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Gender Ontology, Sexual Difference, and 
Differentiating Sex: Malabou and Derrida

Emily Apter

For Catherine Malabou, “epigenetics” is a crucial concept that locates 
 plasticity in the passage from the genotype to the phenotype. In a seminar 
delivered in 2012 at the European Graduate School, “Epigenetics and the 
Plasticity of Life,” she pressed on the prefix “epi,” “surface,” to signal epigenetics 
as the “interpretive” mode of genetics. Homing in on how certain “interpretive 
molecules” such as “interfering RNA” can alter the appearance and structure of 
the phenotype’s expression by inhibiting, de-differentiating, or deprogamming 
certain parts of the genetic sequence or code, (such that certain genes—say 
cancer genes—are silenced), she links this interpretive function to her own 
notion of plasticity, or “self-transformation.” The stakes are high: for Malabou 
epigenetics has the potential to navigate between the often wholly polarized 
disciplines of neuroscience and philosophy, and beyond that, to serve as the site 
of a new subjectivation of nonsubjective or biological processes, which is to say, 
a kind of consciousness, awareness, or second sense of our biological plasticity 
(Malabou 2012). This concern with ways of being (biogenetically) in sex or 
with modes of consciousness that might be sexed or gendered lends specificity 
to Malabou’s ascription of gender ontology, a term used in contradistinction to 
(but not necessarily in conflict with) theories of gender and sexuality grounded 
in performative social constructions or ensembles of rights and claims to an 
essential identity or group identification.

Malabou’s interest in matters of gender ontology, sexual subjectivation, and 
difference in genetic differentiation is philosophically adumbrated by a review 
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of her exchanges and debates with a mentor, Jacques Derrida. The issues and 
questions that arise from this view may be roughly grouped into three parts.

First, as we know, Malabou’s oeuvre has been deeply inf lected by 
Derridean deconstruction; the procedures of trace, derivation, drift, 
distancing, and “difference” were philosophically constitutive, especially 
for her writings on Hegel and Heidegger. Malabou and Derrida would 
publish as a duo in La Contre-allée [Counterpath],1 a text comparable to 
notable experiments in hyphenated theory by Hélène Cixous and Derrida, 
or by Derrida and Geoffrey Bennington in Circumfessions ; or by Malabou 
and other thinkers such as Judith Butler or Adrian Johnston (their collab-
orative Self and Emotional Life: Philosophy, Psychoanalysis, and Neuroscience). 
Such partnerships acquire theoretical currency as adventures in colloquy or 
experiments in creating transindividuated authorial voice. And yet, as often 
happens in partnerships, the principals part ways. Derrida passed away, and 
Malabou begged to differ. What difference did Malabou’s difference make to 
difference? What is the status of difference after the cognitive turn? What 
does difference do with our brain?

A second set of questions arises out of the particular ways in which Derrida 
and Malabou read continental philosophy. It is through Hegel that Derrida 
comes to produce Glas, and it is from Hegel that Malabou derives her signa-
ture philosophical motif, plasticity. But the Derrida-Malabou duet is equally 
strong in the key of Heidegger. In La Plasticité au soir de l ’ écriture: Dialectique, 
destruction, déconstruction (Plasticity at the Dusk of Writing: Dialectic, Destruction, 
Deconstruction, 2010), Malabou traces a line from L’avenir de Hegel. Plasticité, 
temporalité, dialectique (The Future of Hegel, 1999) described as “a deconstructive 
reading of Heidegger’s concept of ‘vulgar time,’” to Le Change Heidegger: Du 
fantastique en philosophie (The Heidegger Change, 2004) “a dialectical reading 
of Derrida (tracing difference back to its metamorphic origin)” (Malabou 
2011) to Que faire de notre cerveau? (What Should We Do With Our Brain?), 
characterized as a “‘destructive’ (in the Heideggerian sense) interpretation 
of Freud or Derrida” (Malabou 2008, 8). What Malabou neglects to mention 
with respect to the Heidegger-Derrida arc in her work is the interrogation 
of gender neutrality in Dasein embedded in Heidegger’s asexuated or “pre-
dual” account of Geschlecht.2 In Changer de différance: Le féminin et la question 
philosophique (Changing Difference : The Feminine and the Question of Philosophy, 
2009), Malabou tracks a “feminine” Dasein posed against the Heideggerian 
neuter, and by extension (if only implicitly) against a deconstructive sexuality 
that would claim Derrida as a philosopher of the feminine (most ostensively 
affirmed in Spurs and “Women in the Beehive”). Changing Difference stands 
out in Malabou’s oeuvre as the book that explicitly takes up sexual differ-
ence and the gendering of ontology, but this in turn prompts the question: 
whither gender and feminism in the rest of her philosophical work? Is sexual 
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 difference disappeared or absorbed into her ontology of differently abled 
cerebral  capacities, as intimated in her book on “the new wounded”? Does 
feminism migrate, mutate, or vanish in her engagements with epigenetics? 
Does the shift toward neuroscience reneuter philosophy?

