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  Preface (1999)


  Ten years ago I com­pleted the ma­nu­script of Gender Trouble and sent it to Rout­ledge for pub­lic­a­tion. I did not know that the text would have as wide an audi­ence as it has had, nor did I know that it would con­sti­tute a pro­voc­at­ive “in­ter­ven­tion” in fem­in­ist the­ory or be cited as one of the found­ing texts of queer the­ory. The life of the text has ex­ceeded my in­ten­tions, and that is surely in part the res­ult of the chan­ging con­text of its re­cep­tion. As I wrote it, I un­der­stood my­self to be in an em­battled and op­pos­i­tional re­la­tion to cer­tain forms of fem­in­ism, even as I un­der­stood the text to be part of fem­in­ism it­self. I was writ­ing in the tra­di­tion of im­man­ent cri­tique that seeks to pro­voke crit­ical ex­am­in­a­tion of the ba­sic vocab­u­lary of the move­ment of thought to which it be­longs. There was and re­mains war­rant for such a mode of cri­ti­cism and to dis­tin­guish between self-cri­ti­cism that prom­ises a more demo­cratic and in­clus­ive life for the move­ment and cri­ti­cism that seeks to un­der­mine it al­to­gether. Of course, it is al­ways pos­sible to mis­read the former as the lat­ter, but I would hope that that will not be done in the case of Gender Trouble.


  In 1989 I was most con­cerned to cri­ti­cize a per­vas­ive het­ero­sexual as­sump­tion in fem­in­ist lit­er­ary the­ory. I sought to counter those views that made pre­sump­tions about the lim­its and pro­pri­ety of gender and re­stric­ted the mean­ing of gender to re­ceived no­tions of mas­culin­ity and fem­in­in­ity. It was and re­mains my view that any fem­in­ist the­ory that re­stricts the mean­ing of gender in the pre­sup­pos­i­tions of its own prac­tice sets up ex­clu­sion­ary gender norms within fem­in­ism, of­ten with ho­mo­phobic con­sequences. It seemed to me, and con­tin­ues to seem, that fem­in­ism ought to be care­ful not to ideal­ize cer­tain ex­pres­sions of gender that, in turn, pro­duce new forms of hier­archy and ex­clu­sion. In par­tic­u­lar, I op­posed those re­gimes of truth that stip­u­lated that cer­tain kinds of gendered ex­pres­sions were found to be false or de­riv­at­ive, and oth­ers, true and ori­ginal. The point was not to pre­scribe a new gendered way of life that might then serve as a model for read­ers of the text. Rather, the aim of the text was to open up the field of pos­sib­il­ity for gender without dic­tat­ing which kinds of pos­sib­il­it­ies ought to be real­ized. One might won­der what use “open­ing up pos­sib­il­it­ies” fi­nally is, but no one who has un­der­stood what it is to live in the so­cial world as what is “im­possible,” il­legible, un­real­iz­able, un­real, and il­le­git­im­ate is likely to pose that ques­tion.


  Gender Trouble sought to un­cover the ways in which the very think­ing of what is pos­sible in gendered life is fore­closed by cer­tain ha­bitual and vi­ol­ent pre­sump­tions. The text also sought to un­der­mine any and all ef­forts to wield a dis­course of truth to del­e­git­im­ate minor­ity gendered and sexual prac­tices. This doesn’t mean that all minor­ity prac­tices are to be con­doned or cel­eb­rated, but it does mean that we ought to be able to think them be­fore we come to any kinds of con­clu­sions about them. What wor­ried me most were the ways that the panic in the face of such prac­tices rendered them un­think­able. Is the break­down of gender bin­ar­ies, for in­stance, so mon­strous, so fright­en­ing, that it must be held to be defin­i­tion­ally im­possible and heur­ist­ic­ally pre­cluded from any ef­fort to think gender?


  Some of these kinds of pre­sump­tions were found in what was called “French Fem­in­ism” at the time, and they en­joyed great pop­ular­ity among lit­er­ary schol­ars and some so­cial the­or­ists.


  Even as I op­posed what I took to be the het­ero­sex­ism at the core of sexual dif­fer­ence fun­da­ment­al­ism, I also drew from French post­struc­tur­al­ism to make my points. My work in Gender Trouble turned out to be one of cul­tural trans­la­tion. Post­struc­tur­al­ist the­ory was brought to bear on U. S. the­or­ies of gender and the polit­ical pre­dic­a­ments of fem­in­ism. If in some of its guises, post­struc­tur­al­ism ap­pears as a form­al­ism, aloof from ques­tions of so­cial con­text and polit­ical aim, that has not been the case with its more re­cent Amer­ican ap­pro­pri­ations. In­deed, my point was not to “ap­ply” post­struc­tur­al­ism to fem­in­ism, but to sub­ject those the­or­ies to a spe­cific­ally fem­in­ist re­for­mu­la­tion. Whereas some de­fend­ers of post­struc­tur­al­ist form­al­ism ex­press dis­may at the avowedly “them­atic” ori­ent­a­tion it re­ceives in works such as Gender Trouble, the cri­tiques of post­struc­tur­al­ism within the cul­tural Left have ex­pressed strong skep­ti­cism to­ward the claim that any­thing polit­ic­ally pro­gress­ive can come of its premises. In both ac­counts, how­ever, post­struc­tur­al­ism is con­sidered some­thing uni­fied, pure, and mono­lithic. In re­cent years, how­ever, that the­ory, or set of the­or­ies, has mi­grated into gender and sexu­al­ity stud­ies, post­co­lo­nial and race stud­ies. It has lost the form­al­ism of its earlier in­stance and ac­quired a new and trans­planted life in the do­main of cul­tural the­ory. There are con­tinu­ing de­bates about whether my own work or the work of Homi K. Bh­abha, Gayatri Chakra­vorty Spivak, or Sla­voj Žižek be­longs to cul­tural stud­ies or crit­ical the­ory, but per­haps such ques­tions simply show that the strong dis­tinc­tion between the two en­ter­prises has broken down. There will be the­or­ists who claim that all of the above be­long to cul­tural stud­ies, and there will be cul­tural stud­ies prac­ti­tion­ers who define them­selves against all man­ner of the­ory (al­though not, sig­ni­fic­antly, Stu­art Hall, one of the founders of cul­tural stud­ies in Bri­tain). But both sides of the de­bate some­times miss the point that the face of the­ory has changed pre­cisely through its cul­tural ap­pro­pri­ations. There is a new venue for the­ory, ne­ces­sar­ily im­pure, where it emerges in and as the very event of cul­tural trans­la­tion. This is not the dis­place­ment of the­ory by his­tor­icism, nor a simple his­tor­iciz­a­tion of the­ory that ex­poses the con­tin­gent lim­its of its more gen­er­al­iz­able claims. It is, rather, the emer­gence of the­ory at the site where cul­tural ho­ri­zons meet, where the de­mand for trans­la­tion is acute and its prom­ise of suc­cess, un­cer­tain.


  Gender Trouble is rooted in “French The­ory,” which is it­self a curi­ous Amer­ican con­struc­tion. Only in the United States are so many dis­par­ate the­or­ies joined to­gether as if they formed some kind of unity. Al­though the book has been trans­lated into sev­eral lan­guages and has had an es­pe­cially strong im­pact on dis­cus­sions of gender and polit­ics in Ger­many, it will emerge in France, if it fi­nally does, much later than in other coun­tries. I men­tion this to un­der­score that the ap­par­ent Fran­co­centrism of the text is at a sig­ni­fic­ant dis­tance from France and from the life of the­ory in France. Gender Trouble tends to read to­gether, in a syn­cretic vein, vari­ous French in­tel­lec­tu­als (Lévi-Strauss, Fou­cault, Lacan, Kristeva, Wit­tig) who had few al­li­ances with one an­other and whose read­ers in France rarely, if ever, read one an­other. In­deed, the in­tel­lec­tual promis­cu­ity of the text marks it pre­cisely as Amer­ican and makes it for­eign to a French con­text. So does its em­phasis on the Anglo-Amer­ican so­ci­olo­gical and an­thro­po­lo­gical tra­di­tion of “gender” stud­ies, which is dis­tinct from the dis­course of “sexual dif­fer­ence” de­rived from struc­tur­al­ist in­quiry. If the text runs the risk of Euro­centrism in the U. S., it has threatened an “Amer­ic­an­iz­a­tion” of the­ory in France for those few French pub­lish­ers who have con­sidered it.[1]


  Of course, “French The­ory” is not the only lan­guage of this text. It emerges from a long en­gage­ment with fem­in­ist the­ory, with the de­bates on the so­cially con­struc­ted char­ac­ter of gender, with psy­cho­ana­lysis and fem­in­ism, with Gayle Ru­bin’s ex­traordin­ary work on gender, sexu­al­ity, and kin­ship, Es­ther New­ton’s ground­break­ing work on drag, Mo­nique Wit­tig’s bril­liant the­or­et­ical and fic­tional writ­ings, and with gay and les­bian per­spect­ives in the hu­man­it­ies. Whereas many fem­in­ists in the 1980s as­sumed that les­bi­an­ism meets fem­in­ism in les­bian-fem­in­ism, Gender Trouble sought to re­fuse the no­tion that les­bian prac­tice in­stan­ti­ates fem­in­ist the­ory, and set up a more troubled re­la­tion between the two terms. Les­bi­an­ism in this text does not rep­res­ent a re­turn to what is most im­port­ant about be­ing a wo­man; it does not con­sec­rate fem­in­in­ity or sig­nal a gyn­o­centric world. Les­bi­an­ism is not the erotic con­sum­ma­tion of a set of polit­ical be­liefs (sexu­al­ity and be­lief are re­lated in a much more com­plex fash­ion, and very of­ten at odds with one an­other). In­stead, the text asks, how do non-norm­at­ive sexual prac­tices call into ques­tion the sta­bil­ity of gender as a cat­egory of ana­lysis? How do cer­tain sexual prac­tices com­pel the ques­tion: what is a wo­man, what is a man? If gender is no longer to be un­der­stood as con­sol­id­ated through norm­at­ive sexu­al­ity, then is there a crisis of gender that is spe­cific to queer con­texts?


  The idea that sexual prac­tice has the power to destabil­ize gender emerged from my read­ing of Gayle Ru­bin’s “The Traffic in Wo­men” and sought to es­tab­lish that norm­at­ive sexu­al­ity for­ti­fies norm­at­ive gender. Briefly, one is a wo­man, ac­cord­ing to this frame­work, to the ex­tent that one func­tions as one within the dom­in­ant het­ero­sexual frame and to call the frame into ques­tion is per­haps to lose some­thing of one’s sense of place in gender. I take it that this is the first for­mu­la­tion of “gender trouble” in this text. I sought to un­der­stand some of the ter­ror and anxi­ety that some people suf­fer in “be­com­ing gay,” the fear of los­ing one’s place in gender or of not know­ing who one will be if one sleeps with someone of the os­tens­ibly “same” gender. This con­sti­tutes a cer­tain crisis in on­to­logy ex­per­i­enced at the level of both sexu­al­ity and lan­guage. This is­sue has be­come more acute as we con­sider vari­ous new forms of gen­der­ing that have emerged in light of trans­gen­der­ism and trans­sexu­al­ity, les­bian and gay par­ent­ing, new butch and femme iden­tit­ies. When and why, for in­stance, do some butch les­bi­ans who be­come par­ents be­come “dads” and oth­ers be­come “moms”?


  What about the no­tion, sug­ges­ted by Kate Born­stein, that a trans­sexual can­not be de­scribed by the noun of “wo­man” or “man,” but must be ap­proached through act­ive verbs that at­test to the con­stant trans­form­a­tion which “is” the new iden­tity or, in­deed, the “in-between­ness” that puts the be­ing of gendered iden­tity into ques­tion? Al­though some les­bi­ans ar­gue that butches have noth­ing to do with “be­ing a man,” oth­ers in­sist that their butch­ness is or was only a route to a de­sired status as a man. These para­doxes have surely pro­lif­er­ated in re­cent years, of­fer­ing evid­ence of a kind of gender trouble that the text it­self did not an­ti­cip­ate.[2]


  But what is the link between gender and sexu­al­ity that I sought to un­der­score? Cer­tainly, I do not mean to claim that forms of sexual prac­tice pro­duce cer­tain genders, but only that un­der con­di­tions of norm­at­ive het­ero­sexu­al­ity, poli­cing gender is some­times used as a way of se­cur­ing het­ero­sexu­al­ity. Cath­ar­ine MacKin­non of­fers a for­mu­la­tion of this prob­lem that res­on­ates with my own at the same time that there are, I be­lieve, cru­cial and im­port­ant dif­fer­ences between us. She writes:


  
    Stopped as an at­trib­ute of a per­son, sex in­equal­ity takes the form of gender; mov­ing as a re­la­tion between people, it takes the form of sexu­al­ity. Gender emerges as the con­gealed form of the sexu­al­iz­a­tion of in­equal­ity between men and wo­men.[3]
  


  In this view, sexual hier­archy pro­duces and con­sol­id­ates gender. It is not het­ero­sexual norm­ativ­ity that pro­duces and con­sol­id­ates gender, but the gender hier­archy that is said to un­der­write het­ero­sexual re­la­tions. If gender hier­archy pro­duces and con­sol­id­ates gender, and if gender hier­archy pre­sup­poses an op­er­at­ive no­tion of gender, then gender is what causes gender, and the for­mu­la­tion cul­min­ates in tau­to­logy. It may be that MacKin­non wants merely to out­line the self-re­pro­du­cing mech­an­ism of gender hier­archy, but this is not what she has said.


  Is “gender hier­archy” suf­fi­cient to ex­plain the con­di­tions for the pro­duc­tion of gender? To what ex­tent does gender hier­archy serve a more or less com­puls­ory het­ero­sexu­al­ity, and how of­ten are gender norms po­liced pre­cisely in the ser­vice of shor­ing up het­ero­sexual he­ge­mony?


  Kath­er­ine Franke, a con­tem­por­ary legal the­or­ist, makes in­nov­at­ive use of both fem­in­ist and queer per­spect­ives to note that by as­sum­ing the primacy of gender hier­archy to the pro­duc­tion of gender, MacKin­non also ac­cepts a pre­sumptively het­ero­sexual model for think­ing about sexu­al­ity. Franke of­fers an al­tern­at­ive model of gender dis­crim­in­a­tion to MacKin­non’s, ef­fect­ively ar­guing that sexual har­ass­ment is the paradig­matic al­legory for the pro­duc­tion of gender. Not all dis­crim­in­a­tion can be un­der­stood as har­ass­ment. The act of har­ass­ment may be one in which a per­son is “made” into a cer­tain gender. But there are oth­ers ways of en­for­cing gender as well. Thus, for Franke, it is im­port­ant to make a pro­vi­sional dis­tinc­tion between gender and sexual dis­crim­in­a­tion. Gay people, for in­stance, may be dis­crim­in­ated against in po­s­i­tions of em­ploy­ment be­cause they fail to “ap­pear” in ac­cord­ance with ac­cep­ted gendered norms. And the sexual har­ass­ment of gay people may well take place not in the ser­vice of shor­ing up gender hier­archy, but in pro­mot­ing gender norm­ativ­ity.


  Whereas MacKin­non of­fers a power­ful cri­tique of sexual har­ass­ment, she in­sti­tutes a reg­u­la­tion of an­other kind: to have a gender means to have entered already into a het­ero­sexual re­la­tion­ship of sub­or­din­a­tion. At an ana­lytic level, she makes an equa­tion that res­on­ates with some dom­in­ant forms of ho­mo­phobic ar­gu­ment. One such view pre­scribes and con­dones the sexual or­der­ing of gender, main­tain­ing that men who are men will be straight, wo­men who are wo­men will be straight. There is an­other set of views, Franke’s in­cluded, which of­fers a cri­tique pre­cisely of this form of gender reg­u­la­tion. There is thus a dif­fer­ence between sex­ist and fem­in­ist views on the re­la­tion between gender and sexu­al­ity: the sex­ist claims that a wo­man only ex­hib­its her wo­man­ness in the act of het­ero­sexual co­itus in which her sub­or­din­a­tion be­comes her pleas­ure (an es­sence em­an­ates and is con­firmed in the sexu­al­ized sub­or­din­a­tion of wo­men); a fem­in­ist view ar­gues that gender should be over­thrown, elim­in­ated, or rendered fatally am­bigu­ous pre­cisely be­cause it is al­ways a sign of sub­or­din­a­tion for wo­men. The lat­ter ac­cepts the power of the former’s or­tho­dox de­scrip­tion, ac­cepts that the former’s de­scrip­tion already op­er­ates as power­ful ideo­logy, but seeks to op­pose it.


  I be­labor this point be­cause some queer the­or­ists have drawn an ana­lytic dis­tinc­tion between gender and sexu­al­ity, re­fus­ing a causal or struc­tural link between them. This makes good sense from one per­spect­ive: if what is meant by this dis­tinc­tion is that het­ero­sexual norm­ativ­ity ought not to or­der gender, and that such or­der­ing ought to be op­posed, I am firmly in fa­vor of this view.[4] If, how­ever, what is meant by this is that (de­script­ively speak­ing), there is no sexual reg­u­la­tion of gender, then I think an im­port­ant, but not ex­clus­ive, di­men­sion of how ho­mo­pho­bia works is go­ing un­re­cog­nized by those who are clearly most eager to com­bat it. It is im­port­ant for me to con­cede, how­ever, that the per­form­ance of gender sub­ver­sion can in­dic­ate noth­ing about sexu­al­ity or sexual prac­tice. Gender can be rendered am­bigu­ous without dis­turb­ing or re­ori­ent­ing norm­at­ive sexu­al­ity at all. Some­times gender am­bi­gu­ity can op­er­ate pre­cisely to con­tain or de­flect non-norm­at­ive sexual prac­tice and thereby work to keep norm­at­ive sexu­al­ity in­tact.[5] Thus, no cor­rel­a­tion can be drawn, for in­stance, between drag or trans­gender and sexual prac­tice, and the dis­tri­bu­tion of hetero-, bi-, and homo-in­clin­a­tions can­not be pre­dict­ably mapped onto the travels of gender bend­ing or chan­ging.


  Much of my work in re­cent years has been de­voted to cla­ri­fy­ing and re­vis­ing the the­ory of per­form­ativ­ity that is out­lined in Gender Trouble.[6] It is dif­fi­cult to say pre­cisely what per­form­ativ­ity is not only be­cause my own views on what “per­form­ativ­ity” might mean have changed over time, most of­ten in re­sponse to ex­cel­lent cri­ti­cisms,[7] but be­cause so many oth­ers have taken it up and given it their own for­mu­la­tions. I ori­gin­ally took my clue on how to read the per­form­ativ­ity of gender from Jacques Der­rida’s read­ing of Kafka’s “Be­fore the Law.” There the one who waits for the law, sits be­fore the door of the law, at­trib­utes a cer­tain force to the law for which one waits. The an­ti­cip­a­tion of an au­thor­it­at­ive dis­clos­ure of mean­ing is the means by which that au­thor­ity is at­trib­uted and in­stalled: the an­ti­cip­a­tion con­jures its ob­ject. I wondered whether we do not labor un­der a sim­ilar ex­pect­a­tion con­cern­ing gender, that it op­er­ates as an in­terior es­sence that might be dis­closed, an ex­pect­a­tion that ends up pro­du­cing the very phe­nomenon that it an­ti­cip­ates. In the first in­stance, then, the per­form­ativ­ity of gender re­volves around this meta­lep­sis, the way in which the an­ti­cip­a­tion of a gendered es­sence pro­duces that which it pos­its as out­side it­self. Secondly, per­form­ativ­ity is not a sin­gu­lar act, but a re­pe­ti­tion and a ritual, which achieves its ef­fects through its nat­ur­al­iz­a­tion in the con­text of a body, un­der­stood, in part, as a cul­tur­ally sus­tained tem­poral dur­a­tion.[8]


  Sev­eral im­port­ant ques­tions have been posed to this doc­trine, and one seems es­pe­cially note­worthy to men­tion here. The view that gender is per­form­at­ive sought to show that what we take to be an in­ternal es­sence of gender is man­u­fac­tured through a sus­tained set of acts, pos­ited through the gendered styl­iz­a­tion of the body. In this way, it showed that what we take to be an “in­ternal” fea­ture of ourselves is one that we an­ti­cip­ate and pro­duce through cer­tain bod­ily acts, at an ex­treme, an hal­lu­cin­at­ory ef­fect of nat­ur­al­ized ges­tures. Does this mean that everything that is un­der­stood as “in­ternal” about the psyche is there­fore evac­u­ated, and that in­tern­al­ity is a false meta­phor? Al­though Gender Trouble clearly drew upon the meta­phor of an in­ternal psyche in its early dis­cus­sion of gender mel­an­choly, that em­phasis was not brought for­ward into the think­ing of per­form­ativ­ity it­self.[9] Both The Psychic Life of Power and sev­eral of my re­cent art­icles on psy­cho­ana­lytic top­ics have sought to come to terms with this prob­lem, what many have seen as a prob­lem­atic break between the early and later chapters of this book. Al­though I would deny that all of the in­ternal world of the psyche is but an ef­fect of a styl­ized set of acts, I con­tinue to think that it is a sig­ni­fic­ant the­or­et­ical mis­take to take the “in­tern­al­ity” of the psychic world for gran­ted. Cer­tain fea­tures of the world, in­clud­ing people we know and lose, do be­come “in­ternal” fea­tures of the self, but they are trans­formed through that in­ter­i­or­iz­a­tion, and that in­ner world, as the Klein­i­ans call it, is con­sti­tuted pre­cisely as a con­sequence of the in­ter­i­or­iz­a­tions that a psyche per­forms. This sug­gests that there may well be a psychic the­ory of per­form­ativ­ity at work that calls for greater ex­plor­a­tion.


  Al­though this text does not an­swer the ques­tion of whether the ma­ter­i­al­ity of the body is fully con­struc­ted, that has been the fo­cus of much of my sub­sequent work, which I hope will prove cla­ri­fy­ing for the reader.[10] The ques­tion of whether or not the the­ory of per­form­ativ­ity can be trans­posed onto mat­ters of race has been ex­plored by sev­eral schol­ars.[11] I would note here not only that ra­cial pre­sump­tions in­vari­ably un­der­write the dis­course on gender in ways that need to be made ex­pli­cit, but that race and gender ought not to be treated as simple ana­lo­gies. I would there­fore sug­gest that the ques­tion to ask is not whether the the­ory of per­form­ativ­ity is trans­pos­able onto race, but what hap­pens to the the­ory when it tries to come to grips with race. Many of these de­bates have centered on the status of “con­struc­tion,” whether race is con­struc­ted in the same way as gender. My view is that no single ac­count of con­struc­tion will do, and that these cat­egor­ies al­ways work as back­ground for one an­other, and they of­ten find their most power­ful ar­tic­u­la­tion through one an­other. Thus, the sexu­al­iz­a­tion of ra­cial gender norms calls to be read through mul­tiple lenses at once, and the ana­lysis surely il­lu­min­ates the lim­its of gender as an ex­clus­ive cat­egory of ana­lysis.[12]


  Al­though I’ve enu­mer­ated some of the aca­demic tra­di­tions and de­bates that have an­im­ated this book, it is not my pur­pose to of­fer a full apo­lo­gia in these brief pages. There is one as­pect of the con­di­tions of its pro­duc­tion that is not al­ways un­der­stood about the text: it was pro­duced not merely from the academy, but from con­ver­gent so­cial move­ments of which I have been a part, and within the con­text of a les­bian and gay com­munity on the east coast of the United States in which I lived for four­teen years prior to the writ­ing of this book. Des­pite the dis­lo­ca­tion of the sub­ject that the text per­forms, there is a per­son here: I went to many meet­ings, bars, and marches and saw many kinds of genders, un­der­stood my­self to be at the cross­roads of some of them, and en­countered sexu­al­ity at sev­eral of its cul­tural edges. I knew many people who were try­ing to find their way in the midst of a sig­ni­fic­ant move­ment for sexual re­cog­ni­tion and free­dom, and felt the ex­hil­ar­a­tion and frus­tra­tion that goes along with be­ing a part of that move­ment both in its hope­ful­ness and in­ternal dis­sen­sion. At the same time that I was en­sconced in the academy, I was also liv­ing a life out­side those walls, and though Gender Trouble is an aca­demic book, it began, for me, with a cross­ing-over, sit­ting on Re­ho­both Beach, won­der­ing whether I could link the dif­fer­ent sides of my life. That I can write in an auto­bi­o­graph­ical mode does not, I think, re­lo­cate this sub­ject that I am, but per­haps it gives the reader a sense of solace that there is someone here (I will sus­pend for the mo­ment the prob­lem that this someone is given in lan­guage).


  It has been one of the most grat­i­fy­ing ex­per­i­ences for me that the text con­tin­ues to move out­side the academy to this day. At the same time that the book was taken up by Queer Na­tion, and some of its re­flec­tions on the the­at­ric­al­ity of queer self-present­a­tion res­on­ated with the tac­tics of Act Up, it was among the ma­ter­i­als that also helped to prompt mem­bers of the Amer­ican Psy­cho­ana­lytic As­so­ci­ation and the Amer­ican Psy­cho­lo­gical As­so­ci­ation to re­as­sess some of their cur­rent doxa on ho­mo­sexu­al­ity. The ques­tions of per­form­at­ive gender were ap­pro­pri­ated in dif­fer­ent ways in the visual arts, at Whit­ney ex­hib­i­tions, and at the Otis School for the Arts in Los Angeles, among oth­ers. Some of its for­mu­la­tions on the sub­ject of “wo­men” and the re­la­tion between sexu­al­ity and gender also made its way into fem­in­ist jur­is­pru­dence and an­ti­discrim­in­a­tion legal schol­ar­ship in the work of Vicki Schultz, Kath­er­ine Franke, and Mary Jo Frug.


  In turn, I have been com­pelled to re­vise some of my po­s­i­tions in Gender Trouble by vir­tue of my own polit­ical en­gage­ments. In the book, I tend to con­ceive of the claim of “uni­ver­sal­ity” in ex­clus­ive neg­at­ive and ex­clu­sion­ary terms. How­ever, I came to see the term has im­port­ant stra­tegic use pre­cisely as a non-sub­stan­tial and open-ended cat­egory as I worked with an ex­traordin­ary group of act­iv­ists first as a board mem­ber and then as board chair of the In­ter­na­tional Gay and Les­bian Hu­man Rights Com­mis­sion (1994–7), an or­gan­iz­a­tion that rep­res­ents sexual minor­it­ies on a broad range of hu­man rights is­sues. There I came to un­der­stand how the as­ser­tion of uni­ver­sal­ity can be pro­leptic and per­form­at­ive, con­jur­ing a real­ity that does not yet ex­ist, and hold­ing out the pos­sib­il­ity for a con­ver­gence of cul­tural ho­ri­zons that have not yet met. Thus, I ar­rived at a second view of uni­ver­sal­ity in which it is defined as a fu­ture-ori­ented labor of cul­tural trans­la­tion.[13] More re­cently, I have been com­pelled to re­late my work to polit­ical the­ory and, once again, to the concept of uni­ver­sal­ity in a co-au­thored book that I am writ­ing with Ern­esto Laclau and Sla­voj Žižek on the the­ory of he­ge­mony and its im­plic­a­tions for a the­or­et­ic­ally act­iv­ist Left (to be pub­lished by Verso in 2000).


  An­other prac­tical di­men­sion of my think­ing has taken place in re­la­tion­ship to psy­cho­ana­lysis as both a schol­arly and clin­ical en­ter­prise. I am cur­rently work­ing with a group of pro­gress­ive psy­cho­ana­lytic ther­ap­ists on a new journal, Stud­ies in Gender and Sexu­al­ity, that seeks to bring clin­ical and schol­arly work into pro­duct­ive dia­logue on ques­tions of sexu­al­ity, gender, and cul­ture.


  Both crit­ics and friends of Gender Trouble have drawn at­ten­tion to the dif­fi­culty of its style. It is no doubt strange, and mad­den­ing to some, to find a book that is not eas­ily con­sumed to be “pop­u­lar” ac­cord­ing to aca­demic stand­ards. The sur­prise over this is per­haps at­trib­ut­able to the way we un­der­es­tim­ate the read­ing pub­lic, its ca­pa­city and de­sire for read­ing com­plic­ated and chal­len­ging texts, when the com­plic­a­tion is not gra­tu­it­ous, when the chal­lenge is in the ser­vice of call­ing taken-for-gran­ted truths into ques­tion, when the taken for gran­ted­ness of those truths is, in­deed, op­press­ive.


  I think that style is a com­plic­ated ter­rain, and not one that we uni­lat­er­ally choose or con­trol with the pur­poses we con­sciously in­tend. Fre­dric Jameson made this clear in his early book on Sartre. Cer­tainly, one can prac­tice styles, but the styles that be­come avail­able to you are not en­tirely a mat­ter of choice. Moreover, neither gram­mar nor style are polit­ic­ally neut­ral. Learn­ing the rules that gov­ern in­tel­li­gible speech is an in­cul­ca­tion into nor­mal­ized lan­guage, where the price of not con­form­ing is the loss of in­tel­li­gib­il­ity it­self. As Dru­cilla Cor­nell, in the tra­di­tion of Ad­orno, re­minds me: there is noth­ing rad­ical about com­mon sense. It would be a mis­take to think that re­ceived gram­mar is the best vehicle for ex­press­ing rad­ical views, given the con­straints that gram­mar im­poses upon thought, in­deed, upon the think­able it­self. But for­mu­la­tions that twist gram­mar or that im­pli­citly call into ques­tion the sub­ject-verb re­quire­ments of pro­pos­i­tional sense are clearly ir­rit­at­ing for some. They pro­duce more work for their read­ers, and some­times their read­ers are of­fen­ded by such de­mands. Are those who are of­fen­ded mak­ing a le­git­im­ate re­quest for “plain speak­ing” or does their com­plaint emerge from a con­sumer ex­pect­a­tion of in­tel­lec­tual life? Is there, per­haps, a value to be de­rived from such ex­per­i­ences of lin­guistic dif­fi­culty? If gender it­self is nat­ur­al­ized through gram­mat­ical norms, as Mo­nique Wit­tig has ar­gued, then the al­ter­a­tion of gender at the most fun­da­mental epi­stemic level will be con­duc­ted, in part, through con­test­ing the gram­mar in which gender is given.


  The de­mand for lu­cid­ity for­gets the ruses that mo­tor the os­tens­ibly “clear” view. Avi­tal Ron­ell re­calls the mo­ment in which Nixon looked into the eyes of the na­tion and said, “let me make one thing per­fectly clear” and then pro­ceeded to lie. What travels un­der the sign of “clar­ity,” and what would be the price of fail­ing to de­ploy a cer­tain crit­ical sus­pi­cion when the ar­rival of lu­cid­ity is an­nounced? Who de­vises the pro­to­cols of “clar­ity” and whose in­terests do they serve? What is fore­closed by the in­sist­ence on pa­ro­chial stand­ards of trans­par­ency as re­quis­ite for all com­mu­nic­a­tion? What does “trans­par­ency” keep ob­scure?


  I grew up un­der­stand­ing some­thing of the vi­ol­ence of gender norms: an uncle in­car­cer­ated for his ana­tom­ic­ally an­om­al­ous body, de­prived of fam­ily and friends, liv­ing out his days in an “in­sti­tute” in the Kan­sas prair­ies; gay cous­ins forced to leave their homes be­cause of their sexu­al­ity, real and ima­gined; my own tem­pes­tu­ous com­ing out at the age of 16; and a sub­sequent adult land­scape of lost jobs, lov­ers, and homes. All of this sub­jec­ted me to strong and scar­ring con­dem­na­tion but, luck­ily, did not pre­vent me from pur­su­ing pleas­ure and in­sist­ing on a le­git­im­at­ing re­cog­ni­tion for my sexual life. It was dif­fi­cult to bring this vi­ol­ence into view pre­cisely be­cause gender was so taken for gran­ted at the same time that it was vi­ol­ently po­liced. It was as­sumed either to be a nat­ural mani­fest­a­tion of sex or a cul­tural con­stant that no hu­man agency could hope to re­vise. I also came to un­der­stand some­thing of the vi­ol­ence of the fore­closed life, the one that does not get named as “liv­ing,” the one whose in­car­cer­a­tion im­plies a sus­pen­sion of life, or a sus­tained death sen­tence. The dogged ef­fort to “de­nat­ur­al­ize” gender in this text emerges, I think, from a strong de­sire both to counter the norm­at­ive vi­ol­ence im­plied by ideal mor­pho­lo­gies of sex and to up­root the per­vas­ive as­sump­tions about nat­ural or pre­sumptive het­ero­sexu­al­ity that are in­formed by or­din­ary and aca­demic dis­courses on sexu­al­ity. The writ­ing of this de­nat­ur­al­iz­a­tion was not done simply out of a de­sire to play with lan­guage or pre­scribe the­at­rical antics in the place of “real” polit­ics, as some crit­ics have con­jec­tured (as if theatre and polit­ics are al­ways dis­tinct). It was done from a de­sire to live, to make life pos­sible, and to re­think the pos­sible as such. What would the world have to be like for my uncle to live in the com­pany of fam­ily, friends, or ex­ten­ded kin­ship of some other kind? How must we re­think the ideal mor­pho­lo­gical con­straints upon the hu­man such that those who fail to ap­prox­im­ate the norm are not con­demned to a death within life?[14]


  Some read­ers have asked whether Gender Trouble seeks to ex­pand the realm of gender pos­sib­il­it­ies for a reason. They ask, for what pur­pose are such new con­fig­ur­a­tions of gender de­vised, and how ought we to judge among them? The ques­tion of­ten in­volves a prior premise, namely, that the text does not ad­dress the norm­at­ive or pre­script­ive di­men­sion of fem­in­ist thought. “Norm­at­ive” clearly has at least two mean­ings in this crit­ical en­counter, since the word is one I use of­ten, mainly to de­scribe the mundane vi­ol­ence per­formed by cer­tain kinds of gender ideals. I usu­ally use “norm­at­ive” in a way that is syn­onym­ous with “per­tain­ing to the norms that gov­ern gender.” But the term “norm­at­ive” also per­tains to eth­ical jus­ti­fic­a­tion, how it is es­tab­lished, and what con­crete con­sequences pro­ceed there­from. One crit­ical ques­tion posed of Gender Trouble has been: how do we pro­ceed to make judg­ments on how gender is to be lived on the basis of the the­or­et­ical de­scrip­tions offered here? It is not pos­sible to op­pose the “norm­at­ive” forms of gender without at the same time sub­scrib­ing to a cer­tain norm­at­ive view of how the gendered world ought to be. I want to sug­gest, how­ever, that the pos­it­ive norm­at­ive vis­ion of this text, such as it is, does not and can­not take the form of a pre­scrip­tion: “sub­vert gender in the way that I say, and life will be good.”


  Those who make such pre­scrip­tions or who are will­ing to de­cide between sub­vers­ive and un­sub­vers­ive ex­pres­sions of gender, base their judg­ments on a de­scrip­tion. Gender ap­pears in this or that form, and then a norm­at­ive judg­ment is made about those ap­pear­ances and on the basis of what ap­pears. But what con­di­tions the do­main of ap­pear­ance for gender it­self? We may be temp­ted to make the fol­low­ing dis­tinc­tion: a de­script­ive ac­count of gender in­cludes con­sid­er­a­tions of what makes gender in­tel­li­gible, an in­quiry into its con­di­tions of pos­sib­il­ity, whereas a norm­at­ive ac­count seeks to an­swer the ques­tion of which ex­pres­sions of gender are ac­cept­able, and which are not, sup­ply­ing per­suas­ive reas­ons to dis­tin­guish between such ex­pres­sions in this way. The ques­tion, how­ever, of what qual­i­fies as “gender” is it­self already a ques­tion that at­tests to a per­vas­ively norm­at­ive op­er­a­tion of power, a fu­git­ive op­er­a­tion of “what will be the case” un­der the rub­ric of “what is the case.” Thus, the very de­scrip­tion of the field of gender is no sense prior to, or sep­ar­able from, the ques­tion of its norm­at­ive op­er­a­tion.


  I am not in­ter­ested in de­liv­er­ing judg­ments on what dis­tin­guishes the sub­vers­ive from the un­sub­vers­ive. Not only do I be­lieve that such judg­ments can­not be made out of con­text, but that they can­not be made in ways that en­dure through time (“con­texts” are them­selves pos­ited unit­ies that un­dergo tem­poral change and ex­pose their es­sen­tial dis­unity). Just as meta­phors lose their meta­phor­icity as they con­geal through time into con­cepts, so sub­vers­ive per­form­ances al­ways run the risk of be­com­ing dead­en­ing cliches through their re­pe­ti­tion and, most im­port­antly, through their re­pe­ti­tion within com­mod­ity cul­ture where “sub­ver­sion” car­ries mar­ket value. The ef­fort to name the cri­terion for sub­vers­ive­ness will al­ways fail, and ought to. So what is at stake in us­ing the term at all?


  What con­tin­ues to con­cern me most is the fol­low­ing kinds of ques­tions: what will and will not con­sti­tute an in­tel­li­gible life, and how do pre­sump­tions about norm­at­ive gender and sexu­al­ity de­term­ine in ad­vance what will qual­ify as the “hu­man” and the “liv­able”? In other words, how do norm­at­ive gender pre­sump­tions work to de­limit the very field of de­scrip­tion that we have for the hu­man? What is the means by which we come to see this de­lim­it­ing power, and what are the means by which we trans­form it?


  The dis­cus­sion of drag that Gender Trouble of­fers to ex­plain the con­struc­ted and per­form­at­ive di­men­sion of gender is not pre­cisely an ex­ample of sub­ver­sion. It would be a mis­take to take it as the paradigm of sub­vers­ive ac­tion or, in­deed, as a model for polit­ical agency. The point is rather dif­fer­ent. If one thinks that one sees a man dressed as a wo­man or a wo­man dressed as a man, then one takes the first term of each of those per­cep­tions as the “real­ity” of gender: the gender that is in­tro­duced through the simile lacks “real­ity,” and is taken to con­sti­tute an il­lus­ory ap­pear­ance. In such per­cep­tions in which an os­tens­ible real­ity is coupled with an un­real­ity, we think we know what the real­ity is, and take the sec­ond­ary ap­pear­ance of gender to be mere ar­ti­fice, play, false­hood, and il­lu­sion. But what is the sense of “gender real­ity” that founds this per­cep­tion in this way? Per­haps we think we know what the ana­tomy of the per­son is (some­times we do not, and we cer­tainly have not ap­pre­ci­ated the vari­ation that ex­ists at the level of ana­tom­ical de­scrip­tion). Or we de­rive that know­ledge from the clothes that the per­son wears, or how the clothes are worn. This is nat­ur­al­ized know­ledge, even though it is based on a series of cul­tural in­fer­ences, some of which are highly er­ro­neous. In­deed, if we shift the ex­ample from drag to trans­sexu­al­ity, then it is no longer pos­sible to de­rive a judg­ment about stable ana­tomy from the clothes that cover and ar­tic­u­late the body. That body may be pre­op­er­at­ive, trans­itional, or post­oper­at­ive; even “see­ing” the body may not an­swer the ques­tion: for what are the cat­egor­ies through which one sees? The mo­ment in which one’s staid and usual cul­tural per­cep­tions fail, when one can­not with surety read the body that one sees, is pre­cisely the mo­ment when one is no longer sure whether the body en­countered is that of a man or a wo­man. The va­cil­la­tion between the cat­egor­ies it­self con­sti­tutes the ex­per­i­ence of the body in ques­tion.


  When such cat­egor­ies come into ques­tion, the real­ity of gender is also put into crisis: it be­comes un­clear how to dis­tin­guish the real from the un­real. And this is the oc­ca­sion in which we come to un­der­stand that what we take to be “real,” what we in­voke as the nat­ur­al­ized know­ledge of gender is, in fact, a change­able and re­vis­able real­ity. Call it sub­vers­ive or call it some­thing else. Al­though this in­sight does not in it­self con­sti­tute a polit­ical re­volu­tion, no polit­ical re­volu­tion is pos­sible without a rad­ical shift in one’s no­tion of the pos­sible and the real. And some­times this shift comes as a res­ult of cer­tain kinds of prac­tices that pre­cede their ex­pli­cit the­or­iz­a­tion, and which prompt a re­think­ing of our ba­sic cat­egor­ies: what is gender, how is it pro­duced and re­pro­duced, what are its pos­sib­il­it­ies? At this point, the sed­i­men­ted and re­ified field of gender “real­ity” is un­der­stood as one that might be made dif­fer­ently and, in­deed, less vi­ol­ently.


  The point of this text is not to cel­eb­rate drag as the ex­pres­sion of a true and model gender (even as it is im­port­ant to res­ist the be­littling of drag that some­times takes place), but to show that the nat­ur­al­ized know­ledge of gender op­er­ates as a pree­mpt­ive and vi­ol­ent cir­cum­scrip­tion of real­ity. To the ex­tent the gender norms (ideal di­morph­ism, het­ero­sexual com­ple­ment­ar­ity of bod­ies, ideals and rule of proper and im­proper mas­culin­ity and fem­in­in­ity, many of which are un­der­writ­ten by ra­cial codes of pur­ity and ta­boos against mis­ce­gen­a­tion) es­tab­lish what will and will not be in­tel­li­gibly hu­man, what will and will not be con­sidered to be “real,” they es­tab­lish the on­to­lo­gical field in which bod­ies may be given le­git­im­ate ex­pres­sion. If there is a pos­it­ive norm­at­ive task in Gender Trouble, it is to in­sist upon the ex­ten­sion of this le­git­im­acy to bod­ies that have been re­garded as false, un­real, and un­in­tel­li­gible. Drag is an ex­ample that is meant to es­tab­lish that “real­ity” is not as fixed as we gen­er­ally as­sume it to be. The pur­pose of the ex­ample is to ex­pose the tenu­ous­ness of gender “real­ity” in or­der to counter the vi­ol­ence per­formed by gender norms.


  In this text as else­where I have tried to un­der­stand what polit­ical agency might be, given that it can­not be isol­ated from the dy­nam­ics of power from which it is wrought. The it­er­ab­il­ity of per­form­ativ­ity is a the­ory of agency, one that can­not dis­avow power as the con­di­tion of its own pos­sib­il­ity. This text does not suf­fi­ciently ex­plain per­form­ativ­ity in terms of its so­cial, psychic, cor­por­eal, and tem­poral di­men­sions. In some ways, the con­tinu­ing work of that cla­ri­fic­a­tion, in re­sponse to nu­mer­ous ex­cel­lent cri­ti­cisms, guides most of my sub­sequent pub­lic­a­tions.


  Other con­cerns have emerged over this text in the last dec­ade, and I have sought to an­swer them through vari­ous pub­lic­a­tions. On the status of the ma­ter­i­al­ity of the body, I have offered a re­con­sid­er­a­tion and re­vi­sion of my views in Bod­ies that Mat­ter. On the ques­tion of the ne­ces­sity of the cat­egory of “wo­men” for fem­in­ist ana­lysis, I have re­vised and ex­pan­ded my views in “Con­tin­gent Found­a­tions” to be found in the volume I coed­ited with Joan W. Scott, Fem­in­ists The­or­ize the Polit­ical (Rout­ledge, 1993) and in the col­lect­ively au­thored Fem­in­ist Con­ten­tions (Rout­ledge, 1995).


  I do not be­lieve that post­struc­tur­al­ism en­tails the death of auto­bi­o­graph­ical writ­ing, but it does draw at­ten­tion to the dif­fi­culty of the “I” to ex­press it­self through the lan­guage that is avail­able to it. For this “I” that you read is in part a con­sequence of the gram­mar that gov­erns the avail­ab­il­ity of per­sons in lan­guage. I am not out­side the lan­guage that struc­tures me, but neither am I de­term­ined by the lan­guage that makes this “I” pos­sible. This is the bind of self-ex­pres­sion, as I un­der­stand it. What it means is that you never re­ceive me apart from the gram­mar that es­tab­lishes my avail­ab­il­ity to you. If I treat that gram­mar as pel­lu­cid, then I fail to call at­ten­tion pre­cisely to that sphere of lan­guage that es­tab­lishes and dis­es­tab­lishes in­tel­li­gib­il­ity, and that would be pre­cisely to thwart my own pro­ject as I have de­scribed it to you here. I am not try­ing to be dif­fi­cult, but only to draw at­ten­tion to a dif­fi­culty without which no “I” can ap­pear.


  This dif­fi­culty takes on a spe­cific di­men­sion when ap­proached from a psy­cho­ana­lytic per­spect­ive. In my ef­forts to un­der­stand the opa­city of the “I” in lan­guage, I have turned in­creas­ingly to psy­cho­ana­lysis since the pub­lic­a­tion of Gender Trouble. The usual ef­fort to po­lar­ize the the­ory of the psyche from the the­ory of power seems to me to be coun­ter­pro­duct­ive, for part of what is so op­press­ive about so­cial forms of gender is the psychic dif­fi­culties they pro­duce. I sought to con­sider the ways in which Fou­cault and psy­cho­ana­lysis might be thought to­gether in The Psychic Life of Power (Stan­ford, 1997). I have also made use of psy­cho­ana­lysis to curb the oc­ca­sional vol­un­tar­ism of my view of per­form­ativ­ity without thereby un­der­min­ing a more gen­eral the­ory of agency. Gender Trouble some­times reads as if gender is simply a self-in­ven­tion or that the psychic mean­ing of a gendered present­a­tion might be read dir­ectly off its sur­face. Both of those pos­tu­lates have had to be re­fined over time. Moreover, my the­ory some­times waffles between un­der­stand­ing per­form­ativ­ity as lin­guistic and cast­ing it as the­at­rical. I have come to think that the two are in­vari­ably re­lated, chi­as­mic­ally so, and that a re­con­sid­er­a­tion of the speech act as an in­stance of power in­vari­ably draws at­ten­tion to both its the­at­rical and lin­guistic di­men­sions. In Ex­cit­able Speech, I sought to show that the speech act is at once per­formed (and thus the­at­rical, presen­ted to an audi­ence, sub­ject to in­ter­pret­a­tion), and lin­guistic, in­du­cing a set of ef­fects through its im­plied re­la­tion to lin­guistic con­ven­tions. If one won­ders how a lin­guistic the­ory of the speech act relates to bod­ily ges­tures, one need only con­sider that speech it­self is a bod­ily act with spe­cific lin­guistic con­sequences. Thus speech be­longs ex­clus­ively neither to cor­por­eal present­a­tion nor to lan­guage, and its status as word and deed is ne­ces­sar­ily am­bigu­ous. This am­bi­gu­ity has con­sequences for the prac­tice of com­ing out, for the in­sur­rec­tion­ary power of the speech act, for lan­guage as a con­di­tion of both bod­ily se­duc­tion and the threat of in­jury.


  If I were to re­write this book un­der present cir­cum­stances, I would in­clude a dis­cus­sion of trans­gender and in­ter­sexu­al­ity, the way that ideal gender di­morph­ism works in both sorts of dis­courses, the dif­fer­ent re­la­tions to sur­gical in­ter­ven­tion that these re­lated con­cerns sus­tain. I would also in­clude a dis­cus­sion on ra­cial­ized sexu­al­ity and, in par­tic­u­lar, how ta­boos against mis­ce­gen­a­tion (and the ro­man­ti­ciz­a­tion of cross-ra­cial sexual ex­change) are es­sen­tial to the nat­ur­al­ized and de­nat­ur­al­ized forms that gender takes. I con­tinue to hope for a co­ali­tion of sexual minor­it­ies that will tran­scend the simple cat­egor­ies of iden­tity, that will re­fuse the eras­ure of bi­sexu­al­ity, that will counter and dis­sip­ate the vi­ol­ence im­posed by re­strict­ive bod­ily norms. I would hope that such a co­ali­tion would be based on the ir­re­du­cible com­plex­ity of sexu­al­ity and its im­plic­a­tion in vari­ous dy­nam­ics of dis­curs­ive and in­sti­tu­tional power, and that no one will be too quick to re­duce power to hier­archy and to re­fuse its pro­duct­ive polit­ical di­men­sions. Even as I think that gain­ing re­cog­ni­tion for one’s status as a sexual minor­ity is a dif­fi­cult task within reign­ing dis­courses of law, polit­ics, and lan­guage, I con­tinue to con­sider it a ne­ces­sity for sur­vival. The mo­bil­iz­a­tion of iden­tity cat­egor­ies for the pur­poses of politi­ciz­a­tion al­ways re­main threatened by the pro­spect of iden­tity be­com­ing an in­stru­ment of the power one op­poses. That is no reason not to use, and be used, by iden­tity. There is no polit­ical po­s­i­tion pur­i­fied of power, and per­haps that im­pur­ity is what pro­duces agency as the po­ten­tial in­ter­rup­tion and re­versal of reg­u­lat­ory re­gimes. Those who are deemed “un­real” nev­er­the­less lay hold of the real, a lay­ing hold that hap­pens in con­cert, and a vi­tal in­stabil­ity is pro­duced by that per­form­at­ive sur­prise. This book is writ­ten then as part of the cul­tural life of a col­lect­ive struggle that has had, and will con­tinue to have, some suc­cess in in­creas­ing the pos­sib­il­it­ies for a liv­able life for those who live, or try to live, on the sexual mar­gins.[15]


  Ju­dith But­ler

  Berke­ley, Cali­for­nia

  June, 1999




  Preface (1990)


  Con­tem­por­ary fem­in­ist de­bates over the mean­ings of gender lead time and again to a cer­tain sense of trouble, as if the in­de­term­in­acy of gender might even­tu­ally cul­min­ate in the fail­ure of fem­in­ism. Per­haps trouble need not carry such a neg­at­ive valence. To make trouble was, within the reign­ing dis­course of my child­hood, some­thing one should never do pre­cisely be­cause that would get one in trouble. The re­bel­lion and its rep­rim­and seemed to be caught up in the same terms, a phe­nomenon that gave rise to my first crit­ical in­sight into the subtle ruse of power: the pre­vail­ing law threatened one with trouble, even put one in trouble, all to keep one out of trouble. Hence, I con­cluded that trouble is in­ev­it­able and the task, how best to make it, what best way to be in it. As time went by, fur­ther am­bi­gu­ities ar­rived on the crit­ical scene. I noted that trouble some­times eu­phem­ized some fun­da­ment­ally mys­ter­i­ous prob­lem usu­ally re­lated to the al­leged mys­tery of all things fem­in­ine. I read Beau­voir who ex­plained that to be a wo­man within the terms of a mas­culin­ist cul­ture is to be a source of mys­tery and un­know­ab­il­ity for men, and this seemed con­firmed some­how when I read Sartre for whom all de­sire, prob­lem­at­ic­ally pre­sumed as het­ero­sexual and mas­cu­line, was defined as trouble. For that mas­cu­line sub­ject of de­sire, trouble be­came a scan­dal with the sud­den in­tru­sion, the unanti­cip­ated agency, of a fe­male “ob­ject” who in­ex­plic­ably re­turns the glance, re­verses the gaze, and con­tests the place and au­thor­ity of the mas­cu­line po­s­i­tion. The rad­ical de­pend­ency of the mas­cu­line sub­ject on the fe­male “Other” sud­denly ex­poses his autonomy as il­lus­ory. That par­tic­u­lar dia­lect­ical re­versal of power, how­ever, couldn’t quite hold my at­ten­tion — al­though oth­ers surely did. Power seemed to be more than an ex­change between sub­jects or a re­la­tion of con­stant in­ver­sion between and sub­ject and an Other; in­deed, power ap­peared to op­er­ate in the pro­duc­tion of that very bin­ary frame for think­ing about gender. I asked, what con­fig­ur­a­tion of power con­structs the sub­ject and the Other, that bin­ary re­la­tion between “men” and “wo­men,” and the in­ternal sta­bil­ity of those terms? What re­stric­tion is here at work? Are those terms un­troub­ling only to the ex­tent that they con­form to a het­ero­sexual mat­rix for con­cep­tu­al­iz­ing gender and de­sire? What hap­pens to the sub­ject and to the sta­bil­ity of gender cat­egor­ies when the epi­stemic re­gime of pre­sumptive het­ero­sexu­al­ity is un­masked as that which pro­duces and re­ifies these os­tens­ible cat­egor­ies of on­to­logy?


  But how can an epi­stemic/on­to­lo­gical re­gime be brought into ques­tion? What best way to trouble the gender cat­egor­ies that sup­port gender hier­archy and com­puls­ory het­ero­sexu­al­ity? Con­sider the fate of “fe­male trouble,” that his­tor­ical con­fig­ur­a­tion of a name­less fe­male in­dis­pos­i­tion, which thinly veiled the no­tion that be­ing fe­male is a nat­ural in­dis­pos­i­tion. Ser­i­ous as the med­ic­al­iz­a­tion of wo­men’s bod­ies is, the term is also laugh­able, and laughter in the face of ser­i­ous cat­egor­ies is in­dis­pens­able for fem­in­ism. Without a doubt, fem­in­ism con­tin­ues to re­quire its own forms of ser­i­ous play. Fe­male Trouble is also the title of the John Wa­ters film that fea­tures Di­vine, the hero/heroine of Hair­spray as well, whose im­per­son­a­tion of wo­men im­pli­citly sug­gests that gender is a kind of per­sist­ent im­per­son­a­tion that passes as the real. Her/his per­form­ance destabil­izes the very dis­tinc­tions between the nat­ural and the ar­ti­fi­cial, depth and sur­face, in­ner and outer through which dis­course about genders al­most al­ways op­er­ates. Is drag the im­it­a­tion of gender, or does it dram­at­ize the sig­ni­fy­ing ges­tures through which gender it­self is es­tab­lished? Does be­ing fe­male con­sti­tute a “nat­ural fact” or a cul­tural per­form­ance, or is “nat­ur­al­ness” con­sti­tuted through dis­curs­ively con­strained per­form­at­ive acts that pro­duce the body through and within the cat­egor­ies of sex? Di­vine not­with­stand­ing, gender prac­tices within gay and les­bian cul­tures of­ten them­at­ize “the nat­ural” in par­odic con­texts that bring into re­lief the per­form­at­ive con­struc­tion of an ori­ginal and true sex. What other found­a­tional cat­egor­ies of iden­tity — the bin­ary of sex, gender, and the body — can be shown as pro­duc­tions that cre­ate the ef­fect of the nat­ural, the ori­ginal, and the in­ev­it­able?


  To ex­pose the found­a­tional cat­egor­ies of sex, gender, and de­sire as ef­fects of a spe­cific form­a­tion of power re­quires a form of crit­ical in­quiry that Fou­cault, re­for­mu­lat­ing Ni­et­z­sche, des­ig­nates as “gene­a­logy.” A gene­a­lo­gical cri­tique re­fuses to search for the ori­gins of gender, the in­ner truth of fe­male de­sire, a genu­ine or au­then­tic sexual iden­tity that re­pres­sion has kept from view; rather, gene­a­logy in­vest­ig­ates the polit­ical stakes in des­ig­nat­ing as an ori­gin and cause those iden­tity cat­egor­ies that are in fact the ef­fects of in­sti­tu­tions, prac­tices, dis­courses with mul­tiple and dif­fuse points of ori­gin. The task of this in­quiry is to cen­ter on — and de­cen­ter — such de­fin­ing in­sti­tu­tions: phal­lo­go­centrism and com­puls­ory het­ero­sexu­al­ity.


  Pre­cisely be­cause “fe­male” no longer ap­pears to be a stable no­tion, its mean­ing is as troubled and un­fixed as “wo­man,” and be­cause both terms gain their troubled sig­ni­fic­a­tions only as re­la­tional terms, this in­quiry takes as its fo­cus gender and the re­la­tional ana­lysis it sug­gests. Fur­ther, it is no longer clear that fem­in­ist the­ory ought to try to settle the ques­tions of primary iden­tity in or­der to get on with the task of polit­ics. In­stead, we ought to ask, what polit­ical pos­sib­il­it­ies are the con­sequence of a rad­ical cri­tique of the cat­egor­ies of iden­tity. What new shape of polit­ics emerges when iden­tity as a com­mon ground no longer con­strains the dis­course on fem­in­ist polit­ics? And to what ex­tent does the ef­fort to loc­ate a com­mon iden­tity as the found­a­tion for a fem­in­ist polit­ics pre­clude a rad­ical in­quiry into the polit­ical con­struc­tion and reg­u­la­tion of iden­tity it­self?


  * * *


  This text is di­vided into three chapters that ef­fect a crit­ical gene­a­logy of gender cat­egor­ies in very dif­fer­ent dis­curs­ive do­mains. Chapter 1, “Sub­jects of Sex/Gender/De­sire,” re­con­siders the status of “wo­men” as the sub­ject of fem­in­ism and the sex/gender dis­tinc­tion. Com­puls­ory het­ero­sexu­al­ity and phal­lo­go­centrism are un­der­stood as re­gimes of power/dis­course with of­ten di­ver­gent ways of an­swer­ing cent­ral ques­tion of gender dis­course: how does lan­guage con­struct the cat­egor­ies of sex? Does “the fem­in­ine” res­ist rep­res­ent­a­tion within lan­guage? Is lan­guage un­der­stood as phal­lo­go­centric (Luce Ir­igaray’s ques­tion)? Is “the fem­in­ine” the only sex rep­res­en­ted within a lan­guage that con­flates the fe­male and the sexual (Mo­nique Wit­tig’s con­ten­tion)? Where and how do com­puls­ory het­ero­sexu­al­ity and phal­lo­go­centrism con­verge? Where are the points of break­age between? How does lan­guage it­self pro­duce the fic­tion con­struc­tion of “sex” that sup­ports these vari­ous re­gimes of power? Within a lan­guage of pre­sumptive het­ero­sexu­al­ity, what sorts of con­tinu­it­ies are as­sumed to ex­ist among sex, gender, and de­sire? Are these terms dis­crete? What kinds of cul­tural prac­tices pro­duce sub­vers­ive dis­con­tinu­ity and dis­son­ance among sex, gender, and de­sire and call into ques­tion their al­leged re­la­tions?


  Chapter 2, “Pro­hib­i­tion, Psy­cho­ana­lysis, and the Pro­duc­tion of the Het­ero­sexual Mat­rix,” of­fers a se­lect­ive read­ing of struc­tur­al­ism, psy­cho­ana­lytic and fem­in­ist ac­counts of the in­cest ta­boo as the mech­an­ism that tries to en­force dis­crete and in­tern­ally co­her­ent gender iden­tit­ies within a het­ero­sexual frame. The ques­tion of ho­mo­sexu­al­ity is, within some psy­cho­ana­lytic dis­course, in­vari­ably as­so­ci­ated with forms of cul­tural un­in­tel­li­gib­il­ity and, in the case of les­bi­an­ism, with the de­sexu­al­iz­a­tion of the fe­male body. On the other hand, the uses of psy­cho­ana­lytic the­ory for an ac­count of com­plex gender “iden­tit­ies” is pur­sued through an ana­lysis of iden­tity, iden­ti­fic­a­tion, and mas­quer­ade in Joan Riviere and other psy­cho­ana­lytic lit­er­at­ure. Once the in­cest ta­boo is sub­jec­ted to Fou­cault’s cri­tique of the re­press­ive hy­po­thesis in The His­tory of Sexu­al­ity, that pro­hib­it­ive or jur­idical struc­ture is shown both to in­state com­puls­ory het­ero­sexu­al­ity within a mas­culin­ist sexual eco­nomy and to en­able a crit­ical chal­lenge to that eco­nomy. Is psy­cho­ana­lysis an an­ti­found­a­tion­al­ist in­quiry that af­firms the kind of sexual com­plex­ity that ef­fect­ively de­reg­u­lates ri­gid and hier­arch­ical sexual codes, or does it main­tain an un­ac­know­ledged set of as­sump­tions about the found­a­tions of iden­tity that work in fa­vor of those very hier­arch­ies?


  The last chapter, “Sub­vers­ive Bod­ily Acts,” be­gins with a crit­ical con­sid­er­a­tion of the con­struc­tion of the ma­ter­nal body in Ju­lia Kristeva in or­der to show the im­pli­cit norms that gov­ern the cul­tural in­tel­li­gib­il­ity of sex and sexu­al­ity in her work. Al­though Fou­cault is en­gaged to provide a cri­tique of Kristeva, a close ex­am­in­a­tion of some of Fou­cault’s own work re­veals a prob­lem­atic in­dif­fer­ence to sexual dif­fer­ence. His cri­tique of the cat­egory of sex, how­ever, provides an in­sight into the reg­u­lat­ory prac­tices of some con­tem­por­ary med­ical fic­tions de­signed to des­ig­nate uni­vocal sex. Mo­nique Wit­tig’s the­ory and fic­tion pro­pose a “dis­in­teg­ra­tion” of cul­tur­ally con­sti­tuted bod­ies, sug­gest­ing that mor­pho­logy it­self is a con­sequence of a he­ge­monic con­cep­tual scheme. The fi­nal sec­tion of this chapter, “Bod­ily In­scrip­tions, Per­form­at­ive Sub­ver­sions,” con­siders the bound­ary and sur­face of bod­ies as polit­ic­ally con­struc­ted, draw­ing on the work of Mary Douglas and Ju­lia Kristeva. As a strategy to de­nat­ur­al­ize and resig­nify bod­ily cat­egor­ies, I de­scribe and pro­pose a set of par­odic prac­tices based in a per­form­at­ive the­ory of gender acts that dis­rupt the cat­egor­ies of the body, sex, gender, and sexu­al­ity and oc­ca­sion their sub­vers­ive resig­ni­fic­a­tion and pro­lif­er­a­tion bey­ond the bin­ary frame.


  It seems that every text has more sources than it can re­con­struct within its own terms. These are sources that define and in­form the very lan­guage of the text in ways that would re­quire a thor­ough un­rav­el­ing of the text it­self to be un­der­stood, and of course there would be no guar­an­tee that that un­rav­el­ing would ever stop. Al­though I have offered a child­hood story to be­gin this pre­face, it is a fable ir­re­du­cible to fact. In­deed, the pur­pose here more gen­er­ally is to trace the way in which gender fables es­tab­lish and cir­cu­late the mis­nomer of nat­ural facts. It is clearly im­possible to re­cover the ori­gins of these es­says, to loc­ate the vari­ous mo­ments that have en­abled this text. The texts are as­sembled to fa­cil­it­ate a polit­ical con­ver­gence of fem­in­ism, gay and les­bian per­spect­ives on gender, and post­struc­tur­al­ist the­ory. Philo­sophy is the pre­dom­in­ant dis­cip­lin­ary mech­an­ism that cur­rently mo­bil­izes this au­thor-sub­ject, al­though it rarely if ever ap­pears sep­ar­ated from other dis­courses. This in­quiry seeks to af­firm those po­s­i­tions on the crit­ical bound­ar­ies of dis­cip­lin­ary life. The point is not to stay mar­ginal, but to par­ti­cip­ate in whatever net­work or mar­ginal zones is spawned from other dis­cip­lin­ary cen­ters and that, to­gether, con­sti­tute a mul­tiple dis­place­ment of those au­thor­it­ies. The com­plex­ity of gender re­quires an in­ter­dis­cip­lin­ary and postdis­cip­lin­ary set of dis­courses in or­der to res­ist the do­mest­ic­a­tion of gender stud­ies or wo­men stud­ies within the academy and to rad­ic­al­ize the no­tion of fem­in­ist cri­tique.


  The writ­ing of this text was made pos­sible by a num­ber of in­sti­tu­tional and in­di­vidual forms of sup­port. The Amer­ican Coun­cil of Learned So­ci­et­ies provided a Re­cent Re­cip­i­ent of the Ph. D. Fel­low­ship for the fall of 1987, and the School of So­cial Sci­ence at the In­sti­tute for Ad­vanced Study in Prin­ceton provided fel­low­ship, hous­ing, and pro­voc­at­ive ar­gu­ment­a­tion dur­ing the 1987–1988 aca­demic year. The George Wash­ing­ton Uni­ver­sity Fac­ulty Re­search Grant also sup­por­ted my re­search dur­ing the sum­mers of 1987 and 1988. Joan W. Scott has been an in­valu­able and in­cis­ive critic through­out vari­ous stages of this ma­nu­script. Her com­mit­ment to a crit­ical re­think­ing of the pre­sup­pos­i­tional terms of fem­in­ist polit­ics has chal­lenged and in­spired me. The “Gender Sem­inar” as­sembled at the In­sti­tute for Ad­vanced Study un­der Joan Scott’s dir­ec­tion helped me to cla­rify and elab­or­ate my views by vir­tue of the sig­ni­fic­ant and pro­voc­at­ive di­vi­sions in our col­lect­ive think­ing. Hence, I thank Lila Abu-Lug­hod, Yas­mine Er­gas, Donna Har­away, Evelyn Fox Keller, Dorinne Kondo, Rayna Rapp, Car­roll Smith-Rosen­berg, Louise Tilly. My stu­dents in the sem­inar “Gender, Iden­tity, and De­sire,” offered at Wes­leyan Uni­ver­sity and at Yale in 1985 and 1986, re­spect­ively, were in­dis­pens­able for their will­ing­ness to ima­gine al­tern­at­ively gendered worlds. I also ap­pre­ci­ate the vari­ety of crit­ical re­sponses that I re­ceived on present­a­tions of parts of this work from the Prin­ceton Wo­men’s Stud­ies Col­loquium, the Hu­man­it­ies Cen­ter at Johns Hop­kins Uni­ver­sity, the Uni­ver­sity of Notre Dame, the Uni­ver­sity of Kan­sas, Am­h­erst Col­lege, and the Yale Uni­ver­sity School of Medi­cine. My ac­know­ledg­ment also goes to Linda Singer, whose per­sist­ent rad­ic­al­ism has been in­valu­able, Sandra Bartky for her work and her timely words of en­cour­age­ment, Linda Nich­olson for her ed­it­or­ial and crit­ical ad­vice, and Linda An­der­son for her acute polit­ical in­tu­itions. I also thank the fol­low­ing in­di­vidu­als, friends, and col­leagues who shaped and sup­por­ted my think­ing: Eloise Moore Ag­gar, Inés Azar, Peter Caws, Nancy F. Cott, Kathy Natan­son, Lois Natan­son, Maurice Natan­son, Stacy Pies, Josh Sha­piro, Mar­garet Soltan, Robert V. Stone, Richard Vann, and Es­zti Votaw. I thank Sandra Schmidt for her fine work in help­ing to pre­pare this ma­nu­script, and Meg Gil­bert for her as­sist­ance. I also thank Maur­een Mac­Grogan for en­cour­aging this pro­ject and oth­ers with her hu­mor, pa­tience, and fine ed­it­or­ial guid­ance.


  As be­fore, I thank Wendy Owen for her re­lent­less ima­gin­a­tion, keen cri­ti­cism, and for the pro­voca­tion of her work.




  1

  Subjects of

  Sex/Gender/Desire


  One is not born a wo­man, but rather be­comes one.


  — Si­mone de Beau­voir


  Strictly speak­ing, “wo­men” can­not be said to ex­ist.


  — Ju­lia Kristeva


  Wo­man does not have a sex.


  — Luce Ir­igaray


  The de­ploy­ment of sexu­al­ity . . . es­tab­lished this no­tion of sex.


  — Michel Fou­cault


  The cat­egory of sex is the polit­ical cat­egory that founds so­ci­ety as het­ero­sexual.


  — Mo­nique Wit­tig


  i. “Women” as the Subject of Feminism


  For the most part, fem­in­ist the­ory has as­sumed that there is some ex­ist­ing iden­tity, un­der­stood through the cat­egory of wo­men, who not only ini­ti­ates fem­in­ist in­terests and goals within dis­course, but con­sti­tutes the sub­ject for whom polit­ical rep­res­ent­a­tion is pur­sued. But polit­ics and rep­res­ent­a­tion are con­tro­ver­sial terms. On the one hand, rep­res­ent­a­tion serves as the op­er­at­ive term within a polit­ical pro­cess that seeks to ex­tend vis­ib­il­ity and le­git­im­acy to wo­men as polit­ical sub­jects; on the other hand, rep­res­ent­a­tion is the norm­at­ive func­tion of a lan­guage which is said either to re­veal or to dis­tort what is as­sumed to be true about the cat­egory of wo­men. For fem­in­ist the­ory, the de­vel­op­ment of a lan­guage that fully or ad­equately rep­res­ents wo­men has seemed ne­ces­sary to foster the polit­ical vis­ib­il­ity of wo­men. This has seemed ob­vi­ously im­port­ant con­sid­er­ing the per­vas­ive cul­tural con­di­tion in which wo­men’s lives were either mis­rep­res­en­ted or not rep­res­en­ted at all.


  Re­cently, this pre­vail­ing con­cep­tion of the re­la­tion between fem­in­ist the­ory and polit­ics has come un­der chal­lenge from within fem­in­ist dis­course. The very sub­ject of wo­men is no longer un­der­stood in stable or abid­ing terms. There is a great deal of ma­ter­ial that not only ques­tions the vi­ab­il­ity of “the sub­ject” as the ul­ti­mate can­did­ate for rep­res­ent­a­tion or, in­deed, lib­er­a­tion, but there is very little agree­ment after all on what it is that con­sti­tutes, or ought to con­sti­tute, the cat­egory of wo­men. The do­mains of polit­ical and lin­guistic “rep­res­ent­a­tion” set out in ad­vance the cri­terion by which sub­jects them­selves are formed, with the res­ult that rep­res­ent­a­tion is ex­ten­ded only to what can be ac­know­ledged as a sub­ject. In other words, the qual­i­fic­a­tions for be­ing a sub­ject must first be met be­fore rep­res­ent­a­tion can be ex­ten­ded.


  Fou­cault points out that jur­idical sys­tems of power pro­duce the sub­jects they sub­sequently come to rep­res­ent.[1] Jur­idical no­tions of power ap­pear to reg­u­late polit­ical life in purely neg­at­ive terms — that is, through the lim­it­a­tion, pro­hib­i­tion, reg­u­la­tion, con­trol, and even “pro­tec­tion” of in­di­vidu­als re­lated to that polit­ical struc­ture through the con­tin­gent and re­tract­able op­er­a­tion of choice. But the sub­jects reg­u­lated by such struc­tures are, by vir­tue of be­ing sub­jec­ted to them, formed, defined, and re­pro­duced in ac­cord­ance with the re­quire­ments of those struc­tures. If this ana­lysis is right, then the jur­idical form­a­tion of lan­guage and polit­ics that rep­res­ents wo­men as “the sub­ject” of fem­in­ism is it­self a dis­curs­ive form­a­tion and ef­fect of a given ver­sion of rep­res­ent­a­tional polit­ics. And the fem­in­ist sub­ject turns out to be dis­curs­ively con­sti­tuted by the very polit­ical sys­tem that is sup­posed to fa­cil­it­ate its eman­cip­a­tion. This be­comes polit­ic­ally prob­lem­atic if that sys­tem can be shown to pro­duce gendered sub­jects along a dif­fer­en­tial axis of dom­in­a­tion or to pro­duce sub­jects who are pre­sumed to be mas­cu­line. In such cases, an un­crit­ical ap­peal to such a sys­tem for the eman­cip­a­tion of “wo­men” will be clearly self-de­feat­ing.


  The ques­tion of “the sub­ject” is cru­cial for polit­ics, and for fem­in­ist polit­ics in par­tic­u­lar, be­cause jur­idical sub­jects are in­vari­ably pro­duced through cer­tain ex­clu­sion­ary prac­tices that do not “show” once the jur­idical struc­ture of polit­ics has been es­tab­lished. In other words, the polit­ical con­struc­tion of the sub­ject pro­ceeds with cer­tain le­git­im­at­ing and ex­clu­sion­ary aims, and these polit­ical op­er­a­tions are ef­fect­ively con­cealed and nat­ur­al­ized by a polit­ical ana­lysis that takes jur­idical struc­tures as their found­a­tion. Jur­idical power in­ev­it­ably “pro­duces” what it claims merely to rep­res­ent; hence, polit­ics must be con­cerned with this dual func­tion of power: the jur­idical and the pro­duct­ive. In ef­fect, the law pro­duces and then con­ceals the no­tion of “a sub­ject be­fore the law”[2] in or­der to in­voke that dis­curs­ive form­a­tion as a nat­ur­al­ized found­a­tional premise that sub­sequently le­git­im­ates that law’s own reg­u­lat­ory he­ge­mony. It is not enough to in­quire into how wo­men might be­come more fully rep­res­en­ted in lan­guage and polit­ics. Fem­in­ist cri­tique ought also to un­der­stand how the cat­egory of “wo­men,” the sub­ject of fem­in­ism, is pro­duced and re­strained by the very struc­tures of power through which eman­cip­a­tion is sought.


  In­deed, the ques­tion of wo­men as the sub­ject of fem­in­ism raises the pos­sib­il­ity that there may not be a sub­ject who stands “be­fore” the law, await­ing rep­res­ent­a­tion in or by the law. Per­haps the sub­ject, as well as the in­voc­a­tion of a tem­poral “be­fore,” is con­sti­tuted by the law as the fict­ive found­a­tion of its own claim to le­git­im­acy. The pre­vail­ing as­sump­tion of the on­to­lo­gical in­teg­rity of the sub­ject be­fore the law might be un­der­stood as the con­tem­por­ary trace of the state of nature hy­po­thesis, that found­a­tion­al­ist fable con­stitutive of the jur­idical struc­tures of clas­sical lib­er­al­ism. The per­form­at­ive in­voc­a­tion of a non­his­tor­ical “be­fore” be­comes the found­a­tional premise that guar­an­tees a preso­cial on­to­logy of per­sons who freely con­sent to be gov­erned and, thereby, con­sti­tute the le­git­im­acy of the so­cial con­tract.


