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In a 2008 essay, Joan W. Scott relays a telling story about the academic dis-
comfort that posing questions can produce.1 When she fi rst submitted her 
essay, “Is Gender a Useful Category of Historical Analysis?” to the American 

Historical Review (AHR), the editors asked her to remove the question mark, 
explaining that question marks  were not allowed in the titles of articles. They 
could not simply drop the question mark without losing the sense of the title. 
If the question mark  were simply missing, the question would still be there, 
but defl ated, deprived of the punctuation mark without which it does not 
make sense. Of course, the title that was accepted, “Gender: A Useful Cate-
gory of Historical Analysis,” is an assertion and a declaration, however mod-
est. The insertion of the colon makes us think, “Gender, what is gender? What 
comes after the colon will tell us what it is.” What follows is then a kind of 
understatement: useful. If it is useful, it is not useless, but that makes us won-
der who thought it was useless to begin with? If it  were to have been declara-
tive and more bold, it could have read “In Praise of Gender as a Useful 
Category of Analysis.” “Useful” is most emphatically not “destructive” or 
“revolutionary” and not even “critical.” One wonders whether “useful” was 
meant to compensate in an academic forum for all the more raucous ways that 
gender could be discussed. Indeed, the essay could have been called, “In 
Praise of Non- Raucous Considerations of Gender in a Presumptively Hostile 
Academic Context.”

More seriously, it turns out that the question mark as well as the reference 
to “usefulness” proved central to the defi nition of gender itself. The original 
question form that Scott wanted to preserve carried a kind of challenge. “Is 

Introduction
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gender useful or not?” implies a context that one might consult in order to 
track the eff ects of gender. So, to ask the question is to presume that there are 
pa ram e ters and contexts that must fi rst be known and analyzed in order to 
answer the question. When the question mark is dropped, then gender ap-
pears simply as “useful” in the abstract, then so too does gender become sepa-
rated from its specifi c historical operations and eff ects as well as its changing 
contexts. If one declares in a vacuum that gender is “useful,” then is one im-
plicitly declaring it always useful, or useful on all occasions? It is a nearly 
pugnacious claim: “Gender is always useful in all contexts, so don’t doubt it!” 
Scott was precisely not trying to advance that polemic— although it seems as 
if the AHR somehow preferred the formulation that implied that she did. If 
AHR did not allow questions in titles, was that because questions are not the 
same as knowledge— indeed, may be signs of not knowing, or of not yet 
knowing? How does one, then, write and publish an essay that queries how 
fi elds of knowledge are formed, calling into question prevailing paradigms, 
within such a journal? If the question form is forbidden because of its critical 
potential, then it seems that only certain kinds of academic inquiries are per-
missible, and they do not include those that question the paradigms that estab-
lish the contours of existing domains of knowledge.

So what is the big deal? It is, after all, a simple punctuation mark that goes 
missing in favor of another that transforms an interrogative into an assertoric 
claim. “Gender” is introduced and it is “a” useful category, presumably one 
among others. We are solicited to imagine a full pantry of useful categories of 
analysis and to discover gender there, nestled between other such categories, 
such as class and power. It would be one category among many, useful in the 
same way as they are. A modest claim, a bid for inclusion in the class of useful 
things: an understated pluralism of useful categories of historical analysis.

But if we return the title to its question form, then something  else hap-
pens. First, whoever asks the question (and whoever reads it) does not know in 
advance whether or not it is useful, and this not- knowing proves to be impor-
tant. The one who poses the question has not settled on the answer in advance 
only to proceed to explain why it is patently and obviously true that gender is 
a useful category. In its question form, the title starts with the confession of a 
certain epistemic uncertainty. One does not know whether gender, as a cate-
gory, is useful, and one does not even know how one is supposed to go about 
deciding that question. Some other set of terms has to intervene to help us 
move the question forward. From the start, however, gender is in an uncer-
tain and unknown quantity in relation to the matter of usefulness. It may or 
may not be useful, but in order to know, we have to consider how gender 
works, and to do that, we have to look at specifi c historical contexts and the 
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dynamics of gender to start to formulate an answer. We also have to know 
what kinds of uses we are looking for, and so to understand how usefulness 
will be gauged. Useful for what? We do not yet have grounds for knowing, 
and we do not yet have a mea sure for understanding what usefulness might 
be. But as we read, matters become more clear.

Twenty- four years after the publication of this extraordinarily impor-
tant essay, Scott now argues, “I want to insist that the term gender is useful 
only as a question.”2 Indeed, she has now reversed the editorial decision of 
the AHR in 1986, showing just how much their decision to change the title 
rested on a misapprehension of her project. She was trying in the essay not 
only to ask a question about gender, but also to develop a conception of gen-
der that required asking questions: “It is not a programmatic or method-
ological treatise.”3 Of course, Joan Scott is credited with having developed 
a theory of gender, but if we mean by “theory” a timeless set of precepts or 
principles, then we have missed the point of Scott’s theoretical explora-
tions. For Scott, theory always proceeds by way of questions, and questions 
are the means through which taken- for- granted presuppositions are con-
tested and new ways of thinking and analyzing become possible (a point that 
brings us close to understanding in what “usefulness” consists). This became 
very clear at the moment within women’s history when Scott, along with 
some other scholars, proposed that it was not enough to look at images of 
women in certain historical scenes or even how women are treated diff eren-
tially within certain contexts. Whereas both of these kinds of inquiry have 
their place and even their urgency, they only make sense once we start to ask 
how gendered meanings are produced. In other words, we cannot take gen-
der, or gendered meanings, for granted, since gender is precisely that which is 
being produced and or ga nized over time, diff erently and diff erentially, and 
this ongoing production and mode of diff erentiation has to be understood as 
part of the very operation of power or, in Scott’s words, “a primary way of 
signifying power.”

This leads to two extremely important conclusions. The fi rst has to do 
with contextualizing gender; the second, with seeing how gender operates in 
the production of apparently unrelated domains, such as class, power, poli-
tics, and history itself. To understand gender, we cannot pose the question of 
its ontology. It is not possible to know what gender “is” apart from the way 
that it is produced and mobilized; and further, it is not possible to know 
whether gender is a useful category of analysis unless we can fi rst understand 
the purposes for which it is deployed, the broader politics it supports and 
helps to produce, and the geopo liti cal repercussions of its circulation. To say 
that gender does not have a single meaning or, even, that there is no such 
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thing as “women,” is simply to say that we make a mistake if we expect that 
gender, or the categories of women and men, are either culturally established 
in fi xed form or timeless kinds of beings. If they “are” anything, they are his-
torical. This means that to consider gender or to try and gauge the usefulness 
of the category is to ask fi rst and foremost, how have such categories been 
formed, through what means, and with what meanings? Perhaps most impor-
tantly, what do they themselves produce? This brings us to the second part of 
the formulation. Gender is put to use in various historical situations in order 
to defi ne and promote the public sphere, the principle of universality, or rea-
son, or the body, or citizenship and enfranchisement. In this way, gender can-
not be counted as one useful category of historical analysis among others (ac-
cording to a model of tepid pluralism), since gender is operating to help in the 
very defi nition and historical production of major dimensions of social and 
po liti cal life, including labor, class, politics, and rights. It is thus a serious and 
critical reversal within feminist scholarship to focus not only on when women 
achieved rights, and through what struggles (important as that is), but how 
the very notion of rights was gendered from the start, and how women’s 
struggles intervened to reshape the very meaning and range of rights. The 
fi rst perspective is more or less identitarian, but the second is an example of 
critique, since it focuses on how gender actively produces and circumscribes a 
domain of knowledge or a central category of social and po liti cal life. Such an 
approach unleashed a wide range of questions: how is gender to be understood 
in relation to other prevalent concepts such as universality, equality, freedom, 
but also rights, civil society, private and public spheres, labor?

In this way, gender as a category never works alone. It will not do to con-
sider it as one pantry item among others, since gender is formed in relation to 
other social and po liti cal modes of social or ga ni za tion and is itself actively 
producing and reproducing such modes, including the family, labor, class, 
slavery, imperialism, immigration politics, and the state, to name a few. 
Thus, to ask about gender and its uses means accepting as a point of departure 
a historically dynamic and complex fi eld of analysis. Since gender is not an 
isolated factor or element on such a map, but is itself mobilized in a constitu-
tive and productive relation to those other modes of or ga niz ing po liti cal life, 
the only way to gauge its usefulness is by tracking those eff ects. Gender will 
be useful, it seems, only under those conditions in which we can see how it 
works, as a mode of signifying power, to produce and sustain certain ways of 
or ga niz ing social and po liti cal life. If this is the task, then gender cannot be 
known in advance (it “is” nothing in advance), but can only be illuminated as 
a result of a set of specifi cally historical questions that seek to know how it is at once 

formed in history and formative of history. In other words, we have to suspend our 
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compulsion to stipulate in advance what gender is in order to begin the task of 
analyzing gender as a useful category of historical analysis.

That said, the question remains whether this very approach to gender is 
still possible. Scott’s approach operates at a critical distance from those modes 
of gender mainstreaming and other NGO deployments of “gender” as variable 
factors in a social analysis. Those projects tend to know in advance what gen-
der is, and even formulate transposable methodologies to secure their object 
(and their funding). Scott’s version of gender is distinguished from these by its 
critical impetus and eff ect. The ability to rethink analytic categories, as 
Wendy Brown makes clear in the epilogue to this volume, is part of the “per-
manent revolution” in thought that Scott’s work performs. Moreover, over 
and against a so cio log i cal defi nition of gender that would presume the social 
making of the body without psychic remainder, Scott turns our attention to 
the question of sexual diff erence, where that diff erence seems to persist, even 
as the various ways of giving that diff erence meaning seem to vary. This per-
sis tent and irresolvable dilemma gives rise to phantasmatic eff orts to settle the 
question of what a man or woman may be, and these take numerous historical 
forms with powerful eff ects within social and po liti cal life.4

The essays in this volume provide no resounding answer as to whether or 
not the category of gender remains useful.5 They aim neither to pin down gen-
der nor fi x Scott’s contribution to critical thinking, but instead address in some 
way the critical effi  cacy of “gender” more than two de cades after the publica-
tion of “Gender: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis.” A number of the 
essays address gender directly; some move quickly through gender to other 
critical terrain. Some of the essays off er sustained readings of Scott’s own 
work; others take on topics ranging from the historical to the art historical, 
from fi lm theory to theories of sexuality. The essays are united by a common 
engagement with Scott’s work: throughout them, we can read the question 
form in action, that form of questioning that has long been the signature of 
Scott’s work.

Judith Butler’s opening essay on Joan Scott poses a question that is at 
once quite personal and illuminating for the volume as a  whole— how to 
think about Joan Scott when she is so used to thinking with her as a friend 
and close interlocutor. Butler observes that the hesitation she feels in writ-
ing about Scott’s work has a good deal to do with the way Scott herself 
mobilizes the scene of interlocution, how she actively engages with the 
critical presumptions of her interlocutors in such a way as to excite and 
also to consternate. This mode of critical engagement troubles the distinc-
tion between the about and the with. And it is this practice of Scott’s of 
“speaking up and talking back” that is a force that runs through all of her 
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work, uniting her brilliant theoretical and scholarly contributions with her 
po liti cal beliefs and principles. Tracing the major turns in Scott’s work— 
women, gender, sexual diff erence, through paradox and critique— Butler 
takes a close look at the ways notions of diff erence and change are continuous 
players in Scott’s critical feminism.

“The Case of History” brings together the essays of four historians and a 
sociologist that explore questions in the neighborhood of Scott’s disciplinary 
home of history. There is no one history, of course, and in that sense no one 
case, as the title might suggest. The case is constituted rather by the very par-
tic u lar connection between historical inquiry and change, and by the consider-
able challenges Scott has brought to the ways historians think about notions of 
sameness and diff erence that underpin theories of change. The Spanish histo-
rian Miguel Cabrera looks at the ways that Scott questions the very premises 
of social history in her theorization of the categories of language, experience, 
and identity. Cabrera argues that Scott’s rethinking and reanimation of these 
“cornerstone notions” of historical research make her one of the most impor-
tant architects of the new historiography that emerged in the past two de-
cades. Engaging with this new historiography, Mary Louise Roberts looks at 
the ways Sarah Bernhardt and Rosa Bonheur used eccentricity to produce and 
manage their celebrity. Roberts argues that since both eccentricity and celeb-
rity  were emerging notions in nineteenth- century France, the two  were able 
to challenge restrictive norms of womanhood by creatively exploiting the 
“hyper- individualism” of the eccentric.

Demonstrating that the category of gender can be useful outside of its 
Western provenance, Mrinalini Sinha uses it to examine the collective poli-
tics of Indian women in colonial India and fi nds there a surprising genealogy 
for liberalism. What she reveals is not a footnote to the narrative of Western 
liberalism, but a par tic u lar logic of gender that recasts both the supposed 
universality of Eu ro pe an liberalism and the history of the citizen- subject in 
colonial India. Elora Shehabuddin turns to a more contemporary imperialist 
project in her analysis of the ways gender has recently been used to shore up 
the U.S. “war on terror.” At a time when a critical feminism is most urgently 
needed, a monolithic feminism has helped construct a monolithic Islam in 
order to once again “save” Muslim women. At the same time, Muslim femi-
nist eff orts are eff aced. In a discussion of the vicissitudes of “gender” in con-
temporary France, sociologist Éric Fassin shows the way emancipatory move-
ments for “sexual democracy”— such as for gay marriage— have become 
racialized in a troubling way, reacting against Muslims and other “others” in 
the name of sexual modernity. For Fassin, such a turn demonstrates the way 
sexual democracy, like gender, can be a double- edged sword.
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The essays in “Seeing the Question” address in diff erent ways the elusive-
ness of the category of gender in visual texts, questioning whether or not to 
see is in any simple way to know. Surveying the state of her discipline, art 
historian Mary Sheriff  is critical of early feminist readings that replaced ca-
nonical interpretations of art with, to her mind, similarly infl exible gendered 
interpretations and proposes instead strategies for rereading texts that pre-
serve the instability of gender. Analyzing an image that joined a female dancer 
and a printing press, art historian Janis Bergman- Carton reveals how the very 
instability of gender off ered late nineteenth- century artists, printers, and 
dealers ways to negotiate symbolically the shifting relationships between high 
artistic creation and commercial reproduction. She argues that far from being 
a mechanical couple, the image serves to suggest a new and self- generating art 
form. For fi lm theorist Mary Ann Doane, the problem with “gender” is that 
however unstable it might be, it always inevitably has a “contract with the no-
tion of identity,” and this through the stabilizing pro cess of recognition. She 
examines the ways the device of the female- face- as- screen serves, in both 
avant- garde and mainstream cinema, to stage and manage the anxieties about 
knowability and intelligibility that attend the spread of repre sen ta tional tech-
nologies in the twentieth century.

The next three essays, grouped under the title “Body and Sexuality in 
Question,” question corporality and sexuality in diff erent ways. Gayle Salamon 
turns to Maurice Merleau- Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception for a generative 
mode of theorizing trans embodiment. Taking up Merleau- Ponty’s notions of 
bodily potentiality, his understanding of the ambiguity of the sexual schema, 
and his thoughts on the fl esh, Salamon off ers a dynamic way of thinking about 
trans embodiment that displaces all too familiar theoretical impasses. Inter-
vening in the division between queer theory and feminism— a division that 
fi gures “queer” as liberatory and feminism as moralizing and limiting— Lynne 
Huff er engages with Michel Foucault’s little- read 1961 book, Folie et déraison: 

Histoire de la folie à l’âge classique, translated in 2006 as History of Madness. She 
argues that this book challenges the foundational assumptions of queer the-
ory and, in doing so, off ers possibilities for a postmoral ethics of lived expe-
rience that values a generative convergence of feminist and queer approaches 
to sexuality. Elizabeth Weed looks at the diff erent kinds of rhetorical work 
done by the category of gender and by the psychoanalytic notion of sexual 
diff erence. She argues that in the writing of Joan Scott, the “useful” category 
of gender fi gures a plenitude of meaning, while sexual diff erence fi gures its 
impossibility.

In the epilogue, Wendy Brown is struck by two strains that run through a 
number of the essays: a decided turn to the ethical as distinct from the  po liti cal, 
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and a frustration with the co- optability of gender and sexual equity projects 
by nonprogressive groups. In order to sustain the work of the political— in 
concert with the ethical and against co- optation—she urges us to look at Joan 
Scott’s example, to Scott’s “incisive appreciation of paradoxical po liti cal dis-
course” and to her “deep commitment to critique, to ‘thinking in time.’ ”

In asking whether gender is a useful category of analysis, this volume also 
alerts us to the ways in which gender is used as a category of analysis. We see, 
through these diverse essays, that gender is, by defi nition, neither emancipa-
tory nor nefarious. Its meaning can only be determined by its usage; hence, it 
is always bound up with operations of power that demand complex analyses in 
which we cannot claim to know in advance what we will fi nd. A testimony to 
the complexity of gender, the volume is also a testament to Joan Scott, whose 
work continues to off er us a model of how to pay attention to complexity, how 
to fi nd the questions to ask, and how to persist in asking— especially when 
the terrain is unknown, and in spite of those who wish the questions  were 
already settled— when, clearly, they are not.

N OT ES
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5. Most of the essays  were written initially for a conference held at the Center for 

21st Century Studies at the University of Wisconsin– Milwaukee in May 2007, “In 
Terms of Gender: Crosscultural and Interdisciplinary Perspectives.” The one piece not 
written for the conference is the essay by Miguel Cabrera.



PART 1    
READING JOAN WALLACH SCOTT





I confess that this is not an easy task— to think about Joan W. Scott as a 
thinker— since it is diff erent from what I usually do, which is thinking with 
Joan. This  doesn’t mean that we always share each other’s view, but it does 
mean that I always have her in mind. How does one, then, transform one’s 
interlocutor into the topic of an essay? She is the one I write with or to, not 
about, so I am stumbling as I try to think about Joan Scott’s work outside this 
interlocutory frame. The only way to do this, it seems, is to think about the 
scene of interlocution itself, and to ask myself not only why I write to Joan, 
for Joan, but also why I write with Joan, and how the circuit of this conversa-
tion has sustained and vexed me for the last twenty years. One reason I write 
to her and with her has to do with her own relation to the scene of interlocu-
tion. And so I want to begin in a way that might seem odd, might seem ini-
tially, at least, to be at a distance from the concerns of social history, the his-
tory of feminism, feminist critique and the problem of history, or the politics 
of equality and diff erence. Scott is, of course, known not only for her central 
engagements in all those fi elds, and I want to consider what we mean when we 
say she is centrally engaged. One way she is centrally engaged is that she speaks 
to, speaks out, and even speaks or talks back in ways that tend to cause excite-
ment and consternation. My suggestion is that Scott’s own mode of address— 
understood as a way of engaging critically with the presumptions of her 
audience— actually has everything to do with the questions of social history 
and left- liberal principles. I even want to suggest that we might trace a certain 
pattern of address from The Glassworkers of Carmaux to her recent work on aca-
demic freedom.1

C H A P T E R  O N E

Speaking Up, Talking Back
Joan Scott’s Critical Feminism

J U D I T H  BU T L E R
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Before I attempt to make clear this mode of address, let me recount in a 
summary way some of the major turns in her publishing career. If one con-
ducts a quick review of her major works, one fi nds general acclaim for her fi rst 
book, an eff ort to understand the glassworkers of Carmaux as a socially con-
stituted group that took up a specifi c labor struggle. The subsequent move 
into feminist questions of history, known predominantly through her work 
with Louise Tilly in Women, Work, and Family, surprised some historians who 
noted that there was but one endnote dedicated to a woman in the fi rst book.2 
The work with Louise Tilly very clearly began her infl uential argument that 
the collective subject of history could not be thought as uniform or homoge-
nous, and that the subject in question was riven by inequalities that  were es-
sential to its formation. Moreover, if one  were to move from a consideration 
of the formation of the subject to an account of the transformative action of 
the collective subject, it becomes clear that, for Scott, opportunities for ac-
tion are not determined, but result from contingent and converging historical 
eff ects. In both of these early works, the question that Scott posed is, how 
does change take place over time? Where causal notions of action and the 
unity of the subject used to reign, we fi nd that questions of in e qual ity, of dif-
ference, and of historically shifting and open- ended chances for action came 
to the fore. Thus, the monolithic (uniform or homogenous) concept of the 
collective subject as well as the causal notion of agency suff ered some setbacks 
in the course of those two early works.

Just as the relative absence of women in her fi rst book surprised critics, 
the subsequent turn to “women” was surprising to others. And yet, the next 
turn was even more surprising: in Gender and the Politics of History, Scott made 
her strong and provocative case for the linguistic turn within history, a move 
that scandalized some historians who expected a diff erent version of social 
history, but clearly incited others to new directions in research. In this land-
mark text, Scott also formulated a certain paradoxical condition of politics 
that came to structure her writing from the Sears case through her work on 
the French feminist struggle for po liti cal rights and parité. She made this para-
doxical condition clear in Only Paradoxes to Off er:

Feminism was a protest against women’s po liti cal exclusion; its goal was 
to eliminate “sexual diff erence” in politics, but it had to make its claims 
on behalf of “women” (who  were discursively produced through “sexual 
diff erence”). To the extent that it acted for “women,” feminism produced 
the “sexual diff erence” it sought to eliminate. This paradox— the need 
both to accept and to refuse sexual diff erence— was the constitutive con-
dition of feminism as a po liti cal movement throughout its long history.3
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Let us try to understand how sexual diff erence is that for which there is a 
need “both to accept and refuse.” Feminism is understood as that movement 
which had to make its claims on behalf of women and which had to oppose 
those forms of sexual diff erence that produced the exclusion of women. If we 
are to narrow in on what the claim of feminism actually is, it is invariably 
two- fold: it speaks on behalf of women, it understands and avows that the 
category of women is produced through sexual diff erence; and it seems to 
refuse a version of sexual diff erence. If we ask which version of sexual diff er-
ence this is, Scott makes clear that it is produced through historical and cul-
tural means, indissociable from power, and so not only or exclusively a bio-
logical diff erence. This is a tricky claim to make, since it diffi  cult to imagine 
any version of biological sexual diff erence that is not articulated through one 
matrix of power or another. So, to the extent that sexual diff erence is under-
stood as biological diff erence, it is invariably seized upon by cultural and his-
torical forces; in other words, biological diff erence cannot be thought apart 
from that seizure by forms of power operative in culture and history. This last 
thought, of course, has consequences for how we understand the biological 
sciences as well as theories of power, culture, and history. Sexual diff erence is 
not a term that belongs over there, with biology, and then gets transformed in 
the course of a subsequent and separable cultural and historical articulation 
over  here.4 Rather, sexual diff erence is precisely that which, whether in the 
biological or the cultural sciences, occasions a set of shifting articulations. If 
we conclude further that no one articulation of sexual diff erence exhausts its 
meaning, that is because we never fi nd this diff erence outside of an articula-
tion, and yet, no single articulation seizes it for all time. Moreover, sexual 
diff erence is as much articulated by forms of power as it is a matrix for ac-
tively articulating such modes of power. We are not only talking about sexual 
diff erence as a “constructed” diff erence (though some do that), but in Scott’s 
work, sexual diff erence is a matrix through which and by which certain kinds 
of articulation take place. If that seems like a conundrum, it probably is; but it 
is a conundrum without which we cannot function, and it is even a constitu-
tive conundrum of feminist theory. Scott’s point, though, goes further than 
this, since, you will remember, feminism has to do with making a claim.

How do we understand this feminist claim? It speaks on behalf of the 
category of women; it seems to eliminate established understandings of the 
category of women according to which women are excluded from the concept 
of the social subject, or conceived only through a matrix of presumptive in e-
qual ity. At fi rst it seems that feminism seems to have given itself the task to 
speak on behalf of the category that it simultaneously seeks to eliminate. 
What fi rst appears to be a contradiction, however, is reformulated in more 
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promising ways when this procedure of repre sen ta tion and negation is under-
stood as a temporal development. If what the claim seeks to oppose, even to 
eliminate, are certain historically specifi c modes of sexual diff erence, that 
claim does not seek to negate every form of that diff erence. On the contrary, 
it seems to show that those versions of diff erence are historical, subject to 
change and to alteration. Time, it turns out, is crucial to Scott’s understand-
ing of feminism, and to the kind of history she writes, and writes about. To 
negate the mode of sexual diff erence that is bound up with in e qual ity, for in-
stance, is not to obliterate sexual diff erence per se. And even if there is no 
sexual diff erence per se, that is no reason to identify sexual diff erence with its 
historically established versions. After all, sexual diff erence is not only made 
or constructed, but is itself a matrix for articulating domains of life we may 
not immediately associate with sexual diff erence, such as culture, history, and 
power, to give a few of the most salient examples. To seek to negate a mode of 
sexual diff erence that reinstitutes in e qual ity, for instance, is not only to ex-
pose its historical status, but to try to intervene in the historical pro cess that 
sexual diff erence names, forms, and activates. To negate that established and 
problematic mode of sexual diff erence is thus at once to try to establish a new 
mode; at this point, we move from an apparent impasse that requires that we 
accept and refuse sexual diff erence to a pro cess of social and historical trans-
formation, a mode of re- articulation that goes by the name of sexual diff er-
ence as well. Only if we approach the problem statically does it appear that 
speaking on behalf of the very category of “women” to eliminate that category 
culminates in the awkward (but not impossible) situation of seeking to elimi-
nate the condition of one’s own speaking— the very social designation that 
makes one’s claim intelligible. But this contradiction would follow only if the 
conditions of one’s own speaking  were so highly restrictive that to speak from 
that condition no longer makes sense or had become eff ectively impossible. At 
such a limit, one is compelled to speak back to the historical conditions articu-
lated by and through sexual diff erence; in other words, one is compelled to 
speak up for a new way of speaking, to enact that speaking and so to negate one 
thing and affi  rm another, in the very same act of speech.

Let’s refl ect upon this paradox that follows from a consideration of sexual 
diff erence in the kind of formulation in Scott’s work. In her extremely infl u-
ential essay on a 1988 sex discrimination suit against Sears, Scott sought to 
understand whether feminists had to choose between two apparently incom-
patible sets of arguments.5 There  were those who thought that women ought 
to be treated the same as men, and that questions of sexual diff erence should 
be set aside in order to establish egalitarian work conditions, including com-
pensation scales. And others used a “diff erence” argument to suggest that the 
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history of women’s work produced distinct and diff erentiated patterns of so-
cialization and employment trajectories, suggesting that women’s work is not 
the same as men’s, and ought to be restrictively conceived as a consequence. 
The argument was waged in court in 1986 with two feminist historians, with 
Alice Kessler- Harris taking the fi rst position in favor of equality and Rosalind 
Rosenberg taking the second in favor of diff erence. Scott arrives on the scene 
with her trenchant analysis two years later to suggest that the stand- off  be-
tween equality and diff erence is unnecessary. Actually, what Scott does is to 
make a highly nuanced intervention, suggesting that what appears as a neces-
sary stand- off  does not have to culminate in a static impasse, but rather in a 
paradox— a term that will become increasingly central to Scott’s subsequent 
work— that cannot be thought outside the problem of time and the operation 
of a specifi c mode of historical transformation.

So one point I am hoping to make  here is that what might seem like con-
tradiction or impasse becomes paradox, and paradox itself is a mode or mech-
anism of historical change. I began by calling attention to another argument in 
Scott’s work, especially in the fi rst two books on social history: there is no 
monocausal account of social change, and historical conditions do not act in 
deterministic ways. Indeed, not only are historical conditions multiple, but 
the modes of their convergence and contestation are precisely what produce 
the never fully predictable conditions of change. To put it even more pre-
cisely, contestation and convergence are conditions for change. This admittedly 
abstract formulation is meant to illuminate the way change happens: the par-
tic u lar situations of speech, speaking out and speaking back, become more 
important as Scott’s work develops— especially in Only Paradoxes to Off er, Gen-

der and the Politics of History, The Politics of the Veil, and the recent work on aca-
demic freedom.6 Change also happens by way of paradox, and this seems to 
have been established in the early work on feminist history in which Scott re-
peatedly underscored how sexual diff erence works to institute historical change 
through the action of paradox. These two dimensions of the work— the 
transformative situation of speech or expression and the mechanisms of his-
torical change— are related, since they each fi nd a certain promise in a para-
doxical situation. The claim to rights, for instance, takes place on the basis of 
a certain historical condition of women, and yet the claim to rights is itself a 
disruption, if not an eff ort to eliminate, those same conditions. One could 
only take this to be a contradiction if the conditions referred to as the basis for 
the claim are the same as those that would be maintained as a result of the 
claim. But the  whole point of the claim is to change the conditions, and so we 
have to ask how paradox functions as the modus operandi of historical change. 
Po liti cal claims have their own historical specifi city and development; in this 
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way, they are not like most philosophical arguments (pace Hegel and Marx). 
This means that the paradoxical formulations that Scott comes to see as es-
sential to feminism are not to be understood as syllogisms, as purely logical 
conundrums— formal and ahistorical— but as modes of discourse, broadly 
construed, functioning in the ser vice of social and historical change.

As far back as Scott’s graduate work in social history and in her fi rst book, 
on the glassworkers of Carmaux, Scott was interested in the problem of his-
torical change. In my view, this has never ceased to be her academic interest 
and goal. Further, ever since that early work, Scott was arguing with those 
who sought to understand change monocausally. The monocausalists, as we 
might call them, took at least two forms. There  were the historical determin-
ists who thought some inexorable force in history would work its way toward 
change according to the laws of dialectic. There  were, as well, those who be-
lieved in heroic narratives, seeking to understand change as the eff ect of ex-
traordinary exercises of individual will. Scott’s problem with both of these 
views is that they failed to think historically enough about the problem of 
change, and that a closer scrutiny of how change happens shows that both the 
idea of deterministic history and the extraordinarily volitional subject  were 
better understood through the complex interplay of various historical forces. 
If the deterministic explanation contravened the subject entirely, the voli-
tional explanation presumed a subject not only derived from the historical 
resources of individualism, but emphatically masculinist. The early work sought 
to show that the revolutionary subject, presumptively masculine, was not 
singlehandedly responsible for revolutionary change. This was as true of the 
idealized revolutionary personality as it was for the idealized collective sub-
ject. The second and third parts of Gender and the Politics of History make this 
case in a successive way, fi rst through the critique of E. P. Thompson and then 
through the careful study of women’s work in mid– nineteenth-century Paris.7 
The problem with Thompson’s account of the agency of the working class was 
not only that it subordinated or eff aced women’s work. Scott was not trying 
to make a claim for the simple inclusion of a consideration of women in the 
existing framework; rather she made the much stronger argument that the 
very framework depended upon that exclusion. To show this, Scott asked a 
diff erent kind of question, one that relied on Thompson’s formulation, but 
also opposed it. Thompson asked after the historical conditions under which 
the “working class” was discovered and elaborated. The concept of the work-
ing class comes into existence at a certain point in history, and that emergence 
entails certain consequences. We are not to take the working class for granted 
as a point of departure for thinking about historical change, asking what the 
working class did, what eff ects their actions had. We have to ask fi rst: Through 
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what means does the “working class” emerge as a historical category? If the 
working class is itself a historically specifi c emergence, and its arrival as a 
historical category is the consequence of a certain change in our understand-
ing of history, then the emergence of the category (or concept) is itself a his-
torical change worth noting. According to this formulation, the working 
class is not to be taken for granted merely as an agent of historical change 
(though it may well become such an agent), but the concept itself is an eff ect 
of historical change. If it becomes agentic, as it surely does, we are under a 
new obligation to regard that agency as the eff ect of this historical change, 
the agentic consequence made possible by certain historical eff ects. This for-
mulation has implications for how we understand agency to emerge within 
historical pro cesses rather than as a deterministic cause that mobilizes and 
structures a historical sequence or as a consequence of volitional acts that 
presuppose an already formed volitional subject with occasionally extraordi-
nary capacities.

Scott’s way of insisting on the historical status of such categories has 
been to pose the question of “how.” One of her major criticisms of Thomp-
son was that he managed to historicize class, in the sense that he could show 
that it came into being as a historical concept in certain specifi c times and 
places, but he was not able to attend to the mechanisms by and through 
which the category of class came into being. In drawing attention precisely to 
these mechanisms, Scott brings us back to the problem of sexual diff erence, 
recalling the diffi  culty of conceptualizing women’s work. The exclusion of 
women’s work from the dominant narratives of the working class  were, for 
Scott, clear signs that the conceptualization of the working class both relied 
upon and restaged this exclusion. In asking how the conceptual fi eld within 
which the working class became thinkable relied upon a presumptively mas-
culinist conception of agency as well as the marginalization of women’s work, 
Scott showed how the exclusion of women’s work and participation in po liti-
cal struggles  were essential to the narratives of working class history. Hence, 
the historical problem is thus larger than the one that Thompson identifi ed. 
The question is not simply when and where the idea of the working class 
came into being, but, more specifi cally, through what means, and whether the 
means through which the dominant ideas of the working class emerged  were 
the same means through which women’s work was marginalized and eff aced. 
These conceptual schemes not only come into being historically, but they 
actively constrain our ideas of what history can and will become. Thus, we 
cannot seek recourse to a taken- for- granted notion of women’s experience 
to rebut a masculinist narrative; rather, we have to see how a certain kind of 
conceptual scheme has come to or ga nize that mode of social life we call 
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“experience.” This is not only an epistemological problem, but a historical 
one, since such schemes become contested and changeable, taking and losing 
form, taking and losing hold, extending and losing their hegemony. And 
Scott’s writing, we might say, not only describes this pro cess, but enacts it; 
in rewriting history, she enters this historical pro cess precisely to contest 
and undo that hegemony. In this sense, the writing of women’s history de-

pends upon the preliminary eff orts of Thompson and others to historicize 
labor and the working class, but it also speaks back to such histories, showing 
how they fail to consider the mechanisms by which certain conceptions of 
class are installed and, subsequently, how gender diff erence functions as one 
of those key mechanisms. These are not timeless mechanisms, but specifi c 
historical modalities that produce intelligible historical phenomena through 
means of marginalization and exclusion. To ask historical questions rigor-
ously and well means asking the question of how gender diff erence func-
tions in the making not only of the working class, but of what counts as 
history itself.

Scott’s writing asserts that diff erence, and so makes a diff erence in the 
very account of historical change that is at issue for social historians. I want to 
suggest that she does this by speaking back to established modes of historiog-
raphy, but often through turning and revising lexicons she has received from 
those established modes. This speaking back is a way of opening up a new 
conceptual fi eld for history. It is a kind of paradoxical speech that calls into 
question the conditions of its own speaking, enacting one mode of historical 
contestation. Those conditions— in this case, social history— make this speak-
ing subject possible, but also require a restriction and eff acement that any 
speaking, if it is to be speaking, must speak against. And the point of the 
speaking against is not to become locked in battle, but to expose and undo the 
exclusionary means through which dominant categories are installed, to in-
state the new, and to open a diff erent future. This means that paradox is not 
only a way to account for historical change, but a way of making historical 
change and opening up a future. This is not a future in which diff erences are 
reconciled, but one in which ongoing contestation reveals and enacts the his-
toricity of the terms in question, such as gender, work, and equality.

In Gender and the Politics of History, Scott has reviewed the equality/diff er-
ence debate, and in the course of her critical refl ections, has suggested that 
we have to refuse those ideas of diff erence that take established social mean-
ings of women’s work for granted as well as those ideas of equality that peti-
tion for inclusion in a concept of work that fails to take into account how the 
very concept has been constructed through sexual diff erence (the ruling out 
of women’s work in the making of the relevant ideas of work). She writes,
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In histories of feminism and in feminist po liti cal strategies there needs 
to be at once attention to the operations of diff erence and an insistence 
on diff erences, but not a simple substitution of multiple for binary dif-
ferences, for it is not a happy pluralism we ought to invoke. The resolu-
tion of the “diff erence dilemma” comes neither from ignoring nor 
embracing diff erence as it is normatively constituted.8

Scott off ers a key distinction  here for thinking about diff erence that ef-
fectively diff erentiates her view from those who represented the “diff erence” 
position in the Sears case. There is one idea of diff erence which takes estab-
lished meanings of gender as constituting the diff erence that we call gender 
diff erence. This is a normatively constituted notion of diff erence. Scott is about 
to give us a diff erent notion of diff erence, and so is subjecting the term “diff er-
ence” to a diff erence, and we are asked to follow precisely  here. Notice in what 
follows how something called a critical feminist position is also diff erentiated 
from other forms of feminism:

It seems to me that the critical feminist position must always involve 
two moves: the fi rst, systematic criticisms of the operations of categori-
cal diff erence, exposure of the kinds of exclusions and inclusions— the 
hierarchies— it constructs, and refusal of their ultimate “truth.” A re-
fusal, however, not in the name of an equality that implies sameness or 
identity but rather (and this is the second move) of an equality that rests 
on diff erences— diff erences that confound, disrupt, and render ambigu-
ous the meaning of any fi xed binary opposition.9

There is then an idea of feminine diff erence established through socialization 
and the accumulated eff ect of received meanings, a notion of feminine diff er-
ence that presumes the workings of a unilinear and cumulative history of its 
making. But then there is another kind of diff erence, one that is plural without 
being pluralistic (which is after all, just another notion of unity). This second kind 
of diff erence names the diff erence between settled binary oppositions and those 
historical forces that contest and undo that binarism; and a diff erence from the 
binary, rather than a diff erence within it— a diff erence that must be multiple, but 
which cannot be assembled under a single term without reinstalling the binary 
logic that Scott seeks to undo. It is important, as you can see, that this second 
sense of “diff erences” not be given a single or unifying “content”: the second is the 
diff erence that gender makes in the course of conducting a critique of binary op-
positions, but it can only fulfi ll this critical operation by not being tied to a single 
content. If it  were, that would be the end of its critical function as diff erence.
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I wrote Gender Trouble in the late 1980s in large part at the Institute for 
Advanced Study in Prince ton where, at Scott’s invitation, I spent a year in the 
company of several extremely interesting scholars who  were working on the 
theme of gender.10 If I remember correctly, the call for fellowship applications 
stated that the ongoing seminar of the year would be dedicated to “the mean-
ings of male and female.” At that time, Scott was in the midst of fi nishing 
Gender and the Politics of History. It is probably fair to say that the term “gender” 
was central to both of our thinking at that time, although you can probably 
see from the quotations I’ve supplied  here today how, for Scott, sexual diff er-
ence had a critical function, and for me, it tended to be equated with modes 
of heterosexual presumption that I opposed. In Scott’s vernacular, I under-
stood “sexual diff erence” to be an established, normative framework that one 
had to oppose. It was always clear that she distinguished between those modes 
of normatively constituted gender diff erence (ways of arguing that drew sub-
stantial conclusions about what women do, the kind of work that constitutes 
women’s work, on the basis of what they have traditionally done within spe-
cifi c historical and geo graph i cal contours) and a critical view on the very 
construction of those diff erences. As a result “sexual diff erence” was, for her, 
a framework for understanding how historical diff erences are established and 
disestablished through time. And in this way, it was only through such a 
framework that one could criticize those so cio log i cal approaches to gender 
that merely describe what gender is or does and pay no attention to (a) how it 
is produced diff erentially, at what cost, and with what implications and (b) 
what concepts it itself produces. At fi rst, I found in the term “gender” a way of 
diff erentiating a mainly culturally constructivist position from an essentialist 
one, and I identifi ed the essentialist one with “sexual diff erence.” (I see little 
reason to rehearse those exhausted debates at the present time.) So I was as-
suming that “sexual diff erence” was the name for those normatively consti-
tuted identities that Joan was subjecting to a critical perspective in the name 
of sexual diff erence. Indeed, at the time, if you asked her to defi ne gender, she 
would seek recourse to sexual diff erence, certainly not as a naturalistic or 
metaphysical concept, but as a very specifi c set of mechanisms for the histori-
cal production of socially diff erentiated relations. Indeed, what tended to be 
most important  were the historical fi elds that are produced in part through 
gendered means: the idea of work, the working class, power, culture, history 
itself. On the one hand, she showed how concepts of class could not be his-
torically understood if we did not understand how sexual diff erence was func-
tioning in the articulating of the terms of class itself; on the other hand, she 
was showing that all the terms that we associate with socially critical po liti cal 
analysis— work, politics, universality, equality, to name a few— were them-
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selves also produced in specifi c ways through the production of sexual diff er-
ence. Sexual diff erence was not the cause, but rather, the means for articula-
tion, and the mechanism for historical reproduction and change. As a result, 
it has no necessary content, but it always carries some historical content or 
another. It is always in the business of producing one historical reality or 
another.

I point this out since it probably should be said, especially within the con-
text of a volume called The Question of Gender, that both Joan and I have found 
ourselves in semi- private moments saying, “enough already with gender!”11 
The reason for such exasperation has to do with the way gender has become 
operationalized in “gender research projects” under the auspices of the Eu ro-
pe an  Union, or some ways of defi ning gender studies in the United States. In 
many of these instances, gender is taken for granted as the point of departure 
for a set of descriptions of social practices, understood as an adjective that 
qualifi es established objects of social science: gendered work, gendered per-
for mance, gendered play. In fact, there is little inquiry on the production of 
diff erence, and little inquiry on how diff erence works in the production of 
other kinds of categories. When Scott sought to show that sexual diff erence 
was both produced and productive, and queried the region that binds those 
two modalities, she sought to establish a specifi cally critical feminism, that is, 
one that would not take normative renditions of gender for granted and that 
maintained a historical skepticism with respect to established binary modes of 
conceptualizing men and women. And though I certainly set out to upset nor-
mative accounts of gender, and to question the restriction of binary thinking 
on our conceptualization of gender, I worried that sexual diff erence was itself 
normative within feminism and that it worked to install heterosexuality as the 
presumptive mode of conceptualizing diff erence. Although these  were, and 
remain, diff erent approaches, the commitment to coming up with a critical 
feminism clearly bound us together in a common project, one that we under-
stood at the time to require and to specify poststructuralism.

If there is now some exasperation with the term “gender,” it may be that 
it has lost its purchase on a certain kind of critical thinking. So someone 
working in pedagogy can say that they are interested in studying young girls, 
their relation to emergent sexuality, the media, race relations, and more. But 
they may embark on this project thinking that they already know who “girls” 
are, that the category is itself taken for granted, without ever asking how gen-
der is established— if and when it is. The very category by which we identify 
a certain group of subjects is normative— restrictive and enabling— and has 
to be part of any critical feminist project that does not want to rely on a fi eld 
of gender meanings already established and taken for granted. To do the latter 
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is, among other things, to ratify the status quo of gender as a consequence of 
one’s “descriptive” procedure.

