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Excerpt from Gender Trouble

Excerpt from

Gender Trouble

Butler questions several categories that serve as markers of personal ident.ity and as o.rga.niz-
ing principles for politics—biological sex, polarized gender, and d.etcrmmate sext.lahty. Ac-
cording to Butler, materiality is itself a concept that has a cultural hlstcTry, ar.ld ‘bodles are not
fundamental, brute realities. Rather, bodies are delimited though the inscription of cultural
discourses. On this view, gender identity is a discipline that constructs a gendc_:rcd body ?.nd
that enforces compulsory heterosexuality. Through personal experience c?f received meanings
and participation in a set of imitative practices, individuals.com'.: to tl‘unk of thc':rr.lsclv‘es as
having innate and deep-seated gender identities. Yet gender isa dlSCLll‘.?lVC effect; it is neither
a biological nor a psychological necessity. Gendered behav1or—.—th§t is, enac.tments‘of pre-
scribed corporeal styles—is “performative,” for it creates the .1llu§|on of primary, interior
gender identity. This illusion conceals the political underpinnings of gender identity,
namely, male dominance and heterosexism. . ‘

Butler’s account of gender puts feminist politics on a new footing. Pamfilc gender per-
formances, such as drag, are politically significant, for they reveal the imitative structure of
gender and subvert its claim to be natural or necessary. Such pcrforma-nces suggest an alter-
native understanding of political agency—a discourse-based conception, as opposed to an

identity-based conception.

“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

Ca.tegorics 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 iden-
tity 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 inrerests, the
perspectives, of “women.” But is there a political shape to “women,” as it were, ’
fmd 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 cir-
curflscribes that site as “the female body”? Is “the body” or “the sexed body” the firm foun-
dation on which gender and systems of compulsory sexuality operate? Or is “the body” itself

shaped by political fores with strategic interests in keeping that body bounded and consti-
tuted by the markers of sex?

—D. TM.

that precedes

The sex/gender distinction and the category of sex itself appear to presuppose a gener-
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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 pro-
fane void, the fallen state: deception, sin, the premonitional metaphorics of hell, and the
cternal 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 signifi-
cation, 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 dual-
ism 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 in-
scribed, a mere facticity devoid of value, prior to significance?

Wittig suggests that a culturally specific epistemic 4 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.”! 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 “ci ilization”—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 prac-
tice that requires the subjection of the body. This corporeal destruction is necessary to pro-
duce 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 vivends 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 [si]—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 de-
struction of the body, much as the instrument of torture in Kafka's /n the Penal Colony
destroys the body on which it writes, then there must be a body prior to that inscription, sta-
ble 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
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relentless writing instrument, and the body as the medium which must be destroyed
transfigured in order for “culture” to emerge. o
E.Sy .main.taining a body prior to its cultural inscription, Foucautt appears to assume
materiality prior to signification and form. Because this distinction operates as essential t
the tas'k of. gene:-flogy as he defines it, the distinction itself is precluded as an object of ("
nealc?glcal Investigation. Occasionally in his analysis of Herculine, Foucault subsiribcs tg
prediscursive multiplicity of bodily forces that break through the surface of the body do' -
rupt the regulating practices of cultural coherence imposed upon that body b Z y li
regime, understood as a vicissitude of “history.” If the presumption of some k?ndyof F;OW(
egorical source of disruption is refused, is it still possible to give a genealogical accountp oefct?:
demarc_atlon of the body as such as a signifying practice? This demarcation is not initiat ‘
by a reified history or by a subject. This marking is the result of a diffuse and active str .
turing of the social field. This signifying practice effects a social space for and of the\b ud(
within certain regulatory grids of intelligibility. -
. Mary Douglas’s Purity and Danger suggests that the very contours of “the body” are
ta}blxshed through markings that seek to establish specific codes of cultural cohcreﬁce Aes
discourse that establishes the boundaries of the body serves the purpose of instating a;lc.l n:r)

l:allzmg certain .tal.)oos regarding the appropriate limits, postures, and modes of exchang:
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 abovev and
below, male and female, with and against, that a semblance of order }s created.2