A third set of questions arises from the problem of how gender violence 
is called out and philosophized for a future sexual politics. Here we would 
be inclined to bring Malabou’s work on subject-subjectivation to bear on 
matters of sexual equality, sexual citizenship, sexual contract, willing and 
forcing, sexism in the workplace and in the discipline of philosophy, trauma 
and triggers. Her theorization of plasticity, like Judith Butler’s theoriza-
tion of genre and gender trouble, has particular relevance to debates (at 
once topical and philosophical) around nomination and nominalism, or 
the violence of particularist naming and the transvaluation of universals of 
gender difference. These issues are germane to the sociopolitical implosions 
around gender naming that we are witnessing globally and across languages. 
In each situation, we must ask how a name is owned or disavowed, or even 
more pointedly, inf licted on subjects as a form of gender violence. How is 
gender trauma producing “new wounded”? Through such questions we are 
returned to the complex signification of to differ. Who is the subject or object 
of difference now? How is categorial difference embodied or transmuted? 
How is difference—or differentiation within gender pronominalization—
edging out articulations of sexual difference defined by masculine/feminine, 
plus-minus logics? How do the new pronoun wars or the new function terms 
for the “trans” prompt us to recast (or read against the grain) Heideggerian 
arguments about the originary subject of being: the das Man, the neuter, the 
“they”-subject? Both Malabou and Derrida track the ambivalences arising 
from the German untranslatable Geschlecht (sex, genos, genre, gender, genera-
tion, Menschheit, kind, kin, species, race, people, community, humanity), and 
both home in on the philosopheme’s capacity to perform sexual violence on 
ontology (as well as bodies).3

So even as we are embarked on a reassessment of sex and gender in philo-
sophical terms, there are clear implications for a sexual politics of today. In 
De l ’esprit : Heidegger et la question (Of Spirit : Heidegger and the Question), 
Derrida invokes Heidegger’s question “Was heisst Denken?” (“What is Called 
Thinking?” ), and we would be prompted to rewrite this question, thinking 
together with Malabou: how is thought named or called in the language of 
Geschlecht? (Heidegger 1968). Does Denken have sex? What sexual violence is 
done in its name? And what is the violence produced by “sexual difference,” 
especially when it is yoked to the naming of Being or what Being names? “It 
is by the name of Dasein,” Derrida wrote in the first of four projected essays 
on the concept of Geschlecht, “that I will here introduce the question of sexual 
difference” (Derrida 2008, 10).
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I. Parting Ways

In an interview published in Les Inrocks conducted in 2014, Malabou distances 
herself from deconstructive philosophy while discussing her book Avant 
demain: Epigenèse et rationalité (Before Tomorrow: Epigenesis and Rationality):

Levinas, Derrida, Ricoeur, a certain strand of phenomenology ends up 
inscribing philosophy in the horizon of guilt. . . . [I say] no more philosophy 
at fault, no more logic of the improbable, no more disconnect from science nor 
perpetual waiting. . . . At first it was Badiou’s students who decided it was time 
to reappropriate the rational. I too, a student of Derrida’s, needed to distance 
myself from the culture of aporia; it’s a dead end, as its name suggests. . . . we 
can no longer ignore recent neuroscientific discoveries, but there’s a certain 
inertia in philosophy, which remains stuck on the idea that we can never 
predict or determine anything. But the real, despite this position, is always a 
matter of determination. (Malabou 2015)

An abiding crux of poststructuralist philosophy, the aporia, was one of 
Derrida’s privileged figurations. In Aporias he identified the term with non-
passage, paralysis in separation, stuckness at border zones and the realization 
that “the problem” as such is constitutively impossible (problema—qua “shield” 
or “guard-barrier” is a term of defense against this impossibility) (Derrida 1993, 
11–12). For Derrida, the aporia is productive; for Malabou, it is (at least in this 
instance) posed as an obstacle to the advancement of philosophy.

Malabou’s rupture in this interview with deconstructive thought seems 
abrupt and definitive, but there was in fact plenty of forewarning. Dialing 
back to the epilogue of Plasticity at the Dusk of Writing to a section on 
“Grammatology and Neurology,” we find Malabou challenging the concept 
of trace and the preeminence accorded by Derrida to writing: “the mutability 
of beings is what opens a future in the absence of any openness of the world,” 
but that “the trace is no longer a suitable scheme to express and describe such 
a mutability” (Malabou 2010, 78). The trace, as compared with plasticity, 
is “obsolete” in relation to the science of the nervous system. Did Derrida 
(she queries) “ever consider the possible caducity of the graphic model in 
general” (PD 78)? She allows that in his theory of the supplement there is room 
for “the historical emergence of another supplementarity”—this is where she 
will introduce her own theory of plasticity—but the distancing from Derrida 
is clearly marked (PD 79).