  Apart from the found­a­tion­al­ist fic­tions that sup­port the no­tion of the sub­ject, how­ever, there is the polit­ical prob­lem that fem­in­ism en­coun­ters in the as­sump­tion that the term wo­men de­notes a com­mon iden­tity. Rather than a stable sig­ni­fier that com­mands the as­sent of those whom it pur­ports to de­scribe and rep­res­ent, wo­men, even in the plural, has be­come a trouble­some term, a site of con­test, a cause for anxi­ety. As Den­ise Ri­ley’s title sug­gests, Am I That Name? is a ques­tion pro­duced by the very pos­sib­il­ity of the name’s mul­tiple sig­ni­fic­a­tions.[3] If one “is” a wo­man, that is surely not all one is; the term fails to be ex­haust­ive, not be­cause a pre­gendered “per­son” tran­scends the spe­cific paraphernalia of its gender, but be­cause gender is not al­ways con­sti­tuted co­her­ently or con­sist­ently in dif­fer­ent his­tor­ical con­texts, and be­cause gender in­ter­sects with ra­cial, class, eth­nic, sexual, and re­gional mod­al­it­ies of dis­curs­ively con­sti­tuted iden­tit­ies. As a res­ult, it be­comes im­possible to sep­ar­ate out “gender” from the polit­ical and cul­tural in­ter­sec­tions in which it is in­vari­ably pro­duced and main­tained.


  The polit­ical as­sump­tion that there must be a uni­ver­sal basis for fem­in­ism, one which must be found in an iden­tity as­sumed to ex­ist cross-cul­tur­ally, of­ten ac­com­pan­ies the no­tion that the op­pres­sion of wo­men has some sin­gu­lar form dis­cern­ible in the uni­ver­sal or he­ge­monic struc­ture of pat­ri­archy or mas­cu­line dom­in­a­tion. The no­tion of a uni­ver­sal pat­ri­archy has been widely cri­ti­cized in re­cent years for its fail­ure to ac­count for the work­ings of gender op­pres­sion in the con­crete cul­tural con­texts in which it ex­ists. Where those vari­ous con­texts have been con­sul­ted within such the­or­ies, it has been to find “ex­amples” or “il­lus­tra­tions” of a uni­ver­sal prin­ciple that is as­sumed from the start. That form of fem­in­ist the­or­iz­ing has come un­der cri­ti­cism for its ef­forts to col­on­ize and ap­pro­pri­ate non-West­ern cul­tures to sup­port highly West­ern no­tions of op­pres­sion, but be­cause they tend as well to con­struct a “Third World” or even an “Ori­ent” in which gender op­pres­sion is subtly ex­plained as symp­to­matic of an es­sen­tial, non-West­ern bar­bar­ism. The ur­gency of fem­in­ism to es­tab­lish a uni­ver­sal status for pat­ri­archy in or­der to strengthen the ap­pear­ance of fem­in­ism’s own claims to be rep­res­ent­at­ive has oc­ca­sion­ally mo­tiv­ated the short­cut to a cat­egorial or fict­ive uni­ver­sal­ity of the struc­ture of dom­in­a­tion, held to pro­duce wo­men’s com­mon sub­jug­ated ex­per­i­ence.


  Al­though the claim of uni­ver­sal pat­ri­archy no longer en­joys the kind of cred­ib­il­ity it once did, the no­tion of a gen­er­ally shared con­cep­tion of “wo­men,” the co­rol­lary to that frame­work, has been much more dif­fi­cult to dis­place. Cer­tainly, there have been plenty of de­bates: Is there some com­mon­al­ity among “wo­men” that preex­ists their op­pres­sion, or do “wo­men” have a bond by vir­tue of their op­pres­sion alone? Is there a spe­cificity to wo­men’s cul­tures that is in­de­pend­ent of their sub­or­din­a­tion by he­ge­monic, mas­culin­ist cul­tures? Are the spe­cificity and in­teg­rity of wo­men’s cul­tural or lin­guistic prac­tices al­ways spe­cified against and, hence, within the terms of some more dom­in­ant cul­tural form­a­tion? If there is a re­gion of the “spe­cific­ally fem­in­ine,” one that is both dif­fer­en­ti­ated from the mas­cu­line as such and re­cog­niz­able in its dif­fer­ence by an un­marked and, hence, pre­sumed uni­ver­sal­ity of “wo­men”? The mas­cu­line/fem­in­ine bin­ary con­sti­tutes not only the ex­clus­ive frame­work in which that spe­cificity can be re­cog­nized, but in every other way the “spe­cificity” of the fem­in­ine is once again fully de­con­tex­tu­al­ized and sep­ar­ated off ana­lyt­ic­ally and polit­ic­ally from the con­sti­tu­tion of class, race, eth­ni­city, and other axes of power re­la­tions that both con­sti­tute “iden­tity” and make the sin­gu­lar no­tion of iden­tity a mis­nomer.[4]


  My sug­ges­tion is that the pre­sumed uni­ver­sal­ity and unity of the sub­ject of fem­in­ism is ef­fect­ively un­der­mined by the con­straints of the rep­res­ent­a­tional dis­course in which it func­tions. In­deed, the pre­ma­ture in­sist­ence on a stable sub­ject of fem­in­ism, un­der­stood as a seam­less cat­egory of wo­men, in­ev­it­ably gen­er­ates mul­tiple re­fus­als to ac­cept the cat­egory. These do­mains of ex­clu­sion re­veal the co­er­cive and reg­u­lat­ory con­sequences of that con­struc­tion, even when the con­struc­tion has been elab­or­ated for eman­cip­at­ory pur­poses. In­deed, the frag­ment­a­tion within fem­in­ism and the para­dox­ical op­pos­i­tion to fem­in­ism from “wo­men” whom fem­in­ism claims to rep­res­ent sug­gest the ne­ces­sary lim­its of iden­tity polit­ics. The sug­ges­tion that fem­in­ism can seek wider rep­res­ent­a­tion for a sub­ject that it it­self con­structs has the ironic con­sequence that fem­in­ist goals risk fail­ure by re­fus­ing to take ac­count of the con­stitutive powers of their own rep­res­ent­a­tional claims. This prob­lem is not ameli­or­ated through an ap­peal to the cat­egory of wo­men for merely “stra­tegic” pur­poses, for strategies al­ways have mean­ings that ex­ceed the pur­poses for which they are in­ten­ded. In this case, ex­clu­sion it­self might qual­ify as such an un­in­ten­ded yet con­sequen­tial mean­ing. By con­form­ing to a re­quire­ment of rep­res­ent­a­tional polit­ics that fem­in­ism ar­tic­u­late a stable sub­ject, fem­in­ism thus opens it­self to charges of gross mis­rep­res­ent­a­tion.


  Ob­vi­ously, the polit­ical task is not to re­fuse rep­res­ent­a­tional polit­ics — as if we could. The jur­idical struc­tures of lan­guage and polit­ics con­sti­tute the con­tem­por­ary field of power; hence, there is no po­s­i­tion out­side this field, but only a crit­ical gene­a­logy of its own le­git­im­at­ing prac­tices. As such, the crit­ical point of de­par­ture is the his­tor­ical present, as Marx put it. And the task is to for­mu­late within this con­sti­tuted frame a cri­tique of the cat­egor­ies of iden­tity that con­tem­por­ary jur­idical struc­tures en­gender, nat­ur­al­ize, and im­mob­il­ize.


  Per­haps there is an op­por­tun­ity at this junc­ture of cul­tural polit­ics, a period that some would call “post­fem­in­ist,” to re­flect from within a fem­in­ist per­spect­ive on the in­junc­tion to con­struct a sub­ject of fem­in­ism. Within fem­in­ist polit­ical prac­tice, a rad­ical re­think­ing of the on­to­lo­gical con­struc­tions of iden­tity ap­pears to be ne­ces­sary in or­der to for­mu­late a rep­res­ent­a­tional polit­ics that might re­vive fem­in­ism on other grounds. On the other hand, it may be time to en­ter­tain a rad­ical cri­tique that seeks to free fem­in­ist the­ory from the ne­ces­sity of hav­ing to con­struct a single or abid­ing ground which is in­vari­ably con­tested by those iden­tity po­s­i­tions or anti-iden­tity po­s­i­tions that it in­vari­ably ex­cludes. Do the ex­clu­sion­ary prac­tices that ground fem­in­ist the­ory in a no­tion of “wo­men” as sub­ject para­dox­ic­ally un­der­cut fem­in­ist goals to ex­tend its claims to “rep­res­ent­a­tion”?[5]


  Per­haps the prob­lem is even more ser­i­ous. Is the con­struc­tion of the cat­egory of wo­men as a co­her­ent and stable sub­ject an un­wit­ting reg­u­la­tion and re­ific­a­tion of gender re­la­tions? And is not such a re­ific­a­tion pre­cisely con­trary to fem­in­ist aims? To what ex­tent does the cat­egory of wo­men achieve sta­bil­ity and co­her­ence only in the con­text of the het­ero­sexual mat­rix?[6] If a stable no­tion of gender no longer proves to be the found­a­tional premise of fem­in­ist polit­ics, per­haps a new sort of fem­in­ist polit­ics is now de­sir­able to con­test the very re­ific­a­tions of gender and iden­tity, one that will take the vari­able con­struc­tion of iden­tity as both a meth­od­o­lo­gical and norm­at­ive pre­requis­ite, if not a polit­ical goal.


  To trace the polit­ical op­er­a­tions that pro­duce and con­ceal what qual­i­fies as the jur­idical sub­ject of fem­in­ism is pre­cisely the task of a fem­in­ist gene­a­logy of the cat­egory of wo­men. In the course of this ef­fort to ques­tion “wo­men” as the sub­ject of fem­in­ism, the un­prob­lem­atic in­voc­a­tion of that cat­egory may prove to pre­clude the pos­sib­il­ity of fem­in­ism as a rep­res­ent­a­tional polit­ics. What sense does it make to ex­tend rep­res­ent­a­tion to sub­jects who are con­struc­ted through the ex­clu­sion of those who fail to con­form to un­spoken norm­at­ive re­quire­ments of the sub­ject? What re­la­tions of dom­in­a­tion and ex­clu­sion are in­ad­vert­ently sus­tained when rep­res­ent­a­tion be­comes the sole fo­cus of polit­ics? The iden­tity of the fem­in­ist sub­ject ought not to be the found­a­tion of fem­in­ist polit­ics, if the form­a­tion of the sub­ject takes place within a field of power reg­u­larly bur­ied through the as­ser­tion of that found­a­tion. Per­haps, para­dox­ic­ally, “rep­res­ent­a­tion” will be shown to make sense for fem­in­ism only when the sub­ject of “wo­men” is nowhere pre­sumed.


  ii. The Compulsory Order of Sex/Gender/Desire


  Al­though the un­prob­lem­atic unity of “wo­men” is of­ten in­voked to con­struct a solid­ar­ity of iden­tity, a split is in­tro­duced in the fem­in­ist sub­ject by the dis­tinc­tion between sex and gender. Ori­gin­ally in­ten­ded to dis­pute the bio­logy-is-des­tiny for­mu­la­tion, the dis­tinc­tion between sex and gender serves the ar­gu­ment that whatever bio­lo­gical in­tract­ab­il­ity sex ap­pears to have, gender is cul­tur­ally con­struc­ted: hence, gender is neither the causal res­ult of sex nor as seem­ingly fixed as sex. The unity of the sub­ject is thus already po­ten­tially con­tested by the dis­tinc­tion that per­mits of gender as a mul­tiple in­ter­pret­a­tion of sex.[7]


  If gender is the cul­tural mean­ings that the sexed body as­sumes, then a gender can­not be said to fol­low from a sex in any one way. Taken to its lo­gical limit, the sex/gender dis­tinc­tion sug­gests a rad­ical dis­con­tinu­ity between sexed bod­ies and cul­tur­ally con­struc­ted genders. As­sum­ing for the mo­ment the sta­bil­ity of bin­ary sex, it does not fol­low that the con­struc­tion of “men” will ac­crue ex­clus­ively to the bod­ies of males or that “wo­men” will in­ter­pret only fe­male bod­ies. Fur­ther, even if the sexes ap­pear to be un­prob­lem­at­ic­ally bin­ary in their mor­pho­logy and con­sti­tu­tion (which will be­come a ques­tion), there is no reason to as­sume that genders ought also to re­main as two.[8] The pre­sump­tion of a bin­ary gender sys­tem im­pli­citly re­tains the be­lief in a mi­metic re­la­tion of gender to sex whereby gender mir­rors sex or is oth­er­wise re­stric­ted by it. When the con­struc­ted status of gender is the­or­ized as rad­ic­ally in­de­pend­ent of sex, gender it­self be­comes a free-float­ing ar­ti­fice, with the con­sequence that man and mas­cu­line might just as eas­ily sig­nify a fe­male body as a male one, and wo­man and fem­in­ine a male body as eas­ily as a fe­male one.


  This rad­ical split­ting of the gendered sub­ject poses yet an­other set of prob­lems. Can we refer to a “given” sex or a “given” gender without first in­quir­ing into how sex and/or gender is given, through what means? And what is “sex” any­way? Is it nat­ural, ana­tom­ical, chro­mo­somal, or hor­monal, and how is a fem­in­ist critic to as­sess the sci­entific dis­courses which pur­port to es­tab­lish such “facts” for us?[9] Does sex have a his­tory?[10] Does each sex have a dif­fer­ent his­tory, or his­tor­ies? Is there a his­tory of how the du­al­ity of sex was es­tab­lished, a gene­a­logy that might ex­pose the bin­ary op­tions as a vari­able con­struc­tion? Are the os­tens­ibly nat­ural facts of sex dis­curs­ively pro­duced by vari­ous sci­entific dis­courses in the ser­vice of other polit­ical and so­cial in­terests? If the im­mut­able char­ac­ter of sex is con­tested, per­haps this con­struct called “sex” is as cul­tur­ally con­struc­ted as gender; in­deed, per­haps it was al­ways already gender, with the con­sequence that the dis­tinc­tion between sex and gender turns out to be no dis­tinc­tion at all.[11]


  It would make no sense, then, to define gender as the cul­tural in­ter­pret­a­tion of sex, if sex it­self is a gendered cat­egory. Gender ought not to be con­ceived merely as the cul­tural in­scrip­tion of mean­ing on a pre­given sex (a jur­idical con­cep­tion); gender must also des­ig­nate the very ap­par­atus of pro­duc­tion whereby the sexes them­selves are es­tab­lished. As a res­ult, gender is not to cul­ture as sex is to nature; gender is also the dis­curs­ive/cul­tural means by which “sexed nature” or “a nat­ural sex” is pro­duced and es­tab­lished as “pre­dis­curs­ive,” prior to cul­ture, a polit­ic­ally neut­ral sur­face on which cul­ture acts. This con­struc­tion of “sex” as the rad­ic­ally un­con­struc­ted will con­cern us again in the dis­cus­sion of Lévi-Strauss and struc­tur­al­ism in chapter 2. At this junc­ture it is already clear that one way the in­ternal sta­bil­ity and bin­ary frame for sex is ef­fect­ively se­cured is by cast­ing the du­al­ity of sex in a pre­dis­curs­ive do­main. This pro­duc­tion of sex as the pre­dis­curs­ive ought to be un­der­stood as the ef­fect of the ap­par­atus of cul­tural con­struc­tion des­ig­nated by gender. How, then, does gender need to be re­for­mu­lated to en­com­pass the power re­la­tions that pro­duce the ef­fect of a pre­dis­curs­ive sex and so con­ceal that very op­er­a­tion of dis­curs­ive pro­duc­tion?


  iii. Gender: The Circular Ruins of Contemporary Debate


  Is there “a” gender which per­sons are said to have, or is it an es­sen­tial at­trib­ute that a per­son is said to be, as im­plied in the ques­tion “What gender are you?” When fem­in­ist the­or­ists claim that gender is the cul­tural in­ter­pret­a­tion of sex or that gender is cul­tur­ally con­struc­ted, what is the man­ner or mech­an­ism of this con­struc­tion? If gender is con­struc­ted, could it be con­struc­ted dif­fer­ently, or does its con­struc­ted­ness im­ply some form of so­cial de­term­in­ism, fore­clos­ing the pos­sib­il­ity of agency and trans­form­a­tion? Does “con­struc­tion” sug­gest that cer­tain laws gen­er­ate gender dif­fer­ences along uni­ver­sal axes of sexual dif­fer­ence? How and where does the con­struc­tion of gender take place? What sense can we make of a con­struc­tion that can­not as­sume a hu­man con­structor prior to that con­struc­tion? On some ac­counts, the no­tion that gender is con­struc­ted sug­gests a cer­tain de­term­in­ism of gender mean­ings in­scribed on ana­tom­ic­ally dif­fer­en­ti­ated bod­ies, where those bod­ies are un­der­stood as pass­ive re­cip­i­ents of an in­ex­or­able cul­tural law. When the rel­ev­ant “cul­ture” that “con­structs” gender is un­der­stood in terms of such a law or set of laws, then it seems that gender is as de­term­ined and fixed as it was un­der the bio­logy-is-des­tiny for­mu­la­tion. In such a case, not bio­logy, but cul­ture, be­comes des­tiny.


  On the other hand, Si­mone de Beau­voir sug­gests in The Second Sex that “one is not born a wo­man, but, rather, be­comes one.”[12] For Beau­voir, gender is “con­struc­ted,” but im­plied in her for­mu­la­tion is an agent, a co­gito, who some­how takes on or ap­pro­pri­ates that gender and could, in prin­ciple, take on some other gender. Is gender as vari­able and vo­li­tional as Beau­voir’s ac­count seems to sug­gest? Can “con­struc­tion” in such a case be re­duced to a form of choice? Beau­voir is clear that one “be­comes” a wo­man, but al­ways un­der a cul­tural com­pul­sion to be­come one. And clearly, the com­pul­sion does not come from “sex.” There is noth­ing in her ac­count that guar­an­tees that the “one” who be­comes a wo­man is ne­ces­sar­ily fe­male. If “the body is a situ­ation,”[13] as she claims, there is no re­course to a body that has not al­ways already been in­ter­preted by cul­tural mean­ings; hence, sex could not qual­ify as a pre­dis­curs­ive ana­tom­ical facti­city. In­deed, sex, by defin­i­tion, will be shown to have been gender all along.[14]


  The con­tro­versy over the mean­ing of con­struc­tion ap­pears to founder on the con­ven­tional philo­soph­ical po­lar­ity between free will and de­term­in­ism. As a con­sequence, one might reas­on­ably sus­pect that some com­mon lin­guistic re­stric­tion on thought both forms and lim­its the terms of the de­bate. Within those terms, “the body” ap­pears as a pass­ive me­dium on which cul­tural mean­ings are in­scribed or as the in­stru­ment through which an ap­pro­pri­at­ive and in­ter­pret­ive will de­term­ines a cul­tural mean­ing for it­self. In either case, the body is figured as a mere in­stru­ment or me­dium for which a set of cul­tural mean­ings are only ex­tern­ally re­lated. But “the body” is it­self a con­struc­tion, as are the myriad “bod­ies” that con­sti­tute the do­main of gendered sub­jects. Bod­ies can­not be said to have a sig­ni­fi­able ex­ist­ence prior to the mark of their gender; the ques­tion then emerges: To what ex­tent does the body come into be­ing in and through the mark(s) of gender? How do we re­con­ceive the body no longer as a pass­ive me­dium or in­stru­ment await­ing the en­liven­ing ca­pa­city of a dis­tinctly im­ma­ter­ial will?[15]


  Whether gender or sex is fixed or free is a func­tion of a dis­course which, it will be sug­ges­ted, seeks to set cer­tain lim­its to ana­lysis or to safe­guard cer­tain ten­ets of hu­man­ism as pre­sup­pos­i­tional to any ana­lysis of gender. The locus of in­tract­ab­il­ity, whether in “sex” or “gender” or in the very mean­ing of “con­struc­tion,” provides a clue to what cul­tural pos­sib­il­it­ies can and can­not be­come mo­bil­ized through any fur­ther ana­lysis. The lim­its of the dis­curs­ive ana­lysis of gender pre­sup­pose and pree­mpt the pos­sib­il­it­ies of ima­gin­able and real­iz­able gender con­fig­ur­a­tions within cul­ture. This is not to say that any and all gendered pos­sib­il­it­ies are open, but that the bound­ar­ies of ana­lysis sug­gest the lim­its of a dis­curs­ively con­di­tioned ex­per­i­ence. These lim­its are al­ways set within the terms of a he­ge­monic cul­tural dis­course pre­dic­ated on bin­ary struc­tures that ap­pear as the lan­guage of uni­ver­sal ra­tion­al­ity. Con­straint is thus built into what that lan­guage con­sti­tutes as the ima­gin­able do­main of gender.


  Al­though so­cial sci­ent­ists refer to gender as a “factor” or a “di­men­sion” of an ana­lysis, it is also ap­plied to em­bod­ied per­sons as “a mark” of bio­lo­gical, lin­guistic, and/or cul­tural dif­fer­ence. In these lat­ter cases, gender can be un­der­stood as a sig­ni­fic­a­tion that an (already) sexu­ally dif­fer­en­ti­ated body as­sumes, but even then that sig­ni­fic­a­tion ex­ists only in re­la­tion to an­other, op­pos­ing sig­ni­fic­a­tion. Some fem­in­ist the­or­ists claim that gender is “a re­la­tion,” in­deed, a set of re­la­tions, and not an in­di­vidual at­trib­ute. Oth­ers, fol­low­ing Beau­voir, would ar­gue that only the fem­in­ine gender is marked, that the uni­ver­sal per­son and the mas­cu­line gender are con­flated, thereby de­fin­ing wo­men in terms of their sex and ex­tolling men as the bear­ers of a body-tran­scend­ent uni­ver­sal per­son­hood.


  In a move that com­plic­ates the dis­cus­sion fur­ther, Luce Ir­igaray ar­gues that wo­men con­sti­tute a para­dox, if not a con­tra­dic­tion, within the dis­course of iden­tity it­self. Wo­men are the “sex” which is not “one.” Within a lan­guage per­vas­ively mas­culin­ist, a phal­lo­go­centric lan­guage, wo­men con­sti­tute the un­rep­res­ent­able. In other words, wo­men rep­res­ent the sex that can­not be thought, a lin­guistic ab­sence and opa­city. Within a lan­guage that rests on uni­vocal sig­ni­fic­a­tion, the fe­male sex con­sti­tutes the un­con­strain­able and un­des­ig­nat­able. In this sense, wo­men are the sex which is not “one,” but mul­tiple.[16] In op­pos­i­tion to Beau­voir, for whom wo­men are des­ig­nated as the Other, Ir­igaray ar­gues that both the sub­ject and the Other are mas­cu­line main­stays of a closed phal­lo­go­centric sig­ni­fy­ing eco­nomy that achieves its to­tal­iz­ing goal through the ex­clu­sion of the fem­in­ine al­to­gether. For Beau­voir, wo­men are the neg­at­ive of men, the lack against which mas­cu­line iden­tity dif­fer­en­ti­ates it­self; for Ir­igaray, that par­tic­u­lar dia­lectic con­sti­tutes a sys­tem that ex­cludes an en­tirely dif­fer­ent eco­nomy of sig­ni­fic­a­tion. Wo­men are not only rep­res­en­ted falsely within the Sartrian frame of sig­ni­fy­ing-sub­ject and sig­ni­fied-Other, but the fals­ity of the sig­ni­fic­a­tion points out the en­tire struc­ture of rep­res­ent­a­tion as in­ad­equate. The sex which is not one, then, provides a point of de­par­ture for a cri­ti­cism of he­ge­monic West­ern rep­res­ent­a­tion and of the meta­phys­ics of sub­stance that struc­tures the very no­tion of the sub­ject.


  What is the meta­phys­ics of sub­stance, and how does it in­form think­ing about the cat­egor­ies of sex? In the first in­stance, hu­man­ist con­cep­tions of the sub­ject tend to as­sume a sub­stant­ive per­son who is the bearer of vari­ous es­sen­tial and non­es­sen­tial at­trib­utes. A hu­man­ist fem­in­ist po­s­i­tion might un­der­stand gender as an at­trib­ute of a per­son who is char­ac­ter­ized es­sen­tially as a pre­gendered sub­stance or “core,” called the per­son, de­not­ing a uni­ver­sal ca­pa­city for reason, moral de­lib­er­a­tion, or lan­guage. The uni­ver­sal con­cep­tion of the per­son, how­ever, is dis­placed as a point of de­par­ture for a so­cial the­ory of gender by those his­tor­ical and an­thro­po­lo­gical po­s­i­tions that un­der­stand gender as a re­la­tion among so­cially con­sti­tuted sub­jects in spe­cifiable con­texts. This re­la­tional or con­tex­tual point of view sug­gests that what the per­son “is,” and, in­deed, what gender “is,” is al­ways re­l­at­ive to the con­struc­ted re­la­tions in which it is de­term­ined.[17] As a shift­ing and con­tex­tual phe­nomenon, gender does not de­note a sub­stant­ive be­ing, but a re­l­at­ive point of con­ver­gence among cul­tur­ally and his­tor­ic­ally spe­cific sets of re­la­tions.


  Ir­igaray would main­tain, how­ever, that the fem­in­ine “sex” is a point of lin­guistic ab­sence, the im­possib­il­ity of a gram­mat­ic­ally de­noted sub­stance, and, hence, the point of view that ex­poses that sub­stance as an abid­ing and found­a­tional il­lu­sion of a mas­culin­ist dis­course. This ab­sence is not marked as such within the mas­cu­line sig­ni­fy­ing eco­nomy — a con­ten­tion that re­verses Beau­voir’s ar­gu­ment (and Wit­tig’s) that the fe­male sex is marked, while the male sex is not. For Ir­igaray, the fe­male sex is not a “lack” or an “Other” that im­man­ently and neg­at­ively defines the sub­ject in its mas­culin­ity. On the con­trary, the fe­male sex eludes the very re­quire­ments of rep­res­ent­a­tion, for she is neither “Other” nor the “lack,” those cat­egor­ies re­main­ing re­l­at­ive to the Sartrian sub­ject, im­man­ent to that phal­lo­go­centric scheme. Hence, for Ir­igaray, the fem­in­ine could never be the mark of a sub­ject, as Beau­voir would sug­gest. Fur­ther, the fem­in­ine could not be the­or­ized in terms of a de­term­in­ate re­la­tion between the mas­cu­line and the fem­in­ine within any given dis­course, for dis­course is not a rel­ev­ant no­tion here. Even in their vari­ety, dis­courses con­sti­tute so many mod­al­it­ies of phal­lo­go­centric lan­guage. The fe­male sex is thus also the sub­ject that is not one. The re­la­tion between mas­cu­line and fem­in­ine can­not be rep­res­en­ted in a sig­ni­fy­ing eco­nomy in which the mas­cu­line con­sti­tutes the closed circle of sig­ni­fier and sig­ni­fied. Para­dox­ic­ally enough, Beau­voir pre­figured this im­possib­il­ity in The Second Sex when she ar­gued that men could not settle the ques­tion of wo­men be­cause they would then be act­ing as both judge and party to the case.[18]


  The dis­tinc­tions among the above po­s­i­tions are far from dis­crete; each of them can be un­der­stood to prob­lem­at­ize the loc­al­ity and mean­ing of both the “sub­ject” and “gender” within the con­text of so­cially in­sti­tuted gender asym­metry. The in­ter­pret­ive pos­sib­il­it­ies of gender are in no sense ex­hausted by the al­tern­at­ives sug­ges­ted above. The prob­lem­atic cir­cu­lar­ity of a fem­in­ist in­quiry into gender is un­der­scored by the pres­ence of po­s­i­tions which, on the one hand, pre­sume that gender is a sec­ond­ary char­ac­ter­istic of per­sons and those which, on the other hand, ar­gue that the very no­tion of the per­son, po­si­tioned within lan­guage as a “sub­ject,” is a mas­culin­ist con­struc­tion and prerog­at­ive which ef­fect­ively ex­cludes the struc­tural and se­mantic pos­sib­il­ity of a fem­in­ine gender. The con­sequence of such sharp dis­agree­ments about the mean­ing of gender (in­deed, whether gender is the term to be ar­gued about at all, or whether the dis­curs­ive con­struc­tion of sex is, in­deed, more fun­da­mental, or per­haps wo­men or wo­man and/or men and man) es­tab­lishes the need for a rad­ical re­think­ing of the cat­egor­ies of iden­tity within the con­text of re­la­tions of rad­ical gender asym­metry.


  For Beau­voir, the “sub­ject” within the ex­ist­en­tial ana­lytic of miso­gyny is al­ways already mas­cu­line, con­flated with the uni­ver­sal, dif­fer­en­ti­at­ing it­self from a fem­in­ine “Other” out­side the uni­ver­sal­iz­ing norms of per­son­hood, hope­lessly “par­tic­u­lar,” em­bod­ied, con­demned to im­man­ence. Al­though Beau­voir is of­ten un­der­stood to be call­ing for the right of wo­men, in ef­fect, to be­come ex­ist­en­tial sub­jects and, hence, for in­clu­sion within the terms of an ab­stract uni­ver­sal­ity, her po­s­i­tion also im­plies a fun­da­mental cri­tique of the very dis­em­bod­i­ment of the ab­stract mas­cu­line epi­stem­o­lo­gical sub­ject.[19] That sub­ject is ab­stract to the ex­tent that it dis­avows its so­cially marked em­bod­i­ment and, fur­ther, pro­jects that dis­avowed and dis­paraged em­bod­i­ment on to the fem­in­ine sphere, ef­fect­ively re­nam­ing the body as fe­male. This as­so­ci­ation of the body with the fe­male works along ma­gical re­la­tions of re­ci­pro­city whereby the fe­male sex be­comes re­stric­ted to its body, and the male body, fully dis­avowed, be­comes, para­dox­ic­ally, the in­cor­por­eal in­stru­ment of an os­tens­ibly rad­ical free­dom. Beau­voir’s ana­lysis im­pli­citly poses the ques­tion: Through what act of neg­a­tion and dis­avowal does the mas­cu­line pose as a dis­em­bod­ied uni­ver­sal­ity and the fem­in­ine get con­struc­ted as a dis­avowed cor­por­eal­ity? The dia­lectic of mas­ter-slave, here fully re­for­mu­lated within the non­re­cip­rocal terms of gender asym­metry, pre­fig­ures what Ir­igaray will later de­scribe as the mas­cu­line sig­ni­fy­ing eco­nomy that in­cludes both the ex­ist­en­tial sub­ject and its Other.


  Beau­voir pro­poses that the fe­male body ought to be the situ­ation and in­stru­ment­al­ity of wo­men’s free­dom, not a de­fin­ing and lim­it­ing es­sence.[20] The the­ory of em­bod­i­ment in­form­ing Beau­voir’s ana­lysis is clearly lim­ited by the un­crit­ical re­pro­duc­tion of the Cartesian dis­tinc­tion between free­dom and the body. Des­pite my own pre­vi­ous ef­forts to ar­gue the con­trary, it ap­pears that Beau­voir main­tains the mind/ body du­al­ism, even as she pro­poses a syn­thesis of those terms.[21] The pre­ser­va­tion of that very dis­tinc­tion can be read as symp­to­matic of the very phal­lo­go­centrism that Beau­voir un­der­es­tim­ates. In the philo­soph­ical tra­di­tion that be­gins with Plato and con­tin­ues through Descartes, Husserl, and Sartre, the on­to­lo­gical dis­tinc­tion between soul (con­scious­ness, mind) and body in­vari­ably sup­ports re­la­tions of polit­ical and psychic sub­or­din­a­tion and hier­archy. The mind not only sub­jug­ates the body, but oc­ca­sion­ally en­ter­tains the fantasy of flee­ing its em­bod­i­ment al­to­gether. The cul­tural as­so­ci­ations of mind with mas­culin­ity and body with fem­in­in­ity are well doc­u­mented within the field of philo­sophy and fem­in­ism.[22] As a res­ult, any un­crit­ical re­pro­duc­tion of the mind/body dis­tinc­tion ought to be re­thought for the im­pli­cit gender hier­archy that the dis­tinc­tion has con­ven­tion­ally pro­duced, main­tained, and ra­tion­al­ized.


  The dis­curs­ive con­struc­tion of “the body” and its sep­ar­a­tion from “free­dom” in Beau­voir fails to mark along the axis of gender the very mind-body dis­tinc­tion that is sup­posed to il­lu­min­ate the per­sist­ence of gender asym­metry. Of­fi­cially, Beau­voir con­tends that the fe­male body is marked within mas­culin­ist dis­course, whereby the mas­cu­line body, in its con­fla­tion with the uni­ver­sal, re­mains un­marked. Ir­igaray clearly sug­gests that both marker and marked are main­tained within a mas­culin­ist mode of sig­ni­fic­a­tion in which the fe­male body is “marked off,” as it were, from the do­main of the sig­ni­fi­able. In post-Hegel­ian terms, she is “can­celled,” but not pre­served. On Ir­igaray’s read­ing, Beau­voir’s claim that wo­man “is sex” is re­versed to mean that she is not the sex she is des­ig­nated to be, but, rather, the mas­cu­line sex en­core (and en corps) parad­ing in the mode of oth­er­ness. For Ir­igaray, that phal­lo­go­centric mode of sig­ni­fy­ing the fe­male sex per­petu­ally re­pro­duces phant­asms of its own self-amp­li­fy­ing de­sire. In­stead of a self-lim­it­ing lin­guistic ges­ture that grants al­ter­ity or dif­fer­ence to wo­men, phal­lo­go­centrism of­fers a name to ec­lipse the fem­in­ine and take its place.


  iv. Theorizing the Binary, the Unitary, and Beyond


  Beau­voir and Ir­igaray clearly dif­fer over the fun­da­mental struc­tures by which gender asym­metry is re­pro­duced; Beau­voir turns to the failed re­ci­pro­city of an asym­met­rical dia­lectic, while Ir­igaray sug­gests that the dia­lectic it­self is the mono­logic elab­or­a­tion of a mas­culin­ist sig­ni­fy­ing eco­nomy. Al­though Ir­igaray clearly broadens the scope of fem­in­ist cri­tique by ex­pos­ing the epi­stem­o­lo­gical, on­to­lo­gical, and lo­gical struc­tures of a mas­culin­ist sig­ni­fy­ing eco­nomy, the power of her ana­lysis is un­der­cut pre­cisely by its glob­al­iz­ing reach. Is it pos­sible to identify a mono­lithic as well as a mono­logic mas­culin­ist eco­nomy that tra­verses the ar­ray of cul­tural and his­tor­ical con­texts in which sexual dif­fer­ence takes place? Is the fail­ure to ac­know­ledge the spe­cific cul­tural op­er­a­tions of gender op­pres­sion it­self a kind of epi­stem­o­lo­gical im­per­i­al­ism, one which is not ameli­or­ated by the simple elab­or­a­tion of cul­tural dif­fer­ences as “ex­amples” of the self­same phal­lo­go­centrism? The ef­fort to in­clude “Other” cul­tures as varie­gated amp­li­fic­a­tions of a global phal­lo­go­centrism con­sti­tutes an ap­pro­pri­at­ive act that risks a re­pe­ti­tion of the self-ag­grand­iz­ing ges­ture of phal­lo­go­centrism, col­on­iz­ing un­der the sign of the same those dif­fer­ences that might oth­er­wise call that to­tal­iz­ing concept into ques­tion.[23]


  Fem­in­ist cri­tique ought to ex­plore the to­tal­iz­ing claims of a mas­culin­ist sig­ni­fy­ing eco­nomy, but also re­main self-crit­ical with re­spect to the to­tal­iz­ing ges­tures of fem­in­ism. The ef­fort to identify the en­emy as sin­gu­lar in form is a re­verse-dis­course that un­crit­ic­ally mim­ics the strategy of the op­pressor in­stead of of­fer­ing a dif­fer­ent set of terms. That the tac­tic can op­er­ate in fem­in­ist and an­ti­fem­in­ist con­texts alike sug­gests that the col­on­iz­ing ges­ture is not primar­ily or ir­re­du­cibly mas­culin­ist. It can op­er­ate to ef­fect other re­la­tions of ra­cial, class, and het­ero­sex­ist sub­or­din­a­tion, to name but a few. And clearly, list­ing the vari­et­ies of op­pres­sion, as I began to do, as­sumes their dis­crete, se­quen­tial co­ex­ist­ence along a ho­ri­zontal axis that does not de­scribe their con­ver­gences within the so­cial field. A ver­tical model is sim­il­arly in­suf­fi­cient; op­pres­sions can­not be sum­mar­ily ranked, caus­ally re­lated, dis­trib­uted among planes of “ori­gin­al­ity” and “de­riv­at­ive­ness.”[24] In­deed, the field of power struc­tured in part by the im­per­i­al­iz­ing ges­ture of dia­lect­ical ap­pro­pri­ation ex­ceeds and en­com­passes the axis of sexual dif­fer­ence, of­fer­ing a map­ping of in­ter­sect­ing dif­fer­en­tials which can­not be sum­mar­ily hier­arch­ized either within the terms of phal­lo­go­centrism or any other can­did­ate for the po­s­i­tion of “primary con­di­tion of op­pres­sion.” Rather than an ex­clus­ive tac­tic of mas­culin­ist sig­ni­fy­ing eco­nom­ies, dia­lect­ical ap­pro­pri­ation and sup­pres­sion of the Other is one tac­tic among many, de­ployed cent­rally but not ex­clus­ively in the ser­vice of ex­pand­ing and ra­tion­al­iz­ing the mas­culin­ist do­main.


  The con­tem­por­ary fem­in­ist de­bates over es­sen­tial­ism raise the ques­tion of the uni­ver­sal­ity of fe­male iden­tity and mas­culin­ist op­pres­sion in other ways. Uni­ver­sal­istic claims are based on a com­mon or shared epi­stem­o­lo­gical stand­point, un­der­stood as the ar­tic­u­lated con­scious­ness or shared struc­tures of op­pres­sion or in the os­tens­ibly transcul­tural struc­tures of fem­in­in­ity, ma­ter­nity, sexu­al­ity, and/or écrit­ure fem­in­ine. The open­ing dis­cus­sion in this chapter ar­gued that this glob­al­iz­ing ges­ture has spawned a num­ber of cri­ti­cisms from wo­men who claim that the cat­egory of “wo­men” is norm­at­ive and ex­clu­sion­ary and is in­voked with the un­marked di­men­sions of class and ra­cial priv­ilege in­tact. In other words, the in­sist­ence upon the co­her­ence and unity of the cat­egory of wo­men has ef­fect­ively re­fused the mul­ti­pli­city of cul­tural, so­cial, and polit­ical in­ter­sec­tions in which the con­crete ar­ray of “wo­men” are con­struc­ted.


  Some ef­forts have been made to for­mu­late co­ali­tional polit­ics which do not as­sume in ad­vance what the con­tent of “wo­men” will be. They pro­pose in­stead a set of dia­lo­gic en­coun­ters by which vari­ously po­si­tioned wo­men ar­tic­u­late sep­ar­ate iden­tit­ies within the frame­work of an emer­gent co­ali­tion. Clearly, the value of co­ali­tional polit­ics is not to be un­der­es­tim­ated, but the very form of co­ali­tion, of an emer­ging and un­pre­dict­able as­semblage of po­s­i­tions, can­not be figured in ad­vance. Des­pite the clearly demo­crat­iz­ing im­pulse that mo­tiv­ates co­ali­tion build­ing, the co­ali­tional the­or­ist can in­ad­vert­ently re­in­sert her­self as sov­er­eign of the pro­cess by try­ing to as­sert an ideal form for co­ali­tional struc­tures in ad­vance, one that will ef­fect­ively guar­an­tee unity as the out­come. Re­lated ef­forts to de­term­ine what is and is not the true shape of a dia­logue, what con­sti­tutes a sub­ject-po­s­i­tion, and, most im­port­antly, when “unity” has been reached, can im­pede the self­shap­ing and self-lim­it­ing dy­nam­ics of co­ali­tion.


  The in­sist­ence in ad­vance on co­ali­tional “unity” as a goal as­sumes that solid­ar­ity, whatever its price, is a pre­requis­ite for polit­ical ac­tion. But what sort of polit­ics de­mands that kind of ad­vance pur­chase on unity? Per­haps a co­ali­tion needs to ac­know­ledge its con­tra­dic­tions and take ac­tion with those con­tra­dic­tions in­tact. Per­haps also part of what dia­lo­gic un­der­stand­ing en­tails is the ac­cept­ance of di­ver­gence, break­age, splinter, and frag­ment­a­tion as part of the of­ten tor­tu­ous pro­cess of demo­crat­iz­a­tion. The very no­tion of “dia­logue” is cul­tur­ally spe­cific and his­tor­ic­ally bound, and while one speaker may feel se­cure that a con­ver­sa­tion is hap­pen­ing, an­other may be sure it is not. The power re­la­tions that con­di­tion and limit dia­lo­gic pos­sib­il­it­ies need first to be in­ter­rog­ated. Oth­er­wise, the model of dia­logue risks re­lapsing into a lib­eral model that as­sumes that speak­ing agents oc­cupy equal po­s­i­tions of power and speak with the same pre­sup­pos­i­tions about what con­sti­tutes “agree­ment” and “unity” and, in­deed, that those are the goals to be sought. It would be wrong to as­sume in ad­vance that there is a cat­egory of “wo­men” that simply needs to be filled in with vari­ous com­pon­ents of race, class, age, eth­ni­city, and sexu­al­ity in or­der to be­come com­plete. The as­sump­tion of its es­sen­tial in­com­plete­ness per­mits that cat­egory to serve as a per­man­ently avail­able site of con­tested mean­ings. The defin­i­tional in­com­plete­ness of the cat­egory might then serve as a norm­at­ive ideal re­lieved of co­er­cive force.


  Is “unity” ne­ces­sary for ef­fect­ive polit­ical ac­tion? Is the pre­ma­ture in­sist­ence on the goal of unity pre­cisely the cause of an ever more bit­ter frag­ment­a­tion among the ranks? Cer­tain forms of ac­know­ledged frag­ment­a­tion might fa­cil­it­ate co­ali­tional ac­tion pre­cisely be­cause the “unity” of the cat­egory of wo­men is neither pre­sup­posed nor de­sired. Does “unity” set up an ex­clu­sion­ary norm of solid­ar­ity at the level of iden­tity that rules out the pos­sib­il­ity of a set of ac­tions which dis­rupt the very bor­ders of iden­tity con­cepts, or which seek to ac­com­plish pre­cisely that dis­rup­tion as an ex­pli­cit polit­ical aim? Without the pre­sup­pos­i­tion or goal of “unity,” which is, in either case, al­ways in­sti­tuted at a con­cep­tual level, pro­vi­sional unit­ies might emerge in the con­text of con­crete ac­tions that have pur­poses other than the ar­tic­u­la­tion of iden­tity. Without the com­puls­ory ex­pect­a­tion that fem­in­ist ac­tions must be in­sti­tuted from some stable, uni­fied, and agreed-upon iden­tity, those ac­tions might well get a quicker start and seem more con­genial to a num­ber of “wo­men” for whom the mean­ing of the cat­egory is per­man­ently moot.


  This an­ti­found­a­tion­al­ist ap­proach to co­ali­tional polit­ics as­sumes neither that “iden­tity” is a premise nor that the shape or mean­ing of a co­ali­tional as­semblage can be known prior to its achieve­ment. Be­cause the ar­tic­u­la­tion of an iden­tity within avail­able cul­tural terms in­states a defin­i­tion that fore­closes in ad­vance the emer­gence of new iden­tity con­cepts in and through polit­ic­ally en­gaged ac­tions, the found­a­tion­al­ist tac­tic can­not take the trans­form­a­tion or ex­pan­sion of ex­ist­ing iden­tity con­cepts as a norm­at­ive goal. Moreover, when agreed-upon iden­tit­ies or agreed-upon dia­lo­gic struc­tures, through which already es­tab­lished iden­tit­ies are com­mu­nic­ated, no longer con­sti­tute the theme or sub­ject of polit­ics, then iden­tit­ies can come into be­ing and dis­solve de­pend­ing on the con­crete prac­tices that con­sti­tute them. Cer­tain polit­ical prac­tices in­sti­tute iden­tit­ies on a con­tin­gent basis in or­der to ac­com­plish whatever aims are in view. Co­ali­tional polit­ics re­quires neither an ex­pan­ded cat­egory of “wo­men” nor an in­tern­ally mul­ti­pli­cit­ous self that of­fers its com­plex­ity at once.


  Gender is a com­plex­ity whose to­tal­ity is per­man­ently de­ferred, never fully what it is at any given junc­ture in time. An open co­ali­tion, then, will af­firm iden­tit­ies that are al­tern­ately in­sti­tuted and re­lin­quished ac­cord­ing to the pur­poses at hand; it will be an open as­semblage that per­mits of mul­tiple con­ver­gences and di­ver­gences without obed­i­ence to a norm­at­ive te­los of defin­i­tional clos­ure.


  v. Identity, Sex, and the Metaphysics of Substance


  What can be meant by “iden­tity,” then, and what grounds the pre­sump­tion that iden­tit­ies are self-identical, per­sist­ing through time as the same, uni­fied and in­tern­ally co­her­ent? More im­port­antly, how do these as­sump­tions in­form the dis­courses on “gender iden­tity”? It would be wrong to think that the dis­cus­sion of “iden­tity” ought to pro­ceed prior to a dis­cus­sion of gender iden­tity for the simple reason that “per­sons” only be­come in­tel­li­gible through be­com­ing gendered in con­form­ity with re­cog­niz­able stand­ards of gender in­tel­li­gib­il­ity. So­ci­olo­gical dis­cus­sions have con­ven­tion­ally sought to un­der­stand the no­tion of the per­son in terms of an agency that claims on­to­lo­gical pri­or­ity to the vari­ous roles and func­tions through which it as­sumes so­cial vis­ib­il­ity and mean­ing. Within philo­soph­ical dis­course it­self, the no­tion of “the per­son” has re­ceived ana­lytic elab­or­a­tion on the as­sump­tion that whatever so­cial con­text the per­son is “in” re­mains some­how ex­tern­ally re­lated to the defin­i­tional struc­ture of per­son­hood, be that con­scious­ness, the ca­pa­city for lan­guage, or moral de­lib­er­a­tion. Al­though that lit­er­at­ure is not ex­amined here, one premise of such in­quir­ies is the fo­cus of crit­ical ex­plor­a­tion and in­ver­sion. Whereas the ques­tion of what con­sti­tutes “per­sonal iden­tity” within philo­soph­ical ac­counts al­most al­ways cen­ters on the ques­tion of what in­ternal fea­ture of the per­son es­tab­lishes the con­tinu­ity or self-iden­tity of the per­son through time, the ques­tion here will be: To what ex­tent do reg­u­lat­ory prac­tices of gender form­a­tion and di­vi­sion con­sti­tute iden­tity, the in­ternal co­her­ence of the sub­ject, in­deed, the self-identical status of the per­son? To what ex­tent is “iden­tity” a norm­at­ive ideal rather than a de­script­ive fea­ture of ex­per­i­ence? And how do the reg­u­lat­ory prac­tices that gov­ern gender also gov­ern cul­tur­ally in­tel­li­gible no­tions of iden­tity? In other words, the “co­her­ence” and “con­tinu­ity” of “the per­son” are not lo­gical or ana­lytic fea­tures of per­son­hood, but, rather, so­cially in­sti­tuted and main­tained norms of in­tel­li­gib­il­ity. Inas­much as “iden­tity” is as­sured through the sta­bil­iz­ing con­cepts of sex, gender, and sexu­al­ity, the very no­tion of “the per­son” is called into ques­tion by the cul­tural emer­gence of those “in­co­her­ent” or “dis­con­tinu­ous” gendered be­ings who ap­pear to be per­sons but who fail to con­form to the gendered norms of cul­tural in­tel­li­gib­il­ity by which per­sons are defined.


  “In­tel­li­gible” genders are those which in some sense in­sti­tute and main­tain re­la­tions of co­her­ence and con­tinu­ity among sex, gender, sexual prac­tice, and de­sire. In other words, the spectres of dis­con­tinu­ity and in­co­her­ence, them­selves think­able only in re­la­tion to ex­ist­ing norms of con­tinu­ity and co­her­ence, are con­stantly pro­hib­ited and pro­duced by the very laws that seek to es­tab­lish causal or ex­press­ive lines of con­nec­tion among bio­lo­gical sex, cul­tur­ally con­sti­tuted genders, and the “ex­pres­sion” or “ef­fect” of both in the mani­fest­a­tion of sexual de­sire through sexual prac­tice.


  The no­tion that there might be a “truth” of sex, as Fou­cault iron­ic­ally terms it, is pro­duced pre­cisely through the reg­u­lat­ory prac­tices that gen­er­ate co­her­ent iden­tit­ies through the mat­rix of co­her­ent gender norms. The het­ero­sexu­al­iz­a­tion of de­sire re­quires and in­sti­tutes the pro­duc­tion of dis­crete and asym­met­rical op­pos­i­tions between “fem­in­ine” and “mas­cu­line,” where these are un­der­stood as ex­press­ive at­trib­utes of “male” and “fe­male.” The cul­tural mat­rix through which gender iden­tity has be­come in­tel­li­gible re­quires that cer­tain kinds of “iden­tit­ies” can­not “ex­ist” — that is, those in which gender does not fol­low from sex and those in which the prac­tices of de­sire do not “fol­low” from either sex or gender. “Fol­low” in this con­text is a polit­ical re­la­tion of en­tail­ment in­sti­tuted by the cul­tural laws that es­tab­lish and reg­u­late the shape and mean­ing of sexu­al­ity. In­deed, pre­cisely be­cause cer­tain kinds of “gender iden­tit­ies” fail to con­form to those norms of cul­tural in­tel­li­gib­il­ity, they ap­pear only as de­vel­op­mental fail­ures or lo­gical im­possib­il­it­ies from within that do­main. Their per­sist­ence and pro­lif­er­a­tion, how­ever, provide crit­ical op­por­tun­it­ies to ex­pose the lim­its and reg­u­lat­ory aims of that do­main of in­tel­li­gib­il­ity and, hence, to open up within the very terms of that mat­rix of in­tel­li­gib­il­ity rival and sub­vers­ive matrices of gender dis­order.


  Be­fore such dis­or­der­ing prac­tices are con­sidered, how­ever, it seems cru­cial to un­der­stand the “mat­rix of in­tel­li­gib­il­ity.” Is it sin­gu­lar? Of what is it com­posed? What is the pe­cu­liar al­li­ance pre­sumed to ex­ist between a sys­tem of com­puls­ory het­ero­sexu­al­ity and the dis­curs­ive cat­egor­ies that es­tab­lish the iden­tity con­cepts of sex? If “iden­tity” is an ef­fect of dis­curs­ive prac­tices, to what ex­tent is gender iden­tity, con­strued as a re­la­tion­ship among sex, gender, sexual prac­tice, and de­sire, the ef­fect of a reg­u­lat­ory prac­tice that can be iden­ti­fied as com­puls­ory het­ero­sexu­al­ity? Would that ex­plan­a­tion re­turn us to yet an­other to­tal­iz­ing frame in which com­puls­ory het­ero­sexu­al­ity merely takes the place of phal­lo­go­centrism as the mono­lithic cause of gender op­pres­sion?


  Within the spec­trum of French fem­in­ist and post­struc­tur­al­ist the­ory, very dif­fer­ent re­gimes of power are un­der­stood to pro­duce the iden­tity con­cepts of sex. Con­sider the di­ver­gence between those po­s­i­tions, such as Ir­igaray’s, that claim there is only one sex, the mas­cu­line, that elab­or­ates it­self in and through the pro­duc­tion of the “Other,” and those po­s­i­tions, Fou­cault’s, for in­stance, that as­sume that the cat­egory of sex, whether mas­cu­line or fem­in­ine, is a pro­duc­tion of a dif­fuse reg­u­lat­ory eco­nomy of sexu­al­ity. Con­sider also Wit­tig’s ar­gu­ment that the cat­egory of sex is, un­der the con­di­tions of com­puls­ory het­ero­sexu­al­ity, al­ways fem­in­ine (the mas­cu­line re­main­ing un­marked and, hence, syn­onym­ous with the “uni­ver­sal” ). Wit­tig con­curs, how­ever para­dox­ic­ally, with Fou­cault in claim­ing that the cat­egory of sex would it­self dis­ap­pear and, in­deed, dis­sip­ate through the dis­rup­tion and dis­place­ment of het­ero­sexual he­ge­mony.


  The vari­ous ex­plan­at­ory mod­els offered here sug­gest the very dif­fer­ent ways in which the cat­egory of sex is un­der­stood de­pend­ing on how the field of power is ar­tic­u­lated. Is it pos­sible to main­tain the com­plex­ity of these fields of power and think through their pro­duct­ive ca­pa­cit­ies to­gether? On the one hand, Ir­igaray’s the­ory of sexual dif­fer­ence sug­gests that wo­men can never be un­der­stood on the model of a “sub­ject” within the con­ven­tional rep­res­ent­a­tional sys­tems of West­ern cul­ture pre­cisely be­cause they con­sti­tute the fet­ish of rep­res­ent­a­tion and, hence, the un­rep­res­ent­able as such. Wo­men can never “be,” ac­cord­ing to this on­to­logy of sub­stances, pre­cisely be­cause they are the re­la­tion of dif­fer­ence, the ex­cluded, by which that do­main marks it­self off. Wo­men are also a “dif­fer­ence” that can­not be un­der­stood as the simple neg­a­tion or “Other” of the al­ways-already-mas­cu­line sub­ject. As dis­cussed earlier, they are neither the sub­ject nor its Other, but a dif­fer­ence from the eco­nomy of bin­ary op­pos­i­tion, it­self a ruse for a mono­logic elab­or­a­tion of the mas­cu­line.


  Cent­ral to each of these views, how­ever, is the no­tion that sex ap­pears within he­ge­monic lan­guage as a sub­stance, as, meta­phys­ic­ally speak­ing, a self-identical be­ing. This ap­pear­ance is achieved through a per­form­at­ive twist of lan­guage and/or dis­course that con­ceals the fact that “be­ing” a sex or a gender is fun­da­ment­ally im­possible. For Ir­igaray, gram­mar can never be a true in­dex of gender re­la­tions pre­cisely be­cause it sup­ports the sub­stan­tial model of gender as a bin­ary re­la­tion between two pos­it­ive and rep­res­ent­able terms.[25] In Ir­igaray’s view, the sub­stant­ive gram­mar of gender, which as­sumes men and wo­men as well as their at­trib­utes of mas­cu­line and fem­in­ine, is an ex­ample of a bin­ary that ef­fect­ively masks the uni­vocal and he­ge­monic dis­course of the mas­cu­line, phal­lo­go­centrism, si­len­cing the fem­in­ine as a site of sub­vers­ive mul­ti­pli­city. For Fou­cault, the sub­stant­ive gram­mar of sex im­poses an ar­ti­fi­cial bin­ary re­la­tion between the sexes, as well as an ar­ti­fi­cial in­ternal co­her­ence within each term of that bin­ary. The bin­ary reg­u­la­tion of sexu­al­ity sup­presses the sub­vers­ive mul­ti­pli­city of a sexu­al­ity that dis­rupts het­ero­sexual, re­pro­duct­ive, and medicojur­idical he­ge­mon­ies.


  For Wit­tig, the bin­ary re­stric­tion on sex serves the re­pro­duct­ive aims of a sys­tem of com­puls­ory het­ero­sexu­al­ity; oc­ca­sion­ally, she claims that the over­throw of com­puls­ory het­ero­sexu­al­ity will in­aug­ur­ate a true hu­man­ism of “the per­son” freed from the shackles of sex. In other con­texts, she sug­gests that the pro­fu­sion and dif­fu­sion of a non­phal­lo­centric erotic eco­nomy will dis­pel the il­lu­sions of sex, gender, and iden­tity. At yet other tex­tual mo­ments it seems that “the les­bian” emerges as a third gender that prom­ises to tran­scend the bin­ary re­stric­tion on sex im­posed by the sys­tem of com­puls­ory het­ero­sexu­al­ity. In her de­fense of the “cog­nit­ive sub­ject,” Wit­tig ap­pears to have no meta­phys­ical quar­rel with he­ge­monic modes of sig­ni­fic­a­tion or rep­res­ent­a­tion; in­deed, the sub­ject, with its at­trib­ute of self-de­term­in­a­tion, ap­pears to be the re­hab­il­it­a­tion of the agent of ex­ist­en­tial choice un­der the name of the les­bian: “the ad­vent of in­di­vidual sub­jects de­mands first des­troy­ing the cat­egor­ies of sex … the les­bian is the only concept I know of which is bey­ond the cat­egor­ies of sex.”[26] She does not cri­ti­cize “the sub­ject” as in­vari­ably mas­cu­line ac­cord­ing to the rules of an in­ev­it­ably pat­ri­archal Sym­bolic, but pro­poses in its place the equi­val­ent of a les­bian sub­ject as lan­guage-user.[27]


  The iden­ti­fic­a­tion of wo­men with “sex,” for Beau­voir as for Wit­tig, is a con­fla­tion of the cat­egory of wo­men with the os­tens­ibly sexu­al­ized fea­tures of their bod­ies and, hence, a re­fusal to grant free­dom and autonomy to wo­men as it is pur­portedly en­joyed by men. Thus, the de­struc­tion of the cat­egory of sex would be the de­struc­tion of an at­trib­ute, sex, that has, through a miso­gyn­ist ges­ture of syn­ec­doche, come to take the place of the per­son, the self-de­term­in­ing co­gito. In other words, only men are “per­sons,” and there is no gender but the fem­in­ine:


  
    Gender is the lin­guistic in­dex of the polit­ical op­pos­i­tion between the sexes. Gender is used here in the sin­gu­lar be­cause in­deed there are not two genders. There is only one: the fem­in­ine, the “mas­cu­line” not be­ing a gender. For the mas­cu­line is not the mas­cu­line, but the gen­eral.[28]
  


  Hence,Wit­tig calls for the de­struc­tion of “sex” so that wo­men can as­sume the status of a uni­ver­sal sub­ject. On the way to­ward that de­struc­tion, “wo­men” must as­sume both a par­tic­u­lar and a uni­ver­sal point of view.[29] As a sub­ject who can real­ize con­crete uni­ver­sal­ity through free­dom, Wit­tig’s les­bian con­firms rather than con­tests the norm­at­ive prom­ise of hu­man­ist ideals premised on the meta­phys­ics of sub­stance. In this re­spect, Wit­tig is dis­tin­guished from Ir­igaray, not only in terms of the now fa­mil­iar op­pos­i­tions between es­sen­tial­ism and ma­ter­i­al­ism,[30] but in terms of the ad­her­ence to a meta­phys­ics of sub­stance that con­firms the norm­at­ive model of hu­man­ism as the frame­work for fem­in­ism. Where it seems that Wit­tig has sub­scribed to a rad­ical pro­ject of les­bian eman­cip­a­tion and en­forced a dis­tinc­tion between “les­bian” and “wo­man,” she does this through the de­fense of the pre­gendered “per­son,” char­ac­ter­ized as free­dom. This move not only con­firms the preso­cial status of hu­man free­dom, but sub­scribes to that meta­phys­ics of sub­stance that is re­spons­ible for the pro­duc­tion and nat­ur­al­iz­a­tion of the cat­egory of sex it­self.


  The meta­phys­ics of sub­stance is a phrase that is as­so­ci­ated with Ni­et­z­sche within the con­tem­por­ary cri­ti­cism of philo­soph­ical dis­course. In a com­ment­ary on Ni­et­z­sche, Michel Haar ar­gues that a num­ber of philo­soph­ical on­to­lo­gies have been trapped within cer­tain il­lu­sions of “Be­ing” and “Sub­stance” that are fostered by the be­lief that the gram­mat­ical for­mu­la­tion of sub­ject and pre­dic­ate re­flects the prior on­to­lo­gical real­ity of sub­stance and at­trib­ute. These con­structs, ar­gues Haar, con­sti­tute the ar­ti­fi­cial philo­soph­ical means by which sim­pli­city, or­der, and iden­tity are ef­fect­ively in­sti­tuted. In no sense, how­ever, do they re­veal or rep­res­ent some true or­der of things. For our pur­poses, this Ni­et­z­schean cri­ti­cism be­comes in­struct­ive when it is ap­plied to the psy­cho­lo­gical cat­egor­ies that gov­ern much pop­u­lar and the­or­et­ical think­ing about gender iden­tity. Ac­cord­ing to Haar, the cri­tique of the meta­phys­ics of sub­stance im­plies a cri­tique of the very no­tion of the psy­cho­lo­gical per­son as a sub­stant­ive thing:


  
    The de­struc­tion of lo­gic by means of its gene­a­logy brings with it as well the ruin of the psy­cho­lo­gical cat­egor­ies foun­ded upon this lo­gic. All psy­cho­lo­gical cat­egor­ies (the ego, the in­di­vidual, the per­son) de­rive from the il­lu­sion of sub­stan­tial iden­tity. But this il­lu­sion goes back ba­sic­ally to a su­per­sti­tion that de­ceives not only com­mon sense but also philo­soph­ers — namely, the be­lief in lan­guage and, more pre­cisely, in the truth of gram­mat­ical cat­egor­ies. It was gram­mar (the struc­ture of sub­ject and pre­dic­ate) that in­spired Descartes’ cer­tainty that “I” is the sub­ject of “think,” whereas it is rather the thoughts that come to “me” : at bot­tom, faith in gram­mar simply con­veys the will to be the “cause” of one’s thoughts. The sub­ject, the self, the in­di­vidual, are just so many false con­cepts, since they trans­form into sub­stances fic­ti­tious unit­ies hav­ing at the start only a lin­guistic real­ity.[31]
  


  Wit­tig provides an al­tern­at­ive cri­tique by show­ing that per­sons can­not be sig­ni­fied within lan­guage without the mark of gender. She provides a polit­ical ana­lysis of the gram­mar of gender in French. Ac­cord­ing to Wit­tig, gender not only des­ig­nates per­sons, “qual­i­fies” them, as it were, but con­sti­tutes a con­cep­tual epi­steme by which bin­ary gender is uni­ver­sal­ized. Al­though French gives gender to all sorts of nouns other than per­sons, Wit­tig ar­gues that her ana­lysis has con­sequences for Eng­lish as well. At the out­set of “The Mark of Gender” (1984), she writes:


  
    The mark of gender, ac­cord­ing to gram­mari­ans, con­cerns sub­stant­ives. They talk about it in terms of func­tion. If they ques­tion its mean­ing, they may joke about it, call­ing gender a “fict­ive sex.” … as far as the cat­egor­ies of the per­son are con­cerned, both [Eng­lish and French] are bear­ers of gender to the same ex­tent. Both in­deed give way to a prim­it­ive on­to­lo­gical concept that en­forces in lan­guage a di­vi­sion of be­ings into sexes… . As an on­to­lo­gical concept that deals with the nature of Be­ing, along with a whole neb­ula of other prim­it­ive con­cepts be­long­ing to the same line of thought, gender seems to be­long primar­ily to philo­sophy.[32]
  


  For gender to “be­long to philo­sophy” is, for Wit­tig, to be­long to “that body of self-evid­ent con­cepts without which philo­soph­ers be­lieve they can­not de­velop a line of reas­on­ing and which for them go without say­ing, for they ex­ist prior to any thought, any so­cial or­der, in nature.”[33] Wit­tig’s view is cor­rob­or­ated by that pop­u­lar dis­course on gender iden­tity that un­crit­ic­ally em­ploys the in­flec­tional at­tri­bu­tion of “be­ing” to genders and to “sexu­al­it­ies.” The un­prob­lem­atic claim to “be” a wo­man and “be” het­ero­sexual would be symp­to­matic of that meta­phys­ics of gender sub­stances. In the case of both “men” and “wo­men,” this claim tends to sub­or­din­ate the no­tion of gender un­der that of iden­tity and to lead to the con­clu­sion that a per­son is a gender and is one in vir­tue of his or her sex, psychic sense of self, and vari­ous ex­pres­sions of that psychic self, the most sa­li­ent be­ing that of sexual de­sire. In such a prefem­in­ist con­text, gender, na­ively (rather than crit­ic­ally) con­fused with sex, serves as a uni­fy­ing prin­ciple of the em­bod­ied self and main­tains that unity over and against an “op­pos­ite sex” whose struc­ture is pre­sumed to main­tain a par­al­lel but op­pos­i­tional in­ternal co­her­ence among sex, gender, and de­sire. The ar­tic­u­la­tion “I feel like a wo­man” by a fe­male or “I feel like a man” by a male pre­sup­poses that in neither case is the claim mean­ing­lessly re­dund­ant. Al­though it might ap­pear un­prob­lem­atic to be a given ana­tomy (al­though we shall later con­sider the way in which that pro­ject is also fraught with dif­fi­culty), the ex­per­i­ence of a gendered psychic dis­pos­i­tion or cul­tural iden­tity is con­sidered an achieve­ment. Thus, “I feel like a wo­man” is true to the ex­tent that Aretha Frank­lin’s in­voc­a­tion of the de­fin­ing Other is as­sumed: “You make me feel like a nat­ural wo­man.”[34] This achieve­ment re­quires a dif­fer­en­ti­ation from the op­pos­ite gender. Hence, one is one’s gender to the ex­tent that one is not the other gender, a for­mu­la­tion that pre­sup­poses and en­forces the re­stric­tion of gender within that bin­ary pair.


  Gender can de­note a unity of ex­per­i­ence, of sex, gender, and de­sire, only when sex can be un­der­stood in some sense to ne­ces­sit­ate gender — where gender is a psychic and/or cul­tural des­ig­na­tion of the self — and de­sire — where de­sire is het­ero­sexual and there­fore dif­fer­en­ti­ates it­self through an op­pos­i­tional re­la­tion to that other gender it de­sires. The in­ternal co­her­ence or unity of either gender, man or wo­man, thereby re­quires both a stable and op­pos­i­tional het­ero­sexu­al­ity. That in­sti­tu­tional het­ero­sexu­al­ity both re­quires and pro­duces the uni­vo­city of each of the gendered terms that con­sti­tute the limit of gendered pos­sib­il­it­ies within an op­pos­i­tional, bin­ary gender sys­tem. This con­cep­tion of gender pre­sup­poses not only a causal re­la­tion among sex, gender, and de­sire, but sug­gests as well that de­sire re­flects or ex­presses gender and that gender re­flects or ex­presses de­sire. The meta­phys­ical unity of the three is as­sumed to be truly known and ex­pressed in a dif­fer­en­ti­at­ing de­sire for an op­pos­i­tional gender — that is, in a form of op­pos­i­tional het­ero­sexu­al­ity. Whether as a nat­ur­al­istic paradigm which es­tab­lishes a causal con­tinu­ity among sex, gender, and de­sire, or as an au­then­tic-ex­press­ive paradigm in which some true self is said to be re­vealed sim­ul­tan­eously or suc­cess­ively in sex, gender, and de­sire, here “the old dream of sym­metry,” as Ir­igaray has called it, is pre­sup­posed, re­ified, and ra­tion­al­ized.


  This rough sketch of gender gives us a clue to un­der­stand­ing the polit­ical reas­ons for the sub­stan­tial­iz­ing view of gender. The in­sti­tu­tion of a com­puls­ory and nat­ur­al­ized het­ero­sexu­al­ity re­quires and reg­u­lates gender as a bin­ary re­la­tion in which the mas­cu­line term is dif­fer­en­ti­ated from a fem­in­ine term, and this dif­fer­en­ti­ation is ac­com­plished through the prac­tices of het­ero­sexual de­sire. The act of dif­fer­en­ti­at­ing the two op­pos­i­tional mo­ments of the bin­ary res­ults in a con­sol­id­a­tion of each term, the re­spect­ive in­ternal co­her­ence of sex, gender, and de­sire.


  The stra­tegic dis­place­ment of that bin­ary re­la­tion and the meta­phys­ics of sub­stance on which it re­lies pre­sup­pose that the cat­egor­ies of fe­male and male, wo­man and man, are sim­il­arly pro­duced within the bin­ary frame. Fou­cault im­pli­citly sub­scribes to such an ex­plan­a­tion. In the clos­ing chapter of the first volume of The His­tory of Sexu­al­ity and in his brief but sig­ni­fic­ant in­tro­duc­tion to Her­cu­line Barbin, Be­ing the Re­cently Dis­covered Journ­als of a Nine­teenth-Cen­tury Herm­aph­rod­ite,[35] Fou­cault sug­gests that the cat­egory of sex, prior to any cat­egor­iz­a­tion of sexual dif­fer­ence, is it­self con­struc­ted through a his­tor­ic­ally spe­cific mode of sexu­al­ity. The tac­tical pro­duc­tion of the dis­crete and bin­ary cat­egor­iz­a­tion of sex con­ceals the stra­tegic aims of that very ap­par­atus of pro­duc­tion by pos­tu­lat­ing “sex” as “a cause” of sexual ex­per­i­ence, be­ha­vior, and de­sire. Fou­cault’s gene­a­lo­gical in­quiry ex­poses this os­tens­ible “cause” as “an ef­fect,” the pro­duc­tion of a given re­gime of sexu­al­ity that seeks to reg­u­late sexual ex­per­i­ence by in­stat­ing the dis­crete cat­egor­ies of sex as found­a­tional and causal func­tions within any dis­curs­ive ac­count of sexu­al­ity.


  Fou­cault’s in­tro­duc­tion to the journ­als of the herm­aph­rod­ite, Her­cu­line Barbin, sug­gests that the gene­a­lo­gical cri­tique of these re­ified cat­egor­ies of sex is the in­ad­vert­ent con­sequence of sexual prac­tices that can­not be ac­coun­ted for within the medic­olegal dis­course of a nat­ur­al­ized het­ero­sexu­al­ity. Her­cu­line is not an “iden­tity,” but the sexual im­possib­il­ity of an iden­tity. Al­though male and fe­male ana­tom­ical ele­ments are jointly dis­trib­uted in and on this body, that is not the true source of scan­dal. The lin­guistic con­ven­tions that pro­duce in­tel­li­gible gendered selves find their limit in Her­cu­line pre­cisely be­cause she/he oc­ca­sions a con­ver­gence and dis­or­gan­iz­a­tion of the rules that gov­ern sex/gender/de­sire. Her­cu­line de­ploys and re­dis­trib­utes the terms of a bin­ary sys­tem, but that very re­dis­tri­bu­tion dis­rupts and pro­lif­er­ates those terms out­side the bin­ary it­self. Ac­cord­ing to Fou­cault, Her­cu­line is not cat­egor­iz­able within the gender bin­ary as it stands; the dis­con­cert­ing con­ver­gence of het­ero­sexu­al­ity and ho­mo­sexu­al­ity in her/his per­son are only oc­ca­sioned, but never caused, by his/her ana­tom­ical dis­con­tinu­ity. Fou­cault’s ap­pro­pri­ation of Her­cu­line is sus­pect,[36] but his ana­lysis im­plies the in­ter­est­ing be­lief that sexual het­ero­gen­eity (para­dox­ic­ally fore­closed by a nat­ur­al­ized “hetero” -sexu­al­ity) im­plies a cri­tique of the meta­phys­ics of sub­stance as it in­forms the iden­tit­arian cat­egor­ies of sex. Fou­cault ima­gines Her­cu­line’s ex­per­i­ence as “a world of pleas­ures in which grins hang about without the cat.”[37] Smiles, hap­pi­nesses, pleas­ures, and de­sires are figured here as qual­it­ies without an abid­ing sub­stance to which they are said to ad­here. As free-float­ing at­trib­utes, they sug­gest the pos­sib­il­ity of a gendered ex­per­i­ence that can­not be grasped through the sub­stan­tial­iz­ing and hier­arch­iz­ing gram­mar of nouns (res ex­tensa) and ad­ject­ives (at­trib­utes, es­sen­tial and ac­ci­dental). Through his curs­ory read­ing of Her­cu­line, Fou­cault pro­poses an on­to­logy of ac­ci­dental at­trib­utes that ex­poses the pos­tu­la­tion of iden­tity as a cul­tur­ally re­stric­ted prin­ciple of or­der and hier­archy, a reg­u­lat­ory fic­tion.