Although Douglas clearly subscribes to a structuralist distinction between an inherently un-
ruly nature and an order imposed by cultural means, the “untidiness” to which she refc:;

be redescribed as a region of cultural unruliness and disorder. Assuming the inevitabl b'ncm]'
structure of the nature/culture distinction, Douglas cannot point toward an alltcmat)i,vel o
ﬁguratlon of culture in which such distinctions become malleable or proliferate be ondc (t)fr:
!)mary frame. Her analysis, however, provides a possible point of departure for un(i,erstamdC
ing the relationship by which social taboos institute and maintain the boundaries of th :
body as such. Her analysis suggests that what constitutes the limit of the body is nev |
.merely material, but that the surface, the skin, is systemically signified by taboos :nd antier
1Pa$ed transgressions; indeed, the boundaries of the body become, within her analysis tlf_
limits of the social per se. A poststructuralist appropriation of her view might wellyun‘der(—‘

stand the boundaries of the bod imi i
boundaries of t y as the limits of the socially hegemonic, In i
tures, ShC maintains, there are 7 yﬁr‘gsb T ’ vanery Of CU]'

pollution powers which inhere in the structure of ideas itself and whic i
symbolic breaking of that which should be joined or joining of that whli]clrl) l;;::)sll:l;
be separate. It follows from this that pollution is a type of danger which is not likel
to occur except where the lines of structure, cosmic or social, are clearly defined ’

A pollt'mng person is always in the wrong. He [sic] has devcloped so.mc
wrong condition or simply crossed over some line which should not have been
crossed and this displacement unleashes danger for someone.3
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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 Mediat
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 dis-
case 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.”> And she asks a question which one might have expected to read
irr Foucault: “Why should bodily margins be thought to be specifically invested with power
and danger?”®
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 sys-
tem per se or a site in which open systems converge, then any kind of unregulated perme-
ability 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. Paradoxi-
cally, 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 perme-
ability and impermeability. Those sexual practices in both homosexual and heterosexual
contexts that open surfaces and orifices to erotic signification or close down others effec-
tively 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. Doug-
las alludes to “a kind of sex pollution which expresses a desire to keep the body (physical and
social) intact,” 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 2 heterosexual construction of gen-
dered exchange, positions, and erotic possibilities. The deregulation of such exchanges ac-
cordingly 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 con-
structed constitutes precisely the genealogy of “the body” in its discreteness that might fur-
ther radicalize Foucault’s theory.?

Significantly, Kristeva’s discussion of abjection in The Powers of Horror begins to sug-
gest the uses of this structuralist notion of a boundary-constituting taboo for the purposes
of constructing a discrete subject through exclusion.” The “abject” designates that which has
been expelled from the body, discharged as excrement, literally rendered “Other.” This ap-
pears 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:
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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 in-
ternalization 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 ne-
cessity. 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 man-
ifest 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 ex-
ternal 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.!3 (my emphasis)

The figure of the interior soul understood as “within” the body is signified through its in-
scription o the body, even though its primary mode of signification is through its very ab-
sence, 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 s the body signi-
fies 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 im-
agery would suggest, but “the soul is the prison of the body.”t4
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 fig-
ures of fantasy through the play of presence and absence on the body’s surface, the con-
struction 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 prohibi-
tions that produce identity along the culturally intelligible grids of an idealized and com-
pulsory 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 dis-
continuities 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 signif-
icant corporeality express or reflect one another. When the disorganization and disaggre-
gation 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 ex-
posed as a norm and a fiction that disguises itself as a developmental law regulating the

sexual field that it purports to describe.
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- itsel'f‘ . Fhe Pl'a(;let (I;i irelc(()):i?:eli izr:lplciasl:r(::l/cultural history of rec‘eived meani.nigls
ge“_def ldemlg cr)rfl ligmitativc practices which refer laterally to other imitations an;li whlch:
]S:)Jlbn,:l(}:'t Z?):s:ruct the illusion of a primary and interior gendered self or parody the mec
anism of that construction. ’
According to Fredric Jameson's '
that mocks the notion of an original is

TR
“Postmodernism and Consumer Society,” the imitation
characteristic of pastiche rather than parody:

imitati i i e wearing of
Pastiche is, like parody, the imitation of a peculiar or unique style,‘th ‘ 1:mimigcry
’ . -
a stylistic mask, speech in a dead language: butitisa n'eutral pract.lie ot i hter,
without parody’s ulterior motive, without the satirical impulse, th[ ou ge " t(;
i i hing nermal compar
1 i ling that there exists something
without that still latent feeling : nethis < !
hich what is being imitated is rather comic. Pastiche is blank parody, parody
W

that has lost its humor.17
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The loss of the sense of “the normal,” however,

cially 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,
certain kinds of parodic repetitions effe
tions become domesticated and recircu
ogy of actions would clearly not suffice
depends on a context and reception in
performance where will invert the inne
of the psychological presuppositions o
where will compel a reconsideration of
inine? And what kind of gender perfor
der itself in a way that destabilizes the

can be its own occasion for laughter, espe-

and there must be a way to understand what makes
ctively disruptive, truly troubling, and which repeti-
lated as instruments of cultural hegemony. A typol-
» for parodic displacement, indecd, parodic laughter,
which subversive confusions can be fostered. What
r/outer distinction and compel a radical rethinking
f gender identity and sexuality? What performance
the place and stability of the masculine and the fem-
mance will enact and reveal the performativity of gen-
naturalized categories of identity and desire.