When Scott turns to the study of revolutionary French feminisms in Only 

Paradoxes to Off er, she does not simply identify her subjects through their gen-
der. She asks how the norms and conventions of gender produce sites for the 
enunciation and articulation of certain kinds of revolutionary feminisms; 
moreover, she considers the available lexicons through which po liti cal proj-
ects are formed, and tries to understand both the constraints and the agen-
tic possibilities that follow from those historically specifi c discourses (indeed, 
agency emerges within the fi eld of constraint, paradoxically). When Olympe 
de Gouges famously speaks in radically paradoxical ways, defying available 
standards of consistency and coherence, we are asked to understand the con-
vergences and discontinuities in discourse that produce, incite, and limit this 
speaking subject. We are not exactly invited to return to the heroic revolu-
tionary characters who  were the presumptive subjects of Scott’s graduate 
school seminars with Harvey Goldberg at the University of Wisconsin– 
Madison.12 Further, the point is not to show that there  were women, too, 
who count as heroic revolutionary characters. In fact, these women, caught 
up in discourses not fully of their own making, trip and fall, emerge with po-
liti cal anger and rhetorical claims at the same time that they sometimes undo 
their own eff orts by resisting dominant languages of po liti cal enfranchise-
ment. They are diff erent; they are the same; in other words, they mobilize 
discourses of specifi city and of egalitarianism without being able to provide a 
dialectical reconciliation of the two. In this sense, the revolutionary feminists 
of the eigh teenth and nineteenth centuries may well have prefi gured the de-
bates of the Sears case, and off ered a way around that debate between equality 
and diff erence avant la lettre. The re sis tance to dialectical closure marks this 
radicalism off  from those derived from Hegelian or Marxist histories in which 
the logic of resolution wins out in the end. Although that kind of closure and 
reconciliation is not an option  here, this is less tragic than it is comic, radical, 
and hopeful.

Paradoxical eff orts such as these continue in a diff erent form in the book 
Parité!: Sexual Equality and the Crisis of French Universalism, in which complex and 
sometimes logically inconsistent strategic positions are occupied in an eff ort 
to establish equal repre sen ta tion for women in the Assemblée Nationale. In nei-
ther book do we fi nd women who simply transcend their circumstances in 
heroic ways; rather, we fi nd complex and discontinuous po liti cal strategies 
that are enabled by historically specifi c forms of po liti cal rhetoric, and that 
produce the situation in which those who are disenfranchised criticize the 
exclusionary and masculinist character of the model of enfranchisement at the 
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same time that they insist on enfranchisement for women. This dual opera-
tion of refusing the terms by which po liti cal enfranchisement is off ered, and 
yet insisting on enfranchisement, produces a powerful re sis tance to the logic 
of non- contradiction. The point is not that one refutes and affi  rms enfran-
chisement at the same time. Rather, the form of enfranchisement that is de-
veloped and articulated on the basis of the exclusion of women proves to be a 
false and insuffi  cient form of enfranchisement. Over and against such a form, 
one thus calls to be enfranchised, liberated from “enfranchisement,” thus in-
troducing a second conception of enfranchisement that overcomes the exclu-
sion by which the fi rst was defi ned. Such a paradoxical strategy relies on the 
temporality of citation and disputation, and it leads to positions that are at 
once whimsical and radical, mischievous and critical, rebellious, insistent, 
and hopeful. How does one break out of a framework and break in at the same 
time that one breaks it up and still make a legible claim? Whereas we might 
expect that po liti cal eff orts that traffi  c in paradox will culminate in impasse, 
defeat, or self- negation, it turns out that such paradoxical rhetorical strategies 
do two things: they allow for a critical perspective that also makes rights 
claims; and they mobilize paradox for the production of an open future which 
is constrained neither by the inevitable structural reproduction of masculin-
ism nor by the dialectical closures of certain forms of historical materialism.

One can see the term “critique” embedded in Scott’s earlier work, and it 
seems time and again to lead us to question how sexual diff erence operates to 
produce and maintain notions of class, work, family, and to specify the mech-
anism for that production. Paradox also comes up when she tries to take ac-
count of historical change. I want to suggest that in more recent years, Scott 
has written precisely on the concept of critique, on what is critical, as she has 
refl ected on the university and the claims of academic freedom, but also on 
the history of French feminism as a history of paradox.13 We can see the in-
cipient formulations for this more recent work in the earlier publications on 
gender, work, and the family, the Pa ri sian garment workers, and the Sears 
case, to be sure. But can we also understand how these concerns have made 
their way into her work on Committee A on Academic Freedom and Tenure 
of the American Association of University Professors (AAUP), her testimony 
regarding academic freedom before the Pennsylvania legislature, and her 
struggles to come to terms with the inheritance of certain liberal principles 
regarding public speech and religious expression? In the fi nal section of this 
essay, I want to trace what I take to be a set of recurrent fi gures in these 
works, returning fi rst to the critique of revolutionary heroism that informs 
her early work, and then to the eff orts to rethink the revolutionary actor in 
Only Paradoxes to Off er. This return to thinking about agency in history is 
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clearly addressed again in her recent work on the parité movement in France, 
a work that chronicles in great detail the actions and proclamations of a vari-
ety of feminist actors in the French po liti cal scene. In relation to these more 
recent works, I want to point out that speech acts, forms of writing, modes of 
public expression, all become crucial to revolutionary action and to under-
standing and fomenting social change. It  wasn’t just that women took up a 
position in public space, but that public space also became confi gured in such 
a way that women could fi nd themselves speaking; and it  wasn’t just that 
women found sites from which to speak, but that women, as a category, be-
came established as a site of enunciation. As a result, there is no agency in the 
subject, but we might fi nd the potential for historical change in the sometimes 
convergent and sometimes divergent sites of enunciation that shifting histori-
cal forces make possible. Historical French feminists such as Jeanne Deroin 
and Olympe de Gouges, or indeed, contemporary French feminist activists 
Françoise Gaspard and Claude Servan- Schreiber, are no doubt persons, sub-
jects, and we name them as such. But such names also belong to a concatena-
tion of names that precede them as well as a set of discursive conditions that 
make their name- ability and speaking possible. That in each of these instances 
they are accused of betraying principles of French republicanism is all the 
more interesting given that they are also regarded as extending principles of 
equality that are clearly derived from republicanism. Such radical mischief is 
not just a play with words or a fl irtation with impasse, but a modality of his-
torical change, serious, patient, and outrageous.

Finally, then, it makes sense to turn to Joan Scott herself as a speaking 
subject, and as a scholar whose po liti cal work has been dedicated in the last 
years to defending and arbitrating questions of academic freedom and aca-
demic expression. Should we be surprised that this is the direction in which 
Scott has moved publicly? Let’s consider some of the precepts that  we’ve 
 already established.

The fi rst is that the conditions for effi  cacious po liti cal speech are both 
constraining and enabling. This seems true about academic freedom as well, 
and may be important for distinguishing between academic freedom and free-
dom of speech.14 The academy not only permits certain kinds of speech, but 
also distinguishes the speech it protects on campuses from speech more gen-
erally protected under First Amendment principles. In her work in social his-
tory, Scott considers discursive venues for enacting social change; in her own 
po liti cal work, she defends precisely those safeguards that allow for the aca-
demic pursuit of radical inquiry against reactionary eff orts at censorship. In-
terestingly enough, the kind of academic freedom that Scott defends has every-
thing to do with the notion of the kind of work that academics do. Part of that 
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work is not only speaking, but critical speaking, the kind that calls into ques-
tion po liti cal and epistemological paradigms, even if this disturbs the sensi-
bilities of those who would sanctify them. The point is not that academics 
have the right or prerogative to pursue their ideas as they wish, as if academic 
freedom  were a personal right of expression, but that the academy is a privi-
leged and protected site for critical practice. As the Chair of Committee A, 
the committee charged with overseeing academic freedom at the AAUP, 
Scott made plain the implications of this notion of critical practice for pol-
icy.15 She insisted, for instance, that academic work requires “the free and 
open exchange of opposing ideas,” a norm that disputes a single notion of 
truth at the same time that it disputes specious requirements for balancing 
po liti cal viewpoints. Scott openly opposed the Horowitz Academic Bill of 
Rights before the state assembly in Pennsylvania. There as elsewhere, she de-
fended a certain idea of confl ict, unresolved and irresolvable, at the core of 
academic work. Note how her view of academic inquiry reanimates the criti-
cal potential of paradox and the refusal of easy resolution and reconciliation: 
“Confl icts of values and ethics, as well as of interpretation, are part of the 
pro cess of knowledge production; they inform it, drive it, trouble it.”16 One 
might hear something of the residual Marxist in the idea that confl ict drives 
knowledge, but consider carefully the obligation she articulates to protect 
institutional conditions of academic inquiry. Scott states: “It seems to me that 
scholars and teachers have a responsibility not only to produce and transmit 
knowledge, but also to protect the institutions within which the free and 
open production of knowledge takes place. My academic activism is devoted 
to that end.”17 Is it possible to say that from the beginning of her work through 
the present she has been concerned with protecting the conditions of work, 
and still is? In her writing on academic freedom, speech is considered part of 
academic work, and the rights of academic freedom pertain to providing safe-
guards for protecting the institutional conditions for that work. In some ways 
this follows from her considerations of historical and contemporary French 
feminists, in which she situated public speech as part of po liti cal struggle— 
one that had to redefi ne not only who can speak, but what counts as po liti cally 
meaningful speech. In all of these contexts, Scott is speaking out for speaking 
out, and making “speaking back” into part of what drives the struggle for cre-
ating something new and extending po liti cal claims for equality.

Finally, in this latter context, we can see an interesting and paradoxical 
relationship between liberalism and radicalism that informs Scott’s work, and 
that has consequences for us today as we try to think through vexed issues 
such as secularism and academic freedom. In her essay “Academic Freedom as 
an Ethical Practice,” Scott opens by telling the story of her father, a member 
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of the New York Teachers  Union, who was fi red from his job in 1953 as part 
of the eff ort to purge Communists and their sympathizers from the public 
schools.18 She explains that her father’s rights to his views and to his position 
(both speech and workplace)  were radically abrogated, and that she under-
stood from that time on that the struggle to protect him and other such teach-
ers was a struggle for academic freedom. Such liberal principles did not in any 
way confl ict with her radicalism or, indeed, her father’s, who was apparently 
fond of reading Jeff erson to anyone who might care to listen. On the contrary, 
defending the rights of the left, including members of the Communist Party, 
to their views involved a strengthening of liberal principles, a consequence 
that might have proven contradictory for some people. After all, if liberal 
principles  were strengthened through the defense of Communists, then does 
that give liberalism the edge over communism? Following from Scott’s views, 
we misread this situation as contradictory only if we fail to grasp the pro cess 
as paradox. There is no sustainable radicalism without its conditions, its pro-
tections, its institutional venues, and its recourse to rights. This  doesn’t make 
liberalism prior to Marxism, but it does establish a liberalism that must serve 
to protect those institutional venues in which substantive disagreements, such 
as those between liberalism and Marxism, can and must take place. There is 
no debate without a site of debate, and it is protection of that site to which 
academic freedom is dedicated, even if it means hosting the point of view that 
would trouble its own philosophical presuppositions.

At the end of Scott’s tenure on Committee A at the AAUP, she found 
herself in an interestingly paradoxical position. She was one of the signatories 
on the AAUP statement opposing academic boycotts, a position that was 
prompted by the British Association of University Teachers’ vote to support a 
call by Palestinian activists on an academic boycott of the state of Israel in 
2005. Although Scott has publicly criticized Israeli politics, she found herself 
in a principled position against academic boycotts and the specifi c terms of 
the boycott in question. She did, however, agree to help coordinate a confer-
ence in which individuals with various views on the matter of the boycott 
might convene to openly air their diff ering viewpoints. As a result, she was 
then charged by various Zionist critics of condoning the boycott as a result of 
her willingness to coordinate a meeting with those whose views she did not 
share. What became clear in the course of a campaign against her was that her 
very willingness to include, acknowledge, listen to, consider, and debate the 
point of view she opposed was considered to be an illicit way of giving stand-
ing to the pro- boycott point of view. Some of those who argued, along with 
Scott, that the boycott defi ed principles of academic freedom could not follow 
Scott when, without backtracking on her earlier position, she maintained that 
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academic freedom also means safeguarding venues for an airing of confl icts 
over the meaning and implications of academic freedom itself. Such debates, 
in her view, are part of the pro cess of knowledge production that academic 
freedom is meant to defend. It was, after all, this last argument that Scott, as 
a then representative of the AAUP, made against the specious Academic Bill 
of Rights, and no one at the AAUP objected to the voicing of that principle in 
that context.

When Scott sought to bring together those with divergent opinions on 
the academic boycott of Israel, and to do so in the name of academic freedom, 
was Scott’s public speaking paradoxical? Or was she holding out for the kind 
of critical complexity that makes academic freedom worth fi ghting for? Could 
she occupy both positions at once? Is it that her position was irrational, or was 
it that she delivered too strong a challenge to the regime of rationality within 
which her liberal colleagues  were willing to hear? Scott is surely one of those 
relentlessly innovative and embattled fi gures whose transformative acts are 
worthy of historical explanation. It is no wonder that Edward Said called her 
“an exemplary engaged public intellectual for our time.” I’m reminded of a 
remark she made in 1989 in an interview for Radical History Review when 
asked, “What is your sense of the place of women’s history in post- modern 
left history?” And she replied: “permanent revolution”— a good daughter, she! 
But then, Scott went on to make sure her interlocutor knew such a revolution 
was not interested in uncritical allegiances: “Feminism has been, at least for 
the last two- hundred years, in an embattled, critical position in relation to 
liberalism and socialism. There are a lot of worse situations to be in than 
embattled and critical.”19
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PART 2    
THE CASE OF HISTORY





This article highlights some of Joan W. Scott’s theoretical challenges to his-
torical studies over the past two de cades. This period has seen not only a theo-
retical and conceptual renovation of historical research, but also the in-
creasing visibility of a new movement in historiography. Scott has been one 
of its most important architects because of her challenge to the way we ap-
proach such basic concepts as experience, objectivity, causality, and the sub-
ject of history.

The paradigm of social history used to be based on the assumption that 
reality is an objective entity and that therefore the consciousness, identity, and 
actions of historical subjects are determined by the material conditions of 
their existence. From that point of view, the subjectivity and behavior of 
people are the expression and eff ect of their experience of reality, which 
means that the subject is conscious of meanings already embedded in reality. 
According to this view, the language people use to refer to the world they 
inhabit and even to their place in that world— indeed, the language by which 
they defi ne their identities and interests and give expressive form to their 
beliefs— is a means of recognizing and enunciating an objective reality. Af-
fi rming the objective nature of social reality, considering consciousness and 
culture as repre sen ta tions and refl ections of an objective world, and explain-
ing the signifying practice of historical subjects as the result of a causal deter-
mination of that reality, have served as fundamental theoretical assumptions 
of social history.

Nevertheless, in recent years each one of these theoretical assumptions, 
so rooted in the common sense of historiography, has been subject to ongoing 
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discussion and critical revision; as a result, an alternative explanatory model, 
based on new theoretical premises, has begun to take shape.1 This new post-

social history questions the notion that social and material reality is an objective 
entity on the model outlined above and can, therefore, causally determine the 
conduct of historical actors. In this account, language is not merely a means of 
representing reality, but also operates as a system of signifi cation that inter-
venes actively in the production of meanings attributed to the real world and 
through which practice is or ga nized and its meanings established. Language is 
not merely a repertoire or set of resources from which a subject draws, but it 
is also discourse, that is, a series of culturally bound conceptual means of per-
ceiving, apprehending, and making intelligible the very notion of historical 
context. Consequently, linguistic concepts not only designate reality in a way 
that is presumptively referential, but also contribute to constructing our 
image of that reality, making that image inseparable from the reality itself. 
Therefore, they infl uence the way in which we experience the world and the 
place we have in it.

Joan Scott’s work has been seminal in compelling a critical revision of the 
objectivist paradigm and in reconstructing theoretically the fi eld of history. 
Her main contribution lies in par tic u lar in problematizing and reformulating 
three cornerstone notions of historical research: language, experience, and 
identity. Regarding the fi rst notion, Scott argues that language is not simply a 
means for the transmission and repre sen ta tion of reality, but that it is an eff ec-
tive system of signifi cation. In her view, it is crucial to avoid any confusion 
between “language” and “words,” because language is not to be understood as 
mere vocabulary or as a codifi able set of grammatical rules; rather, language 
is a system that constitutes meanings.2 It is a system “through which meaning 
is constructed and cultural practices or ga nized and by which, accordingly, 
people represent and understand their world, including who they are and how 
they relate to others.”3 Such a notion of language, Scott underscores, cannot 
be grasped through the conventional opposition between idealism, concerned 
solely with ideas we may have about social relations, and materialism, under-
stood as the relations themselves, for it refers to the way in which social rela-
tions themselves are maintained and conceived. Given that to understand how 
these relations are conceived entails a comprehension of how they work, lan-
guage becomes a starting point to understand “how institutions are or ga-
nized, how relations of production are experienced, and how collective iden-
tity is established.” 4 For this reason, argues Scott, if in historical inquiry we 
consider words as mere literary embellishments, we lose the chance to under-
stand how meaning is constructed; such an inquiry may use language to orna-
ment or facilitate the augmentation of new knowledge but would not lead 
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to  a transformation of “the way in which we think about the history we 
write” (“OL,” 1).

This theoretical position in Scott’s work is the basis of her groundbreak-
ing critique of Gareth Stedman Jones’s interpretation of Chartism, for example. 
For Stedman Jones, Chartism was not a result or an expression of the socio-
economic situation of the members of the Chartist movement, but a phenom-
enon that was developed within the po liti cal sphere and was, therefore, caus-
ally in de pen dent of the socioeconomic situation. What Scott criticizes in 
Stedman Jones is his use of a conventional understanding of politics as consist-
ing of a set of ideas; as a result, he conceives of language at face value, simply 
as texts that refl ect the world transparently, without attending to the way in 
which the meaning of those texts, and of reality itself, has been constructed. 
Stedman Jones limits himself to rendering a version of the subject of class who 
is wholly in de pen dent of its socioeconomic context, without examining the 
way in which the Chartists’ consciousness and identity  were built up through 
a par tic u lar system of historical meaning. As Scott puts it, “by reading lan-
guage only thematically,” Stedman Jones arrives at the conclusion that Char-
tism is a po liti cal movement, because it was interested in expanding formal 
po liti cal repre sen ta tion as a solution to social problems. The key to Chartism, 
he says, was its use of a radical “vocabulary,” the importation of older words 
and ideas into an early nineteenth- century context. Ultimately, says Scott, 
what Stedman Jones claims is that historians of Chartism have not understood 
causal relations properly when they argue that it was “state policies” and not 
the “relations of production” that determined “the composition and the goals 
of the movement.” In sum, Scott believes that what Jones does is transfer cau-
sality from the economic sphere to the po liti cal one. Although vocabulary 
plays a role in the attribution of historical effi  cacy to the po liti cal sphere, the 
role of language remains underestimated and misunderstood. Scott objects 
that this is not a novel assertion, nor a major transformation of how we think 
about history, because it is still centered on the specifi c words people used, 
rather than on the “materiality of language itself.” That is, it continues to treat 
“language simply as a vehicle for communicating ideas rather than as a system 
of meaning or pro cess of signifi cation” (“OL,” 4– 6).

To arrive at a signifi cant re orientation of historical studies, argues Scott, 
it is necessary instead to adopt the notion that language reveals entire systems 
of meaning. According to this notion, language not only refers to how people 
think about concrete subjects, but to the way people conceive the very dif-
ferentiating relations that or ga nize the human world— either in terms of hier-
archy or interdependence, or as a binary structure “built on oppositions be-
tween, say, good and evil, or wet and dry, or dependent and in de pen dent, or 
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male and female. It is particularly important to adopt the understanding that 
language intervenes in the construction of social identities, in this case, of 
class identity” (“OL,” 4– 6).

Thus, to reiterate, Scott asserts that language operates not as a transpar-
ent means of communication but as discourse, understood not as words or 
phrases but as entire forms of thought, as ways of understanding how the 
world works, and one’s place in that world. According to Scott, discourse “is 
not a language or a text but a historically, socially, and institutionally specifi c 
structure of statements, terms, categories, and beliefs.”5 This defi nition has 
two implications: First, it is not possible to separate language from “real life,” 
or from the meaning of our experience, because language in this sense is inex-
tricably bound to both; second, every meaning is built through a pro cess of 
diff erentiation (not of referentiality); words acquire their meanings through 
contrasts with other words, and the relevant contrasts are, in turn, estab-
lished within specifi c discursive fi elds.6 As Scott puts it, “positive defi nitions 
depend on negatives, indeed imply their existence in order to rule them out.” 
We are faced with a “kind of interdependence [that] has ramifi cations well 
beyond literal defi nitions for it involves other concepts, other relationships in 
any par tic u lar usage” (“OL,” 6).

Thus, language constitutes a system of meaning and, consequently, the 
meanings that belong to reality depend upon the par tic u lar discursive catego-
ries we use. This has profound implications for further specifying the other 
two notions at stake: experience and identity. Before addressing the question 
of experience, I shall indicate briefl y that, for Scott, identity, like any other 
meaningful notion, emerges through the mediation of its established catego-
ries. This is so, Scott argues, because for people to identify themselves in a 
par tic u lar way, that concept of identity must have already existed. Concepts 
like class “are required before individuals can identify themselves as members 
of such a group, before they can act collectively as such” (“RC,” 41). There-
fore, concepts and categories such as class, worker, citizen, man, and woman, 
should be the starting point for any historical research aimed at explaining the 
formation of subjects and their practices.7

This view of language presupposes the elimination of any notion of objec-
tive reality, the cornerstone of social history. If language is understood as a 
system of meaning and not a transparent label refl ecting real phenomena, 
then the phenomena do not carry intrinsic meaning that language simply reg-
isters and conveys and upon which consciousness merely refl ects. Rather, the 
meanings emerge when a set of discursive conceptions of the world forms 
those phenomena. On this basis, Scott poses her critique of the notion of expe-

rience. Her critique begins with the premise that we do not have direct access 
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to the reality we perceive, observe, or intend but that knowledge occurs 
through a series of prior categorical assumptions about the workings of real-
ity. This is the case even when the observer makes use of a kind of language, 
such as numerical signs, that is intended to be totally neutral and transparent. 
Scott has, for example, focused on statistics and criticized the assumption that 
statistical data is the objective repre sen ta tion of social reality. From the nine-
teenth century on, she argues, statistical studies, with their numeric pre sen-
ta tion of social data, became the foundation for the analysis of social reality 
and  were used to justify the objectivity of such analysis. Facts and fi gures 
served as a kind of self- evident truth widely accepted by historians. As a re-
sult, historians have evaded the question of the relationship between reality 
and repre sen ta tion posed by the numerical sign system.8

Statistics do not merely reproduce reality; they or ga nize its meaning. Sta-
tistical reports, Scott says, “are neither totally neutral collections of facts nor 
simply ideological impositions. Rather they are ways of establishing the au-
thority of certain visions of social order, of or ga niz ing perceptions of ‘experi-
ence.’ At least since the eigh teenth century, numbers have been used to estab-
lish the authenticity of interpretive or or gan i za tion al categories” (GPH, 115). 
For instance, in reference to the case Scott studies that involves industrial 
statistics in Paris in the years 1847– 1848, a number of established assump-
tions about human reality determine the way that data are collected, ana-
lyzed, and presented. These assumptions lead to taking certain phenomena as 
natural or objective, and thus presumed uncritically as the units of analysis. 
This clearly happens with the notion of “family.” Population statistics are col-
lected according to “households”— rather than, say, villages or workplaces. 
According to Scott, this procedure “reveals and constructs a certain vision of 
social or ga ni za tion based on a par tic u lar idea of the family that is ‘naturalized’ 
in the course of presenting the data” (GPH, 115). Consequently, what makes 
these statistical reports interesting and fascinating is not the data they yield 
about social reality, but the categories and assumptions on which they are 
based and which form a par tic u lar image of reality. These statistics, in sum, 
are more revealing about the way their authors and users perceive reality than 
they are about reality itself. And this is why, insists Scott, when historians use 
statistics without questioning their underlying categories and interpretations, 
they end up perpetuating and naturalizing that same version of reality. In-
stead, a critical approach ought to situate each document in its “discursive 
context” and read it “not as a refl ection of some external reality but as an inte-
gral part of that reality, as a contribution to the defi nition or elaboration of mean-
ing, to the creation of social relationships, economic institutions, and po liti cal 
structures” (GPH, 137– 138). That is, historians must begin to unearth the 
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terms by which these documents build up a version of reality and contribute 
“to constructing the ‘reality’ of the past” (GPH, 138).

Questioning the objective character of reality and its repre sen ta tions 
leads Scott to criticize the concept of experience, given that it presupposes an 
objective reality directly experienced by subjects. Contrary to conventional 
belief, people do not experience reality as bearing objective properties subse-
quently registered in their consciousness. Rather, people confer a par tic u lar 
meaning on reality according to the discursive categories at their disposal. In 
her reply to Bryan Palmer, for whom “the meaning of an event is inherent in 
the event itself,” Scott writes that “experience may be a problematic concept.” 
Contrary to Palmer’s view that experience is the basis of our perception of 
reality, Scott disputes the notion that anything exists as an unmediated expe-
rience of reality. This critique has direct bearing on how historians describe 
the experience of class struggle. Every experience of the world— inasmuch as 
it is a way of apprehending meaning— is mediated by a specifi c discourse (or 
discourses) and thus cannot exist outside that discursive mediation. More-
over, such mediation not only shapes one’s perception of reality, but is pro-
jected into people’s conduct, into their practices, and into institutions, mate-
rializing itself in ways of living (“RC,” 39).

Thus in her critique of the concept of experience, Scott starts out from 
two premises. The fi rst is that reality does not consist of transparently avail-
able objects on the basis of which consciousness forms repre sen ta tions. The 
second premise is that language and experience are so inextricably tied to-
gether that we cannot separate the object from its linguistic repre sen ta tion. 
No experience exists outside language. Consequently, neither experience nor 
language can be analyzed separately from one another. This is why, for Scott, 
it is absurd to establish an antithesis between “rhetorical text” and “social ex-
perience,” as Christine Stansell proposes. Doing so reduces language to words 
or to written documents and eff aces its shaping power; this leads to an impov-
erished theoretical framework for the study of history (“RC,” 40).

An inadequate conception of experience can be found, according to Scott, 
in the work of historians who, in dealing with questions of gender and homo-
sexuality, restrict themselves to rescuing subjects from the silence to which 
dominant history has condemned them. Often these historians fail to ques-
tion the conceptual foundations of history; they intend to complete the his-
torical picture by giving visibility to those who  were formerly excluded and 
eff aced. But they continue to base their work “on the authority of experience” 
and to conceive of experience as an expression of reality.9 This is why this 
kind of historical study yields such contradictory results. On the one hand, it 
provides good data about the lives of people otherwise omitted or forgotten. 
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But in so doing, it leads to a crisis of orthodox ways of writing history, not 
only by multiplying histories and subjects, but also by revealing that history 
can be written from various perspectives, all of which are partial and none of 
which, taken separately, is entirely “true.” On the other hand, this challenge 
to normative history is performed within the framework of a conventional 
understanding of experience— what Scott calls “positivism”— according to 
which reality imposes itself on consciousness. This leads her to conclude that 
this way of writing a history of diff erence, aimed at documenting the experi-
ence of the other, has been both successful and limiting. “It has been success-
ful because it remains so comfortably within the disciplinary framework of 
history, working according to rules that permit calling old narratives into 
question when new evidence is discovered.” It has been limiting because it 
continues to depend on “a referential notion of evidence which denies it is 
anything but a refl ection of the real” (“EE,” 776).

It is precisely this referential claim to reality, “this kind of appeal to expe-
rience as incontestable evidence and as an originary point of explanation— as 
a foundation on which analysis is based— that seriously weakens the critical 
thrust of histories of diff erence.” Staying within the epistemological frame-
work of “orthodox history, these studies lose the possibility of examining 
those assumptions and practices that excluded considerations of diff erence in 
the fi rst place” (“EE,” 777). That is, these studies miss the opportunity to 
examine critically the theoretical assumptions that led to the exclusion of 
those subjects and, hence, they miss the opportunity to theoretically re orient 
the study of history. In this way, the histories of the “hidden” world of homo-
sexuality, for example, show the impact of silence and repression on the lives 
of those aff ected and shed light on the history of their suppression, but the 
project of rendering the experience visible impedes the critical examination 
of the operation of the very categories of representation— homosexual/
heterosexual, man/woman— as well as of notions of subject, origin, and 
cause (“EE,” 778). In fact, argues Scott, the main limitation of those histories 
is that they take as self- evident the identities of those whose experience they 
try to document and rescue, contributing to the naturalization of diff erence. 
Situating the subjects and their re sis tance in de pen dently of their discursive 
construction and taking experience as the ground of knowledge eliminates 
the possibility of questioning the constructed character of experience and the 
constitution of subjects themselves. The consequence is that “the evidence of 
experience then becomes evidence for the fact of diff erence, rather than a way 
of exploring how diff erence is established, how it operates, how and in what 
ways it constitutes subjects who see and act in the world.” Consequently, this 
“evidence of experience, whether conceived through a meta phor of visibility 
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or in any other way that takes meaning as transparent,” presupposes that his-
torical facts speak for themselves and that oppositions such as homosexuality 
vs. heterosexuality are naturally given (“EE,” 777, 778).

According to this way of doing history, homosexuality is presented as an 
expression of naturally given desire, a desire that is denied or repressed by a 
society that only recognizes heterosexuality. Nonetheless, the argument con-
tinues, homosexual desire cannot be repressed once and for all, “because expe-
rience is there,” and therefore it will be recognized sooner or later. According 
to this vision, emancipation is a teleological history in which desire fi nally wins 
over social control and becomes visible. History is thereby reduced to a chro-
nology that makes experience visible. In this version the categories— desire, 
homosexuality, heterosexuality, femininity, masculinity, or sex— name reali-
ties that are considered ahistorical, natural, and objective. As a result, con-
cludes Scott, this type of historical inquiry seeks to render experience visible, 
allows an appreciation of alternative forms of conduct and repressive actions, 
but accounts neither for the framework of— historically contingent— patterns 
of sexuality from which that experience emerged, nor for the conduct and ac-
tion in which they are inscribed, nor for the logic they follow (“EE,” 778, 779).

A similar conception of experience, and a similar connection between 
reality and consciousness, can frequently be found in women’s history, ac-
cording to Scott. When the relationship between thought and experience is 
conceived as if it  were transparent, the life experience of women is seen as 
directly conducive to resisting oppression, that is, conducive to feminism. In 
other words, the identity of women and their po liti cal action is cast as the 
natural result of “a pre- existing women’s experience” (“EE,” 786– 7). This is 
Scott’s criticism of Laura Lee Downs. Downs limits herself to applying the 
categories of diff erence as if they  were a transparent expression of reality and 
experience, without analyzing the pro cess through which such categories are 
constituted and how they actively take part in the construction of women’s 
identity.10

Thus, whether in the case of homosexuality, of gender, or of class, the 
above- mentioned historians, according to Scott, mask the “necessarily discur-
sive character” of experience. That is, they fail to see that experience is not 
the result of reality’s direct impact on people’s subjectivity, but rather is the 
result of a discursive apprehension of reality. Experience, writes Scott, “is a 
linguistic event (it  doesn’t happen outside established meanings)” (“EE,” 793). 
Therefore, it does not follow, from the fact that every consciousness is tied to 
a par tic u lar historical context, that consciousness originates in experience 
and that, therefore, experience should be taken as a basis for the historical ex-
planation. Rather, it is experience itself that ought to be explained by historians. 
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What has to be explained is why people have experienced themselves and 
their position in the world in a par tic u lar way. For Scott, it is crucial “to at-
tend to the historical pro cesses that, through discourse, position subjects and 
produce their experiences,” because “it is not individuals who have experi-
ences, but subjects who are constituted through experience” (“EE,” 779). 
Thus— as I have already indicated— for the explanation of identity and the 
conduct of historical actors, we should look to the historical constitution of 
categories such as class, worker, citizen, man or woman, homosexual or het-
erosexual, as well as the way those categories enter into social practice— and 
not in the allegedly foundational experience (GPH, 3– 4).

The critical reformulation of the concept of experience leads to a new 
notion of identity. The most important aspect of this reformulation is that 
Scott rebels against any essentialist, static, ahistorical, or objectivist ac-
count of identities. As a consequence, she also resists explaining identity as 
something achieved through the pro cess of coming to consciousness. As she 
puts it, experience is not a set of objective circumstances that condition 
identity, and identity is not a sense of the self objectively determined or de-
fi ned by needs and interests. Consequently, “politics is not the collective 
coming to consciousness of similarly situated individual subjects.” Rather 
politics is “the pro cess by which plays of power and knowledge constitute 
identity and experience” (GPH, 5). According to this view, identities and 
experiences are variable phenomena discursively or ga nized in par tic u lar 
contexts or confi gurations.

This theoretical premise has consequences for Scott’s studies of the sub-
ject of feminism. Scott denies that “woman” is a natural subject and thus uni-
versal and ahistorical. As a corollary, she rejects the notion that women, as 
women, and because of their natural condition as women, have a par tic u lar 
experience of the world and of their position in it. In fact, when operating 
within a notion of women’s experience, women’s contemporary experience gets 
naturalized and projected transhistorically, that is, beyond any one historical 
period. On these grounds, Scott criticizes the idea that women acquire an 
identity for themselves through an experience that is unmediated by cultural 
concepts, because that view will “always . . .  end up in essentialism” by turn-
ing the body into the common element of shared womanhood (“RC,” 42). 
Even though this new conception of identity is entirely applicable to the case 
of women, the historicization of women’s identity faces greater diffi  culties 
compared to other identities, since it seems to be based on an incontrovertible 
natural reality. It is more diffi  cult, states Scott, “to historicize the category of 
women, based as it seems to be in biology,” than, for instance, “to historicize the 
category of worker, always understood to be a social phenomenon, produced 
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not by nature, but by economic and po liti cal arrangements.” That explains 
exactly why an essentialist and naturalist notion of women is at work in a large 
part of women’s history and that, as a consequence, such historical inquiries 
tend to be guided by the goal of showing that women are capable (e.g., of par-
ticipating in po liti cal life), instead of analyzing the changing character of 
women’s identity, the pro cess through which that identity is constituted, and 
what possibilities for change open up within that pro cess. That is, the diffi  -
culty of historicizing the category of woman explains the tendency “to pile up 
counter examples as demonstrations of women’s po liti cal capacity,” while not 
attending to “the changing, and often radically diff erent, historical contexts 
within which women as subjects came into being.”11

In fact, for a long time the history of women was driven by the goal of 
rescuing women from their historical invisibility, highlighting their abilities 
and the major roles played by women as writers, artists, politicians, and so on. 
In this way, feminist historians contributed to establishing “women’s presence” 
and participation in historical events, contrary to the exclusively masculinist 
history that prevailed at the time and was held responsible for making women 
invisible. According to Scott, however, this kind of history tends to operate on 
the basis of an essentialist notion of women— that is, to treat women as fi xed 
and atemporal subjects. In the past, says Scott, there was a tendency to desig-
nate women as “us,” as if there  were a solidaristic women’s identity that existed 
over time. This happened despite the fact that this recuperation of past women 
inevitably revealed numerous diff erences among women that called for recog-
nition and explanation. Thus, the “specifi city and diversity” of historical evi-
dence came into contradiction with the uniform and ahistorical notion of 
woman.12 As a result, as Scott argues, “the desire to legitimize feminist claims 
about women in order to consolidate an eff ective feminist po liti cal movement 
treats ‘women’ uniformly, and therefore, ahistorically. But the creation of 
women as subjects of history places them temporally in the contexts of their 
action, and explains the possibilities for such action in terms of those contexts.” 
Thus, “history contains examples of fundamental diff erences, in experience 
and self- understanding, among women, potentially undermining the po liti cal 
task of creating an enduring common identity.”

Consequently, the question of whether the category of “women” is singu-
lar or diverse, preexisting, or historical, is at the heart of both feminist his-
tory and the history of feminism. It is a tension between an essentialist and a 
historical notion of “woman” that generates a contradiction between a femi-
nism that tends to establish a stable and permanent female subject and a femi-
nist history that seeks to account for the historical diversity of identities by 
means of studying the diff erent contexts in which women have lived. This 
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latter history shows that the identities attributed to and manifested by women 
change over time and from one society to another. Thus, except for the simi-
larity of their sexual organs, it is hard to fi nd a common identity between, 
for instance, aristocratic salonières in the Pa ri sian eigh teenth century and 
nineteenth- century middle- class  house wives.13

Scott does not limit herself to criticizing an essentialist notion of woman 
or calling for a historicization of feminine identity. She also formulates a theory 

of identity formation. Her theorization confl icts with the view that the forma-
tion of women as subjects results from a pro cess of coming into consciousness 
on the basis of a common experience of reality and position in society. In fact, 
the essentialist notion of woman not only presupposes the existence of a fi xed 
and atemporal feminine subject, but also naturalizes the diff erentiating cate-
gories at work in forming the subject. As Scott states, “by assuming that 
women have inherent characteristics and objective identities consistently and 
predictably diff erent from men’s, and that these generate defi nably female 
needs and interests, historians imply that sexual diff erence is a natural rather 
than a social phenomenon. The search for an analysis of discrimination gets 
caught by a circular logic in which ‘experience’ explains gender diff erence 
and gender diff erence explains the asymmetries of male and female ‘experi-
ence.’ ” As a result, “typically the visions of what constitutes male and female 
experience appeal to or incorporate existing normative defi nitions”; there-
fore, “women’s history written from this position, and the politics that follow 
from it, end up endorsing the ideas of unalterable sexual diff erence that are 
used to justify discrimination.” To challenge this kind of history, Scott pro-
poses another sort of historical practice which does not merely study “the 
things that have happened to women and men” and the ways “they have re-
acted to them.” Rather, this new kind of history focuses on how “the subjec-
tive and collective meanings of women and men as categories of identity have 
been constructed” (GPH, 4, 6).

The second theoretical premise of Scott’s concept of identity is that sub-
jects do not preexist the categories that defi ne their identities. These catego-
ries constitute people as historical subjects and actors, classifying them ac-
cording to a par tic u lar conception of the world. Identities are not the sum 
total of the personal attributes that belong to subjects; rather, attributes are 
defi ning and constituting elements of the identities of those who are said to 
have or bear those attributes. As Scott affi  rms, identities “don’t pre- exist” 
their “po liti cal invocations” and “categories of identity we take for granted as 
rooted in our physical bodies (gender and race) or in our cultural (ethnic, reli-
gious) heritages are, in fact, retrospectively linked to those roots” (“FE,” 
285). Therefore, it is not that sex, class, or race determines a person’s identity, 
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but that sex, class, or race have already been discursively established as crite-
ria or recognizable markers of identity. Thus just as Scott affi  rms that there is 
no universal human nature that can be attributed to women in any and all 
historical times, she denies that women’s identity is the expression of a preex-
isting female identity that can be invoked at any given historical moment. She 
believes that such a view can neither account for the changing character of 
women’s identity, nor for the very fact that at some point “women” became a 
form of identity. It cannot account “either for the subjectively diff erent per-
ceptions women have of themselves as women or for the ways in which at 
certain moments ‘women’ become consolidated as an identity group.” In this 
way Scott maintains that the community of women does not preexist its invo-
cation, but is generated by signifying operations, including “fantasies,” which 
posit women as transcending both history and diff erence. That is, such signi-
fying operations wield the category of women in order to give coherence to 
confusion and reduce multiplicity to unity and, in so doing, to congeal the 
category as an identity (“FE,” 288, 290).

Certainly, the pro cess of the discursive constitution of any identity is 
masked when that identity appears as something natural and stable. But this 
appearance should not lead us to forget the operation of the pro cess itself and 
the need for historians to proceed to its analysis, especially if we want to un-
derstand and explain the formation of the identity in question. As Scott indi-
cates, the presumption of a categorical and universal subject (whether worker, 
peasant, woman, black) obscures the operations of diff erence that underlie 
and inform the or ga ni za tion of social life. Each one of these categories, once 
taken as something fi xed, solidifi es the subject’s constituting pro cess and makes 
the pro cess less visible; in turn, this leads to naturalizing the eff ects of the 
pro cess rather than analyzing its operation (“EE,” 791– 792). From this argu-
ment it follows that what changes through time is not simply the perception 
about a certain identity, but the identity itself. As Scott argues, “there’s an il-
lusory sameness established by referring to a category of person (women, 
workers, African Americans, homosexuals) as if it never changed, as if not the 
category, but only its historical circumstances varied over time.” Thus, histo-
rians of women have wondered, for instance, in what way the changes in the 
legal, social, economic, and medical status of women aff ected their possibili-
ties of liberation and equality. However, the question of how these changes 
altered the meaning of the term women itself has been asked less frequently, 
even though the category is uncritically presupposed in these sorts of analysis 
(“FE,” 285).

For Scott, identity is not the mere expression of a set of physical or social 
attributes that serve as its referents. Identity emerges from the mediation of 
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classifi catory and diff erentiated categories of identity at work in each par tic u-
lar case. This is what makes identities diff erential and relational entities. That 
is, identities are formed in contrast with other identities and by means of op-
erations of diff erentiation and exclusion. As Scott puts it, the “relational na-
ture of diff erence” implies that identities are not inherent in subjects, but 
rather produced “discursively by contrast with others.” A person is “some-
thing” not because she or he is that something intrinsically, but because she 
or he is not something  else. So, for instance, “part of being white” meant “not 
being black”; En glishness was established in contrast to Indianness.14

The notion of language as a system of signifi cation and the vision of iden-
tity as a historical entity that is diff erential and discursively constructed crys-
tallize in Scott’s concept of “gender.” Scott begins with the distinction be-
tween sex and gender; she defi nes gender as “the social or ga ni za tion of sexual 
diff erence.” Gender, she writes, does not refl ect “fi xed and natural physical 
diff erences between women and men,” because the meanings of those diff er-
ences “vary across cultures, social groups, and time,” since “nothing about the 
body, including women’s reproductive organs, determines univocally how 
social divisions will be shaped” (GPH, 2).15 However, Scott does not restrict 
her critique to distinguishing between sex and gender, between the physical 
fact and the social relations based on it. She goes one step further in her theo-
rization. For her, the concept of gender does not designate merely men’s and 
women’s social roles, but refers to modes of knowledge— integrally related to 
linguistic patterns— that or ga nize the perception of nature and its relation to 
those social roles. Gender is not just a social phenomenon that changes with 
time, but the eff ect of a discursive articulation of sex as well as of the relations 
between the sexes. As she puts it, “we cannot see sexual diff erence except as a 
function of our knowledge about the body and that knowledge is not ‘pure,’ 
cannot be isolated from its implication in a broad range of discursive con-
texts.” Consequently, sexual diff erence is not “the originary cause from which 
social or ga ni za tion ultimately can be derived. It is instead a variable social or-
ga ni za tion that itself must be explained” (GPH, 2).