  If it is pos­sible to speak of a “man” with a mas­cu­line at­trib­ute and to un­der­stand that at­trib­ute as a happy but ac­ci­dental fea­ture of that man, then it is also pos­sible to speak of a “man” with a fem­in­ine at­trib­ute, whatever that is, but still to main­tain the in­teg­rity of the gender. But once we dis­pense with the pri­or­ity of “man” and “wo­man” as abid­ing sub­stances, then it is no longer pos­sible to sub­or­din­ate dis­son­ant gendered fea­tures as so many sec­ond­ary and ac­ci­dental char­ac­ter­ist­ics of a gender on­to­logy that is fun­da­ment­ally in­tact. If the no­tion of an abid­ing sub­stance is a fict­ive con­struc­tion pro­duced through the com­puls­ory or­der­ing of at­trib­utes into co­her­ent gender se­quences, then it seems that gender as sub­stance, the vi­ab­il­ity of man and wo­man as nouns, is called into ques­tion by the dis­son­ant play of at­trib­utes that fail to con­form to se­quen­tial or causal mod­els of in­tel­li­gib­il­ity.


  The ap­pear­ance of an abid­ing sub­stance or gendered self, what the psy­chi­at­rist Robert Stoller refers to as a “gender core,”[38] is thus pro­duced by the reg­u­la­tion of at­trib­utes along cul­tur­ally es­tab­lished lines of co­her­ence. As a res­ult, the ex­pos­ure of this fict­ive pro­duc­tion is con­di­tioned by the de­reg­u­lated play of at­trib­utes that res­ist as­sim­il­a­tion into the ready made frame­work of primary nouns and sub­or­din­ate ad­ject­ives. It is of course al­ways pos­sible to ar­gue that dis­son­ant ad­ject­ives work ret­ro­act­ively to re­define the sub­stant­ive iden­tit­ies they are said to modify and, hence, to ex­pand the sub­stant­ive cat­egor­ies of gender to in­clude pos­sib­il­it­ies that they pre­vi­ously ex­cluded. But if these sub­stances are noth­ing other than the co­her­ences con­tin­gently cre­ated through the reg­u­la­tion of at­trib­utes, it would seem that the on­to­logy of sub­stances it­self is not only an ar­ti­fi­cial ef­fect, but es­sen­tially su­per­flu­ous.


  In this sense, gender is not a noun, but neither is it a set of free­float­ing at­trib­utes, for we have seen that the sub­stant­ive ef­fect of gender is per­form­at­ively pro­duced and com­pelled by the reg­u­lat­ory prac­tices of gender co­her­ence. Hence, within the in­her­ited dis­course of the meta­phys­ics of sub­stance, gender proves to be per­form­at­ive — that is, con­sti­tut­ing the iden­tity it is pur­por­ted to be. In this sense, gender is al­ways a do­ing, though not a do­ing by a sub­ject who might be said to preex­ist the deed. The chal­lenge for re­think­ing gender cat­egor­ies out­side of the meta­phys­ics of sub­stance will have to con­sider the rel­ev­ance of Ni­et­z­sche’s claim in On the Gene­a­logy of Mor­als that “there is no ‘be­ing’ be­hind do­ing, ef­fect­ing, be­com­ing; ‘the doer’ is merely a fic­tion ad­ded to the deed — the deed is everything.”[39] In an ap­plic­a­tion that Ni­et­z­sche him­self would not have an­ti­cip­ated or con­doned, we might state as a co­rol­lary: There is no gender iden­tity be­hind the ex­pres­sions of gender; that iden­tity is per­form­at­ively con­sti­tuted by the very “ex­pres­sions” that are said to be its res­ults.


  vi. Language, Power, and the Strategies of Displacement


  A great deal of fem­in­ist the­ory and lit­er­at­ure has nev­er­the­less as­sumed that there is a “doer” be­hind the deed. Without an agent, it is ar­gued, there can be no agency and hence no po­ten­tial to ini­ti­ate a trans­form­a­tion of re­la­tions of dom­in­a­tion within so­ci­ety. Wit­tig’s rad­ical fem­in­ist the­ory oc­cu­pies an am­bigu­ous po­s­i­tion within the con­tinuum of the­or­ies on the ques­tion of the sub­ject. On the one hand,Wit­tig ap­pears to dis­pute the meta­phys­ics of sub­stance, but on the other hand, she re­tains the hu­man sub­ject, the in­di­vidual, as the meta­phys­ical locus of agency. While Wit­tig’s hu­man­ism clearly pre­sup­poses that there is a doer be­hind the deed, her the­ory nev­er­the­less de­lin­eates the per­form­at­ive con­struc­tion of gender within the ma­ter­ial prac­tices of cul­ture, dis­put­ing the tem­por­al­ity of those ex­plan­a­tions that would con­fuse “cause” with “res­ult.” In a phrase that sug­gests the in­ter­tex­tual space that links Wit­tig with Fou­cault (and re­veals the traces of the Marx­ist no­tion of re­ific­a­tion in both of their the­or­ies), she writes:


  
    A ma­ter­i­al­ist fem­in­ist ap­proach shows that what we take for the cause or ori­gin of op­pres­sion is in fact only the mark im­posed by the op­pressor; the “myth of wo­man,” plus its ma­ter­ial ef­fects and mani­fest­a­tions in the ap­pro­pri­ated con­scious­ness and bod­ies of wo­men. Thus, this mark does not preex­ist op­pres­sion … sex is taken as an “im­me­di­ate given,” a “sens­ible given,” “phys­ical fea­tures,” be­long­ing to a nat­ural or­der. But what we be­lieve to be a phys­ical and dir­ect per­cep­tion is only a soph­ist­ic­ated and mythic con­struc­tion, an “ima­gin­ary form­a­tion.”[40]
  


  Be­cause this pro­duc­tion of “nature” op­er­ates in ac­cord with the dic­tates of com­puls­ory het­ero­sexu­al­ity, the emer­gence of ho­mo­sexual de­sire, in her view, tran­scends the cat­egor­ies of sex: “If de­sire could lib­er­ate it­self, it would have noth­ing to do with the pre­lim­in­ary mark­ing by sexes.” [41]


  Wit­tig refers to “sex” as a mark that is some­how ap­plied by an in­sti­tu­tion­al­ized het­ero­sexu­al­ity, a mark that can be erased or ob­fus­cated through prac­tices that ef­fect­ively con­test that in­sti­tu­tion. Her view, of course, dif­fers rad­ic­ally from Ir­igaray’s. The lat­ter would un­der­stand the “mark” of gender to be part of the he­ge­monic sig­ni­fy­ing eco­nomy of the mas­cu­line that op­er­ates through the self-elab­or­at­ing mech­an­isms of spec­u­lar­iz­a­tion that have vir­tu­ally de­term­ined the field of on­to­logy within the West­ern philo­soph­ical tra­di­tion. For Wit­tig, lan­guage is an in­stru­ment or tool that is in no way miso­gyn­ist in its struc­tures, but only in its ap­plic­a­tions.[42] For Ir­igaray, the pos­sib­il­ity of an­other lan­guage or sig­ni­fy­ing eco­nomy is the only chance at es­cap­ing the “mark” of gender which, for the fem­in­ine, is noth­ing but the phal­lo­go­centric eras­ure of the fe­male sex. Whereas Ir­igaray seeks to ex­pose the os­tens­ible “bin­ary” re­la­tion between the sexes as a mas­culin­ist ruse that ex­cludes the fem­in­ine al­to­gether,Wit­tig ar­gues that po­s­i­tions like Ir­igaray’s re­con­sol­id­ate the bin­ary between mas­cu­line and fem­in­ine and re­cir­cu­late a mythic no­tion of the fem­in­ine. Clearly draw­ing on Beau­voir’s cri­tique of the myth of the fem­in­ine in The Second Sex, Wit­tig as­serts, “there is no ‘fem­in­ine writ­ing. ’”[43]


  Wit­tig is clearly at­tuned to the power of lan­guage to sub­or­din­ate and ex­clude wo­men. As a “ma­ter­i­al­ist,” how­ever, she con­siders lan­guage to be “an­other or­der of ma­ter­i­al­ity,”[44] an in­sti­tu­tion that can be rad­ic­ally trans­formed. Lan­guage ranks among the con­crete and con­tin­gent prac­tices and in­sti­tu­tions main­tained by the choices of in­di­vidu­als and, hence, weakened by the col­lect­ive ac­tions of choos­ing in­di­vidu­als. The lin­guistic fic­tion of “sex,” she ar­gues, is a cat­egory pro­duced and cir­cu­lated by the sys­tem of com­puls­ory het­ero­sexu­al­ity in an ef­fort to re­strict the pro­duc­tion of iden­tit­ies along the axis of het­ero­sexual de­sire. In some of her work, both male and fe­male ho­mo­sexu­al­ity, as well as other po­s­i­tions in­de­pend­ent of the het­ero­sexual con­tract, provide the oc­ca­sion either for the over­throw or the pro­lif­er­a­tion of the cat­egory of sex. In The Les­bian Body and else­where, how­ever, Wit­tig ap­pears to take is­sue with gen­it­ally or­gan­ized sexu­al­ity per se and to call for an al­tern­at­ive eco­nomy of pleas­ures which would both con­test the con­struc­tion of fe­male sub­jectiv­ity marked by wo­men’s sup­posedly dis­tinct­ive re­pro­duct­ive func­tion.[45] Here the pro­lif­er­a­tion of pleas­ures out­side the re­pro­duct­ive eco­nomy sug­gests both a spe­cific­ally fem­in­ine form of erotic dif­fu­sion, un­der­stood as a coun­ter­strategy to the re­pro­duct­ive con­struc­tion of gen­it­al­ity. In a sense, The Les­bian Body can be un­der­stood, for Wit­tig, as an “in­ver­ted” read­ing of Freud’s Three Es­says on the The­ory of Sexu­al­ity, in which he ar­gues for the de­vel­op­mental su­peri­or­ity of gen­ital sexu­al­ity over and against the less re­stric­ted and more dif­fuse in­fant­ile sexu­al­ity. Only the “in­vert,” the med­ical clas­si­fic­a­tion in­voked by Freud for “the ho­mo­sexual,” fails to “achieve” the gen­ital norm. In wa­ging a polit­ical cri­tique against gen­it­al­ity,Wit­tig ap­pears to de­ploy “in­ver­sion” as a crit­ical read­ing prac­tice, val­or­ising pre­cisely those fea­tures of an un­developed sexu­al­ity des­ig­nated by Freud and ef­fect­ively in­aug­ur­at­ing a “post-gen­ital polit­ics.”[46] In­deed, the no­tion of de­vel­op­ment can be read only as nor­mal­iz­a­tion within the het­ero­sexual mat­rix. And yet, is this the only read­ing of Freud pos­sible? And to what ex­tent is Wit­tig’s prac­tice of “in­ver­sion” com­mit­ted to the very model of nor­mal­iz­a­tion that she seeks to dis­mantle? In other words, if the model of a more dif­fuse and an­ti­gen­ital sexu­al­ity serves as the sin­gu­lar, op­pos­i­tional al­tern­at­ive to the he­ge­monic struc­ture of sexu­al­ity, to what ex­tent is that bin­ary re­la­tion fated to re­pro­duce it­self end­lessly? What pos­sib­il­ity ex­ists for the dis­rup­tion of the op­pos­i­tional bin­ary it­self?


  Wit­tig’s op­pos­i­tional re­la­tion­ship to psy­cho­ana­lysis pro­duces the un­ex­pec­ted con­sequence that her the­ory pre­sumes pre­cisely that psy­cho­ana­lytic the­ory of de­vel­op­ment, now fully “in­ver­ted,” that she seeks to over­come. Poly­morph­ous per­versity, as­sumed to ex­ist prior to the mark­ing by sex, is val­or­ised as the te­los of hu­man sexu­al­ity. [47] One pos­sible fem­in­ist psy­cho­ana­lytic re­sponse to Wit­tig might ar­gue that she both un­der­the­or­izes and un­der­es­tim­ates the mean­ing and func­tion of the lan­guage in which “the mark of gender” oc­curs. She un­der­stands that mark­ing prac­tice as con­tin­gent, rad­ic­ally vari­able, and even dis­pens­able. The status of a primary pro­hib­i­tion in Lacanian the­ory op­er­ates more force­fully and less con­tin­gently than the no­tion of a reg­u­lat­ory prac­tice in Fou­cault or a ma­ter­i­al­ist ac­count of a sys­tem of het­ero­sex­ist op­pres­sion in Wit­tig.


  In Lacan, as in Ir­igaray’s post-Lacanian re­for­mu­la­tion of Freud, sexual dif­fer­ence is not a simple bin­ary that re­tains the meta­phys­ics of sub­stance as its found­a­tion. The mas­cu­line “sub­ject” is a fict­ive con­struc­tion pro­duced by the law that pro­hib­its in­cest and forces an in­fin­ite dis­place­ment of a het­ero­sexu­al­iz­ing de­sire. The fem­in­ine is never a mark of the sub­ject; the fem­in­ine could not be an “at­trib­ute” of a gender. Rather, the fem­in­ine is the sig­ni­fic­a­tion of lack, sig­ni­fied by the Sym­bolic, a set of dif­fer­en­ti­at­ing lin­guistic rules that ef­fect­ively cre­ate sexual dif­fer­ence. The mas­cu­line lin­guistic po­s­i­tion un­der­goes in­di­vidu­ation and het­ero­sexu­al­iz­a­tion re­quired by the found­ing pro­hib­i­tions of the Sym­bolic law, the law of the Father. The in­cest ta­boo that bars the son from the mother and thereby in­states the kin­ship re­la­tion between them is a law en­acted “in the name of the Father.” Sim­il­arly, the law that re­fuses the girl’s de­sire for both her mother and father re­quires that she take up the em­blem of ma­ter­nity and per­petu­ate the rules of kin­ship. Both mas­cu­line and fem­in­ine po­s­i­tions are thus in­sti­tuted through pro­hib­it­ive laws that pro­duce cul­tur­ally in­tel­li­gible genders, but only through the pro­duc­tion of an un­con­scious sexu­al­ity that ree­m­erges in the do­main of the ima­gin­ary.[48]


  The fem­in­ist ap­pro­pri­ation of sexual dif­fer­ence, whether writ­ten in op­pos­i­tion to the phal­lo­go­centrism of Lacan (Ir­igaray) or as a crit­ical reelab­or­a­tion of Lacan, at­tempts to the­or­ize the fem­in­ine, not as an ex­pres­sion of the meta­phys­ics of sub­stance, but as the un­rep­res­ent­able ab­sence ef­fected by (mas­cu­line) denial that grounds the sig­ni­fy­ing eco­nomy through ex­clu­sion. The fem­in­ine as the re­pu­di­ated/ex­cluded within that sys­tem con­sti­tutes the pos­sib­il­ity of a cri­tique and dis­rup­tion of that he­ge­monic con­cep­tual scheme. The works of Jac­queline Rose[49] and Jane Gal­lop[50] un­der­score in dif­fer­ent ways the con­struc­ted status of sexual dif­fer­ence, the in­her­ent in­stabil­ity of that con­struc­tion, and the dual con­sequen­ti­al­ity of a pro­hib­i­tion that at once in­sti­tutes a sexual iden­tity and provides for the ex­pos­ure of that con­struc­tion’s tenu­ous ground. Al­though Wit­tig and other ma­ter­i­al­ist fem­in­ists within the French con­text would ar­gue that sexual dif­fer­ence is an un­think­ing rep­lic­a­tion of a re­ified set of sexed po­lar­it­ies, these cri­ti­cisms neg­lect the crit­ical di­men­sion of the un­con­scious which, as a site of repressed sexu­al­ity, ree­m­erges within the dis­course of the sub­ject as the very im­possib­il­ity of its co­her­ence. As Rose points out very clearly, the con­struc­tion of a co­her­ent sexual iden­tity along the dis­junct­ive axis of the fem­in­ine/mas­cu­line is bound to fail;[51] the dis­rup­tions of this co­her­ence through the in­ad­vert­ent ree­m­er­gence of the repressed re­veal not only that “iden­tity” is con­struc­ted, but that the pro­hib­i­tion that con­structs iden­tity is in­ef­fic­a­cious (the pa­ternal law ought to be un­der­stood not as a de­term­in­istic di­vine will, but as a per­petual bum­bler, pre­par­ing the ground for the in­sur­rec­tions against him).


  The dif­fer­ences between the ma­ter­i­al­ist and Lacanian (and post-Lacanian) po­s­i­tions emerge in a norm­at­ive quar­rel over whether there is a re­triev­able sexu­al­ity either “be­fore” or “out­side” the law in the mode of the un­con­scious or “after” the law as a post­gen­ital sexu­al­ity. Para­dox­ic­ally, the norm­at­ive trope of poly­morph­ous per­versity is un­der­stood to char­ac­ter­ize both views of al­tern­at­ive sexu­al­ity. There is no agree­ment, how­ever, on the man­ner of de­lim­it­ing that “law” or set of “laws.” The psy­cho­ana­lytic cri­tique suc­ceeds in giv­ing an ac­count of the con­struc­tion of “the sub­ject” — and per­haps also the il­lu­sion of sub­stance — within the mat­rix of norm­at­ive gender re­la­tions. In her ex­ist­en­tial-ma­ter­i­al­ist mode,Wit­tig pre­sumes the sub­ject, the per­son, to have a preso­cial and pre­gendered in­teg­rity. On the other hand, “the pa­ternal Law” in Lacan, as well as the mono­logic mas­tery of phal­lo­go­centrism in Ir­igaray, bear the mark of a mono­the­istic sin­gu­lar­ity that is per­haps less unit­ary and cul­tur­ally uni­ver­sal than the guid­ing struc­tur­al­ist as­sump­tions of the ac­count pre­sume.[52]


  But the quar­rel seems also to turn on the ar­tic­u­la­tion of a tem­poral trope of a sub­vers­ive sexu­al­ity that flour­ishes prior to the im­pos­i­tion of a law, after its over­throw, or dur­ing its reign as a con­stant chal­lenge to its au­thor­ity. Here it seems wise to re­in­voke Fou­cault who, in claim­ing that sexu­al­ity and power are co­ex­tens­ive, im­pli­citly re­futes the pos­tu­la­tion of a sub­vers­ive or eman­cip­at­ory sexu­al­ity which could be free of the law. We can press the ar­gu­ment fur­ther by point­ing out that “the be­fore” of the law and “the after” are dis­curs­ively and per­form­at­ively in­sti­tuted modes of tem­por­al­ity that are in­voked within the terms of a norm­at­ive frame­work which as­serts that sub­ver­sion, destabil­iz­a­tion, or dis­place­ment re­quires a sexu­al­ity that some­how es­capes the he­ge­monic pro­hib­i­tions on sex. For Fou­cault, those pro­hib­i­tions are in­vari­ably and in­ad­vert­ently pro­duct­ive in the sense that “the sub­ject” who is sup­posed to be foun­ded and pro­duced in and through those pro­hib­i­tions does not have ac­cess to a sexu­al­ity that is in some sense “out­side,” “be­fore,” or “after” power it­self. Power, rather than the law, en­com­passes both the jur­idical (pro­hib­it­ive and reg­u­lat­ory) and the pro­duct­ive (in­ad­vert­ently gen­er­at­ive) func­tions of dif­fer­en­tial re­la­tions. Hence, the sexu­al­ity that emerges within the mat­rix of power re­la­tions is not a simple rep­lic­a­tion or copy of the law it­self, a uni­form re­pe­ti­tion of a mas­culin­ist eco­nomy of iden­tity. The pro­duc­tions swerve from their ori­ginal pur­poses and in­ad­vert­ently mo­bil­ize pos­sib­il­it­ies of “sub­jects” that do not merely ex­ceed the bounds of cul­tural in­tel­li­gib­il­ity, but ef­fect­ively ex­pand the bound­ar­ies of what is, in fact, cul­tur­ally in­tel­li­gible.


  The fem­in­ist norm of a post­gen­ital sexu­al­ity be­came the ob­ject of sig­ni­fic­ant cri­ti­cism from fem­in­ist the­or­ists of sexu­al­ity, some of whom have sought a spe­cific­ally fem­in­ist and/or les­bian ap­pro­pri­ation of Fou­cault. This uto­pian no­tion of a sexu­al­ity freed from het­ero­sexual con­structs, a sexu­al­ity bey­ond “sex,” failed to ac­know­ledge the ways in which power re­la­tions con­tinue to con­struct sexu­al­ity for wo­men even within the terms of a “lib­er­ated” het­ero­sexu­al­ity or les­bi­an­ism.[53] The same cri­ti­cism is waged against the no­tion of a spe­cific­ally fem­in­ine sexual pleas­ure that is rad­ic­ally dif­fer­en­ti­ated from phal­lic sexu­al­ity. Ir­igaray’s oc­ca­sional ef­forts to de­rive a spe­cific fem­in­ine sexu­al­ity from a spe­cific fe­male ana­tomy have been the fo­cus of anti-es­sen­tial­ist ar­gu­ments for some time.[54] The re­turn to bio­logy as the ground of a spe­cific fem­in­ine sexu­al­ity or mean­ing seems to de­feat the fem­in­ist premise that bio­logy is not des­tiny. But whether fem­in­ine sexu­al­ity is ar­tic­u­lated here through a dis­course of bio­logy for purely stra­tegic reas­ons,[55] or whether it is, in fact, a fem­in­ist re­turn to bio­lo­gical es­sen­tial­ism, the char­ac­ter­iz­a­tion of fe­male sexu­al­ity as rad­ic­ally dis­tinct from a phal­lic or­gan­iz­a­tion of sexu­al­ity re­mains prob­lem­atic. Wo­men who fail either to re­cog­nize that sexu­al­ity as their own or un­der­stand their sexu­al­ity as par­tially con­struc­ted within the terms of the phal­lic eco­nomy are po­ten­tially writ­ten off within the terms of that the­ory as “male-iden­ti­fied” or “un­en­lightened.” In­deed, it is of­ten un­clear within Ir­igaray’s text whether sexu­al­ity is cul­tur­ally con­struc­ted, or whether it is only cul­tur­ally con­struc­ted within the terms of the phal­lus. In other words, is spe­cific­ally fem­in­ine pleas­ure “out­side” of cul­ture as its pre­his­tory or as its uto­pian fu­ture? If so, of what use is such a no­tion for ne­go­ti­at­ing the con­tem­por­ary struggles of sexu­al­ity within the terms of its con­struc­tion?


  The pro-sexu­al­ity move­ment within fem­in­ist the­ory and prac­tice has ef­fect­ively ar­gued that sexu­al­ity is al­ways con­struc­ted within the terms of dis­course and power, where power is par­tially un­der­stood in terms of het­ero­sexual and phal­lic cul­tural con­ven­tions. The emer­gence of a sexu­al­ity con­struc­ted (not de­term­ined) in these terms within les­bian, bi­sexual, and het­ero­sexual con­texts is, there­fore, not a sign of a mas­cu­line iden­ti­fic­a­tion in some re­duct­ive sense. It is not the failed pro­ject of cri­ti­ciz­ing phal­lo­go­centrism or het­ero­sexual he­ge­mony, as if a polit­ical cri­tique could ef­fect­ively undo the cul­tural con­struc­tion of the fem­in­ist critic’s sexu­al­ity. If sexu­al­ity is cul­tur­ally con­struc­ted within ex­ist­ing power re­la­tions, then the pos­tu­la­tion of a norm­at­ive sexu­al­ity that is “be­fore,” “out­side,” or “bey­ond” power is a cul­tural im­possib­il­ity and a polit­ic­ally im­prac­tic­able dream, one that post­pones the con­crete and con­tem­por­ary task of re­think­ing sub­vers­ive pos­sib­il­it­ies for sexu­al­ity and iden­tity within the terms of power it­self. This crit­ical task pre­sumes, of course, that to op­er­ate within the mat­rix of power is not the same as to rep­lic­ate un­crit­ic­ally re­la­tions of dom­in­a­tion. It of­fers the pos­sib­il­ity of a re­pe­ti­tion of the law which is not its con­sol­id­a­tion, but its dis­place­ment. In the place of a “male-iden­ti­fied” sexu­al­ity in which “male” serves as the cause and ir­re­du­cible mean­ing of that sexu­al­ity, we might de­velop a no­tion of sexu­al­ity con­struc­ted in terms of phal­lic re­la­tions of power that re­play and re­dis­trib­ute the pos­sib­il­it­ies of that phal­li­cism pre­cisely through the sub­vers­ive op­er­a­tion of “iden­ti­fic­a­tions” that are, within the power field of sexu­al­ity, in­ev­it­able. If “iden­ti­fic­a­tions,” fol­low­ing Jac­queline Rose, can be ex­posed as phant­as­matic, then it must be pos­sible to en­act an iden­ti­fic­a­tion that dis­plays its phant­as­matic struc­ture. If there is no rad­ical re­pu­di­ation of a cul­tur­ally con­struc­ted sexu­al­ity, what is left is the ques­tion of how to ac­know­ledge and “do” the con­struc­tion one is in­vari­ably in. Are there forms of re­pe­ti­tion that do not con­sti­tute a simple im­it­a­tion, re­pro­duc­tion, and, hence, con­sol­id­a­tion of the law (the ana­chron­istic no­tion of “male iden­ti­fic­a­tion” that ought to be dis­carded from a fem­in­ist vocab­u­lary)? What pos­sib­il­it­ies of gender con­fig­ur­a­tions ex­ist among the vari­ous emer­gent and oc­ca­sion­ally con­ver­gent matrices of cul­tural in­tel­li­gib­il­ity that gov­ern gendered life?


  Within the terms of fem­in­ist sexual the­ory, it is clear that the pres­ence of power dy­nam­ics within sexu­al­ity is in no sense the same as the simple con­sol­id­a­tion or aug­ment­a­tion of a het­ero­sex­ist or phal­lo­go­centric power re­gime. The “pres­ence” of so-called het­ero­sexual con­ven­tions within ho­mo­sexual con­texts as well as the pro­lif­er­a­tion of spe­cific­ally gay dis­courses of sexual dif­fer­ence, as in the case of “butch” and “femme” as his­tor­ical iden­tit­ies of sexual style, can­not be ex­plained as chi­mer­ical rep­res­ent­a­tions of ori­gin­ally het­ero­sexual iden­tit­ies. And neither can they be un­der­stood as the per­ni­cious in­sist­ence of het­ero­sex­ist con­structs within gay sexu­al­ity and iden­tity. The re­pe­ti­tion of het­ero­sexual con­structs within sexual cul­tures both gay and straight may well be the in­ev­it­able site of the de­nat­ur­al­iz­a­tion and mo­bil­iz­a­tion of gender cat­egor­ies. The rep­lic­a­tion of het­ero­sexual con­structs in non-het­ero­sexual frames brings into re­lief the ut­terly con­struc­ted status of the so-called het­ero­sexual ori­ginal. Thus, gay is to straight not as copy is to ori­ginal, but, rather, as copy is to copy. The par­odic re­pe­ti­tion of “the ori­ginal,” dis­cussed in the fi­nal sec­tions of chapter 3 of this text, re­veals the ori­ginal to be noth­ing other than a par­ody of the idea of the nat­ural and the ori­ginal.[56] Even if het­ero­sex­ist con­structs cir­cu­late as the avail­able sites of power/dis­course from which to do gender at all, the ques­tion re­mains: What pos­sib­il­it­ies of re­cir­cu­la­tion ex­ist? Which pos­sib­il­it­ies of do­ing gender re­peat and dis­place through hy­per­bole, dis­son­ance, in­ternal con­fu­sion, and pro­lif­er­a­tion the very con­structs by which they are mo­bil­ized?


  Con­sider not only that the am­bi­gu­ities and in­co­her­ences within and among het­ero­sexual, ho­mo­sexual, and bi­sexual prac­tices are sup­pressed and re­described within the re­ified frame­work of the dis­junct­ive and asym­met­rical bin­ary of mas­cu­line/fem­in­ine, but that these cul­tural con­fig­ur­a­tions of gender con­fu­sion op­er­ate as sites for in­ter­ven­tion, ex­pos­ure, and dis­place­ment of these re­ific­a­tions. In other words, the “unity” of gender is the ef­fect of a reg­u­lat­ory prac­tice that seeks to render gender iden­tity uni­form through a com­puls­ory het­ero­sexu­al­ity. The force of this prac­tice is, through an ex­clu­sion­ary ap­par­atus of pro­duc­tion, to re­strict the re­l­at­ive mean­ings of “het­ero­sexu­al­ity,” “ho­mo­sexu­al­ity,” and “bi­sexu­al­ity” as well as the sub­vers­ive sites of their con­ver­gence and resig­ni­fic­a­tion. That the power re­gimes of het­ero­sex­ism and phal­lo­go­centrism seek to aug­ment them­selves through a con­stant re­pe­ti­tion of their lo­gic, their meta­physic, and their nat­ur­al­ized on­to­lo­gies does not im­ply that re­pe­ti­tion it­self ought to be stopped — as if it could be. If re­pe­ti­tion is bound to per­sist as the mech­an­ism of the cul­tural re­pro­duc­tion of iden­tit­ies, then the cru­cial ques­tion emerges: What kind of sub­vers­ive re­pe­ti­tion might call into ques­tion the reg­u­lat­ory prac­tice of iden­tity it­self?


  If there is no re­course to a “per­son,” a “sex,” or a “sexu­al­ity” that es­capes the mat­rix of power and dis­curs­ive re­la­tions that ef­fect­ively pro­duce and reg­u­late the in­tel­li­gib­il­ity of those con­cepts for us, what con­sti­tutes the pos­sib­il­ity of ef­fect­ive in­ver­sion, sub­ver­sion, or dis­place­ment within the terms of a con­struc­ted iden­tity? What pos­sib­il­it­ies ex­ist by vir­tue of the con­struc­ted char­ac­ter of sex and gender? Whereas Fou­cault is am­bigu­ous about the pre­cise char­ac­ter of the “reg­u­lat­ory prac­tices” that pro­duce the cat­egory of sex, and Wit­tig ap­pears to in­vest the full re­spons­ib­il­ity of the con­struc­tion to sexual re­pro­duc­tion and its in­stru­ment, com­puls­ory het­ero­sexu­al­ity, yet other dis­courses con­verge to pro­duce this cat­egorial fic­tion for reas­ons not al­ways clear or con­sist­ent with one an­other. The power re­la­tions that in­fuse the bio­lo­gical sci­ences are not eas­ily re­duced, and the medic­olegal al­li­ance emer­ging in nine­teenth-cen­tury Europe has spawned cat­egorial fic­tions that could not be an­ti­cip­ated in ad­vance. The very com­plex­ity of the dis­curs­ive map that con­structs gender ap­pears to hold out the prom­ise of an in­ad­vert­ent and gen­er­at­ive con­ver­gence of these dis­curs­ive and reg­u­lat­ory struc­tures. If the reg­u­lat­ory fic­tions of sex and gender are them­selves mul­tiply con­tested sites of mean­ing, then the very mul­ti­pli­city of their con­struc­tion holds out the pos­sib­il­ity of a dis­rup­tion of their uni­vocal pos­tur­ing.


  Clearly this pro­ject does not pro­pose to lay out within tra­di­tional philo­soph­ical terms an on­to­logy of gender whereby the mean­ing of be­ing a wo­man or a man is elu­cid­ated within the terms of phe­nomen­o­logy. The pre­sump­tion here is that the “be­ing” of gender is an ef­fect, an ob­ject of a gene­a­lo­gical in­vest­ig­a­tion that maps out the polit­ical para­met­ers of its con­struc­tion in the mode of on­to­logy. To claim that gender is con­struc­ted is not to as­sert its il­lusor­i­ness or ar­ti­fi­ci­al­ity, where those terms are un­der­stood to reside within a bin­ary that coun­ter­poses the “real” and the “au­then­tic” as op­pos­i­tional. As a gene­a­logy of gender on­to­logy, this in­quiry seeks to un­der­stand the dis­curs­ive pro­duc­tion of the plaus­ib­il­ity of that bin­ary re­la­tion and to sug­gest that cer­tain cul­tural con­fig­ur­a­tions of gender take the place of “the real” and con­sol­id­ate and aug­ment their he­ge­mony through that fe­li­cit­ous self-nat­ur­al­iz­a­tion.


  If there is some­thing right in Beau­voir’s claim that one is not born, but rather be­comes a wo­man, it fol­lows that wo­man it­self is a term in pro­cess, a be­com­ing, a con­struct­ing that can­not right­fully be said to ori­gin­ate or to end. As an on­go­ing dis­curs­ive prac­tice, it is open to in­ter­ven­tion and resig­ni­fic­a­tion. Even when gender seems to con­geal into the most re­ified forms, the “con­geal­ing” is it­self an in­sist­ent and in­si­di­ous prac­tice, sus­tained and reg­u­lated by vari­ous so­cial means. It is, for Beau­voir, never pos­sible fi­nally to be­come a wo­man, as if there were a te­los that gov­erns the pro­cess of ac­cul­tur­a­tion and con­struc­tion. Gender is the re­peated styl­iz­a­tion of the body, a set of re­peated acts within a highly ri­gid reg­u­lat­ory frame that con­geal over time to pro­duce the ap­pear­ance of sub­stance, of a nat­ural sort of be­ing. A polit­ical gene­a­logy of gender on­to­lo­gies, if it is suc­cess­ful, will de­con­struct the sub­stant­ive ap­pear­ance of gender into its con­stitutive acts and loc­ate and ac­count for those acts within the com­puls­ory frames set by the vari­ous forces that po­lice the so­cial ap­pear­ance of gender. To ex­pose the con­tin­gent acts that cre­ate the ap­pear­ance of a nat­ur­al­istic ne­ces­sity, a move which has been a part of cul­tural cri­tique at least since Marx, is a task that now takes on the ad­ded bur­den of show­ing how the very no­tion of the sub­ject, in­tel­li­gible only through its ap­pear­ance as gendered, ad­mits of pos­sib­il­it­ies that have been for­cibly fore­closed by the vari­ous re­ific­a­tions of gender that have con­sti­tuted its con­tin­gent on­to­lo­gies.


  The fol­low­ing chapter in­vest­ig­ates some as­pects of the psy­cho­ana­lytic struc­tur­al­ist ac­count of sexual dif­fer­ence and the con­struc­tion of sexu­al­ity with re­spect to its power to con­test the reg­u­lat­ory re­gimes out­lined here as well as its role in un­crit­ic­ally re­pro­du­cing those re­gimes. The uni­vo­city of sex, the in­ternal co­her­ence of gender, and the bin­ary frame­work for both sex and gender are con­sidered through­out as reg­u­lat­ory fic­tions that con­sol­id­ate and nat­ur­al­ize the con­ver­gent power re­gimes of mas­cu­line and het­ero­sex­ist op­pres­sion. The fi­nal chapter con­siders the very no­tion of “the body,” not as a ready sur­face await­ing sig­ni­fic­a­tion, but as a set of bound­ar­ies, in­di­vidual and so­cial, polit­ic­ally sig­ni­fied and main­tained. No longer be­liev­able as an in­terior “truth” of dis­pos­i­tions and iden­tity, sex will be shown to be a per­form­at­ively en­acted sig­ni­fic­a­tion (and hence not “to be” ), one that, re­leased from its nat­ur­al­ized in­ter­i­or­ity and sur­face, can oc­ca­sion the par­odic pro­lif­er­a­tion and sub­vers­ive play of gendered mean­ings. This text con­tin­ues, then, as an ef­fort to think through the pos­sib­il­ity of sub­vert­ing and dis­pla­cing those nat­ur­al­ized and re­ified no­tions of gender that sup­port mas­cu­line he­ge­mony and het­ero­sex­ist power, to make gender trouble, not through the strategies that fig­ure a uto­pian bey­ond, but through the mo­bil­iz­a­tion, sub­vers­ive con­fu­sion, and pro­lif­er­a­tion of pre­cisely those con­stitutive cat­egor­ies that seek to keep gender in its place by pos­tur­ing as the found­a­tional il­lu­sions of iden­tity.
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  Prohibition, Psychoanalysis,

  and the Production

  of the Heterosexual Matrix


  The straight mind con­tin­ues to af­firm that in­cest, and not ho­mo­sexu­al­ity rep­res­ents its ma­jor in­ter­dic­tion. Thus, when thought by the straight mind, ho­mo­sexu­al­ity is noth­ing but het­ero­sexu­al­ity.


  — Mo­nique Wit­tig, “The Straight Mind”


  On oc­ca­sion fem­in­ist the­ory has been drawn to the thought of an ori­gin, a time be­fore what some would call “pat­ri­archy” that would provide an ima­gin­ary per­spect­ive from which to es­tab­lish the con­tin­gency of the his­tory of wo­men’s op­pres­sion. De­bates have emerged over whether pre­pat­ri­archal cul­tures have ex­is­ted, whether they were mat­ri­archal or mat­ri­lin­eal in struc­ture, whether pat­ri­archy could be shown to have a be­gin­ning and, hence, be sub­ject to an end. The crit­ical im­petus be­hind these kinds of in­quiry sought un­der­stand­ably to show that the an­ti­fem­in­ist ar­gu­ment in fa­vor of the in­ev­it­ab­il­ity of pat­ri­archy con­sti­tuted a re­ific­a­tion and nat­ur­al­iz­a­tion of a his­tor­ical and con­tin­gent phe­nomenon.


  Al­though the turn to a pre­pat­ri­archal state of cul­ture was in­ten­ded to ex­pose the self-re­ific­a­tion of pat­ri­archy, that pre­pat­ri­archal scheme has proven to be a dif­fer­ent sort of re­ific­a­tion. More re­cently, some fem­in­ists have offered a re­flex­ive cri­tique of some re­ified con­structs within fem­in­ism it­self. The very no­tion of “pat­ri­archy” has threatened to be­come a uni­ver­sal­iz­ing concept that over­rides or re­duces dis­tinct ar­tic­u­la­tions of gender asym­metry in dif­fer­ent cul­tural con­texts. As fem­in­ism has sought to be­come in­teg­rally re­lated to struggles against ra­cial and co­lo­ni­al­ist op­pres­sion, it has be­come in­creas­ingly im­port­ant to res­ist the col­on­iz­ing epi­stem­o­lo­gical strategy that would sub­or­din­ate dif­fer­ent con­fig­ur­a­tions of dom­in­a­tion un­der the rub­ric of a transcul­tural no­tion of pat­ri­archy. The ar­tic­u­la­tion of the law of pat­ri­archy as a re­press­ive and reg­u­lat­ory struc­ture also re­quires re­con­sid­er­a­tion from this crit­ical per­spect­ive. The fem­in­ist re­course to an ima­gin­ary past needs to be cau­tious not to pro­mote a polit­ic­ally prob­lem­atic re­ific­a­tion of wo­men’s ex­per­i­ence in the course of de­bunk­ing the sel­fre­ify­ing claims of mas­culin­ist power.


  The self-jus­ti­fic­a­tion of a re­press­ive or sub­or­din­at­ing law al­most al­ways grounds it­self in a story about what it was like be­fore the ad­vent of the law, and how it came about that the law emerged in its present and ne­ces­sary form.[1] The fab­ric­a­tion of those ori­gins tends to de­scribe a state of af­fairs be­fore the law that fol­lows a ne­ces­sary and uni­lin­ear nar­rat­ive that cul­min­ates in, and thereby jus­ti­fies, the con­sti­tu­tion of the law. The story of ori­gins is thus a stra­tegic tac­tic within a nar­rat­ive that, by telling a single, au­thor­it­at­ive ac­count about an ir­re­cov­er­able past, makes the con­sti­tu­tion of the law ap­pear as a his­tor­ical in­ev­it­ab­il­ity.


  Some fem­in­ists have found in the pre­jur­idical past traces of a uto­pian fu­ture, a po­ten­tial re­source for sub­ver­sion or in­sur­rec­tion that prom­ises to lead to the de­struc­tion of the law and the in­state­ment of a new or­der. But if the ima­gin­ary “be­fore” is in­ev­it­ably figured within the terms of a pre­his­tor­ical nar­rat­ive that serves to le­git­im­ate the present state of the law or, al­tern­at­ively, the ima­gin­ary fu­ture bey­ond the law, then this “be­fore” is al­ways already im­bued with the self-jus­ti­fic­at­ory fab­ric­a­tions of present and fu­ture in­terests, whether fem­in­ist or an­ti­fem­in­ist. The pos­tu­la­tion of the “be­fore” within fem­in­ist the­ory be­comes polit­ic­ally prob­lem­atic when it con­strains the fu­ture to ma­ter­i­al­ize an ideal­ized no­tion of the past or when it sup­ports, even in­ad­vert­ently, the re­ific­a­tion of a pre­cul­tural sphere of the au­then­tic fem­in­ine. This re­course to an ori­ginal or genu­ine fem­in­in­ity is a nos­tal­gic and pa­ro­chial ideal that re­fuses the con­tem­por­ary de­mand to for­mu­late an ac­count of gender as a com­plex cul­tural con­struc­tion. This ideal tends not only to serve cul­tur­ally con­ser­vat­ive aims, but to con­sti­tute an ex­clu­sion­ary prac­tice within fem­in­ism, pre­cip­it­at­ing pre­cisely the kind of frag­ment­a­tion that the ideal pur­ports to over­come.


  Through­out the spec­u­la­tion of En­gels, so­cial­ist fem­in­ism, those fem­in­ist po­s­i­tions rooted in struc­tur­al­ist an­thro­po­logy, there emerge vari­ous ef­forts to loc­ate mo­ments or struc­tures within his­tory or cul­ture that es­tab­lish gender hier­archy. The isol­a­tion of such struc­tures or key peri­ods is pur­sued in or­der to re­pu­di­ate those re­ac­tion­ary the­or­ies which would nat­ur­al­ize or uni­ver­sal­ize the sub­or­din­a­tion of wo­men. As sig­ni­fic­ant ef­forts to provide a crit­ical dis­place­ment of the uni­ver­sal­iz­ing ges­tures of op­pres­sion, these the­or­ies con­sti­tute part of the con­tem­por­ary the­or­et­ical field in which a fur­ther con­test­a­tion of op­pres­sion is tak­ing place. The ques­tion needs to be pur­sued, how­ever, whether these power­ful cri­tiques of gender hier­archy make use of pre­sup­pos­i­tional fic­tions that en­tail prob­lem­atic norm­at­ive ideals.


  Lévi-Strauss’s struc­tur­al­ist an­thro­po­logy, in­clud­ing the prob­lem­atic nature/cul­ture dis­tinc­tion, has been ap­pro­pri­ated by some fem­in­ist the­or­ists to sup­port and elu­cid­ate the sex/gender dis­tinc­tion: the po­s­i­tion that there is a nat­ural or bio­lo­gical fe­male who is sub­sequently trans­formed into a so­cially sub­or­din­ate “wo­man,” with the con­sequence that “sex” is to nature or “the raw” as gender is to cul­ture or “the cooked.” If Lévi-Strauss’s frame­work were true, it would be pos­sible to trace the trans­form­a­tion of sex into gender by loc­at­ing that stable mech­an­ism of cul­tures, the ex­change rules of kin­ship, which ef­fect that trans­form­a­tion in fairly reg­u­lar ways. Within such a view, “sex” is be­fore the law in the sense that it is cul­tur­ally and polit­ical un­deter­mined, provid­ing the “raw ma­ter­ial” of cul­ture, as it were, that be­gins to sig­nify only through and after its sub­jec­tion to the rules of kin­ship.


  This very concept of sex-as-mat­ter, sex-as-in­stru­ment-of-cul­tural-sig­ni­fic­a­tion, how­ever, is a dis­curs­ive form­a­tion that acts as a nat­ur­al­ized found­a­tion for the nature/cul­ture dis­tinc­tion and the strategies of dom­in­a­tion that that dis­tinc­tion sup­ports. The bin­ary re­la­tion between cul­ture and nature pro­motes a re­la­tion­ship of hier­archy in which cul­ture freely “im­poses” mean­ing on nature, and, hence, renders it into an “Other” to be ap­pro­pri­ated to its own lim­it­less uses, safe­guard­ing the ideal­ity of the sig­ni­fier and the struc­ture of sig­ni­fic­a­tion on the model of dom­in­a­tion.


  An­thro­po­lo­gists Mar­ilyn Strathern and Carol Mac­Cor­mack have ar­gued that nature/cul­ture dis­course reg­u­larly fig­ures nature as fe­male, in need of sub­or­din­a­tion by a cul­ture that is in­vari­ably figured as male, act­ive, and ab­stract.[2] As in the ex­ist­en­tial dia­lectic of miso­gyny, this is yet an­other in­stance in which reason and mind are as­so­ci­ated with mas­culin­ity and agency, while the body and nature are con­sidered to be the mute facti­city of the fem­in­ine, await­ing sig­ni­fic­a­tion from an op­pos­ing mas­cu­line sub­ject. As in that miso­gyn­ist dia­lectic, ma­ter­i­al­ity and mean­ing are mu­tu­ally ex­clus­ive terms. The sexual polit­ics that con­struct and main­tain this dis­tinc­tion are ef­fect­ively con­cealed by the dis­curs­ive pro­duc­tion of a nature and, in­deed, a nat­ural sex that pos­tures as the un­ques­tioned found­a­tion of cul­ture. Crit­ics of struc­tur­al­ism such as Clif­ford Geertz have ar­gued that its uni­ver­sal­iz­ing frame­work dis­counts the mul­ti­pli­city of cul­tural con­fig­ur­a­tions of “nature.” The ana­lysis that as­sumes nature to be sin­gu­lar and pre­dis­curs­ive can­not ask, what qual­i­fies as “nature” within a given cul­tural con­text, and for what pur­poses? Is the du­al­ism ne­ces­sary at all? How are the sex/gender and nature/cul­ture du­al­isms con­struc­ted and nat­ur­al­ized in and through one an­other? What gender hier­arch­ies do they serve, and what re­la­tions of sub­or­din­a­tion do they re­ify? If the very des­ig­na­tion of sex is polit­ical, then “sex,” that des­ig­na­tion sup­posed to be most in the raw, proves to be al­ways already “cooked,” and the cent­ral dis­tinc­tions of struc­tur­al­ist an­thro­po­logy ap­pear to col­lapse.[3]


  The ef­fort to loc­ate a sexed nature be­fore the law seems to be rooted un­der­stand­ably in the more fun­da­mental pro­ject to be able to think that the pat­ri­archal law is not uni­ver­sally true and all-de­term­in­ing. In­deed, if con­struc­ted gender is all there is, then there ap­pears to be no “out­side,” no epi­stemic an­chor in a pre­cul­tural “be­fore” that might serve as an al­tern­at­ive epi­stemic point of de­par­ture for a crit­ical as­sess­ment of ex­ist­ing gender re­la­tions. Loc­at­ing the mech­an­ism whereby sex is trans­formed into gender is meant to es­tab­lish not only the con­struc­ted­ness of gender, its un­nat­ural and non­ne­ces­sary status, but the cul­tural uni­ver­sal­ity of op­pres­sion in non­bio­lo­gistic terms. How is this mech­an­ism for­mu­lated? Can it be found or merely ima­gined? Is the des­ig­na­tion of its os­tens­ible uni­ver­sal­ity any less of a re­ific­a­tion than the po­s­i­tion that grounds uni­ver­sal op­pres­sion in bio­logy?


  Only when the mech­an­ism of gender con­struc­tion im­plies the con­tin­gency of that con­struc­tion does “con­struc­ted­ness” per se prove use­ful to the polit­ical pro­ject to en­large the scope of pos­sible gender con­fig­ur­a­tions. If, how­ever, it is a life of the body bey­ond the law or a re­cov­ery of the body be­fore the law which then emerges as the norm­at­ive goal of fem­in­ist the­ory, such a norm ef­fect­ively takes the fo­cus of fem­in­ist the­ory away from the con­crete terms of con­tem­por­ary cul­tural struggle. In­deed, the fol­low­ing sec­tions on psy­cho­ana­lysis, struc­tur­al­ism, and the status and power of their gender-in­sti­tut­ing pro­hib­i­tions cen­ters pre­cisely on this no­tion of the law:What is its on­to­lo­gical status — is it jur­idical, op­press­ive, and re­duct­ive in its work­ings, or does it in­ad­vert­ently cre­ate the pos­sib­il­ity of its own cul­tural dis­place­ment? To what ex­tent does the ar­tic­u­la­tion of a body prior to ar­tic­u­la­tion per­form­at­ively con­tra­dict it­self and spawn al­tern­at­ives in its place?


  i. Structuralism’s Critical Exchange


  Struc­tur­al­ist dis­course tends to refer to the Law in the sin­gu­lar, in ac­cord with Lévi-Strauss’s con­ten­tion that there is a uni­ver­sal struc­ture of reg­u­lat­ing ex­change that char­ac­ter­izes all sys­tems of kin­ship. Ac­cord­ing to The Ele­ment­ary Struc­tures of Kin­ship, the ob­ject of ex­change that both con­sol­id­ates and dif­fer­en­ti­ates kin­ship re­la­tions is wo­men, given as gifts from one pat­ri­lin­eal clan to an­other through the in­sti­tu­tion of mar­riage.[4] The bride, the gift, the ob­ject of ex­change con­sti­tutes “a sign and a value” that opens a chan­nel of ex­change that not only serves the func­tional pur­pose of fa­cil­it­at­ing trade but per­forms the sym­bolic or ritu­al­istic pur­pose of con­sol­id­at­ing the in­ternal bonds, the col­lect­ive iden­tity, of each clan dif­fer­en­ti­ated through the act.[5] In other words, the bride func­tions as a re­la­tional term between groups of men; she does not have an iden­tity, and neither does she ex­change one iden­tity for an­other. She re­flects mas­cu­line iden­tity pre­cisely through be­ing the site of its ab­sence. Clan mem­bers, in­vari­ably male, in­voke the prerog­at­ive of iden­tity through mar­riage, a re­peated act of sym­bolic dif­fer­en­ti­ation. Exo­gamy dis­tin­guishes and binds pat­ronym­ic­ally spe­cific kinds of men. Pat­ri­lin­eal­ity is se­cured through the ritu­al­istic ex­pul­sion of wo­men and, re­cip­roc­ally, the ritu­al­istic im­port­a­tion of wo­men. As wives, wo­men not only se­cure the re­pro­duc­tion of the name (the func­tional pur­pose), but ef­fect a sym­bolic in­ter­course between clans of men. As the site of a pat­ronymic ex­change, wo­men are and are not the pat­ronymic sign, ex­cluded from the sig­ni­fier, the very pat­ronym they bear. The wo­man in mar­riage qual­i­fies not as an iden­tity, but only as a re­la­tional term that both dis­tin­guishes and binds the vari­ous clans to a com­mon but in­tern­ally dif­fer­en­ti­ated pat­ri­lin­eal iden­tity.


  The struc­tural sys­tem­ati­city of Lévi-Strauss’s ex­plan­a­tion of kin­ship re­la­tions ap­peals to a uni­ver­sal lo­gic that ap­pears to struc­ture hu­man re­la­tions. Al­though Lévi-Strauss re­ports in Tristes tro­piques that he left philo­sophy be­cause an­thro­po­logy provided a more con­crete cul­tural tex­ture to the ana­lysis of hu­man life, he nev­er­the­less as­sim­il­ates that cul­tural tex­ture to a to­tal­iz­ing lo­gical struc­ture that ef­fect­ively re­turns his ana­lyses to the de­con­tex­tu­al­ized philo­soph­ical struc­tures he pur­por­ted to leave. Al­though a num­ber of ques­tions can be raised about the pre­sump­tions of uni­ver­sal­ity in Lévi-Strauss’s work (as they are in an­thro­po­lo­gist Clif­ford Geertz’s Local Know­ledge), the ques­tions here con­cern the place of iden­tit­arian as­sump­tions in this uni­ver­sal lo­gic and the re­la­tion­ship of that iden­tit­arian lo­gic to the sub­or­din­ate status of wo­men within the cul­tural real­ity that this lo­gic de­scribes. If the sym­bolic nature of ex­change is its uni­ver­sally hu­man char­ac­ter as well, and if that uni­ver­sal struc­ture dis­trib­utes “iden­tity” to male per­sons and a sub­or­din­ate and re­la­tional “neg­a­tion” or “lack” to wo­men, then this lo­gic might well be con­tested by a po­s­i­tion or set of po­s­i­tions ex­cluded from its very terms. What might an al­tern­at­ive lo­gic of kin­ship be like? To what ex­tent do iden­tit­arian lo­gical sys­tems al­ways re­quire the con­struc­tion of so­cially im­possible iden­tit­ies to oc­cupy an un­named, ex­cluded, but pre­sup­pos­i­tional re­la­tion sub­sequently con­cealed by the lo­gic it­self? Here the im­petus for Ir­igaray’s mark­ing off of the phal­lo­go­centric eco­nomy be­comes clear, as does a ma­jor post­struc­tur­al­ist im­pulse within fem­in­ism that ques­tions whether an ef­fect­ive cri­tique of phal­lo­go­centrism re­quires a dis­place­ment of the Sym­bolic as defined by Lévi-Strauss.


  The to­tal­ity and clos­ure of lan­guage is both pre­sumed and con­tested within struc­tur­al­ism. Al­though Saus­sure un­der­stands the re­la­tion­ship of sig­ni­fier and sig­ni­fied to be ar­bit­rary, he places this ar­bit­rary re­la­tion within a ne­ces­sar­ily com­plete lin­guistic sys­tem. All lin­guistic terms pre­sup­pose a lin­guistic to­tal­ity of struc­tures, the en­tirety of which is pre­sup­posed and im­pli­citly re­called for any one term to bear mean­ing. This quasi-Leib­n­iz­ian view, in which lan­guage fig­ures as a sys­tem­atic to­tal­ity, ef­fect­ively sup­presses the mo­ment of dif­fer­ence between sig­ni­fier and sig­ni­fied, re­lat­ing and uni­fy­ing that mo­ment of ar­bit­rar­i­ness within a to­tal­iz­ing field. The post­struc­tur­al­ist break with Saus­sure and with the iden­tit­arian struc­tures of ex­change found in Lévi-Strauss re­futes the claims of to­tal­ity and uni­ver­sal­ity and the pre­sump­tion of bin­ary struc­tural op­pos­i­tions that im­pli­citly op­er­ate to quell the in­sist­ent am­bi­gu­ity and open­ness of lin­guistic and cul­tural sig­ni­fic­a­tion.[6] As a res­ult, the dis­crep­ancy between sig­ni­fier and sig­ni­fied be­comes the op­er­at­ive and lim­it­less différance of lan­guage, ren­der­ing all ref­er­en­ti­al­ity into a po­ten­tially lim­it­less dis­place­ment.


  For Lévi-Strauss, the mas­cu­line cul­tural iden­tity is es­tab­lished through an overt act of dif­fer­en­ti­ation between pat­ri­lin­eal clans, where the “dif­fer­ence” in this re­la­tion is Hegel­ian — that is, one which sim­ul­tan­eously dis­tin­guishes and binds. But the “dif­fer­ence” es­tab­lished between men and the wo­men who ef­fect the dif­fer­en­ti­ation between men eludes the dia­lectic al­to­gether. In other words, the dif­fer­en­ti­at­ing mo­ment of so­cial ex­change ap­pears to be a so­cial bond between men, a Hegel­ian unity between mas­cu­line terms that are sim­ul­tan­eously spe­cified and in­di­vidu­al­ized.[7] On an ab­stract level, this is an iden­tity-in-dif­fer­ence, since both clans re­tain a sim­ilar iden­tity: male, pat­ri­archal, and pat­ri­lin­eal. Bear­ing dif­fer­ent names, they par­tic­u­lar­ize them­selves within this all-en­com­passing mas­cu­line cul­tural iden­tity. But what re­la­tion in­states wo­men as the ob­ject of ex­change, clothed first in one pat­ronym and then an­other? What kind of dif­fer­en­ti­at­ing mech­an­ism dis­trib­utes gender func­tions in this way? What kind of dif­fer­en­ti­at­ing différance is pre­sup­posed and ex­cluded by the ex­pli­cit, male-me­di­at­ing neg­a­tion of Lévi-Strauss’s Hegel­ian eco­nomy? As Ir­igaray ar­gues, this phal­lo­go­centric eco­nomy de­pends es­sen­tially on an eco­nomy of différance that is never mani­fest, but al­ways both pre­sup­posed and dis­avowed. In ef­fect, the re­la­tions among pat­ri­lin­eal clans are based in ho­moso­cial de­sire (what Ir­igaray pun­ningly calls “hommo-sexu­al­ity” ),[8] a repressed and, hence, dis­paraged sexu­al­ity, a re­la­tion­ship between men which is, fi­nally, about the bonds of men, but which takes place through the het­ero­sexual ex­change and dis­tri­bu­tion of wo­men.[9]


  In a pas­sage that re­veals the ho­mo­erotic un­con­scious of the phal­lo­go­centric eco­nomy, Lévi-Strauss of­fers the link between the in­cest ta­boo and the con­sol­id­a­tion of ho­mo­erotic bonds:


  
    Ex­change — and con­sequently the rule of exo­gamy — is not simply that of goods ex­changed. Ex­change — and con­sequently the rule of exo­gamy that ex­presses it — has in it­self a so­cial value. It provides the means of bind­ing men to­gether.
  


  The ta­boo gen­er­ates exo­gamic het­ero­sexu­al­ity which Lévi-Strauss un­der­stands as the ar­ti­fi­cial ac­com­plish­ment of a noninces­tu­ous het­ero­sexu­al­ity ex­trac­ted through pro­hib­i­tion from a more nat­ural and un­con­strained sexu­al­ity (an as­sump­tion shared by Freud in Three Es­says on the The­ory of Sexu­al­ity).


  The re­la­tion of re­ci­pro­city es­tab­lished between men, how­ever, is the con­di­tion of a re­la­tion of rad­ical non­re­cipro­city between men and wo­men and a re­la­tion, as it were, of non­re­la­tion between wo­men. Lévi-Strauss’s no­tori­ous claim that “the emer­gence of sym­bolic thought must have re­quired that wo­men, like words, should be things that were ex­changed,” sug­gests a ne­ces­sity that Lévi-Strauss him­self in­duces from the pre­sumed uni­ver­sal struc­tures of cul­ture from the ret­ro­spect­ive po­s­i­tion of a trans­par­ent ob­server. But the “must have” ap­pears as an in­fer­ence only to func­tion as a per­form­at­ive; since the mo­ment in which the sym­bolic emerged could not be one that Lévi-Strauss wit­nessed, he con­jec­tures a ne­ces­sary his­tory: The re­port thereby be­comes an in­junc­tion. His ana­lysis promp­ted Ir­igaray to re­flect on what would hap­pen if “the goods got to­gether” and re­vealed the unanti­cip­ated agency of an al­tern­at­ive sexual eco­nomy. Her re­cent work, Sexes et par­entés,[10] of­fers a crit­ical ex­egesis of how this con­struc­tion of re­cip­rocal ex­change between men pre­sup­poses a non­re­cipro­city between the sexes in­ar­tic­ul­able within that eco­nomy, as well as the un­name­ab­il­ity of the fe­male, the fem­in­ine, and les­bian sexu­al­ity.


  If there is a sexual do­main that is ex­cluded from the Sym­bolic and can po­ten­tially ex­pose the Sym­bolic as he­ge­monic rather than to­tal­iz­ing in its reach, it must then be pos­sible to loc­ate this ex­cluded do­main either within or out­side that eco­nomy and to strategize its in­ter­ven­tion in terms of that place­ment. The fol­low­ing re­read­ing of the struc­tur­al­ist law and the nar­rat­ive that ac­counts for the pro­duc­tion of sexual dif­fer­ence within its terms cen­ters on the pre­sumed fix­ity and uni­ver­sal­ity of that law and, through a gene­a­lo­gical cri­tique, seeks to ex­pose that law’s powers of in­ad­vert­ent and self-de­feat­ing gen­er­ativ­ity. Does “the Law” pro­duce these po­s­i­tions uni­lat­er­ally or in­vari­ably? Can it pro­duce con­fig­ur­a­tions of sexu­al­ity that ef­fect­ively con­test the law it­self, or are those con­tests in­ev­it­ably phant­as­matic? Can the gen­er­ativ­ity of that law be spe­cified as vari­able or even sub­vers­ive?


  The law for­bid­ding in­cest is the locus of this eco­nomy of kin­ship that for­bids en­do­gamy. Lévi-Strauss main­tains that the cent­ral­ity of the in­cest ta­boo es­tab­lishes the sig­ni­fic­ant nexus between struc­tur­al­ist an­thro­po­logy and psy­cho­ana­lysis. Al­though Lévi-Strauss ac­know­ledges that Freud’s To­tem and Ta­boo has been dis­cred­ited on em­pir­ical grounds, he con­siders that re­pu­di­at­ing ges­ture as para­dox­ical evid­ence in sup­port of Freud’s thesis. In­cest, for Lévi-Strauss, is not a so­cial fact, but a per­vas­ive cul­tural fantasy. Pre­sum­ing the het­ero­sexual mas­culin­ity of the sub­ject of de­sire, Lévi-Strauss main­tains that “the de­sire for the mother or the sis­ter, the murder of the father and the sons’ re­pent­ance un­doubtedly do not cor­res­pond to any fact or group of facts oc­cupy­ing a given place in his­tory. But per­haps they sym­bol­ic­ally ex­press an an­cient and last­ing dream.”[11]


  In an ef­fort to af­firm the psy­cho­ana­lytic in­sight into un­con­scious in­ces­tu­ous fantasy, Lévi-Strauss refers to the “ma­gic of this dream, its power to mould men’s thoughts un­be­known to them … the acts it evokes have never been com­mit­ted, be­cause cul­ture op­poses them at all times and all places.”[12] This rather as­ton­ish­ing state­ment provides in­sight not only into Lévi-Strauss’s ap­par­ent powers of denial (acts of in­cest “have never been com­mit­ted” !), but the cent­ral dif­fi­culty with as­sum­ing the ef­fic­acy of that pro­hib­i­tion. That the pro­hib­i­tion ex­ists in no way sug­gests that it works. Rather, its ex­ist­ence ap­pears to sug­gest that de­sires, ac­tions, in­deed, per­vas­ive so­cial prac­tices of in­cest are gen­er­ated pre­cisely in vir­tue of the erot­i­ciz­a­tion of that ta­boo. That in­ces­tu­ous de­sires are phant­as­matic in no way im­plies that they are not also “so­cial facts.” The ques­tion is, rather, how do such phant­asms be­come gen­er­ated and, in­deed, in­sti­tuted as a con­sequence of their pro­hib­i­tion? Fur­ther, how does the so­cial con­vic­tion, here symp­to­mat­ic­ally ar­tic­u­lated through Lévi-Strauss, that the pro­hib­i­tion is ef­fic­a­cious dis­avow and, hence, clear a so­cial space in which in­ces­tu­ous prac­tices are free to re­pro­duce them­selves without pro­scrip­tion?


  For Lévi-Strauss, the ta­boo against the act of het­ero­sexual in­cest between son and mother as well as that in­ces­tu­ous fantasy are in­stated as uni­ver­sal truths of cul­ture. How is in­ces­tu­ous het­ero­sexu­al­ity con­sti­tuted as the os­tens­ibly nat­ural and pre-ar­ti­fi­cial mat­rix for de­sire, and how is de­sire es­tab­lished as a het­ero­sexual male prerog­at­ive? The nat­ur­al­iz­a­tion of both het­ero­sexu­al­ity and mas­cu­line sexual agency are dis­curs­ive con­struc­tions nowhere ac­coun­ted for but every­where as­sumed within this found­ing struc­tur­al­ist frame.


  The Lacanian ap­pro­pri­ation of Lévi-Strauss fo­cuses on the pro­hib­i­tion against in­cest and the rule of exo­gamy in the re­pro­duc­tion of cul­ture, where cul­ture is un­der­stood primar­ily as a set of lin­guistic struc­tures and sig­ni­fic­a­tions. For Lacan, the Law which for­bids the in­ces­tu­ous union between boy and mother ini­ti­ates the struc­tures of kin­ship, a series of highly reg­u­lated li­bid­inal dis­place­ments that take place through lan­guage. Al­though the struc­tures of lan­guage, col­lect­ively un­der­stood as the Sym­bolic, main­tain an on­to­lo­gical in­teg­rity apart from the vari­ous speak­ing agents through whom they work, the Law re­as­serts and in­di­vidu­ates it­self within the terms of every in­fant­ile en­trance into cul­ture. Speech emerges only upon the con­di­tion of dis­sat­is­fac­tion, where dis­sat­is­fac­tion is in­sti­tuted through in­ces­tu­ous pro­hib­i­tion; the ori­ginal jouis­sance is lost through the primary re­pres­sion that founds the sub­ject. In its place emerges the sign which is sim­il­arly barred from the sig­ni­fier and which seeks in what it sig­ni­fies a re­cov­ery of that ir­re­cov­er­able pleas­ure. Foun­ded through that pro­hib­i­tion, the sub­ject speaks only to dis­place de­sire onto the met­onymic sub­sti­tu­tions for that ir­re­triev­able pleas­ure. Lan­guage is the residue and al­tern­at­ive ac­com­plish­ment of dis­sat­is­fied de­sire, the varie­gated cul­tural pro­duc­tion of a sub­lim­a­tion that never really sat­is­fies. That lan­guage in­ev­it­ably fails to sig­nify is the ne­ces­sary con­sequence of the pro­hib­i­tion which grounds the pos­sib­il­ity of lan­guage and marks the van­ity of its ref­er­en­tial ges­tures.


  ii. Lacan, Riviere, and the Strategies of Masquerade


  To ask after the “be­ing” of gender and/or sex in Lacanian terms is to con­found the very pur­pose of Lacan’s the­ory of lan­guage. Lacan dis­putes the primacy given to on­to­logy within the terms of West­ern meta­phys­ics and in­sists upon the sub­or­din­a­tion of the ques­tion “What is/has be­ing?” to the prior ques­tion “How is ‘be­ing’ in­sti­tuted and al­loc­ated through the sig­ni­fy­ing prac­tices of the pa­ternal eco­nomy?” The on­to­lo­gical spe­cific­a­tion of be­ing, neg­a­tion, and their re­la­tions is un­der­stood to be de­term­ined by a lan­guage struc­tured by the pa­ternal law and its mech­an­isms of dif­fer­en­ti­ation. A thing takes on the char­ac­ter­iz­a­tion of “be­ing” and be­comes mo­bil­ized by that on­to­lo­gical ges­ture only within a struc­ture of sig­ni­fic­a­tion that, as the Sym­bolic, is it­self pre-on­to­lo­gical.


  There is no in­quiry, then, into on­to­logy per se, no ac­cess to be­ing, without a prior in­quiry into the “be­ing” of the Phal­lus, the au­thor­iz­ing sig­ni­fic­a­tion of the Law that takes sexual dif­fer­ence as a pre­sup­pos­i­tion of its own in­tel­li­gib­il­ity. “Be­ing” the Phal­lus and “hav­ing” the Phal­lus de­note di­ver­gent sexual po­s­i­tions, or non­posi­tions (im­possible po­s­i­tions, really), within lan­guage. To “be” the Phal­lus is to be the “sig­ni­fier” of the de­sire of the Other and to ap­pear as this sig­ni­fier. In other words, it is to be the ob­ject, the Other of a (het­ero­sexu­al­ized) mas­cu­line de­sire, but also to rep­res­ent or re­flect that de­sire. This is an Other that con­sti­tutes, not the limit of mas­culin­ity in a fem­in­ine al­ter­ity, but the site of a mas­cu­line self-elab­or­a­tion. For wo­men to “be” the Phal­lus means, then, to re­flect the power of the Phal­lus, to sig­nify that power, to “em­body” the Phal­lus, to sup­ply the site to which it pen­et­rates, and to sig­nify the Phal­lus through “be­ing” its Other, its ab­sence, its lack, the dia­lect­ical con­firm­a­tion of its iden­tity. By claim­ing that the Other that lacks the Phal­lus is the one who is the Phal­lus, Lacan clearly sug­gests that power is wiel­ded by this fem­in­ine po­s­i­tion of not-hav­ing, that the mas­cu­line sub­ject who “has” the Phal­lus re­quires this Other to con­firm and, hence, be the Phal­lus in its “ex­ten­ded” sense.[13]


  This on­to­lo­gical char­ac­ter­iz­a­tion pre­sup­poses that the ap­pear­ance or ef­fect of be­ing is al­ways pro­duced through the struc­tures of sig­ni­fic­a­tion. The Sym­bolic or­der cre­ates cul­tural in­tel­li­gib­il­ity through the mu­tu­ally ex­clus­ive po­s­i­tions of “hav­ing” the Phal­lus (the po­s­i­tion of men) and “be­ing” the Phal­lus (the para­dox­ical po­s­i­tion of wo­men). The in­ter­de­pend­ency of these po­s­i­tions re­calls the Hegel­ian struc­ture of failed re­ci­pro­city between mas­ter and slave, in par­tic­u­lar, the un­ex­pec­ted de­pend­ency of the mas­ter on the slave in or­der to es­tab­lish his own iden­tity through re­flec­tion.[14] Lacan casts that drama, how­ever, in a phant­as­matic do­main. Every ef­fort to es­tab­lish iden­tity within the terms of this bin­ary dis­junc­tion of “be­ing” and “hav­ing” re­turns to the in­ev­it­able “lack” and “loss” that ground their phant­as­matic con­struc­tion and mark the in­com­men­sur­ab­il­ity of the Sym­bolic and the real.


  If the Sym­bolic is un­der­stood as a cul­tur­ally uni­ver­sal struc­ture of sig­ni­fic­a­tion that is nowhere fully in­stan­ti­ated in the real, it makes sense to ask:What or who is it that sig­ni­fies what or whom in this os­tens­ibly cross­cul­tural af­fair? This ques­tion, how­ever, is posed within a frame that pre­sup­poses a sub­ject as sig­ni­fier and an ob­ject as sig­ni­fied, the tra­di­tional epi­stem­o­lo­gical di­cho­tomy within philo­sophy prior to the struc­tur­al­ist dis­place­ment of the sub­ject. Lacan calls into ques­tion this scheme of sig­ni­fic­a­tion. He poses the re­la­tion between the sexes in terms that re­veal the speak­ing “I” as a mas­culin­ized ef­fect of re­pres­sion, one which pos­tures as an autonom­ous and self-ground­ing sub­ject, but whose very co­her­ence is called into ques­tion by the sexual po­s­i­tions that it ex­cludes in the pro­cess of iden­tity form­a­tion. For Lacan, the sub­ject comes into be­ing — that is, be­gins to pos­ture as a self-ground­ing sig­ni­fier within lan­guage — only on the con­di­tion of a primary re­pres­sion of the pre-in­di­vidu­ated in­ces­tu­ous pleas­ures as­so­ci­ated with the (now repressed) ma­ter­nal body.


  The mas­cu­line sub­ject only ap­pears to ori­gin­ate mean­ings and thereby to sig­nify. His seem­ingly self-groun­ded autonomy at­tempts to con­ceal the re­pres­sion which is both its ground and the per­petual pos­sib­il­ity of its own un­ground­ing. But that pro­cess of mean­ing-con­sti­tu­tion re­quires that wo­men re­flect that mas­cu­line power and every­where re­as­sure that power of the real­ity of its il­lus­ory autonomy. This task is con­foun­ded, to say the least, when the de­mand that wo­men re­flect the autonom­ous power of mas­cu­line sub­ject/sig­ni­fier be­comes es­sen­tial to the con­struc­tion of that autonomy and, thus, be­comes the basis of a rad­ical de­pend­ency that ef­fect­ively un­der­cuts the func­tion it serves. But fur­ther, this de­pend­ency, al­though denied, is also pur­sued by the mas­cu­line sub­ject, for the wo­man as re­as­sur­ing sign is the dis­placed ma­ter­nal body, the vain but per­sist­ent prom­ise of the re­cov­ery of prein­di­vidu­ated jouis­sance. The con­flict of mas­culin­ity ap­pears, then, to be pre­cisely the de­mand for a full re­cog­ni­tion of autonomy that will also and nev­er­the­less prom­ise a re­turn to those full pleas­ures prior to re­pres­sion and in­di­vidu­ation.


  Wo­men are said to “be” the Phal­lus in the sense that they main­tain the power to re­flect or rep­res­ent the “real­ity” of the self-ground­ing pos­tures of the mas­cu­line sub­ject, a power which, if with­drawn, would break up the found­a­tional il­lu­sions of the mas­cu­line sub­ject po­s­i­tion. In or­der to “be” the Phal­lus, the re­flector and guar­antor of an ap­par­ent mas­cu­line sub­ject po­s­i­tion, wo­men must be­come, must “be” (in the sense of “pos­ture as if they were” ) pre­cisely what men are not and, in their very lack, es­tab­lish the es­sen­tial func­tion of men. Hence, “be­ing” the Phal­lus is al­ways a “be­ing for” a mas­cu­line sub­ject who seeks to re­con­firm and aug­ment his iden­tity through the re­cog­ni­tion of that “be­ing for.” In a strong sense, Lacan dis­putes the no­tion that men sig­nify the mean­ing of wo­men or that wo­men sig­nify the mean­ing of men. The di­vi­sion and ex­change between this “be­ing” and “hav­ing” the Phal­lus is es­tab­lished by the Sym­bolic, the pa­ternal law. Part of the comedic di­men­sion of this failed model of re­ci­pro­city, of course, is that both mas­cu­line and fem­in­ine po­s­i­tions are sig­ni­fied, the sig­ni­fier be­long­ing to the Sym­bolic that can never be as­sumed in more than token form by either po­s­i­tion.