If the body is not a “being,” but a variable boundary, a surface whose
politically regulated, a signifying practice within a cultural field of
compulsory heterosexuality, then what language is left
enactment, gender, that constitutes its “in

permeability is
gender hierarchy and
for understanding this corporeal
terior” signification on its surface? Sartre would
perhaps have called this act “a style of being,” Foucault, “a stylistics of existence.” And in my
carlier reading of Beauvoir, I suggest that gendered bodies are so many “styles of the flesh.”
These styles are never fully self-styled, for styles have a history, and th
and limit the possibilities. Consider gender, for instance,
were, which is both intentional and performative,
and contingent construction of meaning.

Wittig understands gender as the workings of “sex,’
junction for the body to become a cultural sign,
torically delimited possibility, and to do this,
repeated corporeal project. The notion of a “proj
of a radical will, and because genderisa project
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 per-
formance with clearly punitive consequences. Discrete genders are part of what “humanizes”
individuals wim-(y;lmr—miecd, 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
atall. 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 natu-

talness. The historical possibilities materialized through various corporeal styles are nothing

other than those punitively regulated cultural fictions alternately embodied and deflected
under duress.

ose histories condition
as a corporeal style, an “act,” as it
whete ‘performative” suggests a dramatic

" where “sex” is an obligatory in-
to materialize itself in obedience to a his-
not once or twice, but as a sustained and
ect,” however, suggests the originating force
that has cultural survival as jrs end, the term

Consider that a sedimentation of gender norms produces the peculiar phenomenon of

« 4 . . .
a natural sex” or a “real woman” or any number of prevalent and compelling social fictions,
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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 ostensi-
ble “cause” to be an “effect”

In what sense, then, is gender an act? As in other ritual social dramas, the action of gen-
der requires a performance that is repeated. This repetition is at once a reenactment and re-
experiencing of a set of meanings already socially established; and it is the mundane and
ricualized form of their legitimation.!® 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 maintain-
ing 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 var-
ious 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 gen-
dered self. This formulation moves the conception of gender off the ground of substantial

model of identity to one that requires a conception of gender as a constituted social temporal-
ity. Significantly, if gender is instituted through acts which are internally discontinuous, then
the appearance of substance is precisely that, a constructed identity, a performative accom-
plishment which the mundane social audience, including the actors themselves, come to be-
lieve and to perform in the mode of belief. Gender is also a norm that can neverbe fully

internalized; “the internal” is a surface signification, and gender norms are finally phantas-

matic, impossible to embody. If the ground of gender identity is the stylized repetition of acts
phor of a “ground”

through time and not a seemingly seamless identity, then the spatial meta
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

seck to approximate the idea of a substantial ground of identity, but which, in their occasional

discontinuity, reveal the temporal and contingent groundlessness of this “ground.” The pos-

sibilities 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 ex-

poses the phantasmatic effect of abiding identity as a politically tenuous construction.

If gender ateributes, 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 gendér identity would
be revealed as a regulatory fiction. That gender reality is created through sustained social per-
formances 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.
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from the exasperated “etc.” that so often occurs at the end of such lines? This is a sign of ex-
haustion as well as of the illimitable process of signification itself. It is the supplément, the ex-
cess 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 sig-
nified, 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 invoca-
tion 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 dis-
courses presupposes a potential adequation between the “I” that confronts its world, in-
cluding 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 con-
frontation 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 epis-
temological 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 docu-
mented within anthropology—that regard the subject/object dichotomy as a strange and
contingent, if not violent, philosophical imposition. The language of appropriation, instru-
mentality, 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, cre-
ates an artificial set of questions about the knowability and recoverability of that Other.