From this point of view, the concept of gender leads us to investigate “the 
specifi c forms taken by the social or ga ni za tion of sexual diff erence,” although it 
would be wrong to presume these forms “as variations on an unchanging 
theme of patriarchal domination.” The concept of gender does not refer merely 
to the changing relations between men and women or between sexes, but 
rather to the way in which such relations have been conceived and catego-
rized. This concept demands a careful analysis of the “concrete manifesta-
tions” and the “diff erent meanings the same words might have.” Even as the 
term gender refers “to the ways in which relationships between men and 
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women  were conceived,” neither the relationships nor the men and women 
are to be taken as the same in all cases. For that reason, it is not enough to ap-
ply the notion of gender to these relations; it is more fundamentally a question 
of interrogating and historicizing the terms with which these relations are 
conceptualized.16

It is precisely this defi nition of gender that leads Scott both to make a 
clear distinction between the history of women and the history of gender, and 
to affi  rm that a signifi cant number of the works that are published in the area 
belong to the fi rst category and not to the second. In her view, the object of 
historical study should not be simply to document the diff erence between 
men and women, but to inquire into the operation generating that diff erence 
as signifi cant and meaningful; she describes this operation as having a discur-
sive character. According to Scott, a considerable number of studies that pur-
port to off er a “gender analysis” are often “quite predictable studies of women,” 
or studies of diff erences in the status, experience, and possibilities open to 
women and men. Those studies “rarely examine how the meanings of ‘women’ 
and ‘men’ are discursively established.” In fact, she concludes, many feminist 
scholars who use the term “gender” explicitly reject the premise that “men” 
and “women” are historically variable categories. As a result, the concept of 
“gender” has been losing its critical edge in recent scholarly and po liti cal dis-
course (GPHR, xii). In fact, according to Scott, it is ever more common to fi nd 
gender equated with the enumeration or explication of the social roles that 
belong to the sexes. Since the nineties, the concept “seems to have lost its abil-
ity to startle and provoke us.” In the United States it has become a term of 
ordinary use that routinely appears off ered as “a synonym for women, for the 
diff erences between the sexes, for sex.” At times, Scott adds, the term “de-
notes the social rules imposed on men and women,” but it rarely refers “to the 
knowledge that organizes our perceptions of ‘nature.’ ” As a result, the con-
cept of gender is in the pro cess of losing its groundbreaking character along 
with its analytic potential. Scott confesses that for this reason that she uses it 
less and less frequently in her work (GPHR, xii).

Despite these problems with “gender,” Scott’s historical work continues 
to demonstrate how such categories might be used to alter academic work and 
reveal the po liti cal stakes in such work. For instance, Scott makes use of the 
notion of women’s identity— understood as a historical and discursively con-
structed entity— as an analytical tool in her historical study of French femi-
nism.17 The main thesis of her study is that the feminist identity characteristic 
of the modern age was an eff ect of the signifying articulation of women’s 
social situation by means of categories of a modern universalizing dis-
course of individual, equality, and human rights. In concrete terms, it was 
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the perception— through such discourses and their categories— of women’s 
subordination and of their exclusion from the public sphere that led women to 
start conceiving of themselves as subjects with rights. In so doing, they ac-
quired their historical and po liti cal identity as women. Whether claiming 
their condition as equals—equality- based feminism— or the importance of 
their diff erences— diff erence feminism— feminists defi ned themselves using 
a normative pattern of identity, and employing the category of the abstract 
individual introduced by universalizing discourse.

But the universalizing discourse not only engendered a new women’s 
identity, allowing women to defi ne themselves as subjects with rights, but also 
gave rise to feminism itself, for feminism emerged as a result of the contradic-
tion between the declaration of equality of all human beings and the exclusion 
of a portion of them— women—from the public sphere and from po liti cal 
participation. Feminism and the confl icts it generated must be considered “as 
symptoms of contradictions in the po liti cal discourses that produced femi-
nism” and that it appealed to and challenged at the same time. These  were 
the discourses of individualism, individual rights, and social obligation, as 
used by republicans and socialists to or ga nize the institutions of demo cratic 
citizenship (OP, 3).

Feminism and feminist practice are caught in a paradox, according to 
Scott, precisely because contemporary women’s identity originates through 
the mediation of a universalizing discourse. The paradox lies in that to fi ght 
diff erence and exclusion of women, women have to begin and support their 
claims on the same discursive categories— particularly that of the abstract 
individual— that have produced that diff erence and that exclusion. Women’s 
calls for equality are paradoxical because they are based on the same catego-
ries or principles that defi ne them as unequal and that, consequently, expel 
them from the public sphere. Feminists, writes Scott, challenged “the prac-
tice of excluding women from citizenship.” In order to do so, they based their 
position on the argument that there was “neither a logical nor an empirical 
connection between the sex of one’s body and one’s ability to engage in poli-
tics, that sexual diff erence was not an indicator of social, intellectual, or po-
liti cal capacity.” However, Scott continues, even though those arguments are 
powerful and compelling, they  were also paradoxical, because in order “to 
protest women’s exclusion,” feminists had to act “on behalf of women and so 
invoked the very diff erence they sought to deny” (OP, x). Similarly, when ex-
clusion was legitimated “by reference to the diff erent biologies of women and 
men,” sexual diff erence was established as a natural fact and an ontological 
basis for social and po liti cal diff erentiation. Thus, in the age of demo cratic 
revolutions, “women” came into being as po liti cal outsiders through the 
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discourse of sexual diff erence. Feminism was a protest against the po liti cal 
exclusion of women. Its objective was to eliminate sexual diff erence from 
politics. However, feminism had to make its claims on behalf of “women,” 
who  were discursively produced, precisely, through sexual diff erence. As a 
result, as much as it acted for “women,” “feminism produced the ‘sexual dif-
ference’ it sought to eliminate.” “This paradox— the need both to accept and 
to refuse ‘sexual diff erence’— was the constitutive condition of feminism” 
(OP, 3– 4).

Nevertheless, when women took up their classifi cation as a separate 
group, a classifi cation made possible within modern discourse itself, it was 
that discourse that granted authority and eff ectiveness to their demands. Only 
then did they articulate their po liti cal claims in a discourse shared by their 
opponents (OP, x). This implies that the universalizing discourse not only gen-
erated feminism, but also established the conditions for the possibility of its 
practice, its struggle, and its demands.

In this regard we can also say that the practice is also a “discursive ef-
fect.”18 As such, it bears on Scott’s theory of human action. In response to in-
dividualist and rationalist arguments for human behavior, she argues that, for 
feminists, action cannot be explained in terms of individual characteristics or 
will, since subjects are not autonomous entities; rather, action must be ex-
plained in terms of the eff ect of the discursive conditions and contexts which 
themselves form the conditions of possibility for action. Thus, she states, “in-
stead of assuming that agency follows from an innate human will, I want to 
understand feminism in terms of the discursive pro cesses . . .  that produce 
po liti cal subjects, that make agency . . .  possible even when it is forbidden or 
denied” (OP, 16).

This implies, in turn, that discursive contexts establish the rules of 
domination as well as the terms and possibility for re sis tance, granting as 
well its meaning and eff ectiveness. The universalizing defi nition of human 
nature and of equality generates women’s identity and establishes a horizon 
of po liti cal expectations for women: achieving equality. Moreover, this dis-
course makes feminist struggles eff ective, for they are based on principles, 
categories, and arguments, especially universality, largely shared with their 
opponents, who cannot, then, fail to consider them without abrogating 
their own principles. The claim to rights appeals both to diff erence and to 
equality, invoking universalization, but asking also what it means in light of 
sexual diff erence. Therefore, argues Scott, the task is not just to focus on 
the opposition between domination and re sis tance, or between control and 
action, but to discern those complex pro cesses that enable and set limits to 
the possibilities of action by people or groups.19 From this point of view, 
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feminism’s use of universalizing principles, categories, and arguments is not 
simply a rhetorical appeal, a merely instrumental use of the available lan-
guage and cultural values; rather, it is a consequence of the fact that femi-
nism itself is constituted by these same principles and categories and seeks 
to make its intervention there. We might say that feminism was not only 
born within such language but also depends on that language for its con-
tinuing operation. As Scott writes, “[T]he history of feminism is not simply 
a history of contrary women uttering dissenting opinions. Nor can it be 
captured by the oxymoronic description of ‘women claiming the rights of 
Man.’ The paradoxes I refer to are not strategies of opposition, but the constitutive 

elements of feminism itself ” (OP, 5, emphasis added). Feminism has off ered so 
many paradoxes because it was articulated on a discourse that equated indi-
viduality with masculinity.

Changes in the discursive context aff ected the shape of feminist identity 
and practice. This is because modern feminist identity, feminism, and its 
practice arose from the historical deployment of established po liti cal dis-
courses. According to Scott, we should acknowledge that feminists have for-
mulated their claims for rights “in terms of very diff erent epistemologies” and 
that their arguments “must be read that way,” and not as evidence of “a tran-
scendent or continuous woman’s consciousness or women’s experience.” That 
is, even though the repeated pattern of the paradox grants the claims an “aura 
of timelessness,” the feminist concepts used “were rooted in their times and 
can fi nally be understood only in their specifi city.” History accounts not only 
for the feminists’ “variety of positions,” but also for the diff erent ways in 
which the identity of “woman” was conceived (OP, 13).20

The theoretical challenge that Scott has posed to historians does not en-
tail, as Scott has carefully noted, a mere idealist inversion of the materialist or 
objectivist model of explanation. On the contrary, it affi  rms the premise that 
language, inasmuch as it is discourse, is an active element in the formation of 
subjects as well as their practices. As a result, the discursive categories under-
lying these subjects and their practices, and whose mediating eff ect has made 
them possible, should not only serve as a point of departure for every histori-
cal study, but also be taken as a basic explanatory variable. If this challenge is 
accepted, Scott argues, we will pay attention to language and to the pro cesses 
through which categories and meanings have been articulated; otherwise, we 
will continue to impose models on the world that perpetuate conventional 
understandings rather than open up new interpretive possibilities.21 In sum, 
historians should respond to questions such as: “How have categories of repre-
sen ta tion and analysis— such as class, race, gender, relations of production, 
biology, identity, subjectivity, agency, experience, even culture— achieved 
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their foundational status? What have been the eff ects of their articulations? 
What does it mean for historians to study the past in terms of these categories 
and for individuals to think of themselves in these terms?” (“EE,” 796). On 
the basis of this theoretical challenge that Scott has posed, a new practice of 
history has taken form.
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What do you call a woman who sleeps in a coffi  n and keeps a pet alligator? Or 
a woman who harbors two lions in her backyard? In the nineteenth century, 
such a woman was called an “eccentric.” Two such French eccentrics  were Rosa 
Bonheur (1822– 1899) (fi g. 3.1) and Sarah Bernhardt (1844– 1923) (fi g. 3.2). 
Rosa Bonheur enjoyed international renown as a paint er of animals, most fa-
mously The  Horse Fair in 1853. She was the most recognized woman paint er of 
her day, and the fi rst French woman to receive the Légion d’honneur.1 Like Bon-
heur, Sarah Bernhardt was an international celebrity. Besides bringing Paris to 
its feet in such plays as Cleopatra and Hamlet, the actress opened her own Pa ri-
sian theater, where she acted and produced when she was not touring. By the 
1890s, Bernhardt had become far more than an actress: she was also “the Bern-
hardt,” la Divine, arguably the most famous woman in the world.

These two women distinguished themselves by establishing reputations 
as eccentrics as well as celebrities. Bonheur attracted attention as an excen-

trique in the 1850s by jaunting about Paris astride a  horse in trousers and a 
jacket. Men of position scheduled to rendezvous with her in the Bois de Bou-
logne took one look and galloped off  in the opposite direction.2 Bonheur also 
attracted gossip by keeping an entire menagerie of animals in her back yard, 
including lions, almost forty sheep, goats,  horses, oxen, mules, and a wild 
boar. Similarly, a wide range of contemporaries saw Bernhardt “as always in 
love with eccentricity.”3 “Scour the annals of the theatrical arts,” dared the 
drama critic Francisque Sarcey, “you will never again see as strange a specta-
cle as this turbulent, treacherous life.” 4 Like Bonheur, Bernhardt was fond of 
large beasts such as pumas and alligators, and gave them the free run of her 
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Figure 3.1. Rosa Bonheur and her lion Fatma

home on the Boulevard Péreire in Paris. The actress was also known to es-
chew a bed as her sleeping place in favor of a coffi  n (fi g. 3.3).5

Bonheur and Bernhardt  were among the most celebrated of women in 
nineteenth- century Eu ro pe an society. It was no coincidence, I will argue, that 
both women established reputations for being eccentric. To do so, both built 
upon their professional status as artists, and exploited the new media tech-
nologies of their era. Their embrace of eccentricity as a personal style helped 
them to manage their fame; it represented some acknowledgement on their 
part that as female celebrities, they had become culturally unintelligible to 
their public. Celebrity in the nineteenth century assumed the recognition of 
individual self- achievement, and necessitated unpre ce dented levels of visibil-
ity, publicity, and exposure.6 According to Lenard Berlanstein, because the 
female role was to dwell in the private realm and to be barely seen, let alone 
heard, “constructing celebrity status for men” was “infi nitely easier than for 
women.” In other words, celebrity challenged the notion of female self- 
abnegation inscribed in the dominant bourgeois domestic ideal.7 As we shall 
see, Bonheur and Bernhardt dealt with this “problem” of female celebrity by 
playing with their cultural illegibility. Embracing precisely their strangeness 
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as women, they became eccentric, transforming their unconventionality into 
something amusing and idiosyncratic.

As eccentrics, Bonheur and Bernhardt could not be held responsible for 
their actions, a fact that was key to the success of their image. Both women pre-
sented themselves as “victims” of the celebrity surrounding them. Bernhardt, in 
par tic u lar, made herself out to be the hapless prey of the reporter, whom she 
condemned as “a veritable dung- beetle.”8 “Since the very creation of reporters,” 
she wrote with her usual fl air for understatement, “there is no person on this 
earth who has suff ered as much from them as I did on my fi rst tour.”9 By por-
traying herself as a casualty of the press, Bernhardt disavowed authorship of her 
own eccentric image. Such a denial was crucial to the credibility of the eccen-
tric qua eccentric, since the behavior was not supposed to be intentional. Bon-
heur and Bernhardt had to appear to do weird things out of whim or instinct 

Figure 3.2. Sarah 
Bernhardt in L’Aiglon
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rather than conscious intent. In this way, they could not be held accountable for 
their actions. As creative artists, both women sought lives that  were inventive 
and unscripted. The par tic u lar brand of blamelessness they gained through ec-
centric behavior made their lives more livable precisely in these terms.

Bernhardt led a scandalous life, which hardly needs rehearsing  here: she 
engaged in prostitution as a young child, bore an illegitimate child, had one 
brief, disastrous marriage, and counted lovers by the dozen. And yet, with the 
exception of her anti- Semitic enemies, she was prized by the vast majority 
of French people, who viewed her as maddeningly fickle, but ultimately 
adorable— an artist who led her life “up so high” that she could not be judged 
by normal standards. Bonheur enjoyed the same blamelessness of the eccen-
tric. Like Bernhardt, she was hardly a model of the domestic feminine. Women 
artists  were dismissed as “unnatural” besides entirely lacking in talent. In addi-
tion, Bonheur shunned marriage and lived openly with two women— the 
fi rst, an inventor, and the second, an American from San Francisco who was 

Figure 3.3. Sarah 
Bernhardt in her coffi  n
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half her age. In an era when no woman dared put a cigarette to her mouth, she 
was a chain- smoker. And yet Bonheur was “forgiven” because of her eccen-
tricity. While some critics singled out Bonheur’s so- called masculine face as a 
warning to women seeking an art career, there  were many more who, as 
Tamar Garb has put it, “indulged her personal whims by dwelling on their ec-
centricity, their very oddness.”10 Again, tolerance sprang from the general 
view that an eccentric could not be blamed for her behavior, which was be-
yond individual intent or will.

By using the technologies of celebrity (newsprint, photography, magazine 
copy) to market themselves as eccentrics, these two women not only managed 
their fame, but also, notably, got away with mortal sins against true womanhood. 
How can we understand this immunity in a society notorious for its restrictions 
on female behavior? Because eccentric behavior was not taken seriously in the 
nineteenth century, historians have largely disregarded it as well.11 My aim in 
this essay is to question the putative innocence of eccentricity. What  were the 
politics of eccentricity? How did eccentricity fi gure in the eff orts of women to 
sustain an imaginative relation to gender norms in the nineteenth century? His-
torians have devoted enormous attention to nineteenth- century gender norms, 
regarding them as a contested but relatively stable set of ideals and practices con-
trolling the terms “male” and “female” during this period. Such norms, historians 
have argued,  were either enacted or rejected by women in their social behavior. 
The eccentricity of Bonheur and Bernhardt reveals the overly mechanistic way in 
which we have understood “re sis tance” to gender norms. Not only did individual 
women maintain infi nitely variable relations to such norms, thus defying the no-
tion of the “normal,” but they also produced these norms even as they challenged 
them.12 On one level, Bonheur and Bernhardt appear to have used their eccen-
tricity to escape preexisting normative “rules.” But such an argument overlooks 
the fact that eccentricity could not be understood without reference to conven-
tion or normality. As such, eccentricity reinforced as well as challenged the sta-
bility of norms. The purpose of this article, then, is not only to examine how 
Bonheur and Bernhardt as “rebel” eccentrics managed to trip up the nineteenth- 
century gender system, but more importantly, to complicate our understanding 
of how individual women sustained a creative relation to gender norms.

In being dubbed eccentrics, Bonheur and Bernhardt represented a new 
breed. For although human beings have exhibited strange behavior since the 
beginning of time, the very notion of the eccentric individual did not exist in 
Western societies before the modern era. Up until the eigh teenth century, 
there  were eccentric stars but not yet eccentric persons. In fact, “eccentric” 
had no fi gurative meaning at all until 1685, when an En glish poet, in compar-
ing a human to a star, used the meta phor of “the brightest, yet the most excen-
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trick Soul.”13 Originally “eccentric” was an astronomical term which referred 
to a planet whose axis was other than centrally placed. Stars in eccentric orbit 
felt the pull of gravity from other stars as well as the one they  were orbiting. 
As a result, their paths diverged from a normal ellipse or circle; an eccentric 
orbit followed an arc that was remote from where it was supposed to be. Ec-
centricity was about location, mea sured precisely by its aberration from a 
normal orbit. It was produced by and served as an index of normality.

The fi gurative meaning of eccentric as “odd and whimsical” gained strength 
in En gland during the eigh teenth century, crossed the Channel to France in 
1817, and from there traveled to Germany in the 1830s. Even then, one could 
still not be an excentrique as a type until the 1840s.14 In the 1850s, however, 
the word became fabulously chic. French writers fl ocked to variants of the 
word excentrique, including some of the most rebellious French women of the 
early nineteenth century.15 It was Germaine de Staël, for example, who intro-
duced the fi gurative term “eccentric” to French readers in 1817. In addition, 
the novelist George Sand used it in record numbers in her 1855 autobiogra-
phy, Journal de ma vie, in order to describe her penchant for “walking away 
from every convention in the world,” including her habit of wearing a male 
suit.16 From its very invention, eccentricity bore a special relationship to the 
female gender. In the earliest En glish usages of the term, eccentric behavior in 
women became synonymous with the transgression of gender norms. In the 
Common Sense of 1737, for example, women  were described as “confi ned within 
the narrow limits of Domestic Offi  ces, and when they stray beyond them, 
they move excentrically, and consequently without Grace.”17

Eccentricity as a mode of behavior was thus “invented” in the late eigh-
teenth and early nineteenth centuries. It coincides, then, with the emergence 
of a bourgeois demo cratic state in France. This chronology makes sense if we 
consider that eccentricity is grounded in individualism— the central value of 
liberal society— and can be defi ned as a kind of hyper- individualism. To use 
the astronomical idiom, the eccentric feels the gravitational pull of some con-
trary, singular force moving her into another orbit. An eccentric person, like 
an eccentric orbit, was located somewhere other than where she was sup-
posed to be, and thus indexed normative behavior. Still another fi gurative 
meaning of eccentric was “regulated by no central control.”18 Clearly, eccen-
tricity was a product of the normative society that distinguished modern lib-
eral culture. In recent years, historians have closely linked the consolidation 
of liberal society with the emergence of such “disciplinary regimes” as medi-
cine, psychology, sexology, and criminology. Through such “disciplines,” they 
argue, professionals began to regulate a variety of human behaviors— sexual 
activity, personal and public hygiene, workplace conduct, familial relations. 
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Such disciplining was necessary, they contend, to maintain social order in a 
state where freedom was considered an innate right.19

But the very imposition of homogenous norms on human behavior also cre-
ated the possibility of diff erentiation at the level of the individual. The new em-
phasis on conventional behavior gave rise to the eccentric, who materialized the 
limits of normative behavior, appearing to resist them but, in fact, reinforcing 
them. Eccentrics such as Bonheur and Bernhardt engaged precisely these ten-
sions between the norm and the exception, the same and the diff erent, which 
lay at the heart of nineteenth- century liberal society. They expertly navigated 
the reverse gravitational forces of convention and individualism. As artists, they 
inhabited socially marginal spaces where, according to Jerrold Seigel, they helped 
to act out and resolve the contradictions of bourgeois society.20 As stars, they 
steered their lives into eccentric orbits. Like eccentricity, “stardom” was a recent 
import from the astronomical lexicon, and also an invention of the nineteenth 
century. Again, En gland was in the forefront, using the word “star” in 1824 to 
describe an actress who, by name alone, could pack a theater. The French noted 
this En glish usage as early as 1844, and welcomed the new meaning of étoile into 
the French lexicon during the late 1870s, precisely the heyday of Bonheur and 
Bernhardt’s careers. Although the word is not included in the Littré of 1875, 
Zola referred to “La Blonde Géraldine, une étoile d’opérettes” in his 1880 novel 
Nana.21 Actresses  were much more likely to be crowned “stars” than actors. By 
1902, La Vie en  Rose could observe that it was now female étoiles, not theatrical 
pieces, which determined the size of an audience, particularly those “veritable 
suns, around which revolves all of Paris theater.”22

Bernhardt was such a sun. When she married in 1882, her husband was 
dubbed “a satellite of a star.”23 When she left state- sponsored theater in the 
1880s to begin her international tours, one journalist wanted to know “why 
she left the Comédie- Française to become a wandering star?”24 “I am the 
morning star; I am the eve ning star, I am the star of the day, . . .  I am she who 
shines,” was how still another contemporary described Bernhardt in 1898.25 
To say that Sarah Bernhardt also knew how to stage a star image would be an 
understatement. As is well known, the actress pioneered marketing and pub-
licity in the star system, becoming notorious for her manipulation of the press 
and advertising industries. Quite apart from her profession as an actress (but 
obviously building upon it), Bernhardt crafted a self that was all illusion and 
artifi ce, a surface play of images behind which the “real” Bernhardt became 
impossible to locate. “A vagabond comet,” as one admirer described her in 
1896, Bernhardt created and re created herself according to her own whims 
and those of her managers and publicists.26 She became the model of subjec-
tivity as pure per for mance, a star constantly in orbit.27
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And so it was with Rosa Bonheur. Although “stardom” was mostly con-
fi ned to the theatrical world, Bonheur nevertheless became, according to Dan-
iele Digne, “the artistic star” who “knew the tedium of the star system,” and 
was indisposed for her autograph, her photograph, and even the locks of her 
hair.28 Bonheur became an international star artist, whose work was commer-
cially successful in the United States and En gland as well as France. At the 
heart of this international success story was Bonheur’s shrewdness as a self- 
promoter of a par tic u lar image. As Gabriel Weisberg has observed, “she well 
understood that in order to market her paintings successfully, her dress, de-
meanor and public image— in addition to her paintings— were crucial to shap-
ing perceptions of her accomplishments as an artist. Bonheur was one of the 
earliest paint ers to use modern methods of self- promotion to establish herself 
as an international personality.”29 Such methods included interviews and bio-
graphical portraits in the new mass press, replete with photographs of her “at 
home” in her studio at Fontainebleau. British and American magazines lavished 
attention on the artist’s clothes, her animals, and her chateau. The press copy 
generated often exceeded attention to her paintings, but it increased their value 
in the pro cess. Bonheur also used other media stars to stage her celebrity. When 
the Universal Exposition of 1889 brought Buff alo Bill and his Wild West Show 
to Paris, Bonheur recognized a kindred spirit. She smothered the famous cow-
boy with attention, and famously painted his portrait.30

It became impossible to fathom the star power of either Bonheur or Bern-
hardt without reckoning with their bizarre habits. Building on already cul-
turally embedded links between the artist and capricious behavior, both women 
fl aunted their oddness. For much of her career, Bonheur played up her uncon-
ventional appearance and mannerisms in the media. As the critic Judith 
Grainger has put it, she “knew the advantage of public image and used her 
eccentricities to build a controversial and somewhat mysterious persona to 
enhance her reputation.”31 Her paintings became hot commodities on the art 
market. Like Bonheur, Bernhardt considered herself fi rst and foremost an 
artist; the fantastic whims of the artist  were her only master.32 Her fans ate it 
up. “In an era when the marvelous seems to have vanished from sight,” wrote 
the journalist Claude- Roger Marx, “she has also known to remain far- away, to 
preserve a mystery not exhausted by the years.”33 Marx evoked a common 
view of Bernhardt as somehow outside the normal order of things. As another 
critic put it, “Sarah’s fantasy and her pride have carried her up so high that her 
life is no longer visible; nor can we communicate with her. Everything up 
there is superb but unreal, made only for the charm of the imagination.”34

Bernhardt hovered on the peripheries of Pa ri sian society, pulled away by the 
force of her own unpredictable desires. Indeed, an older meaning of eccentric 
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was “out of the way.” The word “eccentric” derived from the Greek ek mean-
ing “out of” and kentron meaning “circle.” “Deviation from a centre, in fact, is 
the very thing which constitutes eccentricity,” wrote a British cleric in 1859.35 
As deviations from the center, eccentric orbits  were linked to the peripheral. 
Both Bonheur and Bernhardt  were already identifi ed with the social margins 
as artists. Bonheur’s decision to live just outside Paris in By was a common 
choice for an artist. Many of Bernhardt’s closest friends had their roots in the 
theatrical and literary underworld of Pa ri sian life, among them Jean Lorrain, 
René Vivien, and Oscar Wilde.36 In addition, because of her Jewishness, crit-
ics tied Bernhardt to an exotic Orient on the peripheries of Eu rope. Accord-
ing to anti- Semites, her half- Jewish origins “gave her face the troublesome 
grace of the bohemian or gypsy,” and “link[ed] her to the Orient and to the 
primitive world.”37 Because of its geo graph i cal remoteness to Eu rope, the 
Orient itself was considered eccentric. As the fi gurative meaning of eccen-
tricity took root, Eu ro pe ans linked the eccentric location of Northern Africa 
and the Middle East to its culture, which they deemed lacking in normative 
disciplining. As a result, the Orient became to them a “reservoir of infi nite 
peculiarity,” to use Edward Said’s phrase.38

Even as eccentricity became associated with liminality, it took shape in 
the mass culture developing in urban centers. Through the new technologies 
of mass newsprint and photography, eccentrics emerged as a new modern 
“type” or social being. Eu ro pe ans hardly had to wait until the nineteenth cen-
tury to witness humans behaving outlandishly. Nevertheless, eccentricity was 
novel in two ways. First, it served a new purpose, which was to materialize 
the limits of normative behavior in a bourgeois liberal society marked by dis-
ciplining and regulatory controls. Second, eccentrics  were now produced as 
images in a mass press particularly preoccupied with the curiosities of the every-
day. As Vanessa Schwartz has shown, the daily newspaper, as well as serial 
novels and guidebooks, “incessantly conjured a never- ending festival of mod-
ern life.”39 This set of images produced a new social being— the eccentric— 
who came to symbolize not only modern “spectacle” but also the modern re-
sponse to the legislation of identity.

Eccentricity can be defi ned as an inability to fi t easily into any reproduc-
ible norm. The eccentric eludes the limits of what we consider to be “normal” 
categories of identity reproducible through socialization and disciplining. If 
we take the example of the late Michael Jackson, for instance, we note that 
Jackson’s eccentricity derived precisely from his visual failure to meet norma-
tive expectations of race and gender. Jackson’s eccentricity originates in the 
fl uid visual space he occupies between black and white, male and female, 
 human and animal. His eccentricity results in a certain lack of intelligibility 
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or legibility— or an inability to be recognized according to prevailing social 
norms.40 As we shall see, both Bonheur and Bernhardt became unintelligible 
in this way, failing to match normative expectations. Visually, they could also 
be located in the peripheries between male and female, human and animal, 
just recognizable enough to be “odd” without being “normal.” Eccentricity 
was largely generated through visuality. While we can easily envision an ec-
centric outfi t, we have more diffi  culty conjuring up an eccentric novel, poem, 
or comment.41 To be eccentric was to present a queer spectacle of oneself. 
More specifi cally, the illegibility of Bonheur’s and Bernhardt’s images rested 
in their androgynous and therianthropic qualities, that is, their ability to visually 
merge male and female, human and animal forms.42

Critics have often attributed Bonheur’s androgyny to her childhood. Her 
mother died when little Rosa was quite young. As a result, Eugène de Mire-
court noted, “The little girl escaped the surveillance” of her father, and could 
be seen in Paris “running like a goat along the streets while her maid thought 
she was at school.” With “her brusque manners, her cropped hair and her 
round face, she could be mistaken for a boy playing hooky.” 43 To make matters 
worse, Bonheur’s father was an ardent disciple of St. Simonianism. As a child, 
the future artist fell under the spell of a social movement itself considered highly 
eccentric, not least because of its attitude toward gender roles. St. Simonians 
frowned on marriage, championed free love, and at one point set out for Egypt 
to fi nd a female messiah who could save the human race. They also adopted 
androgynous forms of dress, including wide culottes.44 Bonheur more or less 
followed this style most of her life. Bonheur’s eccentric garb can also be at-
tributed to her early identity as an artist, specifi cally her association with Pa-
ri sian bohemian artists who purposely donned clothes that would aff ront the 
bourgeoisie in the 1830s and 1840s.45

Bonheur’s famous excuse for her travesti was that she needed to dress like 
a man in order to visit the slaughter houses and sketch animals without being 
harassed.46 But Bonheur by no means limited her male costume to the 
slaughter house; she consistently wore a male style of dress at her chateau in 
Fontainebleau. Her friend Joseph Verdier recalled a female neighbor’s chagrin 
when his fi ancée took a stroll with the artist one day. She soon dropped by to 
scold Monsieur Verdier for letting his fi ancée walk unchaperoned with a man, 
and a handsome one at that.47 But to describe Bonheur’s clothes as “male” or 
to say that she simply “cross- dressed” is not quite right, for her costume was 
neither really feminine nor masculine. In 1853, an observer described her 
dress as “a compromise between that of a woman and a man.”48 “Impossible to 
guess her sex,” declared Eugène de Mirecourt in 1856.49 For her part, Bon-
heur enjoyed her ability to keep everyone guessing. “They wonder to which 
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sex I belong!” she once wrote gleefully to her sister.50 The key, as Bonheur’s 
companion Nathalie Micas brilliantly fi gured out, was to create a costume 
that was unique to the artist alone. She instructed Bonheur to wear some-
thing as “distinctively yours” as Napoleon’s cap was to his image. In response, 
Bonheur created a uniform consisting of a Breton- style smock, a vest, simple 
pants, and a little cap (fi g. 3.1). Contemporaries deemed it “queer” and “odd” 
but also amusing.51 Bonheur’s costume became eccentric rather than scandal-
ous because it was recognizable as hers alone, and thus inhabited a unique site 
on the peripheries of gender norms. In her paintings as well, Bonheur posi-
tioned herself on the peripheries. Art historians have traditionally viewed 
Bonheur’s art (in contrast to her lifestyle) as conservative and conventional.52 
More recently, however, the art historian James Saslow has argued that Bon-
heur portrayed herself in drag as a clean- shaven male in her most famous 
painting, The  Horse Fair. Saslow describes this painting “as a male space, from 
which Bonheur was excluded by law and custom, and to which she gained 
admission by subterfuge.”53 According to her biographer Theodore Stanton, it 
was while painting The  Horse Fair that Bonheur fi rst experimented with trav-

esti: as a result, she was delighted to be “taken everywhere for a young man 
and no attention was paid to her comings and goings.”54 If Saslow’s interpreta-
tion can be believed, Bonheur simply extended the private joke by appearing 
in drag in her most famous painting.

Bernhardt also trumped normative expectations concerning gender and 
dress. The artist sometimes wore men’s clothes off stage, notably when she 
explored her talents as a sculptor (fi g. 3.4). In a famous portrait of the artist in 
her studio, she sported a smart white suit softened by ruffl  es at the collar. 
Hardly practical for carving stone, the suit was nothing but another costume 
donned to display her talents for the press. Like Bonheur, Bernhardt claimed 
that her cross- dressing was a professional hazard— she found male characters 
to be richer and more complex than female ones.55 Indeed, some of the most 
successful moments of Bernhardt’s career  were her male roles.56 She had her 
fi rst big break in 1869 as the troubadour Zanetto in François Coppée’s Le Pas-

sant. At the peak of her career, she played Hamlet as well as the Duc de Reich-
stadt in Rostand’s L’Aiglon, both to high, if not unanimous, acclaim (fi g. 3.2).57 
While rehearsing for L’Aiglon, Bernhardt played with gender roles in her press 
appearances. For example, when someone asked her about her ability to re-
hearse until 3:00 or 4:00 a.m. as the Duc, she responded “Bah! Don’t be 
surprised. Now that I’ve cut my hair short, I feel like I have the strength of a 
man.”58 As the Duc, she drew this response from a reporter concerning her 
short hair and male costume: “She wears it with such ease that the ‘real’ men 
beside her have the air of being disguised.”59 The eff ect of Bernhardt’s travesti 
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was to render masculinity as queer and strange as herself. This denaturalizing 
eff ect explains why Bernhardt was one of the most caricatured personalities 
of her day. As a mode of repre sen ta tion that admits to its own mimicry 
through parody, caricature perfectly captured Bernhardt’s tendency to par-
ody rather than inhabit any normative identity. Her eccentricity signaled a 
tendency to stage the culturally inscribed limits of gender identity rather than 
“naturally” reproduce them.

Androgyny was an important signifi er of eccentricity in the nineteenth 
century, and fi rmly established both Bonheur and Bernhardt as “strange” in 

Figure 3.4. Sarah 
Bernhardt in her studio
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the public eye. But it was the two women’s relationship with animals that 
marked them as truly, verifi ably eccentric. Eccentricity was certainly not the 
sole province of females in the late nineteenth century. Oscar Wilde is but 
one example of the many male eccentrics inhabiting Paris during this time. At 
the same time, there  were arguably specifi c female traits of eccentricity. One 
of them was a peculiar relationship with animals, particularly cats. The asso-
ciation of women and cats dates back to medieval times, when black cats  were 
burned as witches.60 As the early modern icon of the marginal woman famed 
to live on the edge of town, the witch is probably the closest precursor we 
have to the female eccentric. Witches  were believed not only to harbor cats in 
large numbers, but to transform themselves into cats in order to better cast 
spells on their victims. Lonely old women  were said to keep black cats as fa-
miliars or lesser dev ils given by Satan at the time of their initiation into witch-
craft. Historians have noted how many of these prejudices survived into the 
nineteenth century.61 Even in the twentieth century, according to a recent 
pop u lar study on eccentrics, “the ste reo type of the eccentric woman is an old 
lady in a big  house with a hundred cats.” 62

Interestingly enough, Bonheur was often compared to a witch. In an 1856 
portrait of Bonheur, for example, Eugène de Mirecourt claimed that the artist 
“also rides every morning on a broomstick, fl ying off  up the chimney like a 
witch, especially going out on Saturday night, which is the hob goblins’ fright-
ful hour of orgies.”63 While Bonheur did not live with countless cats, she fa-
vored extremely large ones, including several full- grown lions.64 According 
to one art critic, she had an “obsessive interest in lions.”65 In 1873, the direc-
tor of a small zoo near Melun invited Bonheur to make studies of a lioness in 
their possession. Bonheur sketched “Pierette” again and again, but because 
she tired of traveling to the zoo, she went on to “rent” a lion named Brutus, 
and then have two shipped up from Marseilles. She kept these for about two 
months, then donated them to the Paris zoo. In 1884, Bonheur again took in 
two lion cubs, one of which, Fatma, lived with her three years.66 She fre-
quently gave them the run of the yard and  house. Bonheur delighted in the 
trouble Fatma got into when she chose to wander around and make a shambles 
of her bedroom.

Like Bonheur, Bernhardt had a special place in her heart for cats. On a 
theatrical tour in London in 1879, she set off  to Liverpool to acquire a lion. 
Instead she returned with a cheetah. Much to everyone’s chagrin, she let it 
loose in the backyard of her neighborhood in Chester Square. Her biographer 
Cornelia Otis Skinner describes the response of her entourage of friends: 
“Madame Guérard screamed and crossed herself, the butler dropped a tea 
tray, de Nittis kept fl ailing the air with his cane, Doré walked with stately 
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alacrity into the  house and everyone  else, including Sarah, burst into maniacal 
gales of laughter. Passers- by peered in amazement over the garden wall and 
scores of faces appeared at windows in the dignifi ed  houses surrounding 
Chester Square.”67 The scene was summed up in the next day’s London papers 
as a “witches’ Sabbath.” Returning to France across the channel also posed a 
challenge, as the cheetah inspired a near mutiny on the boat.68

Both women eventually developed a full- fl edged menagerie of unconven-
tional pets. Besides her lions, Bonheur kept hundreds of birds as well as an 
otter, brought back from the Pyrénées, who would sometimes escape his tank 
and crawl between her companion Nathalie Micas’s bedsheets.69 If we are to 
believe all reports, Bernhardt’s pets included over her lifetime: two Rus sian 
greyhounds, a poodle, a bull mastiff , a terrier, an Italian greyhound, a parrot, 
a monkey (named Darwin), three cats, several birds including a hawk, two 
 horses (Vermouth and Cassis), a boa, a lynx, a tigress, a wildcat, a wolfhound, 
a lion, a cheetah, six chameleons, and two pet alligators from Louisiana, one 
that Bernhardt killed by feeding it too much champagne, the other that she 
shot dead after it swallowed her beloved Manchester terrier. Bernhardt pro-
cured many of these animals while touring. Getting them back to France was 
not easy. A London hotel initially refused to  house a tigress on the vicious 
rumor that she had eaten two waiters.70 Even in Paris, Bernhardt’s menagerie 
became a problem when she allowed the cats to have the run of her  house. 
Alexandre Dumas, fi ls once lost his straw boater to a puma while waiting fi ve 
minutes for Bernhardt in her studio. In 1894, one terrifi ed reporter told the 
tale of fi nally gaining entry to the actress’s  house, only to be introduced to her 
two jaguars, Antony and Cleopatra.71

To keep big cats as pets was a performative gesture. When Bonheur and 
Bernhardt brought a large wild cat into a domesticated space, they expressed 
a sheer desire not only to cause trouble, but also to attract attention. Keeping 
wild animals was dangerous as well as strange; it demonstrated the kind of 
death- defying behavior already associated with bohemian artists, with their 
abuse of drugs and alcohol.72 In domesticating such animals, the two women 
also displayed a bravura akin to circus performers. The lion was known in the 
nineteenth century as he is today: “the terror of the forest,” in La Fontaine’s 
phrase, who could make animals tremble at his mere smell.73 Bonheur bragged 
that, unlike many of her male visitors, she felt no fear whatsoever approaching 
a four- hundred- pound predator. In order to avoid fi ghts with dogs and visi-
tors, she once had a night cage built for one of her lions. “But,” she qualifi ed, 
“she was so tame that I let her put her paws around my neck, I took her head 
and embraced her. She was a model of obedience and docility.”74 Fatma was simi-
larly slavish. She followed Bonheur around “like a poodle,” she once observed.75 
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When she and her companion Micas went to the train station to pick up the 
cubs from Marseilles, they did not tell the male train workers that they had 
been guarding the lions. This was because, explained Bonheur, “they would 
have died of fright retrospectively.”76 Bonheur’s fondness for predators helped 
to stage her androgyny: she used them to launch herself in the public eye as 
more manly than men.

Besides being dangerous, wild animals  were exuberant in famously un-
predictable ways. They engaged in such “uncivilized” behaviors as chasing, 
attacking, biting, and relieving themselves indoors. Such behaviors  were funny, 
inasmuch as they disrupted the “normal” course of life— causing screams, 
grasps for high furniture, repellent smells, and agonizing embarrassment. In 
short, feline behavior launched an all- out assault on the orderly disposition of 
nineteenth- century bourgeois liberal society. At the same time, such animal 
behavior— like eccentricity itself— was blameless; one could not blame an 
animal for behaving like an animal. The Romantics believed that the animal 
escaped the pull of normative disciplining altogether: its center of gravity 
was located elsewhere— in instinct and survival. What was considered “un-
disciplined” behavior among humans was “normal” or “natural” for animals. 
Animals, in other words,  were born eccentrics.