In Counterpath, a mélange of intimate reflections, correspondence, and travel 
diaries, there were even earlier signs of a leave-taking.4 As translator David 
Wills remarks, “counterpath” designates a “sideroad, service or access road, 
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or alley that runs alongside a main thoroughfare, such as one finds providing 
access to the buildings lining the boulevards of French cities” (Wills 2004). 
The counterpath is both tributary and divergence with reference to the Weg, 
Heidegger’s path. Chapter 9, dating roughly to the period between December 
1997 and January 1998, commemorates a time when Malabou and Derrida 
are working the Heideggerian Entziehung—the suspensive break, or differ-
ence between Being (uppercase B) and being (lowercase) that will become, in 
Derrida’s lexicon, le retrait, retraction, withdrawal (CP 128). Retreating the 
derivative, outplaying or baffling the dérive, these are so many moves toward 
the deconstruction and appropriation of Heideggerian Destruktion or Abbau; 
a destroying ontology.

In La Plasticité au soir de l ’ écriture (Plasticity at the Dusk of Writing, 2005, 
2010), Malabou describes her abiding concern to “connect the question of the 
differential structure of form, and inversely, the formal structure of differ-
ence to the enigmatic relation between figure and writing” (Malabou 2010, 3). 
Distancing herself from the “self-destructive or self-deconstructive tendency 
of philosophy,” and specifically from Heidegger’s readings of Hegel (which 
endow Destrucktion with a certain positivity hailing from the shattering of the 
metaphysics of presence, the destructuring of traditional ontology), Malabou 
asserts: “I soon saw that the negative could not be my subject. Developing 
the confrontation of the three economies of negativity—dialectic, destruc-
tion, deconstruction—on its own account would go nowhere” (PD 20, 21). In 
Malabou’s philosophical program all three negative economies—accounted 
for differently—will go somewhere. Deconstruction will be sublated in plas-
ticity; and so will Heideggerian change. While Malabou acknowledges that 
Heidegger “never invests plasticity with ontological significance . . . [and] 
never speaks about plasticity or metamorphosis,” she contends he inscribes 
it as a kind of metamorphosis located in the dialectic and “at the heart of 
the thought of being” (PD 28). The “triad of change, Wandel, Wandlung, 
Verwandlung (change, transformation, metamorphosis)” defines form, whose 
“ultrametaphyical destiny” enables the concept of change “to metamorphosize 
itself ” (PD 28). This “change of change” is construed by Malabou as “the 
moving metabolic ground . . .  the secret floor of Heideggerian thought, its differ-
ence with itself ” (PD 29).

If Heideggerian Destrucktion, and Entzeihung or retrait (understood as 
withdrawn Being, withdrawn essence of Being), proved crucial to Derrida’s 
elaboration of différance and deconstruction, and these in turn proved crucial 
to Malabou’s theorization of plasticity and difference-changing, then it appears 
that the parting of ways was far from definitive, at least in 2004–05, when 
Malabou was writing Plasticity at the Dusk of Writing.5 Certainly the notion of 
le retrait, defined as a withdrawn, negated, yet resilient ontological essence, will 
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continue (transvaluated by the name “woman”) to figure significantly in Changing 
Difference, where it resonates with a question that Derrida poses indirectly in the 
form of a hypothetical that Heidegger’s readers, students, and colleagues might 
presumably have posed: “what about the sexual life of your Dasein” (G 1: 13)?

II. Changing Difference: Genre, Geschlecht, Plasticité

Changing Difference: The Feminine and the Question of Philosophy revisits the 
terms “genre,” “gender,” and “sexual difference” in the context of the larger 
philosophical problematic of gender ontology. Malabou takes deconstructive 
feminism as a point of departure: “so if the feminine has a ‘meaning,’ it is in 
as much as the permission to question the identity of woman follows from 
the deconstruction and displacement of this identity” (Malabou 2011, 6). 
Genders, she notes, have been pluralized, with “masculine” and “feminine” 
designating multiple valences of “genre,” thereby becoming dislinked from 
pre-given anatomies or originary social dispositions. The time has come, she 
announces, to investigate the correspondence between the pluralization of 
gender and the pluralization of ontological difference made possible by the 
philosophical openness to alterity exemplified by Levinas’s ethical receptivity 
to the stranger or Derrida’s deferred, differing, disseminated subject always 
turning toward the other. Both Levinas and Derrida come to ontology after 
Heidegger, and Heidegger, as Derrida would underscore in Geschlecht I, first 
bequeathed a neuter concept of Dasein. A close analysis of Heidegger’s 1928 
Marburg lecture course published as Metaphysische Anfangsgründe der Logik 
im Ausgang von Leibniz (The Metaphysical Foundations of Logic), Derrida’s 
“Geschlecht: Différence sexuelle, différence ontologique” (Geschlecht: Sexual 
Difference, Ontological Difference), the first of four projected essays on the 
topic, opens epidictically:

Of sex, one can readily remark, yes, Heidegger speaks as little as possible, 
perhaps he has never spoken of it. Perhaps he has never said anything, by that 
name or the names under which we recognize it, about the “sexual-relation,” 
“sexual difference,” or indeed about “man–and-woman.” That silence, there-
fore, is easily remarked. Which means that the remark is somewhat facile. 
A few indications concluding with “everything happens as if . . ,” would 
suffice. The dossier could then be closed, avoiding trouble, if not risk: it is as if, 
according to Heidegger, there were no sexual difference, nothing of this aspect 
in man, which is to say in woman, to interrogate or suspect, nothing worthy of 
questioning (fragwürdig). It is as if, one might continue, sexual difference did 
not rise to the height [hauteur] of ontological difference: it would be on the 
whole as neglible, with regard to the question of the meaning of Being, as any 
other difference, a determinate distinction or an ontic predicate. Negligible for 
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thought, of course, even if it is not at all negligible for science or philosophy. 
But insofar as it has a relation to Being, in that very reference, Dasein would 
not be sexiferous [sexifère].

. . . sexual difference is not an essential trait, [. . .] it does not belong to the 
existential structure of Dasein. Being-there, being-there, the there of Being as 
such, bears no sexual mark. The same then goes for the reading of the meaning 
of Being, since, as Sein und Zeit clearly states, Dasein remains the exemplary 
being in such a reading. (G 1: 7, 8, 9, 10) (Derrida 1983, 419–20).

Taking her cue from Derrida (though neglecting to work the rich associa-
tions of his neologism “sexiferous”), Malabou works off the premise that an 
attenuation of feminine agency underwrites the Heideggerian metaphysics of 
being-there (l ’ être-là, Dasein). A first step toward restoring that agency is made 
by Derrida when he uses “the feminine” to signify a concept of genre open to 
multiple modes of being, to dimensions of thought and of ethics habitually 
excluded from Western metaphysics. While Malabou at one point questions 
the wisdom of retaining any sexualization of genre, she allows for a possible 
“sense” of the feminine as a conceptual placeholder; one that embodies differ-
ence while rejecting Heidegger’s asexuated Dasein. The challenge—initially 
posed by Derrida in Geschlecht I—is how to define a sexual difference that is 
ontologically pluralized or re-neutralized in such a way as to avoid effacing the 
feminine. Malabou’s “changer de différence,” translated in English as “changing 
difference” but also translatable as “change of difference” or “difference-
changer,” plasticizes the feminine, turning it into a preeminent construct of 
ontology, self-organization, neuronal configuration, and meaning-production. 
Being-Organism-Brain-Grammatical Logic—hers is a subject-system in which 
neurobiology meets ontology, in which gender interrogates itself as genos, 
species, and autoaffective existent.

Changing Difference follows and complements other signal works by 
Malabou (What Should We Do With Our Brain?, The Future of Hegel: Plasticity, 
Temporality, and Dialectic, Plasticity at the Dusk of Writing: Dialectic, 
Destruction, Deconstruction), and explicitly draws out the implications of 
plasticité for a feminist philosophy. It chafes against the “pointless terrorism” 
of arguments pro and con around essentialism (Malabou prefers to recapture 
“essence” philosophically), and sloughs off age-old constraints on women 
philosophers:

I seek recognition for a certain feminine space that seems impossible, yet 
is also very dangerous to try to deny. It may be that woman is only defined 
negatively with respect to the violence that is done to her and the attacks on 
her essence, but this negative definition nonetheless constitutes the resistant 



116   philoSophia

philoSOPHIA_7.1_09.indd Page 116 11/04/17  9:46 AM

stock that distinguishes the feminine from all the types of fragility, from 
overexposure to exploitation and brutality. (CD 2–3)

There is a keen, timely responsiveness to violence against women in this book, 
especially pronounced in the last chapter, “Woman’s Possibility, Philosophy’s 
Impossibility.” It opens with citations pulled from French press articles and 
television programs: on the murder and disfiguration of women in Ciudad 
Juarez; on President Zapatero’s failure to exercise laws against domestic 
violence in Spain; on the 27 percent wage disadvantage for women in France. 
“Even as we question the identity ‘woman,’” Malabou writes, “it is inconceiv-
able that the tenacity of ‘feminist’ demands be forgotten for a moment. The 
deconstruction of sexual identities does not imply letting go of the fight for 
women’s liberation” (CD 93).

Malabou underscores a key political point: that the bare essence of “woman,” 
after the deconstruction of “the feminine,” redounds to “a subject overexposed 
to a specific type of violence [. . .] the pressure of work in society and at 
home” (CD 93–94). She reiterates in even stronger terms several axiomatic 
ontological claims: “violence alone confers her being [. . . .] Woman is nothing 
any more, except this violence through which her ‘being nothing’ continues to 
exist” (CD 96, 98). Conflating the “theoretical violence of the de-ontologizing 
of woman” with “domestic/social violence as an individual and as a working 
woman,” Malabou gets personal, outlining the injuries inflicted on a woman 
philosopher who dares to take feminism into the precinct of continental and 
analytic philosophy. Her way through? Put a spoke in the wheels of philosophy 
by insisting on the sexed and gendered condition of its basic terms; show how 
the impossibility of being a woman becomes the impossibility of philosophy, 
affirm over and over the feminine singularity within philosophical meaning as 
a “matter of matter” (CD 111, 112, 125).