  To be the Phal­lus is to be sig­ni­fied by the pa­ternal law, to be both its ob­ject and its in­stru­ment and, in struc­tur­al­ist terms, the “sign” and prom­ise of its power. Hence, as the con­sti­tuted or sig­ni­fied ob­ject of ex­change through which the pa­ternal law ex­tends its power and the mode in which it ap­pears, wo­men are said to be the Phal­lus, that is, the em­blem of its con­tinu­ing cir­cu­la­tion. But this “be­ing” the Phal­lus is ne­ces­sar­ily dis­sat­is­fy­ing to the ex­tent that wo­men can never fully re­flect that law; some fem­in­ists ar­gue that it re­quires a re­nun­ci­ation of wo­men’s own de­sire (a double re­nun­ci­ation, in fact, cor­res­pond­ing to the “double wave” of re­pres­sion that Freud claimed founds fem­in­in­ity),[15] which is the ex­pro­pri­ation of that de­sire as the de­sire to be noth­ing other than a re­flec­tion, a guar­antor of the per­vas­ive ne­ces­sity of the Phal­lus.


  On the other hand, men are said to “have” the Phal­lus, yet never to “be” it, in the sense that the penis is not equi­val­ent to that Law and can never fully sym­bol­ize that Law. Hence, there is a ne­ces­sary or pre­sup­pos­i­tional im­possib­il­ity to any ef­fort to oc­cupy the po­s­i­tion of “hav­ing” the Phal­lus, with the con­sequence that both po­s­i­tions of “hav­ing” and “be­ing” are, in Lacan’s terms, fi­nally to be un­der­stood as comedic fail­ures that are nev­er­the­less com­pelled to ar­tic­u­late and en­act these re­peated im­possib­il­it­ies.


  But how does a wo­man “ap­pear” to be the Phal­lus, the lack that em­bod­ies and af­firms the Phal­lus? Ac­cord­ing to Lacan, this is done through mas­quer­ade, the ef­fect of a mel­an­choly that is es­sen­tial to the fem­in­ine po­s­i­tion as such. In his early es­say, “The Mean­ing of the Phal­lus,” he writes of “the re­la­tions between the sexes” :


  
    Let us say that these re­la­tions will re­volve around a be­ing and a hav­ing which, be­cause they refer to a sig­ni­fier, the phal­lus, have the con­tra­dict­ory ef­fect of on the one hand lend­ing real­ity to the sub­ject in that sig­ni­fier, and on the other mak­ing un­real the re­la­tions to be sig­ni­fied.[16]
  


  In the lines that dir­ectly fol­low this sen­tence, Lacan ap­pears to refer to the ap­pear­ance of the “real­ity” of the mas­cu­line sub­ject as well as to the “un­real­ity” of het­ero­sexu­al­ity. He also ap­pears to refer to the po­s­i­tion of wo­men (my in­ter­rup­tion is within brack­ets): “This fol­lows from the in­ter­ven­tion of an ‘ap­pear­ing’ which gets sub­sti­tuted for the ‘hav­ing’ [a sub­sti­tu­tion is re­quired, no doubt, be­cause wo­men are said not “to have” ] so as to pro­tect it on one side and to mask its lack on the other.” Al­though there is no gram­mat­ical gender here, it seems that Lacan is de­scrib­ing the po­s­i­tion of wo­men for whom “lack” is char­ac­ter­istic and, hence, in need of mask­ing and who are in some un­spe­cified sense in need of pro­tec­tion. Lacan then states that this situ­ation pro­duces “the ef­fect that the ideal or typ­ical mani­fest­a­tions of be­ha­viour in both sexes, up to and in­clud­ing the act of sexual cop­u­la­tion, are en­tirely pro­pelled into com­edy” (84).


  Lacan con­tin­ues this ex­pos­i­tion of het­ero­sexual com­edy by ex­plain­ing that this “ap­pear­ing as be­ing” the Phal­lus that wo­men are com­pelled to do is in­ev­it­ably mas­quer­ade. The term is sig­ni­fic­ant be­cause it sug­gests con­tra­dict­ory mean­ings: On the one hand, if the “be­ing,” the on­to­lo­gical spe­cific­a­tion of the Phal­lus, is mas­quer­ade, then it would ap­pear to re­duce all be­ing to a form of ap­pear­ing, the ap­pear­ance of be­ing, with the con­sequence that all gender on­to­logy is re­du­cible to the play of ap­pear­ances. On the other hand, mas­quer­ade sug­gests that there is a “be­ing” or on­to­lo­gical spe­cific­a­tion of fem­in­in­ity prior to the mas­quer­ade, a fem­in­ine de­sire or de­mand that is masked and cap­able of dis­clos­ure, that, in­deed, might prom­ise an even­tual dis­rup­tion and dis­place­ment of the phal­lo­go­centric sig­ni­fy­ing eco­nomy.


  At least two very dif­fer­ent tasks can be dis­cerned from the am­bigu­ous struc­ture of Lacan’s ana­lysis. On the one hand, mas­quer­ade may be un­der­stood as the per­form­at­ive pro­duc­tion of a sexual on­to­logy, an ap­pear­ing that makes it­self con­vin­cing as a “be­ing” ; on the other hand, mas­quer­ade can be read as a denial of a fem­in­ine de­sire that pre­sup­poses some prior on­to­lo­gical fem­in­in­ity reg­u­larly un­rep­res­en­ted by the phal­lic eco­nomy. Ir­igaray re­marks in such a vein that “the mas­quer­ade … is what wo­men do … in or­der to par­ti­cip­ate in man’s de­sire, but at the cost of giv­ing up their own.”[17] The former task would en­gage a crit­ical re­flec­tion on gender on­to­logy as par­odic (de)con­struc­tion and, per­haps, pur­sue the mo­bile pos­sib­il­it­ies of the slip­pery dis­tinc­tion between “ap­pear­ing” and “be­ing,” a rad­ic­al­iz­a­tion of the “comedic” di­men­sion of sexual on­to­logy only par­tially pur­sued by Lacan. The lat­ter would ini­ti­ate fem­in­ist strategies of un­mask­ing in or­der to re­cover or re­lease whatever fem­in­ine de­sire has re­mained sup­pressed within the terms of the phal­lic eco­nomy.[18]


  Per­haps these al­tern­at­ive dir­ec­tions are not as mu­tu­ally ex­clus­ive as they ap­pear, since ap­pear­ances be­come more sus­pect all the time. Re­flec­tions on the mean­ing of mas­quer­ade in Lacan as well as in Joan Riviere’s “Wo­man­li­ness as a Mas­quer­ade” have differed greatly in their in­ter­pret­a­tions of what pre­cisely is masked by mas­quer­ade. Is mas­quer­ade the con­sequence of a fem­in­ine de­sire that must be neg­ated and, thus, made into a lack that, nev­er­the­less, must ap­pear in some way? Is mas­quer­ade the con­sequence of a denial of this lack for the pur­pose of ap­pear­ing to be the Phal­lus? Does mas­quer­ade con­struct fem­in­in­ity as the re­flec­tion of the Phal­lus in or­der to dis­guise bi­sexual pos­sib­il­it­ies that oth­er­wise might dis­rupt the seam­less con­struc­tion of a het­ero­sexu­al­ized fem­in­in­ity? Does mas­quer­ade, as Riviere sug­gests, trans­form ag­gres­sion and the fear of re­prisal into se­duc­tion and flir­ta­tion? Does it serve primar­ily to con­ceal or repress a pre­given fem­in­in­ity, a fem­in­ine de­sire which would es­tab­lish an in­sub­or­din­ate al­ter­ity to the mas­cu­line sub­ject and ex­pose the ne­ces­sary fail­ure of mas­culin­ity? Or is mas­quer­ade the means by which fem­in­in­ity it­self is first es­tab­lished, the ex­clu­sion­ary prac­tice of iden­tity form­a­tion in which the mas­cu­line is ef­fect­ively ex­cluded and in­stated as out­side the bound­ar­ies of a fem­in­ine gendered po­s­i­tion?


  Lacan con­tin­ues the quo­ta­tion cited above:


  
    Para­dox­ical as this for­mu­la­tion might seem, it is in or­der to be the phal­lus, that is, the sig­ni­fier of the de­sire of the Other, that the wo­man will re­ject an es­sen­tial part of her fem­in­in­ity, not­ably all its at­trib­utes through mas­quer­ade. It is for what she is not that she ex­pects to be de­sired as well as loved. But she finds the sig­ni­fier of her own de­sire in the body of the one to whom she ad­dresses her de­mand for love. Cer­tainly we should not for­get that the or­gan in­ves­ted with this sig­ni­fy­ing func­tion takes on the value of a fet­ish. (84)
  


  If this un­named “or­gan,” pre­sum­ably the penis (treated like the Heb­raic Yah­weh, never to be spoken), is a fet­ish, why should it be that we might so eas­ily for­get it, as Lacan him­self as­sumes? And what is the “es­sen­tial part of her fem­in­in­ity” that must be re­jec­ted? Is it the, again, un­named part which, once re­jec­ted, ap­pears as a lack? Or is it the lack it­self that must be re­jec­ted, so that she might ap­pear as the Phal­lus it­self? Is the un­name­ab­il­ity of this “es­sen­tial part” the same un­name­ab­il­ity that at­tends the male “or­gan” that we are al­ways in danger of for­get­ting? Is this pre­cisely that for­get­ful­ness that con­sti­tutes the re­pres­sion at the core of fem­in­ine mas­quer­ade? Is it a pre­sumed mas­culin­ity that must be for­feited in or­der to ap­pear as the lack that con­firms and, there­fore, is the Phal­lus, or is it a phal­lic pos­sib­il­ity, that must be neg­ated in or­der to be that lack that con­firms?


  Lacan cla­ri­fies his own po­s­i­tion as he re­marks that “the func­tion of the mask … dom­in­ates the iden­ti­fic­a­tions through which re­fus­als of love are re­solved” (85). In other words, the mask is part of the in­cor­por­at­ive strategy of mel­an­choly, the tak­ing on of at­trib­utes of the ob­ject/Other that is lost, where loss is the con­sequence of a re­fusal of love.[19] That the mask “dom­in­ates” as well as “re­solves” these re­fus­als sug­gests that ap­pro­pri­ation is the strategy through which those re­fus­als are them­selves re­fused, a double neg­a­tion that re­doubles the struc­ture of iden­tity through the mel­an­cholic ab­sorp­tion of the one who is, in ef­fect, twice lost.


  Sig­ni­fic­antly, Lacan loc­ates the dis­cus­sion of the mask in con­junc­tion with an ac­count of fe­male ho­mo­sexu­al­ity. He claims that “the ori­ent­a­tion of fem­in­ine ho­mo­sexu­al­ity, as ob­ser­va­tion shows, fol­lows from a dis­ap­point­ment which reen­forces the side of the de­mand for love” (85). Who is ob­serving and what is be­ing ob­served are con­veni­ently elided here, but Lacan takes his com­ment­ary to be ob­vi­ous to any­one who cares to look. What one sees through “ob­ser­va­tion” is the found­ing dis­ap­point­ment of the fe­male ho­mo­sexual, where this dis­ap­point­ment re­calls the re­fus­als that are dom­in­ated/re­solved through mas­quer­ade. One also “ob­serves” some­how that the fe­male ho­mo­sexual is sub­ject to a strengthened ideal­iz­a­tion, a de­mand for love that is pur­sued at the ex­pense of de­sire.


  Lacan con­tin­ues this para­graph on “fem­in­ine ho­mo­sexu­al­ity” with the state­ment par­tially quoted above: “These re­marks should be qual­i­fied by go­ing back to the func­tion of the mask [which is] to dom­in­ate the iden­ti­fic­a­tions through which re­fus­als of love are re­solved,” and if fe­male ho­mo­sexu­al­ity is un­der­stood as a con­sequence of a dis­ap­point­ment “as ob­ser­va­tion shows,” then this dis­ap­point­ment must ap­pear, and ap­pear clearly, in or­der to be ob­served. If Lacan pre­sumes that fe­male ho­mo­sexu­al­ity is­sues from a dis­ap­poin­ted het­ero­sexu­al­ity, as ob­ser­va­tion is said to show, could it not be equally clear to the ob­server that het­ero­sexu­al­ity is­sues from a dis­ap­poin­ted ho­mo­sexu­al­ity? Is it the mask of the fe­male ho­mo­sexual that is “ob­served,” and if so, what clearly read­able ex­pres­sion gives evid­ence of that “dis­ap­point­ment” and that “ori­ent­a­tion” as well as the dis­place­ment of de­sire by the (ideal­ized) de­mand for love? Lacan is per­haps sug­gest­ing that what is clear to ob­ser­va­tion is the de­sexu­al­ized status of the les­bian, the in­cor­por­a­tion of a re­fusal that ap­pears as the ab­sence of de­sire.[20] But we can un­der­stand this con­clu­sion to be the ne­ces­sary res­ult of a het­ero­sexu­al­ized and mas­cu­line ob­ser­va­tional point of view that takes les­bian sexu­al­ity to be a re­fusal of sexu­al­ity per se only be­cause sexu­al­ity is pre­sumed to be het­ero­sexual, and the ob­server, here con­struc­ted as the het­ero­sexual male, is clearly be­ing re­fused. In­deed, is this ac­count not the con­sequence of a re­fusal that dis­ap­points the ob­server, and whose dis­ap­point­ment, dis­avowed and pro­jec­ted, is made into the es­sen­tial char­ac­ter of the wo­men who ef­fect­ively re­fuse him?


  In a char­ac­ter­istic glid­ing over pro­nomial loc­a­tions, Lacan fails to make clear who re­fuses whom. As read­ers, we are meant, how­ever, to un­der­stand that this free-float­ing “re­fusal” is linked in a sig­ni­fic­ant way to the mask. If every re­fusal is, fi­nally, a loy­alty to some other bond in the present or the past, re­fusal is sim­ul­tan­eously pre­ser­va­tion as well. The mask thus con­ceals this loss, but pre­serves (and neg­ates) this loss through its con­ceal­ment. The mask has a double func­tion which is the double func­tion of mel­an­choly. The mask is taken on through the pro­cess of in­cor­por­a­tion which is a way of in­scrib­ing and then wear­ing a mel­an­cholic iden­ti­fic­a­tion in and on the body; in ef­fect, it is the sig­ni­fic­a­tion of the body in the mold of the Other who has been re­fused. Dom­in­ated through ap­pro­pri­ation, every re­fusal fails, and the re­fuser be­comes part of the very iden­tity of the re­fused, in­deed, be­comes the psychic re­fuse of the re­fused. The loss of the ob­ject is never ab­so­lute be­cause it is re­dis­trib­uted within a psychic/cor­por­eal bound­ary that ex­pands to in­cor­por­ate that loss. This loc­ates the pro­cess of gender in­cor­por­a­tion within the wider or­bit of mel­an­choly.


  Pub­lished in 1929, Joan Riviere’s es­say, “Wo­man­li­ness as a Mas­quer­ade,”[21] in­tro­duces the no­tion of fem­in­in­ity as mas­quer­ade in terms of a the­ory of ag­gres­sion and con­flict res­ol­u­tion. This the­ory ap­pears at first to be far afield from Lacan’s ana­lysis of mas­quer­ade in terms of the com­edy of sexual po­s­i­tions. She be­gins with a re­spect­ful re­view of Ern­est Jones’s ty­po­logy of the de­vel­op­ment of fe­male sexu­al­ity into het­ero­sexual and ho­mo­sexual forms. She fo­cuses, how­ever, on the “in­ter­me­di­ate types” that blur the bound­ar­ies between the het­ero­sexual and the ho­mo­sexual and, im­pli­citly, con­test the de­script­ive ca­pa­city of Jones’s clas­si­fic­at­ory sys­tem. In a re­mark that res­on­ates with Lacan’s fa­cile ref­er­ence to “ob­ser­va­tion,” Riviere seeks re­course to mundane per­cep­tion or ex­per­i­ence to val­id­ate her fo­cus on these “in­ter­me­di­ate types” : “In daily life types of men and wo­men are con­stantly met with who, while mainly het­ero­sexual in their de­vel­op­ment, plainly dis­play strong fea­tures of the other sex” (35). What is here most plain is the clas­si­fic­a­tions that con­di­tion and struc­ture the per­cep­tion of this mix of at­trib­utes. Clearly, Riviere be­gins with set no­tions about what it is to dis­play char­ac­ter­ist­ics of one’s sex, and how it is that those plain char­ac­ter­ist­ics are un­der­stood to ex­press or re­flect an os­tens­ible sexual ori­ent­a­tion.[22] This per­cep­tion or ob­ser­va­tion not only as­sumes a cor­rel­a­tion among char­ac­ter­ist­ics, de­sires, and “ori­ent­a­tions,”[23] but cre­ates that unity through the per­cep­tual act it­self. Riviere’s pos­tu­lated unity between gender at­trib­utes and a nat­ur­al­ized “ori­ent­a­tion” ap­pears as an in­stance of what Wit­tig refers to as the “ima­gin­ary form­a­tion” of sex.


  And yet, Riviere calls into ques­tion these nat­ur­al­ized ty­po­lo­gies through an ap­peal to a psy­cho­ana­lytic ac­count that loc­ates the mean­ing of mixed gender at­trib­utes in the “in­ter­play of con­flicts” (35). Sig­ni­fic­antly, she con­trasts this kind of psy­cho­ana­lytic the­ory with one that would re­duce the pres­ence of os­tens­ibly “mas­cu­line” at­trib­utes in a wo­man to a “rad­ical or fun­da­mental tend­ency.” In other words, the ac­quis­i­tion of such at­trib­utes and the ac­com­plish­ment of a het­ero­sexual or ho­mo­sexual ori­ent­a­tion are pro­duced through the res­ol­u­tion of con­flicts that have as their aim the sup­pres­sion of anxi­ety. Cit­ing Fer­enczi in or­der to es­tab­lish an ana­logy with her own ac­count, Riviere writes:


  
    Fer­enczi poin­ted out … that ho­mo­sexual men ex­ag­ger­ate their het­ero­sexu­al­ity as a ‘de­fence’ against their ho­mo­sexu­al­ity. I shall at­tempt to show that wo­men who wish for mas­culin­ity may put on a mask of wo­man­li­ness to avert anxi­ety and the re­tri­bu­tion feared from men. (35)
  


  It is un­clear what is the “ex­ag­ger­ated” form of het­ero­sexu­al­ity the ho­mo­sexual man is al­leged to dis­play, but the phe­nomenon un­der no­tice here might simply be that gay men simply may not look much dif­fer­ent from their het­ero­sexual coun­ter­parts. This lack of an overt dif­fer­en­ti­at­ing style or ap­pear­ance may be dia­gnosed as a symp­to­matic “de­fense” only be­cause the gay man in ques­tion does not con­form to the idea of the ho­mo­sexual that the ana­lyst has drawn and sus­tained from cul­tural ste­reo­types. A Lacanian ana­lysis might ar­gue that the sup­posed “ex­ag­ger­a­tion” in the ho­mo­sexual man of whatever at­trib­utes count as ap­par­ent het­ero­sexu­al­ity is the at­tempt to “have” the Phal­lus, the sub­ject po­s­i­tion that en­tails an act­ive and het­ero­sexu­al­ized de­sire. Sim­il­arly, the “mask” of the “wo­men who wish for mas­culin­ity” can be in­ter­preted as an ef­fort to re­nounce the “hav­ing” of the Phal­lus in or­der to avert re­tri­bu­tion by those from whom it must have been pro­cured through cas­tra­tion. Riviere ex­plains the fear of re­tri­bu­tion as the con­sequence of a wo­man’s fantasy to take the place of men, more pre­cisely, of the father. In the case that she her­self ex­am­ines, which some con­sider to be auto­bi­o­graph­ical, the rivalry with the father is not over the de­sire of the mother, as one might ex­pect, but over the place of the father in pub­lic dis­course as speaker, lec­turer, writer — that is, as a user of signs rather than a sign-ob­ject, an item of ex­change. This cas­trat­ing de­sire might be un­der­stood as the de­sire to re­lin­quish the status of wo­man-as-sign in or­der to ap­pear as a sub­ject within lan­guage.


  In­deed, the ana­logy that Riviere draws between the ho­mo­sexual man and the masked wo­man is not, in her view, an ana­logy between male and fe­male ho­mo­sexu­al­ity. Fem­in­in­ity is taken on by a wo­man who “wishes for mas­culin­ity,” but fears the re­tributive con­sequences of tak­ing on the pub­lic ap­pear­ance of mas­culin­ity. Mas­culin­ity is taken on by the male ho­mo­sexual who, pre­sum­ably, seeks to hide — not from oth­ers, but from him­self — an os­tens­ible fem­in­in­ity. The wo­man takes on a mas­quer­ade know­ingly in or­der to con­ceal her mas­culin­ity from the mas­cu­line audi­ence she wants to cas­trate. But the ho­mo­sexual man is said to ex­ag­ger­ate his “het­ero­sexu­al­ity” (mean­ing a mas­culin­ity that al­lows him to pass as het­ero­sexual?) as a “de­fense,” un­know­ingly, be­cause he can­not ac­know­ledge his own ho­mo­sexu­al­ity (or is it that the ana­lyst would not ac­know­ledge it, if it were his?). In other words, the ho­mo­sexual man takes un­con­scious re­tri­bu­tion on him­self, both de­sir­ing and fear­ing the con­sequences of cas­tra­tion. The male ho­mo­sexual does not “know” his ho­mo­sexu­al­ity, al­though Fer­enczi and Riviere ap­par­ently do.


  But does Riviere know the ho­mo­sexu­al­ity of the wo­man in mas­quer­ade that she de­scribes? When it comes to the coun­ter­part of the ana­logy that she her­self sets up, the wo­man who “wishes for mas­culin­ity” is ho­mo­sexual only in terms of sus­tain­ing a mas­cu­line iden­ti­fic­a­tion, but not in terms of a sexual ori­ent­a­tion or de­sire. In­vok­ing Jones’s ty­po­logy once again, as if it were a phal­lic shield, she for­mu­lates a “de­fense” that des­ig­nates as asexual a class of fe­male ho­mo­sexu­als un­der­stood as the mas­quer­ad­ing type: “his first group of ho­mo­sexual wo­men who, while tak­ing no in­terest in other wo­men, wish for ‘re­cog­ni­tion’ of their mas­culin­ity from men and claim to be the equals of men, or in other words, to be men them­selves” (37). As in Lacan, the les­bian is here sig­ni­fied as an asexual po­s­i­tion, as in­deed, a po­s­i­tion that re­fuses sexu­al­ity. For the earlier ana­logy with Fer­en­zci to be­come com­plete, it would seem that this de­scrip­tion en­acts the “de­fense” against fe­male ho­mo­sexu­al­ity as sexu­al­ity that is nev­er­the­less un­der­stood as the re­flex­ive struc­ture of the “ho­mo­sexual man.” And yet, there is no clear way to read this de­scrip­tion of a fe­male ho­mo­sexu­al­ity that is not about a sexual de­sire for wo­men. Riviere would have us be­lieve that this curi­ous ty­po­lo­gical an­om­aly can­not be re­duced to a repressed fe­male ho­mo­sexu­al­ity or het­ero­sexu­al­ity. What is hid­den is not sexu­al­ity, but rage.


  One pos­sible in­ter­pret­a­tion is that the wo­man in mas­quer­ade wishes for mas­culin­ity in or­der to en­gage in pub­lic dis­course with men and as a man as part of a male ho­mo­erotic ex­change. And pre­cisely be­cause that male ho­mo­erotic ex­change would sig­nify cas­tra­tion, she fears the same re­tri­bu­tion that mo­tiv­ates the “de­fenses” of the ho­mo­sexual man. In­deed, per­haps fem­in­in­ity as mas­quer­ade is meant to de­flect from male ho­mo­sexu­al­ity — that be­ing the erotic pre­sup­pos­i­tion of he­ge­monic dis­course, the “hommo-sexu­al­ity” that Ir­igaray sug­gests. In any case, Riviere would have us con­sider that such wo­men sus­tain mas­cu­line iden­ti­fic­a­tions not to oc­cupy a po­s­i­tion in a sexual ex­change, but, rather, to pur­sue a rivalry that has no sexual ob­ject or, at least, that has none that she will name.


  Riviere’s text of­fers a way to re­con­sider the ques­tion: What is masked by mas­quer­ade? In a key pas­sage that marks a de­par­ture from the re­stric­ted ana­lysis de­marc­ated by Jones’s clas­si­fic­at­ory sys­tem, she sug­gests that “mas­quer­ade” is more than the char­ac­ter­istic of an “in­ter­me­di­ate type,” that it is cent­ral to all “wo­man­li­ness” :


  
    The reader may now ask how I define wo­man­li­ness or where I draw the line between genu­ine wo­man­li­ness and the ‘mas­quer­ade’. My sug­ges­tion is not, how­ever, that there is any such dif­fer­ence; whether rad­ical or su­per­fi­cial, they are the same thing. (38)
  


  This re­fusal to pos­tu­late a fem­in­in­ity that is prior to mim­icry and the mask is taken up by Stephen Heath in “Joan Riviere and the Mas­quer­ade” as evid­ence for the no­tion that “au­then­tic wo­man­li­ness is such a mim­icry, is the mas­quer­ade.” Re­ly­ing on the pos­tu­lated char­ac­ter­iz­a­tion of li­bido as mas­cu­line, Heath con­cludes that fem­in­in­ity is the denial of that li­bido, the “dis­sim­u­la­tion of a fun­da­mental mas­culin­ity.”[24]


  Fem­in­in­ity be­comes a mask that dom­in­ates/re­solves a mas­cu­line iden­ti­fic­a­tion, for a mas­cu­line iden­ti­fic­a­tion would, within the pre­sumed het­ero­sexual mat­rix of de­sire, pro­duce a de­sire for a fe­male ob­ject, the Phal­lus; hence, the don­ning of fem­in­in­ity as mask may re­veal a re­fusal of a fe­male ho­mo­sexu­al­ity and, at the same time, the hy­per­bolic in­cor­por­a­tion of that fe­male Other who is re­fused — an odd form of pre­serving and pro­tect­ing that love within the circle of the mel­an­cholic and neg­at­ive nar­ciss­ism that res­ults from the psychic in­cul­ca­tion of com­puls­ory het­ero­sexu­al­ity.


  One might read Riviere as fear­ful of her own phal­li­cism[25] — that is, of the phal­lic iden­tity she risks ex­pos­ing in the course of her lec­ture, her writ­ing, in­deed, the writ­ing of this phal­li­cism that the es­say it­self both con­ceals and en­acts. It may, how­ever, be less her own mas­cu­line iden­tity than the mas­cu­line het­ero­sexual de­sire that is its sig­na­ture that she seeks both to deny and en­act by be­com­ing the ob­ject she for­bids her­self to love. This is the pre­dic­a­ment pro­duced by a mat­rix that ac­counts for all de­sire for wo­men by sub­jects of whatever sex or gender as ori­gin­at­ing in a mas­cu­line, het­ero­sexual po­s­i­tion. The li­bido-as-mas­cu­line is the source from which all pos­sible sexu­al­ity is pre­sumed to come.[26]


  Here the ty­po­logy of gender and sexu­al­ity needs to give way to a dis­curs­ive ac­count of the cul­tural pro­duc­tion of gender. If Riviere’s ana­lysand is a ho­mo­sexual without ho­mo­sexu­al­ity, that may be be­cause that op­tion is already re­fused her; the cul­tural ex­ist­ence of this pro­hib­i­tion is there in the lec­ture space, de­term­in­ing and dif­fer­en­ti­at­ing her as speaker and her mainly male audi­ence. Al­though she fears that her cas­trat­ing wish might be un­der­stood, she denies that there is a con­test over a com­mon ob­ject of de­sire without which the mas­cu­line iden­ti­fic­a­tion that she does ac­know­ledge would lack its con­firm­a­tion and es­sen­tial sign. In­deed, her ac­count pre­sup­poses the primacy of ag­gres­sion over sexu­al­ity, the de­sire to cas­trate and take the place of the mas­cu­line sub­ject, a de­sire avowedly rooted in a rivalry, but one which, for her, ex­hausts it­self in the act of dis­place­ment. But the ques­tion might use­fully be asked: What sexual fantasy does this ag­gres­sion serve, and what sexu­al­ity does it au­thor­ize? Al­though the right to oc­cupy the po­s­i­tion of a lan­guage user is the os­tens­ible pur­pose of the ana­lysand’s ag­gres­sion, we can ask whether there is not a re­pu­di­ation of the fem­in­ine that pre­pares this po­s­i­tion within speech and which, in­vari­ably, ree­m­erges as the Phal­lic-Other that will phant­as­mat­ic­ally con­firm the au­thor­ity of the speak­ing sub­ject?


  We might then re­think the very no­tions of mas­culin­ity and fem­in­in­ity con­struc­ted here as rooted in un­re­solved ho­mo­sexual cathexes. The mel­an­choly re­fusal/dom­in­a­tion of ho­mo­sexu­al­ity cul­min­ates in the in­cor­por­a­tion of the same-sexed ob­ject of de­sire and ree­m­erges in the con­struc­tion of dis­crete sexual “natures” that re­quire and in­sti­tute their op­pos­ites through ex­clu­sion. To pre­sume the primacy of bi­sexu­al­ity or the primary char­ac­ter­iz­a­tion of the li­bido as mas­cu­line is still not to ac­count for the con­struc­tion of these vari­ous “primacies.” Some psy­cho­ana­lytic ac­counts would ar­gue that fem­in­in­ity is based in the ex­clu­sion of the mas­cu­line, where the mas­cu­line is one “part” of a bi­sexual psychic com­pos­i­tion. The co­ex­ist­ence of the bin­ary is as­sumed, and then re­pres­sion and ex­clu­sion in­ter­cede to craft dis­cretely gendered “iden­tit­ies” out of this bin­ary, with the res­ult that iden­tity is al­ways already in­her­ent in a bi­sexual dis­pos­i­tion that is, through re­pres­sion, severed into its com­pon­ent parts. In a sense, the bin­ary re­stric­tion on cul­ture pos­tures as the pre­cul­tural bi­sexu­al­ity that sun­ders into het­ero­sexual fa­mili­ar­ity through its ad­vent into “cul­ture.” From the start, how­ever, the bin­ary re­stric­tion on sexu­al­ity shows clearly that cul­ture in no way postdates the bi­sexu­al­ity that it pur­ports to repress: It con­sti­tutes the mat­rix of in­tel­li­gib­il­ity through which primary bi­sexu­al­ity it­self be­comes think­able. The “bi­sexu­al­ity” that is pos­ited as a psychic found­a­tion and is said to be repressed at a later date is a dis­curs­ive pro­duc­tion that claims to be prior to all dis­course, ef­fected through the com­puls­ory and gen­er­at­ive ex­clu­sion­ary prac­tices of norm­at­ive het­ero­sexu­al­ity.


  Lacanian dis­course cen­ters on the no­tion of “a di­vide,” a primary or fun­da­mental split that renders the sub­ject in­tern­ally di­vided and that es­tab­lishes the du­al­ity of the sexes. But why this ex­clus­ive fo­cus on the fall into twoness? Within Lacanian terms, it ap­pears that di­vi­sion is al­ways the ef­fect of the law, and not a preex­ist­ing con­di­tion on which the law acts. Jac­queline Rose writes that “for both sexes, sexu­al­ity will ne­ces­sar­ily touch on the du­pli­city which un­der­mines its fun­da­mental di­vide,”[27] sug­gest­ing that sexual di­vi­sion, ef­fected through re­pres­sion, is in­vari­ably un­der­mined by the very ruse of iden­tity. But is it not a pre­dis­curs­ive double­ness that comes to un­der­mine the uni­vocal pos­tur­ing of each po­s­i­tion within the field of sexual dif­fer­ence? Rose writes com­pel­lingly that “for Lacan, as we have seen, there is no pre­dis­curs­ive real­ity (‘How re­turn, other than by means of a spe­cial dis­course, to a pre­dis­curs­ive real­ity?’, SXX, p. 33), no place prior to the law which is avail­able and can be re­trieved.” As an in­dir­ect cri­tique of Ir­igaray’s ef­forts to mark a place for fem­in­ine writ­ing out­side the phal­lic eco­nomy, Rose then adds, “And there is no fem­in­ine out­side lan­guage.”[28] If pro­hib­i­tion cre­ates the “fun­da­mental di­vide” of sexu­al­ity, and if this “di­vide” is shown to be du­pli­cit­ous pre­cisely be­cause of the ar­ti­fi­ci­al­ity of its di­vi­sion, then there must be a di­vi­sion that res­ists di­vi­sion, a psychic double­ness or in­her­ent bi­sexu­al­ity that comes to un­der­mine every ef­fort of sever­ing. To con­sider this psychic double­ness as the ef­fect of the Law is Lacan’s stated pur­pose, but the point of res­ist­ance within his the­ory as well.


  Rose is no doubt right to claim that every iden­ti­fic­a­tion, pre­cisely be­cause it has a phant­asm as its ideal, is bound to fail. Any psy­cho­ana­lytic the­ory that pre­scribes a de­vel­op­mental pro­cess that pre­sup­poses the ac­com­plish­ment of a given father-son or mother-daugh­ter iden­ti­fic­a­tion mis­takenly con­flates the Sym­bolic with the real and misses the crit­ical point of in­com­men­sur­ab­il­ity that ex­poses “iden­ti­fic­a­tion” and the drama of “be­ing” and “hav­ing” the Phal­lus as in­vari­ably phant­as­matic.[29] And yet, what de­term­ines the do­main of the phant­as­matic, the rules that reg­u­late the in­com­men­sur­ab­il­ity of the Sym­bolic with the real? It is clearly not enough to claim that this drama holds for West­ern, late cap­it­al­ist house­hold dwell­ers and that per­haps in some yet to be defined epoch some other Sym­bolic re­gime will gov­ern the lan­guage of sexual on­to­logy. By in­sti­tut­ing the Sym­bolic as in­vari­ably phant­as­matic, the “in­vari­ably” wanders into an “in­ev­it­ably,” gen­er­at­ing a de­scrip­tion of sexu­al­ity in terms that pro­mote cul­tural stasis as its res­ult.


  The rendi­tion of Lacan that un­der­stands the pre­dis­curs­ive as an im­possib­il­ity prom­ises a cri­tique that con­cep­tu­al­izes the Law as pro­hib­it­ive and gen­er­at­ive at once. That the lan­guage of physiology or dis­pos­i­tion does not ap­pear here is wel­come news, but bin­ary re­stric­tions nev­er­the­less still op­er­ate to frame and for­mu­late sexu­al­ity and de­limit in ad­vance the forms of its res­ist­ance to the “real.” In mark­ing off the very do­main of what is sub­ject to re­pres­sion, ex­clu­sion op­er­ates prior to re­pres­sion — that is, in the de­lim­it­a­tion of the Law and its ob­jects of sub­or­din­a­tion. Al­though one can ar­gue that for Lacan re­pres­sion cre­ates the repressed through the pro­hib­it­ive and pa­ternal law, that ar­gu­ment does not ac­count for the per­vas­ive nos­tal­gia for the lost full­ness of jouis­sance in his work. In­deed, the loss could not be un­der­stood as loss un­less the very ir­re­cov­er­ab­il­ity of that pleas­ure did not des­ig­nate a past that is barred from the present through the pro­hib­it­ive law. That we can­not know that past from the po­s­i­tion of the foun­ded sub­ject is not to say that that past does not ree­m­erge within that sub­ject’s speech as félure, dis­con­tinu­ity, met­onymic slip­page. As the truer nou­menal real­ity ex­is­ted for Kant, the pre­jur­idical past of jouis­sance is un­know­able from within spoken lan­guage; that does not mean, how­ever, that this past has no real­ity. The very in­ac­cess­ib­il­ity of the past, in­dic­ated by met­onymic slip­page in con­tem­por­ary speech, con­firms that ori­ginal full­ness as the ul­ti­mate real­ity.


  The fur­ther ques­tion emerges: What plaus­ib­il­ity can be given to an ac­count of the Sym­bolic that re­quires a con­form­ity to the Law that proves im­possible to per­form and that makes no room for the flex­ib­il­ity of the Law it­self, its cul­tural re­for­mu­la­tion in more plastic forms? The in­junc­tion to be­come sexed in the ways pre­scribed by the Sym­bolic al­ways leads to fail­ure and, in some cases, to the ex­pos­ure of the phant­as­matic nature of sexual iden­tity it­self. The Sym­bolic’s claim to be cul­tural in­tel­li­gib­il­ity in its present and he­ge­monic form ef­fect­ively con­sol­id­ates the power of those phant­asms as well as the vari­ous dra­mas of iden­ti­fic­at­ory fail­ures. The al­tern­at­ive is not to sug­gest that iden­ti­fic­a­tion should be­come a vi­able ac­com­plish­ment. But there does seem to be a ro­man­ti­ciz­a­tion or, in­deed, a re­li­gious ideal­iz­a­tion of “fail­ure,” hu­mil­ity and lim­it­a­tion be­fore the Law, which makes the Lacanian nar­rat­ive ideo­lo­gic­ally sus­pect. The dia­lectic between a jur­idical im­per­at­ive that can­not be ful­filled and an in­ev­it­able fail­ure “be­fore the law” re­calls the tor­tured re­la­tion­ship between the God of the Old Test­a­ment and those hu­mi­li­ated ser­vants who of­fer their obed­i­ence without re­ward. That sexu­al­ity now em­bod­ies this re­li­gious im­pulse in the form of the de­mand for love (con­sidered to be an “ab­so­lute” de­mand) that is dis­tinct from both need and de­sire (a kind of ec­static tran­scend­ence that ec­lipses sexu­al­ity al­to­gether) lends fur­ther cred­ib­il­ity to the Sym­bolic as that which op­er­ates for hu­man sub­jects as the in­ac­cess­ible but all-de­term­in­ing deity.


  This struc­ture of re­li­gious tragedy in Lacanian the­ory ef­fect­ively un­der­mines any strategy of cul­tural polit­ics to con­fig­ure an al­tern­at­ive ima­gin­ary for the play of de­sires. If the Sym­bolic guar­an­tees the fail­ure of the tasks it com­mands, per­haps its pur­poses, like those of the Old Test­a­ment God, are al­to­gether un­tele­olo­gical — not the ac­com­plish­ment of some goal, but obed­i­ence and suf­fer­ing to en­force the “sub­ject’s” sense of lim­it­a­tion “be­fore the law.” There is, of course, the comic side to this drama that is re­vealed through the dis­clos­ure of the per­man­ent im­possib­il­ity of the real­iz­a­tion of iden­tity. But even this com­edy is the in­verse ex­pres­sion of an en­slave­ment to the God that it claims to be un­able to over­come.


  Lacanian the­ory must be un­der­stood as a kind of “slave mor­al­ity.” How would Lacanian the­ory be re­for­mu­lated after the ap­pro­pri­ation of Ni­et­z­sche’s in­sight in On the Gene­a­logy of Mor­als that God, the in­ac­cess­ible Sym­bolic, is rendered in­ac­cess­ible by a power (the will-to-power) that reg­u­larly in­sti­tutes its own power­less­ness?[30] This fig­ur­a­tion of the pa­ternal law as the in­ev­it­able and un­know­able au­thor­ity be­fore which the sexed sub­ject is bound to fail must be read for the theo­lo­gical im­pulse that mo­tiv­ates it as well as for the cri­tique of theo­logy that points bey­ond it. The con­struc­tion of the law that guar­an­tees fail­ure is symp­to­matic of a slave mor­al­ity that dis­avows the very gen­er­at­ive powers it uses to con­struct the “Law” as a per­man­ent im­possib­il­ity. What is the power that cre­ates this fic­tion that re­flects in­ev­it­able sub­jec­tion? What are the cul­tural stakes in keep­ing power within that self-neg­at­ing circle, and how might that power be re­claimed from the trap­pings of a pro­hib­it­ive law that is that power in its dis­sim­u­la­tion and self-sub­jec­tion?


  iii. Freud and the Melancholia of Gender


  Al­though Ir­igaray main­tains that the struc­ture of fem­in­in­ity and mel­an­choly “cross-check”[31] and Kristeva iden­ti­fies moth­er­hood with mel­an­choly in “Moth­er­hood Ac­cord­ing to Bellini” as well as Soleil noir: Dé­pres­sion et mélan­colie,[32] there has been little ef­fort to un­der­stand the mel­an­cholic denial/pre­ser­va­tion of ho­mo­sexu­al­ity in the pro­duc­tion of gender within the het­ero­sexual frame. Freud isol­ates the mech­an­ism of mel­an­cho­lia as es­sen­tial to “ego form­a­tion” and “char­ac­ter,” but only al­ludes to the cent­ral­ity of mel­an­cho­lia to gender. In The Ego and the Id (1923), he elab­or­ates on the struc­ture of mourn­ing as the in­cip­i­ent struc­ture of ego form­a­tion, a thesis whose traces can be found in the 1917 es­say “Mourn­ing and Mel­an­cho­lia.”[33] In the ex­per­i­ence of los­ing an­other hu­man be­ing whom one has loved, Freud ar­gues, the ego is said to in­cor­por­ate that other into the very struc­ture of the ego, tak­ing on at­trib­utes of the other and “sus­tain­ing” the other through ma­gical acts of im­it­a­tion. The loss of the other whom one de­sires and loves is over­come through a spe­cific act of iden­ti­fic­a­tion that seeks to har­bor that other within the very struc­ture of the self: “So by tak­ing flight into the ego, love es­capes an­ni­hil­a­tion” (178). This iden­ti­fic­a­tion is not simply mo­ment­ary or oc­ca­sional, but be­comes a new struc­ture of iden­tity; in ef­fect, the other be­comes part of the ego through the per­man­ent in­tern­al­iz­a­tion of the other’s at­trib­utes.[34] In cases in which an am­bi­val­ent re­la­tion­ship is severed through loss, that am­bi­val­ence be­comes in­tern­al­ized as a self-crit­ical or self-de­bas­ing dis­pos­i­tion in which the role of the other is now oc­cu­pied and dir­ec­ted by the ego it­self: “The nar­ciss­istic iden­ti­fic­a­tion with the ob­ject then be­comes a sub­sti­tute for the erotic cathexis, the res­ult of which is that in spite of the con­flict with the loved per­son the love-re­la­tion need not be given up” (170). Later, Freud makes clear that the pro­cess of in­tern­al­iz­ing and sus­tain­ing lost loves is cru­cial to the form­a­tion of the ego and its “ob­ject-choice.”


  In The Ego and the Id, Freud refers to this pro­cess of in­tern­al­iz­a­tion de­scribed in “Mourn­ing and Mel­an­cho­lia” and re­marks:


  
    we suc­ceeded in ex­plain­ing the pain­ful dis­order of mel­an­cho­lia by sup­pos­ing that [in those suf­fer­ing from it] an ob­ject which was lost has been set up again in­side the ego — that is, that an ob­ject-cathexis has been re­placed by an iden­ti­fic­a­tion. At that time, how­ever, we did not ap­pre­ci­ate the full sig­ni­fic­ance of this pro­cess and did not know how com­mon and how typ­ical it is. Since then we have come to un­der­stand that this kind of sub­sti­tu­tion has a great share in de­term­in­ing the form taken by the ego and that it makes an es­sen­tial con­tri­bu­tion to­wards build­ing up what is called its “char­ac­ter.” (18)
  


  As this chapter on “The Ego and the Su­per-Ego (Ego-Ideal)” pro­ceeds, how­ever, it is not merely “char­ac­ter” that is be­ing de­scribed, but the ac­quis­i­tion of gender iden­tity as well. In claim­ing that “it may be that this iden­ti­fic­a­tion is the sole con­di­tion un­der which the id can give up its ob­jects,” Freud sug­gests that the in­tern­al­iz­ing strategy of mel­an­cho­lia does not op­pose the work of mourn­ing, but may be the only way in which the ego can sur­vive the loss of its es­sen­tial emo­tional ties to oth­ers. Freud goes on to claim that “the char­ac­ter of the ego is a pre­cip­it­ate of aban­doned ob­ject-cathexes and that it con­tains the his­tory of those ob­ject-choices” (19). This pro­cess of in­tern­al­iz­ing lost loves be­comes per­tin­ent to gender form­a­tion when we real­ize that the in­cest ta­boo, among other func­tions, ini­ti­ates a loss of a love-ob­ject for the ego and that this ego re­cu­per­ates from this loss through the in­tern­al­iz­a­tion of the ta­booed ob­ject of de­sire. In the case of a pro­hib­ited het­ero­sexual union, it is the ob­ject which is denied, but not the mod­al­ity of de­sire, so that the de­sire is de­flec­ted from that ob­ject onto other ob­jects of the op­pos­ite sex. But in the case of a pro­hib­ited ho­mo­sexual union, it is clear that both the de­sire and the ob­ject re­quire re­nun­ci­ation and so be­come sub­ject to the in­tern­al­iz­ing strategies of mel­an­cho­lia. Hence, “the young boy deals with his father by identi­fy­ing him­self with him” (21).


  In the first form­a­tion of the boy-father iden­ti­fic­a­tion, Freud spec­u­lates that the iden­ti­fic­a­tion takes place without the prior ob­ject cathexis (21), mean­ing that the iden­ti­fic­a­tion is not the con­sequence of a love lost or pro­hib­ited of the son for the father. Later, how­ever, Freud does pos­tu­late primary bi­sexu­al­ity as a com­plic­at­ing factor in the pro­cess of char­ac­ter and gender form­a­tion. With the pos­tu­la­tion of a bi­sexual set of li­bid­inal dis­pos­i­tions, there is no reason to deny an ori­ginal sexual love of the son for the father, and yet Freud im­pli­citly does. The boy does, how­ever, sus­tain a primary cathexis for the mother, and Freud re­marks that bi­sexu­al­ity there makes it­self known in the mas­cu­line and fem­in­ine be­ha­vior with which the boy-child at­tempts to se­duce the mother.


  Al­though Freud in­tro­duces the Oed­ipal com­plex to ex­plain why the boy must re­pu­di­ate the mother and ad­opt an am­bi­val­ent at­ti­tude to­ward the father, he re­marks shortly af­ter­ward that, “It may even be that the am­bi­val­ence dis­played in the re­la­tions to the par­ents should be at­trib­uted en­tirely to bi­sexu­al­ity and that it is not, as I have rep­res­en­ted above, de­veloped out of iden­ti­fic­a­tion in con­sequence of rivalry” (23, n. 1). But what would con­di­tion the am­bi­val­ence in such a case? Clearly, Freud means to sug­gest that the boy must choose not only between the two ob­ject choices, but the two sexual dis­pos­i­tions, mas­cu­line and fem­in­ine. That the boy usu­ally chooses the het­ero­sexual would, then, be the res­ult, not of the fear of cas­tra­tion by the father, but of the fear of cas­tra­tion — that is, the fear of “fem­in­iz­a­tion” as­so­ci­ated within het­ero­sexual cul­tures with male ho­mo­sexu­al­ity. In ef­fect, it is not primar­ily the het­ero­sexual lust for the mother that must be pun­ished and sub­lim­ated, but the ho­mo­sexual cathexis that must be sub­or­din­ated to a cul­tur­ally sanc­tioned het­ero­sexu­al­ity. In­deed, if it is primary bi­sexu­al­ity rather than the Oed­ipal drama of rivalry which pro­duces the boy’s re­pu­di­ation of fem­in­in­ity and his am­bi­val­ence to­ward his father, then the primacy of the ma­ter­nal cathexis be­comes in­creas­ingly sus­pect and, con­sequently, the primary het­ero­sexu­al­ity of the boy’s ob­ject cathexis.


  Re­gard­less of the reason for the boy’s re­pu­di­ation of the mother (do we con­strue the pun­ish­ing father as a rival or as an ob­ject of de­sire who for­bids him­self as such?), the re­pu­di­ation be­comes the found­ing mo­ment of what Freud calls gender “con­sol­id­a­tion.” For­feit­ing the mother as ob­ject of de­sire, the boy either in­tern­al­izes the loss through iden­ti­fic­a­tion with her, or dis­places his het­ero­sexual at­tach­ment, in which case he for­ti­fies his at­tach­ment to his father and thereby “con­sol­id­ates” his mas­culin­ity. As the meta­phor of con­sol­id­a­tion sug­gests, there are clearly bits and pieces of mas­culin­ity to be found within the psychic land­scape, dis­pos­i­tions, sexual trends, and aims, but they are dif­fuse and dis­or­gan­ized, un­boun­ded by the ex­clus­iv­ity of a het­ero­sexual ob­ject choice. In­deed, if the boy re­nounces both aim and ob­ject and, there­fore, het­ero­sexual cathexis al­to­gether, he in­tern­al­izes the mother and sets up a fem­in­ine su­per­ego which dis­solves and dis­or­gan­izes mas­culin­ity, con­sol­id­at­ing fem­in­ine li­bid­inal dis­pos­i­tions in its place.


  For the young girl as well, the Oed­ipal com­plex can be either “pos­it­ive” (same-sex iden­ti­fic­a­tion) or “neg­at­ive” (op­pos­ite-sex iden­ti­fic­a­tion); the loss of the father ini­ti­ated by the in­cest ta­boo may res­ult either in an iden­ti­fic­a­tion with the ob­ject lost (a con­sol­id­a­tion of mas­culin­ity) or a de­flec­tion of the aim from the ob­ject, in which case het­ero­sexu­al­ity tri­umphs over ho­mo­sexu­al­ity, and a sub­sti­tute ob­ject is found. At the close of his brief para­graph on the neg­at­ive Oed­ipal com­plex in the young girl, Freud re­marks that the factor that de­cides which iden­ti­fic­a­tion is ac­com­plished is the strength or weak­ness of mas­culin­ity and fem­in­in­ity in her dis­pos­i­tion. Sig­ni­fic­antly, Freud avows his con­fu­sion about what pre­cisely a mas­cu­line or fem­in­ine dis­pos­i­tion is when he in­ter­rupts his state­ment mid­way with the hy­phen­ated doubt: “— whatever that may con­sist in —” (22).


  What are these primary dis­pos­i­tions on which Freud him­self ap­par­ently founders? Are these at­trib­utes of an un­con­scious li­bid­inal or­gan­iz­a­tion, and how pre­cisely do the vari­ous iden­ti­fic­a­tions set up in con­sequence of the Oed­ipal con­flict work to re­in­force or dis­solve each of these dis­pos­i­tions? What as­pect of “fem­in­in­ity” do we call dis­pos­i­tional, and which is the con­sequence of iden­ti­fic­a­tion? In­deed, what is to keep us from un­der­stand­ing the “dis­pos­i­tions” of bi­sexu­al­ity as the ef­fects or pro­duc­tions of a series of in­tern­al­iz­a­tions? Moreover, how do we identify a “fem­in­ine” or a “mas­cu­line” dis­pos­i­tion at the out­set? By what traces is it known, and to what ex­tent do we as­sume a “fem­in­ine” or a “mas­cu­line” dis­pos­i­tion as the pre­con­di­tion of a het­ero­sexual ob­ject choice? In other words, to what ex­tent do we read the de­sire for the father as evid­ence of a fem­in­ine dis­pos­i­tion only be­cause we be­gin, des­pite the pos­tu­la­tion of primary bi­sexu­al­ity, with a het­ero­sexual mat­rix for de­sire?


  The con­cep­tu­al­iz­a­tion of bi­sexu­al­ity in terms of dis­pos­i­tions, fem­in­ine and mas­cu­line, which have het­ero­sexual aims as their in­ten­tional cor­rel­ates, sug­gests that for Freud bi­sexu­al­ity is the co­in­cid­ence of two het­ero­sexual de­sires within a single psyche. The mas­cu­line dis­pos­i­tion is, in ef­fect, never ori­ented to­ward the father as an ob­ject of sexual love, and neither is the fem­in­ine dis­pos­i­tion ori­ented to­ward the mother (the young girl may be so ori­ented, but this is be­fore she has re­nounced that “mas­cu­line” side of her dis­pos­i­tional nature). In re­pu­di­at­ing the mother as an ob­ject of sexual love, the girl of ne­ces­sity re­pu­di­ates her mas­culin­ity and, para­dox­ic­ally, “fixes” her fem­in­in­ity as a con­sequence. Hence, within Freud’s thesis of primary bi­sexu­al­ity, there is no ho­mo­sexu­al­ity, and only op­pos­ites at­tract.


  But what is the proof Freud gives us for the ex­ist­ence of such dis­pos­i­tions? If there is no way to dis­tin­guish between the fem­in­in­ity ac­quired through in­tern­al­iz­a­tions and that which is strictly dis­pos­i­tional, then what is to pre­clude the con­clu­sion that all gender-spe­cific af­fin­it­ies are the con­sequence of in­tern­al­iz­a­tions? On what basis are dis­pos­i­tional sexu­al­it­ies and iden­tit­ies ascribed to in­di­vidu­als, and what mean­ing can we give to “fem­in­in­ity” and “mas­culin­ity” at the out­set? Tak­ing the prob­lem­atic of in­tern­al­iz­a­tion as a point of de­par­ture, let us con­sider the status of in­tern­al­ized iden­ti­fic­a­tions in the form­a­tion of gender and, sec­ond­ar­ily, the re­la­tion between an in­tern­al­ized gender af­fin­ity and the self-pun­ish­ing mel­an­cho­lia of in­tern­al­ized iden­ti­fic­a­tions.


  In “Mourn­ing and Mel­an­cho­lia,” Freud in­ter­prets the self-crit­ical at­ti­tudes of the mel­an­cholic to be the res­ult of the in­tern­al­iz­a­tion of a lost ob­ject of love. Pre­cisely be­cause that ob­ject is lost, even though the re­la­tion­ship re­mains am­bi­val­ent and un­re­solved, the ob­ject is “brought in­side” the ego where the quar­rel ma­gic­ally re­sumes as an in­terior dia­logue between two parts of the psyche. In “Mourn­ing and Mel­an­cho­lia,” the lost ob­ject is set up within the ego as a crit­ical voice or agency, and the an­ger ori­gin­ally felt for the ob­ject is re­versed so that the in­tern­al­ized ob­ject now be­rates the ego:


  
    If one listens pa­tiently to the many and vari­ous self-ac­cus­a­tions of the mel­an­cholic, one can­not in the end avoid the im­pres­sion that of­ten the most vi­ol­ent of them are hardly ap­plic­able to the pa­tient him­self, but that with in­sig­ni­fic­ant modi­fic­a­tions they do fit someone else, some per­son whom the pa­tient loves, has loved or ought to love… . the self-re­proaches are re­proaches against a loved ob­ject which have been shif­ted onto the pa­tient’s own ego. (169)
  


  The mel­an­cholic re­fuses the loss of the ob­ject, and in­tern­al­iz­a­tion be­comes a strategy of ma­gic­ally re­sus­cit­at­ing the lost ob­ject, not only be­cause the loss is pain­ful, but be­cause the am­bi­val­ence felt to­ward the ob­ject re­quires that the ob­ject be re­tained un­til dif­fer­ences are settled. In this early es­say, Freud un­der­stands grief to be the with­drawal of li­bid­inal cathexis from the ob­ject and the suc­cess­ful trans­fer­ral of that cathexis onto a fresh ob­ject. In The Ego and the Id, how­ever, Freud re­vises this dis­tinc­tion between mourn­ing and mel­an­cho­lia and sug­gests that the iden­ti­fic­a­tion pro­cess as­so­ci­ated with mel­an­cho­lia may be “the sole con­di­tion un­der which the id can give up its ob­jects” (19). In other words, the iden­ti­fic­a­tion with lost loves char­ac­ter­istic of mel­an­cho­lia be­comes the pre­con­di­tion for the work of mourn­ing. The two pro­cesses, ori­gin­ally con­ceived as op­pos­i­tional, are now un­der­stood as in­teg­rally re­lated as­pects of the griev­ing pro­cess.[35] In his later view, Freud re­marks that the in­tern­al­iz­a­tion of loss is com­pens­at­ory: “When the ego as­sumes the fea­tures of the ob­ject, it is for­cing it­self, so to speak, upon the id’s loss by say­ing: ‘Look, you can love me too — I am so like the ob­ject’ ” (20). Strictly speak­ing, the giv­ing up of the ob­ject is not a neg­a­tion of the cathexis, but its in­tern­al­iz­a­tion and, hence, pre­ser­va­tion.


  What pre­cisely is the to­po­logy of the psyche in which the ego and its lost loves reside in per­petual hab­it­a­tion? Clearly, Freud con­cep­tu­al­izes the ego in the per­petual com­pany of the ego ideal which acts as a moral agency of vari­ous kinds. The in­tern­al­ized losses of the ego are rees­tab­lished as part of this agency of moral scru­tiny, the in­tern­al­iz­a­tion of an­ger and blame ori­gin­ally felt for the ob­ject in its ex­ternal mode. In the act of in­tern­al­iz­a­tion, that an­ger and blame, in­ev­it­ably heightened by the loss it­self, are turned in­ward and sus­tained; the ego changes place with the in­tern­al­ized ob­ject, thereby in­vest­ing this in­tern­al­ized ex­tern­al­ity with moral agency and power. Thus, the ego for­feits its an­ger and ef­fic­acy to the ego ideal which turns against the very ego by which it is sus­tained; in other words, the ego con­structs a way to turn against it­self. In­deed, Freud warns of the hy­per­moral pos­sib­il­it­ies of this ego ideal, which, taken to its ex­treme, can mo­tiv­ate sui­cide.[36]


  The con­struc­tion of the in­terior ego ideal in­volves the in­tern­al­iz­a­tion of gender iden­tit­ies as well. Freud re­marks that the ego ideal is a solu­tion to the Oed­ipal com­plex and is thus in­stru­mental in the suc­cess­ful con­sol­id­a­tion of mas­culin­ity and fem­in­in­ity:


  
    The su­per-ego is, how­ever, not simply a residue of the earli­est ob­ject-choices of the id: it also rep­res­ents an en­er­getic re­ac­tion-form­a­tion against these choices. Its re­la­tion to the ego is not ex­hausted by the pre­cept: “You ought to be like this (like your father. )” It also com­prises the pro­hib­i­tion: “You may not be like this (like your father) — that is, you may not do all that he does; some things are his prerog­at­ive.” (24)
  


  The ego ideal thus serves as an in­terior agency of sanc­tion and ta­boo which, ac­cord­ing to Freud, works to con­sol­id­ate gender iden­tity through the ap­pro­pri­ate re­chan­nel­ing and sub­lim­a­tion of de­sire. The in­tern­al­iz­a­tion of the par­ent as ob­ject of love suf­fers a ne­ces­sary in­ver­sion of mean­ing. The par­ent is not only pro­hib­ited as an ob­ject of love, but is in­tern­al­ized as a pro­hib­it­ing or with­hold­ing ob­ject of love. The pro­hib­it­ive func­tion of the ego ideal thus works to in­hibit or, in­deed, repress the ex­pres­sion of de­sire for that par­ent, but also founds an in­terior “space” in which that love can be pre­served. Be­cause the solu­tion to the Oed­ipal di­lemma can be either “pos­it­ive” or “neg­at­ive,” the pro­hib­i­tion of the op­pos­ite-sexed par­ent can either lead to an iden­ti­fic­a­tion with the sex of the par­ent lost or a re­fusal of that iden­ti­fic­a­tion and, con­sequently, a de­flec­tion of het­ero­sexual de­sire.


  As a set of sanc­tions and ta­boos, the ego ideal reg­u­lates and de­term­ines mas­cu­line and fem­in­ine iden­ti­fic­a­tion. Be­cause iden­ti­fic­a­tions sub­sti­tute for ob­ject re­la­tions, and iden­ti­fic­a­tions are the con­sequence of loss, gender iden­ti­fic­a­tion is a kind of mel­an­cho­lia in which the sex of the pro­hib­ited ob­ject is in­tern­al­ized as a pro­hib­i­tion. This pro­hib­i­tion sanc­tions and reg­u­lates dis­crete gendered iden­tity and the law of het­ero­sexual de­sire. The res­ol­u­tion of the Oed­ipal com­plex af­fects gender iden­ti­fic­a­tion through not only the in­cest ta­boo, but, prior to that, the ta­boo against ho­mo­sexu­al­ity. The res­ult is that one iden­ti­fies with the same-sexed ob­ject of love, thereby in­tern­al­iz­ing both the aim and ob­ject of the ho­mo­sexual cathexis. The iden­ti­fic­a­tions con­sequent to mel­an­cho­lia are modes of pre­serving un­re­solved ob­ject re­la­tions, and in the case of same-sexed gender iden­ti­fic­a­tion, the un­re­solved ob­ject re­la­tions are in­vari­ably ho­mo­sexual. In­deed, the stricter and more stable the gender af­fin­ity, the less re­solved the ori­ginal loss, so that ri­gid gender bound­ar­ies in­ev­it­ably work to con­ceal the loss of an ori­ginal love that, un­ac­know­ledged, fails to be re­solved.


  But clearly not all gender iden­ti­fic­a­tion is based on the suc­cess­ful im­ple­ment­a­tion of the ta­boo against ho­mo­sexu­al­ity. If fem­in­ine and mas­cu­line dis­pos­i­tions are the res­ult of the ef­fect­ive in­tern­al­iz­a­tion of that ta­boo, and if the mel­an­cholic an­swer to the loss of the same-sexed ob­ject is to in­cor­por­ate and, in­deed, to be­come that ob­ject through the con­struc­tion of the ego ideal, then gender iden­tity ap­pears primar­ily to be the in­tern­al­iz­a­tion of a pro­hib­i­tion that proves to be form­at­ive of iden­tity. Fur­ther, this iden­tity is con­struc­ted and main­tained by the con­sist­ent ap­plic­a­tion of this ta­boo, not only in the styl­iz­a­tion of the body in com­pli­ance with dis­crete cat­egor­ies of sex, but in the pro­duc­tion and “dis­pos­i­tion” of sexual de­sire. The lan­guage of dis­pos­i­tion moves from a verb form­a­tion (to be dis­posed) into a noun form­a­tion, whereupon it be­comes con­gealed (to have dis­pos­i­tions); the lan­guage of “dis­pos­i­tions” thus ar­rives as a false found­a­tion­al­ism, the res­ults of af­fectiv­ity be­ing formed or “fixed” through the ef­fects of the pro­hib­i­tion. As a con­sequence, dis­pos­i­tions are not the primary sexual facts of the psyche, but pro­duced ef­fects of a law im­posed by cul­ture and by the com­pli­cit­ous and trans­valu­at­ing acts of the ego ideal.


  In mel­an­cho­lia, the loved ob­ject is lost through a vari­ety of means: sep­ar­a­tion, death, or the break­ing of an emo­tional tie. In the Oed­ipal situ­ation, how­ever, the loss is dic­tated by a pro­hib­i­tion at­ten­ded by a set of pun­ish­ments. The mel­an­cho­lia of gender iden­ti­fic­a­tion which “an­swers” the Oed­ipal di­lemma must be un­der­stood, then, as the in­tern­al­iz­a­tion of an in­terior moral dir­ect­ive which gains its struc­ture and en­ergy from an ex­tern­ally en­forced ta­boo. Al­though Freud does not ex­pli­citly ar­gue in its fa­vor, it would ap­pear that the ta­boo against ho­mo­sexu­al­ity must pre­cede the het­ero­sexual in­cest ta­boo; the ta­boo against ho­mo­sexu­al­ity in ef­fect cre­ates the het­ero­sexual “dis­pos­i­tions” by which the Oed­ipal con­flict be­comes pos­sible. The young boy and young girl who enter into the Oed­ipal drama with in­ces­tu­ous het­ero­sexual aims have already been sub­jec­ted to pro­hib­i­tions which “dis­pose” them in dis­tinct sexual dir­ec­tions. Hence, the dis­pos­i­tions that Freud as­sumes to be primary or con­stitutive facts of sexual life are ef­fects of a law which, in­tern­al­ized, pro­duces and reg­u­lates dis­crete gender iden­tity and het­ero­sexu­al­ity.


  Far from found­a­tional, these dis­pos­i­tions are the res­ult of a pro­cess whose aim is to dis­guise its own gene­a­logy. In other words, “dis­pos­i­tions” are traces of a his­tory of en­forced sexual pro­hib­i­tions which is un­told and which the pro­hib­i­tions seek to render un­tellable. The nar­rat­ive ac­count of gender ac­quis­i­tion that be­gins with the pos­tu­la­tion of dis­pos­i­tions ef­fect­ively fore­closes the nar­rat­ive point of de­par­ture which would ex­pose the nar­rat­ive as a self-amp­li­fy­ing tac­tic of the pro­hib­i­tion it­self. In the psy­cho­ana­lytic nar­rat­ive, the dis­pos­i­tions are trained, fixed, and con­sol­id­ated by a pro­hib­i­tion which later and in the name of cul­ture ar­rives to quell the dis­turb­ance cre­ated by an un­res­trained ho­mo­sexual cathexis. Told from the point of view which takes the pro­hib­it­ive law to be the found­ing mo­ment of the nar­rat­ive, the law both pro­duces sexu­al­ity in the form of “dis­pos­i­tions” and ap­pears disin­genu­ously at a later point in time to trans­form these os­tens­ibly “nat­ural” dis­pos­i­tions into cul­tur­ally ac­cept­able struc­tures of exo­gamic kin­ship. In or­der to con­ceal the gene­a­logy of the law as pro­duct­ive of the very phe­nomenon it later claims only to chan­nel or repress, the law per­forms a third func­tion: In­stat­ing it­self as the prin­ciple of lo­gical con­tinu­ity in a nar­rat­ive of causal re­la­tions which takes psychic facts as its point of de­par­ture, this con­fig­ur­a­tion of the law fore­closes the pos­sib­il­ity of a more rad­ical gene­a­logy into the cul­tural ori­gins of sexu­al­ity and power re­la­tions.


  What pre­cisely does it mean to re­verse Freud’s causal nar­rat­ive and to think of primary dis­pos­i­tions as ef­fects of the law? In the first volume of The His­tory of Sexu­al­ity, Fou­cault cri­ti­cizes the re­press­ive hy­po­thesis for the pre­sump­tion of an ori­ginal de­sire (not “de­sire” in Lacan’s terms, but jouis­sance) that main­tains on­to­lo­gical in­teg­rity and tem­poral pri­or­ity with re­spect to the re­press­ive law.[37] This law, ac­cord­ing to Fou­cault, sub­sequently si­lences or trans­mutes that de­sire into a sec­ond­ary and in­ev­it­ably dis­sat­is­fy­ing form or ex­pres­sion (dis­place­ment). Fou­cault ar­gues that the de­sire which is con­ceived as both ori­ginal and repressed is the ef­fect of the sub­jug­at­ing law it­self. In con­sequence, the law pro­duces the con­ceit of the repressed de­sire in or­der to ra­tion­al­ize its own self-amp­li­fy­ing strategies, and, rather than ex­er­cise a re­press­ive func­tion, the jur­idical law, here as else­where, ought to be re­con­ceived as a dis­curs­ive prac­tice which is pro­duct­ive or gen­er­at­ive — dis­curs­ive in that it pro­duces the lin­guistic fic­tion of repressed de­sire in or­der to main­tain its own po­s­i­tion as a tele­olo­gical in­stru­ment. The de­sire in ques­tion takes on the mean­ing of “repressed” to the ex­tent that the law con­sti­tutes its con­tex­tu­al­iz­ing frame; in­deed, the law iden­ti­fies and in­vig­or­ates “repressed de­sire” as such, cir­cu­lates the term, and, in ef­fect, carves out the dis­curs­ive space for the self-con­scious and lin­guist­ic­ally elab­or­ated ex­per­i­ence called “repressed de­sire.”


  The ta­boo against in­cest and, im­pli­citly, against ho­mo­sexu­al­ity is a re­press­ive in­junc­tion which pre­sumes an ori­ginal de­sire loc­al­ized in the no­tion of “dis­pos­i­tions,” which suf­fers a re­pres­sion of an ori­gin­ally ho­mo­sexual li­bid­inal dir­ec­tion­al­ity and pro­duces the dis­placed phe­nomenon of het­ero­sexual de­sire. The struc­ture of this par­tic­u­lar metanar­rat­ive of in­fant­ile de­vel­op­ment fig­ures sexual dis­pos­i­tions as the pre­dis­curs­ive, tem­por­ally primary, and on­to­lo­gic­ally dis­crete drives which have a pur­pose and, hence, a mean­ing prior to their emer­gence into lan­guage and cul­ture. The very entry into the cul­tural field de­flects that de­sire from its ori­ginal mean­ing, with the con­sequence that de­sire within cul­ture is, of ne­ces­sity, a series of dis­place­ments. Thus, the re­press­ive law ef­fect­ively pro­duces het­ero­sexu­al­ity, and acts not merely as a neg­at­ive or ex­clu­sion­ary code, but as a sanc­tion and, most per­tin­ently, as a law of dis­course, dis­tin­guish­ing the speak­able from the un­speak­able (de­lim­it­ing and con­struct­ing the do­main of the un­speak­able), the le­git­im­ate from the il­le­git­im­ate.


  iv. Gender Complexity and the Limits of Identification


  The fore­go­ing ana­lyses of Lacan, Riviere, and Freud’s The Ego and the Id of­fer com­pet­ing ver­sions of how gender iden­ti­fic­a­tions work — in­deed, of whether they can be said to “work” at all. Can gender com­plex­ity and dis­son­ance be ac­coun­ted for by the mul­ti­plic­a­tion and con­ver­gence of a vari­ety of cul­tur­ally dis­son­ant iden­ti­fic­a­tions? Or is all iden­ti­fic­a­tion con­struc­ted through the ex­clu­sion of a sexu­al­ity that puts those iden­ti­fic­a­tions into ques­tion? In the first in­stance, mul­tiple iden­ti­fic­a­tions can con­sti­tute a non­hi­er­arch­ical con­fig­ur­a­tion of shift­ing and over­lap­ping iden­ti­fic­a­tions that call into ques­tion the primacy of any uni­vocal gender at­tri­bu­tion. In the Lacanian frame­work, iden­ti­fic­a­tion is un­der­stood to be fixed within the bin­ary dis­junc­tion of “hav­ing” or “be­ing” the Phal­lus, with the con­sequence that the ex­cluded term of the bin­ary con­tinu­ally haunts and dis­rupts the co­her­ent pos­tur­ing of any one. The ex­cluded term is an ex­cluded sexu­al­ity that con­tests the self-ground­ing pre­ten­sions of the sub­ject as well as its claims to know the source and ob­ject of its de­sire.


  For the most part, fem­in­ist crit­ics con­cerned with the psy­cho­ana­lytic prob­lem­atic of iden­ti­fic­a­tion have of­ten fo­cused on the ques­tion of a ma­ter­nal iden­ti­fic­a­tion and sought to elab­or­ate a fem­in­ist epi­stem­o­lo­gical po­s­i­tion from that ma­ter­nal iden­ti­fic­a­tion and/or a ma­ter­nal dis­course evolved from the point of view of that iden­ti­fic­a­tion and its dif­fi­culties. Al­though much of that work is ex­tremely sig­ni­fic­ant and clearly in­flu­en­tial, it has come to oc­cupy a he­ge­monic po­s­i­tion within the emer­ging canon of fem­in­ist the­ory. Fur­ther, it tends to re­in­force pre­cisely the bin­ary, het­ero­sex­ist frame­work that carves up genders into mas­cu­line and fem­in­ine and fore­closes an ad­equate de­scrip­tion of the kinds of sub­vers­ive and par­odic con­ver­gences that char­ac­ter­ize gay and les­bian cul­tures. As a very par­tial ef­fort to come to terms with that ma­ter­nal­ist dis­course, how­ever, Ju­lia Kristeva’s de­scrip­tion of the se­mi­otic as a ma­ter­nal sub­ver­sion of the Sym­bolic will be ex­amined in the fol­low­ing chapter.


  What crit­ical strategies and sources of sub­ver­sion ap­pear as the con­sequence of the psy­cho­ana­lytic ac­counts con­sidered so far? The re­course to the un­con­scious as a source of sub­ver­sion makes sense, it seems, only if the pa­ternal law is un­der­stood as a ri­gid and uni­ver­sal de­term­in­ism which makes of “iden­tity” a fixed and phant­as­matic af­fair. Even if we ac­cept the phant­as­matic con­tent of iden­tity, there is no reason to as­sume that the law which fixes the terms of that fantasy is im­per­vi­ous to his­tor­ical vari­ab­il­ity and pos­sib­il­ity.


  As op­posed to the found­ing Law of the Sym­bolic that fixes iden­tity in ad­vance, we might re­con­sider the his­tory of con­stitutive iden­ti­fic­a­tions without the pre­sup­pos­i­tion of a fixed and found­ing Law. Al­though the “uni­ver­sal­ity” of the pa­ternal law may be con­tested within an­thro­po­lo­gical circles, it seems im­port­ant to con­sider that the mean­ing that the law sus­tains in any given his­tor­ical con­text is less uni­vocal and less de­term­in­ist­ic­ally ef­fic­a­cious than the Lacanian ac­count ap­pears to ac­know­ledge. It should be pos­sible to of­fer a schem­atic of the ways in which a con­stel­la­tion of iden­ti­fic­a­tions con­forms or fails to con­form to cul­tur­ally im­posed stand­ards of gender in­teg­rity. The con­stitutive iden­ti­fic­a­tions of an auto­bi­o­graph­ical nar­rat­ive are al­ways par­tially fab­ric­ated in the telling. Lacan claims that we can never tell the story of our ori­gins, pre­cisely be­cause lan­guage bars the speak­ing sub­ject from the repressed li­bid­inal ori­gins of its speech; how­ever, the found­a­tional mo­ment in which the pa­ternal law in­sti­tutes the sub­ject seems to func­tion as a me­tahis­tory which we not only can but ought to tell, even though the found­ing mo­ments of the sub­ject, the in­sti­tu­tion of the law, is as equally prior to the speak­ing sub­ject as the un­con­scious it­self.