Through their menageries, then, these women used animals not only to 
thumb their noses at bourgeois probity, but more fundamentally, to call into 
question the very logic of the cultural norm. What was normal and what was 
uncivilized? The two artists also turned upside down the nineteenth century 
domestic imperative: that women maintain the home as a private oasis of com-
fort and tranquility. Home could hardly serve as a haven in a heartless world if 
you had a dangerous predator stalking your living room. Both Bonheur and 
Bernhardt insisted on keeping undomesticated animals uncaged in their  houses. 
Guests and neighbors  were troubled by the fact that the lions should be re-
strained and yet  weren’t.77 Both women, then, allowed normally confi ned crea-
tures to do as they please, even at the risk of being dangerous. Could not the 
same be said for them? Out of orbit, out of cages— the two women’s delight in 
large cats was nothing other than vicarious gender trouble once- removed. In 
leaving wild animals only partially “domesticated,” they created a living model 
of their own rebellious relationship to the French domestic ideal.

Bonheur and Bernhardt situated themselves in the public eye on the pe-
ripheries between the animal and human worlds. Besides being overrun with 
animals, Bernhardt’s mansion in Paris was decorated with animal furs from 
the far reaches of the globe. The gadfl y Jean Lorrain recalled beaver from 
Brazil, buff alo from Canada, and bear from South America; he described 
Bernhardt’s studio as “an accumulation of hair in every shade and from every 
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provenance.”78 According to Skinner, Bernhardt’s motivation for buying the 
lion while in London consisted in the fact that “she was fed up with meeting 
so many people. She had always found animals more interesting.”79 As Skin-
ner says of Bernhardt: “She could handle a supposedly savage beast such as a 
lynx or a cheetah with fearless ease. Even reptiles held a fascination for her. 
When she played Cleopatra, she more than once insisted upon using a real 
snake for the fi nal scene.80 Bernhardt once even schemed to graft a tiger tail 
onto her own spine. Hoping to lash it about when she was angry, she never-
theless allowed her friends to talk her out of it at the last minute.81

Similarly, Bonheur presented herself to the mass press as a romantic 
fi gure living amid her animals on the edge of the Fontainebleau forest (the 
periphery again). Her letters  were full of animal similes in which she com-
pared herself to a rat, a dog, a tortoise, a mule, a boar, and a bear.82 Speaking 
of Bonheur’s love of animals at the time of her death, Arsène Alexandre re-
marked: “The animal is an enigma; he off ers the beauty of life in movement, 
of instinct unspoiled by what makes men so insuff erable, that is, education.”83 
As a hermit living on the edge of the forest, Bonheur relished her animals’ 
lack of “education.” “Since I’ve been in By, living constantly in the midst of my 
animals,” she once told her companion Anna Klumpke, “I scarcely have time 
to play the grand lady; so my visitors will have to take me as I am.” 84 To live 
among her animals was the truth of her identity; to be une grande dame was to 
play an imposed role.85 “I need the society of no one,” she wrote in 1886; 
“What can the world do for me? A portrait paint er has need of these things, 
but not I, who fi nd all that is wanted in my dogs, my  horses, my hinds, and my 
stags of the forest.”86 Through her choice of artistic subject, Bonheur also po-
sitioned herself on the social peripheries. A pop u lar genre of painting at this 
time was to portray domesticated pets or interactions between animals and 
humans as a way of mediating between the natural and the social.87 By con-
trast, Bonheur’s art focused almost completely on a natural world cut off  from 
human society. As John Ruskin famously noted, Bonheur focused almost ex-
clusively on animals, and could not, or cared not, to articulate human faces.88 
Biographers personalize this element of Bonheur’s art, arguing that, as one 
critic put it, “a deep psychological need insistently forced her to establish close 
relationships with her pets, whose fond gazes compensated her for her appar-
ent sense of failure with human relationships.”89 Such an analysis tends to 
portray Bonheur in ste reo typical terms— as a failed spinster clinging desper-
ately to her animals as surrogate children.

In fact, Bonheur understood her closeness to her animals in a much more 
humorous, ironic and clever way. For example, Bonheur had Micas photo-
graph her snuggling up to Fatma, sometimes called la favorite de Ma de moi selle 
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(fi g. 3.1). The photograph— again very much part of the artist’s self- promotion 
qua artist— suggests the productive ways in which Bonheur’s eccentricity 
could operate in relation to her life- long love for women. The artist met Micas 
when the two  were adolescents. Inseparable for fi fty- three years, they lived 
together fi rst in Paris, then at Bonheur’s chateau until Micas’ death in 1889. 
That year, Bonheur met Anna Klumpke, an American paint er from San Fran-
cisco. Klumpke came to stay at By for a few months to paint Bonheur’s por-
trait. When Bonheur asked the young artist to stay on, she did, becoming 
Bonheur’s companion until the latter’s death in 1899. These relationships 
 were not without a distinct erotic charge, although it would be anachronistic 
to call them “lesbian.” As Sharon Marcus has argued recently, Micas and Bon-
heur “had higher levels of involvement and intimacy than even the closest of 
female friends.” Besides living together and being referred to by friends as a 
“couple,” they cared for each others’ bodies in illness, they combined their 
wealth, and they planned to be buried together. At the same time, as Marcus 
notes, such “friendships” could be highly naturalized so that they did not nec-
essarily “threaten” anyone.90

Bonheur’s photograph with Fatma suggests one such way in which female 
“friendships”  were assimilated into mid– nineteenth- century culture. Bonheur’s 
eccentric relationship with Fatma came to both symbolize and to disguise her 
“friendship” with Micas. As a member of the cat family, the lion also symbol-
ized sex. In medieval times, cats  were thought to be witches who altered them-
selves in order to copulate wildly under the direction of a huge devil– Tom Cat. 
Buff on vividly described the cat’s sexual desire: “she invites it, she calls for it, 
she announces her desires by her piercing cries.” When the male refuses her, 
“she pursues him, bites him and forces him, as it  were, to satisfy her.”91 “Le chat, 

la chatte” means in French the same as the En glish “pussy”; such words had been 
obscenities for centuries. A woman who allowed herself to be taken sexually 
was said to have “let the cat go to the cheese.”92 French artists insisted on the 
cat’s association with prostitution, itself once again linked to social marginal-
ity. Edouard Manet famously explored these connections in his painting 
“Olympia” featuring a black cat on a courtesan’s bed.93

If we return to Micas’ photograph with these meanings of the cat in 
mind, the photograph begs a new, more erotic interpretation. In a pose not 
unlike Manet’s prostitute, Bonheur embraces Fatma in a kittenish manner, 
and casts her eyes up in a seductive gaze at the photographer, who (signifi -
cantly) was Micas, her female companion. In her pose and facial expression, 
Bonheur could very well have been manipulating the sexual meanings of the 
cat already established in the French imagination. As a paint er intimately 
familiar with French art, she no doubt knew about this sexual symbolism. 
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Animals in such French paintings as Obedience Rewarded, by François Boucher, 
frequently represented lovers, male sexual excitement, and even sexual in-
tercourse.94 We are also reminded of the fable by La Fontaine in which a 
cat, loved “obsessively” by its male own er, turns into a female lover.95 The 
same element of eroticism seemed to color all Bonheur’s relations with her 
lions. After her lion Néro had been unhappily consigned to the zoo, the 
critic Jules Claretie described him as “reveling no longer in the caresses of 
his mistress, while his mane looked dirty and uncombed.”96 Given the 
wealth of sexual connotation surrounding cats, it is tempting to see Bon-
heur using Fatma to express her own erotic feelings for Micas, the photog-
rapher. According to the art historian James Saslow, during this period 
Bonheur staged various other “lesbian genre scenes” (Saslow’s term is, 
again, anachronistic) defi ned as a complex coding of homosexual love 
through photography. For example, Bonheur had herself photographed by 
Klumpke painting at her canvas, and featuring, in Saslow’s words, an “ex-
change of gazes between sitter and subject, with all that suggests about 
power, autonomy, and eroticism.”97

Fatma would also play a leading role in Bonheur’s liaison with Klumpke. 
The San Francisco artist fi rst ventured to Bonheur’s chateau as a translator for 
a wealthy  horse breeder from Wyoming. John Arbuckle had given Bonheur a 
very expensive  horse, and on a visit to France in 1887, he decided to visit both 
artist and  horse. Years later, Klumpke began her memoir of Bonheur with the 
story of this visit. Greeting them, a maid gave them the disappointing news 
that Bonheur was away in Nice, but nevertheless off ered to show Arbuckle his 
gift. At the barn, the guests  were treated fi rst to the  horse, and then to an ani-
mal the maid referred to as “la favorite de Ma de moi selle”: none other than 
Fatma. “A young lion, whose gaze became obstinately fi xed on the two un-
known visitors,” Fatma appeared alert, powerful, and self- contained, evoking 
the presence of the artist herself. When the maid released Fatma from her cage 
and suggested they all go for a walk, Arbuckle looked, in Klumpke’s words, 
distinctly “uncomfortable.” As the two Americans bid a hasty retreat for their 
carriage, Klumpke noticed “on the lips of the obliging maid a little smile which 
was not without malice.” From the start, Klumpke was in on the joke: the lion 
was there to make even big old cowboys feel just a wee bit ner vous. When 
Klumpke fi nally did meet Bonheur two years later, she described her future 
companion’s face as sensuously leonine: “Her face was framed by a mane of 
magnifi cent silvery gray hair whose silky, abundant curls fell to the nape of her 
neck and circled that venerable head like a halo.”98 And when Klumpke settled 
in at the chateau, becoming herself now “la favorite de Ma de moi selle,” Bonheur’s 
fi rst two gifts to her  were a sketch and an engraving of a lion.99
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At the level of the visual, where eccentricity almost always operated, 
Bonheur’s homoerotic desires remained barely exteriorized, again, on the pe-

ripheries of consciousness. As long as desire took its distance in this way, barely 
recognizable, it was considered vaguely peculiar rather than alarming. Bon-
heur’s eccentric mannerisms located her in a safely illegible zone between re-
assuringly “normal” and plainly transgressive behaviors. If Bonheur’s lions 
served as symbols of her libido, the oddness of her aff ection for them shifted 
attention away from her homoerotic desires. After all, the photograph was 
much more likely to raise the question: “Why is this woman hugging a lion?” 
than “Why is this woman posing seductively for her female companion?” If 
Bonheur’s therianthropic tendencies helped to stage her androgyny, they did 
the opposite in the case of her passion for women, which was to divert atten-
tion away from it. Bonheur’s photo with Fatma also provides a clue as to why 
eccentricity, as a particularly visual strategy of the new print media, worked 
so well for Bonheur. As an artist, Bonheur was, above all, a clever manipula-
tor of images. Bonheur knew how to express in visual, coded form what often 
could not be openly said or challenged.

In sum, both Bonheur and Bernhardt’s eccentricity consisted in their fail-
ure to fi t easily into any reproducible norm, whether it be male or female, ani-
mal or human. A famous cartoon by André Gill represents Bernhardt precisely 
in this way— as an androgynous, therianthropic, fantasy creature, dressed in 
her sculpting suit, with the torso of a human and the legs of a mule (fi g. 3.5). 
Bernhardt’s much publicized habit of sleeping in a coffi  n, it could be argued, 
also located her on another periphery— that between life and death. By show-
casing these miscellaneous identities (in the sense of sundry or unclassifi able), 
Bonheur and Bernhardt produced media images of themselves that remained 
just outside the gravitational force of normative cultural systems. Precisely as 
miscellaneous— recognizable but not categorizable— the two women eluded 
expectations that they would follow the usual female orbits of marriage and 
motherhood. They  were eccentric stars whose orbits  were predictable only in 
their unpredictability. In this way, their provocative, unconventional celebrity 
images became intelligible on their own terms. Eccentric stardom enabled 
Bonheur and Bernhardt to pursue their own orbits— to lead inventive, creative 
lives even in a universe where female movement was radically proscribed. In 
this sense, there was nothing innocent about eccentricity at all. Its most clever 
disguise was its apparent unimportance.

At the same time, however, eccentricity was its own worst enemy. As 
a behavior, it was an incitement but also a means of normalization. The mere 
classifi cation of female eccentricity was a normalizing judgment of hyper- 
individualization: to say that such- and- such was an eccentric was to reaffi  rm 
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conventional behavior. Furthermore, eccentricity was by defi nition individual, 
idiosyncratic, and thus of little po liti cal importance. Unlike a social move-
ment, for example, it could not gather collective force as an instrument of 
re sis tance. Bonheur and Bernhardt may have gotten away with murder, but 
they didn’t create an enormous threat to nineteenth- century gender norms, at 
least as eccentrics. Furthermore, by the end of the century, stardom under-
went a fundamental change of style, which elided the contradiction between 
celebrity achievement and female self- renunciation, thus rendering eccentric-
ity an obsolete strategy. The media focus on stars increasingly emphasized the 
ordinariness of actresses’ lives. Journalists began to domesticate celebrities by 
sanitizing their lives and making them models of proper domesticity. Readers 
of such magazines as Fémina  were treated to photos of pristine actresses in their 
immaculate bourgeois foyers, holding forth on their love for their children.100 

Figure 3.5. Caricature 
of Sarah Bernhardt by 
André Gill
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Figure 3.6. Isabella Stewart Gardner taking a lion for a walk in Boston

Eccentricity was no longer necessary among female stars; they could just pre-
tend to be ordinary in order to overcome celebrity’s challenge to the ideal of 
female self- denigration.

Finally, through repetition, the eccentric gesture became ordinary. By 
the turn of the century, harboring large felines had become a cliché of the 
wealthy. When the art collector Isabella Stewart Gardner took a Sunday 
walk in the Boston Commons with a lion “borrowed” from the zoo, Amer-
ican journalists christened her an eccentric (fi g. 3.6).101 But when the Ital-
ian Marchesa Casati promenaded with her cheetahs outside the Paris Ritz, 
the more jaded Eu ro pe an press largely wrote off  her antics as a trendy ges-
ture of wealthy bohemia.102 As a much- repeated practice, predator- love 
became a self- consciously fashionable act. This eccentric gesture, at least, 
had lost its singularity and its innocence. When in 1913 the feminist Mar-
guerite Durand had herself photographed with a lioness named “Tiger” in 
order to draw notice to the cause of suff rage, she managed to land on the 
cover of several prominent French journals (fi g. 3.7). But the gesture abso-
lutely did not earn Durand the label of eccentric.103 Her highly po liti cal 
aim, which was to garner publicity for her run for municipal offi  ce, dem-
onstrated how far the predator craze had strayed from its seemingly whim-
sical origins.
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In astronomy, eccentric stars are damned because their orbits end in col-
lision and extinction. In mass cultural society, eccentric stars  were also 
doomed because their orbits  were destined for mimicry and, ultimately, a 
collapse into cliché. From the very beginning, their fates  were sealed by the 
fact that neither celebrity nor eccentricity inhered in the individual. Rather it 
was the readers and fans who decided who was odd and who was an odds- on 
favorite. While eccentrics such as Bonheur and Bernhardt may have paraded 
themselves as singular individuals accountable to no one, they  were very 
much accountable to the masses who, in the last analysis, chose to view them 
this way. Eccentricity may have been the distinction of the singular few, but in 
the nineteenth century, it was increasingly grounded in the demo cratization 
of culture. In this sense, eccentricity elegantly illustrates the transition from 
elite to mass demo cratic society.
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What, in terms of gender, has the colonial Indian past to off er?1 Or to put it 
diff erently: does gender as an object of inquiry or a tool of analysis in India 
merely play out a Eu ro pe an story with a bit of local color?2 These are some of 
the provocations for Third World histories posed by a historiographical proj-
ect aimed at “provincializing Eu rope”: that is, putting Eu rope in its parochial 
place instead of allowing it to masquerade falsely as the universal. Yet to seek 
out “pure” or “autonomous” non- European alternatives, in the wake of the 
history of Eu ro pe an imperialism, would clearly be disingenuous at best. The 
categories of Eu ro pe an po liti cal thought, as Dipesh Chakrabarty reminds us, 
are both “indispensable” and, ultimately, also “inadequate” for writing Third 
World histories.3 How, then, might gender— arguably, a concept that arises 
out of a par tic u lar Eu ro pe an context— contribute to the project of such a re-
casting of Eurocentric historiography? And, in turn, what might a study of the 
colonial Indian past add to the “usefulness” of gender as a tool of analysis? I 
will attempt to address these questions by way of locating the genealogy of 
the concept of liberal citizenship— and, indeed, of the language of individual 
rights— in the agonistic liberal universalism of early Indian feminism.4 My 
argument rests on the potential of the discipline of history to contribute both 
substantively and theoretically to the project of fully grasping the provincial-
ity of Eu rope. It depends on working through and beyond the erroneous as-
sumption that the history of Eu rope is exceptional— and exceptional, above 
all, in its supposed universality.

The concept of the individual citizen as we know it— with its decidedly 
Eu ro pe an provenance and its normative constitution as implicitly male— 
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might seem an unlikely candidate as the subject for a feminist project of pro-
vincializing Eu rope.5 By now, indeed, several generations of both feminist and 
postcolonial critiques have amply demonstrated the limitations of the putative 
universality of the liberal language of individual rights and of citizenship. 
Feminist scholars, for example, have long demonstrated the implicitly gen-
dered construction that has underpinned the supposedly universal subject of 
po liti cal rights in liberal democracies.6 Even when women acquire formal 
po liti cal rights in the public domain, therefore, their po liti cal equality con-
tinues to be undermined by women’s subordination in the private sphere. 
Furthermore, as postcolonial critics have argued, the universal po liti cal sub-
ject of liberal thought was marked by specifi c cultural attributes that issued in 
their own “liberal strategies of exclusion.”7 By this logic, then, the withhold-
ing of po liti cal rights under colonialism seems not so much exceptional as in-
trinsic to the universalistic doctrines of liberalism. In the wake of such formi-
dable critiques of the liberal conception of citizenship, any attempt to reclaim 
the concept via its historical translation in colonial India might seem mis-
guided or foolhardy.

The par tic u lar history of the liberal conception of civil rights in Eu rope, 
whose origins have been traced typically to the challenges to the arbitrary 
power of an absolutist state, have provided the basis for feminist critiques of 
universal individual citizenship.8 The concept of the civic “individual” in the 
emerging new Eu ro pe an polities, as various scholars have argued, was under-
written both by an older civic republican tradition of the virtuous male citizen 
as well as by a newer fraternal politics based on sexual diff erence.9 By now al-
most too familiar, the argument as regards the implications of this new civic 
ideal in the constitution of gendered domains of the “public” and “private” has 
provided the grist for feminist critiques of its inherent— and not just 
accidental— exclusion of women.10 The feminist critique of the seeming 
gender- neutrality of the concept of liberal citizenship has proven enormously 
productive well beyond Eu rope as well as, in Alfred W. Crosby’s apt term for 
Eu ro pe an settler- societies, the various “neo- Europes.”11 For example, scholars 
of South Asia have productively extended feminist critiques of the liberal con-
cept of citizenship to the Indian context in order to illustrate how the generic 
Indian citizen was, indeed, implicitly constituted not only as male, but also as 
Hindu, upper- caste, and elite.12 Yet there was nothing necessary or inevitable 
about this outcome, nothing “inherent” to the gestation of the Indian state: to 
assume otherwise is to ignore the very par tic u lar histories of gender and of 
citizenship in the subcontinent. It is not, after all, merely a matter of variations 
on a Eu ro pe an theme— the local details that, in the end, confi rm the central-
ity of a Eu ro pe an narrative refracted in this or that local color.
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There are in fact still further implications of taking on board the implica-
tions of feminist scholarship that “men” and “women,” no less than masculin-
ity and femininity, are relational categories: that is, they are historically and 
discursively constructed not just in relation to one another, but also in rela-
tion to a variety of other categories, including dominant formulations of the 
po liti cal and social spheres, which are themselves subject to change.13 How do 
the par tic u lar histories, and meanings, of gender and citizenship in colonial 
India reveal the contingency of the currently received meaning of Indian citi-
zenship? In other words, the need to account more fully for the “diff erence” of 
Indian history creates an opening for alternative feminist engagements with 
the liberal discourse of citizenship in colonial India.

The “rule of colonial diff erence,” of course, has fi gured prominently in 
both feminist and non- feminist versions of postcolonial scholarship.14 This 
scholarship has shown that the liberal conception of society had a limited po-
liti cal relevance, at best, in colonial India. The imperatives of colonial rule, as 
Gyan Prakash has argued, gave rise to a peculiar constitution of the state and 
society, and of the relationship between the two, in India.15 The colonial state, 
despite its ability to penetrate deep into indigenous society by the nineteenth 
century, was marked by a constant reminder of its “externality”: that is, the 
self- conscious view of the state as a graft from outside rather than a po liti cal 
instance of indigenous society. To be sure, the ideal of a liberal state that re-
lated to all its subjects as individuals was seldom more than a normative vision 
of state–society relationship even in imperial- metropolitan societies; but the 
limits of this vision become especially evident under colonial conditions. The 
concept of bourgeois civil society, an association of sovereign individual sub-
jects based on laws and contracts, had a precarious existence in colonial India. 
In colonial India, therefore, there emerged an alternative framework for the 
constitution of society.

Its building block was not so much the sovereign individual subject of 
civil society, but “communities” constituted by castes, tribes, races, and reli-
gious groups. These  were defi ned by “notions of collective interest and affi  li-
ation” and invoked “collective bonds and rights based on imagined ties of 
kinship, religion, culture, past, and sentiments.”16 These supposedly primor-
dial communities of ascription, while building on a precolonial past,  were 
largely newly homogenized modern constructs. Indeed, as various scholars 
have demonstrated, these community formations  were the products of the 
complex negotiation between indigenous pro cesses of class formation and 
the bureaucratic categorizations of the colonial state that together produced 
a politics of community- based claims. For example, several caste and de-
nominational communities  were formed and reformed as colonial adminis-
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trative categorizations became the preferred avenues for class mobility as 
well as for the retention of status and class power.17 Furthermore, this vision 
of colonial India as a society constituted by supposedly timeless and particu-
laristic communities was further fueled by the imperatives of a cultural- 
nationalist politics. These supposedly organic and ancient communities, in 
turn, provided early nationalists with the basis for demands of cultural au-
tonomy and self-governance.

The peculiar constitution of state– society relations in India produced their 
own logic of gender. While there  were many diff erent types of communities as 
well as diverse modes for the constitution of collective communal identities in 
India, at the level of “high politics” and public debates both colonial initiatives 
and nationalist apprehensions coalesced around certain dominant modes for the 
constitution of community- based identities. The community, in Partha Chat-
terjee’s important formulation, was constituted typically through the symbolic 
identifi cation of women with the “inner” essence of the community.18 In other 
words, communities constructed seemingly non- gendered public and collec-
tive identities by asserting the right to defi ne “their” own women— a pro cess 
that implicitly marked the default identity of the community as male.19 Espe-
cially from the second half of the nineteenth century, cultural nationalists in 
India rejected the intervention of the state in matters that  were constructed as 
“internal” to the community; these  were to be left ideally to the self- regulation 
of the community itself. The extent to which the colonial state, for the sake of 
its own po liti cal expediency, was content to leave “domestic” issues to the self- 
regulation of communities further underwrote a powerful colonial- national 
consensus about the relationship between the state, communities, and the 
women of the communities.20 This, rather than any straightforward antago-
nism between the state and society, provided the background against which a 
liberal discourse of individual rights gained public legitimacy in late colonial 
India. The ontology of liberalism, in the former case, sought typically to em-
power individuals at the expense of unchecked state authority.21 In the Indian 
case, however, a liberal ontology sought to erode, or at least cut across, colo-
nially constituted sectarian communities, the existence of which impeded po-
liti cal integration on a “national” level.

The postcolonial emphasis on “diff erence,” however, has tended to ne-
glect the complex histories of the translation of Eu ro pe an categories of po liti-
cal thought in India: in the zigzagging appropriation of concepts such as citi-
zenship, one begins to glimpse the contours of historical agency that is not 
reducible to mere repetition and variation. Too often, however, contemporary 
scholarship has posed the issue of indigenous “diff erence” in terms of artifi -
cially separated domains— severely reifi ed, in eff ect— such as the claim, for 
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example, that the real “diff erence” of colonial India was located in the inner/
spiritual/private world instead of in the outer/material/public world, or in 
small “fragmentary histories” instead of in big universal history. The result is 
that the arena of public politics and such concepts as citizenship are too read-
ily conceded as “Eu ro pe an” and as merely derivative in their trajectories in 
India. From within this logic, then, the collective struggles of groups such as 
women and dalits (so- called “untouchables”), which often mobilized the state 
and the language of individual rights, initially appear less creative and less 
strikingly original than, say, more community- based struggles.22 Yet, as Sugata 
Bose has suggested, “diff erence” was a viable category no less in the “outer/
public” sphere than in the “inner/spiritual” sphere.23 Indeed, attention to the 
historical conditions that created a diff erent trajectory for the concept of lib-
eral citizenship in India allows one to reclaim the possibility of a more radical 
reframing of Eu rope as one site of historical initiative among others.

These overlapping lacunae in feminist and postcolonial engagements with 
the concept of citizenship create an opening for an alternative genealogy of 
the universal citizen- subject in colonial India. The possibility of such an alter-
native genealogy becomes visible precisely through an emphasis on the specifi -
cally historical: both the conjuncture that enabled the politics of early Indian 
feminism to become the basis for the elaboration of the universal citizen- 
subject in India, that is, and the contingency of this development. I intend the 
invocation of history and its vocabulary in its full disciplinary force, and to 
suggest that disciplinary “diff erence” itself is sometimes a resource rather 
than a mere impediment to the dream of a common language.

The Eu ro pe an provenance of the citizen- subject is only one part of the 
history of this concept in India. The other part of this history is its alternative 
genealogy in the mobilization of “women” as a collective po liti cal identity in 
the historical conjuncture of the interwar period in India. The conditions for 
this possibility lay in the par tic u lar translation of the liberal language of rights 
in colonial India. What looks like “dead- letter liberalism” in the public and 
po liti cal realm of colonial India, as Tanika Sarkar has argued, had hidden his-
tories and possibilities in the lives of middle- class women.24  Here liberal 
claims for protection and rights arose not over and against the arbitrary power 
of the state, but, rather, precisely as a challenge to the arbitrary power of this 
or that community that wanted to fl y the fl ag of its reifi ed womanhood as the 
inner essence of its cultural identity and thus subject actual women to the 
internal self- regulation of the community. The language of social reform in 
nineteenth- century India, despite its many limitations, provided a means for 
mitigating the arbitrary mastery claimed by men, who had been denied rights 
in the po liti cal sphere, over women in the domestic sphere. This was the con-
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text in which new po liti cal values— a “fl edgling notion of something like rights,” 
as Sarkar puts it— emerged in women’s private lives long before they came to be 
articulated in the public and po liti cal realms. In other words, the public debates 
about the reform of the intimate domain of women’s lives laid the foundations 
for an agonistic or truly adversarial liberalism: a language of rights that devel-
oped both alongside of and against classical Eu ro pe an liberalism.

This hidden history of liberalism in India entered the public realm dra-
matically and unexpectedly in the 1920s to provide the constitutive condition 
for the nationalist conception of the individual citizen- subject. The historical 
conjuncture of the interwar period, for a variety of reasons, was a critical mo-
ment in the emergence of new forms of po liti cal community and of po liti cal 
subjectivity in colonial India.25 The impact of world- historical developments— 
World War I, the emergence of the United States as an international player, 
the collapse of the erstwhile Ottoman, Austro- Hungarian, German, and Rus-
sian empires, the Bolshevik revolution, and the Great Depression— brought 
important changes in the structure of metropolitan- colonial relations in 
India. The po liti cal economy of colonialism was radically transformed as the 
older economic relations between Britain and India had to be reconstituted 
for Britain to continue to draw economic advantage of its control over India. 
The economic concessions forced by post- war realities had shaken the foun-
dation of India’s earlier economic importance to Britain.26 Likewise, the 
logic of po liti cal devolution— the need to expand the circle of indigenous 
collaboration— produced a vastly expanded arena of Indian po liti cal partici-
pation, which was refl ected in important constitutional changes in the struc-
ture of colonial administration.

At the same time, equally far- reaching changes  were taking place in the 
po liti cal landscape in India. The mainstream nationalist movement, under the 
leadership of the umbrella or ga ni za tion the Indian National Congress, was 
undergoing important changes as two new po liti cal groups— the capitalists and 
the masses— were drawn increasingly into a hitherto largely middle- class 
movement.27 The advent of Gandhian leadership of the Congress in the 1920s 
was decisive for both these changes. Beyond the realm of colonial versus na-
tionalist politics, this was also a decisive period for the consolidation of a 
number of other po liti cal movements: collective struggles on behalf of peas-
ants as such, of workers as such, of women as such, and of “tribals” as such. 
Non- Brahmin and dalit po liti cal movements mounted a challenge to Brahmin 
hegemony.28 At the other end of the po liti cal spectrum, right- wing religious 
communalisms (a term that emerged in this period to signify its diff erence— as 
a disunifying mode of po liti cal mobilization— from a more mainstream na-
tionalist movement)  were also being consolidated: aggressive Hindu po liti cal 
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organizations emerged with corresponding Muslim counterparts.29 These 
changing po liti cal imperatives— fraught with implications for the Indian Na-
tional Congress’ claims to speak for the “people” as a  whole— inaugurated 
important changes in the nature of Indian nationalism.

By the 1920s, as Gyanendra Pandey reminds us, the cultural- nationalist 
vision of Indian society “as already formed into discrete communities, each 
with its own priorities and interests and each with the right to determine its 
own (’social’) future” was already under challenge. The hitherto dominant 
nationalist view of India as a quilt- like mosaic— that is, the view that “ ‘India’ 
was ‘Hindu’ + ‘Muslim’ + ‘Sikh’ + ‘Christian,’  etc.”— became vulnerable to 
the dangers posed by aggressive community- based mobilizations. The Hindu– 
Muslim riots that erupted with some frequency in the 1920s, after the col-
lapse of the Non- Cooperation- Khilafat movement, was a symptom of the 
dangers of community- based po liti cal mobilizations in an era of mass politics. 
The project of mainstream nationalism, therefore, had begun to take seriously 
the search for a “pure” or po liti cal nationalism: that is, “a nationalism that stood 
above (or outside) the diff erent religious communities and took as its unit the 
individual Indian citizen, a ‘pure’ nationalism unsullied, in theory, by the ‘pri-
mordial’ pulls of caste, religious community,  etc.”30 The result was a gradual 
rethinking of the salient colonial category of the subnational community as 
the fundamental unit of the national polity.

The associational politics of women, articulated as an agonistic liberal-
ism, did crucial ideological work in this moment.31 It off ered a new po liti cal 
subjectivity of women that potentially bridged the collective identities of dis-
crete communities as the model for the individual citizen of a reformulated 
national polity. If hitherto the dominant understanding of society had rested 
on a construction of women as the symbols of the essential identity of a com-
munity, then the redefi nition of society was likewise mediated by a rival con-
struction of women as themselves the subjects of the state. A new po liti cal 
identity of “women,” which was an alternative to the collective constitution of 
the community, provided the basis for the conception of the individual, as op-
posed to the collective, po liti cal subject at a crucially transitional moment in 
late colonial India. This moment of transition— before the revised contours of 
the new po liti cal settlement had been established and set in concrete— created 
the rhetorical openings for a novel po liti cal vocabulary: the agonistic liberal 
universalism of women qua women as the paradigmatic Indian citizen.

This development came to a head in October 1929 with the passage of the 
Child Marriage Restraint Act, or the Sarda Act as it was called.32 The Act 
represented a challenge, however briefl y, to the autonomy of separate reli-
gious communities, the most dominant form of community identity in India. 
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The gendered norms that underwrote the construction of collective commu-
nal identities in India  were especially institutionalized in the case of the reli-
gious community. This had been given institutional shape by a dual colonial le-
gal system that consisted of a uniform civil and criminal law, on the one hand, 
and, on the other, separate religious (Hindu, Muslim, Christian, and so on) 
personal laws that governed such things as marriage, inheritance, caste, and re-
ligious institutions).33 The latter, while themselves the product of the colonial 
state’s attempts at the codifi cation and homogenization of religious laws and 
customary practices,  were delegated as the site of the autonomy of discrete reli-
gious communities and, as such, subject to internal self- regulation—a product 
of that colonial- national consensus whereby religious communities asserted 
their collective identity through the right to defi ne “their” women.

The Sarda Act became the fi rst, and since then also the only, law on mar-
riage in India that was universally applicable across diff erent religious com-
munities each with their own separate laws.34 The Act, which was conceived 
as a penal mea sure, was able to bypass the separate religious personal laws that 
governed marriage practices in India to be applicable universally, irrespective 
of community. By extricating women, at least in this instance, from the inter-
nal self- regulation exercised by the religious personal laws of communities, 
the Act was a signifi cant moment of rupture in the hitherto dominant colonial- 
nationalist consensus of the relationship between women, community, and 
the state in colonial India. Indeed, it was a challenge to the colonial constitu-
tion of communities, because it created an opening for the recognition of 
women as individuals— apart from the collective identity of communities— in 
the po liti cal and public realm. Hence its signifi cance in laying the foundations 
for a revised nationalist po liti cal project based on the concept of the individual 
citizen- subject.

To be sure, as numerous scholars have pointed out, the Act itself was 
wholly inadequate as a mea sure against the practice of child marriage in India, 
the ostensible reason for its passage. Yet an emphasis on the legislative effi  cacy 
of the Act alone misses its more momentous po liti cal signifi cance: as a rupture 
in the community- based understanding of Indian society, with far- reaching 
implications for a radically transformed national polity. No wonder, then, that 
both nationalists and feminists in India, despite the fact that the latter had no 
illusions about the practical eff ectiveness of the mea sure, hailed the Sarda Act 
in portentous terms as the most signifi cant step in India’s claim to take its 
place among the modern nation- states of the world. It is no coincidence, per-
haps, that soon after the Sarda Act, in December 1929, the Indian National 
Congress announced a major shift in its offi  cial demands: from Dominion 
Status for India within the British Empire to complete po liti cal in de pen dence. 
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And, following not long after the Sarda Act, the Congress at its annual session 
in Karachi in 1931 passed the Fundamental Rights and Economic Program, 
the fi rst offi  cial statement of demands for a po liti cal vision of an in de pen dent 
India premised on the basis of universal individual rights.

The contribution of the Sarda Act to this new po liti cal confi guration de-
rived precisely from the spectacular emergence of a novel po liti cal collectiv-
ity, “women,” in the domain of Indian public politics. The Act, indeed, was 
widely recognized as the “personal triumph” of the women’s movement in 
India. In the campaign, women’s organizations and a nascent all- India wom-
en’s movement constituted a gender identity for women qua women as a legiti-
mate po liti cal constituency in India. This was, in fact, the fi rst national cam-
paign in which women  were constituted as both the subjects and the objects of 
reform, thereby substituting women for the community as the proper con-
stituency for the reform. The implications of this novel development  were felt 
in the emergence of a revised rhetoric to justify the reform: a justifi cation that 
was based not merely on scriptures or on a “golden age” in the past, but on 
modern inalienable rights of women as individuals.35 The bill, as Sarda argued 
in the Legislative Assembly in India, was a “very modest attempt” to recog-
nize that female children have “inalienable rights” and that any state with 
pretensions to civilization had a duty to protect them “without heeding the 
vagaries that masquerade in the guise of social customs.”36 The women of In-
dia, he went on to assert,  were no longer content to rely on the Shastras (reli-
gious scriptures) and on rewards in the afterlife: they had come out decisively 
in favor of rights in the present.

The rhetorical invention of women as a collective gender identity in India, 
unlike what Denise Riley has shown for Victorian Britain, could not occur in 
the domesticated domain of the “social,” safely circumscribed from the do-
main of “high politics.”37 Rather it was precisely in the domain of high 
politics— the legitimation of intervention by the state in the internal aff airs of 
the community— that a universalist language of individual rights arose, one that 
constituted women themselves as right- bearing subjects, in de pen dently of the 
mediation of the community. To be sure, this development was given a spe-
cifi cally nationalist dimension as women activists invoked the examples of 
Turkey, Japan, and many of the “progressive” princely states in India against a 
colonial state that had conceded the welfare of women to the internal self- 
regulation of separate religious communities.38 The nationalist rhetoric not-
withstanding, there was much more at stake than a refurbished or modern-
ized community- based collectivity in the campaign of women. Something 
new had emerged: a language of individual rights alongside the hitherto famil-
iar language of the collective rights of the community. Or, rather, the com-
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munities, plural: for these communities  were of course often in rivalrous and 
competitive relations with one another.

Not surprisingly, therefore, arguments made on behalf of women in the 
campaign  were framed increasingly in this new po liti cal language of rights. 
S. Bhagirathi Ammal, responding to criticism of the bill from orthodox Hin-
dus, argued, “It is a most important question vitally concerning the women and 
children of this country who should have self- determination in this matter”; 
and “they alone,” she wrote, “have the moral right to say whether they want 
the bill or not and the men should have no voice in passing it however much 
they protest.”39 She thus summarily dismissed the argument of men as “pro-
tecting angels” for uneducated and unfi t women. “Education is not needed to 
form an opinion in this matter,” she argued, “for which women’s experience is 
suffi  cient.” Similarly, in a provocatively titled article, “Dominion Status in 
Matrimony,” Mrs. Munshi likened the relationship between husbands and 
wives to that of the Dominion colonies within the British Empire, acknowl-
edging the “right to secede” alone ensured the stability of both.40 The “seces-
sion” meta phor was carried further in the welcome address of Lakshmi Am-
mal at the fi rst women’s conference in May 1930 or ga nized under the auspices 
of the Self- Respect Movement in Erode. “If men  were to persist thus in not 
giving into women’s demands for freedom and if they  were to persist in the 
belief that women  were their playthings,” she argued, “women will have no 
choice but to practice a policy of Non- Cooperation with respect to the men in 
their lives.”41 The language of autonomy and sovereignty, as encapsulated in 
references to secession and Non- Cooperation, had arrived in a domain hith-
erto insulated from such po liti cal language. The self- consciousness of this 
rhetoric, indeed, made clear that a new space had emerged to provide public 
agency for women.

When the viceroy began to weaken on the question of granting Muslims 
as a community exemption from the operation of the Sarda Act because it al-
legedly interfered with Muslim personal law, a deputation of Muslim women 
activists laid out their objections unambiguously. They denied the right of 
self- proclaimed spokesmen of the community to declare on a matter whose 
eff ect was to be felt most on women and children who  were not consulted in 
the defense of the supposedly collective interests of the community.42 The 
Sarda Act, as the Muslim women’s deputation insisted, was far more impor-
tant in its signifi cance than the famous 1829 act abolishing sati (satidaha), the 
immolation of widows at their husband’s funeral pyres: whereas the latter had 
aff ected only a section of Hindu women, the Sarda Act had implications for 
women of every caste, class, and creed in India. The novel alliance of women’s 
organizations with radical anti- caste organizations, especially in a province 
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like Madras with a strong non- Brahmin movement, signaled further the kind 
of broad cross- community alliance that became possible in the campaign for 
the Sarda Act. At stake in the campaign was precisely what Étienne Balibar 
has called the “ambiguous universality” of women.43

In colonial India, against the background of the par tic u lar gendering of 
collective communal identities, the masculine po liti cal subject of classical 
liberal thought could not serve as the model for the liberal language of a citi-
zenry of equivalent subjects. Rather, this task was left to be performed by the 
rhetorical invention of a gender identity for women qua women.44 I use both 
“rhetorical” and “invention”  here in a largely positive sense to underscore the 
sense of po liti cal agency and the inventive rupture with the status quo. By 
“rhetorical” I do not mean “false” relative to something supposedly natural or 
true. By the same token, I do not mean “invention” as counterfeit. The at-
tempt to develop the Indian woman as the generic citizen was constructed, as 
all such ideals are. In this capacity, it resolved certain contradictions and ex-
acerbated others. Above all, it was the par tic u lar outcome of a par tic u lar his-
torical conjuncture, and will never become intelligible through an attempt to 
read it through the lens of “culture.”

The actual struggle for constituting women as a cross- community iden-
tity, against the symbolic identifi cation of women as the bearers of separate 
community identities, was a hard- won po liti cal achievement; as such, it was 
necessarily transient and even evanescent. The category women, of course, was 
always open potentially to a variety of alternative combinations and recombi-
nations along other possible axes of po liti cal identifi cations.45 The fraught na-
ture of this po liti cal achievement notwithstanding, it had profound implica-
tions. The very act of imagining a collective identity for women on the basis of 
a shared po liti cal agenda bridging sectional and communal diff erences was an 
achievement worthy of note in the public realm in colonial India. The collec-
tive po liti cal identity of women was mobilized self- consciously during the 
campaign for the Sarda Act as both above, and separate from, allegiances to 
other collectively constituted identities.

This gave the moment a po liti cal signifi cance that was twofold. Above all, 
it provided the precarious construction of the universality of women consti-
tuted by a shared po liti cal agenda as the basis for a critical reimagining of the 
national polity. In addition— and this point is widely neglected— the align-
ment of the “social” with the “po liti cal,” prizing women apart from the tight 
embrace of communities, introduced a national language of rights for individu-
als (beyond simply the collective rights of communities). The moment of the 
Sarda Act thus briefl y— but importantly— provided the basis for the alterna-
tive genealogy of the modern citizen- subject in India. The unexpected politici-
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zation of the “social” domain of Indian gender relations provided public legiti-
macy (albeit not uncontested) for a feminist history of the concept: the gender 
identity of “women” as the basis for the paradigmatic Indian citizen- subject.

Yet for the women’s movement in India this ultimately proved to be a Pyr-
rhic victory. The possibilities that emerged at this par tic u lar conjuncture  were 
soon foreclosed. The colonial state, partly in recognition of the constituency- 
building experiment of women’s organizations in the campaign for the Sarda 
Act, conceded for the fi rst time that women constituted a po liti cal group to 
be recognized as such in any proposed new constitutional framework for colo-
nial India. Ironically, the altered conditions for the po liti cal recognition of 
women in the 1930s, leading up to the proposed colonial constitutional re-
form in the Government of India Act of 1935, provoked an agonizing crisis 
for Indian feminism, articulated in the language of an agonist liberal univer-
sal politics, with negative consequences for the citizenship of women and of 
minorities.