In foregrounding “matter” as a feminist problematic, Malabou places herself 
in a continuum that includes Luce Irigaray’s work since the 1980s on material 
elements, Elizabeth Grosz’s Deleuzian account of corporeal feminism, Judith 
Butler’s interest in A. N. Whitehead’s process philosophy, and Emanuela 
Bianchi’s reclamation of the Aristotelian hyle (transformational substance) 
for a feminist anti-teleology built around aleatory capacity, changeability, and 
en-formation (Bianchi 2012). Taken together, a shift is discernible here from 
biological sexing and sexually differentiated “identity” (prevalent during the 
heyday of identity politics in gender theory), to the gendered ontology of mate-
rial embodiment, cellular reprogrammation, and theories of epigenesis.

Plasticity derives from the Greek plassein, “to model, to mold,” malleable, 
“having the power to bestow form, the power to mold,” as in the expressions 
“plastic surgeon” and “plastic arts.” Grimm’s Dictionary defined it as “that 
which takes or gives shape, or figure, to bodies (körperlich [. . .] gestaltend 
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oder gestaltet).” In Hegel’s Science of Logic (1831), as Malabou observes in The 
Future of Hegel: Plasticity, Temporality, Dialectic, the concept corresponds to 
substance’s “self-determination” (Selbstimmung), which is to say, its filtering 
out of arbitrary, personal, immediate, and particular content on behalf of a 
fully embodied Notion, a becoming of “Dasein,” or being-there of “Spirit” 
(Malabou 2004, 206).

Malabou passes over the universalized aspect of Hegelian plasticity, in order 
to recuperate its recreational, regenerative, and reconstructive principles (as 
in cosmetic and plastic surgery), its usage in neuroscience to designate: “an 
alteration in structure or function brought about by development, experience, 
or injury,” and its reference to plastic explosives, bombs, or similarly combustive 
matériel. “The word plasticity,” Malabou writes in What Should We Do With Our 
Brain?, “thus unfolds its meaning between sculptural molding and deflagration, 
which is to say explosion. From this perspective, to talk about the plasticity of 
the brain means to see in it not only the creator and receiver of form but also 
an agency of disobedience to every constituted form, a refusal to submit to a 
model” (Malabou 2008, 6). As a metaphor for both that which explodes the 
brain, and that which inoculates it against traumatic injury, plasticity affirms 
the indestructibility of psychic life and stanches the subsidence of will into 
inertia and compulsive repetition (characteristic symptoms of the death drive). 
In Malabou’s rendering, plasticity “suspends the psyche between life and death, 
between the emergence and the destruction of form” (CD 81). The pivotal role 
assigned to the prophylactic violence of plasticity (which protects formal emer-
gence against the destruction of form) relates her work on neuroscience and 
Hegelian dialectic to her discussion of genre in Changing Difference, where, it 
might be said, she identifies plasticity with a feminine Dasein that has survived 
the constant threat of extinction by a “Being” that has been violently gendered 
as Neuter. The feminine is discernible as a negated essence that is not lack, but 
which is damaged substance. What’s left of “woman,” for Malabou, is resilience 
born of the throes of violence, a protective shield against acts of gender violence 
committed on the feminine subject of the verb “to be” and, performatively 
speaking, a reparative defense mechanism. Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick and others 
engaged with the politics of care and trauma have reclaimed this reparative 
function for besieged genders. But what makes Malabou’s reparative plasticity 
stand out is its focus on the differentiation of “to be” as it is gendered violently 
and sexed cognitively.

Malabou’s “plastic” ontology of difference appears on the scene almost two 
decades after Feminist Interpretations of Jacques Derrida (1997), which opened 
with Christie McDonald’s oft-cited interview with Derrida (“Choreographies”). 
In this collection we find Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s dispute of deconstruc-
tion’s claim to anti-phallogocentrism on the grounds that “the woman who 
is the ‘model’ for deconstructive discourse remains a woman generalized and 
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defined in terms of the faked orgasm and other varieties of denial” (Spivak 
1997, 45). In the same volume of essays, Elizabeth Grosz reckons with Rosi 
Braidotti’s allegation that in Derrida’s work, “not only is woman undefinable, 
but she becomes, besides, the sign of unrepresentatibility itself; definitively 
other than the system of truth. . . . Historically, . . . truth has become woman 
at the moment when philosophy can only survive in the becoming woman of 
the idea, that is in the affirmation of the non-truth of truth, in the acceptance 
of its lack” (from Patterns of Dissonance, as cited by Elizabeth Grosz; FI 79) 
Grosz, noting that Dasein, in Derrida’s ascription, has a primordial status, “an 
order before sexual determination that is in itself sexual,” faults Derrida for 
reassigning masculine prerogative to the neuter predicate of difference and 
ceding the stakes of sexual politics to the preeminent concern of ontological 
equivocation (FI 184). For Grosz there is ultimately very little at stake for 
feminist sexual politics when sexual difference is reduced to “being” feminine 
difference.

