s anticipations
and ideals to the other, Jay’s naked confession of his intimacy is dominated by

a heterosexual romantic love evolved from passion amour. His confession

3 The term comes from Isabella Beeton’s Mrs. Beeton’s Book of Household Management (1861). In
middle-class households, a woman as the head of the house was seen as the commander of the army
and the director of the enterprise.
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marginalizes his friendship and intimacies with children, and hence fortifies his
male identity which nullifies his assertive challenges toward the given
orthodoxy of gender.

II1. Confession, Truth, and Ethics

Kureishi said in a review that he “consciously wrote Intimacy in the form
of a confession and was also aware that it might be read as ‘Hanif Kureishi
telling the truth about a relationship break-up’” (Yousaf 25). For the author, it
is critical that /ntimacy “operates as a construct—written in the first person,
constructed as a confession” (25). As we have seen how the work stimulates
negative and positive responses, confession as a literary form through which
Jay manifests the operation of patriarchal masculinity and different types of
love must be investigated. As the effect Kureishi anticipates, Jay’s confession
conveys a sense of truth. Yet how truthful or fake is this “truth,” what is
contained in this “truth,” and how does this impression of truth relate to truths
of intimacy and ethics in reality? To answer these questions, the intertwinings
among confession, knowledge, power, and truth must be clarified. And to
analyze how Jay struggles to find the truth of his intimacy enmeshed in his
(sexual) desire and responses to other characters, there may be fewer theoretical
tools more suitable than Foucault’s. With his anatomy of confession as a
discourse entangled and symbiotic with a large structure of power/knowledge,
this section discusses whether Jay’s confession and escape from Susan is a
liberating ethics of the self against an oppressive morality, or a privileged stance
enabled by patriarchy.*

Foucault defines confession as “a ritual of discourse in which the speaking
subject is also the subject of the statement; it is also a ritual that unfolds within
a power relationship,” since one confesses with “the presence (or virtual
presence) of a partner” (History 61). As discourses are coherent bodies of
statements that form the objects of which they speak and position subjects as
they are spoken, the confessant not only influences his or her listener, but
“produces intrinsic modifications in the person who articulates it: it exonerates,
redeems, and purifies him; it unburdens him of his wrongs, liberates him, and

* While Foucault’s theories provide valuable insights into power dynamics, they have limitations in often
overlooking the specificities of gendered experiences and the working of patriarchy, which I have
discussed earlier and will be added here to complement his insufficiencies.
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promises him salvation” (61). Once a practice of the Christian Church,
confession became diffused into secular culture, especially psychology, in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Through the act of confession, people were
incited to tell the truth about their desires, emotions, and dispositions. The value
of the confessed truth becomes higher when “the truth is corroborated by the
obstacles and resistances it has had to surmount in order to be formulated” (62).
Confession, as a discursive practice, is a mechanism of power that produces
knowledge which further creates truth. For Jay, confession helps him utter
truths of his secret desires oppressed by moralities embodied in other characters.
As a playwright, he is exercising his discursive power toward the readers,
though he is simultaneously the (gendered) object of knowledge and power
created and positioned by patriarchy.

Foucault’s well-known idea of the repressive hypothesis (of sexuality)
may illustrate well the obstacles that hinder Jay’s free expression till the last
day in his home with Susan. To Foucault, nowadays we still “supported a
Victorian regime” whose “image of the imperial prude is emblazoned on our
restrained, mute, and hypocritical sexuality” (History 3). The repressive
hypothesis emerges accordingly, assuming “the history of sexuality must be
seen first of all as the chronicle of an increasing repression” from the eighteenth
to the nineteenth century (5). Foucault urges us to “abandon the hypothesis that
modern industrial societies ushered in an age of increased sexual repression,”
because “We have not only witnessed a visible explosion of unorthodox
sexualities,” but “the proliferation of specific pleasures and the multiplication
of disparate sexualities” (49). By saying so he does not negate the existence of
sexual repression, as he asserts, “[w]hat is peculiar to modern societies . . . is
not that they consigned sex to a shadow existence, but that they dedicated
themselves to speaking of it ad infinitum, while exploiting it as the secret” (35).