  The al­tern­at­ive per­spect­ive on iden­ti­fic­a­tion that emerges from psy­cho­ana­lytic the­ory sug­gests that mul­tiple and co­ex­ist­ing iden­ti­fic­a­tions pro­duce con­flicts, con­ver­gences, and in­nov­at­ive dis­son­ances within gender con­fig­ur­a­tions which con­test the fix­ity of mas­cu­line and fem­in­ine place­ments with re­spect to the pa­ternal law. In ef­fect, the pos­sib­il­ity of mul­tiple iden­ti­fic­a­tions (which are not fi­nally re­du­cible to primary or found­ing iden­ti­fic­a­tions that are fixed within mas­cu­line and fem­in­ine po­s­i­tions) sug­gests that the Law is not de­term­in­istic and that “the” law may not even be sin­gu­lar.


  The de­bate over the mean­ing or sub­vers­ive pos­sib­il­it­ies of iden­ti­fic­a­tions so far has left un­clear ex­actly where those iden­ti­fic­a­tions are to be found. The in­terior psychic space in which iden­ti­fic­a­tions are said to be pre­served makes sense only if we can un­der­stand that in­terior space as a phant­as­ized loc­ale that serves yet an­other psychic func­tion. In agree­ment with Nic­olas Ab­ra­ham and Maria Torok it seems, psy­cho­ana­lyst Roy Schafer ar­gues that “in­cor­por­a­tion” is a fantasy and not a pro­cess; the in­terior space into which an ob­ject is taken is ima­gined, and ima­gined within a lan­guage that can con­jure and re­ify such spaces.[38] If the iden­ti­fic­a­tions sus­tained through mel­an­choly are “in­cor­por­ated,” then the ques­tion re­mains: Where is this in­cor­por­ated space? If it is not lit­er­ally within the body, per­haps it is on the body as its sur­face sig­ni­fic­a­tion such that the body must it­self be un­der­stood as an in­cor­por­ated space.


  Ab­ra­ham and Torok have ar­gued that in­tro­jec­tion is a pro­cess that serves the work of mourn­ing (where the ob­ject is not only lost, but ac­know­ledged as lost).[39] In­cor­por­a­tion, on the other hand, be­longs more prop­erly to mel­an­choly, the state of dis­avowed or sus­pen­ded grief in which the ob­ject is ma­gic­ally sus­tained “in the body” in some way. Ab­ra­ham and Torok sug­gest that in­tro­jec­tion of the loss char­ac­ter­istic of mourn­ing es­tab­lishes an empty space, lit­er­al­ized by the empty mouth which be­comes the con­di­tion of speech and sig­ni­fic­a­tion. The suc­cess­ful dis­place­ment of the li­bido from the lost ob­ject is achieved through the form­a­tion of words which both sig­nify and dis­place that ob­ject; this dis­place­ment from the ori­ginal ob­ject is an es­sen­tially meta­phor­ical activ­ity in which words “fig­ure” the ab­sence and sur­pass it. In­tro­jec­tion is un­der­stood to be the work of mourn­ing, but in­cor­por­a­tion, which de­notes a ma­gical res­ol­u­tion of loss, char­ac­ter­izes mel­an­choly. Whereas in­tro­jec­tion founds the pos­sib­il­ity of meta­phor­ical sig­ni­fic­a­tion, in­cor­por­a­tion is an­ti­meta­phor­ical pre­cisely be­cause it main­tains the loss as rad­ic­ally un­name­able; in other words, in­cor­por­a­tion is not only a fail­ure to name or avow the loss, but erodes the con­di­tions of meta­phor­ical sig­ni­fic­a­tion it­self.


  As in the Lacanian per­spect­ive, for Ab­ra­ham and Torok the re­pu­di­ation of the ma­ter­nal body is the con­di­tion of sig­ni­fic­a­tion within the Sym­bolic. They ar­gue fur­ther that this primary re­pres­sion founds the pos­sib­il­ity of in­di­vidu­ation and of sig­ni­fic­ant speech, where speech is ne­ces­sar­ily meta­phor­ical, in the sense that the ref­er­ent, the ob­ject of de­sire, is a per­petual dis­place­ment. In ef­fect, the loss of the ma­ter­nal body as an ob­ject of love is un­der­stood to es­tab­lish the empty space out of which words ori­gin­ate. But the re­fusal of this loss — mel­an­choly — res­ults in the fail­ure to dis­place into words; in­deed, the place of the ma­ter­nal body is es­tab­lished in the body, “en­cryp­ted,” to use their term, and given per­man­ent res­id­ence there as a dead and dead­en­ing part of the body or one in­hab­ited or pos­sessed by phant­asms of vari­ous kinds.


  When we con­sider gender iden­tity as a mel­an­cholic struc­ture, it makes sense to choose “in­cor­por­a­tion” as the man­ner by which that iden­ti­fic­a­tion is ac­com­plished. In­deed, ac­cord­ing to the scheme above, gender iden­tity would be es­tab­lished through a re­fusal of loss that en­crypts it­self in the body and that de­term­ines, in ef­fect, the liv­ing versus the dead body. As an an­ti­meta­phor­ical activ­ity, in­cor­por­a­tion lit­er­al­izes the loss on or in the body and so ap­pears as the facti­city of the body, the means by which the body comes to bear “sex” as its lit­eral truth. The loc­al­iz­a­tion and/or pro­hib­i­tion of pleas­ures and de­sires in given “erot­o­genic” zones is pre­cisely the kind of gender-dif­fer­en­ti­at­ing mel­an­choly that suf­fuses the body’s sur­face. The loss of the pleas­ur­able ob­ject is re­solved through the in­cor­por­a­tion of that very pleas­ure with the res­ult that pleas­ure is both de­term­ined and pro­hib­ited through the com­puls­ory ef­fects of the gender-dif­fer­en­ti­at­ing law.


  The in­cest ta­boo is, of course, more in­clus­ive than the ta­boo against ho­mo­sexu­al­ity, but in the case of the het­ero­sexual in­cest ta­boo through which het­ero­sexual iden­tity is es­tab­lished, the loss is borne as grief. In the case of the pro­hib­i­tion against ho­mo­sexual in­cest through which het­ero­sexual iden­tity is es­tab­lished, how­ever, the loss is sus­tained through a mel­an­cholic struc­ture. The loss of the het­ero­sexual ob­ject, ar­gues Freud, res­ults in the dis­place­ment of that ob­ject, but not the het­ero­sexual aim; on the other hand, the loss of the ho­mo­sexual ob­ject re­quires the loss of the aim and the ob­ject. In other words, the ob­ject is not only lost, but the de­sire fully denied, such that “I never lost that per­son and I never loved that per­son, in­deed never felt that kind of love at all.” The mel­an­cholic pre­ser­va­tion of that love is all the more se­curely safe­guarded through the to­tal­iz­ing tra­ject­ory of the denial.


  Ir­igaray’s ar­gu­ment that in Freud’s work the struc­tures of mel­an­choly and of de­veloped fem­in­in­ity are very sim­ilar refers to the denial of both ob­ject and aim that con­sti­tutes the “double wave” of re­pres­sion char­ac­ter­istic of a fully de­veloped fem­in­in­ity. For Ir­igaray, it is the re­cog­ni­tion of cas­tra­tion that ini­ti­ates the young girl into “a ‘loss’ that rad­ic­ally es­capes any rep­res­ent­a­tion.”[40] Mel­an­cho­lia is thus a psy­cho­ana­lytic norm for wo­men, one that rests upon her os­tens­ible de­sire to have the penis, a de­sire which, con­veni­ently, can no longer be felt or known.


  Ir­igaray’s read­ing, full of mock­ing cita­tions, is right to de­bunk the de­vel­op­mental claims re­gard­ing sexu­al­ity and fem­in­in­ity that clearly per­vade Freud’s text. As she also shows, there are pos­sible read­ings of that the­ory that ex­ceed, in­vert, and dis­place Freud’s stated aims. Con­sider that the re­fusal of the ho­mo­sexual cathexis, de­sire and aim to­gether, a re­fusal both com­pelled by so­cial ta­boo and ap­pro­pri­ated through de­vel­op­mental stages, res­ults in a mel­an­cholic struc­ture which ef­fect­ively en­closes that aim and ob­ject within the cor­por­eal space or “crypt” es­tab­lished through an abid­ing denial. If the het­ero­sexual denial of ho­mo­sexu­al­ity res­ults in mel­an­cho­lia and if mel­an­cho­lia op­er­ates through in­cor­por­a­tion, then the dis­avowed ho­mo­sexual love is pre­served through the cul­tiv­a­tion of an op­pos­i­tion­ally defined gender iden­tity. In other words, dis­avowed male ho­mo­sexu­al­ity cul­min­ates in a heightened or con­sol­id­ated mas­culin­ity, one which main­tains the fem­in­ine as the un­think­able and un­name­able. The ac­know­ledg­ment of het­ero­sexual de­sire, how­ever, leads to a dis­place­ment from an ori­ginal to a sec­ond­ary ob­ject, pre­cisely the kind of li­bid­inal de­tach­ment and reat­tach­ment that Freud af­firms as the char­ac­ter of nor­mal grief.


  Clearly, a ho­mo­sexual for whom het­ero­sexual de­sire is un­think­able may well main­tain that het­ero­sexu­al­ity through a mel­an­cholic struc­ture of in­cor­por­a­tion, an iden­ti­fic­a­tion and em­bod­i­ment of the love that is neither ac­know­ledged nor grieved. But here it be­comes clear that the het­ero­sexual re­fusal to ac­know­ledge the primary ho­mo­sexual at­tach­ment is cul­tur­ally en­forced by a pro­hib­i­tion on ho­mo­sexu­al­ity which is in no way par­alleled in the case of the mel­an­cholic ho­mo­sexual. In other words, het­ero­sexual mel­an­choly is cul­tur­ally in­sti­tuted and main­tained as the price of stable gender iden­tit­ies re­lated through op­pos­i­tional de­sires.


  But what lan­guage of sur­face and depth ad­equately ex­presses this in­cor­por­at­ing ef­fect of mel­an­choly? A pre­lim­in­ary an­swer to this ques­tion is pos­sible within the psy­cho­ana­lytic dis­course, but a fuller un­der­stand­ing will lead in the last chapter to a con­sid­er­a­tion of gender as an en­act­ment that per­form­at­ively con­sti­tutes the ap­pear­ance of its own in­terior fix­ity. At this point, how­ever, the con­ten­tion that in­cor­por­a­tion is a fantasy sug­gests that the in­cor­por­a­tion of an iden­ti­fic­a­tion is a fantasy of lit­er­al­iz­a­tion or a lit­er­al­iz­ing fantasy.[41] Pre­cisely by vir­tue of its mel­an­cholic struc­ture, this lit­er­al­iz­a­tion of the body con­ceals its gene­a­logy and of­fers it­self un­der the cat­egory of “nat­ural fact.”


  What does it mean to sus­tain a lit­er­al­iz­ing fantasy? If gender dif­fer­en­ti­ation fol­lows upon the in­cest ta­boo and the prior ta­boo on ho­mo­sexu­al­ity, then “be­com­ing” a gender is a la­bor­i­ous pro­cess of be­com­ing nat­ur­al­ized, which re­quires a dif­fer­en­ti­ation of bod­ily pleas­ures and parts on the basis of gendered mean­ings. Pleas­ures are said to reside in the penis, the va­gina, and the breasts or to em­an­ate from them, but such de­scrip­tions cor­res­pond to a body which has already been con­struc­ted or nat­ur­al­ized as gender-spe­cific. In other words, some parts of the body be­come con­ceiv­able foci of pleas­ure pre­cisely be­cause they cor­res­pond to a norm­at­ive ideal of a gender-spe­cific body. Pleas­ures are in some sense de­term­ined by the mel­an­cholic struc­ture of gender whereby some or­gans are deadened to pleas­ure, and oth­ers brought to life. Which pleas­ures shall live and which shall die is of­ten a mat­ter of which serve the le­git­im­at­ing prac­tices of iden­tity form­a­tion that take place within the mat­rix of gender norms.[42]


  Trans­sexu­als of­ten claim a rad­ical dis­con­tinu­ity between sexual pleas­ures and bod­ily parts. Very of­ten what is wanted in terms of pleas­ure re­quires an ima­gin­ary par­ti­cip­a­tion in body parts, either ap­pend­ages or ori­fices, that one might not ac­tu­ally pos­sess, or, sim­il­arly, pleas­ure may re­quire ima­gin­ing an ex­ag­ger­ated or di­min­ished set of parts. The ima­gin­ary status of de­sire, of course, is not re­stric­ted to the trans­sexual iden­tity; the phant­as­matic nature of de­sire re­veals the body not as its ground or cause, but as its oc­ca­sion and its ob­ject. The strategy of de­sire is in part the trans­fig­ur­a­tion of the de­sir­ing body it­self. In­deed, in or­der to de­sire at all it may be ne­ces­sary to be­lieve in an altered bod­ily ego[43] which, within the gendered rules of the ima­gin­ary, might fit the re­quire­ments of a body cap­able of de­sire. This ima­gin­ary con­di­tion of de­sire al­ways ex­ceeds the phys­ical body through or on which it works.


  Al­ways already a cul­tural sign, the body sets lim­its to the ima­gin­ary mean­ings that it oc­ca­sions, but is never free of an ima­gin­ary con­struc­tion. The fan­tas­ized body can never be un­der­stood in re­la­tion to the body as real; it can only be un­der­stood in re­la­tion to an­other cul­tur­ally in­sti­tuted fantasy, one which claims the place of the “lit­eral” and the “real.” The lim­its to the “real” are pro­duced within the nat­ur­al­ized het­ero­sexu­al­iz­a­tion of bod­ies in which phys­ical facts serve as causes and de­sires re­flect the in­ex­or­able ef­fects of that phys­ic­al­ity.


  The con­fla­tion of de­sire with the real — that is, the be­lief that it is parts of the body, the “lit­eral” penis, the “lit­eral” va­gina, which cause pleas­ure and de­sire — is pre­cisely the kind of lit­er­al­iz­ing fantasy char­ac­ter­istic of the syn­drome of mel­an­cholic het­ero­sexu­al­ity. The dis­avowed ho­mo­sexu­al­ity at the base of mel­an­cholic het­ero­sexu­al­ity ree­m­erges as the self-evid­ent ana­tom­ical facti­city of sex, where “sex” des­ig­nates the blurred unity of ana­tomy, “nat­ural iden­tity,” and “nat­ural de­sire.” The loss is denied and in­cor­por­ated, and the gene­a­logy of that trans­mu­ta­tion fully for­got­ten and repressed. The sexed sur­face of the body thus emerges as the ne­ces­sary sign of a nat­ural(ized) iden­tity and de­sire. The loss of ho­mo­sexu­al­ity is re­fused and the love sus­tained or en­cryp­ted in the parts of the body it­self, lit­er­al­ized in the os­tens­ible ana­tom­ical facti­city of sex. Here we see the gen­eral strategy of lit­er­al­iz­a­tion as a form of for­get­ful­ness, which, in the case of a lit­er­al­ized sexual ana­tomy, “for­gets” the ima­gin­ary and, with it, an ima­gin­able ho­mo­sexu­al­ity. In the case of the mel­an­cholic het­ero­sexual male, he never loved an­other man, he is a man, and he can seek re­course to the em­pir­ical facts that will prove it. But the lit­er­al­iz­a­tion of ana­tomy not only proves noth­ing, but is a lit­er­al­iz­ing re­stric­tion of pleas­ure in the very or­gan that is cham­pioned as the sign of mas­cu­line iden­tity. The love for the father is stored in the penis, safe­guarded through an im­per­vi­ous denial, and the de­sire which now cen­ters on that penis has that con­tinual denial as its struc­ture and its task. In­deed, the wo­man-as-ob­ject must be the sign that he not only never felt ho­mo­sexual de­sire, but never felt the grief over its loss. In­deed, the wo­man-as-sign must ef­fect­ively dis­place and con­ceal that pre­het­ero­sexual his­tory in fa­vor of one that con­sec­rates a seam­less het­ero­sexu­al­ity.


  v. Reformulating Prohibition as Power


  Al­though Fou­cault’s gene­a­lo­gical cri­tique of found­a­tion­al­ism has guided this read­ing of Lévi-Strauss, Freud, and the het­ero­sexual mat­rix, an even more pre­cise un­der­stand­ing is needed of how the jur­idical law of psy­cho­ana­lysis, re­pres­sion, pro­duces and pro­lif­er­ates the genders it seeks to con­trol. Fem­in­ist the­or­ists have been drawn to the psy­cho­ana­lytic ac­count of sexual dif­fer­ence in part be­cause the Oed­ipal and pre-Oed­ipal dy­nam­ics ap­pear to of­fer a way to trace the primary con­struc­tion of gender. Can the pro­hib­i­tion against in­cest that pro­scribes and sanc­tions hier­arch­ical and bin­ary gendered po­s­i­tions be re­con­ceived as a pro­duct­ive power that in­ad­vert­ently gen­er­ates sev­eral cul­tural con­fig­ur­a­tions of gender? Is the in­cest ta­boo sub­ject to the cri­tique of the re­press­ive hy­po­thesis that Fou­cault provides? What would a fem­in­ist de­ploy­ment of that cri­tique look like? Would such a cri­tique mo­bil­ize the pro­ject to con­found the bin­ary re­stric­tions on sex/gender im­posed by the het­ero­sexual mat­rix? Clearly, one of the most in­flu­en­tial fem­in­ist read­ings of Lévi-Strauss, Lacan, and Freud is Gayle Ru­bin’s “The Traffic of Wo­men: The ‘Polit­ical Eco­nomy’ of Sex,” pub­lished in 1975.[44] Al­though Fou­cault does not ap­pear in that art­icle, Ru­bin ef­fect­ively sets the stage for a Fou­cault­ian cri­tique. That she her­self later ap­pro­pri­ates Fou­cault for her own work in rad­ical sexual the­ory[45] ret­ro­spect­ively raises the ques­tion of how that in­flu­en­tial art­icle might be re­writ­ten within a Fou­cault­ian frame.


  Fou­cault’s ana­lysis of the cul­tur­ally pro­duct­ive pos­sib­il­it­ies of the pro­hib­it­ive law clearly takes its bear­ing within the ex­ist­ing the­ory on sub­lim­a­tion ar­tic­u­lated by Freud in Civil­iz­a­tion and its Dis­con­tents and re­in­ter­preted by Mar­cuse in Eros and Civil­iz­a­tion. Both Freud and Mar­cuse identify the pro­duct­ive ef­fects of sub­lim­a­tion, ar­guing that cul­tural ar­ti­facts and in­sti­tu­tions are the ef­fects of sub­lim­ated Eros. Al­though Freud saw the sub­lim­a­tion of sexu­al­ity as pro­du­cing a gen­eral “dis­con­tent,” Mar­cuse sub­or­din­ates Eros to Lo­gos in Pla­tonic fash­ion and saw in the act of sub­lim­a­tion the most sat­is­fy­ing ex­pres­sion of the hu­man spirit. In a rad­ical de­par­ture from these the­or­ies of sub­lim­a­tion, how­ever, Fou­cault ar­gues on be­half of a pro­duct­ive law without the pos­tu­la­tion of an ori­ginal de­sire; the op­er­a­tion of this law is jus­ti­fied and con­sol­id­ated through the con­struc­tion of a nar­rat­ive ac­count of its own gene­a­logy which ef­fect­ively masks its own im­mer­sion in power re­la­tions. The in­cest ta­boo, then, would repress no primary dis­pos­i­tions, but ef­fect­ively cre­ate the dis­tinc­tion between “primary” and “sec­ond­ary” dis­pos­i­tions to de­scribe and re­pro­duce the dis­tinc­tion between a le­git­im­ate het­ero­sexu­al­ity and an il­le­git­im­ate ho­mo­sexu­al­ity. In­deed, if we con­ceive of the in­cest ta­boo as primar­ily pro­duct­ive in its ef­fects, then the pro­hib­i­tion that founds the “sub­ject” and sur­vives as the law of its de­sire be­comes the means by which iden­tity, par­tic­u­larly gender iden­tity, is con­sti­tuted.


  Un­der­scor­ing the in­cest ta­boo as both a pro­hib­i­tion and a sanc­tion, Ru­bin writes:


  
    the in­cest ta­boo im­poses the so­cial aim of exo­gamy and al­li­ance upon the bio­lo­gical events of sex and pro­cre­ation. The in­cest ta­boo di­vides the uni­verse of sexual choice into cat­egor­ies of per­mit­ted and pro­hib­ited sexual part­ners. (173)
  


  Be­cause all cul­tures seek to re­pro­duce them­selves, and be­cause the par­tic­u­lar so­cial iden­tity of the kin­ship group must be pre­served, exo­gamy is in­sti­tuted and, as its pre­sup­pos­i­tion, so is exo­gamic het­ero­sexu­al­ity. Hence, the in­cest ta­boo not only for­bids sexual union between mem­bers of the same kin­ship line, but in­volves a ta­boo against ho­mo­sexu­al­ity as well. Ru­bin writes:


  
    the in­cest ta­boo pre­sup­poses a prior, less ar­tic­u­late ta­boo on ho­mo­sexu­al­ity. A pro­hib­i­tion against some het­ero­sexual uni­ons as­sumes a ta­boo against nonhet­ero­sexual uni­ons. Gender is not only an iden­ti­fic­a­tion with one sex; it also en­tails that sexual de­sire be dir­ec­ted to­ward the other sex. The sexual di­vi­sion of labor is im­plic­ated in both as­pects of gender — male and fe­male it cre­ates them, and it cre­ates them het­ero­sexual. (180)
  


  Ru­bin un­der­stands psy­cho­ana­lysis, es­pe­cially in its Lacanian in­carn­a­tion, to com­ple­ment Lévi-Strauss’s de­scrip­tion of kin­ship re­la­tions. In par­tic­u­lar, she un­der­stands that the “sex/gender sys­tem,” the reg­u­lated cul­tural mech­an­ism of trans­form­ing bio­lo­gical males and fe­males into dis­crete and hier­arch­ized genders, is at once man­dated by cul­tural in­sti­tu­tions (the fam­ily, the re­sid­ual forms of “the ex­change of wo­men,” ob­lig­at­ory het­ero­sexu­al­ity) and in­cul­cated through the laws which struc­ture and pro­pel in­di­vidual psychic de­vel­op­ment. Hence, the Oed­ipal com­plex in­stan­ti­ates and ex­ecutes the cul­tural ta­boo against in­cest and res­ults in dis­crete gender iden­ti­fic­a­tion and a co­rol­lary het­ero­sexual dis­pos­i­tion. In this es­say, Ru­bin fur­ther main­tains that be­fore the trans­form­a­tion of a bio­lo­gical male or fe­male into a gendered man or wo­man, “each child con­tains all of the sexual pos­sib­il­it­ies avail­able to hu­man ex­pres­sion” (189).


  The ef­fort to loc­ate and de­scribe a sexu­al­ity “be­fore the law” as a primary bi­sexu­al­ity or as an ideal and un­con­strained poly­morph­ous­ness im­plies that the law is ante­cedent to sexu­al­ity. As a re­stric­tion of an ori­gin­ary full­ness, the law pro­hib­its some set of pre­pun­it­ive sexual pos­sib­il­it­ies and the sanc­tion­ing of oth­ers. But if we ap­ply the Fou­cault­ian cri­tique of the re­press­ive hy­po­thesis to the in­cest ta­boo, that paradig­matic law of re­pres­sion, then it would ap­pear that the law pro­duces both sanc­tioned het­ero­sexu­al­ity and trans­gress­ive ho­mo­sexu­al­ity. Both are in­deed ef­fects, tem­por­ally and on­to­lo­gic­ally later than the law it­self, and the il­lu­sion of a sexu­al­ity be­fore the law is it­self the cre­ation of that law.


  Ru­bin’s es­say re­mains com­mit­ted to a dis­tinc­tion between sex and gender which as­sumes the dis­crete and prior on­to­lo­gical real­ity of a “sex” which is done over in the name of the law, that is, trans­formed sub­sequently into “gender.” This nar­rat­ive of gender ac­quis­i­tion re­quires a cer­tain tem­poral or­der­ing of events which as­sumes that the nar­rator is in some po­s­i­tion to “know” both what is be­fore and after the law. And yet the nar­ra­tion takes place within a lan­guage which, strictly speak­ing, is after the law, the con­sequence of the law, and so pro­ceeds from a be­lated and ret­ro­spect­ive point of view. If this lan­guage is struc­tured by the law, and the law is ex­em­pli­fied, in­deed, en­acted in the lan­guage, then the de­scrip­tion, the nar­ra­tion, not only can­not know what is out­side it­self — that is, prior to the law — but its de­scrip­tion of that “be­fore” will al­ways be in the ser­vice of the “after.” In other words, not only does the nar­ra­tion claim ac­cess to a “be­fore” from which it is defin­i­tion­ally (by vir­tue of its lin­guist­ic­al­ity) pre­cluded, but the de­scrip­tion of the “be­fore” takes place within the terms of the “after” and, hence, be­comes an at­ten­u­ation of the law it­self into the site of its ab­sence.


  Al­though Ru­bin claims that the un­lim­ited uni­verse of sexual pos­sib­il­it­ies ex­ists for the pre-Oed­ipal child, she does not sub­scribe to a primary bi­sexu­al­ity. In­deed, bi­sexu­al­ity is the con­sequence of chil­drear­ing prac­tices in which par­ents of both sexes are present and presently oc­cu­pied with child care and in which the re­pu­di­ation of fem­in­in­ity no longer serves as a pre­con­di­tion of gender iden­tity for both men and wo­men (199). When Ru­bin calls for a “re­volu­tion in kin­ship,” she en­vi­sions the erad­ic­a­tion of the ex­change of wo­men, the traces of which are evid­ent not only in the con­tem­por­ary in­sti­tu­tion­al­iz­a­tion of het­ero­sexu­al­ity, but in the re­sid­ual psychic norms (the in­sti­tu­tion­al­iz­a­tion of the psyche) which sanc­tion and con­struct sexu­al­ity and gender iden­tity in het­ero­sexual terms. With the loosen­ing of the com­puls­ory char­ac­ter of het­ero­sexu­al­ity and the sim­ul­tan­eous emer­gence of bi­sexual and ho­mo­sexual cul­tural pos­sib­il­it­ies for be­ha­vior and iden­tity, Ru­bin en­vi­sions the over­throw of gender it­self (204). Inas­much as gender is the cul­tural trans­form­a­tion of a bio­lo­gical poly­sexu­al­ity into a cul­tur­ally man­dated het­ero­sexu­al­ity and inas­much as that het­ero­sexu­al­ity de­ploys dis­crete and hier­arch­ized gender iden­tit­ies to ac­com­plish its aim, then the break­down of the com­puls­ory char­ac­ter of het­ero­sexu­al­ity would im­ply, for Ru­bin, the co­rol­lary break­down of gender it­self. Whether or not gender can be fully erad­ic­ated and in what sense its “break­down” is cul­tur­ally ima­gin­able re­main in­triguing but un­cla­ri­fied im­plic­a­tions of her ana­lysis.


  Ru­bin’s ar­gu­ment rests on the pos­sib­il­ity that the law can be ef­fect­ively over­thrown and that the cul­tural in­ter­pret­a­tion of dif­fer­ently sexed bod­ies can pro­ceed, ideally, without ref­er­ence to gender dis­par­ity. That sys­tems of com­puls­ory het­ero­sexu­al­ity may al­ter, and in­deed have changed, and that the ex­change of wo­men, in whatever re­sid­ual form, need not al­ways de­term­ine het­ero­sexual ex­change, seems clear; in this sense, Ru­bin re­cog­nizes the miso­gyn­ist im­plic­a­tions of Lévi-Strauss’s no­tori­ously non­dia­chronic struc­tur­al­ism. But what leads her to the con­clu­sion that gender is merely a func­tion of com­puls­ory het­ero­sexu­al­ity and that without that com­puls­ory status, the field of bod­ies would no longer be marked in gendered terms? Clearly, Ru­bin has already en­vi­sioned an al­tern­at­ive sexual world, one which is at­trib­uted to a uto­pian stage in in­fant­ile de­vel­op­ment, a “be­fore” the law which prom­ises to ree­m­erge “after” the de­mise or dis­persal of that law. If we ac­cept the Fou­cault­ian and Der­ridean cri­ti­cisms of the vi­ab­il­ity of know­ing or re­fer­ring to such a “be­fore,” how would we re­vise this nar­rat­ive of gender ac­quis­i­tion? If we re­ject the pos­tu­la­tion of an ideal sexu­al­ity prior to the in­cest ta­boo, and if we also re­fuse to ac­cept the struc­tur­al­ist premise of the cul­tural per­man­ence of that ta­boo, what re­la­tion between sexu­al­ity and the law re­mains for the de­scrip­tion of gender? Do we need re­course to a hap­pier state be­fore the law in or­der to main­tain that con­tem­por­ary gender re­la­tions and the pun­it­ive pro­duc­tion of gender iden­tit­ies are op­press­ive?


  Fou­cault’s cri­tique of the re­press­ive-hy­po­thesis in The His­tory of Sexu­al­ity, Volume I ar­gues that (a) the struc­tur­al­ist “law” might be un­der­stood as one form­a­tion of power, a spe­cific his­tor­ical con­fig­ur­a­tion and that (b) the law might be un­der­stood to pro­duce or gen­er­ate the de­sire it is said to repress. The ob­ject of re­pres­sion is not the de­sire it takes to be its os­tens­ible ob­ject, but the mul­tiple con­fig­ur­a­tions of power it­self, the very plur­al­ity of which would dis­place the seem­ing uni­ver­sal­ity and ne­ces­sity of the jur­idical or re­press­ive law. In other words, de­sire and its re­pres­sion are an oc­ca­sion for the con­sol­id­a­tion of jur­idical struc­tures; de­sire is man­u­fac­tured and for­bid­den as a ritual sym­bolic ges­ture whereby the jur­idical model ex­er­cises and con­sol­id­ates its own power.


  The in­cest ta­boo is the jur­idical law that is said both to pro­hibit in­ces­tu­ous de­sires and to con­struct cer­tain gendered sub­jectiv­it­ies through the mech­an­ism of com­puls­ory iden­ti­fic­a­tion. But what is to guar­an­tee the uni­ver­sal­ity or ne­ces­sity of this law? Clearly, there are an­thro­po­lo­gical de­bates that seek to af­firm and to dis­pute the uni­ver­sal­ity of the in­cest ta­boo,[46] and there is a second-or­der dis­pute over what, if any­thing, the claim to uni­ver­sal­ity might im­ply about the mean­ing of so­cial pro­cesses.[47] To claim that a law is uni­ver­sal is not to claim that it op­er­ates in the same way cross­cul­tur­ally or that it de­term­ines so­cial life in some uni­lat­eral way. In­deed, the at­tri­bu­tion of uni­ver­sal­ity to a law may simply im­ply that it op­er­ates as a dom­in­ant frame­work within which so­cial re­la­tions take place. In­deed, to claim the uni­ver­sal pres­ence of a law in so­cial life is in no way to claim that it ex­ists in every as­pect of the so­cial form un­der con­sid­er­a­tion; min­im­ally, it means that it ex­ists and op­er­ates some­where in every so­cial form.


  My task here is not to show that there are cul­tures in which the in­cest ta­boo as such does not op­er­ate, but rather to un­der­score the gen­er­ativ­ity of that ta­boo, where it does op­er­ate, and not merely its jur­idical status. In other words, not only does the ta­boo for­bid and dic­tate sexu­al­ity in cer­tain forms, but it in­ad­vert­ently pro­duces a vari­ety of sub­sti­tute de­sires and iden­tit­ies that are in no sense con­strained in ad­vance, ex­cept in­so­far as they are “sub­sti­tutes” in some sense. If we ex­tend the Fou­cault­ian cri­tique to the in­cest ta­boo, then it seems that the ta­boo and the ori­ginal de­sire for mother/father can be his­tor­icized in ways that res­ist the for­mu­laic uni­ver­sal­ity of Lacan. The ta­boo might be un­der­stood to cre­ate and sus­tain the de­sire for the mother/father as well as the com­puls­ory dis­place­ment of that de­sire. The no­tion of an “ori­ginal” sexu­al­ity forever repressed and for­bid­den thus be­comes a pro­duc­tion of the law which sub­sequently func­tions as its pro­hib­i­tion. If the mother is the ori­ginal de­sire, and that may well be true for a wide range of late-cap­it­al­ist house­hold dwell­ers, then that is a de­sire both pro­duced and pro­hib­ited within the terms of that cul­tural con­text. In other words, the law which pro­hib­its that union is the self­same law that in­vites it, and it is no longer pos­sible to isol­ate the re­press­ive from the pro­duct­ive func­tion of the jur­idical in­cest ta­boo.


  Clearly, psy­cho­ana­lytic the­ory has al­ways re­cog­nized the pro­duct­ive func­tion of the in­cest ta­boo; it is what cre­ates het­ero­sexual de­sire and dis­crete gender iden­tity. Psy­cho­ana­lysis has also been clear that the in­cest ta­boo does not al­ways op­er­ate to pro­duce gender and de­sire in the ways in­ten­ded. The ex­ample of the neg­at­ive Oed­ipal com­plex is but one oc­ca­sion in which the pro­hib­i­tion against in­cest is clearly stronger with re­spect to the op­pos­ite-sexed par­ent than the same-sexed par­ent, and the par­ent pro­hib­ited be­comes the fig­ure of iden­ti­fic­a­tion. But how would this ex­ample be re­described within the con­cep­tion of the in­cest ta­boo as both jur­idical and gen­er­at­ive? The de­sire for the par­ent who, ta­booed, be­comes the fig­ure of iden­ti­fic­a­tion is both pro­duced and denied by the same mech­an­ism of power. But for what end? If the in­cest ta­boo reg­u­lates the pro­duc­tion of dis­crete gender iden­tit­ies, and if that pro­duc­tion re­quires the pro­hib­i­tion and sanc­tion of het­ero­sexu­al­ity, then ho­mo­sexu­al­ity emerges as a de­sire which must be pro­duced in or­der to re­main repressed. In other words, for het­ero­sexu­al­ity to re­main in­tact as a dis­tinct so­cial form, it re­quires an in­tel­li­gible con­cep­tion of ho­mo­sexu­al­ity and also re­quires the pro­hib­i­tion of that con­cep­tion in ren­der­ing it cul­tur­ally un­in­tel­li­gible. Within psy­cho­ana­lysis, bi­sexu­al­ity and ho­mo­sexu­al­ity are taken to be primary li­bid­inal dis­pos­i­tions, and het­ero­sexu­al­ity is the la­bor­i­ous con­struc­tion based upon their gradual re­pres­sion. While this doc­trine seems to have a sub­vers­ive pos­sib­il­ity to it, the dis­curs­ive con­struc­tion of both bi­sexu­al­ity and ho­mo­sexu­al­ity within the psy­cho­ana­lytic lit­er­at­ure ef­fect­ively re­futes the claim to its pre­cul­tural status. The dis­cus­sion of the lan­guage of bi­sexual dis­pos­i­tions above is a case in point.[48]


  The bi­sexu­al­ity that is said to be “out­side” the Sym­bolic and that serves as the locus of sub­ver­sion is, in fact, a con­struc­tion within the terms of that con­stitutive dis­course, the con­struc­tion of an “out­side” that is nev­er­the­less fully “in­side,” not a pos­sib­il­ity bey­ond cul­ture, but a con­crete cul­tural pos­sib­il­ity that is re­fused and re­described as im­possible. What re­mains “un­think­able” and “un­say­able” within the terms of an ex­ist­ing cul­tural form is not ne­ces­sar­ily what is ex­cluded from the mat­rix of in­tel­li­gib­il­ity within that form; on the con­trary, it is the mar­gin­al­ized, not the ex­cluded, the cul­tural pos­sib­il­ity that calls for dread or, min­im­ally, the loss of sanc­tions. Not to have so­cial re­cog­ni­tion as an ef­fect­ive het­ero­sexual is to lose one pos­sible so­cial iden­tity and per­haps to gain one that is rad­ic­ally less sanc­tioned. The “un­think­able” is thus fully within cul­ture, but fully ex­cluded from dom­in­ant cul­ture. The the­ory which pre­sumes bi­sexu­al­ity or ho­mo­sexu­al­ity as the “be­fore” to cul­ture and then loc­ates that “pri­or­ity” as the source of a pre­dis­curs­ive sub­ver­sion, ef­fect­ively for­bids from within the terms of the cul­ture the very sub­ver­sion that it am­bi­val­ently de­fends and de­fends against. As I will ar­gue in the case of Kristeva, sub­ver­sion thus be­comes a fu­tile ges­ture, en­ter­tained only in a der­eal­ized aes­thetic mode which can never be trans­lated into other cul­tural prac­tices.


  In the case of the in­cest ta­boo, Lacan ar­gues that de­sire (as op­posed to need) is in­sti­tuted through that law. “In­tel­li­gible” ex­ist­ence within the terms of the Sym­bolic re­quires both the in­sti­tu­tion­al­iz­a­tion of de­sire and its dis­sat­is­fac­tion, the ne­ces­sary con­sequence of the re­pres­sion of the ori­ginal pleas­ure and need as­so­ci­ated with the ma­ter­nal body. This full pleas­ure that haunts de­sire as that which it can never at­tain is the ir­re­cov­er­able memory of pleas­ure be­fore the law. Lacan is clear that that pleas­ure be­fore the law is only fan­tas­ized, that it re­curs in the in­fin­ite phant­asms of de­sire. But in what sense is the phant­asm, it­self for­bid­den from the lit­eral re­cov­ery of an ori­ginal pleas­ure, the con­sti­tu­tion of a fantasy of “ori­gin­al­ity” that may or may not cor­res­pond to a lit­eral li­bid­inal state? In­deed, to what ex­tent is such a ques­tion de­cid­able within the terms of Lacanian the­ory? A dis­place­ment or sub­sti­tu­tion can only be un­der­stood as such in re­la­tion to an ori­ginal, one which in this case can never be re­covered or known. This spec­u­lat­ive ori­gin is al­ways spec­u­lated about from a ret­ro­spect­ive po­s­i­tion, from which it as­sumes the char­ac­ter of an ideal. The sanc­ti­fic­a­tion of this pleas­ur­able “bey­ond” is in­sti­tuted through the in­voc­a­tion of a Sym­bolic or­der that is es­sen­tially un­change­able.[49] In­deed, one needs to read the drama of the Sym­bolic, of de­sire, of the in­sti­tu­tion of sexual dif­fer­ence as a self-sup­port­ing sig­ni­fy­ing eco­nomy that wields power in the mark­ing off of what can and can­not be thought within the terms of cul­tural in­tel­li­gib­il­ity. Mo­bil­iz­ing the dis­tinc­tion between what is “be­fore” and what is “dur­ing” cul­ture is one way to fore­close cul­tural pos­sib­il­it­ies from the start. The “or­der of ap­pear­ances,” the found­ing tem­por­al­ity of the ac­count, as much as it con­tests nar­rat­ive co­her­ence by in­tro­du­cing the split into the sub­ject and the félure into de­sire, re­in­sti­tutes a co­her­ence at the level of tem­poral ex­pos­i­tion. As a res­ult, this nar­rat­ive strategy, re­volving upon the dis­tinc­tion between an ir­re­cov­er­able ori­gin and a per­petu­ally dis­placed present, makes all ef­fort at re­cov­er­ing that ori­gin in the name of sub­ver­sion in­ev­it­ably be­lated.




  3

  Subversive Bodily Acts


  i. The Body Politics of Julia Kristeva


  Kristeva’s the­ory of the se­mi­otic di­men­sion of lan­guage at first ap­pears to en­gage Lacanian premises only to ex­pose their lim­its and to of­fer a spe­cific­ally fem­in­ine locus of sub­ver­sion of the pa­ternal law within lan­guage.[1] Ac­cord­ing to Lacan, the pa­ternal law struc­tures all lin­guistic sig­ni­fic­a­tion, termed “the Sym­bolic,” and so be­comes a uni­ver­sal or­gan­iz­ing prin­ciple of cul­ture it­self. This law cre­ates the pos­sib­il­ity of mean­ing­ful lan­guage and, hence, mean­ing­ful ex­per­i­ence, through the re­pres­sion of primary li­bid­inal drives, in­clud­ing the rad­ical de­pend­ency of the child on the ma­ter­nal body. Hence, the Sym­bolic be­comes pos­sible by re­pu­di­at­ing the primary re­la­tion­ship to the ma­ter­nal body. The “sub­ject” who emerges as a con­sequence of this re­pres­sion be­comes a bearer or pro­ponent of this re­press­ive law. The li­bid­inal chaos char­ac­ter­istic of that early de­pend­ency is now fully con­strained by a unit­ary agent whose lan­guage is struc­tured by that law. This lan­guage, in turn, struc­tures the world by sup­press­ing mul­tiple mean­ings (which al­ways re­call the li­bid­inal mul­ti­pli­city which char­ac­ter­ized the primary re­la­tion to the ma­ter­nal body) and in­stat­ing uni­vocal and dis­crete mean­ings in their place.


  Kristeva chal­lenges the Lacanian nar­rat­ive which as­sumes cul­tural mean­ing re­quires the re­pres­sion of that primary re­la­tion­ship to the ma­ter­nal body. She ar­gues that the “se­mi­otic” is a di­men­sion of lan­guage oc­ca­sioned by that primary ma­ter­nal body, which not only re­futes Lacan’s primary premise, but serves as a per­petual source of sub­ver­sion within the Sym­bolic. For Kristeva, the se­mi­otic ex­presses that ori­ginal li­bid­inal mul­ti­pli­city within the very terms of cul­ture, more pre­cisely, within po­etic lan­guage in which mul­tiple mean­ings and se­mantic non­clos­ure pre­vail. In ef­fect, po­etic lan­guage is the re­cov­ery of the ma­ter­nal body within the terms of lan­guage, one that has the po­ten­tial to dis­rupt, sub­vert, and dis­place the pa­ternal law.


  Des­pite her cri­tique of Lacan, how­ever, Kristeva’s strategy of sub­ver­sion proves doubt­ful. Her the­ory ap­pears to de­pend upon the sta­bil­ity and re­pro­duc­tion of pre­cisely the pa­ternal law that she seeks to dis­place. Al­though she ef­fect­ively ex­poses the lim­its of Lacan’s ef­forts to uni­ver­sal­ize the pa­ternal law in lan­guage, she nev­er­the­less con­cedes that the se­mi­otic is in­vari­ably sub­or­din­ate to the Sym­bolic, that it as­sumes its spe­cificity within the terms of a hier­archy im­mune to chal­lenge. If the se­mi­otic pro­motes the pos­sib­il­ity of the sub­ver­sion, dis­place­ment, or dis­rup­tion of the pa­ternal law, what mean­ings can those terms have if the Sym­bolic al­ways re­as­serts its he­ge­mony?


  The cri­ti­cism of Kristeva which fol­lows takes is­sue with sev­eral steps in Kristeva’s ar­gu­ment in fa­vor of the se­mi­otic as a source of ef­fect­ive sub­ver­sion. First, it is un­clear whether the primary re­la­tion­ship to the ma­ter­nal body which both Kristeva and Lacan ap­pear to ac­cept is a vi­able con­struct and whether it is even a know­able ex­per­i­ence ac­cord­ing to either of their lin­guistic the­or­ies. The mul­tiple drives that char­ac­ter­ize the se­mi­otic con­sti­tute a pre­dis­curs­ive li­bid­inal eco­nomy which oc­ca­sion­ally makes it­self known in lan­guage, but which main­tains an on­to­lo­gical status prior to lan­guage it­self. Mani­fest in lan­guage, in po­etic lan­guage in par­tic­u­lar, this pre­dis­curs­ive li­bid­inal eco­nomy be­comes a locus of cul­tural sub­ver­sion. A second prob­lem emerges when Kristeva ar­gues that this li­bid­inal source of sub­ver­sion can­not be main­tained within the terms of cul­ture, that its sus­tained pres­ence within cul­ture leads to psy­chosis and to the break­down of cul­tural life it­self. Kristeva thus al­tern­ately pos­its and denies the se­mi­otic as an eman­cip­at­ory ideal. Though she tells us that it is a di­men­sion of lan­guage reg­u­larly repressed, she also con­cedes that it is a kind of lan­guage which never can be con­sist­ently main­tained.


  In or­der to as­sess her seem­ingly self-de­feat­ing the­ory, we need to ask how this li­bid­inal mul­ti­pli­city be­comes mani­fest in lan­guage, and what con­di­tions its tem­por­ary lifespan there? Moreover, Kristeva de­scribes the ma­ter­nal body as bear­ing a set of mean­ings that are prior to cul­ture it­self. She thereby safe­guards the no­tion of cul­ture as a pa­ternal struc­ture and de­lim­its ma­ter­nity as an es­sen­tially pre­cul­tural real­ity. Her nat­ur­al­istic de­scrip­tions of the ma­ter­nal body ef­fect­ively re­ify moth­er­hood and pre­clude an ana­lysis of its cul­tural con­struc­tion and vari­ab­il­ity. In ask­ing whether a pre­dis­curs­ive li­bid­inal mul­ti­pli­city is pos­sible, we will also con­sider whether what Kristeva claims to dis­cover in the pre­dis­curs­ive ma­ter­nal body is it­self a pro­duc­tion of a given his­tor­ical dis­course, an ef­fect of cul­ture rather than its secret and primary cause.


  Even if we ac­cept Kristeva’s the­ory of primary drives, it is un­clear that the sub­vers­ive ef­fects of such drives can serve, via the se­mi­otic, as any­thing more than a tem­por­ary and fu­tile dis­rup­tion of the he­ge­mony of the pa­ternal law. I will try to show how the fail­ure of her polit­ical strategy fol­lows in part from her largely un­crit­ical ap­pro­pri­ation of drive the­ory. Moreover, upon care­ful scru­tiny of her de­scrip­tions of the se­mi­otic func­tion within lan­guage, it ap­pears that Kristeva re­in­states the pa­ternal law at the level of the se­mi­otic it­self. In the end, it seems that Kristeva of­fers us a strategy of sub­ver­sion that can never be­come a sus­tained polit­ical prac­tice. In the fi­nal part of this sec­tion, I will sug­gest a way to re­con­cep­tu­al­ize the re­la­tion between drives, lan­guage, and pat­ri­archal prerog­at­ive which might serve a more ef­fect­ive strategy of sub­ver­sion.


  Kristeva’s de­scrip­tion of the se­mi­otic pro­ceeds through a num­ber of prob­lem­atic steps. She as­sumes that drives have aims prior to their emer­gence into lan­guage, that lan­guage in­vari­ably represses or sub­lim­ates these drives, and that such drives are mani­fest only in those lin­guistic ex­pres­sions which dis­obey, as it were, the uni­vocal re­quire­ments of sig­ni­fic­a­tion within the Sym­bolic do­main. She claims fur­ther that the emer­gence of mul­ti­pli­cit­ous drives into lan­guage is evid­ent in the se­mi­otic, that do­main of lin­guistic mean­ing dis­tinct from the Sym­bolic, which is the ma­ter­nal body mani­fest in po­etic speech.


  As early as Re­volu­tion in Po­etic Lan­guage (1974), Kristeva ar­gues for a ne­ces­sary causal re­la­tion between the het­ero­gen­eity of drives and the plurivocal pos­sib­il­it­ies of po­etic lan­guage. Dif­fer­ing from Lacan, she main­tains that po­etic lan­guage is not pre­dic­ated upon a re­pres­sion of primary drives. On the con­trary, po­etic lan­guage, she claims, is the lin­guistic oc­ca­sion on which drives break apart the usual, uni­vocal terms of lan­guage and re­veal an ir­re­press­ible het­ero­gen­eity of mul­tiple sounds and mean­ings. Kristeva thereby con­tests Lacan’s equa­tion of the Sym­bolic with all lin­guistic mean­ing by as­sert­ing that po­etic lan­guage has its own mod­al­ity of mean­ing which does not con­form to the re­quire­ments of uni­vocal des­ig­na­tion.


  In this same work, she sub­scribes to a no­tion of free or un­cathec­ted en­ergy which makes it­self known in lan­guage through the po­etic func­tion. She claims, for in­stance, that “in the in­ter­ming­ling of drives in lan­guage … we shall see the eco­nomy of po­etic lan­guage” and that in this eco­nomy, “the unit­ary sub­ject can no longer find his [sic] place.”[2] This po­etic func­tion is a re­ject­ive or di­vis­ive lin­guistic func­tion which tends to frac­ture and mul­tiply mean­ings; it en­acts the het­ero­gen­eity of drives through the pro­lif­er­a­tion and de­struc­tion of uni­vocal sig­ni­fic­a­tion. Hence, the urge to­ward a highly dif­fer­en­ti­ated or plurivocal set of mean­ings ap­pears as the re­venge of drives against the rule of the Sym­bolic, which, in turn, is pre­dic­ated upon their re­pres­sion. Kristeva defines the se­mi­otic as the mul­ti­pli­city of drives mani­fest in lan­guage. With their in­sist­ent en­ergy and het­ero­gen­eity, these drives dis­rupt the sig­ni­fy­ing func­tion. Thus, in this early work, she defines the se­mi­otic as “the sig­ni­fy­ing func­tion … con­nec­ted to the mod­al­ity [of] primary pro­cess.”[3]


  In the es­says that com­prise De­sire in Lan­guage (1977), Kristeva ground her defin­i­tion of the se­mi­otic more fully in psy­cho­ana­lytic terms. The primary drives that the Sym­bolic represses and the se­mi­otic ob­liquely in­dic­ates are now un­der­stood as ma­ter­nal drives, not only those drives be­long­ing to the mother, but those which char­ac­ter­ize the de­pend­ency of the in­fant’s body (of either sex) on the mother. In other words, “the ma­ter­nal body” des­ig­nates a re­la­tion of con­tinu­ity rather than a dis­crete sub­ject or ob­ject of de­sire; in­deed, it des­ig­nates that jouis­sance which pre­cedes de­sire and the sub­ject/ob­ject di­cho­tomy that de­sire pre­sup­poses. While the Sym­bolic is pre­dic­ated upon the re­jec­tion of the mother, the se­mi­otic, through rhythm, as­son­ance, in­ton­a­tions, sound play, and re­pe­ti­tion, re-presents or re­cov­ers the ma­ter­nal body in po­etic speech. Even the “first echo­lalias of in­fants” and the “glossalalias in psychotic dis­course” are mani­fest­a­tions of the con­tinu­ity of the mother-in­fant re­la­tion, a het­ero­gen­eous field of im­pulse prior to the sep­ar­a­tion/in­di­vidu­ation of in­fant and mother, alike ef­fected by the im­pos­i­tion of the in­cest ta­boo.[4] The sep­ar­a­tion of the mother and in­fant ef­fected by the ta­boo is ex­pressed lin­guist­ic­ally as the sever­ing of sound from sense. In Kristeva’s words, “a phon­eme, as dis­tinct­ive ele­ment of mean­ing, be­longs to lan­guage as Sym­bolic. But this same phon­eme is in­volved in rhythmic, in­ton­a­tional re­pe­ti­tions; it thereby tends to­ward autonomy from mean­ing so as to main­tain it­self in a se­mi­otic dis­pos­i­tion near the in­stinctual drive’s body.”[5]


  The se­mi­otic is de­scribed by Kristeva as des­troy­ing or erod­ing the Sym­bolic; it is said to be “be­fore” mean­ing, as when a child be­gins to vo­cal­ize, or “after” mean­ing, as when a psychotic no longer uses words to sig­nify. If the Sym­bolic and the se­mi­otic are un­der­stood as two mod­al­it­ies of lan­guage, and if the se­mi­otic is un­der­stood to be gen­er­ally repressed by the Sym­bolic, then lan­guage for Kristeva is un­der­stood as a sys­tem in which the Sym­bolic re­mains he­ge­monic ex­cept when the se­mi­otic dis­rupts its sig­ni­fy­ing pro­cess through elision, re­pe­ti­tion, mere sound, and the mul­ti­plic­a­tion of mean­ing through in­def­in­itely sig­ni­fy­ing im­ages and meta­phors. In its Sym­bolic mode, lan­guage rests upon a sev­er­ance of the re­la­tion of ma­ter­nal de­pend­ency, whereby it be­comes ab­stract (ab­strac­ted from the ma­ter­i­al­ity of lan­guage) and uni­vocal; this is most ap­par­ent in quant­it­at­ive or purely formal reas­on­ing. In its se­mi­otic mode, lan­guage is en­gaged in a po­etic re­cov­ery of the ma­ter­nal body, that dif­fuse ma­ter­i­al­ity that res­ists all dis­crete and uni­vocal sig­ni­fic­a­tion. Kristeva writes:


  
    In any po­etic lan­guage, not only do the rhythmic con­straints, for ex­ample, go so far as to vi­ol­ate cer­tain gram­mat­ical rules of a na­tional lan­guage … but in re­cent texts, these se­mi­otic con­straints (rhythm, vo­calic timbres in Sym­bol­ist work, but also graphic dis­pos­i­tion on the page) are ac­com­pan­ied by non­re­cov­er­able syn­tactic elisions; it is im­possible to re­con­sti­t­ute the par­tic­u­lar elided syn­tactic cat­egory (ob­ject or verb), which makes the mean­ing of the ut­ter­ance de­cid­able.[6]
  


  For Kristeva, this un­de­cid­ab­il­ity is pre­cisely the in­stinctual mo­ment in lan­guage, its dis­rupt­ive func­tion. Po­etic lan­guage thus sug­gests a dis­sol­u­tion of the co­her­ent, sig­ni­fy­ing sub­ject into the primary con­tinu­ity which is the ma­ter­nal body:


  
    Lan­guage as Sym­bolic func­tion con­sti­tutes it­self at the cost of re­press­ing in­stinctual drive and con­tinu­ous re­la­tion to the mother. On the con­trary, the un­settled and ques­tion­able sub­ject of po­etic lan­guage (from whom the word is never uniquely sign) main­tains it­self at the cost of re­act­iv­at­ing this repressed, in­stinctual, ma­ter­nal ele­ment.[7]
  


  Kristeva’s ref­er­ences to the “sub­ject” of po­etic lan­guage are not wholly ap­pro­pri­ate, for po­etic lan­guage erodes and des­troys the sub­ject, where the sub­ject is un­der­stood as a speak­ing be­ing par­ti­cip­at­ing in the Sym­bolic. Fol­low­ing Lacan, she main­tains that the pro­hib­i­tion against the in­ces­tu­ous union with the mother is the found­ing law of the sub­ject, a found­a­tion which severs or breaks the con­tinu­ous re­la­tion of ma­ter­nal de­pend­ency. In cre­at­ing the sub­ject, the pro­hib­it­ive law cre­ates the do­main of the Sym­bolic or lan­guage as a sys­tem of uni­vocally sig­ni­fy­ing signs. Hence, Kristeva con­cludes that “po­etic lan­guage would be for its ques­tion­able sub­ject-in-pro­cess the equi­val­ent of in­cest.”[8] The break­ing of Sym­bolic lan­guage against its own found­ing law or, equi­val­ently, the emer­gence of rup­ture into lan­guage from within its own in­terior in­stinctu­al­ity, is not merely the out­burst of li­bid­inal het­ero­gen­eity into lan­guage; it also sig­ni­fies the so­matic state of de­pend­ency on the ma­ter­nal body prior to the in­di­vidu­ation of the ego. Po­etic lan­guage thus al­ways in­dic­ates a re­turn to the ma­ter­nal ter­rain, where the ma­ter­nal sig­ni­fies both li­bid­inal de­pend­ency and the het­ero­gen­eity of drives.


  In “Moth­er­hood Ac­cord­ing to Bellini,” Kristeva sug­gests that, be­cause the ma­ter­nal body sig­ni­fies the loss of co­her­ent and dis­crete iden­tity, po­etic lan­guage verges on psy­chosis. And in the case of a wo­man’s se­mi­otic ex­pres­sions in lan­guage, the re­turn to the ma­ter­nal sig­ni­fies a pre­dis­curs­ive ho­mo­sexu­al­ity that Kristeva also clearly as­so­ci­ates with psy­chosis. Al­though Kristeva con­cedes that po­etic lan­guage is sus­tained cul­tur­ally through its par­ti­cip­a­tion in the Sym­bolic and, hence, in the norms of lin­guistic com­mu­nic­ab­il­ity, she fails to al­low that ho­mo­sexu­al­ity is cap­able of the same non­psychotic so­cial ex­pres­sion. The key to Kristeva’s view of the psychotic nature of ho­mo­sexu­al­ity is to be un­der­stood, I would sug­gest, in her ac­cept­ance of the struc­tur­al­ist as­sump­tion that het­ero­sexu­al­ity is co­ex­tens­ive with the found­ing of the Sym­bolic. Hence, the cathexis of ho­mo­sexual de­sire can be achieved, ac­cord­ing to Kristeva, only through dis­place­ments that are sanc­tioned within the Sym­bolic, such as po­etic lan­guage or the act of giv­ing birth:


  
    By giv­ing birth, the wo­men enters into con­tact with her mother; she be­comes, she is her own mother; they are the same con­tinu­ity dif­fer­en­ti­at­ing it­self. She thus ac­tu­al­izes the ho­mo­sexual fa­cet of moth­er­hood, through which a wo­man is sim­ul­tan­eously closer to her in­stinctual memory, more open to her psy­chosis, and con­sequently, more neg­at­ory of the so­cial, sym­bolic bond.[9]
  


  Ac­cord­ing to Kristeva, the act of giv­ing birth does not suc­cess­fully rees­tab­lish that con­tinu­ous re­la­tion prior to in­di­vidu­ation be­cause the in­fant in­vari­ably suf­fers the pro­hib­i­tion on in­cest and is sep­ar­ated off as a dis­crete iden­tity. In the case of the mother’s sep­ar­a­tion from the girl-child, the res­ult is mel­an­choly for both, for the sep­ar­a­tion is never fully com­pleted.


  As op­posed to grief or mourn­ing, in which sep­ar­a­tion is re­cog­nized and the li­bido at­tached to the ori­ginal ob­ject is suc­cess­fully dis­placed onto a new sub­sti­tute ob­ject, mel­an­choly des­ig­nates a fail­ure to grieve in which the loss is simply in­tern­al­ized and, in that sense, re­fused. In­stead of a neg­at­ive at­tach­ment to the body, the ma­ter­nal body is in­tern­al­ized as a neg­a­tion, so that the girl’s iden­tity be­comes it­self a kind of loss, a char­ac­ter­istic priva­tion or lack.


  The al­leged psy­chosis of ho­mo­sexu­al­ity, then, con­sists in its thor­ough break with the pa­ternal law and with the ground­ing of the fe­male “ego,” tenu­ous though it may be, in the mel­an­cholic re­sponse to sep­ar­a­tion from the ma­ter­nal body. Hence, ac­cord­ing to Kristeva, fe­male ho­mo­sexu­al­ity is the emer­gence of psy­chosis into cul­ture:


  
    The ho­mo­sexual-ma­ter­nal fa­cet is a whirl of words, a com­plete ab­sence of mean­ing and see­ing; it is feel­ing, dis­place­ment, rhythm, sound, flashes, and fantas­ied cling­ing to the ma­ter­nal body as a screen against the plunge … for wo­man, a para­dise lost but seem­ingly close at hand.[10]
  


  For wo­men, how­ever, this ho­mo­sexu­al­ity is mani­fest in po­etic lan­guage which be­comes, in fact, the only form of the se­mi­otic, be­sides child­birth, which can be sus­tained within the terms of the Sym­bolic. For Kristeva, then, overt ho­mo­sexu­al­ity can­not be a cul­tur­ally sus­tain­able activ­ity, for it would con­sti­tute a break­ing of the in­cest ta­boo in an un­me­di­ated way. And yet why is this the case?


  Kristeva ac­cepts the as­sump­tion that cul­ture is equi­val­ent to the Sym­bolic, that the Sym­bolic is fully sub­sumed un­der the “Law of the Father,” and that the only modes of non­psychotic activ­ity are those which par­ti­cip­ate in the Sym­bolic to some ex­tent. Her stra­tegic task, then, is neither to re­place the Sym­bolic with the se­mi­otic nor to es­tab­lish the se­mi­otic as a rival cul­tural pos­sib­il­ity, but rather to val­id­ate those ex­per­i­ences within the Sym­bolic that per­mit a mani­fest­a­tion of the bor­ders which di­vide the Sym­bolic from the se­mi­otic. Just as birth is un­der­stood to be a cathexis of in­stinctual drives for the pur­poses of a so­cial tele­ology, so po­etic pro­duc­tion is con­ceived as the site in which the split between in­stinct and rep­res­ent­a­tion ex­ists in cul­tur­ally com­mu­nic­able form:


  
    The speaker reaches this limit, this re­quis­ite of so­cial­ity, only by vir­tue of a par­tic­u­lar, dis­curs­ive prac­tice called “art.” A wo­man also at­tains it (and in our so­ci­ety, es­pe­cially) through the strange form of split sym­bol­iz­a­tion (threshold of lan­guage and in­stinctual drive, of the “sym­bolic” and the “se­mi­otic” ) of which the act of giv­ing birth con­sists.[11]
  


  Hence, for Kristeva, po­etry and ma­ter­nity rep­res­ent priv­ileged prac­tices within pa­ternally sanc­tioned cul­ture which per­mit a non­psychotic ex­per­i­ence of that het­ero­gen­eity and de­pend­ency char­ac­ter­istic of the ma­ter­nal ter­rain. These acts of poesis re­veal an in­stinctual het­ero­gen­eity that sub­sequently ex­poses the repressed ground of the Sym­bolic, chal­lenges the mas­tery of the uni­vocal sig­ni­fier, and dif­fuses the autonomy of the sub­ject who pos­tures as their ne­ces­sary ground. The het­ero­gen­eity of drives op­er­ates cul­tur­ally as a sub­vers­ive strategy of dis­place­ment, one which dis­lodges the he­ge­mony of the pa­ternal law by re­leas­ing the repressed mul­ti­pli­city in­terior to lan­guage it­self. Pre­cisely be­cause that in­stinctual het­ero­gen­eity must be re-presen­ted in and through the pa­ternal law, it can­not defy the in­cest ta­boo al­to­gether, but must re­main within the most fra­gile re­gions of the Sym­bolic. Obed­i­ent, then, to syn­tactical re­quire­ments, the po­etic-ma­ter­nal prac­tices of dis­pla­cing the pa­ternal law al­ways re­main tenu­ously tethered to that law. Hence, a full-scale re­fusal of the Sym­bolic is im­possible, and a dis­course of “eman­cip­a­tion,” for Kristeva, is out of the ques­tion. At best, tac­tical sub­ver­sions and dis­place­ments of the law chal­lenge its self-ground­ing pre­sump­tion. But, once again, Kristeva does not ser­i­ously chal­lenge the struc­tur­al­ist as­sump­tion that the pro­hib­it­ive pa­ternal law is found­a­tional to cul­ture it­self. Hence, the sub­ver­sion of pa­ternally sanc­tioned cul­ture can not come from an­other ver­sion of cul­ture, but only from within the repressed in­terior of cul­ture it­self, from the het­ero­gen­eity of drives that con­sti­tutes cul­ture’s con­cealed found­a­tion.


  This re­la­tion between het­ero­gen­eous drives and the pa­ternal law pro­duces an ex­ceed­ingly prob­lem­atic view of psy­chosis. On the one hand, it des­ig­nates fe­male ho­mo­sexu­al­ity as a cul­tur­ally un­in­tel­li­gible prac­tice, in­her­ently psychotic: on the other hand, it man­dates ma­ter­nity as a com­puls­ory de­fense against li­bid­inal chaos. Al­though Kristeva does not make either claim ex­pli­citly, both im­plic­a­tions fol­low from her views on the law, lan­guage, and drives. Con­sider that for Kristeva po­etic lan­guage breaks the in­cest ta­boo and, as such, verges al­ways on psy­chosis. As a re­turn to the ma­ter­nal body and a con­com­it­ant dein­di­vidu­ation of the ego, po­etic lan­guage be­comes es­pe­cially threat­en­ing when uttered by wo­men. The po­etic then con­tests not only the in­cest ta­boo, but the ta­boo against ho­mo­sexu­al­ity as well. Po­etic lan­guage is thus, for wo­men, both dis­placed ma­ter­nal de­pend­ency and, be­cause that de­pend­ency is li­bid­inal, dis­placed ho­mo­sexu­al­ity.


  For Kristeva, the un­me­di­ated cathexis of fe­male ho­mo­sexual de­sire leads un­equi­voc­ally to psy­chosis. Hence, one can sat­isfy this drive only through a series of dis­place­ments: the in­cor­por­a­tion of ma­ter­nal iden­tity — that is, by be­com­ing a mother one­self — or through po­etic lan­guage which mani­fests ob­liquely the het­ero­gen­eity of drives char­ac­ter­istic of ma­ter­nal de­pend­ency. As the only so­cially sanc­tioned and, hence, non­psychotic dis­place­ments for ho­mo­sexual de­sire, both ma­ter­nity and po­etry con­sti­tute mel­an­cholic ex­per­i­ences for wo­men ap­pro­pri­ately ac­cul­tur­ated into het­ero­sexu­al­ity. The het­ero­sexual poet-mother suf­fers in­ter­min­ably from the dis­place­ment of the ho­mo­sexual cathexis. And yet, the con­sum­ma­tion of this de­sire would lead to the psychotic un­rav­el­ing of iden­tity, ac­cord­ing to Kristeva — the pre­sump­tion be­ing that, for wo­men, het­ero­sexu­al­ity and co­her­ent self­hood are in­dis­sol­ubly linked.


  How are we to un­der­stand this con­sti­tu­tion of les­bian ex­per­i­ence as the site of an ir­re­triev­able self-loss? Kristeva clearly takes het­ero­sexu­al­ity to be pre­requis­ite to kin­ship and to cul­ture. Con­sequently, she iden­ti­fies les­bian ex­per­i­ence as the psychotic al­tern­at­ive to the ac­cept­ance of pa­ternally sanc­tioned laws. And yet why is les­bi­an­ism con­sti­tuted as psy­chosis? From what cul­tural per­spect­ive is les­bi­an­ism con­struc­ted as a site of fu­sion, self-loss, and psy­chosis?


  By pro­ject­ing the les­bian as “Other” to cul­ture, and char­ac­ter­iz­ing les­bian speech as the psychotic “whirl-of-words,” Kristeva con­structs les­bian sexu­al­ity as in­trins­ic­ally un­in­tel­li­gible. This tac­tical dis­missal and re­duc­tion of les­bian ex­per­i­ence per­formed in the name of the law po­s­i­tions Kristeva within the or­bit of pa­ternal-het­ero­sexual priv­ilege. The pa­ternal law which pro­tects her from this rad­ical in­co­her­ence is pre­cisely the mech­an­ism that pro­duces the con­struct of les­bi­an­ism as a site of ir­ra­tion­al­ity. Sig­ni­fic­antly, this de­scrip­tion of les­bian ex­per­i­ence is ef­fected from the out­side and tells us more about the fantas­ies that a fear­ful het­ero­sexual cul­ture pro­duces to de­fend against its own ho­mo­sexual pos­sib­il­it­ies than about les­bian ex­per­i­ence it­self.


  In claim­ing that les­bi­an­ism des­ig­nates a loss of self, Kristeva ap­pears to be de­liv­er­ing a psy­cho­ana­lytic truth about the re­pres­sion ne­ces­sary for in­di­vidu­ation. The fear of such a “re­gres­sion” to ho­mo­sexu­al­ity is, then, a fear of los­ing cul­tural sanc­tion and priv­ilege al­to­gether. Al­though Kristeva claims that this loss des­ig­nates a place prior to cul­ture, there is no reason not to un­der­stand it as a new or un­ac­know­ledged cul­tural form. In other words, Kristeva prefers to ex­plain les­bian ex­per­i­ence as a re­gress­ive li­bid­inal state prior to ac­cul­tur­a­tion it­self, rather than to take up the chal­lenge that les­bi­an­ism of­fers to her re­stric­ted view of pa­ternally sanc­tioned cul­tural laws. Is the fear en­coded in the con­struc­tion of the les­bian as psychotic the res­ult of a de­vel­op­ment­ally ne­ces­sit­ated re­pres­sion, or is it, rather, the fear of los­ing cul­tural le­git­im­acy and, hence, be­ing cast, not out­side or prior to cul­ture, but out­side cul­tural le­git­im­acy, still within cul­ture, but cul­tur­ally “out-lawed”?


  Kristeva de­scribes both the ma­ter­nal body and les­bian ex­per­i­ence from a po­s­i­tion of sanc­tioned het­ero­sexu­al­ity that fails to ac­know­ledge its own fear of los­ing that sanc­tion. Her re­ific­a­tion of the pa­ternal law not only re­pu­di­ates fe­male ho­mo­sexu­al­ity, but denies the var­ied mean­ings and pos­sib­il­it­ies of moth­er­hood as a cul­tural prac­tice. But cul­tural sub­ver­sion is not really Kristeva’s con­cern, for sub­ver­sion, when it ap­pears, emerges from be­neath the sur­face of cul­ture only in­ev­it­ably to re­turn there. Al­though the se­mi­otic is a pos­sib­il­ity of lan­guage that es­capes the pa­ternal law, it re­mains in­ev­it­ably within or, in­deed, be­neath the ter­rit­ory of that law. Hence, po­etic lan­guage and the pleas­ures of ma­ter­nity con­sti­tute local dis­place­ments of the pa­ternal law, tem­por­ary sub­ver­sions which fi­nally sub­mit to that against which they ini­tially rebel. By re­leg­at­ing the source of sub­ver­sion to a site out­side of cul­ture it­self, Kristeva ap­pears to fore­close the pos­sib­il­ity of sub­ver­sion as an ef­fect­ive or real­iz­able cul­tural prac­tice. Pleas­ure bey­ond the pa­ternal law can be ima­gined only to­gether with its in­ev­it­able im­possib­il­ity.


  Kristeva’s the­ory of thwarted sub­ver­sion is premised on her prob­lem­atic view of the re­la­tion among drives, lan­guage, and the law. Her pos­tu­la­tion of a sub­vers­ive mul­ti­pli­city of drives raises a num­ber of epi­stem­o­lo­gical and polit­ical ques­tions. In the first place, if these drives are mani­fest only in lan­guage or cul­tural forms already de­term­ined as Sym­bolic, then how is it that we can verify their pre-Sym­bolic on­to­lo­gical status? Kristeva ar­gues that po­etic lan­guage gives us ac­cess to these drives in their fun­da­mental mul­ti­pli­city, but this an­swer is not fully sat­is­fact­ory. Since po­etic lan­guage is said to de­pend upon the prior ex­ist­ence of these mul­ti­pli­cit­ous drives, we can­not, then, in cir­cu­lar fash­ion, jus­tify the pos­tu­lated ex­ist­ence of these drives through re­course to po­etic lan­guage. If drives must first be repressed for lan­guage to ex­ist, and if we can at­trib­ute mean­ing only to that which is rep­res­ent­able in lan­guage, then to at­trib­ute mean­ing to drives prior to their emer­gence into lan­guage is im­possible. Sim­il­arly, to at­trib­ute a caus­al­ity to drives which fa­cil­it­ates their trans­form­a­tion into lan­guage and by which lan­guage it­self is to be ex­plained can­not reas­on­ably be done within the con­fines of lan­guage it­self. In other words, we know these drives as “causes” only in and through their ef­fects, and, as such, we have no reason for not identi­fy­ing drives with their ef­fects. It fol­lows that either (a) drives and their rep­res­ent­a­tions are co­ex­tens­ive or (b) rep­res­ent­a­tions preex­ist the drives them­selves.