Malabou both agrees with and sidesteps these critiques by approaching 
“woman” as a gender that historically has had violence done to it. Woman’s 
“truth,” as embodied difference, is measured not, as Derrida would have it, 
in the effects of a disbarred transcendental, but in the aftershocks of physical 
assaults, psychic aggressions, and disciplinary exclusions:

That “woman” finds herself now in the age of post-feminism deprived of her 
“essence” only confirms, paradoxically, a very ancient state of affairs: “woman” 
has never been able to define herself other than through the violence done 
to her. Violence alone confers her being. . . . The critique of essentialism 
(i.e. there is no specifically feminine essence) by gender theory and decon-
struction is but one more twist in the ontological negation of the feminine. 
(CD “Note” np)

For Malabou, it is ultimately materialism (qua ontological substance) that 
rescues “woman” from the quagmire of negation. As Adrian Johnston points 
out, she is engaged in “the project of linking subjectivity proper with a mate-
rial ground (as in brain and body understood biologically), shot through with 
myriad intra-material conflicts and more-than-material meditations” (Johnston 
2014, 235–38). Her feminine, he continues,

is tied to physical sexed bodies, without for all that, being reduced to 
some sort of essence as a static natural kind (an evolutionarily produced 
template of preprogrammed genetic codes dictating set types of sexual 
identities). By contrast with standard varieties of anti-essentialism, this 
move prevents “femininity” and “woman” from becoming amorphous, free-
floating, and overly general terms detached from any concrete references 
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to flesh-and-blood women with their very real situations and concerns. 
( Johnston 2014, 235–38)

Far from being a metaphysical essentialist, Malabou, in Johnston’s approving 
estimation, resists the temptation to transcendentalize or universalize plasticity; 
“her immanent-critical reinterpretations of the cutting edges of the life sciences 
turn these sciences from being perceived underwriters of vulgarly reductive 
essentialisms to becoming vital sources of support precisely for the contem-
porary, early-twenty-first century feminism toward which Changing Difference 
points the way” (Johnston 2014, 235-38).

Whether or not we are convinced that it is possible to square Malabou’s 
retreated essence of the feminine (a resilient, plastic nihil) with a materialism 
of matter and form emergent in the “differing” spaces between Being and 
beings, we should recognize the important theoretical move that she makes 
when positing the relation between sexed ontology and the sexed brain. Derrida 
wrote, “if Dasein as such belongs to neither of the two sexes, that doesn’t 
mean that it is being deprived of sex” (G I). And while many would reject his 
restriction of the sexes to two,6 the general point that “Dasein has sex” regard-
less of which sex or gender it is, carries over to Malabou’s notion of the brain 
as sexed organ, as seat or source of a partial sexual drive. “Has not the brain, 
today, become the very secret of sex—its nongenital intimacy hidden within 
neuronal economy?” she queries in Forms of Living: New Wounded (Malabou 
2012, 109). Of course the issue that arises when sex-having is transferred to 
a generic, erogenized cerebrum is whether sexual difference, and its historic 
traction as a feminist rallying point, has been effectively leveraged out. The 
concern at this juncture is that the move toward brain science brings in its train 
a libidinally sexed but reneutered Dasein. Certainly, in Forms of Living: The 
New Wounded no reference is made to sexual difference or gendered plasticity, 
and the same holds for more recent work like Self and Emotional Life where the 
“self ” in question is markedly indifferent to sexual difference. It would seem 
that Malabou avoids confronting the tensions among the gender-neuter libido, 
the sexually undifferentiated unconscious, the genderless brain, and the new 
(and differently sexed) subjectivities discovered in subjects with differently 
abled consciousness: those suffering lesional trauma, Alzheimer’s, amnesia, 
self-forgetting, or emotional locked-in syndrome. Ontologizing difference 
within neuronal and somatic economies would seem, then, to entail forgetting 
sexual difference.

If sexual difference is no longer at the heart of “difference changing,” there 
is still a way in which plasticity genders and ontologizes sexualities that allows 
us to tap into the cellular or even molecular nature of Heideggerian Geschlecht, 
especially in the context of its “second stroke.”7 As David Krell explains it: “at 
the outset, Derrida notes that the primary problem will be the two strokes that 
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constitute a sexually marked Geschlecht, especially the second stroke, the one 
that induces not only dispersion but also unchained individuation and dissen-
sion into the duality of the sexes” (Krell 2007, 178). Krell ultimately questions 
Heidegger’s relegation of sexual difference to an ontic rather than ontological 
level: “perhaps sexual difference is not a matter of course, not a matter that 
goes without saying, precisely in an ontology of difference” (PO 27)? Not a 
matter that goes without saying, sexual difference is posed, then, as a problem 
of how to go about saying it, naming it, calling it out, or numerating it, as when 
Derrida, in a letter to Christie MacDonald, states:

Surely it is not impossible that this desire for an innumerable sexuality may 
come to protect us, like a dream, against an implacable destiny that immures 
us all in perpetuity within the number 2. . . .Would there be any dance at 
all if one didn’t exchange the sexes for an indeterminate number, and if one 
didn’t exchange the law of the sexes for many variable rhythms? . . . The 
desire remains one of escaping from the single combinatory and inventing 
incalculable choreographies.” (PO 200)8

III. Geschlecht, das Man, “They”

What will the index be? What words will it rely on? Will it be only 
on nouns? And on what syntax, visible or invisible? Briefly, by what 
signs will you recognize his [Heidegger’s] speaking or remaining 
silent about what you nonchalantly call “sexual difference”? What 
is it you are thinking behind those words or through them?

—G I: 8–9

If “being” names—in an unnameable way—the act whereby 
 existence finds itself existing (received within the totality of 
beings, collected and thrown at the same time, ex-posed), then 
“speaking” names, for the speaking-existent, the act whereby this 
existent is ex-posed and the mode of this exposition. This mode 
consists in nothing other than the fact of “saying Being,” which is 
as well its saying-being: it is—exists—insofar as it says that it is.

—Nancy 2016, vii–viii

We could say that we are now in the epoch of regioning differences—a geotopics 
or geotopology of pronomial differential ontologies—ranging across zones of 
epigenetics, biomorphology, erogenous centers of nongenital intimacy, and new 
regionalisms of masculinity, femininity, intersexuality, transgender, gender-
queer, and “they” (understood not just as a pronoun for collective others but 
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as a singular, pre-dual or nonbinary third-person pronoun generally preferred 
over variants like “xe,” “ze,” “e,” “xim,” “ve,” “per” “xir,” “Mx,” or “thon” (a blend 
of “that,” and “one”).9 “They” spurs a return to Heidegger’s ontic neuter of 
das Man, the impersonal singular pronoun of the “they-self,” the Anyone, or 
“One,” as in “one does this or that.” Heidegger refers to das Man in explaining 
what is inauthentic within Dasein. It connotes the complacency of generalized 
Being (Vorhanden), the generic human customized by the national habitus or, as 
Derrida would put it in Of Spirit, by the “animality and the axiomatic, explicit 
or not, which controls it” (Derrida 1989, 11). Das Man reads differently, though, 
when cast as the change-agent of a new Neuter,10 a “they” navigating differently 
sexed and differently abled subjectivities; a “they” that reclaims sexual politics 
for an embodied plasticity that permits the survival of mnemonic traces of 
gender trauma, and that regions differences across being and cognition, from 
Dasein to Denken, from genos to brain.11

—New York University

Notes

1. Jacques Derrida, La Contre-allée par Catherine Malabou et Jacques Derrida (Aubenas
d’Ardèche: La Quinzaine Littéraire, 1999) assures Derrida’s place as author-
dominant. The English edition—Catherine Malabou and Jacques Derrida,
Counterpath: Traveling with Jacques Derrida—avoids this confusion though its
subtitle, “Traveling with Jacques Derrida.” Their partnership conflates with
Derrida’s sponsorship; he would help launch her career with a generous preface to
The Future of Hegel: Plasticity, Temporality, Dialectic.

2. In Phantoms of the Other: Four Generations of Derrida’s Geschlecht, David Farrell
Krell asserts that “the more positive side” of Derrida’s reading [of Heidegger’s
notion of Geschlecht] claims that Heidegger is seeking something like a pre-dual
sexuality, that is, an erotic power that is not married, as it were, to binary differ-
ence and male-female opposition. The less positive side of his reading wonders
whether the “order of implications” that Heidegger tries to institute in funda-
mental ontology—for example, his desire to distinguish ontological semination or
bestowal (die Streuung) from ontic dispersion and dissemination (die Zerstreuung),
and yet to prevent the “ontic” from becoming something merely negative and
nugatory on account of that distinction—can be sustained (Albany: SUNY Press,
2015, 19). Further references to this work will appear in the text abbreviated PO.

3. Marc Crépon’s article on Geschlecht in the Vocabulaire européen des philosophies:
Dictionnaire des intraduisibles sheds further light on the range of associations
attached to “genre.” It may be cued to concepts of “race, kinship, lineage,
community, generation, sex, Menschheit, Autrui, Dasein, gender, Humanity, Leib,
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people,” and straddles important questions of “orders of belonging” and “the 
 constitution and destination of human diversity.” Vocabulaire européen des philoso-
phies: Dictionnaire des intraduisibles (Paris: Seuil, 2004, 505–07). David Farrell Krell 
resumes and then unpacks comprehensively the etymological spectrum associated 
with Geschlecht (see PO 1–2).