The repressive discourses on sex and their counter-discourses, for Foucault,
are part of “a never-ending demand for truth: it is up to us to extract the truth of
sex, since this truth is beyond its grasp; it is up to sex to tell us our truth, since
sex is what holds it in darkness” (History 77). Whether they are for repression
or liberation, religious and psychological confessions witness this will to tell
the truth of sex, or the truth of ourselves through sex. Sex becomes the means
through which the truth of oneself and the world is found. The way previously
unspecified behaviors are transformed into different forms of sexuality
witnesses how sexuality becomes the object and means of power and
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knowledge, as well as a field where truth is produced. Power hence is the
producer, rather than just the oppressor, of sexuality.

Jay’s confession related to sex could thus be seen as a postmodern version
of the repressive hypothesis. Like the project of modernity in which the truth of
self relies on what one is not, Jay needs an oppressive other to guarantee his
unhindered potentiality for pleasure and self-fulfillment. For him, the liberation
of sex and an unsuppressed desire are indispensable for his core values of life,
which are now impeded by his domestic life with Susan and his children.
Taking Freud to be the god of his generation, he deems people influenced by
“two thousand years of Christian civilisation” as “mentally defective and
probably in need of therapy” (Kureishi 105). Jay regards the “rationalist”
therapist Susan asks him to visit as one of the repressive cases, asserting the
importance of contentment, maturity, and consolation rather than enthusiasm in
intimacy. He even taunts her in his mind, thinking, “who tickles their tongue in
your old hole?” when he imagines his head between Nina’s legs (80). He claims
that “if you didn’t have children monogamy was unnecessary,” and accordingly
forces Asif, a faithful husband interested in works on erotic themes to “confess
that he wonders what another body might feel like” (24, 36). Susan’s middle-
class background makes her the very incarnation of Jay’s repressive hypothesis,
for she lives in “a separate, sealed world,” accepts “an accepted division of
labour, and a code of rules” in marriage (28), and “to keep everything going she
can be bullying and strict” (30).

In the face of all the hypocrisy, repression, and hidden secrets, Jay takes
sex and women’s bodies as the ultimate truth of the world. He has a great
“Interest in girls’ skirts,” which “was a transitional object; both a thing in itself
and a means of getting somewhere else” (Kureishi 21). As the skirt “became
[his] paradigm of important knowledge,” and “[t]he world is a skirt I want to
lift up,” he belongs to the “regime of power-knowledge-pleasure that sustains
the discourse on human sexuality” (Foucault, History 11). Since patriarchy
delimits the skirt in the common occasion as a woman-only outfit, it becomes
an external illegitimate object that men cannot wear, yet are allowed to access
through heterosexuality. A woman’s skirt, like the world itself, becomes a
Kantian thing-in-itself to be desired, occupied, and accessed. Without the
skirt/woman, as having been explored in the first section, man does not exist at
all. Men’s “will to knowledge” is to know what the real woman is within the
skirt, both as the route and the answer to man’s truth (12). For Jay, his
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confession of a desire to lift up the skirt suggests/justifies his hidden argument
that sexual repression violates (promiscuous) desire and pleasure as universal
truth, which could be regained if the aforementioned hindrances, such as the
dominant ideology held or practiced by Asif and Susan, are successfully
removed.

Jay’s confession “is all those procedures by which the subject is incited to
produce a discourse of truth about his sexuality which is capable of having
effects on the subject himself” (Foucault, “Confession” 215-16). Taking sexual
repression as his truth, Jay “can discreetly bring into coexistence concepts . . . :
revolution and happiness; or revolution and a different body, one that is newer
and more beautiful; or indeed, revolution and pleasure” (Foucault, History 7).
With Nina’s young body and wild sex, Jay could feel himself belonging “to
something, to other young people, and to some sort of oppositional movement”
against the current repression (Kureishi 116). Sexual suppression becomes
indispensable for Jay’s enjoyment of knowing the world, fantasizing about
revolutions, and seeking new female bodies. Kureishi’s own words seem to
endorse Jay’s repressive hypothesis and penchant for sex. He deems /ntimacy’s
“contestation of ‘a sacred taboo’” as “transgressing the ‘Koran of the middle
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classes’” (Ranasinha 111). No wonder he likes to “write about sex as a focus of
social, psychological, emotional, political energy—it’s so central to people’s
lives” (Kumar 160). Kureishi and Jay’s interest in focusing on sex as the hidden
truth of the world evidences “the existence in our era of a discourse in which
sex, the revelation of truth, the overturning of global laws, the proclamation of
a new day to come, and the promise of a certain felicity are linked together”
(Foucault, History 7).