The agonistic liberal universalism in the claims for women’s po liti cal rec-
ognition in colonial India went back at least to the fi rst suff rage campaign of 
women that had been launched in anticipation of the previous Government of 
India Act of 1919. To be sure, the case for the involvement of women in the 
po liti cal sphere had been articulated largely within a familiar framework of 
“social feminism”: that is, po liti cal and civil rights for women  were typically 
justifi ed on the grounds of promoting social reforms for women and chil-
dren.46 Yet already the demand for women’s civil rights, registering the par-
tic u lar colonial Indian conditions under which women could be constituted as 
a gender- based collectivity, also carried a specifi cally po liti cal burden: the 
impact of the cross- communal solidarity of women on communal or sectarian 
divisions. When Sarojini Naidu made her case for the women’s vote before the 
British Parliament in 1919, for example, she presented the “solidarity of 
women” as the best guarantee for Hindu– Muslim unity in India.47 Herein lay 
the background to the agonistic liberal framing of the mobilization of women 
as paradigmatic citizen- subjects in the campaign for the Sarda Act: both the 
articulation of the “social” with the “po liti cal” and the exemplary po liti cal les-
son of the cross- communal solidarity of women.

The second suff rage campaign, which was launched in anticipation of the 
Government of India Act of 1935 and on the heels of the unpre ce dented tri-
umph of the Sarda Act, tore asunder precisely this unique double burden of 
Indian feminism. The proposed terms for the expansion of women’s franchise 
and po liti cal repre sen ta tion in the new po liti cal reforms posed impossible 
choices that created a fi ssure in the ranks of women activists. However, the 
terms of this debate  were only superfi cially rooted in the classical liberal 
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paradox of feminism: that is, the simultaneous denial and assertion of sexual 
diff erence in women’s claims of equality with, and diff erence from, men.48 To 
be sure, the opposing factions in India articulated their arguments in the fa-
miliar perspectives of “equal rights” and “women’s uplift.” 49 The offi  cial posi-
tion of the Indian women’s movement, for example, was expressed in such 
pop u lar slogans as “equality and no privilege” and “a fair fi eld and no favor.” It 
rejected special franchise qualifi cations and reserved seats for women in favor 
of universal adult suff rage. By the same token, the dissenting position that fa-
vored preferential franchise and reserved seats for women was justifi ed in the 
parallel terms of the need for a distinctly women’s point of view in the po liti-
cal sphere. On the surface, at least, the Indian debate overlapped with the 
division between “equality” and “diff erence” feminists in Britain who, in turn, 
forged alliances with the respective sides in India. However, this was not the 
central issue at play in the Indian debate. The generic Eu ro pe an map, indeed, 
makes a poor template for describing the course of events in India as regards 
women and citizenship.

Sarojini Naidu’s presidential speech to the annual meeting of the All- India 
Women’s Conference in 1930 foreshadowed the charged issues at stake in 
merely transplanting the terms of British women’s suff rage experience onto 
the agonistic liberal politics of women in India. Before this ambitious gather-
ing of or ga nized women in Bombay, Naidu made her by now most controver-
sial declaration: “I am,” she stated bluntly, “not a feminist.”50 Even though 
many prominent Indian contemporaries of Naidu’s did not share her repudia-
tion of feminism, her interpretation of feminism bears on the debate that would 
soon bedev il the women’s movement over the competing terms of women’s 
franchise and repre sen ta tion in India. Feminism, according to Naidu, had de-
veloped in response to the denial of po liti cal rights to women in the West in 
relation to men; as such, it had necessitated a special pleading on behalf of the 
rights of women in the po liti cal sphere. Indian women had not been excluded 
similarly from po liti cal and civil rights. This, to be sure, was based on a highly 
selective interpretation of the history of feminism in the West as well as on an 
overestimation of the relative ease with which women had got the right to 
vote in India. Yet Naidu’s concern was never with a parochial assertion of na-
tional cultural diff erence. She went on in her speech to celebrate the women’s 
movement as the “greatest international gathering” and to embrace the “indi-
visible fellowship of women” as the privileged grounds for asserting the “com-
mon rights of humanity.” By the same token, therefore, she even declared 
herself a “bad nationalist.”

The gist of Naidu’s speech, indeed, was that the po liti cal solidarity of 
women was an example of the universality of all humanity. For Naidu, the 
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construction of the collective po liti cal agency of women provided a self- 
conscious alternative to the colonial constitution of sectional po liti cal identi-
ties in India. Hence the ambivalence of her stand toward a feminism that she 
identifi ed with the assertion of a sectional identity for women in the po liti cal 
sphere. Hers was an alternative vision of “women” as constitutive of a univer-
sal po liti cal identity and, as such, as the exemplary citizens of a reconstituted 
po liti cal community in India. This agonistic liberal universalist option had 
still seemed open and worth fi ghting for in 1930 on the eve of the po liti cal 
wrangling that would culminate in the po liti cal reforms of 1935.

The trajectory of this second suff rage debate, which would end with the 
foreclosing of the brief moment of the construction of women as paradigmatic 
citizen- subjects, reveals a set of contradictions peculiar to the emergence of 
the collective politics of women in India. Initially, all factions within the 
women’s movement in India  were united on a crucial principle: the recogni-
tion of women as a unifi ed and cross- communal po liti cal bloc in the reform 
constitution. The precise terms for women’s po liti cal repre sen ta tion, how-
ever, became inevitably embroiled in the vexed overall question of communal 
or proportional repre sen ta tion (repre sen ta tion on the basis of communities in 
proportion to population) in colonial India. In the absence of a satisfactory po-
liti cal resolution on the question of proportional repre sen ta tion, the unique 
po liti cal burden of women’s demands became especially fraught. The majority 
position within women’s organizations favored a joint electorate: an electorate 
constituted territorially that combined men and women of all communities. 
This put it in confl ict potentially with the demands for separate consideration 
by religious minorities and by non- Brahmins and dalits in India. Soon a section 
of disaff ected Muslim women activists broke from the majority position of 
women’s organizations to support reserved seats for women and separate elec-
torates on a communal basis. They sided on this issue with the major Muslim 
po liti cal parties, who favored typically a composite, rather than a unitary, 
constitution for the revised national polity. The insistence under these cir-
cumstances on the repre sen ta tion of women as a unifi ed po liti cal bloc became 
identifi ed with the interests of Hindus, as the majority community, and with 
that of dominant upper castes, all of whom had most to gain from a unitary 
conception of the new national polity. These competing conceptions of the 
nature of the revised polity asserted their priority with negative consequences 
for the type of liberalism that hitherto was represented in women’s collective 
politics in India.

The unresolved confl ict over minority po liti cal repre sen ta tion created 
excruciating choices that beset the articulation of the demands of Indian 
women during the making of the 1935 reform constitution. The lead- up to 
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the passage of the 1935 Reform Act saw women activists concerned with pre-
venting the repre sen ta tion of women from being drawn into the po liti cal 
deadlock over the terms of repre sen ta tion for India’s minorities. The response 
of the dominant women’s organizations was to adopt an offi  cial joint position 
in 1931 in favor of universal franchise with no reservations or special privi-
leges for women. This created an imbalance in which the hitherto dual burden 
of women’s suff rage demands in India— that of women as the model of the 
universal Indian citizen versus that of women as agents of social reform for 
women— now pulled in opposite directions. The special need for social re-
forms for women now rubbed against a construction of the universality of 
women as citizens. This contradictory new framing of the suff rage demand of 
Indian women was a crucial turning point for the politics of an agonistic lib-
eral universalism.

The agonizing choices this produced harnessed women’s collective agency 
in a contrarian shift that contributed toward making the Hindu, male, and 
upper- caste affi  liations of the new Indian citizen- subject both invisible and 
normative. The potential infi rmity of its foundations had marked a subtle shift 
in the articulation of a collective politics of women: that is, from a po liti cal 
individualism that acknowledged the multiple claims on the po liti cal identifi -
cation of women who  were enmeshed in a web of social relations to a new 
abstract individualism that was invested in a rigid view of women as naturally 
“separate” and “unencumbered” to serve as the prototype for the generic In-
dian citizen.51 The co- optation of women’s po liti cal demands for consolidat-
ing a unitary vision of the national polity that by default was a reconstituted 
Hindu, male, and upper- caste vision was not inevitable; it was the contingent 
outcome of the par tic u lar set of historical conditions that had laid the ground-
work for the opportunity, and defl ection, of the collective po liti cal agency of 
women as women.

The extent to which women’s po liti cal demands  were implicated in the 
po liti cal wrangling over the nature of the revised polity in India is revealed in 
the following exchange on the eve of the 1935 Reform Act between British 
Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonald and Gandhi. The Prime Minister re-
minded Gandhi, during one of the interminable conferences meant to pro-
duce the Government of India Act of 1935, that the minorities, who repre-
sented the views of some 46 percent of the Indian population, through their 
support for separate or proportional repre sen ta tion undermined the Con-
gress’ claims to speak for the Indian people. To which Gandhi angrily re-
torted, “You have had on behalf of the women of India, a complete repudia-
tion of special repre sen ta tion, and as they happen to be one half of the 
population of India, this forty- six per cent is somewhat reduced.”52 The con-
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ference ended in failure with the humiliating admission of the inability of 
Indians to resolve the thorny issue of the po liti cal repre sen ta tion of minorities 
in the proposed new constitution for colonial India. Prime Minister MacDon-
ald, as Chair of the Minorities Committee, was left to devise a solution for the 
repre sen ta tion of minorities.

The “solution” off ered in MacDonald’s Communal Award (August 1932) 
came at the price of assigning women once again to the “inside” of communi-
ties. Hence the Communal Award made the reserved seats for women, unlike 
the reserved seats for such other special interest groups as labor, subject to 
the arrangements for separate religious communities. MacDonald would see 
women only as a plurality of collectivities nestled safely within various dis-
crete bodies politic. His plan was to confi rm these supposedly discrete po liti-
cal units as naturally separate communal electorates, asserting once again that 
women belonged only to “their” communities. Conversely, Gandhi identifi ed 
women with the imperatives of a unitary po liti cal community by invoking an 
artifi cial transcendence of women from other social relations and identities. 
This in eff ect merely prioritized the collective contours of a reconstituted 
community— a unitary national polity— over other possible imaginings of a 
national po liti cal collectivity. Thus was the citizenship of women held hostage 
to competing conceptions of community. Women as a group, however, did 
not lose in any simple way to men as a group. Sexual diff erence did not substi-
tute for equality. Because the campaign for the Sarda Act had created the pos-
sibility of individual rights and autonomy for women, that earlier achievement 
now infl ected the nature of the confl ict over women’s citizenship. The con-
text of reinstated communal patriarchies, rather than sexual diff erence per se, 
trumped the recognition of women’s autonomy.

The dismal outcome for women’s citizenship in the making of the reform 
constitution of 1935 highlights a crucial point. The paradox of Indian femi-
nism did not consist in the contradictory denial and assertion of women’s 
sexual diff erence from men: the contradiction, that is, that Joan W. Scott has 
identifi ed for a French feminism arising out of the universalistic rhetoric of 
republicanism.53 Rather, it consisted in another set of contradictory assump-
tions shaped by the constitution of society in colonial India: the simultaneous 
disavowal and constitution of communities in the claims made by and for 
women. The po liti cal zigs and zags that ushered a new po liti cal consolidation 
in India on the eve of World War II eff ectively nipped in the bud the potential 
of a moment in which a collective mobilization of women had succeeded in 
constituting women as individuals in their own rights. Collective communal 
identities now returned, refurbished; and women  were folded in once again as 
the essence of supposedly gender- neutral collective group identities.
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Our story thus reveals a discontinuity in the ideological construction of 
citizenship in India, a signifi cant and serious one, but for reasons that are only 
poorly understood. Just as the serendipitous convergence of several social 
forces in the historical conjuncture of the 1920s created the conditions for a 
new construction of women as ideal citizens, so also the par tic u lar context of 
the po liti cal wrangling over a reform constitution for colonial India in the 
1930s forced open its contradictory foundations. The mobilization of women 
during the campaign for the Sarda Act had disclosed a collective conscious-
ness constructed around a new po liti cal identity for women: that is, a cross- 
communal identifi cation constituted apart from women’s symbolic identifi ca-
tion as the “inside” of discrete community identities. The central tension of 
this po liti cal formation, therefore, was between women qua women versus 
women insofar as they belonged to, and “symbolized,” competing communi-
ties. The constitutional debates over a revised national polity in the 1930s 
once again asserted the collective rights of communities at the cost of indi-
vidual rights of women— an outcome with which the collective agency of 
women was itself complicit.

This alternative history of the citizen- subject in colonial India, notwith-
standing its discontinuity, challenges the inevitability of its present under-
standing as merely one more victory of a male- centered nationalism. The 
recognition of a marked contingency to this outcome leaves open the possibil-
ity of reclaiming that which was nipped in the bud, but, in fact, could have 
played out diff erently. This recognition provides an opening for reclaiming 
the language of individual rights for women for a progressive politics. The 
implications of this history also suggest that the language of citizenship- based 
individual rights in modern Eu rope, no less than its unfolding in India, was 
contextually shaped, and hence equally partial and parochial, in both places. 
By the same token, moreover, the entangled but diff erently infl ected history 
in both places also suggests the potential universality of the rights of individu-
als. This is the double move that is enabled by an adequate engagement with 
the historicity both of gender and of citizenship in colonial India: both the 
demonstration of generic Eu ro pe an concepts as partial or parochial, and their 
simultaneous remaking as potentially universal.
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For more than thirty years, much of the Muslim world has been sliding 
backward, away from modernity. Maybe the West and Israel, defeat and 
humiliation, dictators, emirs or mullahs are to blame. Or maybe it’s one of 
those cycles of fanatic religiosity that affl  icts every society from time to time. 
Some voices of reason, however, have to stand up and say “Enough! There is a 
modern world and Muslims should be part of it.” Some apostles of progress 
have to do more than bemoan their fate, bow to the diktats of intolerance, 
make excuses for willful ignorance or turn their backs on the faith 
altogether.

Well, at long last that chorus is growing among Muslims, and if you 
listen to the most strident voices, damned if they don’t sound like an all- woman 
band. They’re way out there on the edge of the faith; their message and their 
lifestyles are so far from the torpid Muslim mainstream they’re almost in 
the desert.1

What is needed is a move beyond tradition— nothing less than a reform 
movement to bring the core concepts of Islam into the modern age, a Muslim 
Reformation to combat not only the jihadist ideologues but also the dusty, 
stifl ing seminaries of the traditionalists, throwing open the windows to let in 
much- needed fresh air.2

Irshad Manji sees herself as moving Islam into the 16th century; Ayaan Hirsi Ali 
wants to move it into the 18th. It’s as if Luther and Voltaire  were living at the 
same time.3

C H A P T E R  F I V E

Gender and the Figure of the “Moderate Muslim”
Feminism in the Twenty- First Century
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The moderate Muslim is almost a Western invention. Since 9/11, she has been 
eagerly sought out as an ally in various causes and adventures that ultimately 
hurt Muslims more than help them. As the fi rst quotation above shows, the 
“moderate,” “reform”- minded, “good” Muslims most celebrated in the West 
today also happen to be female. Strike that. They are female precisely because 
certain Western po liti cal entities and cultural outlets insist that Muslim 
women are severely and uniquely oppressed even in “the torpid Muslim main-
stream” and need to be saved. Perhaps aware of the rich scholarship criticizing 
the long tradition of what Leila Ahmed has called “colonial feminism,” many 
journalists, scholars, and bloggers are now relieved to have found women who 
are Muslim, ex- Muslim, or non- Muslim (but from the Muslim world) to fur-
ther their rescue missions into the Muslim world. What is striking about the 
recent refrains about “moderate Muslims” and calls for an Islamic Reforma-
tion are their basic underlying assumptions: that Islam must follow a path 
similar to Western Christianity, that modernity and freedom must be under-
stood the same way for and by everyone everywhere, and that the issues of 
women and gender are central to this much- needed overhaul of Islam. These 
assumptions ignore the violent and complex history of the Eu ro pe an Refor-
mation itself, as well as the long history of critique and reform within Muslim 
societies, and ultimately reveal more about the interests of those issuing the 
calls than the priorities and concerns of Muslims themselves.

Gender analysis has played an invaluable role in the scholarly study of 
what is broadly referred to as the Muslim world, transforming our under-
standing of colonialism and imperialism, po liti cal participation, repre sen ta-
tions of Muslims, and, indeed, Islam itself. There has been an outpouring of 
insightful new work in recent years, from feminist interpretations of religious 
texts to deeply contextualized studies of Muslim women’s lives, faith, and 
everyday practices. Today, however, this nuanced, sophisticated work risks 
being overshadowed and undermined by the more imperial use and abuse of 
gender to serve U.S. foreign policy objectives. Gender has become crucial in 
the fabrication of the category of “moderate Islam” and the fi gure of the “mod-
erate Muslim.” Perhaps as in no other fi eld, gender has long been and contin-
ues to be extraordinarily politicized on the subject of Islam and Muslims, at 
both intellectual and policy levels. Gender issues and feminism have become 
closely linked to American projects of domination, exploitation, and self- 
representation in ways that are reminiscent of the nineteenth- century colonial 
and missionary enterprises, but are, of course, also quite distinct. As Saba 
Mahmood reminds us, it would be naïve to argue that “the discourses of femi-
nism and democracy have been hijacked to serve an imperial project. Such an 
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argument would assume that democracy and feminism are strangers to the 
project of empire building and that aspects of liberal thought and practice 
have little to do with the neoconservative imaginary that informs the policies 
of the Bush White  House.” 4

Today’s imperial feminists, much like the “radical,” “misogynist” Muslim 
men they lambaste, assume an immutable “Islamic” gender ideology, as though 
the categories Islam and the West, “Muslim man” and Muslim woman,” and 
the roles and the status of Muslim women, arise, exist, and persist apart from 
and above societal, economic, and po liti cal developments in specifi c geo-
graph i cal contexts. Indeed, their very mission and personal survival depend 
on their ignoring Joan W. Scott’s important call to “disrupt the notion of fi x-
ity, to discover the nature of the debate or repression that leads to the appear-
ance of timeless permanence in binary gender repre sen ta tion.”5

What is startling about these recent avowals of feminist concern for Muslim 
women and the insistence on the necessity of a war on terror to “save” Muslim 
women is the disingenuous blending of facts and misstatements about the very 
real problems in the lives of Muslim women, as well as a blatant disregard for 
the clearly gendered consequences of the war, not only on women in Iraq and 
Af ghan i stan but also on women in the United States. There is no apparent 
awareness of what one commentator has called the “hypocrisy” explicit in the 
concern evinced by these “newly minted feminists” for women elsewhere while 
they actively support mea sures that would reduce “freedom” for women in the 
United States, nor of the well- documented historical pre ce dents for such a 
stance.6 While some scholars have recently remarked on the parallels in the use 
of the plight of women as a justifi cation for the colonial enterprise in the nine-
teenth century (the “civilizing mission”) and for the wars in Iraq and Af ghan i-
stan today, I believe the truly stark congruity— and signifi cant diff erences— 
between the two instances merit greater elaboration.7 The incongruities arise 
not only from diff erences in the formal structures of the former British and 
French empires and the U.S. empire today. Also important is the very nature of 
the relations between the imperial power and the Muslim world, a relationship 
that today is mediated through oil and, crucially for the purposes of my argu-
ment in this essay, Israel. Moreover, Muslims, whether converts or immigrants, 
are now present in the West in numbers that could not have been foreseen at the 
height of colonialism. It is from this population that the most vehement and 
best- publicized attacks against the “Islamic oppression of women” have been 
launched, with grave implications for the scholarly and gendered study of Mus-
lim women, for the Muslim women in the “real world” whom they purport to 
support, for U.S. women, and for feminism today.
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Colonial Feminism Then

There is a long history of Western interest in Muslim women. As Mohja Kahf 
shows, until the eigh teenth century, the abiding image was that of “a queen or 
noblewoman wielding power of harm or succor over the hero. . . .  The fi g-
ures are loquacious and transgress the bounds of traditional femininity, re-
fl ecting the failure of their parent religion to inculcate proper gender roles.”8 
By the eigh teenth and nineteenth centuries, with growing Western presence 
in the Muslim world in the form of missionaries, travelers, and colonial ad-
ministrators, there emerges a near consensus that Muslim women are op-
pressed, and by Islam specifi cally, and that they can be saved only by outside 
intervention. This axiom is then used to diff erent ends by diff erent groups and 
individuals. While Mary Wollstonecraft, writing A Vindication of the Rights of 

Woman in 1792, used the image of the extreme subjugation of women in an 
Eastern harem to demand more rights for Western women, colonial adminis-
trators sought to justify their presence in India, Egypt, Algeria, and elsewhere 
by pointing to the need to save local women from such traditions as sati or 
widow- immolation (in the case of Hindu women), child marriage, and the 
veil. Men and women in the West also used the image of the oppressed women 
of the East generally as a foil against which to view themselves as not op-
pressed but free. Missionaries, for their part,  were affi  liated with the imperial 
project but  were also motivated by a sincere, religiously informed desire to 
help those they felt  were in need. Thus, while it is commonplace to acknowl-
edge that “East” and “West” are largely constructed categories rather than 
territorial givens, it is important to remember the very gendered nature of 
the construction of the East— not simply as feminized relative to the power-
ful, rational, civilized West, but also criticized for the inability of its native 
men to protect and respect their women properly. I focus  here on American 
missionaries, who  were present throughout the Muslim world, but most fa-
mously in the Ottoman Empire, and  were in a somewhat diff erent situation 
vis-à- vis the local population than their En glish colleagues since the United 
States, at the time, had no imperial presence in that part of the world.

In his classic 1873 text, The Women of the Arabs, Rev. Henry Harris Jessup 
(1832– 1910) notes that the “remarkable uprising of Christian women in 
Christian lands to a new interest in the welfare of woman in heathen and Mo-
hammedan countries is one of the great events of the present century” and in 
fact dedicates the book to “the Christian women in America.” The book is it-
self intended “as a record of the work done for women and girls of the Arab race; 
to show some of the great results which have been reached and to stimulate to 
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new zeal and eff ort on their behalf.” He concludes the preface to the volume 
by expressing hope that the work will draw others to the missionary cause 
and thereby hasten “the time when every Arab woman shall enjoy the honor, 
and be worthy of the elevation which come with faith in Him who was fi rst 
foretold as the seed of the woman.”9 As late as 1906, at the fi rst major confer-
ence bringing together Christian missionaries from diff erent parts of the 
Muslim world, Jessup continued to warn against the peculiar oppression of 
women under Islam:

Many in the Christian Church have been led to think of Islam as a mild 
Oriental Unitarianism . . .  and have been satisfi ed to let the Moslems 
alone. . . .  The evils of polygamy, the harem seclusion of women, facil-
ity of divorce, exclusiveness and hatred of other sects— these and other 
features have been ignored or defended. Much may be said in approval 
of Islamic doctrines which are borrowed from Christianity, but vital 
doctrinal errors, and corrupting social and moral teachings, especially 
in the degradation of woman, are too great to allow any thoughtful 
Christian to be satisfi ed with Islam.10

To improve the lives of Muslim women, in the hope of “saving” them through 
conversion, missionaries established schools for girls throughout the Muslim 
world, and reported great success in educating ever- growing numbers of 
Muslim girls— though less so in converting them to Christianity.

The other great Western presence in Muslim societies at this time was 
of course that of colonial administrators. Among the best- documented 
nineteenth- century colonial feminists is Evelyn Baring, Lord Cromer, who 
had the opportunity to serve the British empire in both India and Egypt. In his 
two- volume book Modern Egypt, which he published in March 1908, upon re-
turning to En gland after twenty- four long years in Egypt, he noted that the 
“fi rst and foremost” reason why “Islam as a social system has been a complete 
failure” was that “Islam keeps women in a position of marked inferiority.”11 He 
emphasized the vast chasm separating the practices and principles of Muslims 
and Christians (or, as he also referred to them, Eu ro pe ans), particularly re-
garding women.12 He discussed at length “the consequences which result 
from the degradation of women in Mohammedan countries,” in par tic u lar 
seclusion and polygamy. The arguments about the “baneful eff ect on Eastern 
society” of seclusion are “so commonplace that it is unnecessary to dwell on 
them,” but suffi  ce it to say that, he continues, seclusion “cramps the intellect 
and withers the mental development” of half the population of Muslim coun-
tries, women, and subsequently, their husbands and sons too.13 Polygamy, he 
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pointed out, was even worse than seclusion in terms of its impact on women 
and was indicative of the alien mindset of Muslims:

The monogamous Christian respects women; the teachings of his reli-
gion and the incidents of his religious worship tend to elevate them. He 
sees in the Virgin Mary an ideal of womanhood, which would be incom-
prehensible in a Moslem country. The Moslem, on the other hand, de-
spises women; both his religion and the example of his Prophet, the 
history of whose private life has been handed down to him, tend to 
lower them in his eyes.14

The only way out of the dire situation in which Egyptians found them-
selves was for “the new generation of Egyptians . . .  to be persuaded or forced 
into imbibing the true spirit of Western civilization.”15 Cromer identifi ed the 
“position of women in Egypt, and in Mohammedan countries generally, . . .  
[as] a fatal obstacle to the attainment of that elevation of thought and character 
which should accompany the introduction of Eu ro pe an thought and civiliza-
tion, if that civilization is to produce its full mea sure of benefi cial eff ect.”16 In 
the end, although he pointed to women’s education as “the obvious remedy” 
and, in Modern Egypt, claimed that the British  were supportive of the Egyptian 
women’s movement, both Robert Tignor and Leila Ahmed have shown that 
the policies he pursued  were actually “detrimental to Egyptian women.”17 For 
instance, he raised school fees and discouraged the training of women doctors 
on the grounds that, the wishes of local women notwithstanding, “throughout 
the civilized world, attendance by medical men is still the rule.”18

Despite the diff erent reasons for their interest in Muslim girls and women, 
missionaries and colonial administrators shared a conceit that that it was only 
through their intervention that “blighted,” “degraded” females could be saved. 
Thus they ignored a vigorous debate within those societies about the need to im-
prove women’s lives and the presence of “native” reform movements concerned 
with the very same issues— education, veiling, polygamy,  etc. At fi rst, these 
movements  were led by men from the local community— such as Syed Ahmed 
Khan and Syed Mumtaz Ali in India, Muhammad Abdu and Qassim Amin in 
Egypt, and Butrus al- Bustani in Syria— and often their primary concern was to 
respond to Western discourses about their societies by projecting an image of 
their societies as modern. By the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, 
however, Muslim women themselves  were making passionate pleas for change.

One such exemplary character was the Bengali Muslim woman Rokeya 
Sakhawat Hossain (1880– 1932).19 Maleka Begum, a veteran of the late– 
twentieth- century women’s movement in Bangladesh, described Rokeya 
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Hossain as “the trailblazer in the cause of the awakening of Muslim women.”20 
Indeed, as early as 1905, Rokeya asserted that the common Bengali word for 
husband, swami (meaning master), should be replaced with ardhanga (meaning 
the other half of the same body). For historian Bharati Ray, this is clearly “a 
manifesto of early feminist thought.”21 In 1905 Begum Rokeya published a 
short story in En glish titled “Sultana’s Dream,” about a utopian society called 
Ladyland where all the men lived in seclusion and women ran society. This 
predated the American Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s own utopic story Herland 
by a full de cade. An eloquent and vehement critic of the practice of purdah, her 
far greater concern was girls’ need for education, so that they could become 
better mothers and wives, as well as develop their own faculties and attain 
economic in de pen dence.22 She recognized that purdah, along with early mar-
riage, posed a major obstacle to Muslim women’s education. In a collection of 
short stories called Avarodhbasini (The Secluded Ones), she narrated a series of 
true- life vignettes about both Hindu and Muslim women’s lives in purdah. She 
herself, however, never gave up purdah and did not equate unveiling with 
emancipation. Recognizing the superfi ciality of the liberation bestowed on 
women by male reformers eager to impress Western powers with their wom-
en’s modernity, she commented on the situation within the Parsi community 
in India, among the fi rst to take up Western education and permit their 
women to wear Western dress:

Recently we see the Parsi women moving about unveiled, but are they 
truly free from mental slavery? Certainly not! Their unveiling is not a 
result of their own decision. The Parsi men have dragged their women 
out of purdah in a blind imitation of the Eu ro pe ans. It does not show any 
initiative of their women. They are as lifeless as they  were before. When 
their men kept them in seclusion they stayed there. When the men 
dragged them out by their “nose- rings” they came out. That cannot be 
called an achievement by women.23

In this passage, marked perhaps also by some degree of communal prejudice, 
Rokeya presages current associations of women in purdah with backwardness 
and dependence, despite evidence of activist, educated, feminist, veiled women 
throughout the Muslim world. When she opened a school for girls in Calcutta 
in 1911, she provided transportation to and from the school in buses that would 
shield the girls from public view.

Another Muslim feminist pioneer known by many in the West today is 
the Egyptian Huda Shaarawi (1879– 1947).24 A contemporary of Rokeya Hos-
sain, she led a far more public life, serving in a variety of offi  cial positions in-
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cluding (found er and) president of the Egyptian Feminist  Union from 1923– 
1947.25 She is perhaps most famous in the West for having removed her face veil 
on a Cairo railway platform, along with her young friend Saiza Nabarawi, 
upon their return from an international feminist meeting in Rome in 1923. 
Margot Badran, who translated part of her memoirs, thus notes the signifi -
cance of that action: “At that moment, Huda stood between two halves of her 
life— one conducted within the conventions of the harem system and the one 
she would lead at the head of a women’s movement.”26

The manner in which Shaarawi was introduced to many in the West, 
through her edited and translated memoirs, Harem Years, anticipates the astute 
packaging and marketing of today’s moderate Muslim women celebrities like 
Irshad Manji, Ayaan Hirsi Ali, and others. According to Mohja Kahf, the 
“pressures of the United States reception environment” had very signifi cant 
consequences for the ultimate shape of Margot Badran’s translation of Shaarawi’s 
memoirs, Mudhakkirati. She identifi es four ways in which the translation trans-
formed the original text:

Sha’rawi’s engagement with Arab men in relationships she saw as satis-
fying and enriching is minimized; her orientation toward Eu rope is ex-
aggerated; and her command of class privilege is camoufl aged. Finally, 
her story, which, in Mudhakkirati, is the story of a public fi gure, is recen-
tered in Harem Years around private life and the “harem.” In these ways, 
Sha’rawi can be accommodated within the United States reading envi-
ronment as a victim and an escapee and shielded from the negative cat-
egory of pawn.27

Writing these words before 9/11 and the explosion of pop u lar interest in Islam 
and in the alleged Islamic support for violence and misogyny, Kahf— and jour-
nalist Barbara Nimri Aziz, whom Kahf credits for the concept of Arab woman 
as escapee— could not, of course, have foreseen the boom in the bestselling 
memoirs of ever- growing numbers of “escapees,” Muslim, non- Muslim, and ex- 
Muslim, from Muslim societies. I turn to these more recent memoirs later in 
the essay.

Like Rokeya Hossain, whose education and writing benefi ted from the sup-
port of her brother when she was young and her husband later, Huda Shaarawi’s 
commitment and passion for women’s rights emerged out of a nurturing family 
environment rather than brute oppression. Kahf notes, “Mudhakkirati evinces a 
woman who, far from desiring escape from her people, saw women’s liberation 
as something nourished by love for her family and rooted in her culture.” How-
ever, “given the poverty of a reception environment that wants to imagine Arab 
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women only as victims, escapees, or pawns,” warm and positive relationships of 
“an Arab feminist with her own culture” are hard to sell.28

Also, as with Hossain, Shaarawi’s critique of women’s position in her soci-
ety was not accompanied by a belief that all Eu ro pe an women  were, by contrast, 
liberated. Shaarawi is equally critical of acts of injustice against women in Egypt 
and France though, again, her condemnations of Eu ro pe an treatment of women 
and of Western ste reo types about Egyptian women do not fi nd a place in the 
En glish translation. Kahf recounts a telling incident from the Arabic memoir 
(one that was omitted from the En glish translation). Shaarawi describes how, in 
the course of an audience with Mussolini during the famous Rome conference 
of 1923, “I repeated my personal appeal that the Italian woman be granted po-
liti cal rights.”29 From her close reading of the Arabic memoir, Kahf insists that 
Shaarawi did not see herself “on inferior ground with Eu ro pe an women.”30

The translation is also reticent about Shaarawi’s deep interest in the unfold-
ing situation in Palestine. Toward the end of her life, Shaarawi severed links with 
the international women’s movement over the question of Palestine and chan-
neled her energies into a pan- Arab feminist movement. At the 1939 meeting of 
the International Alliance of Women for Suff rage and Equal Citizenship (IAW), 
Shaarawi called on the IAW to protest against the continued Jewish immigration 
to Palestine and also insisted that a Palestinian delegation comprising just three 
Jewish women was not acceptable. The IAW did not support Shaarawi’s resolu-
tion on immigration to Palestine because they saw it as “an intervention into local 
politics.”31 Interestingly, despite the clear importance of Palestine to Shaarawi 
and her activism in the last de cade of her life, there is only one mention of Pales-
tine in the En glish translation, on the penultimate page, and that to mention that 
Shaarawi simply collected some money to send to Palestine.32

Talented visionaries and reformers who  were very much rooted in their 
respective cultures, both Rokeya Hossain and Huda Shaarawi articulated im-
portant critiques of gender in e qual ity in their own societies without necessar-
ily “falling into collusion with Eu ro pe an and American colonialists and Ori-
entalists,” without calling for blind imitation of Western society, and with a 
clear awareness of the role of colonialism in perpetuating these injustices.33 
Rather than assume unchanging, timeless, fourteen- hundred- year- old misog-
yny in an intangible entity such as “Islam,” they  were cognizant of the role of 
the greater global context, of structures and institutions beyond “religion,” 
and of actual historical developments.

With the onset of decolonization in much of the world after World War II, 
women’s rights advocates assumed that the new sovereign states that came 
into existence would ensure equality for women on all fronts. However, as is 
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now well known, despite their crucial participation in nationalist movements, 
women found their interests often marginalized in these newly in de pen dent 
states.34 As national feminist movements continued their battles for women’s 
rights within the new nation- states, the United States was preoccupied with 
its own new wave of feminism, the strengthening of the women’s liberation 
movement in the United States, and the establishment of the fi rst academic 
programs in women’s studies, but also attacks on the feminist movement as 
imperialist toward non- bourgeois, non- white women even within the United 
States. The late 1970s saw a renewed interest in Muslim women’s oppression 
and the ubiquitous “veil” on the part of U.S. feminists following the Ira ni an 
revolution, as well as the publication of Edward Said’s Orientalism, which 
transformed the way most scholars studied not only the Arab and Muslim 
worlds, but many other societies. In the years that followed, increasingly so-
phisticated scholarship on Islam and Muslims fl ourished alongside the ste reo-
typical portrayal of Muslims and Arabs in pop u lar culture through books and 
fi lms such as Not Without My Daughter (1991) and True Lies (1994). With the 
defeat of the Soviets in Af ghan i stan and the fall of the Soviet Bloc, the sever-
ing of U.S. ties with the mujahideen, and the war with Iraq over Kuwait, 
Islam emerged as the “green peril” to replace the “red menace.” Despite the 
strenuous eff orts of the Feminist Majority Foundation, however, to draw at-
tention to the Taliban’s horrifi c treatment of women, Muslim women did not 
explode onto the public consciousness in the United States until just after 
9/11, when scenes of Taliban executions of women  were repeatedly broadcast 
to make the case for attacks on Af ghan i stan. Imperial feminism was thus 
reborn— and it was as strident as ever. Whereas in the nineteenth century, 
concern for Muslim women had been expressed to justify a prior colonial 
presence and colonial policies, in 2001 the U.S. government used feminist 
concerns to justify the planned invasion of a foreign nation. Thus, in Novem-
ber 2001, First Lady Laura Bush delivered a radio address to the nation, the 
fi rst time a fi rst lady had done so, in order to

kick off  a world- wide eff ort to focus on the brutality against women and 
children by the al- Qaida terrorist network and the regime it supports in 
Af ghan i stan, the Taliban. . . .  Because of our recent military gains in 
much of Af ghan i stan, women are no longer imprisoned in their homes. 
They can listen to music and teach their daughters without fear of pun-
ishment. Yet the terrorists who helped rule that country now plot and 
plan in many countries. And they must be stopped. The fi ght against 
terrorism is also a fi ght for the rights and dignity of women.35
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From Cromer to Coulter: Imperial Feminism Redux

A century after he penned Modern Egypt, we fi nd echoes of Lord Cromer in 
the United States today, perhaps most pithily represented by the conservative 
American author Ann Coulter.36 Infamous for declaring on September 12, 
2001, that “we should invade their countries, kill their leaders, and covert 
them to Christianity,” she has more recently bemoaned the nineteenth amend-
ment which granted women suff rage: “If we took away women’s right to vote, 
we’d never have to worry about another Demo crat president. It’s kind of a 
pipe dream, it’s a personal fantasy of mine, but I don’t think it’s going to hap-
pen.”37 This is an eerie reminder of Cromer’s own opposition to women’s suf-
frage in the early twentieth century, a cause he championed with great enthu-
siasm upon his return from Egypt.

It is tempting for scholars to dismiss speakers and writers like Coulter, 
but I believe it is important to recognize their crucial role in openly support-
ing the current wars, with direct consequences for gender roles within the 
United States as well as overseas. While few others have publicly called for a 
repeal of American women’s right to vote, it is clear that many who so sup-
port imposing Western notions of feminism and freedom on Muslim women 
are opposed to women’s right to choose and in favor of a return to traditional 
gender roles in society within the United States.38 The trump card that Coul-
ter and her likes enjoy today— and that was not available to Cromer— is the 
presence of what Hamid Dabashi has called “comprador intellectuals,” Mus-
lims who will lead the fi ght against Islam for them, thereby, they hope, spar-
ing them from charges of orientalism and imperial feminism.39

In October 2007, Ann Coulter was a featured speaker at Tulane Univer-
sity and the University of Southern California as part of Islamo- Fascism 
Awareness Week (IFAW).40 According to David Horowitz, head of the David 
Horowitz Freedom Center, editor of FrontPageMagazine .com, and one of the 
main organizers of the IFAW, 114 campuses or ga nized speeches and events in 
observation of the week.41 The IFAW events “highlighted the threat from the 
Islamic jihad, and the oppression of Muslim women.” According to A Student’s 

Guide to Hosting Islamo- Fascism Awareness Week, among the activities planned for 
the week  were a “teach- in on the oppression of women in Islam” and “sit- ins in 
Women’s Studies Departments and campus Women’s Centers to protest their 
silence about the oppression of women in Islam.” 42 An article on FrontPageMag-

azine.com in early October 2007 had thus expressed surprise at this “silence”:

Despite their vigilance in behalf of women’s rights in America and other 
Western nations, Women’s Studies Departments across the nation have 
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been strangely passive in the face of the barbaric treatment of women in 
Islamic regimes. Numerous hours are spent in the classroom, dissecting 
the reasons for the “wage gap” in America, violence against women and 
the “privileges” accorded Caucasian males. But courses on the plight of 
women in Islamic regimes are strangely absent. Where there are a few 
courses that touch on Islamic women in Women’s Studies programs, the 
focus is often cultural and literary, while the abuses go unmentioned.43

The fl yers for the event that  were created by the organizers for use on the 
various campuses also revolved around the oppression of Muslim women. The 
fi rst, a still from a fi lm dramatizing the stoning of a young Ira ni an woman 
charged with adultery, was discarded following complaints that this was a re-
construction of a stoning rather than an actual stoning. The second showed a 
public execution of a burqa- clad woman under the Taliban.44 Robert Spencer 
and Phyllis Chesler co- authored a pamphlet for distribution on campus during 
IFAW titled The Violent Oppression of Women in Islam and the David Horowitz 
Freedom Center produced a short fi lm of the same title, also for distribution 
and screening that week. The fi lm begins with a warning from Robert Spen-
cer: “The war we are fi ghting against Islamic jihad is not just about bombs and 
hijacked airliners. It’s also about the oppression of women.” 45 The same warn-
ing appears in the pamphlet, worded slightly diff erently.46 Like the other or-
ganizers of IFAW quoted earlier, Spencer and Chesler go on to argue that 
feminists in the United States are preoccupied with trivial matters when they 
should be focusing on Muslim women. They contend that there is nothing for 
feminists to complain about in the United States, where gender equality is 
taken for granted: “For Americans living in a world committed to equality 
between the sexes, it may seem hard to imagine that such systematic violence 
against women, sanctioned by religious belief, still exists.” 47 Chesler, Horow-
itz, Spencer, and others not only call for increased condemnation of the 
atrocities infl icted upon Muslim women but also see war on Muslim countries 
as the only solution. Thus they fully support the war on terror in Af ghan i stan 
and Iraq; the focus on Iran in the book and video is also understandable given 
the Bush regime’s own interest in Iran.

