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Preface

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 iz 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 mys-
tery 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
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a relation of constant inversion between a 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 ques-
tion? 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 destablizes the very dis-
tinctions 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 per-
formative acts that produce the body through and within the catego-
ries 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 “geneal-
ogy.” 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 investi-
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gates 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 geneal-
ogy 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 questions 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 lan-
guage 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 be-
tween them? How does language itself produce the fictive 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 disconti-
nuity 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 mecha-
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nism 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 “identi-
ties” 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 Kris-
teva 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 bod-
ies, suggesting that morphology itself is a consequence of a hegemonic
conceptual scheme. The final section of this chapter, “Bodily Inscrip-
tions, 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 catego-
ries of the body, sex, gender, and sexuality and occasion their subver-
sive 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
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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 sepa-
rated from other discourses. This inquiry seeks to affirm those posi-
tions on the critical boundaries of disciplinary life. The point is not
to stay marginal, but to participate in whatever network of marginal
zones is spawned from other disciplinary centers and which, together,
constitute a multiple displacement of those authorities. The complex-
ity 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 institu-
tional 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 sup-
ported 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 indispens-
able 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 Univer-
sity, the University of Notre Dame, the University of Kansas, Amherst
College and the Yale University School of Medicine. My acknowl-
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edgement 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 Agger, 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.
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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.
—Miichel 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 repre-
sents 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 mis-
represented 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 “represen-
tation” 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 qualifica-
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tions 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.' 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 pro-
duced 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”” 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 emancipa-
tion 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
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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 invoca-
tion 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, womien, 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.’ 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 histori-
cal 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 no-
tion 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 cul-
tures 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
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establish a universal status for patriarchy in order to strengthen the
appearance of feminism’s own claims to be representative has occa-
sionally 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 fraimework, 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, pre-
sumed universality of “women”? The masculine/feminine binary con-
stitutes 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 consmute “identity” and make the
singular notion of identity a misnomer."

My suggestion is that the presumed universality and unity of the
subject of feminism is cffectlvely 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 para-
doxical 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
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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 poli-
tics—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 contem-
porary 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 femi-
nism 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 exdusionary practices that ground femi-
nist theory in a notion of “women™ as sub]ect paradoxically undercut
feminist goals to extend its claims to “representation”?’

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?® 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 unprob-
lematic invocation of that category may prove to preclude the possibil-
ity of feminism as a representational politics. What sense does it make
to extend representation to subjects who are constructed through
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the exclusion of those who fail to conform to unspoken normative
requirements of the subject? What relations of domination and exclu-
sion 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, “representa-
tion” 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 intracta-
bility 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.”

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 discon-
tinuity between sexed bodies and culturally constructed genders. As-
suming 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 mor-
phology and constitution (which will become a question), there is no
reason to assume that genders ought also to remain as two.® 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
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scientific discourses which purport to establish such “facts” for us?’
Does sex have a history?'’ 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 con-
struction? 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 distinc-
tion at all."

It would make no sense, then, to define gender as the cultural
interpretation of sex, if sex itself is 2 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 predis-
cursive 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 pro-
duce the effect of a prediscursive sex and so conceal that very opera-
tion of discursive production?

iii. Gender: The Circular Ruins of Contemporary Debate

Is there “a” gender which persons are said ro have, or is it an
essential attrlbute 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 con-
structed, 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