Jay’s ethical problems stem from his repressive suggestion, the truth that
delimits himself, his half-knowledge of pleasure as an ethical goal, his failure
to change, and his fantasy of intimacy, which are all related to the working of
patriarchy and his path of least resistance. While confession is a process where
truth is built, the “absolute honesty” he wants is “[w]ith a soft pencil and a hard
dick—not the other way round” (Kureishi 53). If a complicated reality of
intimacy is filtered through his masculine sexuality represented by an erect
penis, the truth he constructed could hardly be ethical regarding his knowledge
of and relation to others. Jay’s main argument, the truth he is most concerned
with, is the omnipresent and uncontrolled desire, yet to what degree is it
repressed and by what ethics we shall treat this phenomenon are rather at stake.
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He has lost his ground in an attack against monogamy for he never marries
Susan, which probably implies that he has foreseen the possibility of his
unfaithfulness and can leave her anytime. He even violates his claim that
monogamy is indispensable for the children while Susan and he are an
unmarried couple. His repressive hypothesis and truth of desire never explain
why Susan is the one to take care of their children after the separation, why she
does not care about his affairs unless he is leaving her, and why he would stay
with Susan once she makes love with him. The most ironic part lies in his
proposal to the hippie-like Nina rather than Susan, given all his cynicism about
marriage. All these puzzles attest that Jay’s self-made truth is the smokescreen
he takes to mantle his lack of clear doctrines of life, such as his wayward
appropriations of the different kinds of love explored by Giddens.

Jay’s male-centeredness turns to egoism requiring others to meet his
contradictory anticipations, and he has no responsibility for what he has done
before, such as misleading Susan to believe he is a follower of monogamic
romantic love, and having children with her thereafter. That being said, Jay as
a child “of innocent consumerism and the inheritors of the freedoms” does not
change his primary self in his seeming heroic flee (Kureishi 58). While he
thinks, “[p]erhaps every day should contain at least one essential infidelity or
necessary betrayal,” he is quite loyal to his welfare throughout the novel at the
expense of his lovers and children (11). It is not the point whether adultery is
immoral, holy marriage unbreakable, or Jay’s emphasis on his pleasure to be
condemned. His repressive hypothesis, clinging to sex, and generation of the
truth seem to assert a new paradigm of infidelity and nonmonogamy, which
even he cannot follow in his proposal to Nina.

For Foucault, ancient Greek ethics cared less about confession and truth
than our modern ethics. As Chloé Taylor maintains, “ancient techniques of self-
examination pursued the goals of self-transformation and self-mastery rather
than self-discovery and interpretation” (13). The open ending of Intimacy
greatly shows how little his confessional truth contributes to his happiness
found in intimacy. After leaving Susan, he learns Nina called him but is not in
a hurry to call back; for the first time he intends to speak to Susan and his
children about his leaving. Most importantly, the ending paragraph shows no
sign of whom he chooses to be with. This could be Nina, Susan, a new target
woman, or even his buddy Victor. Perhaps he finally learns that his version of
intimacy, a feeling of perfectly losing oneself in the other’s tenderness, which
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is quite different from Giddens’s notion that requires a certain continuity, can
only be achieved through action. Jay’s reflections and actions throughout the
novella attest more to patriarchal masculinity than a revolutionary break from
either his old self or the Koran of the nuclear family. His concealment of an
affair with Nina from Susan is normal for husbands with mistresses. His escape
from home is a mastery of his interpersonal relations rather than himself, so his
wayward sexual desire can remain intact and there will be no need for his
transformation into an altruist and considerate lover. Neither does Jay try to
take other radical measures to defy the age-old patriarchy, such as becoming
gay or a trans-woman, or openly advocating his promiscuity when he sees any
woman. He does not choose so because it is his path of least resistance to have
Nina’s feminine submissiveness in support of his male dominance,
identification, and centeredness.