As the student’s guide to IFAW shows, according to the new champions of 
Muslim women’s rights, U.S. feminists have rendered themselves irrelevant by 
failing to join this cause. In her book, The Death of Feminism: What’s Next in the 

Struggle for Women’s Freedom, longtime activist, self- avowed veteran of feminism, 
and professor emerita of psychology Phyllis Chesler criticizes women’s studies 
programs on American campuses for not linking the known atrocities against 
Muslim women to a “feminist foreign policy.” 48 She points out that
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today women in the Islamic world are still pressured into arranged mar-
riages; forced to veil themselves; not allowed to vote or travel without a 
male escort; not allowed to work at all or to work in mixed- gender set-
tings. Worse, many are mutilated in childhood and routinely beaten as 
daughters, sisters, and wives; some are murdered by their male relatives 
in honor killings and stoned to death for alleged sexual improprieties or 
for asserting the slightest in de pen dence.49

As she announced in an earlier piece she co- wrote with Donna M. Hughes for 
the Washington Post,

there is a need now, in the opening years of the 21st century, to rethink 
feminism. There are new challenges and new potential allies that didn’t 
exist in the mid- 20th century. Islamic fundamentalism threatens women 
all over the world. Wherever they have gained power, Islamists have 
denied women their essential humanity and dignity. Islamic fundamen-
talism is not conservative religion but a fascist po liti cal movement that 
aims for world domination. Many feminists are out of touch with the 
realities of the war that has been declared against the secular, Judeo- 
Christian, modern West.50

Chesler and Hughes are not the sole purveyors of such views. Canadian com-
mentator Robert Fulford echoes these views in a piece of his own titled 
“Feminists Fall Silent”:

Surely honour killing is the ultimate male oppression, being uniquely 
permanent and committed by close relatives in the name of an abstrac-
tion. It’s among many anti- woman atrocities in the Arab world that 
should enrage feminists of the West and rouse them to urgent action. . . .  
But no action of this kind ever materializes, which amounts to a grave 
abdication of responsibility. Feminism, after all, embodies the principle 
that women deserve the same rights and dignity as men. In the original 
discussion nobody said “except for Muslims.”51

Similarly, San Francisco- based writer Cinnamon Stillwell notes, “The op-
pression of women in Muslim culture and the threat it poses to women’s 
rights all over the world is clearly the next frontier for the feminist move-
ment. Either feminists will rise to the occasion or be rendered meaningless 
by their hypocrisy.”52 Christina Hoff  Sommers also laments that “The con-
dition of Muslim women may be the most pressing women’s issue of our 
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age, but for many contemporary American feminists it is not a high 
priority.”53

Chesler attributes the feminist movement’s attitude partly to ignorance 
about the real threat of radical Islam, the “exceptionally bloody jihad that Islam 
has long declared against women,” but also to its greater interest in “actively 
propagandizing students against America and against Israel— which means that 
in reality they are choosing tyranny and gender apartheid over democracy and 
human rights for women.”54 She traces this shift in the movement’s concerns 
with real women’s real problems to the publication of Edward Said’s Orientalism 
in the late 1970s. “Professor Said stole our feminist thunder when it was at its 
academic height,” she writes. “Ultimately, even feminists came to believe that 
the ‘occupation of Palestine’ was far more important than the worldwide occu-
pation of women’s bodies.”55 Indeed, as she later elaborates, this attitude plagues 
much of academia, not just feminists: “The reaction and non- reaction of West-
ern academics and intellectuals to the 2000 Intifada against Israel— and to 
9/11— fi nally persuaded me that this group had become suicidally intolerant.”56 
Chesler’s views are by no means unique. Canadian legal scholar Sherene Razack 
recounts an email campaign to which she was subjected in 2002. In these mes-
sages, the miserable plight of women in Muslim- Arab countries  were pitted 
against Israel as a “ ‘free country, with tolerance of all religions and equality for 
women.’ To criticize Israel, my correspondents insisted, was not only to be anti- 
Semitic and anti- American, but also to be on the side of patriarchy.”57

It is blatantly untrue, of course, that U.S. feminists  were all and always 
opposed to the war on terror. The Feminist Majority Foundation had drawn 
attention to the plight of Afghan women long before 9/11 and was initially 
supportive of the war for women’s rights.58 As Sarah Wildman notes in an 
article in the New Republic in November 2001, women’s rights activists “gar-
nered praise from across the po liti cal spectrum— even from quarters where 
‘feminist’ is normally a dirty word.” However, Wildman continues, “at the 
very moment feminists should be fi nishing the battle they began, they are 
nowhere to be found. . . .  [W]hat they aren’t vigorously supporting— or even 
vigorously debating— is the one thing that might bring on a post- Taliban Af-
ghan i stan into being: America’s war.”59 According to Susan Faludi, it was the 
Bush administration that shut out the feminists once it had received the sup-
port needed to launch the strikes: “Bush Administration offi  cials  were making 
it clear they had ‘other priorities,’ as one put it, than women’s rights and 
didn’t want to ‘impose our values’ on that country.”60

There was a range of perspectives on the war even within the feminist 
community, but it was clear to many that war could not be a viable solution. 
Veteran French feminist Christine Delphy noted, “To say that war is benefi cial 
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for Afghan women is to decide that it is better for them to die from bombs, 
from hunger, from cold, than to live under the Taliban. Death rather than ser-
vitude: that is what Western public opinion has decided for Afghan women.”61 
Writing in 2002 about the then- imminent invasion of Iraq, historian Afsaneh 
Najmabadi, for her part, draws attention to the racism and arrogance implicit 
in the American dissident community’s anti- intervention attitude that it knows 
better than

the people who have lived and suff ered under these regimes and who . . .  
welcomed (and at times begged for) outside, including American and in-
cluding military, interventions. . . .  What  here may seem the honorable 
position of opposing the war machine and military adventurism of one’s 
own government, in this confi guration, came as the price of other people 
continuing to suff er with no end in sight. . . .  Why shouldn’t dissident 
energies in this country be focused on the kind of American intervention 
rather than on a policy of non- intervention?” 62

In the end, there was little scope to infl uence the nature of U.S. interven-
tion. Saddam Hussein is indeed gone, but the Taliban is still fl ourishing. By 
most accounts, in many ways, women in both Af ghan i stan and Iraq are worse 
off  than before the U.S. invasions of those countries, and women’s rights ad-
vocates in both countries are tainted as “Western.” 63

The New Saviors of Muslim Women

For Stillwell, the U.S. military is today at the helm of the noble eff ort to res-
cue Muslim women from their oppressed existence:

While some merely talk the talk, it is the women warriors of the U.S. 
Military who are on the front line bringing justice to the Muslim world. 
They face challenges in Af ghan i stan, Iraq and beyond, but this does not 
diminish their accomplishments. If just one girls’ school is reopened, 
one woman goes back to work, one burka is discarded or one stoning is 
prevented, we have made a concrete diff erence in the lives of Muslim 
women. Restoring freedoms and providing medical care, humanitarian 
aid and protection, women in the military are the true feminists. So are 
the valiant men who work and fi ght alongside them.64

To quote writer Arundhati Roy, “It’s being made out that the  whole point of 
the war was to topple the Taliban regime and liberate Afghan women from 
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their burqas.  We’re being asked to believe that the U.S. marines are actually 
on a feminist mission.”65 Fortunately, for supporters of these rescue missions, 
there are also many women from the Muslim world who can guide these ef-
forts and lend them credibility. Indeed, as Saba Mahmood points out, some of 
these “authentic voices” earn the support and admiration even of feminists 
who are opposed to the Bush agenda.66 To paraphrase Spivak, then, what we 
have this time is an attempt to have “moderate” Muslims work with “demo-
cratic” and “feminist” Western men and women to save Muslim women from 
Muslim men.67 (And to borrow from Marx, what we have in this most recent 
round of imperialism is a tragic farce.)

Nonie Darwish, whom Chesler describes as “heroic” and “a beautiful and 
passionate speaker . . .  an expressive, emotional orator, dramatically thrill-
ing (as so many Arabs can be),” is the author of Now They Call Me Infi del: Why I 

Renounced Jihad for America, Israel, and the War on Terror.68 She is also the narra-
tor for the fi lm The Violent Oppression of Women in Islam, mentioned earlier. The 
daughter of an Egyptian army offi  cer, she spent some years in Gaza while her 
father was stationed there. He was assassinated by the Israelis, but her brother 
more recently received lifesaving treatment at Hadassah Hospital in Jerusa-
lem, leading Darwish to discard the hatred of Jews she said she had been 
raised with and eventually found a website,  www .ArabsforIsrael .com. She left 
Egypt for Los Angeles and now lives there with her husband and children. 
Somewhat predictably, in her book, she refers to her plans to migrate to the 
United States with her then- boyfriend as their “ ‘escape’ dreams,” while Cana-
dian journalist Robert Fulford describes how “America provided an escape 
from the pathology of jihad.”69

Unlike Darwish, Brigitte Gabriel was born into an Arab Christian family 
in southern Lebanon. In her book, Because They Hate: A Survivor of Islamic Terror 

Warns America, Gabriel chides Americans for failing “to recognize the nature 
of the extent of the threat presented by radical Islam,” for their refusal “to ac-
cept that in the Muslim world, extreme is mainstream.”70 Gabriel had the op-
portunity to experience life in Israel fi rsthand when she accompanied her 
mother to a hospital in Israel, just across the border from her hometown. She 
remembers the women soldiers she saw:

I was amazed at how assertive and self- confi dent they  were. I did not 
yet understand the language that they spoke, but I could tell from their 
tone of voice and the way that they carried themselves that they felt ac-
cepted and respected by the men. Some of them  were even offi  cers! 
This was such a stark contrast to the Arab world in which I had grown 
up. No Arab soldier would take an order from a woman. In the Arab 
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world, women  were property. We  were owned by our parents, and 
then we  were reowned by our husbands. Israel was truly a diff erent 
world.71

By contrast, according to Gabriel:

Women have no rights in Islamic societies. Women are not permitted to 
get an education. They are not allowed to leave the  house or work with-
out a male guardian’s written approval. The Koran gives the husband 
the right to beat his wife. . . .  A girl born in the Middle East is doomed 
to a life of misery, especially if she is a Muslim. Many girls commit sui-
cide as the only way out of a miserable situation, be it a forced marriage, 
soiled honor because of rape, or just rumored sexual promiscuity.72

Gabriel admits that the trip to Israel had “not only saved my mother’s life, but 
had changed mine.”73 Over time, she grew increasingly “disgusted with my 
culture. I began to compare my place as a female in Lebanese society to that of 
females in Israeli society.” The fi nal straw was when a male relative insisted she 
change out of a pair of shorts an Israeli nurse had given her and put on some-
thing more modest and conservative in order to accompany her mother to the 
local hospital. She “swore that I would leave Lebanon as soon as I could. . . .  I 
did not belong in Lebanon, I had no fond feelings toward the country. The 
more I thought about it, the more I realized I felt more at home in Israel, the 
place that has given me a glimpse of Western civilization.”74 Gabriel eventually 
got a job as news anchor, working under the assumed name of “Nour Saman” 
for World News, broadcast by Middle East Tele vi sion, “a TV station backed by 
the Israelis, located in the Israeli security zone.”75 Now based in the United 
States, she is found er and president of American Congress for Truth, a regular 
commentator in the media, and author of a second book, titled They Must be 

Stopped: Why We Must Defeat Radical Islam and How We Can Do It.76

Wafa Sultan, an Arab American psychologist, became a highly valued 
speaker on Islamic extremism following a heated exchange with an Egyptian 
professor, Dr. Ibrahim al- Khouli, on al- Jazeera in February 2006 that was 
quickly broadcast by Middle East Media Research Institute (MEMRI). It is 
worth noting that the co- founder and president of MEMRI is Col. Yigal Car-
mon, a veteran of Israeli intelligence, as are several other members of the 
named staff .77 She promised shortly thereafter that she was working on a book 
that was “going to turn the Islamic world upside down.” For her favorable 
comments about Jews, she received an invitation from the American Jewish 
Congress to speak at a conference in Israel in May 2006. The New York Times 
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promptly described her as “an international sensation,” while Time magazine 
named her one of the world’s 100 most infl uential people.78 During the de-
bate, Sultan referred to the war on terror as “a clash between civilization and 
backwardness . . .  between barbarity and rationality . . .  between human 
rights on the one hand and the violation of these rights on the other, between 
those who treat women like beasts and those who treat them like human be-
ings.”79 In the New York Times interview conducted a few weeks later, she 
grandly stated, “Knowledge has released me from this backward thinking. 
Somebody has to help free the Muslim people from these wrong beliefs.”80

Sultan, who has been described by a rabbi in the Los Angeles Times as “Islam’s 
Ann Coulter,” considers the subject of Muslim women one of her “top priori-
ties.”81 She is concerned that women in the Middle East “are slaves, but they be-
lieve they are free.” During a meeting with Women’s eNews, she announces that she 
hopes to become the “savior” of Muslim women. She plans to establish a non-
profi t foundation to educate Middle Eastern women and to have a TV program 
called “The True America,” which would seek to shatter ste reo types of American 
women held by people in the Arab and Muslim world. “They believe American 
women are just naked waiting to make sex with anyone who asks them, just pros-
titutes on the street. I’m dreaming to go to every factory, to every university, 
videotape American women and show them how strong they are and how posi-
tive they are.”82 While her plan to highlight the diversity of American women is 
laudable, it is diffi  cult to understand how she does not discern a similar diversity 
among Muslim women and in fact sees herself as a lone voice for reform. Sultan’s 
views on Islam and on Muslim women specifi cally earned her star billing during 
Islamo- Fascism Awareness Week as a speaker on the Oppression of Women in 
Islam, along with Nonie Darwish and Ayaan Hirsi Ali. Sultan’s book eventually 
appeared in 2009 with the title A God Who Hates: The Courageous Woman Who In-

fl amed the Muslim World Speaks Out Against the Evils of Islam.83

Irshad Manji and Ayaan Hirsi Ali are the best known of these authors, with 
regular appearances in such widely circulated outlets as the New York Times (in-
cluding the Sunday Book Review), USA Today, Newsweek, and Time. Much has been 
written about them both, so I only wish to note  here the signifi cant points of 
congruence between them and the other authors mentioned above, in par tic u lar 
their “escapee” experiences and their celebration of Israel and the West as exem-
plars of feminist and progressive havens in contrast to Islamic societies. Manji 
fl ed an Islamic school in a Vancouver suburb that suppressed her ability to ask 
critical questions, and Hirsi Ali, while the details are in dispute, fl ed a forced 
marriage to the freedom of the Netherlands. Like Darwish, Gabriel, and Sul-
tan, Manji recalls how, as a child, she “regularly imbibed two major messages— 
that women are inferior and that Jews are treacherous, not to be trusted.”84 
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Hirsi Ali, for her part, remembers very clearly what “Sister Aziza told us about 
the Jews. She described them in such a way that I imagined them as physically 
monstrous: they had horns on their heads, and noses so large they stuck right 
out of their faces like great beaks.”85 Aglow from her visit to Israel in 2002, 
Manji discusses “Muslim complicity in the Holocaust” in her book, and praises 
Israel for being the only democracy in the Middle East and for hosting “the only 
annual gay pride parade” in the region.86 Following a visit to the Temple Mount, 
she concludes that she “feels at home,” and “more viscerally than ever, I know 
who my family is.”87 Several of these women describe the moment they fi rst met 
a Jew and, to quote Hirsi Ali, how she was “astonished that he was an ordinary 
human of fl esh and blood.” For having “condemned the virtual enslavement of 
Muslim women in the name of Islam,” Hirsi Ali was awarded the American 
Jewish Congress’s 2006 Moral Courage Award.88 Manji, for her part, now 
heads the Moral Courage Project at New York University.89

By ignoring history in both the Muslim world and in the West, all these 
authors deftly manage to displace the charge of anti- Semitism from its histori-
cal Eu ro pe an origins onto Arabs and Muslims. In this worldview, where the 
West treats its women correctly and cherishes and protects Israel, this newly 
constructed Arab/Muslim East not only continues to oppress its women, but 
it is now also guilty of anti- Semitism. Israel is seen to be part of the West, a 
bastion of democracy and Western ideals, an outpost of “Judeo- Christian” 
heritage in the midst of the despotic, misogynist Arab world. As historian 
Richard Bulliet points out in a book provocatively titled The Case for Islamo- 

Christian Civilization:

The unquestioned ac cep tance of “Judeo- Christian civilization” as a syn-
onym for “Western civilization” makes it clear that history is not des-
tiny. No one with the least knowledge of the past two thousand years of 
relations between Christians and Jews can possibly miss the irony of 
linking in a single term two faith communities that did not get along 
during most of that period.90

He concedes that the term is warranted today for various reasons, but argues 
for a recognition of the role of Islamic thinkers in the very creation of West-
ern civilization and of the close doctrinal and scriptural linkages between all 
three religions, rather than the “current insistence on seeing profound diff er-
ences between Islam and the West.”91 The omission of history and politics 
from their analyses of both Western and Islamic cultures aff ects the conclu-
sions Hirsi Ali, Manji, and the others draw about both the Israel/Palestine 
question and women’s rights.
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A 2008 New York Times article comparing Hirsi Ali and Manji concludes 
that despite their important diff erences— Hirsi Ali seeks to change Islam from 
outside, Manji from within— both women are staunch feminists:

No element more thoroughly informs the work of both women than 
feminism; its infl uence on their thinking can hardly be overstated, and 
in this sense they might be considered crown jewels in the history of the 
modern women’s movement. . . .  As feminists, Ms. Hirsi Ali and Ms. 
Manji are demanding more than equality; they are very self- consciously 
challenging the foundations of an entire way of life.92

Hirsi Ali traces the problems facing Muslims today to “the sexual morality 
that we  were force- fed from birth” while Manji sees the empowerment of 
women as “the way to awaken the Muslim world.”93 Hirsi Ali’s fi rst book was 
titled The Caged Virgin: An Emancipation Proclamation for Women and Islam (2006). 
In her second book, Infi del (2007), she declares that honor killings are “the 
largest, most important issue that our society and our planet will face in this 
century,” a claim reviewer Ian Buruma dismisses as “perhaps a trifl e over-
blown.”94 The title of her most recent book, Nomad: From Islam to America— A 

Personal Journey Through the Clash of Civilizations (2010), simply reinforces pop-
u lar notions about the incompatibility of the monolithic entities called “Islam” 
and “America.”

In presenting change in the Muslim world as possible only with interven-
tion from the United States— either by force through the violent eradication 
of oppressive Muslim men or the less dramatic support of “moderate” Muslim 
groups and individuals— these writers foreclose the possibility of change 
from within Muslim societies. They can do so only by studiously ignoring or 
dismissing longstanding local eff orts to confront the injustices, notably the 
Revolutionary Association of the Women of Af ghan i stan (RAWA); Chesler, 
for example, describes RAWA as “a marginal group whose po liti cal infl uence 
would have no future other than as dancing dogs among the American left,” 
while Irshad Manji makes no mention of the or ga ni za tion at all in her discus-
sion of the Taliban in her bestselling book The Trouble with Islam Today.95 Nonie 
Darwish, for her part, asserts that polygamy is directly responsible for the 
lack of women’s groups seeking change in women’s lives in the Muslim world:

The end result is an environment that sets women up as adversaries 
against one another, causing much unnecessary distrust and caution. 
Competitive relationships among women also deprive them of forming 
support groups to stand up to the many injustices they are suff ering 
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under. Thus relationships among women in Muslim countries become 
haphazard, strained, and even hostile. Few Muslim women venture to 
form relationships outside the family or clan, and very often husbands 
discourage it. Western- style women’s groups and organizations working 
for a common cause and to infl uence change are almost non ex is tent in 
the clanlike Muslim culture.96

What becomes clear fairly quickly is that there are reform- oriented 
groups in Muslim societies that merit generous funding from American 
government- affi  liated sources and groups that do not. RAWA, for example, 
was openly critical of the U.S. plan to bomb Af ghan i stan, predicting cor-
rectly that Afghan women’s suff ering would only increase. In late March 
2007, the Rand Corporation released the latest in a series of reports on U.S. 
strategies vis-à- vis the Muslim world since 9/11, this one titled “Building 
Moderate Muslim Networks.” The report argues that it is incumbent upon the 
United States to help develop and support networks of moderate Muslims in 
order to fi ght the “ideologically driven global jihadist movement,” just as the 
United States fought the spread of communism during the Cold War by sup-
porting demo cratic networks and institutions in the Soviet bloc.97 One of the 
fi rst steps in this pro cess, the report points out, is to separate true moderates 
from those who may appear to be moderate.

According to the report, the characteristics of true moderate Muslims 
are the following: they support democracy, gender equality, and freedom of 
worship; they respect diversity; they accept nonsectarian sources of law; and 
they oppose “terrorism.” It calls these “marker issues” and suggests that “the 
position of groups or individuals on them allows for a more precise classifi ca-
tion of these groups in terms of their affi  nity for democracy and pluralism.”98 
The report recommends that the United States work closely with fi ve groups 
in par tic u lar: liberal and secular Muslim academics and intellectuals; young 
moderate religious scholars; community activists; moderate journalists and 
scholars; and, fi nally, women’s groups engaged in gender equality campaigns. 
To quote from the report: “The issue of women’s rights is a major battle-
ground in the war of ideas within Islam, and women’s rights advocates oper-
ate in very adverse environments. Promotion of gender equality is a critical 
component of any project to empower moderate Muslims.”99 However, as it 
turns out, support for neoliberal and neoconservative agendas are taken to be 
far more reliable indicators of one’s moderation.

The authors discussed  here are indeed the perfect “apostles of progress” 
sought by Newsweek. They are also precisely the kind of Muslim Rev. Henry H. 
Jessup had in mind when, at the fi rst missionary conference on the Muslim 
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world in 1906, he conceded that the most eff ective means of bringing enlight-
enment to the Muslims would be a through a recent convert from Islam:

They need an apostle from their own ranks; a Mohammedan scholar, 
enlightened, renewed by God’s Spirit, thoroughly converted to faith in 
Jesus the Son of Mary, as the only Redeemer, who will proclaim that 
the set time to favour Islam has come and that they are all called to ac-
cept Christ. Foreigners cannot do it: “a tree must be cut down by one of 
its own branches.” The Babi (Behai) movement in Persia shows what a 
tremendous infl uence one man can exert in breaking up the solidarity of 
Islam. Let us pray that God will raise up such leaders in Egypt and Ara-
bia, in Syria and India.100

To appreciate why these women are so celebrated, it is worth turning our 
attention briefl y to another female, ex- Muslim critic, one who often appears 
on the same lists as Manji and Hirsi Ali— but signifi cantly, not always.101 Tas-
lima Nasrin’s rise to international fame precedes that of the others by a full 
de cade: in 1993, an Islamic group in Sylhet, Bangladesh, off ered a bounty of 
$1,250 for the death of this physician and writer, arguing that she deserved to 
be executed for “blasphemy and conspiracy against Islam.”102 Meredith Tax 
was chair of PEN’s Women Writers’ Committee when details of Taslima Nas-
rin’s plight fi rst went out on the news wires. She established fax correspon-
dence with Taslima and would become one of her closest friends in the West. 
In a review of Nasrin’s memoir of her “girlhood” in The Nation, Tax describes 
how, in 1994, Nasrin became “an international press sensation, the ‘female 
Rushdie,’ a poster child for the oppression of Muslim women.”103 Tax recalls 
being surprised at the “unpre ce dented” media interest in “a writer who had 
not even been translated into one of the ‘power languages’ ” and soon came to 
see the press coverage as a “double- edged sword,” given the reporters’ eager-
ness to “use the story as a stick with which to beat Islam. . . .  The Western 
press tended to portray her solely as a victim and symbol of the oppression of 
Muslim women, downplaying her courage and ignoring the work of the Ban-
gladeshi women’s movement.”104 Bangladeshi anthropologist Dina Siddiqi ob-
served at the time:

Nasreen was not only a “female Rushdie” but was better than Rushdie; 
she could expose the patriarchal as well as the authoritarian aspects of 
Islam. For in the arsenal of orientalist imagery, the fear of the abroga-
tion of women’s civil liberties under Islamic law is elementary. More-
over, Western feminists who championed Nasreen’s rights as a woman 
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and a writer could lionize her as a heroic individual in an oppressive so-
ciety and at the same time reaffi  rm their positional superiority.105

Like the more recent group of women writers discussed in this essay, she “is 
disliked by many progressive social activists as well as by religious extrem-
ists”; she has consistently failed to acknowledge the eff orts of others, ignoring 
Bangladesh’s “vibrant feminist movement,” and presenting herself “as the lone 
voice of dissent.”106

There are a number of possible explanations for why Nasrin has not 
achieved the level of acclaim and popularity that Manji, Hirsi Ali, and the 
other have. She writes her major works in Bengali and they are then trans-
lated into En glish. The latest cohort of Muslim escapees has been easier to 
see as brave heroes because they have written their own stories of overcom-
ing the Islamic strictures on their lives, while Nasrin did not write her per-
sonal story until several years after she appeared on the global stage. The 
Bengali title Amar Meyebela was translated in En glish as Meyebela, My Bengali 

Childhood: A Memoir of Growing up Female in a Muslim World.107 The second 
part, about her adolescence, is called Utol Hawa, translated as The Wild Wind. 
She does not live in the United States, though she has spent brief stints  here, 
and lacks both the Westernized fashion fl air of Hirsi Ali (which led to the 
Vogue profi le cited earlier) and the media- savvy eloquence and presence of 
Manji. What I believe is most signifi cant, however, is that she has been criti-
cal of all religions, while admitting that she has most experience with Is-
lam. In an interview with the Indian En glish daily The Statesman on May 9, 
1994, Nasrin had supposedly said that she supported a total revision of the 
Quran. Two days later, on May 11, 1994, she issued a rejoinder to clarify 
her position:

I hold the Koran, the Vedas, the Bible and all such religious texts deter-
mining the lives of their followers as “out of place and out of time.” We 
have crossed that historical context in which these  were written and 
therefore we should not be guided by their precepts; the question of re-
vising thoroughly or otherwise is irrelevant. We have to move beyond 
these ancient texts if we want to progress. In order to respond to our 
spiritual needs let humanism be our new faith.108

A few weeks later, a government- owned newspaper in Bangladesh reprinted 
the interview without the rejoinder, setting into motion a series of events that 
culminated in her departure from Bangladesh.109 Second, she has been critical 
of the recent U.S.- led wars. In an interview published in 2002, Nasrin criti-
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cized the war on terror, thereby distinguishing herself as the wrong kind of 
Muslim dissident:

There are three kinds of terrorism in the world. Private, group, and 
state. Among these, state terrorism is the most dangerous terrorism. 
The Bush administration is involved in state terrorism; you cannot eradi-
cate terrorists by dropping bombs. In South Asia, religious terrorists 
have become much more active since the war on terrorism began, and it’s 
because of the inhuman activities of Bush. In the Middle East, the hatred 
against the United States is increasing, too. More and more people are 
joining the fundamentalist organizations, and will continue to.110

Finally, and this is related to the fi rst explanation, she has not identifi ed Chris-
tianity or Judaism as better for women, and the West or Israel as havens of 
refuge for women. She cannot therefore be as easily promoted as a “reason-
able” or moderate Muslim who openly recognizes the obvious virtues of the 
Israel and the West. And certainly there is no need to when there are others 
who are far more vocal on the subject.

What Muslim Women Need, What Muslim Women Want: 
“Muslim” Women Speak

In a piece published shortly after September 11, 2001, and the fi rst American 
attacks on Af ghan i stan, anthropologist Lila Abu- Lughod bluntly lays bare the 
arrogance implicit in claims to save Afghan or Muslim women.

When you save someone, you imply that you are saving her from some-
thing. You are also saving her to something. What violences are entailed 
in this transformation, and what presumptions are being made about the 
superiority of that to which you are saving her? Projects of saving other 
women depend on and reinforce a sense of superiority by Westerners, a 
form of arrogance that deserves to be challenged. All one needs to do to 
appreciate the patronizing quality of the rhetoric of saving women is to 
imagine using it today in the United States about disadvantaged groups 
such as African American women or working- class women. We now 
understand them as suff ering from structural violence. We have become 
politicized about race and class, but not culture.111

According to the memoirs mentioned above, all published in the last fi ve 
years, Muslim women need to be saved to Western and Israeli/Jewish culture, 
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seen as synonymous and equally respectful of gender equality. Again, a no-
table exception is Nasrin’s writing, which does not single out Western or Is-
raeli culture as the ultimate goal. As though working from the same manual, 
each of the women mentioned above attacks the treatment of women in Is-
lamic countries, celebrates gender equality in Israel and the West, and gen-
erally ignores recent serious scholarship on the subject. What is most perni-
cious of course is that it is these books rather than the painstaking labor of 
scholars that is eagerly consumed by the media and the public, reinforcing 
misconceptions and lending support to destructive government policies.112

In the ac know ledg ments in her book, Darwish thanks her husband for 
being the fi rst to tell her, “ ‘You have a story to tell’ at a time when I wanted 
to block out my past.”113 And indeed, she, Gabriel, Sultan, Manji, and Nasrin 
all have fascinating and often painful personal stories to share with a wider 
readership. The problem with all these books, however, is that these personal 
stories are seen as representative of all Muslims or Arabs; these individuals are 
taken to be exemplary victims of an Islam that is opposed to women and femi-
nism; they are then feted as authorities on “Islam,” “Muslim women,” and 
“feminism” at all times and in all places. This failure, on the part of these 
women as well as their audience, to understand the internal complexity of 
these categories has profound po liti cal consequences.

Thus, by discussing “Islam” and “Muslim women” as an undiff erentiated cat-
egory (though the latter is over half a billion strong and spread over the entire 
globe), these authors are able to deliberately disregard important diff erences in 
domestic and global po liti cal, legal, and economic contexts, individual women’s 
relationship to class and religion, and changes over time. Acknowledging the role 
of context and, to borrow from Uma Narayan, the importance of history and 
politics in understanding Islamic “traditions” would reveal the contingent nature 
of many of their own experiences and diminish their exemplary status, their 
“authentic” voices.114 Given their lack of interest in the diversity of Muslim expe-
riences, their prescriptions for reform are of little value. Indeed, their proposals 
for change have little value precisely because they are not really designed to help 
Muslims as much as to pander to a par tic u lar Western audience that simply wants 
“authentic” Muslim voices to confi rm its preconceived ideas about Islam and 
Muslim women. The books and statements of Manji and others appear in a global 
context that already holds dear certain notions about Islam and Muslim women. 
For example, commentator Brenda Walker describes, in stark Orientalist fash-
ion, the treatment of women by Muslim immigrants in the West:

The newcomer Muslims bring an ancient social structure that is au-
thoritarian and misogynist, where knowledge is an inherited commod-
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ity rather than derived through rational inquiry. Western culture, on 
the other hand, has built upon its Greek, Roman and Re nais sance tradi-
tions to value democracy, gender equality, individual rights and rational 
thought.115

More recently, in 2006, Australian Prime Minister John Howard said of 
immigrants:

Fully integrating means accepting Australian values, it means learning 
as rapidly as you can the En glish language if you don’t already speak it. 
And it means understanding that in certain areas, such as the equality of 
men and women . . .  people who come from societies where women 
are treated in an inferior fashion have got to learn very quickly that that 
is not the case in Australia.116

Like the pronouncements of Hirsi Ali and Manji, these statements are, in 
time- honored Orientalist manner, as much celebrations of the West as ex-
pressions of concern for Muslim women. The best evidence of these authors’ 
successful “Westernization” is, of course, their enthusiastic espousal of femi-
nism. Sam Harris and Salman Rushdie have described Ayaan Hirsi Ali as “the 
world’s most visible and imperiled spokeswoman for the rights of Muslim 
women,” the Economist as “the world’s most famous critic of Islam,” and Vogue 
“a controversial freedom fi ghter.”117 The eleven- minute fi lm Submission, which 
shot Hirsi Ali and Theo van Gogh to international prominence, was, accord-
ing to Ali, intended for a female Muslim audience. It was narrated in En glish 
precisely because she wanted to “show it to women who live under the sharia 
and also to other women, smart women.”118 Yet, as Marc de Leeuw and Sonja 
van Wichelen remark, when given the opportunity to show the fi lm and dis-
cuss it with four Muslim women in a shelter home, with “real abused per-
sons,” Hirsi Ali evinced little interest in their perspectives, especially when 
they disagreed with her:

During the conversation, Hirsi Ali found herself confronted with anger, 
outrage, and disgust of the Muslim women who reacted to her fi lm. 
This culminated in a woman running out on the discussion for “since 
Hirsi Ali did not want a genuine dialogue there was no reason for her to 
stay.” At this moment Hirsi Ali made a dismissive gesture waving her 
hand to the woman and saying, “okay, goodbye then.” More than just 
uncovering an elitist or a defensive attitude, this gesture shows to what 
extent Hirsi Ali cannot account, or be accountable, for the stories of these 
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women. As explicated in the televised discussion, in the eyes of these real 
abused women, Hirsi Ali is clearly not “one of them.”119

As a former “victim” who has “chosen to be liberated”— by her own admis-
sion, along a path initially strewn with Danielle Steel and Barbara Cartland 
romance novels— Hirsi Ali has no time for other views: any Muslim woman 
who disagrees must simply be suff ering from false consciousness.120 Indeed, 
on another show, Meetingpoint, broadcast in January 2005, Hirsi Ali tells a 
young Muslim woman to “Please go wake up.”121

It should go without saying that Muslim men and women have been far 
from asleep for the last fourteen hundred years, but unfortunately it does not. 
In fact, the image is reinforced in other examples of the “pop u lar eyewitness 
literature.”122 Thus, in her book, Manji refers to Muslims as “an army of au-
tomatons” and urges them to “wake up” and reject the false consciousness 
from which they suff er.123 Just as the authors discussed  here— and their 
supporters— view Islam and Muslim women as monolithic and immutable 
categories, so too do they assume feminism to come in a singular, familiar 
(read Euro- American) package. They write therefore with a lack of under-
standing of the history and diversity not only of Islam, but also global 
feminism.

Muslim Women Speak Back

Responding to the interference of hegemonic white feminists in Asian family 
practices a quarter- century ago, Valerie Amos and Pratibha Parmar wrote:

Many white feminists have argued that as feminists they fi nd it very dif-
fi cult to accept arranged marriages which they see as reactionary. Our 
argument is that it is not for them to accept or reject arranged mar-
riages but up to us to challenge, accept, or reform, depending on our 
various perspectives, on or own terms and in our own culturally specifi c 
ways.124

Today, as Abu- Lughod points out in the excerpt cited earlier, any talk of “sav-
ing” African American or working- class women would be challenged as pa-
tronizing. Yet, there is much agreement that Muslim women need outside 
help, that they cannot bring about the needed change— in fact, that most are 
not even aware of the need for change. Moreover, the only change possible is 
to discard “traditional” Islam, but better yet, to embrace Western, Judeo- 
Christian, modernity.
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In reality, of course, large numbers of Muslim women throughout the 
world are struggling for change. Their diagnosis of the problem, however, is 
diff erent. It is not “Islam” that is the problem, and thus changing or doing 
away with Islam is not the solution. Of course, injustices should be publicized, 
but in an accurate, responsible, and constructive manner. Today, at the dawn 
of the twenty- fi rst century, Muslim women are fi ghting unjust laws and male- 
biased interpretations of the Quran, and they have little patience for the self- 
aggrandizing revelations of the “native in for mant” authors. Novelist Laila 
Lalami writes about Muslim women today being “saddled with what can only 
be referred to as the ‘burden of pity.’ ”125 Fareena Alam, editor of the British 
Muslim magazine Q-News, states in her review of The Caged Virgin:

It’s obviously what I’ve been waiting for all my life: a secular crusader— 
armed with Enlightenment philosophy, the stamp of the liberal estab-
lishment and the promise of sexual freedom— swooping into my harem 
and liberating me from my “ignorant,” “uncritical,” “dishonest,” and 
“oppressed” Muslim existence. . . .  

Long before Hirsi Ali arrived in Eu rope, Muslim women  were 
fi ghting against ignorance, religious prejudice and cultural misunder-
standing. They are still pushing the boundaries, laying an increasingly 
important public role and advocating real long- term change— slowly 
but surely. . . .  Many Muslim women want to maintain a strong, spiri-
tual connection with their faith, a choice Hirsi Ali seeks to deny them. 
These brave women sadly do not have the luxuries of monetary re-
sources, bodyguards, spin- doctors and PR agencies that she takes for 
granted.126

Sarah Husain, editor of an anthology of writing, fi ction and non- fi ction, by 
“Muslim” women titled Voices of Re sis tance, thus explains why “Muslim” is 
within quotation marks throughout her introduction to the volume:

As our lives become targets of manufactured “truths,” and the real ques-
tions are hidden behind corporate media sound bites, “Islam” becomes 
the new demon to be exorcized. The reason why “Muslim” is in quotes 
throughout this introduction is not to just move away from those ten-
dencies that seek to reduce us to monological ste reo types and to defi ne 
us in one homogeneous way. Our work subverts ste reo types, claims 
them, often with humor, moves beyond them, or simply ignores them, 
but, in doing so, troubles the dominant generalizations. Writing our 
selves into quotes does not mean that we are not a legitimate or a “real” 
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force in our communities. What it means is that we are not one fi xed 
homogenous body that is always ready to be written by, and in, someone 
 else’s language. We seek to move sometimes as  whole and sometimes 
unholy, perhaps as shadows, but like water, always fl uid, constructing 
our myriad selves.127

In response to Salman Rushdie’s longing “for the voices of Muslim women to 
be heard!” in a New York Times op- ed piece in November 2001, scholar, poet, 
and playwright Fawzia Afzal- Khan writes:

Well, I have news for Mr. Rushdie. Muslim women have been speaking 
out against the obscurantist Islam he decries in his essay, for years and 
years and years, although clearly Mr. Rushdie, and many others, have not 
paid them much heed. There are Muslim women who are feminists, theo-
logians, writers, lawyers, activists, scholars both in the “Islamist” societies 
he paints with a broad brush, as well as in the “west,” who have been en-
gaged in a two- pronged struggle against both Islamic extremism as well 
as— and this is where their diff erence from Mr. Rushdie arises— the un-
just foreign policies of the United States that have contributed, and con-
tinue to contribute, to the “hijacking” of Islam for terrorist ends.128

It is with this implicit distinction made by pundits, the media, and policymak-
ers, between the right kind of Muslim woman and the wrong one, that I 
conclude this essay.

Defi ning the Good Muslim Feminist

In an article in the Washington Post in December 2002, Robert Satloff , director 
for policy and strategic planning at the Washington Institute for Near East 
Policy, criticizes the State Department’s decision to use scholar Asma Barlas as 
an offi  cial government speaker in a program meant to help the United States 
win the hearts and minds of Muslims. He does this on the grounds that her 
website is “a collection of blame- America- fi rst tirades” and cites such excerpts 
from her articles as “When we ask, ‘Why do they hate us’ I believe it is because 
we don’t want to ask the question we should be asking: ‘Why do we hate and 
oppress them.’ ” Although he concedes that speakers in this program “should be 
in de pen dent, not government surrogates, and constructive critiques of U.S. 
policy should be tolerated,” he points out that using someone like her is “self- 
defeating” and ultimately only “lends succor to our enemies.”129 Barlas, the 
author of an egalitarian interpretation of the Quran, responds:
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The irony of this has never escaped me. For criticizing Muslim interpre-
tive violence, I am courted as a moderate Muslim but, for criticizing the 
U.S.’s po liti cal violence, I am denounced as a militant anti- American. 
Where then is the space for Muslim- Americans like me to live in accor-
dance with our religious and po liti cal principles and beliefs?130

Barlas’s statement pinpoints perfectly the strategic nature of the current 
search for and celebration of moderate Muslims, and in par tic u lar, moderate 
Muslim women, by the U.S. government, think tanks, the media, and sec-
tions of the public. The fi gure of the moderate Muslim is fabricated in direct 
opposition to the fi gure of the terrorist or fundamentalist. Since the latter is 
generally a bearded man who is religious, lives in the past, and hates America, 
Israel, and their culture and policies, the moderate Muslim must be a woman, 
who is not visibly religious but rather modern and Western (read: she  doesn’t 
veil), thinks critically about Islamic texts and traditions, or better still, has 
renounced Islam, and loves America, Israel, and their culture and policies. 
Any attempt to situate one’s understanding of Muslim women’s oppression 
under religion- based law or government in the broader context of war, occu-
pation, colonialism, or globalization is dismissed as unnecessarily nuanced 
and complicated and certainly suspicious. To borrow from Mahmood Mam-
dani, then, there are good and bad Muslim feminists.131

These recent “exposés” of Muslim women’s oppression stand to make in-
creasingly diffi  cult the production of the nuanced sophisticated work that can 
best challenge them at the level of substance. Even well- intentioned feminism 
or interest in women, whether on the part of researchers or activists or both, 
risks being seen as suspect. As a high- ranking Islamist woman in Bangladesh 
told me in July 2007, “If I had the money, I would send people to America to 
study their women and their parties.” She knew me from my previous fi eld-
work, and I did not take this to suggest that she saw me as an agent of those 
providing funds for my new research. However, this time there was a clear 
sense of unease and weariness with research on “Muslim women.” When I 
sought research clearance from an Islamist party in Lebanon more recently, 
I was told I was welcome to do research on any subject except women. Col-
leagues have reported noticing a similar attitude in these as well as other 
contexts. This is unfortunate, since it is only a richer, contextualized under-
standing of Muslim’s women lives that will necessarily lead to prescriptions 
for change and empowerment more helpful than discarding Islam or provid-
ing microcredit. The former does not take into consideration the millions of 
Muslim- identifi ed women throughout the world who seek to change certain 
aspects of their lives while still holding on to their faith and religious practices.132 
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On the face of it, the latter at least betrays a recognition that poverty is an op-
pressive factor in the lives of Muslim women around the world. It does not 
follow, however, that the best solution is, as Irshad Manji glibly proposes, “a 
God- conscious, female- fueled capitalism.”133 In a speech in March 2004, 
George W. Bush also sang the praises of microloans and described his admin-
istration’s use of these loans to empower women: “It turns out that the world 
is learning what we know in America: The best entrepreneurs in the country 
are women. In America, most new small businesses are started by women. 
With the right help, that will be case around the world as well.”134 Just as 
Manji chooses to ignore the vast critical feminist literature on the Islamic 
world, as well as on Israel and the West, she— and the White  House— seem 
blissfully oblivious to the scholarship produced over the past two de cades on 
the dangers of seeing microcredit as a panacea, Dr. Yunus’s and the Grameen 
Bank’s 2006 Nobel Peace Prize notwithstanding.135

In the end, the only way to fi nd out “what Muslim women want” is to 
listen to them, rather than assuming their needs and concerns are self- evident 
because they identify as Muslims, or taking a small group of vocal, articulate 
individuals— whose opinions on issues like Israel and the war on terror are 
more acceptable— as the representative and authentic voices. In the uphill 
battle we face against the media and Washingtonian imperial feminists in 
what I might call feminist Islamic studies, our best weapons remain close con-
textualized studies that reveal the complex and artifi cial nature of the term 
“moderate.” My point is not that there is no such thing as moderation in Islam 
or among Muslims, certainly not in the sense proposed by those who would 
have us believe that all Muslims harbor a latent hostility to the West and 
demo cratic liberal modernity. Rather, I am emphasizing the need to contex-
tualize Islam and, of course, Muslims— Muslim individuals, men and women, 
groups, parties, states, and ideologies. We need to move beyond dichotomies 
like radical and moderate and preconceived notions about such terms and be 
acutely aware of the variety of— and the constantly changing nature of— 
local and international contexts within which Muslims, like everyone  else, 
must operate. To ignore the diversity among Muslims and their multiple iden-
tities and varied concerns is to have learned nothing from history and to re-
peat the mistakes of an earlier era of colonialism.