As part of the epistemological inheritance of contemporary political discourses of iden-
tity, 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; in-
deed, epistemological models tend to take this appearance as their point of theoretical de-
parture. 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 sub-
stantive 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 cul-
turally intelligible practices of identity. Indeed, to understand identity as a practice, and asa
signifying practice, is to understand culturally intelligible subjects as the resulting effect of a
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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. o
Practices of parody can serve to reengage and reconsolidate the very distinction be-
tween 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 usec‘i taci
further a politics of despair, one which affirms a seemingly mevxt:-ible .excluswn of mal;gml”
genders from the territory of the natural and the real. And yet this failure to become “rea
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 uflmha'bltablc. I-.Ie.ncacl,
there is a subversive laughter in the pastiche-effect of parodic practices in which the original,

and the real are themselves constituted as effects. The loss of gender norms

the authentic, e T ¢
destabilizing substantive iden-

would have the effect of proliferating gender configurations, . :
titv: and depriving the naturalizing narratives of compul‘s?ry heterosexuality of their central

protagonists: “man” and “woman.” The parodic repetition of gender exposes as well t?c

illusion of gender identity as an intractable depth anq inner suE,)star.lce. As the effccts ofa

subtle and politically enforced performativity, gender is an “act,” as it were, that is open to

splittings, self-parody, self-criticism, and those hyperbolic CXhll?ltlonS of “the natural” that,

in their very exaggeration, reveal its fundamentally phantasmatic status. .

I have tried to suggest that the identity categories often p.rfesumed' to be foumflatlox‘lal
to feminist politics, that is, deemed necessary in order to mobilize feminism as an 1fie'n't1.ty
politics, simultaneously work to limit and constrain in advance the very cultural pos&!nhn?s
that feminism is supposed to open up. The tacit constraints that produce culturally mt.elll—
gible “sex” ought to be understood as generative political structures rather than nz.ltura.hzed
foundations. Paradoxically, the reconceptualization of identi.ty as an effect, that is, as pro-
duced or generated, opens up possibilities of “agency” that are 1n51d101.151y f(?reclosed by posi-
tions that take identity categories as foundational and fixed. For an 1f:lcnt1ty to be an eﬂ-ec't
means that it is neither fatally determined nor fully artificial and arbitrary. That the consti-
tuted 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 unnec-
essary binarism of free will and determinism. Construction is not opposed to agency; 1tulls

'; the necessary scene of agency, the very terms in which agency is ar‘tlculatec'i and b?comcs cul-
' turally intelligible. The critical task for feminism is not to estabhsl'l a point (‘)f view outside
" of constructed identities; that conceit is the construction of an epistemological xr}Odel that
would disavow its own cultural location and, hence, promote itself as a global su'bj.e?t, a po-
! sition that deploys precisely the imperialist strategies that fe{rﬁnism ought to criticize. The
* critical task is, rather, to locate strategies of subversive repetition enable.d b?' those.construc-
tions, to affirm the local possibilities of intervention through participating in precisely thos.c
practices of repetition that constitute identity and, therefore, present the immanent possi-
bility of contesting them. o o
This theoretical inquiry has attempted to locate the political in the very signifying
regulate, and deregulate identity. This effort, however, can only be

practices that establish, . ‘
he introduction of a set of questions that extend the very notion

accomplished through ¢

of the political. How to disrupt the foundations that cover over alternative cultural config- -

urations of gender? How to destabilize and render in their phantasmatic dimension the

“premises” of identity politics?
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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 femi-
nine, awaiting the inscription-as-incision of the masculine signifier for entrance into lan-
guage 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
Roint of view of gender as enacted, questions have merged over the fixity of gender iden-
tity as an interior depth that is said to be externalized in various forms of “expression.”
The.lmplicit 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 episte-
mological paradigm that presumes the priority of the doer to the deed establishes a global
‘and globa..lizing 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 hierar-
cl'ly and compulsory heterosexuality are not only misdescribed as foundations, but the sig-
mfy‘in.g practices that enable this metaleptic misdescription remain outside the purview of a
f.cmlmst 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 in-
telligibility 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, # displace the very gender norms
that enable the repetition itself. There is no ontology of gender on which we might construct
a po-liti(.:s, for gender ontologies always operate within established political contexts as nor-
mative injunctions, determining what qualifies as intelligible sex, invoking and consolidat-
ing the reproductive constraints on sexuality, setting the prescriptive requirements whereby
‘Sf!xed or gendered bodies come into cultural intelligibility. Ontology is, thus, not a founda-
tion, 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 estab-
lis%xcs 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
at already exist, but which exist within cultural domains designated as culturally unintel-
ligible and impossible. If identities were no longer fixed as the premises of a political syllo-
gism, and politics no longer understood as a set of practices derived from the alleged
terests 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 o, rather, their present proliferation might then become articulable within
3 discou.rses that establish intelligible cultural life, confounding the very binarism of sex
:nd 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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