  This last al­tern­at­ive is, I would ar­gue, an im­port­ant one to con­sider, for how do we know that the in­stinctual ob­ject of Kristeva’s dis­course is not a con­struc­tion of the dis­course it­self? And what grounds do we have for pos­it­ing this ob­ject, this mul­ti­pli­cit­ous field, as prior to sig­ni­fic­a­tion? If po­etic lan­guage must par­ti­cip­ate in the Sym­bolic in or­der to be cul­tur­ally com­mu­nic­able, and if Kristeva’s own the­or­et­ical texts are em­blem­atic of the Sym­bolic, then where are we to find a con­vin­cing “out­side” to this do­main? Her pos­tu­la­tion of a pre­dis­curs­ive cor­por­eal mul­ti­pli­city be­comes all the more prob­lem­atic when we dis­cover that ma­ter­nal drives are con­sidered part of a “bio­lo­gical des­tiny” and are them­selves mani­fest­a­tions of “a non-sym­bolic, non­pa­ternal caus­al­ity.”[12] This pre-Sym­bolic, non­pa­ternal caus­al­ity is, for Kristeva, a se­mi­otic, ma­ter­nal caus­al­ity, or, more spe­cific­ally, a tele­olo­gical con­cep­tion of ma­ter­nal in­stincts:


  
    Ma­ter­ial com­pul­sion, spasm of a memory be­long­ing to the spe­cies that either binds to­gether or splits apart to per­petu­ate it­self, series of mark­ers with no other sig­ni­fic­ance than the eternal re­turn of the life-death bio­lo­gical cycle. How can we verb­al­ize this pre­lin­guistic, un­rep­res­ent­able memory? Her­ac­litus’ flux, Epi­curus’ atoms, the whirl­ing dust of cabalic, Arab and In­dian mys­tics, and the stippled draw­ings of psy­che­delics — all seem bet­ter meta­phors than the the­ory of Be­ing, the lo­gos, and its laws.[13]
  


  Here, the repressed ma­ter­nal body is not only the locus of mul­tiple drives, but the bearer of a bio­lo­gical tele­ology as well, one which, it seems, makes it­self evid­ent in the early stages of West­ern philo­sophy, in non-West­ern re­li­gious be­liefs and prac­tices, in aes­thetic rep­res­ent­a­tions pro­duced by psychotic or near-psychotic states, and even in av­ant-garde artistic prac­tices. But why are we to as­sume that these vari­ous cul­tural ex­pres­sions mani­fest the self­same prin­ciple of ma­ter­nal het­ero­gen­eity? Kristeva simply sub­or­din­ates each of these cul­tural mo­ments to the same prin­ciple. Con­sequently, the se­mi­otic rep­res­ents any cul­tural ef­fort to dis­place the lo­gos (which, curi­ously, she con­trasts with Her­ac­litus’ flux), where the lo­gos rep­res­ents the uni­vocal sig­ni­fier, the law of iden­tity. Her op­pos­i­tion between the se­mi­otic and the Sym­bolic re­duces here to a meta­phys­ical quar­rel between the prin­ciple of mul­ti­pli­city that es­capes the charge of non-con­tra­dic­tion and a prin­ciple of iden­tity based on the sup­pres­sion of that mul­ti­pli­city. Oddly, that very prin­ciple of mul­ti­pli­city that Kristeva every­where de­fends op­er­ates in much the same man­ner as a prin­ciple of iden­tity. Note the way in which all man­ner of things “prim­it­ive” and “Ori­ental” are sum­mar­ily sub­or­din­ated to the prin­ciple of the ma­ter­nal body. Surely, her de­scrip­tion war­rants not only the charge of Ori­ent­al­ism, but raises the very sig­ni­fic­ant ques­tion of whether, iron­ic­ally, mul­ti­pli­city has be­come a uni­vocal sig­ni­fier.


  Her ascrip­tion of a tele­olo­gical aim to ma­ter­nal drives prior to their con­sti­tu­tion in lan­guage or cul­ture raises a num­ber of ques­tions about Kristeva’s polit­ical pro­gram. Al­though she clearly sees sub­vers­ive and dis­rupt­ive po­ten­tial in those se­mi­otic ex­pres­sions that chal­lenge the he­ge­mony of the pa­ternal law, it is less clear in what pre­cisely this sub­ver­sion con­sists. If the law is un­der­stood to rest on a con­struc­ted ground, be­neath which lurks the repressed ma­ter­nal ter­rain, what con­crete cul­tural op­tions emerge within the terms of cul­ture as a con­sequence of this rev­el­a­tion? Os­tens­ibly, the mul­ti­pli­city as­so­ci­ated with the ma­ter­nal li­bid­inal eco­nomy has the force to dis­perse the uni­vo­city of the pa­ternal sig­ni­fier and seem­ingly to cre­ate the pos­sib­il­ity of other cul­tural ex­pres­sions no longer tightly con­strained by the law of non­con­tra­dic­tion. But is this dis­rupt­ive activ­ity the open­ing of a field of sig­ni­fic­a­tions, or is it the mani­fest­a­tion of a bio­lo­gical ar­cha­ism which op­er­ates ac­cord­ing to a nat­ural and “pre­paternal” caus­al­ity? If Kristeva be­lieved the former were the case (and she does not), then she would be in­ter­ested in a dis­place­ment of the pa­ternal law in fa­vor of a pro­lif­er­at­ing field of cul­tural pos­sib­il­it­ies. But in­stead, she pre­scribes a re­turn to a prin­ciple of ma­ter­nal het­ero­gen­eity which proves to be a closed concept, in­deed, a het­ero­gen­eity con­fined by a tele­ology both uni­lin­ear and uni­vocal.


  Kristeva un­der­stands the de­sire to give birth as a spe­cies-de­sire, part of a col­lect­ive and ar­chaic fe­male li­bid­inal drive that con­sti­tutes an ever-re­cur­ring meta­phys­ical real­ity. Here Kristeva re­ifies ma­ter­nity and then pro­motes this re­ific­a­tion as the dis­rupt­ive po­ten­tial of the se­mi­otic. As a res­ult, the pa­ternal law, un­der­stood as the ground of uni­vocal sig­ni­fic­a­tion, is dis­placed by an equally uni­vocal sig­ni­fier, the prin­ciple of the ma­ter­nal body which re­mains self-identical in its tele­ology re­gard­less of its “mul­ti­pli­cit­ous” mani­fest­a­tions.


  In­so­far as Kristeva con­cep­tu­al­izes this ma­ter­nal in­stinct as hav­ing an on­to­lo­gical status prior to the pa­ternal law, she fails to con­sider the way in which that very law might well be the cause of the very de­sire it is said to repress. Rather than the mani­fest­a­tion of a pre­paternal caus­al­ity, these de­sires might at­test to ma­ter­nity as a so­cial prac­tice re­quired and re­capit­u­lated by the ex­i­gen­cies of kin­ship. Kristeva ac­cepts Lévi-Strauss’s ana­lysis of the ex­change of wo­men as pre­requis­ite for the con­sol­id­a­tion of kin­ship bonds. She un­der­stands this ex­change, how­ever, as the cul­tural mo­ment in which the ma­ter­nal body is repressed, rather than as a mech­an­ism for the com­puls­ory cul­tural con­struc­tion of the fe­male body as a ma­ter­nal body. In­deed, we might un­der­stand the ex­change of wo­men as im­pos­ing a com­puls­ory ob­lig­a­tion on wo­men’s bod­ies to re­pro­duce. Ac­cord­ing to Gayle Ru­bin’s read­ing of Lévi-Strauss, kin­ship ef­fects a “sculpt­ing of … sexu­al­ity” such that the de­sire to give birth is the res­ult of so­cial prac­tices which re­quire and pro­duce such de­sires in or­der to ef­fect their re­pro­duct­ive ends.[14]


  What grounds, then, does Kristeva have for im­put­ing a ma­ter­nal tele­ology to the fe­male body prior to its emer­gence into cul­ture? To pose the ques­tion in this way is already to ques­tion the dis­tinc­tion between the Sym­bolic and the se­mi­otic on which her con­cep­tion of the ma­ter­nal body is premised. The ma­ter­nal body in its ori­gin­ary sig­ni­fic­a­tion is con­sidered by Kristeva to be prior to sig­ni­fic­a­tion it­self; hence, it be­comes im­possible within her frame­work to con­sider the ma­ter­nal it­self as a sig­ni­fic­a­tion, open to cul­tural vari­ab­il­ity. Her ar­gu­ment makes clear that ma­ter­nal drives con­sti­tute those primary pro­cesses that lan­guage in­vari­ably represses or sub­lim­ates. But per­haps her ar­gu­ment could be re­cast within an even more en­com­passing frame­work: What cul­tural con­fig­ur­a­tion of lan­guage, in­deed, of dis­course, gen­er­ates the trope of a pre-dis­curs­ive li­bid­inal mul­ti­pli­city, and for what pur­poses?


  By re­strict­ing the pa­ternal law to a pro­hib­it­ive or re­press­ive func­tion, Kristeva fails to un­der­stand the pa­ternal mech­an­isms by which af­fectiv­ity it­self is gen­er­ated. The law that is said to repress the se­mi­otic may well be the gov­ern­ing prin­ciple of the se­mi­otic it­self, with the res­ult that what passes as “ma­ter­nal in­stinct” may well be a cul­tur­ally con­struc­ted de­sire which is in­ter­preted through a nat­ur­al­istic vocab­u­lary. And if that de­sire is con­struc­ted ac­cord­ing to a law of kin­ship which re­quires the het­ero­sexual pro­duc­tion and re­pro­duc­tion of de­sire, then the vocab­u­lary of nat­ur­al­istic af­fect ef­fect­ively renders that “pa­ternal law” in­vis­ible. What for Kristeva is a pre-pa­ternal caus­al­ity would then ap­pear as a pa­ternal caus­al­ity un­der the guise of a nat­ural or dis­tinct­ively ma­ter­nal caus­al­ity.


  Sig­ni­fic­antly, the fig­ur­a­tion of the ma­ter­nal body and the tele­ology of its in­stincts as a self-identical and in­sist­ent meta­phys­ical prin­ciple — an ar­cha­ism of a col­lect­ive, sex-spe­cific bio­lo­gical con­sti­tu­tion — bases it­self on a uni­vocal con­cep­tion of the fe­male sex. And this sex, con­ceived as both ori­gin and caus­al­ity, poses as a prin­ciple of pure gen­er­ativ­ity. In­deed, for Kristeva, it is equated with poesis it­self, that activ­ity of mak­ing up­held in Plato’s Sym­posium as an act of birth and po­etic con­cep­tion at once.[15] But is fe­male gen­er­ativ­ity truly an un­caused cause, and does it be­gin the nar­rat­ive that takes all of hu­man­ity un­der the force of the in­cest ta­boo and into lan­guage? Does the pre-pa­ternal caus­al­ity whereof Kristeva speaks sig­nify a primary fe­male eco­nomy of pleas­ure and mean­ing? Can we re­verse the very or­der of this caus­al­ity and un­der­stand this se­mi­otic eco­nomy as a pro­duc­tion of a prior dis­course?


  In the fi­nal chapter of Fou­cault’s first volume of The His­tory of Sexu­al­ity, he cau­tions against us­ing the cat­egory of sex as a “fic­ti­tious unity … [and] causal prin­ciple” and ar­gues that the fic­ti­tious cat­egory of sex fa­cil­it­ates a re­versal of causal re­la­tions such that “sex” is un­der­stood to cause the struc­ture and mean­ing of de­sire:


  
    the no­tion of ‘sex’ made it pos­sible to group to­gether, in an ar­ti­fi­cial unity, ana­tom­ical ele­ments, bio­lo­gical func­tions, con­ducts, sen­sa­tions, and pleas­ures, and it en­abled one to make use of this fic­ti­tious unity as a causal prin­ciple, an om­ni­present mean­ing: sex was thus able to func­tion as a unique sig­ni­fier and as a uni­ver­sal sig­ni­fied.[16]
  


  For Fou­cault, the body is not “sexed” in any sig­ni­fic­ant sense prior to its de­term­in­a­tion within a dis­course through which it be­comes in­ves­ted with an “idea” of nat­ural or es­sen­tial sex. The body gains mean­ing within dis­course only in the con­text of power re­la­tions. Sexu­al­ity is an his­tor­ic­ally spe­cific or­gan­iz­a­tion of power, dis­course, bod­ies, and af­fectiv­ity. As such, sexu­al­ity is un­der­stood by Fou­cault to pro­duce “sex” as an ar­ti­fi­cial concept which ef­fect­ively ex­tends and dis­guises the power re­la­tions re­spons­ible for its gen­esis.


  Fou­cault’s frame­work sug­gests a way to solve some of the epi­stem­o­lo­gical and polit­ical dif­fi­culties that fol­low from Kristeva’s view of the fe­male body. We can un­der­stand Kristeva’s as­ser­tion of a “pre­paternal caus­al­ity” as fun­da­ment­ally in­ver­ted. Whereas Kristeva pos­its a ma­ter­nal body prior to dis­course that ex­erts its own causal force in the struc­ture of drives, Fou­cault would doubt­less ar­gue that the dis­curs­ive pro­duc­tion of the ma­ter­nal body as pre­dis­curs­ive is a tac­tic in the self-amp­li­fic­a­tion and con­ceal­ment of those spe­cific power re­la­tions by which the trope of the ma­ter­nal body is pro­duced. In these terms, the ma­ter­nal body would no longer be un­der­stood as the hid­den ground of all sig­ni­fic­a­tion, the ta­cit cause of all cul­ture. It would be un­der­stood, rather, as an ef­fect or con­sequence of a sys­tem of sexu­al­ity in which the fe­male body is re­quired to as­sume ma­ter­nity as the es­sence of its self and the law of its de­sire.


  If we ac­cept Fou­cault’s frame­work, we are com­pelled to re­describe the ma­ter­nal li­bid­inal eco­nomy as a product of an his­tor­ic­ally spe­cific or­gan­iz­a­tion of sexu­al­ity. Moreover, the dis­course of sexu­al­ity, it­self suf­fused by power re­la­tions, be­comes the true ground of the trope of the pre­dis­curs­ive ma­ter­nal body. Kristeva’s for­mu­la­tion suf­fers a thor­oughgo­ing re­versal: The Sym­bolic and the se­mi­otic are no longer in­ter­preted as those di­men­sions of lan­guage which fol­low upon the re­pres­sion or mani­fest­a­tion of the ma­ter­nal li­bid­inal eco­nomy. This very eco­nomy is un­der­stood in­stead as a re­ific­a­tion that both ex­tends and con­ceals the in­sti­tu­tion of moth­er­hood as com­puls­ory for wo­men. In­deed, when the de­sires that main­tain the in­sti­tu­tion of moth­er­hood are trans­valu­ated as pre-pa­ternal and pre-cul­tural drives, then the in­sti­tu­tion gains a per­man­ent le­git­im­a­tion in the in­vari­ant struc­tures of the fe­male body. In­deed, the clearly pa­ternal law that sanc­tions and re­quires the fe­male body to be char­ac­ter­ized primar­ily in terms of its re­pro­duct­ive func­tion is in­scribed on that body as the law of its nat­ural ne­ces­sity. Kristeva, safe­guard­ing that law of a bio­lo­gic­ally ne­ces­sit­ated ma­ter­nity as a sub­vers­ive op­er­a­tion that pre-ex­ists the pa­ternal law it­self, aids in the sys­tem­atic pro­duc­tion of its in­vis­ib­il­ity and, con­sequently, the il­lu­sion of its in­ev­it­ab­il­ity.


  Be­cause Kristeva re­stricts her­self to an ex­clus­ively pro­hib­it­ive con­cep­tion of the pa­ternal law, she is un­able to ac­count for the ways in which the pa­ternal law gen­er­ates cer­tain de­sires in the form of nat­ural drives. The fe­male body that she seeks to ex­press is it­self a con­struct pro­duced by the very law it is sup­posed to un­der­mine. In no way do these cri­ti­cisms of Kristeva’s con­cep­tion of the pa­ternal law ne­ces­sar­ily in­val­id­ate her gen­eral po­s­i­tion that cul­ture or the Sym­bolic is pre­dic­ated upon a re­pu­di­ation of wo­men’s bod­ies. I want to sug­gest, how­ever, that any the­ory that as­serts that sig­ni­fic­a­tion is pre­dic­ated upon the denial or re­pres­sion of a fe­male prin­ciple ought to con­sider whether that fe­male­ness is really ex­ternal to the cul­tural norms by which it is repressed. In other words, on my read­ing, the re­pres­sion of the fem­in­ine does not re­quire that the agency of re­pres­sion and the ob­ject of re­pres­sion be on­to­lo­gic­ally dis­tinct. In­deed, re­pres­sion may be un­der­stood to pro­duce the ob­ject that it comes to deny. That pro­duc­tion may well be an elab­or­a­tion of the agency of re­pres­sion it­self. As Fou­cault makes clear, the cul­tur­ally con­tra­dict­ory en­ter­prise of the mech­an­ism of re­pres­sion is pro­hib­it­ive and gen­er­at­ive at once and makes the prob­lem­atic of “lib­er­a­tion” es­pe­cially acute. The fe­male body that is freed from the shackles of the pa­ternal law may well prove to be yet an­other in­carn­a­tion of that law, pos­ing as sub­vers­ive but op­er­at­ing in the ser­vice of that law’s self-amp­li­fic­a­tion and pro­lif­er­a­tion. In or­der to avoid the eman­cip­a­tion of the op­pressor in the name of the op­pressed, it is ne­ces­sary to take into ac­count the full com­plex­ity and sub­tlety of the law and to cure ourselves of the il­lu­sion of a true body bey­ond the law. If sub­ver­sion is pos­sible, it will be a sub­ver­sion from within the terms of the law, through the pos­sib­il­it­ies that emerge when the law turns against it­self and spawns un­ex­pec­ted per­muta­tions of it­self. The cul­tur­ally con­struc­ted body will then be lib­er­ated, neither to its “nat­ural” past, nor to its ori­ginal pleas­ures, but to an open fu­ture of cul­tural pos­sib­il­it­ies.


  ii. Foucault, Herculine, and the Politics of Sexual Discontinuity


  Fou­cault’s gene­a­lo­gical cri­tique has provided a way to cri­ti­cize those Lacanian and neo-Lacanian the­or­ies that cast cul­tur­ally mar­ginal forms of sexu­al­ity as cul­tur­ally un­in­tel­li­gible. Writ­ing within the terms of a dis­il­lu­sion­ment with the no­tion of a lib­er­at­ory Eros, Fou­cault un­der­stands sexu­al­ity as sat­ur­ated with power and of­fers a crit­ical view of the­or­ies that lay claim to a sexu­al­ity be­fore or after the law. When we con­sider, how­ever, those tex­tual oc­ca­sions on which Fou­cault cri­ti­cizes the cat­egor­ies of sex and the power re­gime of sexu­al­ity, it is clear that his own the­ory main­tains an un­ac­know­ledged eman­cip­at­ory ideal that proves in­creas­ingly dif­fi­cult to main­tain, even within the stric­tures of his own crit­ical ap­par­atus.


  Fou­cault’s the­ory of sexu­al­ity offered in The His­tory of Sexu­al­ity, Volume I is in some ways con­tra­dicted by his short but sig­ni­fic­ant in­tro­duc­tion to the journ­als he pub­lished of Her­cu­line Barbin, a nine­teenth-cen­tury French herm­aph­rod­ite. Her­cu­line was as­signed the sex of “fe­male” at birth. In h/er early twen­ties, after a series of con­fes­sions to doc­tors and priests, s/he was leg­ally com­pelled to change h/er sex to “male.” The journ­als that Fou­cault claims to have found are pub­lished in this col­lec­tion, along with the med­ical and legal doc­u­ments that dis­cuss the basis on which the des­ig­na­tion of h/er “true” sex was de­cided. A satiric short story by the Ger­man writer, Oscar Pan­izza, is also in­cluded. Fou­cault sup­plies an in­tro­duc­tion to the Eng­lish trans­la­tion of the text in which he ques­tions whether the no­tion of a true sex is ne­ces­sary. At first, this ques­tion ap­pears to be con­tinu­ous with the crit­ical gene­a­logy of the cat­egory of “sex” he of­fers to­ward the con­clu­sion of the first volume of The His­tory of Sexu­al­ity.[17] How­ever, the journ­als and their in­tro­duc­tion of­fer an oc­ca­sion to con­sider Fou­cault’s read­ing of Her­cu­line against his the­ory of sexu­al­ity in The His­tory of Sexu­al­ity, Volume I. Al­though he ar­gues in The His­tory of Sexu­al­ity that sexu­al­ity is co­ex­tens­ive with power, he fails to re­cog­nize the con­crete re­la­tions of power that both con­struct and con­demn Her­cu­line’s sexu­al­ity. In­deed, he ap­pears to ro­man­ti­cize h/er world of pleas­ures as the “happy limbo of a non-iden­tity” (xiii), a world that ex­ceeds the cat­egor­ies of sex and of iden­tity. The ree­m­er­gence of a dis­course on sexual dif­fer­ence and the cat­egor­ies of sex within Her­cu­line’s own auto­bi­o­graph­ical writ­ings will lead to an al­tern­at­ive read­ing of Her­cu­line against Fou­cault’s ro­man­ti­cized ap­pro­pri­ation and re­fusal of her text.


  In the first volume of The His­tory of Sexu­al­ity, Fou­cault ar­gues that the uni­vocal con­struct of “sex” (one is one’s sex and, there­fore, not the other) is (a) pro­duced in the ser­vice of the so­cial reg­u­la­tion and con­trol of sexu­al­ity and (b) con­ceals and ar­ti­fi­cially uni­fies a vari­ety of dis­par­ate and un­re­lated sexual func­tions and then (c) pos­tures within dis­course as a cause, an in­terior es­sence which both pro­duces and renders in­tel­li­gible all man­ner of sen­sa­tion, pleas­ure, and de­sire as sex-spe­cific. In other words, bod­ily pleas­ures are not merely caus­ally re­du­cible to this os­tens­ibly sex-spe­cific es­sence, but they be­come read­ily in­ter­pretable as mani­fest­a­tions or signs of this “sex.”[18]


  In op­pos­i­tion to this false con­struc­tion of “sex” as both uni­vocal and causal, Fou­cault en­gages a re­verse-dis­course which treats “sex” as an ef­fect rather than an ori­gin. In the place of “sex” as the ori­ginal and con­tinu­ous cause and sig­ni­fic­a­tion of bod­ily pleas­ures, he pro­poses “sexu­al­ity” as an open and com­plex his­tor­ical sys­tem of dis­course and power that pro­duces the mis­nomer of “sex” as part of a strategy to con­ceal and, hence, to per­petu­ate power-re­la­tions. One way in which power is both per­petu­ated and con­cealed is through the es­tab­lish­ment of an ex­ternal or ar­bit­rary re­la­tion between power, con­ceived as re­pres­sion or dom­in­a­tion, and sex, con­ceived as a brave but thwarted en­ergy wait­ing for re­lease or au­then­tic self-ex­pres­sion. The use of this jur­idical model pre­sumes that the re­la­tion between power and sexu­al­ity is not only on­to­lo­gic­ally dis­tinct, but that power al­ways and only works to sub­due or lib­er­ate a sex which is fun­da­ment­ally in­tact, self-suf­fi­cient, and other than power it­self. When “sex” is es­sen­tial­ized in this way, it be­comes on­to­lo­gic­ally im­mun­ized from power re­la­tions and from its own his­tor­icity. As a res­ult, the ana­lysis of sexu­al­ity is col­lapsed into the ana­lysis of “sex,” and any in­quiry into the his­tor­ical pro­duc­tion of the cat­egory of “sex” it­self is pre­cluded by this in­ver­ted and falsi­fy­ing caus­al­ity. Ac­cord­ing to Fou­cault, “sex” must not only be re­con­tex­tu­al­ized within the terms of sexu­al­ity, but jur­idical power must be re­con­ceived as a con­struc­tion pro­duced by a gen­er­at­ive power which, in turn, con­ceals the mech­an­ism of its own pro­ductiv­ity.


  
    the no­tion of sex brought about a fun­da­mental re­versal; it made it pos­sible to in­vert the rep­res­ent­a­tion of the re­la­tion­ships of power to sexu­al­ity, caus­ing the lat­ter to ap­pear, not in its es­sen­tial and pos­it­ive re­la­tion to power, but as be­ing rooted in a spe­cific and ir­re­du­cible ur­gency which power tries as best it can to dom­in­ate. (154)
  


  Fou­cault ex­pli­citly takes a stand against eman­cip­at­ory or lib­er­a­tion­ist mod­els of sexu­al­ity in The His­tory of Sexu­al­ity be­cause they sub­scribe to a jur­idical model that does not ac­know­ledge the his­tor­ical pro­duc­tion of “sex” as a cat­egory, that is, as a mys­ti­fy­ing “ef­fect” of power re­la­tions. His os­tens­ible prob­lem with fem­in­ism seems also to emerge here: Where fem­in­ist ana­lysis takes the cat­egory of sex and, thus, ac­cord­ing to him, the bin­ary re­stric­tion on gender, as its point of de­par­ture, Fou­cault un­der­stands his own pro­ject to be an in­quiry into how the cat­egory of “sex” and sexual dif­fer­ence are con­struc­ted within dis­course as ne­ces­sary fea­tures of bod­ily iden­tity. The jur­idical model of law which struc­tures the fem­in­ist eman­cip­at­ory model pre­sumes, in his view, that the sub­ject of eman­cip­a­tion, “the sexed body” in some sense, is not it­self in need of a crit­ical de­con­struc­tion. As Fou­cault re­marks about some hu­man­ist ef­forts at prison re­form, the crim­inal sub­ject who gets eman­cip­ated may be even more deeply shackled than the hu­man­ist ori­gin­ally thought. To be sexed, for Fou­cault, is to be sub­jec­ted to a set of so­cial reg­u­la­tions, to have the law that dir­ects those reg­u­la­tions reside both as the form­at­ive prin­ciple of one’s sex, gender, pleas­ures, and de­sires and as the her­men­eutic prin­ciple of self-in­ter­pret­a­tion. The cat­egory of sex is thus in­ev­it­ably reg­u­lat­ive, and any ana­lysis which makes that cat­egory pre­sup­pos­i­tional un­crit­ic­ally ex­tends and fur­ther le­git­im­ates that reg­u­lat­ive strategy as a power/ know­ledge re­gime.


  In edit­ing and pub­lish­ing the journ­als of Her­cu­line Barbin, Fou­cault is clearly try­ing to show how an herm­aph­rod­itic or in­ter­sexed body im­pli­citly ex­poses and re­futes the reg­u­lat­ive strategies of sexual cat­egor­iz­a­tion. Be­cause he thinks that “sex” uni­fies bod­ily func­tions and mean­ings that have no ne­ces­sary re­la­tion­ship with one an­other, he pre­dicts that the dis­ap­pear­ance of “sex” res­ults in a happy dis­persal of these vari­ous func­tions, mean­ings, or­gans, so­matic and physiolo­gical pro­cesses as well as in the pro­lif­er­a­tion of pleas­ures out­side of the frame­work of in­tel­li­gib­il­ity en­forced by uni­vocal sexes within a bin­ary re­la­tion. The sexual world in which Her­cu­line resides, ac­cord­ing to Fou­cault, is one in which bod­ily pleas­ures do not im­me­di­ately sig­nify “sex” as their primary cause and ul­ti­mate mean­ing; it is a world, he claims, in which “grins hung about without the cat” (xiii). In­deed, these are pleas­ures that clearly tran­scend the reg­u­la­tion im­posed upon them, and here we see Fou­cault’s sen­ti­mental in­dul­gence in the very eman­cip­at­ory dis­course his ana­lysis in The His­tory of Sexu­al­ity was meant to dis­place. Ac­cord­ing to this Fou­cault­ian model of eman­cip­at­ory sexual polit­ics, the over­throw of “sex” res­ults in the re­lease of a primary sexual mul­ti­pli­city, a no­tion not so far afield from the psy­cho­ana­lytic pos­tu­la­tion of primary poly­morph­ous­ness or Mar­cuse’s no­tion of an ori­ginal and cre­at­ive bi­sexual Eros sub­sequently repressed by an in­stru­ment­al­ist cul­ture.


  The sig­ni­fic­ant dif­fer­ence between Fou­cault’s po­s­i­tion in the first volume of The His­tory of Sexu­al­ity and in his in­tro­duc­tion to Her­cu­line Barbin is already to be found as an un­re­solved ten­sion within the His­tory of Sexu­al­ity it­self (he refers there to “bu­colic” and “in­no­cent” pleas­ures of in­tergen­er­a­tional sexual ex­change that ex­ist prior to the im­pos­i­tion of vari­ous reg­u­lat­ive strategies [31]). On the one hand, Fou­cault wants to ar­gue that there is no “sex” in it­self which is not pro­duced by com­plex in­ter­ac­tions of dis­course and power, and yet there does seem to be a “mul­ti­pli­city of pleas­ures” in it­self which is not the ef­fect of any spe­cific dis­course/power ex­change. In other words, Fou­cault in­vokes a trope of pre­dis­curs­ive li­bid­inal mul­ti­pli­city that ef­fect­ively pre­sup­poses a sexu­al­ity “be­fore the law,” in­deed, a sexu­al­ity wait­ing for eman­cip­a­tion from the shackles of “sex.” On the other hand, Fou­cault of­fi­cially in­sists that sexu­al­ity and power are co­ex­tens­ive and that we must not think that by say­ing yes to sex we say no to power. In his anti-jur­idical and anti-eman­cip­at­ory mode, the “of­fi­cial” Fou­cault ar­gues that sexu­al­ity is al­ways situ­ated within matrices of power, that it is al­ways pro­duced or con­struc­ted within spe­cific his­tor­ical prac­tices, both dis­curs­ive and in­sti­tu­tional, and that re­course to a sexu­al­ity be­fore the law is an il­lus­ory and com­pli­cit­ous con­ceit of eman­cip­at­ory sexual polit­ics.


  The journ­als of Her­cu­line provide the op­por­tun­ity to read Fou­cault against him­self, or, per­haps more ap­pro­pri­ately, to ex­pose the con­stitutive con­tra­dic­tion of this kind of anti-eman­cip­at­ory call for sexual free­dom. Her­cu­line, called Alex­ina through­out the text, nar­rates a story about h/er tra­gic plight as one who lives a life of un­just vic­tim­iz­a­tion, de­ceit, long­ing, and in­ev­it­able dis­sat­is­fac­tion. From the time s/he was a young girl, s/he re­ports, s/he was dif­fer­ent from the other girls. This dif­fer­ence is a cause for al­tern­at­ing states of anxi­ety and self-im­port­ance through the story, but it is there as ta­cit know­ledge be­fore the law be­comes an ex­pli­cit actor in the story. Al­though Her­cu­line does not re­port dir­ectly on h/er ana­tomy in the journ­als, the med­ical re­ports that Fou­cault pub­lishes along with Her­cu­line’s own text sug­gest that Her­cu­line might reas­on­ably be said to have what is de­scribed as either a small penis or an en­larged clit­oris, that where one might ex­pect to find a va­gina one finds a “cul-de-sac,” as the doc­tors put it, and, fur­ther, that she doesn’t ap­pear to have iden­ti­fi­ably fe­male breasts. There seems also to be some ca­pa­city for ejac­u­la­tion that is not fully ac­coun­ted for within the med­ical doc­u­ments. Her­cu­line never refers to ana­tomy as such, but relates h/er pre­dic­a­ment in terms of a nat­ural mis­take, a meta­phys­ical home­less­ness, a state of in­sa­ti­able de­sire, and a rad­ical sol­it­ar­i­ness that, be­fore h/er sui­cide, is trans­formed into a full-blown rage, first dir­ec­ted to­ward men, but fi­nally to­ward the world as such.


  Her­cu­line relates in el­lipt­ical terms h/er re­la­tions with the girls at school, the “moth­ers” at the con­vent, and fi­nally h/er most pas­sion­ate at­tach­ment with Sara who be­comes h/er lover. Plagued first with guilt and then with some un­spe­cified gen­ital ail­ment, Her­cu­line ex­poses h/er secret to a doc­tor and then a priest, a set of con­fes­sional acts that ef­fect­ively force h/er sep­ar­a­tion from Sara. Au­thor­it­ies con­fer and ef­fect h/er legal trans­form­a­tion into a man whereupon s/he is leg­ally ob­lig­ated to dress in men’s cloth­ing and to ex­er­cise the vari­ous rights of men in so­ci­ety. Writ­ten in a sen­ti­mental and me­lo­dra­matic tone, the journ­als re­port a sense of per­petual crisis that cul­min­ates in sui­cide. One could ar­gue that prior to the legal trans­form­a­tion of Alex­ina into a man, s/he was free to en­joy those pleas­ures that are ef­fect­ively free of the jur­idical and reg­u­lat­ory pres­sures of the cat­egory of “sex.” In­deed, Fou­cault ap­pears to think that the journ­als provide in­sight into pre­cisely that un­reg­u­lated field of pleas­ures prior to the im­pos­i­tion of the law of uni­vocal sex. His read­ing, how­ever, con­sti­tutes a rad­ical mis­read­ing of the way in which those pleas­ures are al­ways already em­bed­ded in the per­vas­ive but in­ar­tic­u­late law and, in­deed, gen­er­ated by the very law they are said to defy.


  The tempta­tion to ro­man­ti­cize Her­cu­line’s sexu­al­ity as the uto­pian play of pleas­ures prior to the im­pos­i­tion and re­stric­tions of “sex” surely ought to be re­fused. It still re­mains pos­sible, how­ever, to ask the al­tern­at­ive Fou­cault­ian ques­tion: What so­cial prac­tices and con­ven­tions pro­duce sexu­al­ity in this form? In pur­su­ing the ques­tion, we have, I think, the op­por­tun­ity to un­der­stand some­thing about (a) the pro­duct­ive ca­pa­city of power — that is, the way in which reg­u­lat­ive strategies pro­duce the sub­jects they come to sub­jug­ate; and (b) the spe­cific mech­an­ism by which power pro­duces sexu­al­ity in the con­text of this auto­bi­o­graph­ical nar­rat­ive. The ques­tion of sexual dif­fer­ence ree­m­erges in a new light when we dis­pense with the meta­phys­ical re­ific­a­tion of mul­ti­pli­cit­ous sexu­al­ity and in­quire in the case of Her­cu­line into the con­crete nar­rat­ive struc­tures and polit­ical and cul­tural con­ven­tions that pro­duce and reg­u­late the tender kisses, the dif­fuse pleas­ures, and the thwarted and trans­gress­ive thrills of Her­cu­line’s sexual world.


  Among the vari­ous matrices of power that pro­duce sexu­al­ity between Her­cu­line and h/er part­ners are, clearly, the con­ven­tions of fe­male ho­mo­sexu­al­ity both en­cour­aged and con­demned by the con­vent and its sup­port­ing re­li­gious ideo­logy. One thing about Her­cu­line we know is that s/he reads, and reads a good deal, that h/er nine­teenth-cen­tury French edu­ca­tion in­volved school­ing in the clas­sics as well as French Ro­man­ti­cism, and that h/er own nar­rat­ive takes place within an es­tab­lished set of lit­er­ary con­ven­tions. In­deed, these con­ven­tions pro­duce and in­ter­pret for us this sexu­al­ity that both Fou­cault and Her­cu­line take to be out­side of all con­ven­tion. Ro­mantic and sen­ti­mental nar­rat­ives of im­possible loves seem also to pro­duce all man­ner of de­sire and suf­fer­ing in this text, and so do Chris­tian le­gends about ill-fated saints, Greek myths about sui­cidal an­dro­gynes, and, ob­vi­ously, the Christ fig­ure it­self. Whether “be­fore” the law as a mul­ti­pli­cit­ous sexu­al­ity or “out­side” the law as an un­nat­ural trans­gres­sion, those po­s­i­tion­ings are in­vari­ably “in­side” a dis­course which pro­duces sexu­al­ity and then con­ceals that pro­duc­tion through a con­fig­ur­ing of a cour­ageous and re­bel­li­ous sexu­al­ity “out­side” of the text it­self.


  The ef­fort to ex­plain Her­cu­line’s sexual re­la­tions with young girls through re­course to the mas­cu­line com­pon­ent of h/er bio­lo­gical double­ness is, of course, the con­stant tempta­tion of the text. If Her­cu­line de­sires a girl, then per­haps there is evid­ence in hor­monal or chro­mo­somal struc­tures or in the ana­tom­ical pres­ence of the im­per­for­ate penis to sug­gest a more dis­crete, mas­cu­line sex that sub­sequently gen­er­ates het­ero­sexual ca­pa­city and de­sire. The pleas­ures, the de­sires, the acts — do they not in some sense em­an­ate from the bio­lo­gical body, and is there not some way of un­der­stand­ing that em­an­a­tion as both caus­ally ne­ces­sit­ated by that body and ex­press­ive of its sex-spe­cificity?


  Per­haps be­cause Her­cu­line’s body is herm­aph­rod­itic, the struggle to sep­ar­ate con­cep­tu­ally the de­scrip­tion of h/er primary sexual char­ac­ter­ist­ics from h/er gender iden­tity (h/er sense of h/er own gender which, by the way, is ever-shift­ing and far from clear) and the dir­ec­tion­al­ity and ob­jects of h/er de­sire is es­pe­cially dif­fi­cult. S/he her­self pre­sumes at vari­ous points that h/er body is the cause of h/er gender con­fu­sion and h/er trans­gress­ive pleas­ures, as if they were both res­ult and mani­fest­a­tion of an es­sence which some­how falls out­side the nat­ural/meta­phys­ical or­der of things. But rather than un­der­stand h/er an­om­al­ous body as the cause of h/er de­sire, h/er trouble, h/er af­fairs and con­fes­sion, we might read this body, here fully tex­tu­al­ized, as a sign of an ir­resolv­able am­bi­val­ence pro­duced by the jur­idical dis­course on uni­vocal sex. In the place of uni­vo­city, we fail to dis­cover mul­ti­pli­city, as Fou­cault would have us do; in­stead, we con­front a fatal am­bi­val­ence, pro­duced by the pro­hib­it­ive law, which for all its ef­fects of happy dis­persal nev­er­the­less cul­min­ates in Her­cu­line’s sui­cide.


  If one fol­lows Her­cu­line’s nar­rat­ive self-ex­pos­i­tion, it­self a kind of con­fes­sional pro­duc­tion of the self, it seems that h/er sexual dis­pos­i­tion is one of am­bi­val­ence from the out­set, that h/er sexu­al­ity re­capit­u­lates the am­bi­val­ent struc­ture of its pro­duc­tion, con­strued in part as the in­sti­tu­tional in­junc­tion to pur­sue the love of the vari­ous “sis­ters” and “moth­ers” of the ex­ten­ded con­vent fam­ily and the ab­so­lute pro­hib­i­tion against car­ry­ing that love too far. Fou­cault in­ad­vert­ently sug­gests that Her­cu­line’s “happy limbo of a non-iden­tity” was made pos­sible by an his­tor­ic­ally spe­cific form­a­tion of sexu­al­ity, namely, “her se­questered ex­ist­ence among the al­most ex­clus­ive com­pany of wo­men.” This “strange hap­pi­ness,” as he de­scribes it, was at once “ob­lig­at­ory and for­bid­den” within the con­fines of con­vent con­ven­tions. His clear sug­ges­tion here is that this ho­mo­sexual en­vir­on­ment, struc­tured as it is by an erot­i­cized ta­boo, was one in which this “happy limbo of a non-iden­tity” is subtly pro­moted. Fou­cault then swiftly re­tracts the sug­ges­tion of Her­cu­line as par­ti­cip­at­ing in a prac­tice of fe­male ho­mo­sexual con­ven­tions, in­sist­ing that “non-iden­tity” rather than a vari­ety of fe­male iden­tit­ies is at play. For Her­cu­line to oc­cupy the dis­curs­ive po­s­i­tion of “the fe­male ho­mo­sexual” would be for Fou­cault to en­gage the cat­egory of sex — pre­cisely what Fou­cault wants Her­cu­line’s nar­rat­ive to per­suade us to re­ject.


  But per­haps Fou­cault does want to have it both ways; in­deed, he wants im­pli­citly to sug­gest that noniden­tity is what is pro­duced in ho­mo­sexual con­texts — namely, that ho­mo­sexu­al­ity is in­stru­mental to the over­throw of the cat­egory of sex. Note in Fou­cault’s fol­low­ing de­scrip­tion of Her­cu­line’s pleas­ures how the cat­egory of sex is at once in­voked and re­fused: The school and the con­vent “foster the tender pleas­ures that sexual noniden­tity dis­cov­ers and pro­vokes when it goes astray in the midst of all those bod­ies that are sim­ilar to one an­other” (xiv). Here Fou­cault as­sumes that the like­nesses of these bod­ies con­di­tion the happy limbo of their noniden­tity, a dif­fi­cult for­mu­la­tion to ac­cept both lo­gic­ally and his­tor­ic­ally, but also as an ad­equate de­scrip­tion of Her­cu­line. Is it the aware­ness of their like­ness that con­di­tions the sexual play of the young wo­men in the con­vent, or is it, rather, the erot­i­cized pres­ence of the law for­bid­ding ho­mo­sexu­al­ity that pro­duces these trans­gress­ive pleas­ures in the com­puls­ory mode of a con­fes­sional? Her­cu­line main­tains h/er own dis­course of sexual dif­fer­ence even within this os­tens­ibly ho­mo­sexual con­text: s/he notes and en­joys h/er dif­fer­ence from the young wo­men s/he de­sires, and yet this dif­fer­ence is not a simple re­pro­duc­tion of the het­ero­sexual mat­rix for de­sire. S/he knows that her po­s­i­tion in that ex­change is trans­gress­ive, that she is a “usurper” of a mas­cu­line prerog­at­ive, as s/he puts it, and that s/he con­tests that priv­ilege even as s/he rep­lic­ates it.


  The lan­guage of usurp­a­tion sug­gests a par­ti­cip­a­tion in the very cat­egor­ies from which s/he feels in­ev­it­ably dis­tanced, sug­gest­ing also the de­nat­ur­al­ized and fluid pos­sib­il­it­ies of such cat­egor­ies once they are no longer linked caus­ally or ex­press­ively to the pre­sumed fix­ity of sex. Her­cu­line’s ana­tomy does not fall out­side the cat­egor­ies of sex, but con­fuses and re­dis­trib­utes the con­stitutive ele­ments of those cat­egor­ies; in­deed, the free play of at­trib­utes has the ef­fect of ex­pos­ing the il­lus­ory char­ac­ter of sex as an abid­ing sub­stant­ive sub­strate to which these vari­ous at­trib­utes are pre­sumed to ad­here. Moreover, Her­cu­line’s sexu­al­ity con­sti­tutes a set of gender trans­gres­sions which chal­lenge the very dis­tinc­tion between het­ero­sexual and les­bian erotic ex­change, un­der­scor­ing the points of their am­bigu­ous con­ver­gence and re­dis­tri­bu­tion.


  But it seems we are com­pelled to ask, is there not, even at the level of a dis­curs­ively con­sti­tuted sexual am­bi­gu­ity, some ques­tions of “sex” and, in­deed, of its re­la­tion to “power” that set lim­its on the free play of sexual cat­egor­ies? In other words, how free is that play, whether con­ceived as a pre­dis­curs­ive li­bid­inal mul­ti­pli­city or as a dis­curs­ively con­sti­tuted mul­ti­pli­city? Fou­cault’s ori­ginal ob­jec­tion to the cat­egory of sex is that it im­poses the ar­ti­fice of unity and uni­vo­city on a set of on­to­lo­gic­ally dis­par­ate sexual func­tions and ele­ments. In an al­most Rousseau­ian move, Fou­cault con­structs the bin­ary of an ar­ti­fi­cial cul­tural law that re­duces and dis­torts what we might well un­der­stand as a nat­ural het­ero­gen­eity. Her­cu­line h/er­self refers to h/er sexu­al­ity as “this in­cess­ant struggle of nature against reason” (103). A curs­ory ex­am­in­a­tion of these dis­par­ate “ele­ments,” how­ever, sug­gests their thor­ough med­ic­al­iz­a­tion as “func­tions,” “sen­sa­tions,” even “drives.” Hence, the het­ero­gen­eity to which Fou­cault ap­peals is it­self con­sti­tuted by the very med­ical dis­course that he po­s­i­tions as the re­press­ive jur­idical law. But what is this het­ero­gen­eity that Fou­cault seems to prize, and what pur­pose does it serve?


  If Fou­cault con­tends that sexual noniden­tity is pro­moted in ho­mo­sexual con­texts, he would seem to identify het­ero­sexual con­texts as pre­cisely those in which iden­tity is con­sti­tuted. We know already that he un­der­stands the cat­egory of sex and of iden­tity gen­er­ally to be the ef­fect and in­stru­ment of a reg­u­lat­ory sexual re­gime, but it is less clear whether that reg­u­la­tion is re­pro­duct­ive or het­ero­sexual, or some­thing else. Does that reg­u­la­tion of sexu­al­ity pro­duce male and fe­male iden­tit­ies within a sym­met­rical bin­ary re­la­tion? If ho­mo­sexu­al­ity pro­duces sexual noniden­tity, then ho­mo­sexu­al­ity it­self no longer re­lies on iden­tit­ies be­ing like one an­other; in­deed, ho­mo­sexu­al­ity could no longer be de­scribed as such. But if ho­mo­sexu­al­ity is meant to des­ig­nate the place of an un­name­able li­bid­inal het­ero­gen­eity, per­haps we can ask whether this is, in­stead, a love that either can­not or dare not speak its name? In other words, Fou­cault, who gave only one in­ter­view on ho­mo­sexu­al­ity and has al­ways res­isted the con­fes­sional mo­ment in his own work, nev­er­the­less presents Her­cu­line’s con­fes­sion to us in an un­abashedly di­dactic mode. Is this a dis­placed con­fes­sion that pre­sumes a con­tinu­ity or par­al­lel between his life and hers?


  On the cover of the French edi­tion, he re­marks that Plut­arch un­der­stood il­lus­tri­ous per­sons to con­sti­tute par­al­lel lives which in some sense travel in­fin­ite lines that even­tu­ally meet in etern­ity. He re­marks that there are some lives that veer off the track of in­fin­ity and threaten to dis­ap­pear into an ob­scur­ity that can never be re­covered — lives that do not fol­low the “straight” path, as it were, into an eternal com­munity of great­ness, but de­vi­ate and threaten to be­come fully ir­re­cov­er­able. “That would be the in­verse of Plut­arch,” he writes, “lives at par­al­lel points that noth­ing can bring back to­gether” (my trans­la­tion). Here the tex­tual ref­er­ence is most clearly to the sep­ar­a­tion of Her­cu­line, the ad­op­ted male name (though with a curi­ously fem­in­ine end­ing), and Alex­ina, the name that des­ig­nated Her­cu­line in the fe­male mode. But it is also a ref­er­ence to Her­cu­line and Sara, h/er lover, who are quite lit­er­ally sep­ar­ated and whose paths quite ob­vi­ously di­verge. But per­haps Her­cu­line is in some sense also par­al­lel to Fou­cault, par­al­lel pre­cisely in the sense in which di­ver­gent life­lines, which are in no sense “straight,” might well be. In­deed, per­haps Her­cu­line and Fou­cault are par­al­lel, not in any lit­eral sense, but in their very con­test­a­tion of the lit­eral as such, es­pe­cially as it ap­plies to the cat­egor­ies of sex.


  Fou­cault’s sug­ges­tion in the pre­face that there are bod­ies which are in some sense “sim­ilar” to each other dis­reg­ards the herm­aph­rod­itic dis­tinct­ness of Her­cu­line’s body, as well as h/er own present­a­tion of h/er­self as very much un­like the wo­men s/he de­sires. In­deed, after some man­ner of sexual ex­change, Her­cu­line en­gages the lan­guage of ap­pro­pri­ation and tri­umph, avow­ing Sara as her eternal prop­erty when she re­marks, “From that mo­ment on, Sara be­longed to me … !!!” (51). So why would Fou­cault res­ist the very text that he wants to use in or­der to make such a claim? In the one in­ter­view Fou­cault gave on ho­mo­sexu­al­ity, James O’Hig­gins, the in­ter­viewer, re­marks that “there is a grow­ing tend­ency in Amer­ican in­tel­lec­tual circles, par­tic­u­larly among rad­ical fem­in­ists, to dis­tin­guish between male and fe­male ho­mo­sexu­al­ity,” a po­s­i­tion, he ar­gues, that claims that very dif­fer­ent things hap­pen phys­ic­ally in the two sorts of en­coun­ters and that les­bi­ans tend to prefer mono­gamy and the like while gay men gen­er­ally do not. Fou­cault re­sponds by laugh­ing, sug­ges­ted by the brack­eted “[Laughs],” and he says, “All I can do is ex­plode with laughter.”[19] This ex­plos­ive laughter, we may re­mem­ber, also fol­lowed Fou­cault’s read­ing of Borges, re­por­ted in the pre­face to The Or­der of Things (Les mots et les choses):


  
    This book first arose out of a pas­sage in Borges, out of the laughter that shattered, as I read the pas­sage, all the fa­mil­iar land­marks of my thought … break­ing up all the ordered sur­faces and all the planes with which we are ac­cus­tomed to tame the wild pro­fu­sion of ex­ist­ing things, and con­tinu­ing long af­ter­wards to dis­turb and threaten with col­lapse our age-old dis­tinc­tion between the Same and the Other.[20]
  


  The pas­sage is, of course, from the Chinese en­cyc­lo­pe­dia which con­founds the Ar­is­totelian dis­tinc­tion between uni­ver­sal cat­egor­ies and par­tic­u­lar in­stances. But there is also the “shat­ter­ing laughter” of Pierre Rivière whose mur­der­ous de­struc­tion of his fam­ily, or, per­haps, for Fou­cault, of the fam­ily, seems quite lit­er­ally to neg­ate the cat­egor­ies of kin­ship and, by ex­ten­sion, of sex.[21] And there is, of course, Ba­taille’s now fam­ous laughter which, Der­rida tells us in Writ­ing and Dif­fer­ence, des­ig­nates that ex­cess that es­capes the con­cep­tual mas­tery of Hegel’s dia­lectic.[22] Fou­cault, then, seems to laugh pre­cisely be­cause the ques­tion in­states the very bin­ary that he seeks to dis­place, that dreary bin­ary of Same and Other that has plagued not only the leg­acy of dia­lectics, but the dia­lectic of sex as well. But then there is, of course, the laugh of Me­dusa, which, Hélène Cix­ous tells us, shat­ters the pla­cid sur­face con­sti­tuted by the pet­ri­fy­ing gaze and which ex­poses the dia­lectic of Same and Other as tak­ing place through the axis of sexual dif­fer­ence.[23] In a ges­ture that res­on­ates self-con­sciously with the tale of Me­dusa, Her­cu­line h/er­self writes of “the cold fix­ity of my gaze [that] seems to freeze” (105) those who en­counter it.


  But it is, of course, Ir­igaray who ex­poses this dia­lectic of Same and Other as a false bin­ary, the il­lu­sion of a sym­met­rical dif­fer­ence which con­sol­id­ates the meta­phys­ical eco­nomy of phal­lo­go­centrism, the eco­nomy of the same. In her view, the Other as well as the Same are marked as mas­cu­line; the Other is but the neg­at­ive elab­or­a­tion of the mas­cu­line sub­ject with the res­ult that the fe­male sex is un­rep­res­ent­able — that is, it is the sex which, within this sig­ni­fy­ing eco­nomy, is not one. But it is not one also in the sense that it eludes the uni­vocal sig­ni­fic­a­tion char­ac­ter­istic of the Sym­bolic, and be­cause it is not a sub­stant­ive iden­tity, but al­ways and only an un­deter­mined re­la­tion of dif­fer­ence to the eco­nomy which renders it ab­sent. It is not “one” in the sense that it is mul­tiple and dif­fuse in its pleas­ures and its sig­ni­fy­ing mode. In­deed, per­haps Her­cu­line’s ap­par­ently mul­ti­pli­cit­ous pleas­ures would qual­ify for the mark of the fem­in­ine in its poly­valence and in its re­fusal to sub­mit to the re­duct­ive ef­forts of uni­vocal sig­ni­fic­a­tion.


  But let us not for­get Her­cu­line’s re­la­tion to the laugh which seems to ap­pear twice, first in the fear of be­ing laughed at (23) and later as a laugh of scorn that s/he dir­ects against the doc­tor, for whom s/he loses re­spect after he fails to tell the ap­pro­pri­ate au­thor­it­ies of the nat­ural ir­reg­u­lar­ity that has been re­vealed to him (71). For Her­cu­line, then, laughter ap­pears to des­ig­nate either hu­mi­li­ation or scorn, two po­s­i­tions un­am­bigu­ously re­lated to a damning law, sub­jec­ted to it either as its in­stru­ment or ob­ject. Her­cu­line does not fall out­side the jur­is­dic­tion of that law; even h/er ex­ile is un­der­stood on the model of pun­ish­ment. On the very first page, s/he re­ports that h/er “place was not marked out [pas mar­quée] in this world that shunned me.” And s/he ar­tic­u­lates the early sense of ab­jec­tion that is later en­acted first as a de­voted daugh­ter or lover to be likened to a “dog” or a “slave” and then fi­nally in a full and fatal form as s/he is ex­pelled and ex­pels h/er­self from the do­main of all hu­man be­ings. From this pre­sui­cidal isol­a­tion, s/he claims to soar above both sexes, but h/er an­ger is most fully dir­ec­ted against men, whose “title” s/he sought to usurp in h/er in­tim­acy with Sara and whom s/he now in­dicts without re­straint as those who some­how for­bid h/er the pos­sib­il­ity of love.


  At the be­gin­ning of the nar­rat­ive, s/he of­fers two one-sen­tence para­graphs “par­al­lel” to one an­other which sug­gest a mel­an­cholic in­cor­por­a­tion of the lost father, a post­pone­ment of the an­ger of aban­don­ment through the struc­tural in­state­ment of that neg­at­iv­ity into h/er iden­tity and de­sire. Be­fore s/he tells us that s/he h/er­self was aban­doned by h/er mother quickly and without ad­vance no­tice, s/he tells us that for reas­ons un­stated s/he spent a few years in a house for aban­doned and orphaned chil­dren. S/he refers to the “poor creatures, de­prived from their cradle of a mother’s love.” In the next sen­tence s/he refers to this in­sti­tu­tion as a “refuge [as­ile] of suf­fer­ing and af­flic­tion,” and in the fol­low­ing sen­tence refers to h/er father “whom a sud­den death tore away … from the tender af­fec­tion of my mother” (4). Al­though h/er own aban­don­ment is twice de­flec­ted here through the pity for oth­ers who are sud­denly rendered moth­er­less, s/he es­tab­lishes an iden­ti­fic­a­tion through that de­flec­tion, one that later re­appears as the joint plight of father and daugh­ter cut off from the ma­ter­nal caress. The de­flec­tions of de­sire are se­mantic­ally com­poun­ded, as it were, as Her­cu­line pro­ceeds to fall in love with “mother” after “mother” and then falls in love with vari­ous moth­ers’ “daugh­ters,” which scan­dal­izes all man­ner of mother. In­deed, s/he va­cil­lates between be­ing the ob­ject of every­one’s ad­or­a­tion and ex­cite­ment and an ob­ject of scorn and aban­don­ment, the split con­sequence of a mel­an­cholic struc­ture left to feed on it­self without in­ter­ven­tion. If mel­an­choly in­volves self-re­crim­in­a­tion, as Freud ar­gues, and if that re­crim­in­a­tion is a kind of neg­at­ive nar­ciss­ism (at­tend­ing to the self, even if only in the mode of be­rat­ing that self), then Her­cu­line can be un­der­stood to be con­stantly fall­ing into the op­pos­i­tion between neg­at­ive and pos­it­ive nar­ciss­ism, at once avow­ing h/er­self as the most aban­doned and neg­lected creature on earth but also as the one who casts a spell of en­chant­ment on every­one who comes near h/er, in­deed, one who is bet­ter for all wo­men than any “man” (107).


  S/he refers to the hos­pital for orphaned chil­dren as that early “refuge of suf­fer­ing,” an abode that s/he fig­ur­at­ively reen­coun­ters at the close of the nar­rat­ive as the “refuge of the tomb.” Just as that early refuge provides a ma­gical com­mu­nion and iden­ti­fic­a­tion with the phantom father, so the tomb of death is already oc­cu­pied by the very father whom s/he hopes death will let h/er meet: “The sight of the tomb re­con­ciles me to life,” she writes. “It makes me feel an in­defin­able ten­der­ness for the one whose bones are ly­ing there be­neath my feet [là à mes pieds]” (109). But this love, for­mu­lated as a kind of solid­ar­ity against the abandon­ing mother, is it­self in no way pur­i­fied of the an­ger of aban­don­ment: The father “be­neath [h/er] feet” is earlier en­larged to be­come the to­tal­ity of men over whom s/he soars, and whom s/he claims to dom­in­ate (107), and to­ward whom s/he dir­ects h/er laugh of dis­dain. Earlier s/he re­marks about the doc­tor who dis­covered h/er an­om­al­ous con­di­tion, “I wished he were a hun­dred feet un­der­ground!” (69).


  Her­cu­line’s am­bi­val­ence here im­plies the lim­its of Fou­cault’s the­ory of the “happy limbo of a non-iden­tity.” Al­most pre­fig­ur­ing the place Her­cu­line will as­sume for Fou­cault, s/he won­ders whether s/he is not “the plaything of an im­possible dream” (79). Her­cu­line’s sexual dis­pos­i­tion is one of am­bi­val­ence from the out­set, and, as ar­gued earlier, h/er sexu­al­ity re­capit­u­lates the am­bi­val­ent struc­ture of its pro­duc­tion, con­strued in part as the in­sti­tu­tional in­junc­tion to pur­sue the love of the vari­ous “sis­ters” and “moth­ers” of the ex­ten­ded con­vent fam­ily and the ab­so­lute pro­hib­i­tion against car­ry­ing that love too far. H/er sexu­al­ity is not out­side the law, but is the am­bi­val­ent pro­duc­tion of the law, one in which the very no­tion of pro­hib­i­tion spans the psy­cho­ana­lytic and in­sti­tu­tional ter­rains. H/er con­fes­sions, as well as h/er de­sires, are sub­jec­tion and de­fi­ance at once. In other words, the love pro­hib­ited by death or aban­don­ment, or both, is a love that takes pro­hib­i­tion to be its con­di­tion and its aim.


  After sub­mit­ting to the law, Her­cu­line be­comes a jur­idic­ally sanc­tioned sub­ject as a “man,” and yet the gender cat­egory proves less fluid than h/er own ref­er­ences to Ovid’s Meta­morph­oses sug­gest. H/er het­ero­glos­sic dis­course chal­lenges the vi­ab­il­ity of the no­tion of a “per­son” who might be said to preex­ist gender or ex­change one gender for the other. If s/he is not act­ively con­demned by oth­ers, s/he con­demns h/er­self (even calls h/er­self a “judge” [106]), re­veal­ing that the jur­idical law in ef­fect is much greater than the em­pir­ical law that ef­fects h/er gender con­ver­sion. In­deed, Her­cu­line can never em­body that law pre­cisely be­cause s/he can­not provide the oc­ca­sion by which that law nat­ur­al­izes it­self in the sym­bolic struc­tures of ana­tomy. In other words, the law is not simply a cul­tural im­pos­i­tion on an oth­er­wise nat­ural het­ero­gen­eity; the law re­quires con­form­ity to its own no­tion of “nature” and gains its le­git­im­acy through the bin­ary and asym­met­rical nat­ur­al­iz­a­tion of bod­ies in which the Phal­lus, though clearly not identical with the penis, nev­er­the­less de­ploys the penis as its nat­ur­al­ized in­stru­ment and sign.


  Her­cu­line’s pleas­ures and de­sires are in no way the bu­colic in­no­cence that thrives and pro­lif­er­ates prior to the im­pos­i­tion of a jur­idical law. Neither does s/he fully fall out­side the sig­ni­fy­ing eco­nomy of mas­culin­ity. S/he is “out­side” the law, but the law main­tains this “out­side” within it­self. In ef­fect, s/he em­bod­ies the law, not as an en­titled sub­ject, but as an en­acted testi­mony to the law’s un­canny ca­pa­city to pro­duce only those re­bel­lions that it can guar­an­tee will — out of fi­del­ity — de­feat them­selves and those sub­jects who, ut­terly sub­jec­ted, have no choice but to re­it­er­ate the law of their gen­esis.


  Con­clud­ing Un­scientific Post­script


  Within The His­tory of Sexu­al­ity, Volume I, Fou­cault ap­pears to loc­ate the quest for iden­tity within the con­text of jur­idical forms of power that be­come fully ar­tic­u­late with the ad­vent of the sexual sci­ences, in­clud­ing psy­cho­ana­lysis, to­ward the end of the nine­teenth cen­tury. Al­though Fou­cault re­vised his his­tori­ography of sex at the out­set of The Use of Pleas­ure (L’Us­age des plaisirs) and sought to dis­cover the re­press­ive/gen­er­at­ive rules of sub­ject-form­a­tion in early Greek and Ro­man texts, his philo­soph­ical pro­ject to ex­pose the reg­u­lat­ory pro­duc­tion of iden­tity-ef­fects re­mained con­stant. A con­tem­por­ary ex­ample of this quest for iden­tity can be found in re­cent de­vel­op­ments in cell bio­logy, an ex­ample that in­ad­vert­ently con­firms the con­tinu­ing ap­plic­ab­il­ity of a Fou­cault­ian cri­tique.


  One place to in­ter­rog­ate the uni­vo­city of sex is the re­cent con­tro­versy over the mas­ter gene that re­search­ers at MIT in late 1987 claim to have dis­covered as the secret and cer­tain de­term­in­ant of sex. With the use of highly soph­ist­ic­ated tech­no­lo­gical means, the mas­ter gene, which con­sti­tutes a spe­cific DNA se­quence on the Y chro­mo­some, was dis­covered by Dr. David Page and his col­leagues and named “TDF” or testis-de­term­in­ing factor. In the pub­lic­a­tion of his find­ings in Cell (No. 51), Dr. Page claimed to have dis­covered “the bin­ary switch upon which hinges all sexu­ally di­morphic char­ac­ter­ist­ics.”[24] Let us then con­sider the claims of this dis­cov­ery and see why the un­set­tling ques­tions re­gard­ing the de­cid­ab­il­ity of sex con­tinue to be asked.


  Ac­cord­ing to Page’s art­icle, “The Sex-De­term­in­ing Re­gion of the Hu­man Y Chro­mo­some En­codes a Fin­ger Pro­tein,” samples of DNA were taken from a highly un­usual group of people, some of whom had XX chro­mo­somes, but had been med­ic­ally des­ig­nated as males, and some of whom had XY chro­mo­somal con­sti­tu­tion, but had been med­ic­ally des­ig­nated as fe­male. He does not tell us ex­actly on what basis they had been des­ig­nated con­trary to the chro­mo­somal find­ings, but we are left to pre­sume that ob­vi­ous primary and sec­ond­ary char­ac­ter­ist­ics sug­ges­ted that those were, in­deed, the ap­pro­pri­ate des­ig­na­tions. Page and his cowork­ers made the fol­low­ing hy­po­thesis: There must be some stretch of DNA, which can­not be seen un­der the usual mi­cro­scopic con­di­tions, that de­term­ines the male sex, and this stretch of DNA must have been moved some­how from the Y chro­mo­some, its usual loc­a­tion, to some other chro­mo­some, where one would not ex­pect to find it. Only if we could pre­sume (a) this un­detect­able DNA se­quence and (b) prove its trans­lo­cat­ab­il­ity, could we un­der­stand why it is that an XX male had no de­tect­able Y chro­mo­some, but was, in fact, still male. Sim­il­arly, we could ex­plain the curi­ous pres­ence of the Y chro­mo­some on fe­males pre­cisely be­cause that stretch of DNA had some­how been mis­placed.


  Al­though the pool that Page and his re­search­ers used to come up with this find­ing was lim­ited, the spec­u­la­tion on which they base their re­search, in part, is that a good ten per­cent of the pop­u­la­tion has chro­mo­somal vari­ations that do not fit neatly into the XX-fe­male and XY-male set of cat­egor­ies. Hence, the dis­cov­ery of the “mas­ter-gene” is con­sidered to be a more cer­tain basis for un­der­stand­ing sex-de­term­in­a­tion and, hence, sex-dif­fer­ence, than pre­vi­ous chro­mo­somal cri­teria could provide.


  Un­for­tu­nately for Page, there was one per­sist­ent prob­lem that haunted the claims made on be­half of the dis­cov­ery of the DNA se­quence. Ex­actly the same stretch of DNA said to de­term­ine male­ness was, in fact, found to be present on the X chro­mo­somes of fe­males. Page first re­spon­ded to this curi­ous dis­cov­ery by claim­ing that per­haps it was not the pres­ence of the gene se­quence in males versus its ab­sence in fe­males that was de­term­in­ing, but that it was act­ive in males and pass­ive in fe­males (Ar­is­totle lives!). But this sug­ges­tion re­mains hy­po­thet­ical and, ac­cord­ing to Anne Fausto-Ster­ling, Page and his cowork­ers failed to men­tion in that Cell art­icle that the in­di­vidu­als from whom the gene samples were taken were far from un­am­bigu­ous in their ana­tom­ical and re­pro­duct­ive con­sti­tu­tions. I quote from her art­icle, “Life in the XY Cor­ral” :


  
    the four XX males whom they stud­ied were all sterile (no sperm pro­duc­tion), had small testes which totally lacked germ cells, i. e., pre­cursor cells for sperms. They also had high hor­mone levels and low testoster­one levels. Pre­sum­ably they were clas­si­fied as males be­cause of their ex­ternal gen­italia and the pres­ence of testes… . Sim­il­arly … both of the XY fe­males’ ex­ternal gen­italia were nor­mal, [but] their ovar­ies lacked germ cells. (328)
  


  Clearly these are cases in which the com­pon­ent parts of sex do not add up to the re­cog­niz­able co­her­ence or unity that is usu­ally des­ig­nated by the cat­egory of sex. This in­co­her­ence troubles Page’s ar­gu­ment as well, for it is un­clear why we should agree at the out­set that these are XX-males and XY-fe­males, when it is pre­cisely the des­ig­na­tion of male and fe­male that is un­der ques­tion and that is im­pli­citly already de­cided by the re­course to ex­ternal gen­italia. In­deed, if ex­ternal gen­italia were suf­fi­cient as a cri­terion by which to de­term­ine or as­sign sex, then the ex­per­i­mental re­search into the mas­ter gene would hardly be ne­ces­sary at all.


  But con­sider a dif­fer­ent kind of prob­lem with the way in which that par­tic­u­lar hy­po­thesis is for­mu­lated, tested, and val­id­ated. No­tice that Page and his cowork­ers con­flate sex-de­term­in­a­tion with male-de­term­in­a­tion, and with testis-de­term­in­a­tion. Ge­net­i­cists Eva Eicher and Linda L. Wash­burn in the An­nual Re­view of Ge­net­ics sug­gest that ovary-de­term­in­a­tion is never con­sidered in the lit­er­at­ure on sex-de­term­in­a­tion and that fe­male­ness is al­ways con­cep­tu­al­ized in terms of the ab­sence of the male-de­term­in­ing factor or of the pass­ive pres­ence of that factor. As ab­sent or pass­ive, it is defin­i­tion­ally dis­qual­i­fied as an ob­ject of study. Eicher and Wash­burn sug­gest, how­ever, that it is act­ive and that a cul­tural pre­ju­dice, in­deed, a set of gendered as­sump­tions about sex, and about what might make such an in­quiry valu­able, skew and limit the re­search into sex-de­term­in­a­tion. Fausto-Ster­ling quotes Eicher and Wash­burn:


  
    Some in­vest­ig­at­ors have over­em­phas­ized the hy­po­thesis that the Y chro­mo­some is in­volved in testis-de­term­in­a­tion by present­ing the in­duc­tion of testic­u­lar tis­sue as an act­ive, (gene-dir­ec­ted, dom­in­ant) event while present­ing the in­duc­tion of ovarian tis­sue as a pass­ive (auto­matic) event. Cer­tainly, the in­duc­tion of ovarian tis­sue is as much an act­ive, ge­net­ic­ally dir­ec­ted de­vel­op­mental pro­cess as the in­duc­tion of testic­u­lar tis­sue, or for that mat­ter, the in­duc­tion of any cel­lu­lar dif­fer­en­ti­ation pro­cess. Al­most noth­ing has been writ­ten about genes in­volved in the in­duc­tion of ovarian tis­sue from the un­dif­fer­en­ti­ated gonad. (325)
  


  In re­lated fash­ion, the en­tire field of em­bry­ology has come un­der cri­ti­cism for its fo­cus on the cent­ral role of the nuc­leus in cell dif­fer­en­ti­ation. Fem­in­ist crit­ics of the field of mo­lecu­lar cell bio­logy have ar­gued against its nuc­le­o­centric as­sump­tions. As op­posed to a re­search ori­ent­a­tion that seeks to es­tab­lish the nuc­leus of a fully dif­fer­en­ti­ated cell as the mas­ter or dir­ector of the de­vel­op­ment of a com­plete and well-formed new or­gan­ism, a re­search pro­gram is sug­ges­ted that would re­con­ceive the nuc­leus as some­thing which gains its mean­ing and con­trol only within its cel­lu­lar con­text. Ac­cord­ing to Fausto-Ster­ling, “the ques­tion to ask is not how a cell nuc­leus changes dur­ing dif­fer­en­ti­ation, but, rather, how the dy­namic nuc­lear-cyto­plas­mic in­ter­ac­tions al­ter dur­ing dif­fer­en­ti­ation” (323–24).


  The struc­ture of Page’s in­quiry fits squarely within the gen­eral trends of mo­lecu­lar cell bio­logy. The frame­work sug­gests a re­fusal from the out­set to con­sider that these in­di­vidu­als im­pli­citly chal­lenge the de­script­ive force of the avail­able cat­egor­ies of sex; the ques­tion he pur­sues is that of how the “bin­ary switch” gets star­ted, not whether the de­scrip­tion of bod­ies in terms of bin­ary sex is ad­equate to the task at hand. Moreover, the con­cen­tra­tion on the “mas­ter gene” sug­gests that fe­male­ness ought to be un­der­stood as the pres­ence or ab­sence of male­ness or, at best, the pres­ence of a passiv­ity that, in men, would in­vari­ably be act­ive. This claim is, of course, made within the re­search con­text in which act­ive ovarian con­tri­bu­tions to sex dif­fer­en­ti­ation have never been strongly con­sidered. The con­clu­sion here is not that valid and demon­strable claims can­not be made about sex-de­term­in­a­tion, but rather that cul­tural as­sump­tions re­gard­ing the re­l­at­ive status of men and wo­men and the bin­ary re­la­tion of gender it­self frame and fo­cus the re­search into sex-de­term­in­a­tion. The task of dis­tin­guish­ing sex from gender be­comes all the more dif­fi­cult once we un­der­stand that gendered mean­ings frame the hy­po­thesis and the reas­on­ing of those bio­med­ical in­quir­ies that seek to es­tab­lish “sex” for us as it is prior to the cul­tural mean­ings that it ac­quires. In­deed, the task is even more com­plic­ated when we real­ize that the lan­guage of bio­logy par­ti­cip­ates in other kinds of lan­guages and re­pro­duces that cul­tural sed­i­ment­a­tion in the ob­jects it pur­ports to dis­cover and neut­rally de­scribe.


  Is it not a purely cul­tural con­ven­tion to which Page and oth­ers refer when they de­cide that an ana­tom­ic­ally am­bigu­ous XX in­di­vidual is male, a con­ven­tion that takes gen­italia to be the defin­it­ive “sign” of sex? One might ar­gue that the dis­con­tinu­it­ies in these in­stances can­not be re­solved through re­course to a single de­term­in­ant and that sex, as a cat­egory that com­prises a vari­ety of ele­ments, func­tions, and chro­mo­somal and hor­monal di­men­sions, no longer op­er­ates within the bin­ary frame­work that we take for gran­ted. The point here is not to seek re­course to the ex­cep­tions, the bizarre, in or­der merely to re­la­tiv­ize the claims made in be­half of nor­mal sexual life. As Freud sug­gests in Three Es­says on the The­ory of Sexu­al­ity, how­ever, it is the ex­cep­tion, the strange, that gives us the clue to how the mundane and taken-for-gran­ted world of sexual mean­ings is con­sti­tuted. Only from a self-con­sciously de­nat­ur­al­ized po­s­i­tion can we see how the ap­pear­ance of nat­ur­al­ness is it­self con­sti­tuted. The pre­sup­pos­i­tions that we make about sexed bod­ies, about them be­ing one or the other, about the mean­ings that are said to in­here in them or to fol­low from be­ing sexed in such a way are sud­denly and sig­ni­fic­antly up­set by those ex­amples that fail to com­ply with the cat­egor­ies that nat­ur­al­ize and sta­bil­ize that field of bod­ies for us within the terms of cul­tural con­ven­tions. Hence, the strange, the in­co­her­ent, that which falls “out­side,” gives us a way of un­der­stand­ing the taken-for-gran­ted world of sexual cat­egor­iz­a­tion as a con­struc­ted one, in­deed, as one that might well be con­struc­ted dif­fer­ently.


  Al­though we may not im­me­di­ately agree with the ana­lysis that Fou­cault sup­plies — namely, that the cat­egory of sex is con­struc­ted in the ser­vice of a sys­tem of reg­u­lat­ory and re­pro­duct­ive sexu­al­ity — it is in­ter­est­ing to note that Page des­ig­nates the ex­ternal gen­italia, those ana­tom­ical parts es­sen­tial to the sym­bol­iz­a­tion of re­pro­duct­ive sexu­al­ity, as the un­am­bigu­ous and a pri­ori de­term­in­ants of sex as­sign­ment. One might well ar­gue that Page’s in­quiry is be­set by two dis­courses that, in this in­stance, con­flict: the cul­tural dis­course that takes ex­ternal gen­italia to be the sure signs of sex, and does that in the ser­vice of re­pro­duct­ive in­terests, and the dis­course that seeks to es­tab­lish the male prin­ciple as act­ive and mono­causal, if not auto­gen­etic. The de­sire to de­term­ine sex once and for all, and to de­term­ine it as one sex rather than the other, thus seems to is­sue from the so­cial or­gan­iz­a­tion of sexual re­pro­duc­tion through the con­struc­tion of the clear and un­equi­vocal iden­tit­ies and po­s­i­tions of sexed bod­ies with re­spect to each other.