4. This leave-taking is underscored by the title of a section in Counterpath titled “The
Parting of Ways: Drift, Arrival, Catastrophe.”

5. See Derrida’s discussion of how he adapted to his own ends the Heideggerian
words Destruktion and Abbau in “Letter to a Japanese Friend,” translated by
David Wood and Andrew Benjamin, in Psyche: Inventions of the other Other Vol. 2
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2008, 2).

6. Certainly the two-sex limit is not the general rule in Derrida’s writings about sex,
to wit, his allusion in “Ants” (“Fourmis”) to the possibility of “a thousand and one
sexes.” The Oxford Literary Review 24 (2002): 19.

7. Krell distinguishes these two strokes in such a way as to leave many questions
open-ended: “Derrida is already wondering whether for Heidegger there could
be two strokes or blows delivered by sexual difference, a more primordial and
even transcendental stroke yielding power to Dasein and a second blow driving
Dasein into discord, dissension, and vacuous dispersion. If our Geschlecht had been
subjected to two Schläge, how are these two strokes or blows to be envisaged?
Which coinage or blow comes first, the neutral duality or the quarrelsome pair?
Does one follow upon the other of necessity? And if the deleterious stroke comes
second, but comes of necessity, is there any hope of restoration or recovery” (PO
30)? Some of the answers would seem to lie with Heidegger’s discernment of an
essence of Dasein (or sexed essence of Dasein, or even an individuated “self ”)
sequestering in the neuter term, once it is conditioned by a with-one-another
(PO 30, 31, 33). And some of the answers would appear to be traceable to what
Krell identifies as the “uncanniness of a sexuality that pops up [in Heidegger]
whenever ontological, metaphysical, and even transcendental matters are under
discussion . . .” (PO 32).

8. See Derrida’s correspondence with Christie V. MacDonald in 1981, published in
Jacques Derrida, Points . . . Interviews, 1974–1994, edited by Elisabeth Weber,
translated by Christie V. McDonald (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1995).
Originally published as Points de suspension (Paris: Galilée, 1992, 114–15).

9. The current exploding proliferation and variety of gender-neutral pronouns
measures a marked historic shift in sociolinguistics, from early feminist inves-
tigations (say, Robin Lakoff ’s Language and Woman’s Place [1975] or Jennifer
Coates’s Women, Men and Language: A Sociolinguistic Account of Gender Differences
in Language [1986]) to the trans turn (Patricia Gherovici’s Please Select Your Gender:
From the Invention of Hysteria to the Democratizing of Transgenderism [2010], or
GLAAD’s recommended glossary of LGBT pronouns for City Lab [2016]). The
preponderant emphasis on identity and choicism circumscribes the philosophical



Gender Ontology, Sexual Difference, and Differentiating Sex . . .    123

philoSOPHIA_7.1_09.indd  Page 123 11/04/17  9:46 AM

relevance of these contributions to the problem of Geschlecht and the gendering of 
ontology, but nothing bars the potential for a more thoroughgoing phenomenology 
or ontology of the neutral that would be investigated through the lens of gender-
naming in and across languages. That sex has a grammar, as well as an ontological 
grammar, is not a particularly new idea, but it has taken on renewed currency 
in the context of trans issues, where one can find uses of the term “parsing” in 
relation to “transitioning” (to wit, the trans actor Hari Nef in an interview with 
Jill Soloway, creator of the Transparent series). http://www.indiewire.com/2015/12/
this-actress-is-jill-soloways-secret-weapon-for-exploring-trans-history-in-trans-
parent-season-2-45097/. Accessed August 26, 2016.

10. This new neuter is anticipated by Roland Barthes in his lectures at the College
de France in Paris in 1978. Barthes casts the “Neuter” as a staging ground for a
war between the sexes whose battlefield was the gendered grammar of the French
language. A “debacle of the Neuter,” he observed, “occurred in Indo-European
languages [. . .] the neuter is absorbed into the masculine, but neuters in the plural
(folia)—feminine.” In extrapolating the term to sexual identity, Barthes wavers
between “nongender” (“Neuter = inanimate and/or nongendered”) and mixed gender:

11. The Neuter [. . .] is not that of the Neither [. . .] Nor, it’s “both at once,” “at
the same time,” or “that alternates with”: — The Neuter (structural U-turn: our
dramatic turn of events [coup de théâtre] would be the complex: moreover a complex
that cannot be disentangled, the nonsimplifiable complex: “the loving entangle-
ment” (Nietzsche) of nuances, contraries, oscillations: unbearable for the doxa,
delightful for the subject. And thus the Neuter is not what cancels the genders but
what combines them, keeps them both present in the subject, at the same time,
after each other, etc.

12. In the TV serial Transparent many scenes turn on the awkward, confusing, painful
issue of naming non-conforming gender—especially publicly—and even a timely
reference to contemporary pronoun wars, as when Ali passes a flier tacked on
the gender studies department bulletin board, announcing a “Gender Pronoun
Showdown!” next to a drawing of boxing gloves.
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