The authors discussed in this essay have had exciting, often tragic and 
disturbing, experiences, and their memoirs make for good reading. What is 
forgotten is that they are fascinating precisely because they are unusual, dra-
matic experiences. (After all, who really wants to read— let alone pay money 
for— a book about the woman who was born into a Muslim family, was loved 
and cared for by both male and female relatives, was sent to school, grew up 
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and got a job, and made a happy home with someone she loved?) Yet, their 
stories are taken to be emblematic of the “authentic” female Muslim experi-
ence, both in the basis for their suff ering (Islam) and the source of their hope 
and renewal (the West and, in some cases, Israel). Those who support them 
can simply point to them in response to charges that the East has not been 
allowed to represent itself, that the subaltern has not been permitted to 
speak. Yet, by ignoring the diversity within the Muslim world, these sup-
porters are actually still using Muslims, Arabs, and the East, to defi ne and 
celebrate themselves, and the West. The Arab and Muslim East is now por-
trayed as not only oppressive toward women, but also hostile to Jews and 
Israel. So the only acceptable feminist voice is one that is anti- Islamic, pro– 
war on terror, pro- West, and pro- Israel. This is the true moderate Muslim 
voice that the U.S. media and government seek so urgently and that the 
government hopes to nurture with generous funds, as it did some anti- Soviet 
groups in what was the Soviet bloc. This is dangerous— not because a hand-
ful of women are achieving fame and fortune, but because it diverts attention 
from the wide variety of very real problems facing women in the Muslim 
world as elsewhere, takes vital resources from projects that could help them, 
and suppresses critics of government policy toward the Arab and Muslim 
worlds by dismissing them as anti- Semitic and Islamo- fascist. Surely, in this 
global climate, it is not immoderate to point out that what is needed is not an 
“Islamic reformation” led by those who support the wealthy and well- armed; 
what this era demands is attention to history and politics, and a feminism 
that is anti- racist, and critical of unjust policies everywhere, in the West as in 
the Muslim world.
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Policing the French Language

How does “gender” translate into French? Linguistically, the answer seems 
simple enough: the word genre is a common term, thanks to the central role 
devoted to grammar in primary education since the Third Republic. Every 
child schooled in France knows about genre, not so much as a binary opposi-
tion between male and female, i.e., a polite way to avoid the word sexe, but 
rather as an arbitrary grammatical distinction without natural foundations 
between, say, sun and moon (le soleil et la lune) that includes (in addition to 
masculine and feminine) a third, unmarked option (neutre). However, the 
state committee in charge of terminology published an offi  cial recommenda-
tion in the summer of 2005 against what was labelled an “abusive use of the 
term” (un usage abusif du mot genre) in the media, in administrative documents, 
and specifi cally in so cio log i cal writings.1

According to this statement, even in En glish, “gender” is a neologism, 
more precisely an extension of the original, grammatical meaning to address 
issues of equality between men and women, for example in UNESCO’s insis-
tence on “gender mainstreaming.” In practice, “the term is often used to refer 
exclusively to women or as a reference to a purely biological diff erence.” 
Thus, for these wise men (and women, for three out of nineteen members of 
the commission  were women), “replacing ‘sex’ by ‘gender’ does not corre-
spond to a linguistic need, nor is the extension of meaning of the word ‘gender’ 
justifi ed”— at least in French (no recommendation is issued for the En glish 
language). The commission suggests that “the word ‘sex’ (sexe) and derivatives 
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such as ‘sexist’ (sexiste) and ‘sexual’ (sexuel) are perfectly adapted, in most 
cases, to express the diff erence between men and women, including in its 
cultural dimension.” Genre (the noun), or worse the adjective “gendered” (et a 

fortiori l’adjectif genré), are not advisable (sont à déconseiller).
The recommendation is to adopt case by case solutions, depending on the 

context, based on existing resources in the French vocabulary. Gender equality 
does translate very well as equality between men and women, or between the 
sexes (égalité entre hommes et femmes, égalité entre les sexes). However, one might 
ask: if indeed “gender” is often used to mean “sex,” and if indeed that word is suf-
fi cient in most cases, what about other occurrences, when “gender” does not mean 
“sex,” and when “sex” just won’t do? When is the use of “gender” not abusive? 
That this short note makes no mention of the term sexué, even to translate “gen-
dered,” no reference even to “masculinity” or “femininity,” but only to men and 
women, is revealing: by focusing on equality between the sexes, the committee 
leaves out gender norms, as if these norms  were not both the cause and the con-
sequence of such inequalities. The linguistic recommendation not only substi-
tutes one term for another; it replaces one question by another, thus obscuring 
that they are intricately and intimately related. What the committee performs is 
the replacement of gender by sex— the concept along with the word: genre is left 
outside of the French language, along with the issues it could raise.

From Gender to Genre

The story may sound all too familiar to those of us who have regularly been 
confronted with the re sis tance to gender in France, in par tic u lar through the 
confl ation of anti- Americanism and anti- feminism in the 1990s. The virulent 
hostility against American feminism along with the politicization of sexuality 
expressed at the time of the Clarence Thomas hearings, and thus more broadly 
the horrifi ed fascination for so- called American “sexual correctness,” ex-
tended beyond issues of sexuality to include the very notion of gender. Reject-
ing the concept along with the word made it possible to “nationalize” anti-
feminism: this appears clearly in Mona Ozouf’s mid- 1990s argument about 
the singularity of the French culture of femininity, which off ered an updated 
version of French exceptionalism.2 That today’s language committee is pre-
sided over by conservative literary scholar Marc Fumaroli, whose vindication 
of Old Regime salon conversation provides historical background for Ozouf’s 
essay, can only confi rm the impression that there is nothing new under the 
French sun. Once again, in 2005 just as in 1995, gender is rejected as alien to 
French culture. Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose (the more things change, 
the more they stay the same).
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Or is it really déjà vu all over again? In ten years, the intellectual and po-
liti cal landscape has changed considerably. Throughout most of the 1990s, 
gender was not part of the French vocabulary; in the 2000s, it is. It was then 
pronounced in En glish, in order to make clear that it did not belong in the 
French language; though still perceived as an American import, it has now 
become common parlance in its French version. This is obvious in intellectual 
life as well as in the media, as evidenced by the enthusiastic reception of the 
2005 translation of Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble, all the more remarkable if 
one bears in mind that French publishers had not found it worth the eff ort 
until then.3 Today, gender is fashionable in France, in par tic u lar in academia, 
among students and professors alike, with a  whole fl urry of book titles and 
new book series, special issues of journals and conferences, from M.A. pro-
grams at the École des hautes études en sciences sociales and elsewhere to scholar-
ships from the Institut Émilie du Châtelet launched by the Île- de- France Region.

As a consequence, the re sis tance to (allegedly American) gender that 
could be interpreted in the early 1990s as a preemptive strike against the po-
liticization of sexual issues now appears as a rearguard skirmish. This does not 
mean that such attacks have lost their importance, but only that their signifi -
cance is not to be found in some eternal cultural Frenchness: new contexts 
provide new meanings. How are we to understand such a sudden shift in the 
intellectual landscape? Broader changes in po liti cal context are obviously rel-
evant: starting in the late 1990s with pacs (the French civil  union, or civil pact 
of solidarity, and beyond, with same- sex marriage) and parité (in politics, and 
beyond), sexual politics suddenly became politics par excellence.4 After a series 
of controversies over prostitution and pornography, as well as sexual harass-
ment and violence against women, not to forget the Islamic veil, and at a time 
when the presidential campaign showed all the major candidates taking stands 
on gay rights and gender violence, with Ségolène Royal as the fi rst woman to 
represent a major party having reached the second round of elections while 
(fi nally) supporting gay marriage and adoption, who could argue, as many did 
in the 1990s, that the politicization of gender and sexuality is alien to French 
culture?

Sex and Gender in Court

In fact, the recommendation of the language committee could be read as a 
response to this new French po liti cal culture, even in its most recent manifes-
tations. In 2004, the example of San Francisco’s mayor celebrating same- sex 
weddings inspired a French manifesto calling for similar initiatives. This is 
how the mayor of Bègles, Noël Mamère, came to celebrate the fi rst same- sex 
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wedding in France, thus igniting a major uproar in the media. However, not 
only did most po liti cal parties oppose him quite virulently, while the govern-
ment tried to stop his action, but the courts never recognized the legal value 
of this ceremony, insisting that, according to French law, marriage is only 
between a man and a woman. However, a year later, in 2005, another, less 
publicized case suggested otherwise, and complicated the issue by undermin-
ing the ostensibly “natural” logic of sex. Two transgendered women asked to 
be married. Their case was fi rst a reminder that sex is no more natural than 
gender: it is indeed a state category. Although one had undergone surgery, the 
other had not; as a consequence, from the point of view of the state, the for-
mer had become a woman, while the latter remained a man.

The argument of sexual diff erence reiterated a year earlier should logi-
cally have opened matrimony to them, but the mayor refused to perform the 
ceremony. This time, the court supported his decision by providing a new 
rationale: marriage implies the intention to behave as husband and wife, i.e., 
as man and woman. In other words, the new case revised the defi nition of 
marriage: what was now required, instead of sexual diff erence, was gender 
diff erentiation. Of course, the word “gender” is not used anywhere. And it 
can safely be assumed that the court did not realize the full implications of 
this new logic: would the state accept this marriage if Monica (the legal male) 
agreed to wear a suit and tie, instead of refusing to show up (as she put it when 
I met her) in “drag”? Conversely, should feminine men and masculine women 
be denied marriage, or should they be entitled only to marry together? Is the 
state to or ga nize gender tests in order to deliver marriage certifi cates? Are 
sociologists to become the new gender police? Is the gender policing to be 
extended to private, even intimate, practices?

The language recommendation published just a few weeks later in the 
Journal Offi  ciel can thus be read as an attempt at suppressing such absurd con-
tradictions by a return to “common sense”— hence the idea that gender adds 
nothing to sex. Ostensibly, the committee does not argue in po liti cal terms 
(there is no suggestion of a danger attached to gender), but in linguistic terms 
(there is no need for a neologism, as “gender” is a synonym of “sex”). Why use 
“gender”? “Sex” will do. It is true that, precisely because it has become fash-
ionable, “gender” is often used today interchangeably with “sex”— from sports 
organizations that categorize men and women by “gender” while rejecting 
transgender athletes, to scholars who stake a claim in gender studies while 
simply taking into account that society comprises women as well as men. But 
as it has no po liti cal importance whatsoever, this “abusive use” of “gender” 
would certainly not have justifi ed issuing such a recommendation. This ex-
plains the absence of any reference to gender norms (no masculinity, no femi-
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ninity, a rejection of genré, and no mention of sexué); what is left out from the 
recommendation is also what is at stake in the current debate.

Vatican Theology vs. Gender

Another document, also published in France in 2005, reveals explicitly what 
is only implicit in the recommendation: a critical dictionary issued by the 
Vatican’s Council for the Family, a “lexicon of ambiguous and controversial 
terms on family, life, and ethical issues.”5 Central to this critique is the con-
cept of gender, addressed not in just one but in three articles. According to 
the editors of this volume, during the 1995 U.N. conference on women in 
Beijing, Vatican representatives came to realize the importance and the dan-
gers of “gender” as a social construction of sexual diff erence: they understood 
very well that this notion could imply an “unacceptable program that includes 
toleration for homosexual orientations and identities.” Gender, as illustrated 
by a quotation from Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble, whose distance from “com-
mon sense” makes the defi nition of gender sound like “science- fi ction,” sug-
gests that “there exists no such thing as a natural man or a natural woman,” 
and questions “to what extent there exists any ‘natural’ form of sexuality”: the 
theologians in this lexicon thus express fears that the denaturalization of sex 
operated by gender logically leads to the denaturalization of sexuality, as evi-
denced in claims for opening marriage to same- sex couples.

This critique of gender is not presented as an opposition to feminism, but 
only to (so- called) “gender feminism,” by contrast to a suitable feminism of 
“equality,” or rather “parity,” a formulation borrowed from antifeminist 
Christina Hoff  Sommers.6 This distinction put forward by Vatican theologians 
restores sex at the expense of gender, just as the language committee ap-
pointed by French authorities does. What is at stake is the status of nature— 
the nature of sexual diff erence. As then Cardinal Ratzinger had made it clear 
a year earlier, in a 2004 letter addressed to bishops, the “collaboration of men 
and women in the Church and in the world” is premised on their “diff erence.” 
Biblical anthropology defi nes the roles of men and women based on their 
complementary natures. As a consequence, according to the 2005 Lexicon, 
“if we accept the fact that men and women are diff erent, fi nding a statistical 
diff erence between the numbers of men and women in a specifi c fi eld is not 
evidence of discrimination, but simply refl ects these natural diff erences exist-
ing between man and woman.” This is probably why the word “parity” sounds 
preferable to the more constraining “equality.”

The Lexicon proposes in conclusion “a revised defi nition of gender that is 
acceptable for the Catholic Church”: “Transcendent dimension of human 
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sexuality, compatible with all aspects of the human person, comprising body, 
thought, spirit, and soul. Gender is thus permeable to infl uences exerted 
upon the human person, be they internal or external, but it must conform to 
the natural order that is already given in the body.” This new, Catholic version 
of gender is in explicit opposition to gender feminism, in which “the reality of 
nature disturbs, troubles, and thus must go away.” In a word, the response of 
Vatican theologians to the feminist “gender trouble” is a “nature trouble” 
(quand la nature dérange). The social order has a natural foundation in sexual 
diff erence, and this anthropology requires that God be identifi ed with Na-
ture: hence the privileged role of sexual politics in the politics of Catholic 
theology.

Gender and Sexual Democracy

What this theological attack against gender as well as the linguistic recom-
mendation in favor of sex both demonstrate is that today gender, in France 
and elsewhere, despite (or perhaps also because of) its social success and the 
fashionable vagueness apparent in much international gender talk, is and re-
mains “a useful category,” i.e., a tool, if not a weapon, with a critical edge. It 
may sometimes lose its heuristic value, but it retains its polemical effi  cacy. 
Gender (still) does trouble. What is at stake is the very foundation of the 
social order in demo cratic societies, and specifi cally in what I call “sexual 
democracy.”7 Instead of starting from (allegedly) demo cratic institutions, a 
demo cratic society can be defi ned by its claim that laws and norms are not 
imposed by some transcendent authority (whether it be God, Nature, Tradi-
tion, or any other principle that is meant to escape historical change and po-
liti cal critique), but rather by the immanent logic of public deliberation and 
private negotiations. As a consequence, the order of things is presented ex-
plicitly as a social, not a natural, order, steeped in history and thus subject to 
change, fundamentally po liti cal and thus an object of critique: liberty and 
equality become legitimate claims, whose very defi nitions are at stake in these 
po liti cal struggles concerning both gender and sexuality.

Sexual democracy can be understood by its proponents as the ultimate 
frontier of demo cratization, while sexual diff erence appears to its opponents 
as the last refuge of transcendence— a natural reservation immune to history 
and politics, protected from the turmoil of demo cratic critique. The impor-
tance of sexual politics today throughout the world (from gay marriage to vio-
lence against women, from the Islamic veil to prostitution,  etc.) is to be inter-
preted in this context: these are battles about the limits, or on the contrary 
about the continued extension, of the demo cratic logic (as defi ned  here). Is 
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everything social, historical, po liti cal, or is there still at least one (sexual) 
domain that is truly, essentially natural, escaping history and politics? This 
helps understand what theologians mean when they talk of a “transcendent” 
principle ordering sexual diff erence, in opposition to gender— and more gen-
erally, why they feel the need to devote three  whole articles to undermine this 
notion. This is not just a question of vocabulary: what is at stake is the status 
of transcendence, if any, in the defi nition of laws and norms within demo-
cratic societies as defi ned  here.

However, this is not just about religion proper. In fact, if the notion of 
God invoked by theologians merges with Nature, the French debate on pacs, 
gay marriage and families also revealed that the logic of Science could just as 
well be confl ated with the authority of Nature. The symbolic order of psycho-
analysts and anthropologists was invoked to prevent a demo cratic debate 
about the defi nition of marriage and family, as they opposed a (capitalized) 
Law of the psyche and of culture to arbitrary human laws (lower- case).8 In-
deed, at the time, French bishops only relied on this “scientifi c” dogma to 
justify their rejection of the pacs, not on the Scriptures or the Fathers of the 
Church— though it is worth noting that their organic intellectual in the late 
1990s, a priest and psychoanalyst, was to become the architect of the 2005 
theological Lexicon. In fact, one could even argue that laïcité, the French ver-
sion of secularism invoked most forcefully as a founding principle of the re-
cent law against “ostensible religious signs,” and in practice against the Islamic 
veil, has also functioned as a sacred dogma about the nation. Beyond politics, 
and outside of history, it plays a transcendent role, structurally equivalent, 
just as the symbolic order was a few years earlier, to the theologians’ refer-
ence to biblical anthropology.

This does not mean that secularism (any more than science) is in essence 
“dogmatic,” always claiming transcendent value in demo cratic debates. What 
these twin examples reveal, rather, is how both can play that role in specifi c 
historical contexts. However, it should be remembered that there have also 
been critics of the sacralization of “catholaïcité,” to borrow their term, in the 

name of “laïcité” ( just as there have been critiques of the sacralization of psy-
choanalysis or anthropology in the name of science). Nor should we conclude, in 
reaction to such an instrumentalization of secularism, that the Islamic veil 
ought to be interpreted as the new symbol of sexual democracy. That is what 
some French commentators proposed, though: they compared the gesture of 
two young women who defi ed the new ban on the Islamic veil, and as a conse-
quence  were excluded from school, to the dissent of seventeenth- century 
Puritans. Against those who would only interpret them in terms of alien-
ation, they recast them as the new vanguard of sexual liberty— somewhat 
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paradoxically if we remember their conservative, if not reactionary, views on 
gender and sexuality. Indeed, Islamic sexual politics, as is the case with the 
Vatican, is often explicitly defi ned in opposition to sexual democracy. Evi-
dence of this convergence is to be found in state alliances within international 
organizations on such issues as abortion or gay rights.

The Racialization of Sexual Democracy

If, to a certain extent, the centrality of sexual politics in today’s Islam should 
be interpreted in part as a reaction against “the West,” the reverse is also be-
coming truer every day: claims for sexual democracy are not always to be 
taken at face value. More and more, they are to be understood as a reaction 
against “the rest,” that is, against Islam and various Third World “Others.” 
What this means is that we are witnessing a racialization of the rhetoric of 
sexual democracy, just as there has been a racialization of the rhetoric of secu-
larism. It is used, not as an instrument to question the normative foundations 
of the sexual order, but rather as a weapon to stigmatize “undemo cratic” oth-
ers in the name of sexual modernity— a disturbing evolution that is of course 
quite crucial for feminism, as many French feminists, among others, have re-
cently embraced secularism as their fundamental value, to the point that some 
may sound like born- again laïques.

Consider the example of French President Nicolas Sarkozy. His public im-
age has been in large part based on his tough stance on immigration, as he has 
kept displaying his strength by the dramatic, forcible expulsion of undocu-
mented workers (many of whom have been denied or even deprived of docu-
ments as a result of his policies), thus successfully stealing the thunder of the 
extreme- right National Front of Jean- Marie Le Pen to win the 2007 presiden-
tial election. In 2005, while still minister of the interior, he started advocating 
so- called “chosen immigration” (immigration choisie), by contrast to “imposed 
immigration” (immigration subie). In practice, this means, in addition to restric-
tions on asylum rights, hindering binational marriages and limiting family re-
unifi cation for immigrants, while allegedly favoring (supposedly single) mi-
grant workers, in the name of economic imperatives. The racist implications of 
such a policy, which goes against French traditional approaches to the issue, did 
not go unnoticed. But he tried to defuse criticism by insisting that, appear-
ances notwithstanding, controlling immigration had to do with the defense of 
universal values: “We are proud of the values of the Republic, equality between 
men and women, secularism, the French ideal of integration. So, we must dare 
to speak about these values to those we welcome. Let us make sure that the 
rights of the French woman also apply to immigrant women.”
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This is not an isolated remark. It became a central argument in Nicolas 
Sarkozy’s presidential campaign, in par tic u lar when he announced that, if 
elected, he would create a new “Ministry of immigration and national iden-
tity,” which became one of his fi rst decisions after the election. The proposal 
created an uproar, as the theme of national identity, framed in opposition to 
immigration, resonated with the language of today’s (as well as yesterday’s) 
extreme right, whose voters Nicolas Sarkozy successfully courted. This is 
why the candidate chose to hold his ground; he devoted one of his three offi  -
cial campaign ads on tele vi sion to the issue of national identity. In this short 
fi lm, the idea is to show that national identity has nothing to do with racism: 
“I believe in national identity. France is not a race, nor an ethnic group; France 
is a community of values, an ideal, an idea.”

The best way to support this “Republican” contention is to identify 
national identity with sexual democracy. “So I said: ‘We must have identity 
and immigration.’ ” (Il faut identité et immigration.) But he goes on to explain 
(with pictures in the background of po liti cal meetings with crowds, where 
he embraces a black woman, apparently in distress, and several white 
women, ostensibly happy): “In France, women are free, just as men are, 
free to circulate, free to marry, free to get a divorce. The right to abor-
tion, equality between men and women, that too is part of our identity.” 
Valuing divorce and abortion as essential to French identity clearly shows 
how much the new racialization of sexual democracy aff ects po liti cal dis-
course: in order to distinguish “us” (French) from “them” (racialized Oth-
ers), conservative politicians can be willing to go so far as to jettison tradi-
tional moral values. Indeed, one may be surprised to fi nd that Nicolas 
Sarkozy values feminism so much; but one should be even more discon-
certed to learn not only that equality between men and women is part of 
today’s French identity, but that this value shows immigrants, again accord-
ing to this po liti cal ad, how “France comes from a long past, and started 
before them.”

This rhetoric of sexual democracy is also at work in the way the French 
state deals with immigrants. The “contract to welcome and integrate” im-
migrants, implicitly aimed mostly at Maghrebian or sub- Saharan African 
immigrants, confi rms this remarkable redefi nition of what Frenchness is now 
supposed to mean.9 (Ethnographic fi eldwork recently presented in several 
doctoral dissertations confi rms that the bureaucracy of naturalization has ad-
opted this new perspective in dealing with applicants.) According to this 
document introduced in 2006, French democracy is of course classically de-
fi ned by its Republican motto—“Liberty, Equality, Fraternity.” What is re-
markable, however, is that equality is understood exclusively as sex equality 
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(rather than in terms of class or race, for example). This point is made before 
the importance of knowing the French language is even mentioned.

As to “fraternity,” there is no reference beyond the motto— no such 
phrases as “welfare state” or even “social solidarity.” Another legacy of French 
history seems to have replaced the third term of the triptych: secularism. It is 
not just presented as one principle among many, but as the foundation of the 
nation: la France, un pays laïque. This is of course to be understood in the con-
text of the 2004 law banning the Islamic veil from schools, thus resonating 
with issues of sexual democracy. According to this “contract” imposed upon 
immigrants, “in France, religion belongs in the private sphere.” Never mind 
that the French state was then precisely trying to or ga nize Islam after the 
model of Judaism (the new Conseil français du culte musulman as a Muslim equiva-
lent of the old Consistoire), thus erecting religion as a legitimate po liti cal actor 
in the public sphere. The implication is that Islam needs to learn (as was the 
case with Catholicism under the Third Republic) the separation between reli-
gion and politics. The demo cratic values of the French Republic are thus rede-
fi ned as liberty, equality, and laïcité.

What does sexual equality imply, according to the contract that immi-
grants are required to sign? “The principle of equality between men and 
women is a founding principle of French society. Parents are jointly responsi-
ble for their children. Women have the same rights as well as the same duties 
as men. This principle applies to all— whether French or foreigners. Women 
are not subjected to the authority of a husband, nor of a father or brother in 
order to (for instance) work, go out, or open a bank account.” Lest someone 
misunderstand against whom such rules are emphasized, the next sentence is 
even more explicit: “Forced marriages are forbidden, while monogamy and 
the integrity of the body are guaranteed by law.” All these elements are in di-
rect reference to recent controversies about immigrant “cultures” (either Af-
rican or Muslim), from court cases about genital mutilations to a revision of 
the age of matrimony to combat so- called forced marriages, not to forget the 
suggestion that polygamy caused the urban riots of late 2005.

Fortress Eu rope

Although the example of France has been developed at length  here, and de-
spite specifi cities, there is clearly no French exceptionalism in matters of 
sexual democracy. On the contrary, as evidenced by the echoes in various 
countries of the debate about the Islamic veil, similar logics are to be found 
elsewhere in Eu rope in dealing with immigrants, for example in Germany. 
Starting in January 2006, in Baden- Württemberg, a Land with a population of 
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ten million, new rules have targeted Muslim candidates applying for citizen-
ship with inquiries focusing on sexual politics. Considering that “generally, 
there is reason to doubt the depth of the attachment of Muslims to the Federal 
Republic,” a new test elaborated by the Interior Ministry includes questions 
about homosexuality (in addition to others about terrorism and religious free-
dom), such as: “Should all po liti cal functions be allowed for openly gay candi-
dates?” Or, “How would you react if your son came out as a homosexual?”

Not surprisingly, a German deputy of Turkish origin raised the issue for 
the Green party before the Eu ro pe an Commission: why Muslims— and is this 
not discriminatory, and therefore incompatible with Eu ro pe an law? But inter-
estingly, opposition to this mea sure has also come from the gay and lesbian 
movement, which has noted that many Germans would fail to qualify for citi-
zenship if they  were submitted to the test, starting with Benedict XVI, the 
fi rst German Pope. Gay activists thus rejected the bait. But in Baden- 
Württemberg, it is clear that the rhetoric of sexual democracy is being used as 
a weapon to protect the nation against Muslims— all the more so since this 
conservative Land is known for its anti- immigrant rather than its pro- gay 
policies.

The Netherlands provide an even more telling example, as the country 
has only recently renounced its professed multicultural tolerance to embrace 
a nationalist ideology imbued with racist connotations in the wake of the as-
sassinations of Pim Fortuyn and Theo Van Gogh, and encouraged by recent 
immigrant from Somalia and former member of Parliament Ayaan Hirsi Ali.10 
In this context, immigrating to the Netherlands for more than three months 
now requires “integration,” including a course in Dutchness preparing for the 
so- called “civic integration examination abroad.” The very description of the 
pedagogical fi lm Coming to the Netherlands, required for the test, is quite re-
vealing.11 “In the fi lm, a friendly guide tells you about Dutch society. You will 
be given information about living in the Netherlands and about Dutch poli-
tics, work, education and healthcare. You will also be told a bit about the his-
tory of the Netherlands.”

But there is more to this than friendliness: “Some things that are quite 
ordinary and acceptable in the Netherlands are forbidden in other countries.” 
And the reference is not to marijuana, whose legal status is a Dutch exception 
in Eu rope. “In the Netherlands, women are allowed to sunbathe on the beach 
with few clothes on, and people have the freedom of expression to show that 
they are homosexuals or lesbians. The fi lm includes images of this.” And in-
deed, the DVD includes a long shot of a gay couple kissing in a fi eld of spring 
fl owers, and another of a bare- breasted young woman emerging from the 
waves on the beach, as well as a historical passage on the sexual revolution 
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with bare buttocks and breasts in a Woodstock- like scene. Foreigners need to 
be educated not just about Dutch politics and history, but also about sexual 
modernity. If they wish to reside in the Netherlands, Muslims and other im-
migrants must convert to sexual democracy by voluntarily exposing them-
selves to images of women’s bodies and queers kissing.

The Netherlands cannot be considered as equivalent to Baden- Württem-
berg: this was the fi rst country to legalize gay marriage, and sexual freedom is 
protected by law. However, just as in the German case, this test is clearly not 
about “us,” but rather about “them.” Indeed, there is a caveat to be found on 
the government’s website: “In some countries, it is against the law to be in 
possession of fi lms with images of this nature. Because of this, a special fi lm 
has been made for these countries. In this fi lm, the prohibited images have 
been deleted. This version of the fi lm is called: ‘the edited version.’ ” One 
might wonder how Muslims and others from presumably intolerant cultures 
will be educated if they are to be deprived of the unedited version. Or per-
haps ordering one version or the other will help Dutch authorities decide who 
has proven fi t for residence, i.e., who is willing and able to embrace sexual 
democracy. In fact, the use of sexual democracy for racializing purposes be-
comes obvious when one realizes that the test is not required if one comes 
from the Eu ro pe an  Union of course, or from North America, Australia, New 
Zealand, Japan— in a word, from the West. Most signifi cantly, the list of 
countries that are exempt from such a civilizing eff ort includes the Vatican, 
thus confi rming that claims on behalf of sexual democracy may be the pre-
text, rather than the real objective, of such a “civic integration” in the Nether-
lands, as well as throughout Eu rope.

Sexual Democracy in America

The racialized rhetoric of sexual democracy does not play the same role in the 
United States as it does in Eu rope. There is a shift of focus from the restric-
tion of immigration to imperial crusades. But the same instrumentalization 
can also be found— from Fortress Eu rope to the so- called “clash of civiliza-
tions.” This transatlantic diff erence can be illustrated with an example that 
touches on both contexts. On February 14, 2006, Zacarias Moussaoui was 
banned from the courtroom because of his repeated outbursts during jury 
selection. “These people are Americans. I am al Qaeda. For me, you are enemy.” 
To this, U.S. District Judge Leonie M. Brinkema responded: “Mr. Mous-
saoui, you are the biggest enemy of yourself.” Indeed, as reporters pointed out, 
the defendant seemed determined to antagonize everyone: he attacked his 
own attorneys, calling one a “federal lawyer,” another (despite his civil rights 
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record) “a KKK [Ku Klux Klan] lawyer,” and a third (who is Japanese- 
American) a “geisha.” To make matters worse, he kept attacking the court: 
“You have been trying to or ga nize my death for four years,” Moussaoui told 
the judge, despite her ruling (overturned on appeal) that Moussaoui was ineli-
gible for the death penalty.

Some of his remarks, “in heavily accented French,” though paradoxical, 
could easily be interpreted in the context: Moussaoui is a French citizen of 
Moroccan descent, but he declared in court: “I’m not French and never have 
been French. I stand  here as a Muslim only.” This is a direct response to French 
nativism. But he immediately added a more baffl  ing pronouncement: “I do not 
stand  here with a nation of homosexual crusaders.” Was it a response to Ameri-
can imperialism? As commentators pointed out, it was not clear whether he 
was referring to the United States or France: neither country seems to fulfi ll 
both requirements. In the post- 911 context, Bush’s America may have been in-
volved in a crusade, but the president is usually not considered a supporter (not 
to mention an exporter) of the gay agenda. Laura Bush did invoke women’s rights 
as justifi cation for the intervention in Af ghan i stan; however, her concern did 
not extend to the fate of gays and lesbians. As to France, suffi  ce it to say that 
President Jacques Chirac proved a famously unreliable ally.

Moussaoui’s words apparently make no sense. Journalists have probably 
been reluctant to speak of insanity, but they clearly suggest as much. The 
point  here is not to proclaim him sound of mind (if only, symmetrically, be-
cause of the legal implications). One can still borrow an oft- cited line from 
Hamlet’s Polonius: “Though this be madness, yet there’s method in’t.” There is 
a logic underlying these otherwise incoherent insults. Moussaoui confl ates 
national, racial, religious, and sexual identifi cations, thus validating a vision of 
the world according to which the relevant opposition is that between the 
West and Islam— a clash of civilizations which is also a confl ict between sex-
ual modernity and a traditional sexual order. For Moussaoui, and many cru-
sading on either side, today’s wars are sex wars. The so- called war against 
terror is at the same time a war about the meaning of sexual democracy.

Gendering Sexual Democracy

The racialized rhetoric of sexual democracy has caught feminist as well as gay 
and lesbian activists and thinkers by surprise. Despite historical pre ce dents 
(with civilizing projects of immigrants or colonized others among U.S. as 
well as French feminists in the nineteenth century), it has been diffi  cult to 
imagine until recently that the critique of the sexual order could be instru-
mentalized thus, for imperialist or nativistic purposes. But once we come to 
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realize what has happened, the problems only begin, and the solutions are 
anything but obvious. Are we not required to choose between the interests of 
sexual and racial minorities, as Susan Moller Okin suggested when she raised 
the question: “Is multiculturalism bad for women?”12 In France today, and 
elsewhere, are we not asked to take sides, either for Muslims or for women— 
and also, in the Dutch case, which is not limited to heterosexual democracy, 
for Muslims or for gays? Of course, the alternative is not just about religion, as 
the racialization equally applies to other postcolonial subjects.

Some have convincingly argued, along with Christine Delphy, that this is 
a “false dilemma,” but there remains true tension between sexual and racial 
issues.13 This is not mere rhetoric, as this rhetoric often imposes its logic on 
beliefs, both on Nicolas Sarkozy when he supports abortion rights, and on 
Zacarias Moussaoui when he attacks “homosexual crusaders.” And the risk is 
that denying the problem— in opposition to those feminists who have all too 
willingly, in France as elsewhere, joined the demo cratic crusade of secularism 
despite its racial context— may result in an implicit choice that only mirrors 
theirs: focusing on racism, at the expense of sexism. As the rhetoric of sexual 
democracy becomes racialized, it is all too tempting to downplay sexual de-
mocracy itself in order to focus exclusively on its rhetorical instrumentaliza-
tion by imperialism in the United States, and nativism in Eu rope.

Perhaps gender can help undermine the dilemma, and alleviate the ten-
sion. The instrumentalization of sexual democracy does not include gender 
itself, except as a synonym of sex. The critical implications of gender are left 
out of this new rhetoric. Sexual diff erence is taken for granted, as a natural 
fact. In the control of immigration developed in France, the Netherlands, or 
Germany, the implicit defi nition of sexual democracy is reduced to equality 
between the sexes, without any critique of gender norms. This is also why, 
despite their rejection of gender as a feminist concept, equality between the 
sexes is viewed positively both by the language commission in France and by 
the Vatican theologians. What is left out from this perspective, however, is 
what equality does to norms— what gender equality does to the norms of 
gender, but also of sexuality. On the other hand, that is precisely what theolo-
gians worry about when they realize that gender will open the door to same- 
sex marriage, and that is precisely what is at stake when language experts re-
ject the adjective genré.

In itself, the argument about equality does not create “trouble.” However, 
if the normative consequences of equality are taken into account, then there is 
“gender trouble.” Claiming equal rights for men and women has implications 
for masculinity and femininity, and more broadly, for the logic and mechanic 
of gender regulations. This normative trouble is not just about gender. It also 
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raises critical questions about race, thus rendering the racial instrumentaliza-
tion of sexual democracy more diffi  cult. In that sense, in so far as it questions 
norms, the concept of gender seems less likely to be co- opted thus, unless used 
as a synonym of sex. And if it is true that the emancipatory promises of sexual 
democracy can easily be appropriated for the purposes of a civilizing enter-
prise, perhaps gender democracy is less exposed to such an instrumentalization. 
Or on the contrary, precisely because it can be equated with sex, could gender 
prove as ambiguous in its defi nition, open both to normative and critical uses?14 
It may be that no concept is inherently critical. Perhaps they are always, in the 
end, just like sexual democracy, or even gender: double- edged swords.
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PART 3 
SEEING THE QUESTION





Gender Enters the History of Art

Not so long ago there was much talk of “en- gendering” art. In the 1990s, 
nearly every session at the College Art Association conference included at 
least one paper that wrestled with issues of gender. Art historians concerned 
with those issues had already complicated their work by attending as well to 
questions of race, ethnicity, and sexual orientation. They had moved beyond 
an initial focus on Western art, and they had embraced masculinity as an ob-
ject of study. In short, they had begun to revolutionize the discipline. Yet de-
spite having infl uenced the practices and assumptions of art history, gender 
studies today are signifi cantly less visible than they  were a de cade ago.1 What 
factors have led to the current state of gender studies in art history? Are they 
related to the initial presumptions that spurred and guided the analysis of 
gender, or to the interpretative strategies of its practitioners? If gender studies 
in the history of art have reached an impasse, what can be done to reinvigorate 
and redirect them?

Gender infi ltrated art historical writing little by little, in ideas borrowed 
from  here and there and shaped to fi t the aims of an art history driven by femi-
nist politics. Those involved in feminist movements during the 1960s opened 
the way for introducing gender as an analytic category, a situation that likely 
resonates with the entry of gender analysis into other disciplines.2 And as in 
other disciplines, the fi rst feminist art historians  were concerned with recover-
ing the work of women and outlining the obstacles to their advancement, a 
concern they shared with contemporary women artists who addressed similar 
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issues in their practice. Art historians, however, only got fi red up in 1971 
when Linda Nochlin posed the impertinent question, “Why have there been 
no great women artists?” in an essay indebted to the work of Simone de Beau-
voir and published fi rst in Art News (January 1971) and soon after in the inter-
disciplinary volume Women in Sexist Society (1971). With its accessible, irrever-
ent, and trenchant prose, Nochlin’s essay remains a powerful statement, and 
one that I fi nd very readable even today. This fi rst salvo was followed fi ve years 
later by the cata log of the groundbreaking exhibition Women Artists 1550– 
1950, held in 1976 at the Los Angeles County Museum, a cata log Nochlin 
co- authored with Anne Southerland Harris.3

Although a pioneer of feminist art history and an eff ective spokesperson, 
Nochlin has never undertaken an analysis of gender as a concept. She has con-
sistently defi ned herself in terms of feminist art history, and what we see in 
her work is the adaptation of critical and theoretical concepts and terms de-
veloped in other disciplines. For example, in the opening essay of Women Art-

ists 1550– 1950, the exhibition cata log, Nochlin explored the dichotomy that 
correlated woman with “nature” and man with “culture,” drawing not only on 
Beauvoir’s work, but also on Sherry Ortner’s 1972 essay in Feminist Studies, “Is 
Female to Male as Nature is to Culture?”4 My point is not that Linda Nochlin, 
in par tic u lar, or art historians, in general, are derivative thinkers— after all, 
few of us create our own analytic categories. My observations are rather to 
suggest that some idea of a sex/gender system took shape early in feminist art 
history before the term “gender” was in play. When “gender” did enter into art 
historical analysis, however, it did so in the absence of an intervention on the 
order of Joan Scott’s founding essay. In fact, many art historians read and ad-
opted the concept of gender as articulated by Joan Scott, fi nding her essay 
persuasive, lucid, and very useful indeed.5

Gender, however, has not necessarily been the main term embraced by 
feminist art historians in pursuing their work. By 1989, when she published a 
collection entitled The Politics of Vision, Linda Nochlin preferred the term “al-
terity,” proposing that feminism, under its theoretical and po liti cal aspects, 
had brought her to considering the history of art from the perspective of the 
“other.”6 The “other” included not only “woman,” but also peoples of diff erent 
races, classes, ethnicities, religions, sexualities, and so forth. Nochlin tied her 
consideration of “othering” to what Griselda Pollock, another infl uential art 
historian, would call the “so cio log i cal,” a term that Pollock associated with 
“gender” as distinguished from “sexual diff erence.”

Pollock has consistently positioned her work in terms of “diff erence,” as 
indicated by the title of her best- known work, Vision and Diff erence (1988), and 
her later work Diff erencing the Canon (1999):
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Diff erence, so cio log i cally defi ned as gender diff erence, and more recently 
conceived as a psychic and linguistic position through psychoanalysis as 
sexual diff erence, has played a vital role in feminist theory. Diff erence 
signifi es division between “men” and “women” resulting in a hierarchy 
in which those placed within the social category of the female gender or 
assigned the psycho- linguistic position as feminine are negatively valued 
relative to the masculine or men [emphasis added].7

Pollock also uses “diff erence” in a more generic sense, and it slides from tech-
nical to standard usage, pointing to all sorts of divergences between and 
among people, things, and temporal moments. In contrast to many art histo-
rians concerned with gender, Pollock has been increasingly engaged with 
psychoanalysis, and her defi nition perhaps implies a hierarchy positioning 
“sexual diff erence” located in psychoanalysis as “more recent” than the so cio-
log i cal conception of “gender diff erence.” Her art historical practice, more-
over, seems to invoke psychoanalysis as a description of patriarchy, a system of 
interpretation, and sometimes as a discourse of truth. Her par tic u lar attach-
ment to psychoanalysis distinguishes her work from that of art historians like 
myself who have drawn on psychoanalytic theory and also relied on the cri-
tiques of psychoanalysis off ered by Luce Irigaray, Michele le Doeuff , Sarah 
Kofman, Elizabeth Grosz, and Judith Butler.

Although feminist interventions in the history of art have taken many 
forms and drawn on many diff erent theories, the concept of gender as a cultur-
ally constructed counterpart to the assumed division between the sexes has 
been widely adopted. A 2006 work that takes gender as one of its central terms 
is Lisa Rosenthal’s Gender, Politics and Allegory in the Art of Rubens: “Feminist 
theory’s axiom that gender is not natural and fi xed but is constantly being con-
structed within its cultural contexts and that its meanings are fl uid, unstable, 
and diffi  cult to control enables a powerful rereading of both the images and the 
culture in which they operate.”8 Rosenthal implicitly assumes her readers are 
both familiar with and accepting of this axiom. I am not, however, convinced 
that this is the case for all art historians working today. Taking advantage of the 
fl uidity, instability, and uncontrollable nature of meanings is a real strength of 
Rosenthal’s interpretive practice, but such notions have not always guided 
those in art history who have drawn on the concept of gender. Some analyses of 
gender have produced meanings that are indeed diff erent from the traditional 
ones attached to works of art, but at the same time, these analyses sometimes 
present such meanings as if they  were as stable and as unchanging as the interpre-
tations they propose to replace. In other words, not all art historians who under-
take the analysis of gender adopt strategies derived from post- structuralism 
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(and, in par tic u lar, from deconstruction). Moreover, even from my very brief 
survey, it should be evident that there is no agreement as to what sort of femi-
nist theory is most pertinent for our discipline, even though gender as an ana-
lytic category has been absorbed into our art historical practices.