  Be­cause within the frame­work of re­pro­duct­ive sexu­al­ity the male body is usu­ally figured as the act­ive agent, the prob­lem with Page’s in­quiry is, in a sense, to re­con­cile the dis­course of re­pro­duc­tion with the dis­course of mas­cu­line activ­ity, two dis­courses that usu­ally work to­gether cul­tur­ally, but in this in­stance have come apart. In­ter­est­ing, then, is Page’s will­ing­ness to settle on the act­ive DNA se­quence as the last word, in ef­fect giv­ing the prin­ciple of mas­cu­line activ­ity pri­or­ity over the dis­course of re­pro­duc­tion.


  This pri­or­ity, how­ever, would con­sti­tute only an ap­pear­ance, ac­cord­ing to the the­ory of Mo­nique Wit­tig. The cat­egory of sex be­longs to a sys­tem of com­puls­ory het­ero­sexu­al­ity that clearly op­er­ates through a sys­tem of com­puls­ory sexual re­pro­duc­tion. In Wit­tig’s view, to which we now turn, “mas­cu­line” and “fem­in­ine,” “male” and “fe­male” ex­ist only within the het­ero­sexual mat­rix; in­deed, they are the nat­ur­al­ized terms that keep that mat­rix con­cealed and, hence, pro­tec­ted from a rad­ical cri­tique.


  iii. Monique Wittig: Bodily Disintegration and Fictive Sex


  Lan­guage casts sheaves of real­ity upon the so­cial body.


  — Mo­nique Wit­tig


  Si­mone de Beau­voir wrote in The Second Sex that “one is not born a wo­man, but rather be­comes one.” The phrase is odd, even non­sensical, for how can one be­come a wo­man if one wasn’t a wo­man all along? And who is this “one” who does the be­com­ing? Is there some hu­man who be­comes its gender at some point in time? Is it fair to as­sume that this hu­man was not its gender be­fore it be­came its gender? How does one “be­come” a gender? What is the mo­ment or mech­an­ism of gender con­struc­tion? And, per­haps most per­tin­ently, when does this mech­an­ism ar­rive on the cul­tural scene to trans­form the hu­man sub­ject into a gendered sub­ject?


  Are there ever hu­mans who are not, as it were, al­ways already gendered? The mark of gender ap­pears to “qual­ify” bod­ies as hu­man bod­ies; the mo­ment in which an in­fant be­comes hu­man­ized is when the ques­tion, “is it a boy or girl?” is answered. Those bod­ily fig­ures who do not fit into either gender fall out­side the hu­man, in­deed, con­sti­tute the do­main of the de­hu­man­ized and the ab­ject against which the hu­man it­self is con­sti­tuted. If gender is al­ways there, de­lim­it­ing in ad­vance what qual­i­fies as the hu­man, how can we speak of a hu­man who be­comes its gender, as if gender were a post­script or a cul­tural af­ter­thought?


  Beau­voir, of course, meant merely to sug­gest that the cat­egory of wo­men is a vari­able cul­tural ac­com­plish­ment, a set of mean­ings that are taken on or taken up within a cul­tural field, and that no one is born with a gender — gender is al­ways ac­quired. On the other hand, Beau­voir was will­ing to af­firm that one is born with a sex, as a sex, sexed, and that be­ing sexed and be­ing hu­man are co­ex­tens­ive and sim­ul­tan­eous; sex is an ana­lytic at­trib­ute of the hu­man; there is no hu­man who is not sexed; sex qual­i­fies the hu­man as a ne­ces­sary at­trib­ute. But sex does not cause gender, and gender can­not be un­der­stood to re­flect or ex­press sex; in­deed, for Beau­voir, sex is im­mut­ably factic, but gender ac­quired, and whereas sex can­not be changed — or so she thought — gender is the vari­able cul­tural con­struc­tion of sex, the myriad and open pos­sib­il­it­ies of cul­tural mean­ing oc­ca­sioned by a sexed body.


  Beau­voir’s the­ory im­plied seem­ingly rad­ical con­sequences, ones that she her­self did not en­ter­tain. For in­stance, if sex and gender are rad­ic­ally dis­tinct, then it does not fol­low that to be a given sex is to be­come a given gender; in other words, “wo­man” need not be the cul­tural con­struc­tion of the fe­male body, and “man” need not in­ter­pret male bod­ies. This rad­ical for­mu­la­tion of the sex/gender dis­tinc­tion sug­gests that sexed bod­ies can be the oc­ca­sion for a num­ber of dif­fer­ent genders, and fur­ther, that gender it­self need not be re­stric­ted to the usual two. If sex does not limit gender, then per­haps there are genders, ways of cul­tur­ally in­ter­pret­ing the sexed body, that are in no way re­stric­ted by the ap­par­ent du­al­ity of sex. Con­sider the fur­ther con­sequence that if gender is some­thing that one be­comes — but can never be — then gender is it­self a kind of be­com­ing or activ­ity, and that gender ought not to be con­ceived as a noun or a sub­stan­tial thing or a static cul­tural marker, but rather as an in­cess­ant and re­peated ac­tion of some sort. If gender is not tied to sex, either caus­ally or ex­press­ively, then gender is a kind of ac­tion that can po­ten­tially pro­lif­er­ate bey­ond the bin­ary lim­its im­posed by the ap­par­ent bin­ary of sex. In­deed, gender would be a kind of cul­tural/cor­por­eal ac­tion that re­quires a new vocab­u­lary that in­sti­tutes and pro­lif­er­ates present par­ti­ciples of vari­ous kinds, resig­ni­fi­able and ex­pans­ive cat­egor­ies that res­ist both the bin­ary and sub­stan­tial­iz­ing gram­mat­ical re­stric­tions on gender. But how would such a pro­ject be­come cul­tur­ally con­ceiv­able and avoid the fate of an im­possible and vain uto­pian pro­ject?


  “One is not born a wo­man.” Mo­nique Wit­tig echoed that phrase in an art­icle by the same name, pub­lished in Fem­in­ist Is­sues (1:1). But what sort of echo and re-present­a­tion of Beau­voir does Mo­nique Wit­tig of­fer? Two of her claims both re­call Beau­voir and set Wit­tig apart from her: one, that the cat­egory of sex is neither in­vari­ant nor nat­ural, but is a spe­cific­ally polit­ical use of the cat­egory of nature that serves the pur­poses of re­pro­duct­ive sexu­al­ity. In other words, there is no reason to di­vide up hu­man bod­ies into male and fe­male sexes ex­cept that such a di­vi­sion suits the eco­nomic needs of het­ero­sexu­al­ity and lends a nat­ur­al­istic gloss to the in­sti­tu­tion of het­ero­sexu­al­ity. Hence, for Wit­tig, there is no dis­tinc­tion between sex and gender; the cat­egory of “sex” is it­self a gendered cat­egory, fully polit­ic­ally in­ves­ted, nat­ur­al­ized but not nat­ural. The second rather counter-in­tu­it­ive claim that Wit­tig makes is the fol­low­ing: a les­bian is not a wo­man. A wo­man, she ar­gues, only ex­ists as a term that sta­bil­izes and con­sol­id­ates a bin­ary and op­pos­i­tional re­la­tion to a man; that re­la­tion, she ar­gues, is het­ero­sexu­al­ity. A les­bian, she claims, in re­fus­ing het­ero­sexu­al­ity is no longer defined in terms of that op­pos­i­tional re­la­tion. In­deed, a les­bian, she main­tains, tran­scends the bin­ary op­pos­i­tion between wo­man and man; a les­bian is neither a wo­man nor a man. But fur­ther, a les­bian has no sex; she is bey­ond the cat­egor­ies of sex. Through the les­bian re­fusal of those cat­egor­ies, the les­bian ex­poses (pro­nouns are a prob­lem here) the con­tin­gent cul­tural con­sti­tu­tion of those cat­egor­ies and the ta­cit yet abid­ing pre­sump­tion of the het­ero­sexual mat­rix. Hence, for Wit­tig, we might say, one is not born a wo­man, one be­comes one; but fur­ther, one is not born fe­male, one be­comes fe­male; but even more rad­ic­ally, one can, if one chooses, be­come neither fe­male nor male, wo­man nor man. In­deed, the les­bian ap­pears to be a third gender or, as I shall show, a cat­egory that rad­ic­ally prob­lem­at­izes both sex and gender as stable polit­ical cat­egor­ies of de­scrip­tion.


  Wit­tig ar­gues that the lin­guistic dis­crim­in­a­tion of “sex” se­cures the polit­ical and cul­tural op­er­a­tion of com­puls­ory het­ero­sexu­al­ity. This re­la­tion of het­ero­sexu­al­ity, she ar­gues, is neither re­cip­rocal nor bin­ary in the usual sense; “sex” is al­ways already fe­male, and there is only one sex, the fem­in­ine. To be male is not to be “sexed” ; to be “sexed” is al­ways a way of be­com­ing par­tic­u­lar and re­l­at­ive, and males within this sys­tem par­ti­cip­ate in the form of the uni­ver­sal per­son. For Wit­tig, then, the “fe­male sex” does not im­ply some other sex, as in a “male sex” ; the “fe­male sex” im­plies only it­self, en­meshed, as it were, in sex, trapped in what Beau­voir called the circle of im­man­ence. Be­cause “sex” is a polit­ical and cul­tural in­ter­pret­a­tion of the body, there is no sex/gender dis­tinc­tion along con­ven­tional lines; gender is built into sex, and sex proves to have been gender from the start. Wit­tig ar­gues that within this set of com­puls­ory so­cial re­la­tions, wo­men be­come on­to­lo­gic­ally suf­fused with sex; they are their sex, and, con­versely, sex is ne­ces­sar­ily fem­in­ine.


  Wit­tig un­der­stands “sex” to be dis­curs­ively pro­duced and cir­cu­lated by a sys­tem of sig­ni­fic­a­tions op­press­ive to wo­men, gays, and les­bi­ans. She re­fuses to take part in this sig­ni­fy­ing sys­tem or to be­lieve in the vi­ab­il­ity of tak­ing up a re­form­ist or sub­vers­ive po­s­i­tion within the sys­tem; to in­voke a part of it is to in­voke and con­firm the en­tirety of it. As a res­ult, the polit­ical task she for­mu­lates is to over­throw the en­tire dis­course on sex, in­deed, to over­throw the very gram­mar that in­sti­tutes “gender” — or “fict­ive sex” — as an es­sen­tial at­trib­ute of hu­mans and ob­jects alike (es­pe­cially pro­nounced in French).[25] Through her the­ory and fic­tion she calls for a rad­ical re­or­gan­iz­a­tion of the de­scrip­tion of bod­ies and sexu­al­it­ies without re­course to sex and, con­sequently, without re­course to the pro­nomial dif­fer­en­ti­ations that reg­u­late and dis­trib­ute rights of speech within the mat­rix of gender.


  Wit­tig un­der­stands dis­curs­ive cat­egor­ies like “sex” as ab­strac­tions for­cibly im­posed upon the so­cial field, ones that pro­duce a second-or­der or re­ified “real­ity.” Al­though it ap­pears that in­di­vidu­als have a “dir­ect per­cep­tion” of sex, taken as an ob­ject­ive datum of ex­per­i­ence, Wit­tig ar­gues that such an ob­ject has been vi­ol­ently shaped into such a datum and that the his­tory and mech­an­ism of that vi­ol­ent shap­ing no longer ap­pears with that ob­ject.[26] Hence, “sex” is the real­ity-ef­fect of a vi­ol­ent pro­cess that is con­cealed by that very ef­fect. All that ap­pears is “sex,” and so “sex” is per­ceived to be the to­tal­ity of what is, un­caused, but only be­cause the cause is nowhere to be seen. Wit­tig real­izes that her po­s­i­tion is coun­ter­in­tu­it­ive, but the polit­ical cul­tiv­a­tion of in­tu­ition is pre­cisely what she wants to elu­cid­ate, ex­pose, and chal­lenge:


  
    Sex is taken as an “im­me­di­ate given,” “a sens­ible given,” “phys­ical fea­tures,” be­long­ing to a nat­ural or­der. But what we be­lieve to be a phys­ical and dir­ect per­cep­tion is only a soph­ist­ic­ated and mythic con­struc­tion, an “ima­gin­ary form­a­tion,” which re­in­ter­prets phys­ical fea­tures (in them­selves as neut­ral as oth­ers but marked by a so­cial sys­tem), through the net­work of re­la­tion­ships in which they are per­ceived.[27]
  


  “Phys­ical fea­tures” ap­pear to be in some sense there on the far side of lan­guage, un­marked by a so­cial sys­tem. It is un­clear, how­ever, that these fea­tures could be named in a way that would not re­pro­duce the re­duct­ive op­er­a­tion of the cat­egor­ies of sex. These nu­mer­ous fea­tures gain so­cial mean­ing and uni­fic­a­tion through their ar­tic­u­la­tion within the cat­egory of sex. In other words, “sex” im­poses an ar­ti­fi­cial unity on an oth­er­wise dis­con­tinu­ous set of at­trib­utes. As both dis­curs­ive and per­cep­tual, “sex” de­notes an his­tor­ic­ally con­tin­gent epi­stemic re­gime, a lan­guage that forms per­cep­tion by for­cibly shap­ing the in­ter­re­la­tion­ships through which phys­ical bod­ies are per­ceived.


  Is there a “phys­ical” body prior to the per­cep­tu­ally per­ceived body? An im­possible ques­tion to de­cide. Not only is the gath­er­ing of at­trib­utes un­der the cat­egory of sex sus­pect, but so is the very dis­crim­in­a­tion of the “fea­tures” them­selves. That penis, va­gina, breasts, and so forth, are named sexual parts is both a re­stric­tion of the ero­gen­ous body to those parts and a frag­ment­a­tion of the body as a whole. In­deed, the “unity” im­posed upon the body by the cat­egory of sex is a “dis­unity,” a frag­ment­a­tion and com­part­ment­al­iz­a­tion, and a re­duc­tion of erot­o­gen­eity. No won­der, then, that Wit­tig tex­tu­ally en­acts the “over­throw” of the cat­egory of sex through a de­struc­tion and frag­ment­a­tion of the sexed body in The Les­bian Body. As “sex” frag­ments the body, so the les­bian over­throw of “sex” tar­gets as mod­els of dom­in­a­tion those sexu­ally dif­fer­en­ti­ated norms of bod­ily in­teg­rity that dic­tate what “uni­fies” and renders co­her­ent the body as a sexed body. In her the­ory and fic­tion, Wit­tig shows that the “in­teg­rity” and “unity” of the body, of­ten thought to be pos­it­ive ideals, serve the pur­poses of frag­ment­a­tion, re­stric­tion, and dom­in­a­tion.


  Lan­guage gains the power to cre­ate “the so­cially real” through the locu­tion­ary acts of speak­ing sub­jects. There ap­pear to be two levels of real­ity, two or­ders of on­to­logy, in Wit­tig’s the­ory. So­cially con­sti­tuted on­to­logy emerges from a more fun­da­mental on­to­logy that ap­pears to be pre-so­cial and pre-dis­curs­ive. Whereas “sex” be­longs to a dis­curs­ively con­sti­tuted real­ity (second-or­der), there is a pre-so­cial on­to­logy that ac­counts for the con­sti­tu­tion of the dis­curs­ive it­self. She clearly re­fuses the struc­tur­al­ist as­sump­tion of a set of uni­ver­sal sig­ni­fy­ing struc­tures prior to the speak­ing sub­ject that or­ches­trate the form­a­tion of that sub­ject and his or her speech. In her view, there are his­tor­ic­ally con­tin­gent struc­tures char­ac­ter­ized as het­ero­sexual and com­puls­ory that dis­trib­ute the rights of full and au­thor­it­at­ive speech to males and deny them to fe­males. But this so­cially con­sti­tuted asym­metry dis­guises and vi­ol­ates a pre-so­cial on­to­logy of uni­fied and equal per­sons.


  The task for wo­men,Wit­tig ar­gues, is to as­sume the po­s­i­tion of the au­thor­it­at­ive, speak­ing sub­ject — which is in some sense their on­to­lo­gic­ally groun­ded “right” — and to over­throw both the cat­egory of sex and the sys­tem of com­puls­ory het­ero­sexu­al­ity that is its ori­gin. Lan­guage, for Wit­tig, is a set of acts, re­peated over time, that pro­duce real­ity-ef­fects that are even­tu­ally mis­per­ceived as “facts.” Col­lect­ively con­sidered, the re­peated prac­tice of nam­ing sexual dif­fer­ence has cre­ated this ap­pear­ance of nat­ural di­vi­sion. The “nam­ing” of sex is an act of dom­in­a­tion and com­pul­sion, an in­sti­tu­tion­al­ized per­form­at­ive that both cre­ates and le­gis­lates so­cial real­ity by re­quir­ing the dis­curs­ive/ per­cep­tual con­struc­tion of bod­ies in ac­cord with prin­ciples of sexual dif­fer­ence. Hence, Wit­tig con­cludes, “we are com­pelled in our bod­ies and our minds to cor­res­pond, fea­ture by fea­ture, with the idea of nature that has been es­tab­lished for us …‘men’ and ‘wo­men’ are polit­ical cat­egor­ies, and not nat­ural facts.”[28]


  “Sex,” the cat­egory, com­pels “sex,” the so­cial con­fig­ur­a­tion of bod­ies, through what Wit­tig calls a co­erced con­tract. Hence, the cat­egory of “sex” is a name that en­slaves. Lan­guage “casts sheaves of real­ity upon the so­cial body,” but these sheaves are not eas­ily dis­carded. She con­tin­ues: “stamp­ing it and vi­ol­ently shap­ing it.”[29] Wit­tig ar­gues that the “straight mind,” evid­ent in the dis­courses of the hu­man sci­ences, “op­press all of us, les­bi­ans, wo­men, and ho­mo­sexual men” be­cause they “take for gran­ted that what founds so­ci­ety, any so­ci­ety, is het­ero­sexu­al­ity.”[30] Dis­course be­comes op­press­ive when it re­quires that the speak­ing sub­ject, in or­der to speak, par­ti­cip­ate in the very terms of that op­pres­sion — that is, take for gran­ted the speak­ing sub­ject’s own im­possib­il­ity or un­in­tel­li­gib­il­ity. This pre­sumptive het­ero­sexu­al­ity, she ar­gues, func­tions within dis­course to com­mu­nic­ate a threat: “‘you-will-be-straight-or-you-will-not-be. ’”[31] Wo­men, les­bi­ans, and gay men, she ar­gues, can­not as­sume the po­s­i­tion of the speak­ing sub­ject within the lin­guistic sys­tem of com­puls­ory het­ero­sexu­al­ity. To speak within the sys­tem is to be de­prived of the pos­sib­il­ity of speech; hence, to speak at all in that con­text is a per­form­at­ive con­tra­dic­tion, the lin­guistic as­ser­tion of a self that can­not “be” within the lan­guage that as­serts it.


  The power Wit­tig ac­cords to this “sys­tem” of lan­guage is enorm­ous. Con­cepts, cat­egor­ies, and ab­strac­tions, she ar­gues, can ef­fect a phys­ical and ma­ter­ial vi­ol­ence against the bod­ies they claim to or­gan­ize and in­ter­pret: “There is noth­ing ab­stract about the power that sci­ences and the­or­ies have to act ma­ter­i­ally and ac­tu­ally upon our bod­ies and minds, even if the dis­course that pro­duces it is ab­stract. It is one of the forms of dom­in­a­tion, its very ex­pres­sion, as Marx said. I would say, rather, one of its ex­er­cises. All of the op­pressed know this power and have had to deal with it.”[32] The power of lan­guage to work on bod­ies is both the cause of sexual op­pres­sion and the way bey­ond that op­pres­sion. Lan­guage works neither ma­gic­ally nor in­ex­or­ably: “there is a plas­ti­city of the real to lan­guage: lan­guage has a plastic ac­tion upon the real.” [33] Lan­guage as­sumes and al­ters its power to act upon the real through locu­tion­ary acts, which, re­peated, be­come en­trenched prac­tices and, ul­ti­mately, in­sti­tu­tions. The asym­met­rical struc­ture of lan­guage that iden­ti­fies the sub­ject who speaks for and as the uni­ver­sal with the male and iden­ti­fies the fe­male speaker as “par­tic­u­lar” and “in­ter­ested” is in no sense in­trinsic to par­tic­u­lar lan­guages or to lan­guage it­self. These asym­met­rical po­s­i­tions can­not be un­der­stood to fol­low from the “nature” of men or wo­men, for, as Beau­voir es­tab­lished, no such “nature” ex­ists: “One must un­der­stand that men are not born with a fac­ulty for the uni­ver­sal and that wo­men are not re­duced at birth to the par­tic­u­lar. The uni­ver­sal has been, and is con­tinu­ally, at every mo­ment, ap­pro­pri­ated by men. It does not hap­pen, it must be done. It is an act, a crim­inal act, per­pet­rated by one class against an­other. It is an act car­ried out at the level of con­cepts, philo­sophy, polit­ics.”[34]


  Al­though Ir­igaray ar­gues that “the sub­ject is al­ways already mas­cu­line,” Wit­tig dis­putes the no­tion that “the sub­ject” is ex­clus­ively mas­cu­line ter­rit­ory. The very plas­ti­city of lan­guage, for her, res­ists the fix­ing of the sub­ject po­s­i­tion as mas­cu­line. In­deed, the pre­sump­tion of an ab­so­lute speak­ing sub­ject is, for Wit­tig, the polit­ical goal for “wo­men,” which, if achieved, will ef­fect­ively dis­solve the cat­egory of “wo­men” al­to­gether. A wo­man can­not use the first per­son “I” be­cause as a wo­man, the speaker is “par­tic­u­lar” (re­l­at­ive, in­ter­ested, per­spectival), and the in­voc­a­tion of the “I” pre­sumes the ca­pa­city to speak for and as the uni­ver­sal hu­man: “a re­l­at­ive sub­ject is in­con­ceiv­able, a re­l­at­ive sub­ject could not speak at all.”[35] Re­ly­ing on the as­sump­tion that all speak­ing pre­sup­poses and im­pli­citly in­vokes the en­tirety of lan­guage, Wit­tig de­scribes the speak­ing sub­ject as one who, in the act of say­ing “I,” “re­appro­pri­ates lan­guage as a whole, pro­ceed­ing from one­self alone, with the power to use all lan­guage.” This ab­so­lute ground­ing of the speak­ing “I” as­sumes god-like di­men­sions within Wit­tig’s dis­cus­sion. This priv­ilege to speak “I” es­tab­lishes a sov­er­eign self, a cen­ter of ab­so­lute plen­it­ude and power; speak­ing es­tab­lishes “the su­preme act of sub­jectiv­ity.” This com­ing into sub­jectiv­ity is the ef­fect­ive over­throw of sex and, hence, the fem­in­ine: “no wo­man can say I without be­ing for her­self a total sub­ject — that is, un­gendered, uni­ver­sal, whole.”[36]


  Wit­tig con­tin­ues with a start­ling spec­u­la­tion on the nature of lan­guage and “be­ing” that situ­ates her own polit­ical pro­ject within the tra­di­tional dis­course of on­to­theo­logy. In her view, the primary on­to­logy of lan­guage gives every per­son the same op­por­tun­ity to es­tab­lish sub­jectiv­ity. The prac­tical task that wo­men face in try­ing to es­tab­lish sub­jectiv­ity through speech de­pends on their col­lect­ive abil­ity to cast off the re­ific­a­tions of sex im­posed on them which de­form them as par­tial or re­l­at­ive be­ings. Since this dis­card­ing fol­lows upon the ex­er­cise of a full in­voc­a­tion of “I,” wo­men speak their way out of their gender. The so­cial re­ific­a­tions of sex can be un­der­stood to mask or dis­tort a prior on­to­lo­gical real­ity, that real­ity be­ing the equal op­por­tun­ity of all per­sons, prior to the mark­ing by sex, to ex­er­cise lan­guage in the as­ser­tion of sub­jectiv­ity. In speak­ing, the “I” as­sumes the to­tal­ity of lan­guage and, hence, speaks po­ten­tially from all po­s­i­tions — that is, in a uni­ver­sal mode. “Gender … works upon this on­to­lo­gical fact to an­nul it,” she writes, as­sum­ing the primary prin­ciple of equal ac­cess to the uni­ver­sal to qual­ify as that “on­to­lo­gical fact.”[37] This prin­ciple of equal ac­cess, how­ever, is it­self groun­ded in an on­to­lo­gical pre­sump­tion of the unity of speak­ing be­ings in a Be­ing that is prior to sexed be­ing. Gender, she ar­gues, “tries to ac­com­plish the di­vi­sion of Be­ing,” but “Be­ing as be­ing is not di­vided.”[38] Here the co­her­ent as­ser­tion of the “I” pre­sup­poses not only the to­tal­ity of lan­guage, but the unity of be­ing.


  If nowhere else quite so plainly, Wit­tig places her­self here within the tra­di­tional dis­course of the philo­soph­ical pur­suit of pres­ence, Be­ing, rad­ical and un­in­ter­rup­ted plen­it­ude. In dis­tinc­tion from a Der­ridean po­s­i­tion that would un­der­stand all sig­ni­fic­a­tion to rely on an op­er­a­tional différance, Wit­tig ar­gues that speak­ing re­quires and in­vokes a seam­less iden­tity of all things. This found­a­tion­al­ist fic­tion gives her a point of de­par­ture by which to cri­ti­cize ex­ist­ing so­cial in­sti­tu­tions. The crit­ical ques­tion re­mains, how­ever, what con­tin­gent so­cial re­la­tions does that pre­sump­tion of be­ing, au­thor­ity, and uni­ver­sal sub­ject­hood serve? Why value the usurp­a­tion of that au­thor­it­arian no­tion of the sub­ject? Why not pur­sue the de­cen­ter­ing of the sub­ject and its uni­ver­sal­iz­ing epi­stemic strategies? Al­though Wit­tig cri­ti­cizes “the straight mind” for uni­ver­sal­iz­ing its point of view, it ap­pears that she not only uni­ver­sal­izes “the” straight mind, but fails to con­sider the to­tal­it­arian con­sequences of such a the­ory of sov­er­eign speech acts.


  Polit­ic­ally, the di­vi­sion of be­ing — a vi­ol­ence against the field of on­to­lo­gical plen­it­ude, in her view — into the dis­tinc­tion between the uni­ver­sal and the par­tic­u­lar con­di­tions a re­la­tion of sub­jec­tion. Dom­in­a­tion must be un­der­stood as the denial of a prior and primary unity of all per­sons in a pre­lin­guistic be­ing. Dom­in­a­tion oc­curs through a lan­guage which, in its plastic so­cial ac­tion, cre­ates a second-or­der, ar­ti­fi­cial on­to­logy, an il­lu­sion of dif­fer­ence, dis­par­ity, and, con­sequently, hier­archy that be­comes so­cial real­ity.


  Para­dox­ic­ally, Wit­tig nowhere en­ter­tains an Ar­is­to­phanic myth about the ori­ginal unity of genders, for gender is a di­vis­ive prin­ciple, a tool of sub­jec­tion, one that res­ists the very no­tion of unity. Sig­ni­fic­antly, her nov­els fol­low a nar­rat­ive strategy of dis­in­teg­ra­tion, sug­gest­ing that the bin­ary for­mu­la­tion of sex needs to frag­ment and pro­lif­er­ate to the point where the bin­ary it­self is re­vealed as con­tin­gent. The free play of at­trib­utes or “phys­ical fea­tures” is never an ab­so­lute de­struc­tion, for the on­to­lo­gical field dis­tor­ted by gender is one of con­tinu­ous plen­it­ude. Wit­tig cri­ti­cizes “the straight mind” for be­ing un­able to lib­er­ate it­self from the thought of “dif­fer­ence.” In tem­por­ary al­li­ance with Deleuze and Guat­tari, Wit­tig op­poses psy­cho­ana­lysis as a sci­ence pre­dic­ated on an eco­nomy of “lack” and “neg­a­tion.” In “Paradigm,” an early es­say, Wit­tig con­siders that the over­throw of the sys­tem of bin­ary sex might ini­ti­ate a cul­tural field of many sexes. In that es­say she refers to Anti-Oed­ipus: “For us there are, not one or two sexes, but many (cf. Guat­tari/Deleuze), as many sexes as there are in­di­vidu­als.”[39] The lim­it­less pro­lif­er­a­tion of sexes, how­ever, lo­gic­ally en­tails the neg­a­tion of sex as such. If the num­ber of sexes cor­res­ponds to the num­ber of ex­ist­ing in­di­vidu­als, sex would no longer have any gen­eral ap­plic­a­tion as a term: one’s sex would be a rad­ic­ally sin­gu­lar prop­erty and would no longer be able to op­er­ate as a use­ful or de­script­ive gen­er­al­iz­a­tion.


  The meta­phors of de­struc­tion, over­throw, and vi­ol­ence that work in Wit­tig’s the­ory and fic­tion have a dif­fi­cult on­to­lo­gical status. Al­though lin­guistic cat­egor­ies shape real­ity in a “vi­ol­ent” way, cre­at­ing so­cial fic­tions in the name of the real, there ap­pears to be a truer real­ity, an on­to­lo­gical field of unity against which these so­cial fic­tions are meas­ured. Wit­tig re­fuses the dis­tinc­tion between an “ab­stract” concept and a “ma­ter­ial” real­ity, ar­guing that con­cepts are formed and cir­cu­lated within the ma­ter­i­al­ity of lan­guage and that that lan­guage works in a ma­ter­ial way to con­struct the so­cial world.[40] On the other hand, these “con­struc­tions” are un­der­stood as dis­tor­tions and re­ific­a­tions to be judged against a prior on­to­lo­gical field of rad­ical unity and plen­it­ude. Con­structs are thus “real” to the ex­tent that they are fict­ive phe­nom­ena that gain power within dis­course. These con­structs are dis­em­powered, how­ever, through locu­tion­ary acts that im­pli­citly seek re­course to the uni­ver­sal­ity of lan­guage and the unity of Be­ing. Wit­tig ar­gues that “it is quite pos­sible for a work of lit­er­at­ure to op­er­ate as a war ma­chine,” even “a per­fect war ma­chine.”[41] The main strategy of this war is for wo­men, les­bi­ans, and gay men — all of whom have been par­tic­u­lar­ized through an iden­ti­fic­a­tion with “sex” — to pree­mpt the po­s­i­tion of the speak­ing sub­ject and its in­voc­a­tion of the uni­ver­sal point of view.


  The ques­tion of how a par­tic­u­lar and re­l­at­ive sub­ject can speak his or her way out of the cat­egory of sex dir­ects Wit­tig’s vari­ous con­sid­er­a­tions of Djuna Barnes,[42] Mar­cel Proust,[43] and Nat­alie Sar­raute.[44] The lit­er­ary text as war ma­chine is, in each in­stance, dir­ec­ted against the hier­arch­ical di­vi­sion of gender, the split­ting of uni­ver­sal and par­tic­u­lar in the name of a re­cov­ery of a prior and es­sen­tial unity of those terms. To uni­ver­sal­ize the point of view of wo­men is sim­ul­tan­eously to des­troy the cat­egory of wo­men and to es­tab­lish the pos­sib­il­ity of a new hu­man­ism. De­struc­tion is thus al­ways res­tor­a­tion — that is, the de­struc­tion of a set of cat­egor­ies that in­tro­duce ar­ti­fi­cial di­vi­sions into an oth­er­wise uni­fied on­to­logy.


  Lit­er­ary works, how­ever, main­tain a priv­ileged ac­cess to this primary field of on­to­lo­gical abund­ance. The split between form and con­tent cor­res­ponds to the ar­ti­fi­cial philo­soph­ical dis­tinc­tion between ab­stract, uni­ver­sal thought and con­crete, ma­ter­ial real­ity. Just as Wit­tig in­vokes Bakhtin to es­tab­lish con­cepts as ma­ter­ial real­it­ies, so she in­vokes lit­er­ary lan­guage more gen­er­ally to rees­tab­lish the unity of lan­guage as in­dis­sol­uble form and con­tent: “through lit­er­at­ure … words come back to us whole again”[45]; “lan­guage ex­ists as a para­dise made of vis­ible, aud­ible, palp­able, pal­at­able words.”[46] Above all, lit­er­ary works of­fer Wit­tig the oc­ca­sion to ex­per­i­ment with pro­nouns that within sys­tems of com­puls­ory mean­ing con­flate the mas­cu­line with the uni­ver­sal and in­vari­ably par­tic­u­lar­ize the fem­in­ine. In Les Guérillères,[47] she seeks to elim­in­ate any he-they (il-ils) con­junc­tions, in­deed, any “he” (il), and to of­fer elles as stand­ing for the gen­eral, the uni­ver­sal. “The goal of this ap­proach,” she writes, “is not to fem­in­ize the world but to make the cat­egor­ies of sex ob­sol­ete in lan­guage.”[48]


  In a self-con­sciously de­fi­ant im­per­i­al­ist strategy, Wit­tig ar­gues that only by tak­ing up the uni­ver­sal and ab­so­lute point of view, ef­fect­ively les­bi­an­iz­ing the en­tire world, can the com­puls­ory or­der of het­ero­sexu­al­ity be des­troyed. The j/e of The Les­bian Body is sup­posed to es­tab­lish the les­bian, not as a split sub­ject, but as the sov­er­eign sub­ject who can wage war lin­guist­ic­ally against a “world” that has con­sti­tuted a se­mantic and syn­tactic as­sault against the les­bian. Her point is not to call at­ten­tion to the pres­ence of rights of “wo­men” or “les­bi­ans” as in­di­vidu­als, but to counter the glob­al­iz­ing het­ero­sex­ist epi­steme by a re­verse dis­course of equal reach and power. The point is not to as­sume the po­s­i­tion of the speak­ing sub­ject in or­der to be a re­cog­nized in­di­vidual within a set of re­cip­rocal lin­guistic re­la­tions; rather, the speak­ing sub­ject be­comes more than the in­di­vidual, be­comes an ab­so­lute per­spect­ive that im­poses its cat­egor­ies on the en­tire lin­guistic field, known as “the world.” Only a war strategy that rivals the pro­por­tions of com­puls­ory het­ero­sexu­al­ity,Wit­tig ar­gues, will op­er­ate ef­fect­ively to chal­lenge the lat­ter’s epi­stemic he­ge­mony.


  In its ideal sense, speak­ing is, for Wit­tig, a po­tent act, an as­ser­tion of sov­er­eignty that sim­ul­tan­eously im­plies a re­la­tion­ship of equal­ity with other speak­ing sub­jects.[49] This ideal or primary “con­tract” of lan­guage op­er­ates at an im­pli­cit level. Lan­guage has a dual pos­sib­il­ity: It can be used to as­sert a true and in­clus­ive uni­ver­sal­ity of per­sons, or it can in­sti­tute a hier­archy in which only some per­sons are eli­gible to speak and oth­ers, by vir­tue of their ex­clu­sion from the uni­ver­sal point of view, can­not “speak” without sim­ul­tan­eously deau­thor­iz­ing that speech. Prior to this asym­met­rical re­la­tion to speech, how­ever, is an ideal so­cial con­tract, one in which every first-per­son speech act pre­sup­poses and af­firms an ab­so­lute re­ci­pro­city among speak­ing sub­jects — Wit­tig’s ver­sion of the ideal speech situ­ation. Dis­tort­ing and con­ceal­ing that ideal re­ci­pro­city, how­ever, is the het­ero­sexual con­tract, the fo­cus of Wit­tig’s most re­cent the­or­et­ical work,[50] al­though present in her the­or­et­ical es­says all along.[51]


  Un­spoken but al­ways op­er­at­ive, the het­ero­sexual con­tract can­not be re­duced to any of its em­pir­ical ap­pear­ances. Wit­tig writes:


  
    I con­front a nonex­ist­ent ob­ject, a fet­ish, an ideo­lo­gical form which can­not be grasped in real­ity, ex­cept through its ef­fects, whose ex­ist­ence lies in the mind of people, but in a way that af­fects their whole life, the way they act, the way they move, the way they think. So we are deal­ing with an ob­ject both ima­gin­ary and real.[52]
  


  As in Lacan, the ideal­iz­a­tion of het­ero­sexu­al­ity ap­pears even within Wit­tig’s own for­mu­la­tion to ex­er­cise a con­trol over the bod­ies of prac­ti­cing het­ero­sexu­als that is fi­nally im­possible, in­deed, that is bound to fal­ter on its own im­possib­il­ity. Wit­tig ap­pears to be­lieve that only the rad­ical de­par­ture from het­ero­sexual con­texts — namely be­com­ing les­bian or gay — can bring about the down­fall of this het­ero­sexual re­gime. But this polit­ical con­sequence fol­lows only if one un­der­stands all “par­ti­cip­a­tion” in het­ero­sexu­al­ity to be a re­pe­ti­tion and con­sol­id­a­tion of het­ero­sexual op­pres­sion. The pos­sib­il­it­ies of resig­ni­fy­ing het­ero­sexu­al­ity it­self are re­fused pre­cisely be­cause het­ero­sexu­al­ity is un­der­stood as a total sys­tem that re­quires a thor­oughgo­ing dis­place­ment. The polit­ical op­tions that fol­low from such a to­tal­iz­ing view of het­ero­sex­ist power are (a) rad­ical con­form­ity or (b) rad­ical re­volu­tion.


  As­sum­ing the sys­temic in­teg­rity of het­ero­sexu­al­ity is ex­tremely prob­lem­atic both for Wit­tig’s un­der­stand­ing of het­ero­sexual prac­tice and for her con­cep­tion of ho­mo­sexu­al­ity and les­bi­an­ism. As rad­ic­ally “out­side” the het­ero­sexual mat­rix, ho­mo­sexu­al­ity is con­ceived as rad­ic­ally un­con­di­tioned by het­ero­sexual norms. This puri­fic­a­tion of ho­mo­sexu­al­ity, a kind of les­bian mod­ern­ism, is cur­rently con­tested by nu­mer­ous les­bian and gay dis­courses that un­der­stand les­bian and gay cul­ture as em­bed­ded in the lar­ger struc­tures of het­ero­sexu­al­ity even as they are po­si­tioned in sub­vers­ive or resig­ni­fic­at­ory re­la­tion­ships to het­ero­sexual cul­tural con­fig­ur­a­tions. Wit­tig’s view re­fuses the pos­sib­il­ity, it seems, of a vo­li­tional or op­tional het­ero­sexu­al­ity; yet, even if het­ero­sexu­al­ity is presen­ted as ob­lig­at­ory or pre­sumptive, it does not fol­low that all het­ero­sexual acts are rad­ic­ally de­term­ined. Fur­ther, Wit­tig’s rad­ical dis­junc­tion between straight and gay rep­lic­ates the kind of dis­junct­ive bin­ar­ism that she her­self char­ac­ter­izes as the di­vis­ive philo­soph­ical ges­ture of the straight mind.


  My own con­vic­tion is that the rad­ical dis­junc­tion pos­ited by Wit­tig between het­ero­sexu­al­ity and ho­mo­sexu­al­ity is simply not true, that there are struc­tures of psychic ho­mo­sexu­al­ity within het­ero­sexual re­la­tions, and struc­tures of psychic het­ero­sexu­al­ity within gay and les­bian sexu­al­ity and re­la­tion­ships. Fur­ther, there are other power/dis­course cen­ters that con­struct and struc­ture both gay and straight sexu­al­ity; het­ero­sexu­al­ity is not the only com­puls­ory dis­play of power that in­forms sexu­al­ity. The ideal of a co­her­ent het­ero­sexu­al­ity that Wit­tig de­scribes as the norm and stand­ard of the het­ero­sexual con­tract is an im­possible ideal, a “fet­ish,” as she her­self points out. A psy­cho­ana­lytic elab­or­a­tion might con­tend that this im­possib­il­ity is ex­posed in vir­tue of the com­plex­ity and res­ist­ance of an un­con­scious sexu­al­ity that is not al­ways already het­ero­sexual. In this sense, het­ero­sexu­al­ity of­fers norm­at­ive sexual po­s­i­tions that are in­trins­ic­ally im­possible to em­body, and the per­sist­ent fail­ure to identify fully and without in­co­her­ence with these po­s­i­tions re­veals het­ero­sexu­al­ity it­self not only as a com­puls­ory law, but as an in­ev­it­able com­edy. In­deed, I would of­fer this in­sight into het­ero­sexu­al­ity as both a com­puls­ory sys­tem and an in­trinsic com­edy, a con­stant par­ody of it­self, as an al­tern­at­ive gay/les­bian per­spect­ive.


  Clearly, the norm of com­puls­ory het­ero­sexu­al­ity does op­er­ate with the force and vi­ol­ence that Wit­tig de­scribes, but my own po­s­i­tion is that this is not the only way that it op­er­ates. For Wit­tig, the strategies for polit­ical res­ist­ance to norm­at­ive het­ero­sexu­al­ity are fairly dir­ect. Only the ar­ray of em­bod­ied per­sons who are not en­gaged in a het­ero­sexual re­la­tion­ship within the con­fines of the fam­ily which takes re­pro­duc­tion to be the end or te­los of sexu­al­ity are, in ef­fect, act­ively con­test­ing the cat­egor­ies of sex or, at least, not in com­pli­ance with the norm­at­ive pre­sup­pos­i­tions and pur­poses of that set of cat­egor­ies. To be les­bian or gay is, for Wit­tig, no longer to know one’s sex, to be en­gaged in a con­fu­sion and pro­lif­er­a­tion of cat­egor­ies that make sex an im­possible cat­egory of iden­tity. As eman­cip­at­ory as this sounds, Wit­tig’s pro­posal over­rides those dis­courses within gay and les­bian cul­ture that pro­lif­er­ate spe­cific­ally gay sexual iden­tit­ies by ap­pro­pri­at­ing and re­deploy­ing the cat­egor­ies of sex. The terms queens, butches, femmes, girls, even the par­odic re­appro­pri­ation of dyke, queer, and fag re­deploy and destabil­ize the cat­egor­ies of sex and the ori­gin­ally derog­at­ory cat­egor­ies for ho­mo­sexual iden­tity. All of these terms might be un­der­stood as symp­to­matic of “the straight mind,” modes of identi­fy­ing with the op­pressor’s ver­sion of the iden­tity of the op­pressed. On the other hand, les­bian has surely been par­tially re­claimed from it his­tor­ical mean­ings, and par­odic cat­egor­ies serve the pur­poses of de­nat­ur­al­iz­ing sex it­self. When the neigh­bor­hood gay res­taur­ant closes for va­ca­tion, the own­ers put out a sign, ex­plain­ing that “she’s over­worked and needs a rest.” This very gay ap­pro­pri­ation of the fem­in­ine works to mul­tiply pos­sible sites of ap­plic­a­tion of the term, to re­veal the ar­bit­rary re­la­tion between the sig­ni­fier and the sig­ni­fied, and to destabil­ize and mo­bil­ize the sign. Is this a col­on­iz­ing “ap­pro­pri­ation” of the fem­in­ine? My sense is no. That ac­cus­a­tion as­sumes that the fem­in­ine be­longs to wo­men, an as­sump­tion surely sus­pect.


  Within les­bian con­texts, the “iden­ti­fic­a­tion” with mas­culin­ity that ap­pears as butch iden­tity is not a simple as­sim­il­a­tion of les­bi­an­ism back into the terms of het­ero­sexu­al­ity. As one les­bian femme ex­plained, she likes her boys to be girls, mean­ing that “be­ing a girl” con­tex­tu­al­izes and resig­ni­fies “mas­culin­ity” in a butch iden­tity. As a res­ult, that mas­culin­ity, if that it can be called, is al­ways brought into re­lief against a cul­tur­ally in­tel­li­gible “fe­male body.” It is pre­cisely this dis­son­ant jux­ta­pos­i­tion and the sexual ten­sion that its trans­gres­sion gen­er­ates that con­sti­tute the ob­ject of de­sire. In other words, the ob­ject [and clearly, there is not just one] of les­bian-femme de­sire is neither some de­con­tex­tu­al­ized fe­male body nor a dis­crete yet su­per­im­posed mas­cu­line iden­tity, but the destabil­iz­a­tion of both terms as they come into erotic in­ter­play. Sim­il­arly, some het­ero­sexual or bi­sexual wo­men may well prefer that the re­la­tion of “fig­ure” to “ground” work in the op­pos­ite dir­ec­tion — that is, they may prefer that their girls be boys. In that case, the per­cep­tion of “fem­in­ine” iden­tity would be jux­ta­posed on the “male body” as ground, but both terms would, through the jux­ta­pos­i­tion, lose their in­ternal sta­bil­ity and dis­tinct­ness from each other. Clearly, this way of think­ing about gendered ex­changes of de­sire ad­mits of much greater com­plex­ity, for the play of mas­cu­line and fem­in­ine, as well as the in­ver­sion of ground to fig­ure can con­sti­tute a highly com­plex and struc­tured pro­duc­tion of de­sire. Sig­ni­fic­antly, both the sexed body as “ground” and the butch or femme iden­tity as “fig­ure” can shift, in­vert, and cre­ate erotic havoc of vari­ous sorts. Neither can lay claim to “the real,” al­though either can qual­ify as an ob­ject of be­lief, de­pend­ing on the dy­namic of the sexual ex­change. The idea that butch and femme are in some sense “rep­licas” or “cop­ies” of het­ero­sexual ex­change un­der­es­tim­ates the erotic sig­ni­fic­ance of these iden­tit­ies as in­tern­ally dis­son­ant and com­plex in their resig­ni­fic­a­tion of the he­ge­monic cat­egor­ies by which they are en­abled. Les­bian femmes may re­call the het­ero­sexual scene, as it were, but also dis­place it at the same time. In both butch and femme iden­tit­ies, the very no­tion of an ori­ginal or nat­ural iden­tity is put into ques­tion; in­deed, it is pre­cisely that ques­tion as it is em­bod­ied in these iden­tit­ies that be­comes one source of their erotic sig­ni­fic­ance.


  Al­though Wit­tig does not dis­cuss the mean­ing of butch/femme iden­tit­ies, her no­tion of fict­ive sex sug­gests a sim­ilar dis­sim­u­la­tion of a nat­ural or ori­ginal no­tion of gendered co­her­ence as­sumed to ex­ist among sexed bod­ies, gender iden­tit­ies, and sexu­al­it­ies. Im­pli­cit in Wit­tig’s de­scrip­tion of sex as a fict­ive cat­egory is the no­tion that the vari­ous com­pon­ents of “sex” may well dis­ag­greg­ate. In such a break­down of bod­ily co­her­ence, the cat­egory of sex could no longer op­er­ate de­script­ively in any given cul­tural do­main. If the cat­egory of “sex” is es­tab­lished through re­peated acts, then con­versely, the so­cial ac­tion of bod­ies within the cul­tural field can with­draw the very power of real­ity that they them­selves in­ves­ted in the cat­egory.


  For power to be with­drawn, power it­self would have to be un­der­stood as the re­tract­able op­er­a­tion of vo­li­tion; in­deed, the het­ero­sexual con­tract would be un­der­stood to be sus­tained through a series of choices, just as the so­cial con­tract in Locke or Rousseau is un­der­stood to pre­sup­pose the ra­tional choice or de­lib­er­ate will of those it is said to gov­ern. If power is not re­duced to vo­li­tion, how­ever, and the clas­sical lib­eral and ex­ist­en­tial model of free­dom is re­fused, then power-re­la­tions can be un­der­stood, as I think they ought to be, as con­strain­ing and con­sti­tut­ing the very pos­sib­il­it­ies of vo­li­tion. Hence, power can be neither with­drawn nor re­fused, but only re­deployed. In­deed, in my view, the norm­at­ive fo­cus for gay and les­bian prac­tice ought to be on the sub­vers­ive and par­odic re­deploy­ment of power rather than on the im­possible fantasy of its full-scale tran­scend­ence.


  Whereas Wit­tig clearly en­vi­sions les­bi­an­ism to be a full-scale re­fusal of het­ero­sexu­al­ity, I would ar­gue that even that re­fusal con­sti­tutes an en­gage­ment and, ul­ti­mately, a rad­ical de­pend­ence on the very terms that les­bi­an­ism pur­ports to tran­scend. If sexu­al­ity and power are co­ex­tens­ive, and if les­bian sexu­al­ity is no more and no less con­struc­ted than other modes of sexu­al­ity, then there is no prom­ise of lim­it­less pleas­ure after the shackles of the cat­egory of sex have been thrown off. The struc­tur­ing pres­ence of het­ero­sexual con­structs within gay and les­bian sexu­al­ity does not mean that those con­structs de­term­ine gay and les­bian sexu­al­ity nor that gay and les­bian sexu­al­ity are de­riv­able or re­du­cible to those con­structs. In­deed, con­sider the dis­em­power­ing and de­nat­ur­al­iz­ing ef­fects of a spe­cific­ally gay de­ploy­ment of het­ero­sexual con­structs. The pres­ence of these norms not only con­sti­tute a site of power that can­not be re­fused, but they can and do be­come the site of par­odic con­test and dis­play that robs com­puls­ory het­ero­sexu­al­ity of its claims to nat­ur­al­ness and ori­gin­al­ity. Wit­tig calls for a po­s­i­tion bey­ond sex that re­turns her the­ory to a prob­lem­atic hu­man­ism based in a prob­lem­atic meta­phys­ics of pres­ence. And yet, her lit­er­ary works ap­pear to en­act a dif­fer­ent kind of polit­ical strategy than the one for which she ex­pli­citly calls in her the­or­et­ical es­says. In The Les­bian Body and in Les Guérillères, the nar­rat­ive strategy through which polit­ical trans­form­a­tion is ar­tic­u­lated makes use of re­deploy­ment and trans­valu­ation time and again both to make use of ori­gin­ally op­press­ive terms and to de­prive them of their le­git­im­at­ing func­tions.


  Al­though Wit­tig her­self is a “ma­ter­i­al­ist,” the term has a spe­cific mean­ing within her the­or­et­ical frame­work. She wants to over­come the split between ma­ter­i­al­ity and rep­res­ent­a­tion that char­ac­ter­izes “straight” think­ing. Ma­ter­i­al­ism im­plies neither a re­duc­tion of ideas to mat­ter nor the view of the­ory as a re­flec­tion of its eco­nomic base, strictly con­ceived. Wit­tig’s ma­ter­i­al­ism takes so­cial in­sti­tu­tions and prac­tices, in par­tic­u­lar, the in­sti­tu­tion of het­ero­sexu­al­ity, as the basis of crit­ical ana­lysis. In “The Straight Mind” and “On the So­cial Con­tract,”[53] she un­der­stands the in­sti­tu­tion of het­ero­sexu­al­ity as the found­ing basis of the male-dom­in­ated so­cial or­ders. “Nature” and the do­main of ma­ter­i­al­ity are ideas, ideo­lo­gical con­structs, pro­duced by these so­cial in­sti­tu­tions to sup­port the polit­ical in­terests of the het­ero­sexual con­tract. In this sense, Wit­tig is a clas­sic ideal­ist for whom nature is un­der­stood as a men­tal rep­res­ent­a­tion. A lan­guage of com­puls­ory mean­ings pro­duces this rep­res­ent­a­tion of nature to fur­ther the polit­ical strategy of sexual dom­in­a­tion and to ra­tion­al­ize the in­sti­tu­tion of com­puls­ory het­ero­sexu­al­ity.


  Un­like Beau­voir, Wit­tig sees nature not as a res­ist­ant ma­ter­i­al­ity, a me­dium, sur­face, or an ob­ject; it is an “idea” gen­er­ated and sus­tained for the pur­poses of so­cial con­trol. The very elasti­city of the os­tens­ible ma­ter­i­al­ity of the body is shown in The Les­bian Body as lan­guage fig­ures and re­fig­ures the parts of the body into rad­ic­ally new so­cial con­fig­ur­a­tions of form (and an­ti­form). Like those mundane and sci­entific lan­guages that cir­cu­late the idea of “nature” and so pro­duce the nat­ur­al­ized con­cep­tion of dis­cretely sexed bod­ies, Wit­tig’s own lan­guage en­acts an al­tern­at­ive dis­fig­ur­ing and re­fig­ur­ing of bod­ies. Her aim is to ex­pose the idea of a nat­ural body as a con­struc­tion and to of­fer a de­con­struct­ive/re­con­struct­ive set of strategies for con­fig­ur­ing bod­ies to con­test the power of het­ero­sexu­al­ity. The very shape and form of bod­ies, their uni­fy­ing prin­ciple, their com­pos­ite parts, are al­ways figured by a lan­guage im­bued with polit­ical in­terests. For Wit­tig, the polit­ical chal­lenge is to seize lan­guage as the means of rep­res­ent­a­tion and pro­duc­tion, to treat it as an in­stru­ment that in­vari­ably con­structs the field of bod­ies and that ought to be used to de­con­struct and re­con­struct bod­ies out­side the op­press­ive cat­egor­ies of sex.


  If the mul­ti­plic­a­tion of gender pos­sib­il­it­ies ex­pose and dis­rupt the bin­ary re­ific­a­tions of gender, what is the nature of such a sub­vers­ive en­act­ment? How can such an en­act­ment con­sti­tute a sub­ver­sion? In The Les­bian Body, the act of love-mak­ing lit­er­ally tears the bod­ies of its part­ners apart. As les­bian sexu­al­ity, this set of acts out­side of the re­pro­duct­ive mat­rix pro­duces the body it­self as an in­co­her­ent cen­ter of at­trib­utes, ges­tures, and de­sires. And in Wit­tig’s Les Guérillères, the same kind of dis­in­teg­rat­ing ef­fect, even vi­ol­ence, emerges in the struggle between the “wo­men” and their op­press­ors. In that con­text,Wit­tig clearly dis­tances her­self from those who would de­fend the no­tion of a “spe­cific­ally fem­in­ine” pleas­ure, writ­ing, or iden­tity; she all but mocks those who would hold up the “circle” as their em­blem. For Wit­tig, the task is not to prefer the fem­in­ine side of the bin­ary to the mas­cu­line, but to dis­place the bin­ary as such through a spe­cific­ally les­bian dis­in­teg­ra­tion of its con­stitutive cat­egor­ies.


  The dis­in­teg­ra­tion ap­pears lit­eral in the fic­tional text, as does the vi­ol­ent struggle in Les Guérillères. Wit­tig’s texts have been cri­ti­cized for this use of vi­ol­ence and force — no­tions that on the sur­face seem an­ti­thet­ical to fem­in­ist aims. But note that Wit­tig’s nar­rat­ive strategy is not to identify the fem­in­ine through a strategy of dif­fer­en­ti­ation or ex­clu­sion from the mas­cu­line. Such a strategy con­sol­id­ates hier­archy and bin­ar­isms through a trans­valu­ation of val­ues by which wo­men now rep­res­ent the do­main of pos­it­ive value. In con­trast to a strategy that con­sol­id­ates wo­men’s iden­tity through an ex­clu­sion­ary pro­cess of dif­fer­en­ti­ation, Wit­tig of­fers a strategy of re­appro­pri­ation and sub­vers­ive re­deploy­ment of pre­cisely those “val­ues” that ori­gin­ally ap­peared to be­long to the mas­cu­line do­main. One might well ob­ject that Wit­tig has as­sim­il­ated mas­cu­line val­ues or, in­deed, that she is “male-iden­ti­fied,” but the very no­tion of “iden­ti­fic­a­tion” ree­m­erges in the con­text of this lit­er­ary pro­duc­tion as im­meas­ur­ably more com­plex than the un­crit­ical use of that term sug­gests. The vi­ol­ence and struggle in her text is, sig­ni­fic­antly, re­con­tex­tu­al­ized, no longer sus­tain­ing the same mean­ings that it has in op­press­ive con­texts. It is neither a simple “turn­ing of the tables” in which wo­men now wage vi­ol­ence against men, nor a simple in­tern­al­iz­a­tion of mas­cu­line norms such that wo­men now wage vi­ol­ence against them­selves. The vi­ol­ence of the text has the iden­tity and co­her­ence of the cat­egory of sex as its tar­get, a life­less con­struct, a con­struct out to deaden the body. Be­cause that cat­egory is the nat­ur­al­ized con­struct that makes the in­sti­tu­tion of norm­at­ive het­ero­sexu­al­ity seem in­ev­it­able, Wit­tig’s tex­tual vi­ol­ence is en­acted against that in­sti­tu­tion, and not primar­ily for its het­ero­sexu­al­ity, but for its com­pulsor­i­ness.


  Note as well that the cat­egory of sex and the nat­ur­al­ized in­sti­tu­tion of het­ero­sexu­al­ity are con­structs, so­cially in­sti­tuted and so­cially reg­u­lated fantas­ies or “fet­ishes,” not nat­ural cat­egor­ies, but polit­ical ones (cat­egor­ies that prove that re­course to the “nat­ural” in such con­texts is al­ways polit­ical). Hence, the body which is torn apart, the wars waged among wo­men, are tex­tual vi­ol­ences, the de­con­struc­tion of con­structs that are al­ways already a kind of vi­ol­ence against the body’s pos­sib­il­it­ies.


  But here we might ask: What is left when the body rendered co­her­ent through the cat­egory of sex is disag­greg­ated, rendered chaotic? Can this body be re-membered, be put back to­gether again? Are there pos­sib­il­it­ies of agency that do not re­quire the co­her­ent re­as­sembling of this con­struct? Wit­tig’s text not only de­con­structs sex and of­fers a way to dis­in­teg­rate the false unity des­ig­nated by sex, but en­acts as well a kind of dif­fuse cor­por­eal agency gen­er­ated from a num­ber of dif­fer­ent cen­ters of power. In­deed, the source of per­sonal and polit­ical agency comes not from within the in­di­vidual, but in and through the com­plex cul­tural ex­changes among bod­ies in which iden­tity it­self is ever-shift­ing, in­deed, where iden­tity it­self is con­struc­ted, dis­in­teg­rated, and re­cir­cu­lated only within the con­text of a dy­namic field of cul­tural re­la­tions. To be a wo­man is, then, for Wit­tig as well as for Beau­voir, to be­come a wo­man, but be­cause this pro­cess is in no sense fixed, it is pos­sible to be­come a be­ing whom neither man nor wo­man truly de­scribes. This is not the fig­ure of the an­dro­gyne nor some hy­po­thet­ical “third gender,” nor is it a tran­scend­ence of the bin­ary. In­stead, it is an in­ternal sub­ver­sion in which the bin­ary is both pre­sup­posed and pro­lif­er­ated to the point where it no longer makes sense. The force of Wit­tig’s fic­tion, its lin­guistic chal­lenge, is to of­fer an ex­per­i­ence bey­ond the cat­egor­ies of iden­tity, an erotic struggle to cre­ate new cat­egor­ies from the ru­ins of the old, new ways of be­ing a body within the cul­tural field, and whole new lan­guages of de­scrip­tion.


  In re­sponse to Beau­voir’s no­tion “one is not born a wo­man, but, rather, be­comes one,” Wit­tig claims that in­stead of be­com­ing a wo­man, one (any­one?) can be­come a les­bian. By re­fus­ing the cat­egory of wo­men, Wit­tig’s les­bian-fem­in­ism ap­pears to cut off any kind of solid­ar­ity with het­ero­sexual wo­men and im­pli­citly to as­sume that les­bi­an­ism is the lo­gic­ally or polit­ic­ally ne­ces­sary con­sequence of fem­in­ism. This kind of sep­ar­at­ist pre­scriptiv­ism is surely no longer vi­able. But even if it were polit­ic­ally de­sir­able, what cri­teria would be used to de­cide the ques­tion of sexual “iden­tity”?


  If to be­come a les­bian is an act, a leave-tak­ing of het­ero­sexu­al­ity, a self-nam­ing that con­tests the com­puls­ory mean­ings of het­ero­sexu­al­ity’s wo­men and men, what is to keep the name of les­bian from be­com­ing an equally com­puls­ory cat­egory? What qual­i­fies as a les­bian? Does any­one know? If a les­bian re­futes the rad­ical dis­junc­tion between het­ero­sexual and ho­mo­sexual eco­nom­ies that Wit­tig pro­motes, is that les­bian no longer a les­bian? And if it is an “act” that founds the iden­tity as a per­form­at­ive ac­com­plish­ment of sexu­al­ity, are there cer­tain kinds of acts that qual­ify over oth­ers as found­a­tional? Can one do the act with a “straight mind”? Can one un­der­stand les­bian sexu­al­ity not only as a con­test­a­tion of the cat­egory of “sex,” of “wo­men,” of “nat­ural bod­ies,” but also of “les­bian”?


  In­ter­est­ingly, Wit­tig sug­gests a ne­ces­sary re­la­tion­ship between the ho­mo­sexual point of view and that of fig­ur­at­ive lan­guage, as if to be a ho­mo­sexual is to con­test the com­puls­ory syn­tax and se­mantics that con­struct “the real.” Ex­cluded from the real, the ho­mo­sexual point of view, if there is one, might well un­der­stand the real as con­sti­tuted through a set of ex­clu­sions, mar­gins that do not ap­pear, ab­sences that do not fig­ure. What a tra­gic mis­take, then, to con­struct a gay/les­bian iden­tity through the same ex­clu­sion­ary means, as if the ex­cluded were not, pre­cisely through its ex­clu­sion, al­ways pre­sup­posed and, in­deed, re­quired for the con­struc­tion of that iden­tity. Such an ex­clu­sion, para­dox­ic­ally, in­sti­tutes pre­cisely the re­la­tion of rad­ical de­pend­ency it seeks to over­come: Les­bi­an­ism would then re­quire het­ero­sexu­al­ity. Les­bi­an­ism that defines it­self in rad­ical ex­clu­sion from het­ero­sexu­al­ity de­prives it­self of the ca­pa­city to resig­nify the very het­ero­sexual con­structs by which it is par­tially and in­ev­it­ably con­sti­tuted. As a res­ult, that les­bian strategy would con­sol­id­ate com­puls­ory het­ero­sexu­al­ity in its op­press­ive forms.


  The more in­si­di­ous and ef­fect­ive strategy it seems is a thor­oughgo­ing ap­pro­pri­ation and re­deploy­ment of the cat­egor­ies of iden­tity them­selves, not merely to con­test “sex,” but to ar­tic­u­late the con­ver­gence of mul­tiple sexual dis­courses at the site of “iden­tity” in or­der to render that cat­egory, in whatever form, per­man­ently prob­lem­atic.


  iv. Bodily Inscriptions, Performative Subversions


  “Garbo ‘got in drag’ whenever she took some heavy glam­our part, whenever she melted in or out of a man’s arms, whenever she simply let that heav­enly-flexed neck … bear the weight of her thrown-back head… . How resplen­dent seems the art of act­ing! It is all im­per­son­a­tion, whether the sex un­der­neath is true or not.”


  — Parker Tyler, “The Garbo Im­age” quoted

  in Es­ther New­ton, Mother Camp


  Cat­egor­ies of true sex, dis­crete gender, and spe­cific sexu­al­ity have con­sti­tuted the stable point of ref­er­ence for a great deal of fem­in­ist the­ory and polit­ics. These con­structs of iden­tity serve as the points of epi­stemic de­par­ture from which the­ory emerges and polit­ics it­self is shaped. In the case of fem­in­ism, polit­ics is os­tens­ibly shaped to ex­press the in­terests, the per­spect­ives, of “wo­men.” But is there a polit­ical shape to “wo­men,” as it were, that pre­cedes and pre­fig­ures the polit­ical elab­or­a­tion of their in­terests and epi­stemic point of view? How is that iden­tity shaped, and is it a polit­ical shap­ing that takes the very mor­pho­logy and bound­ary of the sexed body as the ground, sur­face, or site of cul­tural in­scrip­tion? What cir­cum­scribes that site as “the fe­male body”? Is “the body” or “the sexed body” the firm found­a­tion on which gender and sys­tems of com­puls­ory sexu­al­ity op­er­ate? Or is “the body” it­self shaped by polit­ical forces with stra­tegic in­terests in keep­ing that body bounded and con­sti­tuted by the mark­ers of sex?


  The sex/gender dis­tinc­tion and the cat­egory of sex it­self ap­pear to pre­sup­pose a gen­er­al­iz­a­tion of “the body” that preex­ists the ac­quis­i­tion of its sexed sig­ni­fic­ance. This “body” of­ten ap­pears to be a pass­ive me­dium that is sig­ni­fied by an in­scrip­tion from a cul­tural source figured as “ex­ternal” to that body. Any the­ory of the cul­tur­ally con­struc­ted body, how­ever, ought to ques­tion “the body” as a con­struct of sus­pect gen­er­al­ity when it is figured as pass­ive and prior to dis­course. There are Chris­tian and Cartesian pre­ced­ents to such views which, prior to the emer­gence of vi­tal­istic bio­lo­gies in the nine­teenth cen­tury, un­der­stand “the body” as so much in­ert mat­ter, sig­ni­fy­ing noth­ing or, more spe­cific­ally, sig­ni­fy­ing a pro­fane void, the fallen state: de­cep­tion, sin, the pre­mon­i­tional meta­phor­ics of hell and the eternal fem­in­ine. There are many oc­ca­sions in both Sartre’s and Beau­voir’s work where “the body” is figured as a mute facti­city, an­ti­cip­at­ing some mean­ing that can be at­trib­uted only by a tran­scend­ent con­scious­ness, un­der­stood in Cartesian terms as rad­ic­ally im­ma­ter­ial. But what es­tab­lishes this du­al­ism for us? What sep­ar­ates off “the body” as in­dif­fer­ent to sig­ni­fic­a­tion, and sig­ni­fic­a­tion it­self as the act of a rad­ic­ally dis­em­bod­ied con­scious­ness or, rather, the act that rad­ic­ally dis­em­bod­ies that con­scious­ness? To what ex­tent is that Cartesian du­al­ism pre­sup­posed in phe­nomen­o­logy ad­ap­ted to the struc­tur­al­ist frame in which mind/body is re­described as cul­ture/nature? With re­spect to gender dis­course, to what ex­tent do these prob­lem­atic du­al­isms still op­er­ate within the very de­scrip­tions that are sup­posed to lead us out of that bin­ar­ism and its im­pli­cit hier­archy? How are the con­tours of the body clearly marked as the taken-for-gran­ted ground or sur­face upon which gender sig­ni­fic­a­tions are in­scribed, a mere facti­city devoid of value, prior to sig­ni­fic­ance?


  Wit­tig sug­gests that a cul­tur­ally spe­cific epi­stemic a pri­ori es­tab­lishes the nat­ur­al­ness of “sex.” But by what en­ig­matic means has “the body” been ac­cep­ted as a prima facie given that ad­mits of no gene­a­logy? Even within Fou­cault’s es­say on the very theme of gene­a­logy, the body is figured as a sur­face and the scene of a cul­tural in­scrip­tion: “the body is the in­scribed sur­face of events.”[54] The task of gene­a­logy, he claims, is “to ex­pose a body totally im­prin­ted by his­tory.” His sen­tence con­tin­ues, how­ever, by re­fer­ring to the goal of “his­tory” — here clearly un­der­stood on the model of Freud’s “civil­iz­a­tion” — as the “de­struc­tion of the body” (148). Forces and im­pulses with mul­tiple dir­ec­tion­al­it­ies are pre­cisely that which his­tory both des­troys and pre­serves through the Entstehung (his­tor­ical event) of in­scrip­tion. As “a volume in per­petual dis­in­teg­ra­tion” (148), the body is al­ways un­der siege, suf­fer­ing de­struc­tion by the very terms of his­tory. And his­tory is the cre­ation of val­ues and mean­ings by a sig­ni­fy­ing prac­tice that re­quires the sub­jec­tion of the body. This cor­por­eal de­struc­tion is ne­ces­sary to pro­duce the speak­ing sub­ject and its sig­ni­fic­a­tions. This is a body, de­scribed through the lan­guage of sur­face and force, weakened through a “single drama” of dom­in­a­tion, in­scrip­tion, and cre­ation (150). This is not the modus vivendi of one kind of his­tory rather than an­other, but is, for Fou­cault, “his­tory” (148) in its es­sen­tial and re­press­ive ges­ture.


  Al­though Fou­cault writes, “Noth­ing in man [sic] — not even his body — is suf­fi­ciently stable to serve as the basis for self-re­cog­ni­tion or for un­der­stand­ing other men [sic]” (153), he nev­er­the­less points to the con­stancy of cul­tural in­scrip­tion as a “single drama” that acts on the body. If the cre­ation of val­ues, that his­tor­ical mode of sig­ni­fic­a­tion, re­quires the de­struc­tion of the body, much as the in­stru­ment of tor­ture in Kafka’s “In the Penal Colony” des­troys the body on which it writes, then there must be a body prior to that in­scrip­tion, stable and self-identical, sub­ject to that sac­ri­fi­cial de­struc­tion. In a sense, for Fou­cault, as for Ni­et­z­sche, cul­tural val­ues emerge as the res­ult of an in­scrip­tion on the body, un­der­stood as a me­dium, in­deed, a blank page; in or­der for this in­scrip­tion to sig­nify, how­ever, that me­dium must it­self be des­troyed — that is, fully trans­valu­ated into a sub­lim­ated do­main of val­ues. Within the meta­phor­ics of this no­tion of cul­tural val­ues is the fig­ure of his­tory as a re­lent­less writ­ing in­stru­ment, and the body as the me­dium which must be des­troyed and trans­figured in or­der for “cul­ture” to emerge.


  By main­tain­ing a body prior to its cul­tural in­scrip­tion, Fou­cault ap­pears to as­sume a ma­ter­i­al­ity prior to sig­ni­fic­a­tion and form. Be­cause this dis­tinc­tion op­er­ates as es­sen­tial to the task of gene­a­logy as he defines it, the dis­tinc­tion it­self is pre­cluded as an ob­ject of gene­a­lo­gical in­vest­ig­a­tion. Oc­ca­sion­ally in his ana­lysis of Her­cu­line, Fou­cault sub­scribes to a pre­dis­curs­ive mul­ti­pli­city of bod­ily forces that break through the sur­face of the body to dis­rupt the reg­u­lat­ing prac­tices of cul­tural co­her­ence im­posed upon that body by a power re­gime, un­der­stood as a vi­cis­situde of “his­tory.” If the pre­sump­tion of some kind of prec­at­egorial source of dis­rup­tion is re­fused, is it still pos­sible to give a gene­a­lo­gical ac­count of the de­marc­a­tion of the body as such as a sig­ni­fy­ing prac­tice? This de­marc­a­tion is not ini­ti­ated by a re­ified his­tory or by a sub­ject. This mark­ing is the res­ult of a dif­fuse and act­ive struc­tur­ing of the so­cial field. This sig­ni­fy­ing prac­tice ef­fects a so­cial space for and of the body within cer­tain reg­u­lat­ory grids of in­tel­li­gib­il­ity.


  Mary Douglas’s Pur­ity and Danger sug­gests that the very con­tours of “the body” are es­tab­lished through mark­ings that seek to es­tab­lish spe­cific codes of cul­tural co­her­ence. Any dis­course that es­tab­lishes the bound­ar­ies of the body serves the pur­pose of in­stat­ing and nat­ur­al­iz­ing cer­tain ta­boos re­gard­ing the ap­pro­pri­ate lim­its, pos­tures, and modes of ex­change that define what it is that con­sti­tutes bod­ies:


  
    ideas about sep­ar­at­ing, puri­fy­ing, de­marc­at­ing and pun­ish­ing trans­gres­sions have as their main func­tion to im­pose sys­tem on an in­her­ently un­tidy ex­per­i­ence. It is only by ex­ag­ger­at­ing the dif­fer­ence between within and without, above and be­low, male and fe­male, with and against, that a semb­lance of or­der is cre­ated.[55]
  


  Al­though Douglas clearly sub­scribes to a struc­tur­al­ist dis­tinc­tion between an in­her­ently un­ruly nature and an or­der im­posed by cul­tural means, the “un­tidi­ness” to which she refers can be re­described as a re­gion of cul­tural un­ru­li­ness and dis­order. As­sum­ing the in­ev­it­ably bin­ary struc­ture of the nature/cul­ture dis­tinc­tion, Douglas can­not point to­ward an al­tern­at­ive con­fig­ur­a­tion of cul­ture in which such dis­tinc­tions be­come mal­le­able or pro­lif­er­ate bey­ond the bin­ary frame. Her ana­lysis, how­ever, provides a pos­sible point of de­par­ture for un­der­stand­ing the re­la­tion­ship by which so­cial ta­boos in­sti­tute and main­tain the bound­ar­ies of the body as such. Her ana­lysis sug­gests that what con­sti­tutes the limit of the body is never merely ma­ter­ial, but that the sur­face, the skin, is sys­tem­ic­ally sig­ni­fied by ta­boos and an­ti­cip­ated trans­gres­sions; in­deed, the bound­ar­ies of the body be­come, within her ana­lysis, the lim­its of the so­cial per se. A post­struc­tur­al­ist ap­pro­pri­ation of her view might well un­der­stand the bound­ar­ies of the body as the lim­its of the so­cially he­ge­monic. In a vari­ety of cul­tures, she main­tains, there are


  
    pol­lu­tion powers which in­here in the struc­ture of ideas it­self and which pun­ish a sym­bolic break­ing of that which should be joined or join­ing of that which should be sep­ar­ate. It fol­lows from this that pol­lu­tion is a type of danger which is not likely to oc­cur ex­cept where the lines of struc­ture, cos­mic or so­cial, are clearly defined.
  