IV. Conclusion

Reading Intimacy within the context of the patriarchal structure helps
mitigate previous criticisms of this novella. Whether Jay or Kureishi is a
misogynist, as shown in Sexton’s attack and Thomas’s defense, is not as crucial
to Jay’s problem as it might have seemed from a didactic perspective. He does
appreciate certain thoughts expressed by Susan or Nina, yet his male-
centeredness made many women into mirrors upon which his imagination was
cast. Therefore, it is difficult to achieve a relatively objective judgment on these
women, not to mention to hate or love them as concrete individuals. As
patriarchy is a taken-for-granted system that privileges men and allows them to
pursue their enjoyments or achievements at the expense of women, Jay’s
behavior is likely to be mistaken as representative of other men’s.

While some critics like Moore-Gilbert and Ranasinha mention Jay’s
problems of masculinity, patriarchy as a dynamic structure dismantles what lies
beneath the crisis of masculinity as structurally inevitable. As no one can
perpetually dominate in all fields, the requirement of patriarchal dominance,
rather than women’s empowerment, is the source of men’s crisis that occurs
throughout all eras. Burdened by her work, children, house management, and a
partner unwilling to communicate, Susan should be the most qualified one to
claim a crisis. Ignoring the increasing load of post-feminist women who burn
their lives at work and home to focus on the crisis of masculinity just evidences
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the male-centeredness of patriarchal ideology. The reality of self-evolving
patriarchy also shows that this novella is more likely an “ironic vision of
contemporary masculinity” than “a reassertion of traditional forms of
patriarchal masculinity,” as Moore-Gilbert suggests (174). Jay’s father and Asif
represent traditional masculinity in their faithfulness to their marriages, which
is nothing Jay is interested in as he never marries Susan. Jay cares less about
his masculinity, be it in old or new forms, than his patriarchal privileges,
without which he cannot justify his escape from Susan and his sons to embrace
Nina as his fountain of youth. It is also patriarchal ideologies that constrain a
woman like Susan, for she shoulders the main responsibilities of home without
the least thought of leaving them to Jay.

Kureishi’s obvious attempts to write “about how painful it is when a
marriage falls apart” in Intimacy, as Kumar recognizes, is not so successful
when Jay chooses not to marry Susan in the beginning (159). Keeping a way
open for retreat, Jay seems to take his relationship with Susan as disposable if
anything goes wrong. Even when Kureishi takes pains to explore how desires
always work in conflict and love is inseparable from infidelity, readers can
easily see from Asif’s marriage that sexual fantasies or desires do not
necessarily come at the cost of long-term relationships. Jay’s abandonment of
Susan/his sons is not simply a necessary means, as Perfect claims, “of living
within a contemporary multicultural society” (19). It is a male privilege
endowed by patriarchy that his gendered identity and attractiveness are not
based upon his fatherhood. Thus he can easily leave his partner and children to
pursue (sexual) excitements, as long as a mother is willing to pick up his slack.

A man immersed in patriarchy is not necessarily a wife-beating or
children-kicking chauvinist. After all, many men in reality are not like this. Via
Jay, Kureishi illustrates how a man who takes on childcare and housework,
perceiving his domestic role as inferior to his female partner, and
interpreting his lack of love for her as a personal weakness and failure, is
deeply shaped by patriarchy. In Jay’s claustrophobic confession of his
intimacy as a daily reality, the reader astonishingly finds a gendered apartheid,
when Jay is unwilling to discuss any barriers and difficulties between him and
Susan with any female character. Intimacy as a relationship, in his view, has
little to do with child-raising, career planning, problem-solving, or conflict
negotiating between partners expected to live together for years. The ultimate
need of his intimacy is to immerse himself in the tenderness of a probably
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feminine subject, and he thinks he deserves this because of his mundane
achievements earned through male privilege in the public sphere. His
clumsiness in and unwillingness to tackle intimacies with Susan, his taking for
granted of Nina’s submission, and his confessional writing that blames Susan
for her dominance in the private sphere all attest to the patriarchal structure that
encourages men to be male-dominating, male-identifying and male-centered.
Patriarchal ideologies infiltrate Jay’s vicious circle between intimacy and
confession, blinding him from genuine reflexivity as Giddens anticipates in late
modernity. Jay does not embark on, as Moore-Gilbert describes, “a journey of
conscious self-reinvention as ‘someone else’ which ends in liberation from a
stifling partner” (174). By abandoning a woman threatening his masculine
dominance, he tries to find a submissive one to support his ideal masculinity
even in his private life, so his original identity remains unchallenged. To
paraphrase his own remarks for Susan: he thinks he is an individualist but he is
just well fed by patriarchy.
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