  
    A pol­lut­ing per­son is al­ways in the wrong. He [sic] has de­veloped some wrong con­di­tion or simply crossed over some line which should not have been crossed and this dis­place­ment un­leashes danger for someone.[56]
  


  In a sense, Si­mon Wat­ney has iden­ti­fied the con­tem­por­ary con­struc­tion of “the pol­lut­ing per­son” as the per­son with AIDS in his Poli­cing De­sire: AIDS, Por­no­graphy, and the Me­dia.[57] Not only is the ill­ness figured as the “gay dis­ease,” but through­out the me­dia’s hys­ter­ical and ho­mo­phobic re­sponse to the ill­ness there is a tac­tical con­struc­tion of a con­tinu­ity between the pol­luted status of the ho­mo­sexual by vir­tue of the bound­ary-tres­pass that is ho­mo­sexu­al­ity and the dis­ease as a spe­cific mod­al­ity of ho­mo­sexual pol­lu­tion. That the dis­ease is trans­mit­ted through the ex­change of bod­ily flu­ids sug­gests within the sen­sa­tion­al­ist graph­ics of ho­mo­phobic sig­ni­fy­ing sys­tems the dangers that per­meable bod­ily bound­ar­ies present to the so­cial or­der as such. Douglas re­marks that “the body is a model that can stand for any bounded sys­tem. Its bound­ar­ies can rep­res­ent any bound­ar­ies which are threatened or pre­cari­ous.”[58] And she asks a ques­tion which one might have ex­pec­ted to read in Fou­cault: “Why should bod­ily mar­gins be thought to be spe­cific­ally in­ves­ted with power and danger?”[59]


  Douglas sug­gests that all so­cial sys­tems are vul­ner­able at their mar­gins, and that all mar­gins are ac­cord­ingly con­sidered dan­ger­ous. If the body is syn­ec­dochal for the so­cial sys­tem per se or a site in which open sys­tems con­verge, then any kind of un­reg­u­lated per­meab­il­ity con­sti­tutes a site of pol­lu­tion and en­dan­ger­ment. Since anal and oral sex among men clearly es­tab­lishes cer­tain kinds of bod­ily per­meab­il­it­ies un­sanc­tioned by the he­ge­monic or­der, male ho­mo­sexu­al­ity would, within such a he­ge­monic point of view, con­sti­tute a site of danger and pol­lu­tion, prior to and re­gard­less of the cul­tural pres­ence of AIDS. Sim­il­arly, the “pol­luted” status of les­bi­ans, re­gard­less of their low-risk status with re­spect to AIDS, brings into re­lief the dangers of their bod­ily ex­changes. Sig­ni­fic­antly, be­ing “out­side” the he­ge­monic or­der does not sig­nify be­ing “in” a state of filthy and un­tidy nature. Para­dox­ic­ally, ho­mo­sexu­al­ity is al­most al­ways con­ceived within the ho­mo­phobic sig­ni­fy­ing eco­nomy as both un­civ­il­ized and un­nat­ural.


  The con­struc­tion of stable bod­ily con­tours re­lies upon fixed sites of cor­por­eal per­meab­il­ity and im­per­meab­il­ity. Those sexual prac­tices in both ho­mo­sexual and het­ero­sexual con­texts that open sur­faces and ori­fices to erotic sig­ni­fic­a­tion or close down oth­ers ef­fect­ively re­in­scribe the bound­ar­ies of the body along new cul­tural lines. Anal sex among men is an ex­ample, as is the rad­ical re-mem­ber­ing of the body in Wit­tig’s The Les­bian Body. Douglas al­ludes to “a kind of sex pol­lu­tion which ex­presses a de­sire to keep the body (phys­ical and so­cial) in­tact,”[60] sug­gest­ing that the nat­ur­al­ized no­tion of “the” body is it­self a con­sequence of ta­boos that render that body dis­crete by vir­tue of its stable bound­ar­ies. Fur­ther, the rites of pas­sage that gov­ern vari­ous bod­ily ori­fices pre­sup­pose a het­ero­sexual con­struc­tion of gendered ex­change, po­s­i­tions, and erotic pos­sib­il­it­ies. The de­reg­u­la­tion of such ex­changes ac­cord­ingly dis­rupts the very bound­ar­ies that de­term­ine what it is to be a body at all. In­deed, the crit­ical in­quiry that traces the reg­u­lat­ory prac­tices within which bod­ily con­tours are con­struc­ted con­sti­tutes pre­cisely the gene­a­logy of “the body” in its dis­crete­ness that might fur­ther rad­ic­al­ize Fou­cault’s the­ory.[61]


  Sig­ni­fic­antly, Kristeva’s dis­cus­sion of ab­jec­tion in Powers of Hor­ror be­gins to sug­gest the uses of this struc­tur­al­ist no­tion of a bound­ary-con­sti­tut­ing ta­boo for the pur­poses of con­struct­ing a dis­crete sub­ject through ex­clu­sion.[62] The “ab­ject” des­ig­nates that which has been ex­pelled from the body, dis­charged as ex­cre­ment, lit­er­ally rendered “Other.” This ap­pears as an ex­pul­sion of alien ele­ments, but the alien is ef­fect­ively es­tab­lished through this ex­pul­sion. The con­struc­tion of the “not-me” as the ab­ject es­tab­lishes the bound­ar­ies of the body which are also the first con­tours of the sub­ject. Kristeva writes:


  
    nausea makes me balk at that milk cream, sep­ar­ates me from the mother and father who prof­fer it. “I” want none of that ele­ment, sign of their de­sire; “I” do not want to listen, “I” do not as­sim­il­ate it, “I” ex­pel it. But since the food is not an “other” for “me,” who am only in their de­sire, I ex­pel my­self, I spit my­self out, I ab­ject my­self within the same mo­tion through which “I” claim to es­tab­lish my­self.[63]
  


  The bound­ary of the body as well as the dis­tinc­tion between in­ternal and ex­ternal is es­tab­lished through the ejec­tion and trans­valu­ation of some­thing ori­gin­ally part of iden­tity into a de­fil­ing oth­er­ness. As Iris Young has sug­ges­ted in her use of Kristeva to un­der­stand sex­ism, ho­mo­pho­bia, and ra­cism, the re­pu­di­ation of bod­ies for their sex, sexu­al­ity, and/or color is an “ex­pul­sion” fol­lowed by a “re­pul­sion” that founds and con­sol­id­ates cul­tur­ally he­ge­monic iden­tit­ies along sex/race/sexu­al­ity axes of dif­fer­en­ti­ation.[64] Young’s ap­pro­pri­ation of Kristeva shows how the op­er­a­tion of re­pul­sion can con­sol­id­ate “iden­tit­ies” foun­ded on the in­sti­tut­ing of the “Other” or a set of Oth­ers through ex­clu­sion and dom­in­a­tion. What con­sti­tutes through di­vi­sion the “in­ner” and “outer” worlds of the sub­ject is a bor­der and bound­ary tenu­ously main­tained for the pur­poses of so­cial reg­u­la­tion and con­trol. The bound­ary between the in­ner and outer is con­foun­ded by those ex­cre­mental pas­sages in which the in­ner ef­fect­ively be­comes outer, and this ex­cret­ing func­tion be­comes, as it were, the model by which other forms of iden­tity-dif­fer­en­ti­ation are ac­com­plished. In ef­fect, this is the mode by which Oth­ers be­come shit. For in­ner and outer worlds to re­main ut­terly dis­tinct, the en­tire sur­face of the body would have to achieve an im­possible im­per­meab­il­ity. This seal­ing of its sur­faces would con­sti­tute the seam­less bound­ary of the sub­ject; but this en­clos­ure would in­vari­ably be ex­ploded by pre­cisely that ex­cre­mental filth that it fears.


  Re­gard­less of the com­pel­ling meta­phors of the spa­tial dis­tinc­tions of in­ner and outer, they re­main lin­guistic terms that fa­cil­it­ate and ar­tic­u­late a set of fantas­ies, feared and de­sired. “In­ner” and “outer” make sense only with ref­er­ence to a me­di­at­ing bound­ary that strives for sta­bil­ity. And this sta­bil­ity, this co­her­ence, is de­term­ined in large part by cul­tural or­ders that sanc­tion the sub­ject and com­pel its dif­fer­en­ti­ation from the ab­ject. Hence, “in­ner” and “outer” con­sti­tute a bin­ary dis­tinc­tion that sta­bil­izes and con­sol­id­ates the co­her­ent sub­ject. When that sub­ject is chal­lenged, the mean­ing and ne­ces­sity of the terms are sub­ject to dis­place­ment. If the “in­ner world” no longer des­ig­nates a topos, then the in­ternal fix­ity of the self and, in­deed, the in­ternal loc­ale of gender iden­tity, be­come sim­il­arly sus­pect. The crit­ical ques­tion is not how did that iden­tity be­come in­tern­al­ized? as if in­tern­al­iz­a­tion were a pro­cess or a mech­an­ism that might be de­script­ively re­con­struc­ted. Rather, the ques­tion is: From what stra­tegic po­s­i­tion in pub­lic dis­course and for what reas­ons has the trope of in­ter­i­or­ity and the dis­junct­ive bin­ary of in­ner/outer taken hold? In what lan­guage is “in­ner space” figured? What kind of fig­ur­a­tion is it, and through what fig­ure of the body is it sig­ni­fied? How does a body fig­ure on its sur­face the very in­vis­ib­il­ity of its hid­den depth?


  From In­ter­i­or­ity to Gender Per­form­at­ives


  In Dis­cip­line and Pun­ish Fou­cault chal­lenges the lan­guage of in­tern­al­iz­a­tion as it op­er­ates in the ser­vice of the dis­cip­lin­ary re­gime of the sub­jec­tion and sub­jectiv­a­tion of crim­in­als.[65] Al­though Fou­cault ob­jec­ted to what he un­der­stood to be the psy­cho­ana­lytic be­lief in the “in­ner” truth of sex in The His­tory of Sexu­al­ity, he turns to a cri­ti­cism of the doc­trine of in­tern­al­iz­a­tion for sep­ar­ate pur­poses in the con­text of his his­tory of crim­in­o­logy. In a sense, Dis­cip­line and Pun­ish can be read as Fou­cault’s ef­fort to re­write Ni­et­z­sche’s doc­trine of in­tern­al­iz­a­tion in On the Gene­a­logy of Mor­als on the model of in­scrip­tion. In the con­text of pris­on­ers, Fou­cault writes, the strategy has been not to en­force a re­pres­sion of their de­sires, but to com­pel their bod­ies to sig­nify the pro­hib­it­ive law as their very es­sence, style, and ne­ces­sity. That law is not lit­er­ally in­tern­al­ized, but in­cor­por­ated, with the con­sequence that bod­ies are pro­duced which sig­nify that law on and through the body; there the law is mani­fest as the es­sence of their selves, the mean­ing of their soul, their con­science, the law of their de­sire. In ef­fect, the law is at once fully mani­fest and fully lat­ent, for it never ap­pears as ex­ternal to the bod­ies it sub­jects and sub­jectiv­ates. Fou­cault writes:


  
    It would be wrong to say that the soul is an il­lu­sion, or an ideo­lo­gical ef­fect. On the con­trary, it ex­ists, it has a real­ity, it is pro­duced per­man­ently around, on, within, the body by the func­tion­ing of a power that is ex­er­cised on those that are pun­ished. (my em­phasis)[66]
  


  The fig­ure of the in­terior soul un­der­stood as “within” the body is sig­ni­fied through its in­scrip­tion on the body, even though its primary mode of sig­ni­fic­a­tion is through its very ab­sence, its po­tent in­vis­ib­il­ity. The ef­fect of a struc­tur­ing in­ner space is pro­duced through the sig­ni­fic­a­tion of a body as a vi­tal and sac­red en­clos­ure. The soul is pre­cisely what the body lacks; hence, the body presents it­self as a sig­ni­fy­ing lack. That lack which is the body sig­ni­fies the soul as that which can­not show. In this sense, then, the soul is a sur­face sig­ni­fic­a­tion that con­tests and dis­places the in­ner/outer dis­tinc­tion it­self, a fig­ure of in­terior psychic space in­scribed on the body as a so­cial sig­ni­fic­a­tion that per­petu­ally re­nounces it­self as such. In Fou­cault’s terms, the soul is not im­prisoned by or within the body, as some Chris­tian im­agery would sug­gest, but “the soul is the prison of the body.”[67]


  The re­de­scrip­tion of in­tra­psychic pro­cesses in terms of the sur­face polit­ics of the body im­plies a co­rol­lary re­de­scrip­tion of gender as the dis­cip­lin­ary pro­duc­tion of the fig­ures of fantasy through the play of pres­ence and ab­sence on the body’s sur­face, the con­struc­tion of the gendered body through a series of ex­clu­sions and deni­als, sig­ni­fy­ing ab­sences. But what de­term­ines the mani­fest and lat­ent text of the body politic? What is the pro­hib­it­ive law that gen­er­ates the cor­por­eal styl­iz­a­tion of gender, the fantas­ied and fant­astic fig­ur­a­tion of the body? We have already con­sidered the in­cest ta­boo and the prior ta­boo against ho­mo­sexu­al­ity as the gen­er­at­ive mo­ments of gender iden­tity, the pro­hib­i­tions that pro­duce iden­tity along the cul­tur­ally in­tel­li­gible grids of an ideal­ized and com­puls­ory het­ero­sexu­al­ity. That dis­cip­lin­ary pro­duc­tion of gender ef­fects a false sta­bil­iz­a­tion of gender in the in­terests of the het­ero­sexual con­struc­tion and reg­u­la­tion of sexu­al­ity within the re­pro­duct­ive do­main. The con­struc­tion of co­her­ence con­ceals the gender dis­con­tinu­it­ies that run rampant within het­ero­sexual, bi­sexual, and gay and les­bian con­texts in which gender does not ne­ces­sar­ily fol­low from sex, and de­sire, or sexu­al­ity gen­er­ally, does not seem to fol­low from gender — in­deed, where none of these di­men­sions of sig­ni­fic­ant cor­por­eal­ity ex­press or re­flect one an­other. When the dis­or­gan­iz­a­tion and dis­ag­greg­a­tion of the field of bod­ies dis­rupt the reg­u­lat­ory fic­tion of het­ero­sexual co­her­ence, it seems that the ex­press­ive model loses its de­script­ive force. That reg­u­lat­ory ideal is then ex­posed as a norm and a fic­tion that dis­guises it­self as a de­vel­op­mental law reg­u­lat­ing the sexual field that it pur­ports to de­scribe.


  Ac­cord­ing to the un­der­stand­ing of iden­ti­fic­a­tion as an en­acted fantasy or in­cor­por­a­tion, how­ever, it is clear that co­her­ence is de­sired, wished for, ideal­ized, and that this ideal­iz­a­tion is an ef­fect of a cor­por­eal sig­ni­fic­a­tion. In other words, acts, ges­tures, and de­sire pro­duce the ef­fect of an in­ternal core or sub­stance, but pro­duce this on the sur­face of the body, through the play of sig­ni­fy­ing ab­sences that sug­gest, but never re­veal, the or­gan­iz­ing prin­ciple of iden­tity as a cause. Such acts, ges­tures, en­act­ments, gen­er­ally con­strued, are per­form­at­ive in the sense that the es­sence or iden­tity that they oth­er­wise pur­port to ex­press are fab­ric­a­tions man­u­fac­tured and sus­tained through cor­por­eal signs and other dis­curs­ive means. That the gendered body is per­form­at­ive sug­gests that it has no on­to­lo­gical status apart from the vari­ous acts which con­sti­tute its real­ity. This also sug­gests that if that real­ity is fab­ric­ated as an in­terior es­sence, that very in­ter­i­or­ity is an ef­fect and func­tion of a de­cidedly pub­lic and so­cial dis­course, the pub­lic reg­u­la­tion of fantasy through the sur­face polit­ics of the body, the gender bor­der con­trol that dif­fer­en­ti­ates in­ner from outer, and so in­sti­tutes the “in­teg­rity” of the sub­ject. In other words, acts and ges­tures, ar­tic­u­lated and en­acted de­sires cre­ate the il­lu­sion of an in­terior and or­gan­iz­ing gender core, an il­lu­sion dis­curs­ively main­tained for the pur­poses of the reg­u­la­tion of sexu­al­ity within the ob­lig­at­ory frame of re­pro­duct­ive het­ero­sexu­al­ity. If the “cause” of de­sire, ges­ture, and act can be loc­al­ized within the “self ” of the actor, then the polit­ical reg­u­la­tions and dis­cip­lin­ary prac­tices which pro­duce that os­tens­ibly co­her­ent gender are ef­fect­ively dis­placed from view. The dis­place­ment of a polit­ical and dis­curs­ive ori­gin of gender iden­tity onto a psy­cho­lo­gical “core” pre­cludes an ana­lysis of the polit­ical con­sti­tu­tion of the gendered sub­ject and its fab­ric­ated no­tions about the in­ef­fable in­ter­i­or­ity of its sex or of its true iden­tity.


  If the in­ner truth of gender is a fab­ric­a­tion and if a true gender is a fantasy in­sti­tuted and in­scribed on the sur­face of bod­ies, then it seems that genders can be neither true nor false, but are only pro­duced as the truth ef­fects of a dis­course of primary and stable iden­tity. In Mother Camp: Fe­male Im­per­son­at­ors in Amer­ica, an­thro­po­lo­gist Es­ther New­ton sug­gests that the struc­ture of im­per­son­a­tion re­veals one of the key fab­ric­at­ing mech­an­isms through which the so­cial con­struc­tion of gender takes place.[68] I would sug­gest as well that drag fully sub­verts the dis­tinc­tion between in­ner and outer psychic space and ef­fect­ively mocks both the ex­press­ive model of gender and the no­tion of a true gender iden­tity. New­ton writes:


  
    At its most com­plex, [drag] is a double in­ver­sion that says, “ap­pear­ance is an il­lu­sion.” Drag says [New­ton’s curi­ous per­son­i­fic­a­tion] “my ‘out­side’ ap­pear­ance is fem­in­ine, but my es­sence ‘in­side’ [the body] is mas­cu­line.” At the same time it sym­bol­izes the op­pos­ite in­ver­sion; “my ap­pear­ance ‘out­side’ [my body, my gender] is mas­cu­line but my es­sence ‘in­side’ [my­self] is fem­in­ine.”[69]
  


  Both claims to truth con­tra­dict one an­other and so dis­place the en­tire en­act­ment of gender sig­ni­fic­a­tions from the dis­course of truth and fals­ity.


  The no­tion of an ori­ginal or primary gender iden­tity is of­ten par­od­ied within the cul­tural prac­tices of drag, cross-dress­ing, and the sexual styl­iz­a­tion of butch/femme iden­tit­ies. Within fem­in­ist the­ory, such par­odic iden­tit­ies have been un­der­stood to be either de­grad­ing to wo­men, in the case of drag and cross-dress­ing, or an un­crit­ical ap­pro­pri­ation of sex-role ste­reo­typ­ing from within the prac­tice of het­ero­sexu­al­ity, es­pe­cially in the case of butch/femme les­bian iden­tit­ies. But the re­la­tion between the “im­it­a­tion” and the “ori­ginal” is, I think, more com­plic­ated than that cri­tique gen­er­ally al­lows. Moreover, it gives us a clue to the way in which the re­la­tion­ship between primary iden­ti­fic­a­tion — that is, the ori­ginal mean­ings ac­cor­ded to gender — and sub­sequent gender ex­per­i­ence might be re­framed. The per­form­ance of drag plays upon the dis­tinc­tion between the ana­tomy of the per­former and the gender that is be­ing per­formed. But we are ac­tu­ally in the pres­ence of three con­tin­gent di­men­sions of sig­ni­fic­ant cor­por­eal­ity: ana­tom­ical sex, gender iden­tity, and gender per­form­ance. If the ana­tomy of the per­former is already dis­tinct from the gender of the per­former, and both of those are dis­tinct from the gender of the per­form­ance, then the per­form­ance sug­gests a dis­son­ance not only between sex and per­form­ance, but sex and gender, and gender and per­form­ance. As much as drag cre­ates a uni­fied pic­ture of “wo­man” (what its crit­ics of­ten op­pose), it also re­veals the dis­tinct­ness of those as­pects of gendered ex­per­i­ence which are falsely nat­ur­al­ized as a unity through the reg­u­lat­ory fic­tion of het­ero­sexual co­her­ence. In im­it­at­ing gender, drag im­pli­citly re­veals the im­it­at­ive struc­ture of gender it­self — as well as its con­tin­gency. In­deed, part of the pleas­ure, the gid­di­ness of the per­form­ance is in the re­cog­ni­tion of a rad­ical con­tin­gency in the re­la­tion between sex and gender in the face of cul­tural con­fig­ur­a­tions of causal unit­ies that are reg­u­larly as­sumed to be nat­ural and ne­ces­sary. In the place of the law of het­ero­sexual co­her­ence, we see sex and gender de­nat­ur­al­ized by means of a per­form­ance which avows their dis­tinct­ness and dram­at­izes the cul­tural mech­an­ism of their fab­ric­ated unity.


  The no­tion of gender par­ody de­fen­ded here does not as­sume that there is an ori­ginal which such par­odic iden­tit­ies im­it­ate. In­deed, the par­ody is of the very no­tion of an ori­ginal; just as the psy­cho­ana­lytic no­tion of gender iden­ti­fic­a­tion is con­sti­tuted by a fantasy of a fantasy, the trans­fig­ur­a­tion of an Other who is al­ways already a “fig­ure” in that double sense, so gender par­ody re­veals that the ori­ginal iden­tity after which gender fash­ions it­self is an im­it­a­tion without an ori­gin. To be more pre­cise, it is a pro­duc­tion which, in ef­fect — that is, in its ef­fect — pos­tures as an im­it­a­tion. This per­petual dis­place­ment con­sti­tutes a fluid­ity of iden­tit­ies that sug­gests an open­ness to resig­ni­fic­a­tion and re­con­tex­tu­al­iz­a­tion; par­odic pro­lif­er­a­tion de­prives he­ge­monic cul­ture and its crit­ics of the claim to nat­ur­al­ized or es­sen­tial­ist gender iden­tit­ies. Al­though the gender mean­ings taken up in these par­odic styles are clearly part of he­ge­monic, miso­gyn­ist cul­ture, they are nev­er­the­less de­nat­ur­al­ized and mo­bil­ized through their par­odic re­con­tex­tu­al­iz­a­tion. As im­it­a­tions which ef­fect­ively dis­place the mean­ing of the ori­ginal, they im­it­ate the myth of ori­gin­al­ity it­self. In the place of an ori­ginal iden­ti­fic­a­tion which serves as a de­term­in­ing cause, gender iden­tity might be re­con­ceived as a per­sonal/cul­tural his­tory of re­ceived mean­ings sub­ject to a set of im­it­at­ive prac­tices which refer lat­er­ally to other im­it­a­tions and which, jointly, con­struct the il­lu­sion of a primary and in­terior gendered self or par­ody the mech­an­ism of that con­struc­tion.


  Ac­cord­ing to Fre­dric Jameson’s “Post­mod­ern­ism and Con­sumer So­ci­ety,” the im­it­a­tion that mocks the no­tion of an ori­ginal is char­ac­ter­istic of pas­tiche rather than par­ody:


  
    Pas­tiche is, like par­ody, the im­it­a­tion of a pe­cu­liar or unique style, the wear­ing of a styl­istic mask, speech in a dead lan­guage: but it is a neut­ral prac­tice of mim­icry, without par­ody’s ul­terior motive, without the satir­ical im­pulse, without laughter, without that still lat­ent feel­ing that there ex­ists some­thing nor­mal com­pared to which what is be­ing im­it­ated is rather comic. Pas­tiche is blank par­ody, par­ody that has lost it hu­mor.[70]
  


  The loss of the sense of “the nor­mal,” how­ever, can be its own oc­ca­sion for laughter, es­pe­cially when “the nor­mal,” “the ori­ginal” is re­vealed to be a copy, and an in­ev­it­ably failed one, an ideal that no one can em­body. In this sense, laughter emerges in the real­iz­a­tion that all along the ori­ginal was de­rived.


  Par­ody by it­self is not sub­vers­ive, and there must be a way to un­der­stand what makes cer­tain kinds of par­odic re­pe­ti­tions ef­fect­ively dis­rupt­ive, truly troub­ling, and which re­pe­ti­tions be­come do­mest­ic­ated and re­cir­cu­lated as in­stru­ments of cul­tural he­ge­mony. A ty­po­logy of ac­tions would clearly not suf­fice, for par­odic dis­place­ment, in­deed, par­odic laughter, de­pends on a con­text and re­cep­tion in which sub­vers­ive con­fu­sions can be fostered. What per­form­ance where will in­vert the in­ner/outer dis­tinc­tion and com­pel a rad­ical re­think­ing of the psy­cho­lo­gical pre­sup­pos­i­tions of gender iden­tity and sexu­al­ity? What per­form­ance where will com­pel a re­con­sid­er­a­tion of the place and sta­bil­ity of the mas­cu­line and the fem­in­ine? And what kind of gender per­form­ance will en­act and re­veal the per­form­ativ­ity of gender it­self in a way that destabil­izes the nat­ur­al­ized cat­egor­ies of iden­tity and de­sire.


  If the body is not a “be­ing,” but a vari­able bound­ary, a sur­face whose per­meab­il­ity is polit­ic­ally reg­u­lated, a sig­ni­fy­ing prac­tice within a cul­tural field of gender hier­archy and com­puls­ory het­ero­sexu­al­ity, then what lan­guage is left for un­der­stand­ing this cor­por­eal en­act­ment, gender, that con­sti­tutes its “in­terior” sig­ni­fic­a­tion on its sur­face? Sartre would per­haps have called this act “a style of be­ing,” Fou­cault, “a styl­ist­ics of ex­ist­ence.” And in my earlier read­ing of Beau­voir, I sug­gest that gendered bod­ies are so many “styles of the flesh.” These styles all never fully self-styled, for styles have a his­tory, and those his­tor­ies con­di­tion and limit the pos­sib­il­it­ies. Con­sider gender, for in­stance, as a cor­por­eal style, an “act,” as it were, which is both in­ten­tional and per­form­at­ive, where “per­form­at­ive” sug­gests a dra­matic and con­tin­gent con­struc­tion of mean­ing.


  Wit­tig un­der­stands gender as the work­ings of “sex,” where “sex” is an ob­lig­at­ory in­junc­tion for the body to be­come a cul­tural sign, to ma­ter­i­al­ize it­self in obed­i­ence to a his­tor­ic­ally de­lim­ited pos­sib­il­ity, and to do this, not once or twice, but as a sus­tained and re­peated cor­por­eal pro­ject. The no­tion of a “pro­ject,” how­ever, sug­gests the ori­gin­at­ing force of a rad­ical will, and be­cause gender is a pro­ject which has cul­tural sur­vival as its end, the term strategy bet­ter sug­gests the situ­ation of duress un­der which gender per­form­ance al­ways and vari­ously oc­curs. Hence, as a strategy of sur­vival within com­puls­ory sys­tems, gender is a per­form­ance with clearly pun­it­ive con­sequences. Dis­crete genders are part of what “hu­man­izes” in­di­vidu­als within con­tem­por­ary cul­ture; in­deed, we reg­u­larly pun­ish those who fail to do their gender right. Be­cause there is neither an “es­sence” that gender ex­presses or ex­tern­al­izes nor an ob­ject­ive ideal to which gender as­pires, and be­cause gender is not a fact, the vari­ous acts of gender cre­ate the idea of gender, and without those acts, there would be no gender at all. Gender is, thus, a con­struc­tion that reg­u­larly con­ceals its gen­esis; the ta­cit col­lect­ive agree­ment to per­form, pro­duce, and sus­tain dis­crete and po­lar genders as cul­tural fic­tions is ob­scured by the cred­ib­il­ity of those pro­duc­tions — and the pun­ish­ments that at­tend not agree­ing to be­lieve in them; the con­struc­tion “com­pels” our be­lief in its ne­ces­sity and nat­ur­al­ness. The his­tor­ical pos­sib­il­it­ies ma­ter­i­al­ized through vari­ous cor­por­eal styles are noth­ing other than those pun­it­ively reg­u­lated cul­tural fic­tions al­tern­ately em­bod­ied and de­flec­ted un­der duress.


  Con­sider that a sed­i­ment­a­tion of gender norms pro­duces the pe­cu­liar phe­nomenon of a “nat­ural sex” or a “real wo­man” or any num­ber of pre­val­ent and com­pel­ling so­cial fic­tions, and that this is a sed­i­ment­a­tion that over time has pro­duced a set of cor­por­eal styles which, in re­ified form, ap­pear as the nat­ural con­fig­ur­a­tion of bod­ies into sexes ex­ist­ing in a bin­ary re­la­tion to one an­other. If these styles are en­acted, and if they pro­duce the co­her­ent gendered sub­jects who pose as their ori­gin­at­ors, what kind of per­form­ance might re­veal this os­tens­ible “cause” to be an “ef­fect”?


  In what senses, then, is gender an act? As in other ritual so­cial dra­mas, the ac­tion of gender re­quires a per­form­ance that is re­peated. This re­pe­ti­tion is at once a reen­act­ment and re­ex­per­i­en­cing of a set of mean­ings already so­cially es­tab­lished; and it is the mundane and ritu­al­ized form of their le­git­im­a­tion.[71] Al­though there are in­di­vidual bod­ies that en­act these sig­ni­fic­a­tions by be­com­ing styl­ized into gendered modes, this “ac­tion” is a pub­lic ac­tion. There are tem­poral and col­lect­ive di­men­sions to these ac­tions, and their pub­lic char­ac­ter is not in­con­sequen­tial; in­deed, the per­form­ance is ef­fected with the stra­tegic aim of main­tain­ing gender within its bin­ary frame — an aim that can­not be at­trib­uted to a sub­ject, but, rather, must be un­der­stood to found and con­sol­id­ate the sub­ject.


  Gender ought not to be con­strued as a stable iden­tity or locus of agency from which vari­ous acts fol­low; rather, gender is an iden­tity tenu­ously con­sti­tuted in time, in­sti­tuted in an ex­ter­ior space through a styl­ized re­pe­ti­tion of acts. The ef­fect of gender is pro­duced through the styl­iz­a­tion of the body and, hence, must be un­der­stood as the mundane way in which bod­ily ges­tures, move­ments, and styles of vari­ous kinds con­sti­tute the il­lu­sion of an abid­ing gendered self. This for­mu­la­tion moves the con­cep­tion of gender off the ground of a sub­stan­tial model of iden­tity to one that re­quires a con­cep­tion of gender as a con­sti­tuted so­cial tem­por­al­ity. Sig­ni­fic­antly, if gender is in­sti­tuted through acts which are in­tern­ally dis­con­tinu­ous, then the ap­pear­ance of sub­stance is pre­cisely that, a con­struc­ted iden­tity, a per­form­at­ive ac­com­plish­ment which the mundane so­cial audi­ence, in­clud­ing the act­ors them­selves, come to be­lieve and to per­form in the mode of be­lief. Gender is also a norm that can never be fully in­tern­al­ized; “the in­ternal” is a sur­face sig­ni­fic­a­tion, and gender norms are fi­nally phant­as­matic, im­possible to em­body. If the ground of gender iden­tity is the styl­ized re­pe­ti­tion of acts through time and not a seem­ingly seam­less iden­tity, then the spa­tial meta­phor of a “ground” will be dis­placed and re­vealed as a styl­ized con­fig­ur­a­tion, in­deed, a gendered cor­por­eal­iz­a­tion of time. The abid­ing gendered self will then be shown to be struc­tured by re­peated acts that seek to ap­prox­im­ate the ideal of a sub­stan­tial ground of iden­tity, but which, in their oc­ca­sional discon­tinu­ity, re­veal the tem­poral and con­tin­gent ground­less­ness of this “ground.” The pos­sib­il­it­ies of gender trans­form­a­tion are to be found pre­cisely in the ar­bit­rary re­la­tion between such acts, in the pos­sib­il­ity of a fail­ure to re­peat, a de-form­ity, or a par­odic re­pe­ti­tion that ex­poses the phant­as­matic ef­fect of abid­ing iden­tity as a polit­ic­ally tenu­ous con­struc­tion.


  If gender at­trib­utes, how­ever, are not ex­press­ive but per­form­at­ive, then these at­trib­utes ef­fect­ively con­sti­tute the iden­tity they are said to ex­press or re­veal. The dis­tinc­tion between ex­pres­sion and per­form­at­ive­ness is cru­cial. If gender at­trib­utes and acts, the vari­ous ways in which a body shows or pro­duces its cul­tural sig­ni­fic­a­tion, are per­form­at­ive, then there is no preex­ist­ing iden­tity by which an act or at­trib­ute might be meas­ured; there would be no true or false, real or dis­tor­ted acts of gender, and the pos­tu­la­tion of a true gender iden­tity would be re­vealed as a reg­u­lat­ory fic­tion. That gender real­ity is cre­ated through sus­tained so­cial per­form­ances means that the very no­tions of an es­sen­tial sex and a true or abid­ing mas­culin­ity or fem­in­in­ity are also con­sti­tuted as part of the strategy that con­ceals gender’s per­form­at­ive char­ac­ter and the per­form­at­ive pos­sib­il­it­ies for pro­lif­er­at­ing gender con­fig­ur­a­tions out­side the re­strict­ing frames of mas­culin­ist dom­in­a­tion and com­puls­ory het­ero­sexu­al­ity.


  Genders can be neither true nor false, neither real nor ap­par­ent, neither ori­ginal nor de­rived. As cred­ible bear­ers of those at­trib­utes, how­ever, genders can also be rendered thor­oughly and rad­ic­ally in­cred­ible.




  Conclusion:

  From Parody to Politics


  I began with the spec­u­lat­ive ques­tion of whether fem­in­ist polit­ics could do without a “sub­ject” in the cat­egory of wo­men. At stake is not whether it still makes sense, stra­tegic­ally or trans­ition­ally, to refer to wo­men in or­der to make rep­res­ent­a­tional claims in their be­half. The fem­in­ist “we” is al­ways and only a phant­as­matic con­struc­tion, one that has its pur­poses, but which denies the in­ternal com­plex­ity and in­de­term­in­acy of the term and con­sti­tutes it­self only through the ex­clu­sion of some part of the con­stitu­ency that it sim­ul­tan­eously seeks to rep­res­ent. The tenu­ous or phant­as­matic status of the “we,” how­ever, is not cause for des­pair or, at least, it is not only cause for des­pair. The rad­ical in­stabil­ity of the cat­egory sets into ques­tion the found­a­tional re­stric­tions on fem­in­ist polit­ical the­or­iz­ing and opens up other con­fig­ur­a­tions, not only of genders and bod­ies, but of polit­ics it­self.


  The found­a­tion­al­ist reas­on­ing of iden­tity polit­ics tends to as­sume that an iden­tity must first be in place in or­der for polit­ical in­terests to be elab­or­ated and, sub­sequently, polit­ical ac­tion to be taken. My ar­gu­ment is that there need not be a “doer be­hind the deed,” but that the “doer” is vari­ably con­struc­ted in and through the deed. This is not a re­turn to an ex­ist­en­tial the­ory of the self as con­sti­tuted through its acts, for the ex­ist­en­tial the­ory main­tains a pre­dis­curs­ive struc­ture for both the self and its acts. It is pre­cisely the dis­curs­ively vari­able con­struc­tion of each in and through the other that has in­ter­ested me here.


  The ques­tion of loc­at­ing “agency” is usu­ally as­so­ci­ated with the vi­ab­il­ity of the “sub­ject,” where the “sub­ject” is un­der­stood to have some stable ex­ist­ence prior to the cul­tural field that it ne­go­ti­ates. Or, if the sub­ject is cul­tur­ally con­struc­ted, it is nev­er­the­less ves­ted with an agency, usu­ally figured as the ca­pa­city for re­flex­ive me­di­ation, that re­mains in­tact re­gard­less of its cul­tural em­bed­ded­ness. On such a model, “cul­ture” and “dis­course” mire the sub­ject, but do not con­sti­tute that sub­ject. This move to qual­ify and en­mire the preex­ist­ing sub­ject has ap­peared ne­ces­sary to es­tab­lish a point of agency that is not fully de­term­ined by that cul­ture and dis­course. And yet, this kind of reas­on­ing falsely pre­sumes (a) agency can only be es­tab­lished through re­course to a pre­dis­curs­ive “I,” even if that “I” is found in the midst of a dis­curs­ive con­ver­gence, and (b) that to be con­sti­tuted by dis­course is to be de­term­ined by dis­course, where de­term­in­a­tion fore­closes the pos­sib­il­ity of agency.


  Even within the the­or­ies that main­tain a highly qual­i­fied or situ­ated sub­ject, the sub­ject still en­coun­ters its dis­curs­ively con­sti­tuted en­vir­on­ment in an op­pos­i­tional epi­stem­o­lo­gical frame. The cul­tur­ally en­mired sub­ject ne­go­ti­ates its con­struc­tions, even when those con­struc­tions are the very pre­dic­ates of its own iden­tity. In Beau­voir, for ex­ample, there is an “I” that does its gender, that be­comes its gender, but that “I,” in­vari­ably as­so­ci­ated with its gender, is nev­er­the­less a point of agency never fully iden­ti­fi­able with its gender. That co­gito is never fully of the cul­tural world that it ne­go­ti­ates, no mat­ter the nar­row­ness of the on­to­lo­gical dis­tance that sep­ar­ates that sub­ject from its cul­tural pre­dic­ates. The the­or­ies of fem­in­ist iden­tity that elab­or­ate pre­dic­ates of color, sexu­al­ity, eth­ni­city, class, and able-bod­ied­ness in­vari­ably close with an em­bar­rassed “etc.” at the end of the list. Through this ho­ri­zontal tra­ject­ory of ad­ject­ives, these po­s­i­tions strive to en­com­pass a situ­ated sub­ject, but in­vari­ably fail to be com­plete. This fail­ure, how­ever, is in­struct­ive: what polit­ical im­petus is to be de­rived from the ex­as­per­ated “etc.” that so of­ten oc­curs at the end of such lines? This is a sign of ex­haus­tion as well as of the il­lim­it­able pro­cess of sig­ni­fic­a­tion it­self. It is the sup­plé­ment, the ex­cess that ne­ces­sar­ily ac­com­pan­ies any ef­fort to posit iden­tity once and for all. This il­lim­it­able et cet­era, how­ever, of­fers it­self as a new de­par­ture for fem­in­ist polit­ical the­or­iz­ing.


  If iden­tity is as­ser­ted through a pro­cess of sig­ni­fic­a­tion, if iden­tity is al­ways already sig­ni­fied, and yet con­tin­ues to sig­nify as it cir­cu­lates within vari­ous in­ter­lock­ing dis­courses, then the ques­tion of agency is not to be answered through re­course to an “I” that preex­ists sig­ni­fic­a­tion. In other words, the en­abling con­di­tions for an as­ser­tion of “I” are provided by the struc­ture of sig­ni­fic­a­tion, the rules that reg­u­late the le­git­im­ate and il­le­git­im­ate in­voc­a­tion of that pro­noun, the prac­tices that es­tab­lish the terms of in­tel­li­gib­il­ity by which that pro­noun can cir­cu­late. Lan­guage is not an ex­ter­ior me­dium or in­stru­ment into which I pour a self and from which I glean a re­flec­tion of that self. The Hegel­ian model of self-re­cog­ni­tion that has been ap­pro­pri­ated by Marx, Lukacs, and a vari­ety of con­tem­por­ary lib­er­at­ory dis­courses pre­sup­poses a po­ten­tial ad­equa­tion between the “I” that con­fronts its world, in­clud­ing its lan­guage, as an ob­ject, and the “I” that finds it­self as an ob­ject in that world. But the sub­ject/ob­ject di­cho­tomy, which here be­longs to the tra­di­tion of West­ern epi­stem­o­logy, con­di­tions the very prob­lem­atic of iden­tity that it seeks to solve.


  What dis­curs­ive tra­di­tion es­tab­lishes the “I” and its “Other” in an epi­stem­o­lo­gical con­front­a­tion that sub­sequently de­cides where and how ques­tions of know­ab­il­ity and agency are to be de­term­ined? What kinds of agency are fore­closed through the pos­it­ing of an epi­stem­o­lo­gical sub­ject pre­cisely be­cause the rules and prac­tices that gov­ern the in­voc­a­tion of that sub­ject and reg­u­late its agency in ad­vance are ruled out as sites of ana­lysis and crit­ical in­ter­ven­tion? That the epi­stem­o­lo­gical point of de­par­ture is in no sense in­ev­it­able is na­ively and per­vas­ively con­firmed by the mundane op­er­a­tions of or­din­ary lan­guage — widely doc­u­mented within an­thro­po­logy — that re­gard the sub­ject/ob­ject di­cho­tomy as a strange and con­tin­gent, if not vi­ol­ent, philo­soph­ical im­pos­i­tion. The lan­guage of ap­pro­pri­ation, in­stru­ment­al­ity, and dis­tan­ci­ation ger­mane to the epi­stem­o­lo­gical mode also be­long to a strategy of dom­in­a­tion that pits the “I” against an “Other” and, once that sep­ar­a­tion is ef­fected, cre­ates an ar­ti­fi­cial set of ques­tions about the know­ab­il­ity and re­cov­er­ab­il­ity of that Other.


  As part of the epi­stem­o­lo­gical in­her­it­ance of con­tem­por­ary polit­ical dis­courses of iden­tity, this bin­ary op­pos­i­tion is a stra­tegic move within a given set of sig­ni­fy­ing prac­tices, one that es­tab­lishes the “I” in and through this op­pos­i­tion and which re­ifies that op­pos­i­tion as a ne­ces­sity, con­ceal­ing the dis­curs­ive ap­par­atus by which the bin­ary it­self is con­sti­tuted. The shift from an epi­stem­o­lo­gical ac­count of iden­tity to one which loc­ates the prob­lem­atic within prac­tices of sig­ni­fic­a­tion per­mits an ana­lysis that takes the epi­stem­o­lo­gical mode it­self as one pos­sible and con­tin­gent sig­ni­fy­ing prac­tice. Fur­ther, the ques­tion of agency is re­for­mu­lated as a ques­tion of how sig­ni­fic­a­tion and resig­ni­fic­a­tion work. In other words, what is sig­ni­fied as an iden­tity is not sig­ni­fied at a given point in time after which it is simply there as an in­ert piece of en­tit­at­ive lan­guage. Clearly, iden­tit­ies can ap­pear as so many in­ert sub­stant­ives; in­deed, epi­stem­o­lo­gical mod­els tend to take this ap­pear­ance as their point of the­or­et­ical de­par­ture. How­ever, the sub­stant­ive “I” only ap­pears as such through a sig­ni­fy­ing prac­tice that seeks to con­ceal its own work­ings and to nat­ur­al­ize its ef­fects. Fur­ther, to qual­ify as a sub­stant­ive iden­tity is an ar­du­ous task, for such ap­pear­ances are rule-gen­er­ated iden­tit­ies, ones which rely on the con­sist­ent and re­peated in­voc­a­tion of rules that con­di­tion and re­strict cul­tur­ally in­tel­li­gible prac­tices of iden­tity. In­deed, to un­der­stand iden­tity as a prac­tice, and as a sig­ni­fy­ing prac­tice, is to un­der­stand cul­tur­ally in­tel­li­gible sub­jects as the res­ult­ing ef­fects of a rule-bound dis­course that in­serts it­self in the per­vas­ive and mundane sig­ni­fy­ing acts of lin­guistic life. Ab­stractly con­sidered, lan­guage refers to an open sys­tem of signs by which in­tel­li­gib­il­ity is in­sist­ently cre­ated and con­tested. As his­tor­ic­ally spe­cific or­gan­iz­a­tions of lan­guage, dis­courses present them­selves in the plural, co­ex­ist­ing within tem­poral frames, and in­sti­tut­ing un­pre­dict­able and in­ad­vert­ent con­ver­gences from which spe­cific mod­al­it­ies of dis­curs­ive pos­sib­il­it­ies are en­gendered.


  As a pro­cess, sig­ni­fic­a­tion har­bors within it­self what the epi­stem­o­lo­gical dis­course refers to as “agency.” The rules that gov­ern in­tel­li­gible iden­tity, i. e., that en­able and re­strict the in­tel­li­gible as­ser­tion of an “I,” rules that are par­tially struc­tured along matrices of gender hier­archy and com­puls­ory het­ero­sexu­al­ity, op­er­ate through re­pe­ti­tion. In­deed, when the sub­ject is said to be con­sti­tuted, that means simply that the sub­ject is a con­sequence of cer­tain rule-gov­erned dis­courses that gov­ern the in­tel­li­gible in­voc­a­tion of iden­tity. The sub­ject is not de­term­ined by the rules through which it is gen­er­ated be­cause sig­ni­fic­a­tion is not a found­ing act, but rather a reg­u­lated pro­cess of re­pe­ti­tion that both con­ceals it­self and en­forces its rules pre­cisely through the pro­duc­tion of sub­stan­tial­iz­ing ef­fects. In a sense, all sig­ni­fic­a­tion takes place within the or­bit of the com­pul­sion to re­peat; “agency,” then, is to be loc­ated within the pos­sib­il­ity of a vari­ation on that re­pe­ti­tion. If the rules gov­ern­ing sig­ni­fic­a­tion not only re­strict, but en­able the as­ser­tion of al­tern­at­ive do­mains of cul­tural in­tel­li­gib­il­ity, i. e., new pos­sib­il­it­ies for gender that con­test the ri­gid codes of hier­arch­ical bin­ar­isms, then it is only within the prac­tices of re­pet­it­ive sig­ni­fy­ing that a sub­ver­sion of iden­tity be­comes pos­sible. The in­junc­tion to be a given gender pro­duces ne­ces­sary fail­ures, a vari­ety of in­co­her­ent con­fig­ur­a­tions that in their mul­ti­pli­city ex­ceed and defy the in­junc­tion by which they are gen­er­ated. Fur­ther, the very in­junc­tion to be a given gender takes place through dis­curs­ive routes: to be a good mother, to be a het­ero­sexu­ally de­sir­able ob­ject, to be a fit worker, in sum, to sig­nify a mul­ti­pli­city of guar­an­tees in re­sponse to a vari­ety of dif­fer­ent de­mands all at once. The co­ex­ist­ence or con­ver­gence of such dis­curs­ive in­junc­tions pro­duces the pos­sib­il­ity of a com­plex re­con­fig­ur­a­tion and re­deploy­ment; it is not a tran­scend­ental sub­ject who en­ables ac­tion in the midst of such a con­ver­gence. There is no self that is prior to the con­ver­gence or who main­tains “in­teg­rity” prior to its en­trance into this con­flic­ted cul­tural field. There is only a tak­ing up of the tools where they lie, where the very “tak­ing up” is en­abled by the tool ly­ing there.


  What con­sti­tutes a sub­vers­ive re­pe­ti­tion within sig­ni­fy­ing prac­tices of gender? I have ar­gued (“I” de­ploy the gram­mar that gov­erns the genre of the philo­soph­ical con­clu­sion, but note that it is the gram­mar it­self that de­ploys and en­ables this “I,” even as the “I” that in­sists it­self here re­peats, re­deploys, and — as the crit­ics will de­term­ine — con­tests the philo­soph­ical gram­mar by which it is both en­abled and re­stric­ted) that, for in­stance, within the sex/gender dis­tinc­tion, sex poses as “the real” and the “factic,” the ma­ter­ial or cor­por­eal ground upon which gender op­er­ates as an act of cul­tural in­scrip­tion. And yet gender is not writ­ten on the body as the tor­tur­ing in­stru­ment of writ­ing in Kafka’s “In the Penal Colony” in­scribes it­self un­in­tel­li­gibly on the flesh of the ac­cused. The ques­tion is not: what mean­ing does that in­scrip­tion carry within it, but what cul­tural ap­par­atus ar­ranges this meet­ing between in­stru­ment and body, what in­ter­ven­tions into this ritu­al­istic re­pe­ti­tion are pos­sible? The “real” and the “sexu­ally factic” are phant­as­matic con­struc­tions — il­lu­sions of sub­stance — that bod­ies are com­pelled to ap­prox­im­ate, but never can. What, then, en­ables the ex­pos­ure of the rift between the phant­as­matic and the real whereby the real ad­mits it­self as phant­as­matic? Does this of­fer the pos­sib­il­ity for a re­pe­ti­tion that is not fully con­strained by the in­junc­tion to re­con­sol­id­ate nat­ur­al­ized iden­tit­ies? Just as bod­ily sur­faces are en­acted as the nat­ural, so these sur­faces can be­come the site of a dis­son­ant and de­nat­ur­al­ized per­form­ance that re­veals the per­form­at­ive status of the nat­ural it­self.


  Prac­tices of par­ody can serve to reen­gage and re­con­sol­id­ate the very dis­tinc­tion between a priv­ileged and nat­ur­al­ized gender con­fig­ur­a­tion and one that ap­pears as de­rived, phant­as­matic, and mi­metic — a failed copy, as it were. And surely par­ody has been used to fur­ther a polit­ics of des­pair, one which af­firms a seem­ingly in­ev­it­able ex­clu­sion of mar­ginal genders from the ter­rit­ory of the nat­ural and the real. And yet this fail­ure to be­come “real” and to em­body “the nat­ural” is, I would ar­gue, a con­stitutive fail­ure of all gender en­act­ments for the very reason that these on­to­lo­gical loc­ales are fun­da­ment­ally un­in­hab­it­able. Hence, there is a sub­vers­ive laughter in the pas­tiche-ef­fect of par­odic prac­tices in which the ori­ginal, the au­then­tic, and the real are them­selves con­sti­tuted as ef­fects. The loss of gender norms would have the ef­fect of pro­lif­er­at­ing gender con­fig­ur­a­tions, destabil­iz­ing sub­stant­ive iden­tity, and de­priving the nat­ur­al­iz­ing nar­rat­ives of com­puls­ory het­ero­sexu­al­ity of their cent­ral prot­ag­on­ists: “man” and “wo­man.” The par­odic re­pe­ti­tion of gender ex­poses as well the il­lu­sion of gender iden­tity as an in­tract­able depth and in­ner sub­stance. As the ef­fects of a subtle and polit­ic­ally en­forced per­form­ativ­ity, gender is an “act,” as it were, that is open to split­tings, self-par­ody, self-cri­ti­cism, and those hy­per­bolic ex­hib­i­tions of “the nat­ural” that, in their very ex­ag­ger­a­tion, re­veal its fun­da­ment­ally phant­as­matic status.


  I have tried to sug­gest that the iden­tity cat­egor­ies of­ten pre­sumed to be found­a­tional to fem­in­ist polit­ics, that is, deemed ne­ces­sary in or­der to mo­bil­ize fem­in­ism as an iden­tity polit­ics, sim­ul­tan­eously work to limit and con­strain in ad­vance the very cul­tural pos­sib­il­it­ies that fem­in­ism is sup­posed to open up. The ta­cit con­straints that pro­duce cul­tur­ally in­tel­li­gible “sex” ought to be un­der­stood as gen­er­at­ive polit­ical struc­tures rather than nat­ur­al­ized found­a­tions. Para­dox­ic­ally, the re­con­cep­tu­al­iz­a­tion of iden­tity as an ef­fect, that is, as pro­duced or gen­er­ated, opens up pos­sib­il­it­ies of “agency” that are in­si­di­ously fore­closed by po­s­i­tions that take iden­tity cat­egor­ies as found­a­tional and fixed. For an iden­tity to be an ef­fect means that it is neither fatally de­term­ined nor fully ar­ti­fi­cial and ar­bit­rary. That the con­sti­tuted status of iden­tity is mis­con­strued along these two con­flict­ing lines sug­gests the ways in which the fem­in­ist dis­course on cul­tural con­struc­tion re­mains trapped within the un­ne­ces­sary bin­ar­ism of free will and de­term­in­ism. Con­struc­tion is not op­posed to agency; it is the ne­ces­sary scene of agency, the very terms in which agency is ar­tic­u­lated and be­comes cul­tur­ally in­tel­li­gible. The crit­ical task for fem­in­ism is not to es­tab­lish a point of view out­side of con­struc­ted iden­tit­ies; that con­ceit is the con­struc­tion of an epi­stem­o­lo­gical model that would dis­avow its own cul­tural loc­a­tion and, hence, pro­mote it­self as a global sub­ject, a po­s­i­tion that de­ploys pre­cisely the im­per­i­al­ist strategies that fem­in­ism ought to cri­ti­cize. The crit­ical task is, rather, to loc­ate strategies of sub­vers­ive re­pe­ti­tion en­abled by those con­struc­tions, to af­firm the local pos­sib­il­it­ies of in­ter­ven­tion through par­ti­cip­at­ing in pre­cisely those prac­tices of re­pe­ti­tion that con­sti­tute iden­tity and, there­fore, present the im­man­ent pos­sib­il­ity of con­test­ing them.


  This the­or­et­ical in­quiry has at­temp­ted to loc­ate the polit­ical in the very sig­ni­fy­ing prac­tices that es­tab­lish, reg­u­late, and de­reg­u­late iden­tity. This ef­fort, how­ever, can only be ac­com­plished through the in­tro­duc­tion of a set of ques­tions that ex­tend the very no­tion of the polit­ical. How to dis­rupt the found­a­tions that cover over al­tern­at­ive cul­tural con­fig­ur­a­tions of gender? How to destabil­ize and render in their phant­as­matic di­men­sion the “premises” of iden­tity polit­ics?


  This task has re­quired a crit­ical gene­a­logy of the nat­ur­al­iz­a­tion of sex and of bod­ies in gen­eral. It has also de­man­ded a re­con­sid­er­a­tion of the fig­ure of the body as mute, prior to cul­ture, await­ing sig­ni­fic­a­tion, a fig­ure that cross-checks with the fig­ure of the fem­in­ine, await­ing the in­scrip­tion-as-in­cision of the mas­cu­line sig­ni­fier for en­trance into lan­guage and cul­ture. From a polit­ical ana­lysis of com­puls­ory het­ero­sexu­al­ity, it has been ne­ces­sary to ques­tion the con­struc­tion of sex as bin­ary, as a hier­arch­ical bin­ary. From the point of view of gender as en­acted, ques­tions have emerged over the fix­ity of gender iden­tity as an in­terior depth that is said to be ex­tern­al­ized in vari­ous forms of “ex­pres­sion.” The im­pli­cit con­struc­tion of the primary het­ero­sexual con­struc­tion of de­sire is shown to per­sist even as it ap­pears in the mode of primary bi­sexu­al­ity. Strategies of ex­clu­sion and hier­archy are also shown to per­sist in the for­mu­la­tion of the sex/gender dis­tinc­tion and its re­course to “sex” as the pre­dis­curs­ive as well as the pri­or­ity of sexu­al­ity to cul­ture and, in par­tic­u­lar, the cul­tural con­struc­tion of sexu­al­ity as the pre­dis­curs­ive. Fi­nally, the epi­stem­o­lo­gical paradigm that pre­sumes the pri­or­ity of the doer to the deed es­tab­lishes a global and glob­al­iz­ing sub­ject who dis­avows its own loc­al­ity as well as the con­di­tions for local in­ter­ven­tion.


  If taken as the grounds of fem­in­ist the­ory or polit­ics, these “ef­fects” of gender hier­archy and com­puls­ory het­ero­sexu­al­ity are not only mis­described as found­a­tions, but the sig­ni­fy­ing prac­tices that en­able this meta­leptic mis­de­scrip­tion re­main out­side the pur­view of a fem­in­ist cri­tique of gender re­la­tions. To enter into the re­pet­it­ive prac­tices of this ter­rain of sig­ni­fic­a­tion is not a choice, for the “I” that might enter is al­ways already in­side: there is no pos­sib­il­ity of agency or real­ity out­side of the dis­curs­ive prac­tices that give those terms the in­tel­li­gib­il­ity that they have. The task is not whether to re­peat, but how to re­peat or, in­deed, to re­peat and, through a rad­ical pro­lif­er­a­tion of gender, to dis­place the very gender norms that en­able the re­pe­ti­tion it­self. There is no on­to­logy of gender on which we might con­struct a polit­ics, for gender on­to­lo­gies al­ways op­er­ate within es­tab­lished polit­ical con­texts as norm­at­ive in­junc­tions, de­term­in­ing what qual­i­fies as in­tel­li­gible sex, in­vok­ing and con­sol­id­at­ing the re­pro­duct­ive con­straints on sexu­al­ity, set­ting the pre­script­ive re­quire­ments whereby sexed or gendered bod­ies come into cul­tural in­tel­li­gib­il­ity. On­to­logy is, thus, not a found­a­tion, but a norm­at­ive in­junc­tion that op­er­ates in­si­di­ously by in­stalling it­self into polit­ical dis­course as its ne­ces­sary ground.


  The de­con­struc­tion of iden­tity is not the de­con­struc­tion of polit­ics; rather, it es­tab­lishes as polit­ical the very terms through which iden­tity is ar­tic­u­lated. This kind of cri­tique brings into ques­tion the found­a­tion­al­ist frame in which fem­in­ism as an iden­tity polit­ics has been ar­tic­u­lated. The in­ternal para­dox of this found­a­tion­al­ism is that it pre­sumes, fixes, and con­strains the very “sub­jects” that it hopes to rep­res­ent and lib­er­ate. The task here is not to cel­eb­rate each and every new pos­sib­il­ity qua pos­sib­il­ity, but to re­describe those pos­sib­il­it­ies that already ex­ist, but which ex­ist within cul­tural do­mains des­ig­nated as cul­tur­ally un­in­tel­li­gible and im­possible. If iden­tit­ies were no longer fixed as the premises of a polit­ical syl­lo­gism, and polit­ics no longer un­der­stood as a set of prac­tices de­rived from the al­leged in­terests that be­long to a set of ready-made sub­jects, a new con­fig­ur­a­tion of polit­ics would surely emerge from the ru­ins of the old. Cul­tural con­fig­ur­a­tions of sex and gender might then pro­lif­er­ate or, rather, their present pro­lif­er­a­tion might then be­come ar­tic­ul­able within the dis­courses that es­tab­lish in­tel­li­gible cul­tural life, con­found­ing the very bin­ar­ism of sex, and ex­pos­ing its fun­da­mental un­nat­ur­al­ness. What other local strategies for en­ga­ging the “un­nat­ural” might lead to the de­nat­ur­al­iz­a­tion of gender as such?
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  Preface (1999)


  1. At this print­ing, there are French pub­lish­ers con­sid­er­ing the trans­la­tion of this work, but only be­cause Didier Eribon and oth­ers have in­ser­ted the ar­gu­ments of the text into cur­rent French polit­ical de­bates on the legal rat­i­fic­a­tion of same-sex part­ner­ships.


  2. I have writ­ten two brief pieces on this is­sue: “Af­ter­word” for Butch\Femme: In­side Les­bian Gender, ed. Sally Munt (Lon­don: Cas­sell, 1998), and an­other Af­ter­word for “Trans­gender in Latin Amer­ica: Per­sons, Prac­tices and Mean­ings,” a spe­cial is­sue of the journal Sexu­al­it­ies, Vol. 5, No. 3, 1998.


  3. Cath­ar­ine MacKin­non, Fem­in­ism Un­mod­i­fied: Dis­courses on Life and Law (Cam­bridge: Har­vard Uni­ver­sity Press, 1987), pp. 6–7.


  4. Un­for­tu­nately, Gender Trouble pre­ceded the pub­lic­a­tion of Eve Kosof­sky Sedg­wick’s mo­nu­mental Epi­stem­o­logy of the Closet (Berke­ley and Los Angeles: Uni­ver­sity of Cali­for­nia Press, 1991) by some months, and my ar­gu­ments here were not able to be­ne­fit from her nu­anced dis­cus­sion of gender and sexu­al­ity in the first chapter of that book.


  5. Jonathan Gold­berg per­suaded me of this point.


  6. For a more or less com­plete bib­li­o­graphy of my pub­lic­a­tions and cita­tions of my work, see the ex­cel­lent work of Ed­die Yeghiayan at the Uni­ver­sity of Cali­for­nia at Irvine Lib­rary: http://sun3. lib. uci. edu/~scctr/Wellek/in­dex. html.


  7. I am es­pe­cially in­debted to Biddy Mar­tin, Eve Sedg­wick, Sla­voj Žižek, Wendy Brown, Saidiya Hart­man, Mandy Merck, Lynne Layton, Timothy Kaufmann-Os­borne, Jes­sica Ben­jamin, Seyla Ben­habib, Nancy Fraser, Di­ana Fuss, Jay Presser, Lisa Dug­gan, and Eliza­beth Grosz for their in­sight­ful cri­ti­cisms of the the­ory of per­form­ativ­ity.


  8. This no­tion of the ritual di­men­sion of per­form­ativ­ity is al­lied with the no­tion of the habitus in Pierre Bour­dieu’s work, some­thing which I only came to real­ize after the fact of writ­ing this text. For my be­lated ef­fort to ac­count for this res­on­ance, see the fi­nal chapter of Ex­cit­able Speech: A Polit­ics of the Per­form­at­ive (New York: Rout­ledge, 1997).


  9. Jac­queline Rose use­fully poin­ted out to me the dis­junc­tion between the earlier and later parts of this text. The earlier parts in­ter­rog­ate the mel­an­choly con­struc­tion of gender, but the later seem to for­get the psy­cho­ana­lytic be­gin­nings. Per­haps this ac­counts for some of the “mania” of the fi­nal chapter, a state defined by Freud as part of the dis­avowal of loss that is mel­an­cho­lia. Gender Trouble in its clos­ing pages seems to for­get or dis­avow the loss it has just ar­tic­u­lated.


  10. See Bod­ies that Mat­ter (New York: Rout­ledge, 1993) as well as an able and in­ter­est­ing cri­tique that relates some of the ques­tions raised there to con­tem­por­ary sci­ence stud­ies by Karen Barad, “Get­ting Real: Tech­nos­cientific Prac­tices and the Ma­ter­i­al­iz­a­tion of Real­ity,” dif­fer­ences, Vol. 5, No. 2, pp. 87–126.


  11. Saidiya Hart­man, Lisa Lowe, and Dorinne Kondo are schol­ars whose work has in­flu­enced my own. Much of the cur­rent schol­ar­ship on “passing” has also taken up this ques­tion. My own es­say on Nella Larsen’s “Passing” in Bod­ies That Mat­ter sought to ad­dress the ques­tion in a pre­lim­in­ary way. Of course, Homi Bh­abha’s work on the mi­metic split­ting of the post­co­lo­nial sub­ject is close to my own in sev­eral ways: not only the ap­pro­pri­ation of the co­lo­nial “voice” by the col­on­ized, but the split con­di­tion of iden­ti­fic­a­tion are cru­cial to a no­tion of per­form­ativ­ity that em­phas­izes the way minor­ity iden­tit­ies are pro­duced and riven at the same time un­der con­di­tions of dom­in­a­tion.


  12. The work of Kobena Mer­cer, Kend­all Thomas, and Hortense Spillers has been ex­tremely use­ful to my post-Gender Trouble think­ing on this sub­ject. I also hope to pub­lish an es­say on Frantz Fanon soon en­ga­ging ques­tions of mimesis and hy­per­bole in his Black Skins, White Masks. I am grate­ful to Greg Thomas, who has re­cently com­pleted his dis­ser­ta­tion in rhet­oric at Berke­ley, on ra­cial­ized sexu­al­it­ies in the U. S., for pro­vok­ing and en­rich­ing my un­der­stand­ing of this cru­cial in­ter­sec­tion.


  13. I have offered re­flec­tions on uni­ver­sal­ity in sub­sequent writ­ings, most prom­in­ently in chapter 2 of Ex­cit­able Speech.


  14. See the im­port­ant pub­lic­a­tions of the In­ter­sex So­ci­ety of North Amer­ica (in­clud­ing the pub­lic­a­tions of Cheryl Chase) which has, more than any other or­gan­iz­a­tion, brought to pub­lic at­ten­tion the severe and vi­ol­ent gender poli­cing done to in­fants and chil­dren born with gender an­om­al­ous bod­ies. For more in­form­a­tion, con­tact them at http://www. isna. org.


  15. I thank Wendy Brown, Joan W. Scott, Al­ex­an­dra Chasin, Frances Bartkowski, Janet Hal­ley, Michel Fe­her, Homi Bh­abha, Dru­cilla Cor­nell, Den­ise Ri­ley, Eliza­beth Weed, Kaja Sil­ver­man, Ann Pel­legrini, Wil­liam Con­nolly, Gayatri Chakra­vorty Spivak, Ern­esto Laclau, Eduardo Ca­dava, Florence Dore, David Kazanjian, David End, and Dina Al-kassim for their sup­port and friend­ship dur­ing the Spring of 1999 when this pre­face was writ­ten.


  1. Subjects of Sex/Gender/Desire


  1. See Michel Fou­cault, “Right of Death and Power over Life,” in The His­tory of Sexu­al­ity, Volume I, An In­tro­duc­tion, trans. Robert Hur­ley (New York: Vin­tage, 1980), ori­gin­ally pub­lished as His­toire de la sexu­al­ité 1: La volonté de sa­voir (Paris: Gal­li­mard, 1978). In that fi­nal chapter, Fou­cault dis­cusses the re­la­tion between the jur­idical and pro­duct­ive law. His no­tion of the pro­ductiv­ity of the law is clearly de­rived from Ni­et­z­sche, al­though not identical with Ni­et­z­sche’s will-to-power. The use of Fou­cault’s no­tion of pro­duct­ive power is not meant as a simple-minded “ap­plic­a­tion” of Fou­cault to gender is­sues. As I show in chapter 3, sec­tion ii, “Fou­cault, Her­cu­line, and the Polit­ics of Sexual Dis­con­tinu­ity,” the con­sid­er­a­tion of sexual dif­fer­ence within the terms of Fou­cault’s own work re­veals cent­ral con­tra­dic­tions in his the­ory. His view of the body also comes un­der cri­ti­cism in the fi­nal chapter.


  2. Ref­er­ences through­out this work to a sub­ject be­fore the law are ex­tra­pol­a­tions of Der­rida’s read­ing of Kafka’s par­able “Be­fore the Law,” in Kafka and the Con­tem­por­ary Crit­ical Per­form­ance: Cen­ten­ary Read­ings, ed. Alan Udoff (Bloom­ing­ton: In­di­ana Uni­ver­sity Press, 1987).


  3. See Den­ise Ri­ley, Am I That Name?: Fem­in­ism and the Cat­egory of ‘Wo­men’ in His­tory (New York: Mac­mil­lan, 1988).


  4. See Sandra Hard­ing, “The In­stabil­ity of the Ana­lyt­ical Cat­egor­ies of Fem­in­ist The­ory,” in Sex and Sci­entific In­quiry, eds. Sandra Hard­ing and Jean F. O’Barr (Chicago: Uni­ver­sity of Chicago Press, 1987), pp. 283–302.


  5. I am re­minded of the am­bi­gu­ity in­her­ent in Nancy Cott’s title, The Ground­ing of Mod­ern Fem­in­ism (New Haven:Yale Uni­ver­sity Press, 1987). She ar­gues that the early twen­ti­eth-cen­tury U. S. fem­in­ist move­ment sought to “ground” it­self in a pro­gram that even­tu­ally “groun­ded” that move­ment. Her his­tor­ical thesis im­pli­citly raises the ques­tion of whether un­crit­ic­ally ac­cep­ted found­a­tions op­er­ate like the “re­turn of the repressed” ; based on ex­clu­sion­ary prac­tices, the stable polit­ical iden­tit­ies that found polit­ical move­ments may in­vari­ably be­come threatened by the very in­stabil­ity that the found­a­tion­al­ist move cre­ates.


  6. I use the term het­ero­sexual mat­rix through­out the text to des­ig­nate that grid of cul­tural in­tel­li­gib­il­ity through which bod­ies, genders, and de­sires are nat­ur­al­ized. I am draw­ing from Mo­nique Wit­tig’s no­tion of the “het­ero­sexual con­tract” and, to a lesser ex­tent, on Ad­rienne Rich’s no­tion of “com­puls­ory het­ero­sexu­al­ity” to char­ac­ter­ize a he­ge­monic dis­curs­ive/epi­stemic model of gender in­tel­li­gib­il­ity that as­sumes that for bod­ies to co­here and make sense there must be a stable sex ex­pressed through a stable gender (mas­cu­line ex­presses male, fem­in­ine ex­presses fe­male) that is op­pos­i­tion­ally and hier­arch­ic­ally defined through the com­puls­ory prac­tice of het­ero­sexu­al­ity.


  7. For a dis­cus­sion of the sex/gender dis­tinc­tion in struc­tur­al­ist an­thro­po­logy and fem­in­ist ap­pro­pri­ations and cri­ti­cisms of that for­mu­la­tion, see chapter 2, sec­tion i, “Struc­tur­al­ism’s Crit­ical Ex­change.”


  8. For an in­ter­est­ing study of the ber­d­ache and mul­tiple-gender ar­range­ments in Nat­ive Amer­ican cul­tures, see Wal­ter L. Wil­li­ams, The Spirit and the Flesh: Sexual Di­versity in Amer­ican In­dian Cul­ture (Bo­ston: Beacon Press, 1988). See also, Sherry B. Ort­ner and Har­riet White­head, eds., Sexual Mean­ings: The Cul­tural Con­struc­tion of Sexu­al­ity (New York: Cam­bridge Uni­ver­sity Press, 1981). For a polit­ic­ally sens­it­ive and pro­voc­at­ive ana­lysis of the ber­d­ache, trans­sexu­als, and the con­tin­gency of gender di­cho­tom­ies, see Su­z­anne J. Kessler and Wendy McK­enna, Gender: An Eth­no­meth­od­o­lo­gical Ap­proach (Chicago: Uni­ver­sity of Chicago Press, 1978).


  9. A great deal of fem­in­ist re­search has been con­duc­ted within the fields of bio­logy and the his­tory of sci­ence that as­sess the polit­ical in­terests in­her­ent in the vari­ous dis­crim­in­at­ory pro­ced­ures that es­tab­lish the sci­entific basis for sex. See Ruth Hub­bard and Marian Lowe, eds., Genes and Gender, vols. 1 and 2 (New York: Gor­d­ian Press, 1978, 1979); the two is­sues on fem­in­ism and sci­ence of Hypa­tia: A Journal of Fem­in­ist Philo­sophy, Vol. 2, No. 3, Fall 1987, and Vol. 3, No. 1, Spring 1988, and es­pe­cially The Bio­logy and Gender Study Group, “The Im­port­ance of Fem­in­ist Cri­tique for Con­tem­por­ary Cell Bio­logy” in this last is­sue (Spring 1988); Sandra Hard­ing, The Sci­ence Ques­tion in Fem­in­ism (Ithaca: Cor­nell Uni­ver­sity Press, 1986); Evelyn Fox Keller, Re­flec­tions on Gender and Sci­ence (New Haven:Yale Uni­ver­sity Press, 1984); Donna Har­away, “In the Be­gin­ning was the Word: The Gen­esis of Bio­lo­gical The­ory,” Signs: Journal of Wo­men in Cul­ture and So­ci­ety, Vol. 6, No. 3, 1981; Donna Har­away, Prim­ate Vis­ions (New York: Rout­ledge, 1989); Sandra Hard­ing and Jean F. O’Barr, Sex and Sci­entific In­quiry (Chicago: Uni­ver­sity of Chicago Press, 1987); Anne Fausto-Ster­ling, Myths of Gender: Bio­lo­gical The­or­ies About Wo­men and Men (New York: Norton, 1979).


  10. Clearly Fou­cault’s His­tory of Sexu­al­ity of­fers one way to re­think the his­tory of “sex” within a given mod­ern Euro­centric con­text. For a more de­tailed con­sid­er­a­tion, see Thomas Lac­queur and Cath­er­ine Galla­gher, eds., The Mak­ing of the Mod­ern Body: Sexu­al­ity and So­ci­ety in the 19th Cen­tury (Berke­ley: Uni­ver­sity of Cali­for­nia Press, 1987), ori­gin­ally pub­lished as an is­sue of Rep­res­ent­a­tions, No. 14, Spring 1986.


  11. See my “Vari­ations on Sex and Gender: Beau­voir, Wit­tig, Fou­cault,” in Fem­in­ism as Cri­tique, eds. Seyla Ben­habib and Dru­cilla Cor­nell (Basil Black­well, dist. by Uni­ver­sity of Min­nesota Press, 1987).


  12. Si­mone de Beau­voir, The Second Sex, trans. E. M. Parsh­ley (New York: Vin­tage, 1973), p. 301.


  13. Ibid., p. 38.


  14. See my “Sex and Gender in Beau­voir’s Second Sex” Yale French Stud­ies, Si­mone de Beau­voir: Wit­ness to a Cen­tury, No. 72,Winter 1986.
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