In the current generation of ju nior faculty, most practicing art historians 
have at one time or another used gender as a analytic category, even if only to 
please an instructor in a graduate seminar. The pro cess of engendering art has 
led many to criticize or reevaluate canonical and non- canonical works, images 
that feature the human body and those that don’t show it at all, paintings and 
sculptures, but also architecture, porcelain, and those arts often called “pop-
u lar,” “decorative,” or “minor.” Those who studied Eu ro pe an and North 
American art introduced gender analysis into art history, and it quickly ex-
panded to the study of all visual cultures.9 At the same time, certainly not all 
art historians have been receptive to thinking of art through the concept of 
gender, and in recent years there has also been attention paid to the “great 
masters” from Praxiteles to Jackson Pollock, a shoring up that often ignores 
issues of gender. In trying to locate the current position of gender studies, I 
can only say that it is neither at the center of the discipline, nor is it at the 
forefront. Does the current position suggest some broader— although not 
systematic— eff ort to displace, or even to silence, gender studies in art his-
tory, an eff ort that could be calculated in projects not funded, practitioners 
denied desirable positions, manuscripts rejected, and publications denounced, 
or, even worse, entirely ignored? Is the decline in gender studies attributable 
to the apparent disappearance of the feminist movement from po liti cal life? 
The birth of gender studies within feminist politics might suggest that one 
cannot thrive without drawing energy from the other. But are there other fac-
tors? For example, have gender studies in art history been “mainstreamed” or 
“co- opted” to the extent that they have lost their currency and hence their 
provocative position? Are we, as scholars, only motivated by the newest prac-
tices that are deemed on the cutting edge? Do gender studies seem “boring” 
because no longer fashionable in the discipline? Or might there be other rea-
sons more internal to our practice that we should at least consider?

I raise these questions following a recent experience I had in sitting on an 
interdisciplinary fellowship committee. A fair number of the project propos-
als  were focused on gender— although not nearly as many as positioned them-
selves in postcolonial studies. Panel members often judged harshly those proj-
ects that  were primarily based on gender analysis, especially when the analysis 
took women as the object of study. Even panel members whom I expected to 
be most sympathetic to gender analysis criticized these projects not for lack of 
rigor, but because they did not off er anything “new.” Some of the projects may 
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well have deserved this criticism, but nevertheless it gave me pause. I won-
dered if those who used gender as an analytic category in probing diff erent 
cultural scenes have come to a sort of impasse— and frankly I wonder about 
this in my own writing. And I wonder if gender analysis does not seem “new” 
because the dynamics of oppression under analysis are themselves often so 
repetitive across time and space. If scholars on the left are fi nding gender 
studies unworthy of support because they say nothing new, is their assessment 
aiding those on the right who would like to eff ace the analysis of gender (along 
with that of race, class, sexuality, and so on) from the academic scene? Is the 
situation in national politics— the splintering of the left and the consolidation 
of the right— simply replicated in the politics of the academe? I do not advo-
cate supporting unworthy projects simply because I support their politics, but 
neither do I want to reject worthy projects because they are no longer in aca-
demic fashion. The idea that we have heard it all before seems to me particu-
larly pernicious especially when we consider how short a time we have been 
studying gender, and how long a time we have heard the mantras of tradi-
tional art history repeated by noted and not so noted scholars, scholars who 
again and again talk about the same artists, use the same methods and invoke 
the same categories of analysis. While there are many external factors that 
could be cited to account for the current state of gender studies in art history, 
I am concerned with the internal ones. One that especially interests me is 
what for lack of a better term I am calling the impasse of critique. What do we 
do once we have critiqued the entire history of art? Can a new history of art 
be founded on critique alone?

Critique unveils the prejudices and sins of the past and demonstrates how 
works of art helped to justify and enforce oppressive ideologies. Critique is 
important; we cannot do without it. Without critique we cannot understand 
the interests at play in any work of art. It is nevertheless an end that rarely, if 
ever, off ers a supplementary bonus: a positive reinterpretation of a work for 
the future. While I appreciate both the necessity for and pleasures of critique, 
I am concerned that if we recognize only a work’s potential for oppression, 
we silence other historically valid possibilities embedded in the work and 
limit our own ability to re create meaning. I am also wary of critiques made 
only from the position of the present, critiques that ignore the historical con-
tingency of the language and conventions of art making.

Reading in the Past

Feminist studies in art history, whether they adopt concepts of gender or dif-
ference or alterity, have since their beginning been rooted in critique. As 
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Nochlin observed retrospectively in Women, Art and Power and Other Essays 
(1988): “Critique has always been at the heart of my project and remains there 
today. I do not conceive of a feminist art history as a positive approach to the 
fi eld, a way of simply adding a token list of women paint ers and sculptors to 
the canon.”10 The comments that follow clarify her meaning: when Nochlin 
says that feminist art history is not a “positive approach to the fi eld,” she 
means that the practice seeks not to add a few women to the canon, but to 
challenge and change the very premises of the discipline. Still, I fi nd the lan-
guage odd in labeling feminist art history as not a positive approach. Does 
such a comment signify merely that the primary goal of feminist art history is 
critique? Or that as a critique it depends on a negative reading of the disci-
pline’s status quo? Do we need an opponent to struggle against— which, of 
course, means to be dependent on? Have we lost prominence because in using 
gender as a category of analysis, feminist art history has not off ered a positive 
alternative to the traditional history of art?

The initial tendency in feminist art history was to critique not only the 
sex- gender systems that oppressed women as subjects, objects, and consumers 
of representations— but all repre sen ta tions, whether by men or by women, 
that on the face of it seemed to support that system. While we should applaud 
these pioneering eff orts that opened an entire discipline to new ways of think-
ing, we can now admit that the fi rst major feminist interventions— sweeping 
surveys like Nochlin and Harris’s Women Artists 1550– 1950 (1976) or Griselda 
Pollock and Rozsika Parker’s Old Mistresses (1981)— analyzed many works 
only superfi cially. The early, formative texts of gender studies sometimes 
lacked depth in their interpretations, relying on how a work “appeared” to the 
critic who in a sweeping survey did not always explore the historical situation, 
which could include everything from the language of art operative at the 
time, to the theory of art that governed production, the constraints under 
which artists worked, and the comments of contemporaries who viewed the 
art.11 Of course, these early histories  were hindered because there was little 
basic research on many of these artists, and if there  were secondary sources, 
they  were hopelessly out of date.

My fi rst point, therefore, is so basic as to seem obvious, but I think it is 
worth making: handling images made in the past requires careful historical 
reconstruction and analysis prior to critique and reinterpretation, and such 
analyses must go hand in hand with a reading that engages gender and other 
categories of diff erence. Without such analysis critique risks devolving into a 
personal evaluation of po liti cal correctness, and gender analysis risks falling 
into either unvaried repetition or a simple application of “theory” that always 
arrives at the same conclusion. Without a far- ranging analysis of each work, 
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we can explore neither the subversive potential of the image within its histori-
cal context, nor the historical range of viewing possibilities, nor the rich plu-
rality of meanings that can— and did— attach themselves to art objects.

What fi rst made the problem of critique clear to me was my own work on 
the self- portraits of Elisabeth Vigée- Lebrun, images that had been subjected 
to superfi cial critique and quick dismissal in two of Griselda Pollock’s works: 
in the early survey text, Old Mistresses, written with Rozsika Parker, and in her 
later Vision and Diff erence (1988). What struck Pollock and Parker in looking at 
Vigée- Lebrun’s self- portrait (fi g. 7.1) was that the artist showed herself as a 
beautiful and fashionable lady, and this further suggested to them that Vigée- 
Lebrun’s work supported the most problematic paradigms of “woman.” In Old 

Mistresses, the analysis is directed toward Vigée- Lebrun’s total complicity with 
or capture by the prevailing gendered norms for representing “woman,” or 
the “eternal feminine.” Standing before Vigée- Lebrun’s painting, these art 
historians allowed the spectacle of “woman” to eclipse any possibility of see-
ing or imagining an artist, concluding “as an image of an eighteenth- century 
artist it is wholly unconvincing.”12 But unconvincing to whom?

My investigation of Elisabeth Vigée- Lebrun (The Exceptional Woman, 1996) 
developed in part from what I saw as the inability of feminist art history to 
move beyond a superfi cial analysis of a paint er whose work and history seemed 
to me especially complex. My reading of Toril Moi’s Sexual/Textual Politics (1985) 
encouraged me to question the current assessment of the artist. Moi opens 
her book with the challenge of rescuing Virginia Woolf, whose work feminist 
critics had received negatively, for feminist politics: “It is surely arguable that 
if feminist critics cannot produce a positive po liti cal and literary assessment of 
Woolf’s writing, then the fault may lie with their own critical and theoretical 
perspectives rather than with Woolf’s texts.”13 My work did not claim Vigée- 
Lebrun as a feminist, but rather viewed her work from a critical and theoreti-
cal perspective that would reclaim it for feminism. That perspective valued 
the multiple shifting and fi ctive identities the artist assumed in representing 
herself and other women, as well as her continual questioning of the theoreti-
cal divide between woman and artist, between “natural” (re)production and 
cultural production. For me, these undercut any attempt to view her art as 
essentializing gender, sex, or desire, or to see it as constructing women 
as “woman, the eternal feminine.” Moreover, in the case of the 1783 self- 
portrait, the historical record suggested that contemporary viewers did not 
fi nd Vigée- Lebrun’s self- portrait unconvincing— they understood the con-
ventions and visual language of the image to represent her as artist. A reading 
of the art criticism from 1783 showed, in fact, that contemporary viewers saw 
both the artist and the woman quite clearly, and the portrait even provoked 
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diatribes for its masculine ambitions. Some contemporary critics, in fact, 
condemned the work for what we might call its discontinuity of sex and gen-
der. In the case of this self- portrayal, the historicized reading— the reading 
that privileges how viewers of the time understood the work— provided the 
opportunity for a reinterpretation that stressed the subversive qualities of the 
self- portrait and broke with a feminist critique that had not investigated the 
work in its historical context. Even though the historical context proved es-
sential to my analysis, the reading I off ered would not have been available in 
1783.14

My re- reading of Vigée- Lebrun’s paintings, and of her self- representations 
in par tic u lar, owe much to the work of Judith Butler, and especially to Bodies 

that Matter (1993), which appeared as I was fi nishing my fi nal draft of The Ex-

ceptional Woman. In addition to her re- readings of Lacan, what I found espe-
cially inspiring and adaptable to my purposes  were Butler’s analysis of the 
practices through which regulatory regimes operate, her conceptualization of 
performativity and citation, and her handling of the problem of contradiction 
in relation to identity formation. Drawing on Butler’s work, I argued that in 
the case of Vigée- Lebrun’s self- portraits, her imitation of and identifi cation 
with others (e.g., celebrated artists, the lovers of celebrated artists, aristo-
cratic patrons) occasioned the sort of criss- crossing movement across the 
sexual divide that produced the complex, layered, and (apparently) contradic-
tory subject we see in Vigée- Lebrun’s self- imagings. Very helpful was Butler’s 
emphasis on the subversive potential of citation: although citing (or adhering 
to) the norms that legislate sexual identity was culturally mandated, citation 
was inevitably interpretation, and as such it opened gaps between the cultural 
text and the individual’s mimicry of it. I teased out the subversive possibilities 
of Vigée- Lebrun’s citations and self- representations, but only after demon-
strating how the artist’s interpretation of the cultural text was shaped (but not 
entirely determined) by the particulars of her historical moment, individual 
experience, and socioeconomic status. I do not think I could have found a way 
through this material without drawing on (and bending to my own purposes) 
Bodies that Matter.

As I have argued, the problem with the way feminist scholars had previ-
ously read Vigée- Lebrun’s self- portrait was that their interpretative per for-
mances transformed a highly complicated image into a simple sign for “woman.” 
It is ironic indeed that these interpretations off ered fundamentally the same 
conclusion as those made by traditional art historians who found her work 
pretty but vacuous, and who quickly dismissed it with just as superfi cial a 
reading. This congruence further emphasizes the need to ask several basic 
questions of our work: What sort of interpretations do we produce when we 
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declare that a work means simply what we, reading it as if its language  were 
transparent, take it to mean? What opportunities do we foreclose in such a 
practice? I am not arguing that we should only read paintings as we imagine 
they  were read in the past, that we limit ourselves to historicizing. Rather, I 
am emphasizing that without thoroughly historicizing works, any further sub-
versive or creative or even critical reinterpretation will be either foreclosed or 
easily put aside. Feminist art history and gender analysis is dangerously vulner-
able to dismissal when theoretical, historical, and formal modes of analyses do 
not support one another; when a concrete and singular— even universal— 
meaning is ascribed to a work of art; or when the diff erences between a histo-
ricized analysis and one that projects a new meaning for the future are not 
overtly acknowledged.

Needless to say, many feminist interpretations— and especially those of 
Griselda Pollock— are much, much more subtle, complex, and satisfying than 
the examples I have discussed. I certainly do not want to diminish the debt we 
owe to the pioneering and courageous work of Nochlin and Pollock, and 
much recent feminist work has engaged the work of art as a site open to mul-
tivalent and even contradictory interpretations. And in the current scholar-
ship that engages gender analysis, the tendency to critique images by women 
artists that appear to affi  rm gendered ste reo types has been replaced by an at-
tempt to understand not only the constraints that ruled women’s (and men’s) 
life and work, but also how people operated within as well as outside of those 
constraints. In presenting images of themselves, as well as in presenting them-
selves, women, like men,  were not completely free. As Judith Butler has so 
powerfully argued, there are real social (and psychic) bounds that work to com-
pel obedience to norms for gender and sexuality, and real (as well as imagined) 
consequences and punishments for transgression.

Reading for the Present and the Future

Since completing my study of “the exceptional woman,” my work proposes 
both implicitly and explicitly that neither historicizing nor critiquing need 
be the fi nal goal of gender analysis in the visual arts, especially when that 
analysis is undertaken from a feminist standpoint.15 A better option in some 
cases is to conclude with a strategic reinterpretation that not only destabi-
lizes the image, but also reclaims it for diff erent audiences. Many works that we 
imagine as intended to support prevailing gender norms or regulatory regimes, 
present opportunities for moving beyond historicized readings and unmodi-
fi ed critique. Whether or not a work’s maker intended to subvert or transgress 
repressive norms is a question often posed. In the case of Vigée- Lebrun, I do 
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believe that she wanted her work to shake things up, to challenge the status 
quo, if only for herself. Yet whether or not this was truly her intention is a 
secondary consideration at best. I advocate a pro cess of reinterpretation as 
one strategy for claiming the right to interpret, a right that throughout his-
tory was largely withheld from women and other subaltern groups. Powerful 
men have often claimed for themselves the power of truth, and with it the 
right to name, categorize, and produce knowledge— in short, to say what 
things mean. They have shored up their claims with the authority of science, 
religion, and history; fi xed them with the truth of castration, and sometimes 
simply insisted on them through brute force. We willingly sacrifi ce some of 
our potential for challenging received truth when we tether our interpretations 
to what we imagine visual images meant only for those who controlled the 
making, receiving, circulating, and interpreting of images. I do not deny that 
such readings are valid, nor do I deny the control that those in power had over 
image making. My claim is that this control has never been total.

In continuing a practice of subversive or oppositional interpretation, I 
have taken inspiration from many sources— from feminist theory, from liter-
ary critics who theorized resistant readers, and from social scientists whose 
fi eld research has brought to light the re sis tance of contemporary women.16 
We art historians adopted many practices belatedly and often in the wake of 
others. Our belatedness is not surprising, given that our work involved transla-
tion. To interpret the visual image diff erently, we not only had to challenge 
business as usual in art history, we also had to modify strategies developed 
to analyze language and written texts, and to alter those intended to interro-
gate narration. Anyone involved in that pro cess began by thinking through 
the nature of visual images, comprehending their diff erence from texts, be-
fore moving on to adapting models from other disciplines. Certain aspects of 
painting—and painting is a medium that has fi gured prominently in my 
analyses— permit, even invite, subversive reading. A text is semantically dense: 
a single word, phrase, sentence, paragraph has many meanings depending on 
context, rhetorical fi guring, etymology, and so forth. But a painting is not only 
semantically dense, it is also syntactically dense; simply put, painting has no 
code— nothing to compare to the alphabet. In Western painting, there is no 
standard sequence of marks that forms a specifi c signifi er, no codifi ed way of 
making a picture that defi nitely separates one signifi er from another.17 More-
over, in a painting every formal element is potentially a signifi er: color, brush-
stroke, line, chiaroscuro— all the visual elements that have no direct equiva-
lent in language. So no matter how unstable, no matter how open to 
interpretation, no matter how overdetermined is the text, the visual image is 
still a little more so.
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Figure 7.1.  Elisabeth 
Vigée- Lebrun (1755– 
1842), Self- Portrait in Straw 

Hat, 1783. Oil on canvas. 
National Gallery of Art, 
London. Photo: © National 

Gallery, London / Art 

Resource, N.Y.

I cannot go back in time and change the experience of those who viewed a 
painting in the eigh teenth century. But if the painting endures, then the art 
historian can change how present and future viewers participate in the paint-
ing, a possibility the instability of the visual language enables. Of course, one 
reinterpretation alone cannot alter the prevailing response called forth by a 
par tic u lar work. The “meaning” of paintings becomes apparently fi xed through 
repetition— repetition of canonical interpretations, which are interpretations 
always in someone’s interest. No matter how subversive, one single instance of 
a reinterpretation will not change how a painting is experienced in the future, 
but a collective eff ort focused on redirecting the viewer’s experience could 
have important consequences, and might even create a new history of art.

Among those writers I found especially helpful in this practice of reinter-
pretation was Shoshona Felman, who imagined a woman asking Freud’s pro-
vocative question: “What does a woman want?” Felman pointed out that for 
any woman to ask the question of what a woman wants is to displace the ques-
tion radically, to ask it from a diff erent position in the sociosexual order. Thus 
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displaced, “What does a woman want?” becomes a question of a woman’s de-
sire to interpret. Felman defi nes an interpretive practice that attends to those 
aspects of the text that resist dominant cultural assumptions, and I have tried 
to extend that attention to the visual image. These points of re sis tance consti-
tute the pictorial or textual dynamic as what she calls a “fi eld of clashing and 
heterogeneous forces” characterized by a “never quite predictable element of 
surprise.”18 Once located, re sis tance and transgression can be amplifi ed by 
the desire, by the intervention of a par tic u lar interpreter. This intervention 
opens up the fi eld of interpretation, taken as both a unique encounter with the 
painted image and a pragmatic act, a par tic u lar reworking of collective or in-
dividual expectations. I respond most fully to Felman’s brilliant use of decon-
struction and to her subversive readings of psychoanalysis.

I take “the desire to interpret” (or perhaps I should say the desire to rein-
terpret), neither as one rooted in the unconscious of the individual inter-
preter, nor, as Griselda Pollock seems to prefer, as one rooted in his or her 
par tic u lar experiences, biography, and psyche.19 I wonder to what extent can 
we know and articulate our own desire, in the psychoanalytic sense of the 
term. If we take psychoanalysis at its word, our access to our unconscious, 

Figure 7.2. Auguste 
Bernard d’Agesci, French 
(1756– 1829), Lady 

Reading the Letters of Heloise 

and Abelard, c. 1780. Oil 
on canvas, 32 × 251⁄2 in. 
(81.3 × 64.8 cm). Mrs. 
Harold T. Martin Fund; 
Lacy Armour 
Endowment; Charles H. 
and Mary F. S. Worcester 
Collection, 1994.430. The 
Art Institute of Chicago. 
Photography © The Art 

Institute of Chicago.
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and thus to our desire, is limited indeed; the unconscious appears in glimpses 
or under par tic u lar conditions of the analytic situation. As I understand and 
employ it, the desire to reinterpret is a conscious and po liti cal desire, one 
that can be shared across those whose work embraces a like- minded pur-
pose. That desire may be infl ected diff erently in diff erent individuals, and 
unconscious motivations, along with par tic u lar histories, might indeed acti-
vate it.

Are there dangers— overt or hidden— in the practice of reinterpretation 
that I am advocating? I have argued already that without a thoroughgoing his-
torical and formal analysis of the work— of its structures, iconography, lan-
guage, and so on— we leave our readings open to easy dismissal by those 
colleagues who would like to see the end of gender analysis and feminist read-
ing. At the same time, a related danger lurks in the background, one that 
speaks to how a larger public interprets art. Museums are more and more 
validating the personal, emotional response to works of art, asking their 
viewers, for example, how does this painting make you feel? Whether offi  cial 
state institutions or private foundations, museums are surrounded by an aura 
of truth and professional expertise, and thus their encouragement of every-
one’s personal interpretation carries a par tic u lar imprimatur. In the eigh-
teenth century, theorists argued that painting was a “natural language” open 
to all comers, and many persons today, both lay and learned alike, still cling 
to that notion even though it has long been proven untenable. I wonder to 
what extent subversive reading inadvertently supports that claim, suggesting 
for example that anyone can say anything about any painting and have it be 
understood as viable critical or interpretive work. While on the one hand I 
applaud opening the visual arts to everyone’s experience, on the other, I be-
lieve that we need to insist on the diff erence between the automatic responses 
of the uninformed and those readings that come from positions of expertise in 
the theory, history, and language of the visual arts. This is not to say that art 
historians alone have purchase on analyzing the visual arts, for their expertise— 
their visual literacy, if you will— is certainly one that can and should be 
learned and shared more broadly.

Even if the sort of interpretative practice I advocate risks putting us on the 
slippery slope to anything goes, a more pressing and immediate question for the 
present and future is this: Are there images that we should not attempt to re-
claim through interpretation? To make the most extreme case, are there images 
that are so degrading, so violent, and so powerful in their negative eff ects on the 
viewer that they are better critiqued and even condemned? Yes, indeed, there are. 
And it is arguable that the repeated showing of such image, even in a scholarly 
essay, is problematic when their impact and imprint on senses and brains 
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overrides the interpreter’s reasoned discourse. Many countries in Eu rope out-
law hate speech, and violent degrading images can be viewed as a form of hate 
speech. Of course the question of what we label as violent and degrading is an 
open one. Works we consider serious art that challenges proscriptive norms— 
the photographs of Robert Mapplethorpe, for example— have been deemed 
unacceptable by a sector of the public. I fi nd it diffi  cult—well- nigh impossi-
ble— to describe with any exactitude the limits of what can or should be re-
interpreted and reclaimed, and the question of limits continues to haunt my 
work. What I can say, however, is that there are categories of images that can 
and should be profi tably reinterpreted, images of male and female bodies that 
can be stolen from the canon and returned as subversive facsimiles— images 
that look the same as before, but that are embedded with them a new and diff er-
ent meaning.

My practice has attended to several categories of images that I believe 
are worth our eff orts in reclaiming. Images that idealize even as they cir-
cumscribe “woman” are often available for reinterpretation, and this cate-
gory might include images— whether made by men or women— that seem 
to reduce women to their reproductive function even as they vaunt mater-
nity; those that depict “woman” as a sensitive, sensuous, and vulnerable 
creature; those that show her as properly modest and subservient to male 
authority; those that elide “woman” and “beauty,” positioning “woman” as 
object rather than subject of the gaze; and those that use the female body to 
arouse heterosexual desire.

One of the works that I found most open to my reinterpretation was Au-
guste Bernard d’Agesci’s Lady Reading the Letters of Heloise (fi g. 7.2). When I 
began to study this image, others had already critiqued it as straddling the last 
two categories— as a work that presented “woman” as object of the gaze and 
solicited the erotic desires of a male viewer.20 While these readings provided 
one possible way to understand the image, there are and  were many other 
possible viewing positions. Indeed, when the image appeared in the Intimate 
Encounters exhibition, the painting immediately attracted feminists of all 
stripes, some wanting to categorize the image as fodder for the male gaze, 
others moved by its beautiful, sensuous surfaces. For me the painting off ered 
the plea sure of subversive reading, especially once I attended to what had 
aroused the emotion of the pictured reader— the letters of Heloise. Her im-
passioned correspondence provided me with the most signifi cant context for 
viewing Bernard d’Agesci’s reader. Subversive readings, in fact, are often fa-
cilitated when the central image can be repositioned within a diff erent con-
text, or when attention to some iconographic element sets interpretation in a 
new direction.
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Once Heloise entered the picture, the picture changed. The letters of 
Heloise  were wildly pop u lar in France throughout the eigh teenth century, 
and writings about Heloise posed her not only as a learned and impassioned 
woman, but also as a passionate writer. Her position in eighteenth- century 
French letters was like that aff orded Sappho, a woman who not only suff ered 
from lovesickness, but who also represented it with clarity and enthusiasm. 
Bernard d’Agesci’s reading woman can be seen to celebrate Heloise as an in-
spired writer, as one who could bring the spectator to experience vicariously 
the emotions she depicted. Looking only at the female fi gure and the sensuous 
surfaces that adorn it, we indeed see Bernard d’Agesci’s reading lady in a state 
of ecstasy that suggests her sexual passions and pleasures, a state perhaps in-
tended to arouse some viewers. But if we pay attention to the book the 
painted woman holds, we see that the image pictures her ecstasy as a barom-
eter of a woman’s— that is Heloise’s— poetic enthusiasm. As art’s motor force, 
as the passion that moved the artist to create, enthusiasm was never far from 
sexual desire. A new reading of the work focuses on Heloise and her creativ-
ity, for by inspiring her reader to experience vicariously the passion she de-
picts, Heloise creates what contemporaneous French theory understood as art 
of the highest order.21

My work with Bernard d’Agesci’s Lady Reading the Letters of Heloise sug-
gests how crucial it is to look at the  whole picture and to locate those elements 
that can either redirect the historicized reading of the work and/or found a 
contemporary one. Another class of images allows us to root our re- readings 
in the past, even as we make them for the future, since they off er evidence of 
women who in the past reinterpreted images to their own benefi t. Works in 
this category often use the female body allegorically to represent virtues or 
strengths that actual women  were not imagined to have, or to signify profes-
sions or undertakings from which they  were generally excluded.

Feminist scholar Mary Garrard was the fi rst to identify a strategic use of 
allegorical imagery in her analysis of a self- portrait made by the seventeenth- 
century paint er, Artemesia Gentileschi, Self- Portrait as the Allegory of Painting (La 

Pittura) (fi g. 7.3). In this work Gentileschi merges her portrait with the alle-
gorical fi gure of Painting, a point that allowed Garrard to off er a compelling 
interpretation of the work.22 Historian Londa Schiebinger has shown how 
women scientists used a similar strategy; Maria Cunitz (1610– 1664), for ex-
ample, juxtaposed the name of Urania, the muse of astronomy, with her own 
name on the title page of her Urania propiti.23 Especially telling is Schiebinger’s 
argument that a female allegorical fi gure for Science brought luster to women’s 
scientifi c heritage, and that women scientists found an attack on the female 
emblem to be an attack on scientifi c women. Later, an anonymous portrait 
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(fi g. 7.4) of Gabrielle-Émilie Le Tonnelier de Breteuil, Marquise du Châtelet 
(1706– 1749), a well- known scientist and translator of Newton, depicts her 
seated at her desk along with her compass, celestial globe, and open notebooks. 
The work presents Châtelet as Urania, Muse of Astronomy, and other aspects 
of the painting (for example, the pose that recalls the allegory of Study) point 
to the intellectual nature of the sitter’s enterprise.24 Literalizing allegory, by 
which I mean substituting the portrait of an actual woman for an idealized fe-
male body, reworks allegory, in so far as visual allegory typically uses the ideal-
ized fi gure of woman to stand for man’s endeavors, endeavors that like astron-
omy  were gendered masculine and ordinarily closed to women practitioners. 
Art historian Kathleen Nicholson has also taken up the question of the alle-
gorical portrait’s relation to its women patrons. Noting how anxious critics 
 were to demean what they saw as female pretension, she argues that for the 
women portrayed in allegorical disguise, portraits provided an occasion to ques-
tion their given place in the social order, to enact a struggle between societal 
expectations and their own aspirations.25 Allegorical portraits, as Nicholson so 
astutely argues, infuse culture into the lives of the women depicted, giving the 
sitter a dimension beyond the limiting fact of physical beauty.

Another category of images that seems particularly open to re- reading 
includes those images that show powerful female fi gures as monstrous, or in 
a negative light. Medusa, for example, has already been adopted by writers 
and theorists who have questioned the sociosexual order: Hélène Cixous and 
Teresa de Lauretis  were among the fi rst to recuperate the Gorgon, and the 
recent Medusa Reader (2003), edited by Marjorie Garber and Nancy J. Vick-
ers, includes many examples of writers who regendered and reframed the 
questions posed by what Garber and Vickers call “this most problematic and 
elusive of fi gures.”26 Because the myth always included confl icting elements 
woven around the gorgon, the fi gure of Medusa invites interpretation. The 
Medusa Reader is a provocative starting point for any art historian interested 
in rethinking visual repre sen ta tions of Medusa, especially since it includes 
many recent reconceptions of the myth proposed by writers and critics, as 
well as including a small selection of visual images that off er diff erent pic-
tures of Medusa.

If feminist critics undertook rewriting the Medusa story and other myths, 
visual artists embraced a similar enterprise. Indeed, mythology has proven to 
be a fertile ground for work on gender as well as for feminist critique and 
rewriting. Phyllis McGibbon, for example, asked a pertinent question in the 
subtitle of her 1992 Panning for Gold: Did Danaë Really Yearn for the Passion of 

Zeus? But the practice of remaking myths is not a new one; artists like McGib-
bon are not so much inventing a genre as restoring a practice that had centuries 
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earlier occupied their pre de ces sors. I understand these visual reworkings of 
myth as continuous with art historical practices of reinterpretation and suggest 
that reworkings, whether intended to be disruptive or not, open themselves to 
reinterpretation. Take, for example, two works by the eighteenth- century 
paint er Angelica Kauff mann: her 1791 self- portrait, The Artist Hesitating Be-

tween the Arts of Music and Painting (fi g. 7.5) and her earlier Jupiter in the Guise of 

Diana and the Nymph Callisto (fi g. 7.6)27 The fi rst is a self- conscious rewriting; 
the second off ers opportunities for further reinterpretation— whether or not it 
was intended to do so.

The 1791 self- portrait refi gures the choice of Hercules, a myth that had 
become standard fare for visual artists by the eigh teenth century. In canonical 
versions of the story, such as that of Annibale Carracci, Hercules is poised 
between Virtue and Plea sure presented as allegorical women.28 One might 
say they represent the modest virgin and the voluptuous whore. Hercules, of 
course, will choose duty and thus Virtue, and with it he will follow the rocky 

Figure 7.5. Angelica Kauff mann (1741– 1807), The Artist Hesitating Between the Arts 

of Music and Painting (self- portrait), 1791 or 1794. Oil on canvas, 58 × 85 in. Nostell 
Priory, West Yorkshire, Great Britain. The St. Oswald Collection (The National Trust, 
acquired with the help of the Heritage Lottery Fund in 2002). Photo: National Trust Photo 

Library / Art Resource, N.Y.
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Figure 7.6. After Angelica Kauff mann, Jupiter in the Guise of Diana and the Nymph 

Callisto, c. 1781. Oil on canvas, 24 in. diameter. Museum of Fine Arts, St. Petersburg, 
Fla. Gift of Herbert Weisinger in memory of his late wife, Mildred, 1986.5. Photo: Thomas 

U. Gessler and Thaddeus Root.

road that leads to the temple of immortality. In Kauff mann’s self- portrait the 
allegorical women signify Music and Painting (for Kauff man excelled in both) 
and they are presented in such a way as to undercut the traditional moral im-
plications associated with the choice of Hercules. Kauff mann, for example, 
reverses the color opposition of blonde/brunette that had previously marked 
the allegories of Plea sure repudiated and Virtue chosen in Carracci’s Choice of 

Hercules and others that followed from it. And although the artist ultimately 
casts her lot with blonde- haired Painting, she refuses to associate brunette 
Music with voluptuousness, presenting her as a modest, even virtuous, alter-
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native. But more signifi cantly, in casting herself as Hercules, as the male hero 
who chooses, Angelica Kauff mann places herself in the position of a subject 
who can choose, who can be the subject of her desires— here, the desires to 
make music or art, to seek her fame and position as great paint er by taking the 
path to glory.29

Kauff mann’s version of Jupiter and Callisto is one of the few stagings, if 
not the only one, of Jupiter’s amorous exploits by an eighteenth- century 
woman paint er.30 In drawing on Callisto’s story as told in Ovid’s Metamorpho-

ses, Kauff mann picks a scene that was a standard one. Artists typically repre-
sented Callisto in Jupiter’s arms just at the moment before the god kisses her 
and reveals his true maleness. Because at the moment represented Jupiter is 
still disguised as Diana, what we actually see is one woman about to make 
love to another. Images of Jupiter and Callisto have been interpreted as off er-
ing to the male spectator the erotic charge of lesbian encounter and/or the 
possibility that he can (albeit imaginatively) enter the scene and take his plea-
sure with one or both women. But Kaufmann’s image can be read quite 
diff erently.

Although Kauff man’s image stages a traditional moment in the story, it 
both breaks with visual tradition and includes an unpre ce dented element. In 
eighteenth- century painting it was conventional to heighten the contrast 
between male and female bodies by showing men as having darker fl esh 
tones than women. In Jupiter in the Guise of Diana and the Nymph Callisto, the 
skin tonalities of the two fi gures are nearly identical, and thus sexual diff er-
ence is not strongly encoded. Similarly, the traditional role of active male/
passive female is undercut in this love scene. Although Diana/Jupiter seems 
to take the lead as she leans toward Callisto, the nymph is far from pinned 
in a passive feminine position, and she returns Diana/Jupiter’s gaze in an 
expression of her own desire. This underplaying of sexual diff erence sug-
gests visually that Callisto fully believes she is taking her pleasures with 
another woman. More disruptive to tradition, however, is that the Menac-
ing Cupid is slipped into Kauff mann’s composition.31 Putting his fi nger to 
his lips in a gesture that begs our silence, this Cupid asks us not to reveal 
some secret. The obvious one is that which must be kept from Callisto, who 
does not yet know it is Jupiter, and not Diana, who pleases her. In some 
repre sen ta tions of Jupiter and Callisto the cupids are not of the menacing 
sort, and they have other work to do. They register the god’s passion, push 
the action forward toward his attack, and prepare us for the moment of 
revelation that is about to come: the moment when the aroused Jupiter, dis-
guised as Diana, will kiss Callisto.32 Callisto’s plea sure will cease precisely 
when Diana/Jupiter kisses her as a man, for at that moment the nymph real-
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izes she has been deceived, and, as Ovid tells us, she then resists with all 
her might.

In Kauff mann’s painting we see Callisto the moment before Jupiter kisses 
her, when she still believes he is Diana. We see that Callisto enjoys this love-
making, which deceives her because it is (like) that of another woman. Rather 
than push the action toward the moment of revelation, Kauff mann’s Menac-
ing Cupid holds it back. He seeks to stop an action; he tries to prevent the 
viewer from warning Callisto. His goal is to keep her ignorant of who it is that 
pleasures her. Cupid’s gesture, in fact, has the practical eff ect of halting all 
imagined action by asking us to help suspend the scene at the moment before 
Jupiter kisses Callisto. He thus works to extend both Callisto’s deception and 
her plea sure. But this little trickster has another secret, and in soliciting our 
complicity he implies we know what it is: Callisto enjoys Jupiter’s lovemaking 
as that of a woman, not as that of a man (or male god) disguised as a woman. 
In reminding us that Callisto is completely deceived, the Menacing Cupid 
gives away the truth that Jupiter discovers when he performs as woman and 
then fi nds himself rebuff ed when revealed as male— that female sexuality 
does not depend on any man’s desire, that women, in fact, do know what they 
want. This conclusion brings me back to Shoshona Felman’s work and leads 
me to think again about what it means for a woman to ask Freud’s infamous 
question. In reviewing my interpretation of Angelica Kauff mann’s Jupiter in 

the Guise of Diana and the Nymph Callisto, I cannot determine to what extent I 
am channeling the artist’s desires in repicturing the standard story, and to 
what extent I am amplifying the re sis tance that she, deliberately or not, has 
incorporated into her work. Although some may fi nd such confusion deplor-
able and condemn it in “respectable” scholarship, I believe that this confusion 
is endemic to all acts of interpretation. The point for me is to recognize the 
potential of such confusion and to put it to good use.

The examples I have chosen certainly do not exhaust the possibilities for 
reinterpreting images: they merely represent those I have found fruitful in my 
work on eighteenth- century art. I have thought about the practice of reinter-
preting images for a long time, and the practice remains a signifi cant aspect of 
my current work and teaching. I still believe, as I did when I concluded Moved 

by Love (2004), that interpreting images from perspectives other than those 
urged by the dominant cultural assumptions of a given time and place accom-
plishes important work. Opening an image to other possibilities takes advan-
tage of the contradictions that are evident in any discourse. It thereby pushes 
past the impasse of critique, which, while revealing the assumptions that 
structure a repre sen ta tion, can inadvertently leave those assumptions in 
place. In the desire to unmask the oppression, injustice, or prejudice justifi ed 
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through cultural repre sen ta tions, a critique can silence other voices that 
viewed repre sen ta tions diff erently, or can unintentionally obviate the possi-
bility of diff erent understandings, and hence of re sis tance. Strategic reinter-
pretation does not so much rehabilitate an image or text as reclaim it as an 
object open to interpretation. The repre sen ta tion becomes less an ideal pre-
sented, a moral lesson proff ered, or a justifi cation for prevailing views, and 
more a fi eld of potential meanings waiting to be exploited by a savvy viewer.33 
That feminist art historians working on issues of gender can usurp and resig-
nify some of the painted women in art’s history is an added bonus.

Coda

The history of art is fi lled with images that please not through their subject or 
ideology, but because their formal properties call to us— because they seduce 
our eyes. When we analyze a work of art, its formal properties can be sepa-
rated from neither the subject represented nor the ideology proff ered. When 
we stand before the work, we are often strongly aff ected by the sensory plea-
sures or dis plea sures on off er. If the work promises visual plea sure, a prime 
goal of art throughout much of its history, we might be moved by the balance 
of form, the pleasing harmony of color, the bold application of paint, the dra-
matic lighting, or the ner vous line. It might be that the handling suggests the 
work was painted with passion, emotion, conviction, or love. Some works are 
so downright beautiful they make me cry. Some are dangerously beautiful, 
promoting an ideology that makes me weep. Many of the art works made in 
the past— even most of them— overtly or implicitly idealize regimes of sex-
ual diff erentiation and desire that have historically disadvantaged all women 
regardless of their race, ethnicity, or sexual orientation, even if these addi-
tional factors have made some women more vulnerable than others. So what 
is an art historian to do with these beautiful, dangerous images? If a striking 
image puts a woman on display, do I cede that work to the male gaze because 
I imagine it was made only to give certain men plea sure? Presented with a 
gorgeous image of smiling maternity, do I imitate Simone de Beauvoir and 
condemn it for reducing women to their reproductive function?34 Do I, in es-
sence, cede all the plea sure of these images— maybe of the entire history of 
art— to the old boys and limit myself to critique, tacitly acquiescing to the 
notion that these works, being made for their eyes, belong to them? No, not 
ever, not me. I have cast my lot with those women who have chosen to read 
things in their own way, who insist on their right to read and interpret diff er-
ently. It is through those practices that I can imagine a new history of art— 
one that historicizes responsibly, critiques responsibly, and reinterprets re-
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sponsibly in ways that speak to the present and future. It is my hope that the 
analysis of gender will be the driving force of that new art history.
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Art and Eroticism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990), 88– 89.
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I begin this essay with a trope of late–nineteenth- century French print cul-
ture— the erotic pictographic coupling of a solo female dancer with the star 
wheel of a lithographic press. Typically this mechano- sexual hieroglyph is 
used to distinguish “art prints” pulled by hand from those mechanically pro-
duced. But occasionally the pair is enlisted to perform a more elusive, impro-
visatory dance. I mean “dance” both literally, in terms of pictorial references 
to actual dances and dancers, and meta phor ical ly, in Mallarmé’s terms, where 
the solo female dancer signifi es artistic innovation. It is the latter that inter-
ests me  here.

The pictograph, born of shifting technologies and systems of valuation in 
late–nineteenth- century French print culture, appears mostly in watermarks, 
bookplates, and posters for print collectors and the luxury book trade. 
Through a close reading of three works, this essay recuperates the picto-
graph’s visual syntax, its distinct signs and variable patterns of interrelation. 
An address card by Richard Ranft for Auguste Delâtre’s Imprimerie artistique 
(fi g. 8.1) and a print cartonnier carved by François- Rupert Carabin (fi g. 8.2) 
use related versions of the schema’s erotic coupling of dancer and printing 
press to signify the possibility of an “advanced” graphic art. The mechanical 
and reproducible are recast as a link between transgressive sexuality and a li-
bidinal impulse for repetition grounded in the late–nineteenth- century dis-
course of hysteria. The third case study, Toulouse- Lautrec’s 1893 lithograph 
L’estampe originale (fi g. 8.3), utilizes the same primary elements but a very dif-
ferent pictographic logic. The dancer stands remote from the working of the 
press; she is identifi able— the well- known cancan dancer Jane Avril— rather 
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than generic; and, absent any sexual encounter of fi gure and machine, there 
appears to be no radical disjunction or transgression. But I will argue 
Toulouse- Lautrec’s pictographic improvisation does in fact unsettle sexual 
and social norms by casting Jane Avril as the artist’s surrogate in a variant that 
posits the ideal of a new, self- generative model of artmaking.

Juxtapositions of women and printing presses as related signs of repro-
duction date back to the origins of the technology. Female personifi cations of 
print pro cesses appear continuously in early modern illustrated histories of 
the technology and in advertisements for nineteenth- and twentieth- century 
print ateliers. Women  were associated with the technology of printing, in 
part, because it was one of the few trades with a genuinely mixed- sex culture. 
From the technology’s beginnings women worked alongside men and, as Joan 
Wallach Scott writes, in the nineteenth century the numbers grew exponen-
tially.1 There is no evidence, however, that women ever  were employed by art 

Figure 8.1. Richard 
Ranft (1862– 1931), 
address card for Imprimerie 

artistique.



Figure 8.2. François- Rupert Carabin (1862– 1932), carved bookcase, 1890. Wood, 
wrought iron, glass, 290 × 215 × 83 cm. Musée d’Orsay, Paris, France. Photo: Réunion des 

Musées Nationaux / Art Resource, N.Y.



190 | JANIS BERGMAN- CARTON

presses, the specifi c context for the hieroglyph. In fact, the opposite seems to 
be true. Though important work remains to be done on the relation of this 
image to the material conditions of actual women in France’s print trade, my 
focus  here is the realm of the symbolic.2

The earliest couplings of women and printing presses are found in July 
Monarchy caricatures directed at censorship debates such as J. J. Grandville’s 
Descente dans les ateliers de la liberté de la presse (fi g. 8.4). Credit for the “birth” of 
a free press is represented in the lithograph as a power struggle between 
Marianne, the materfamilias, and Louis Philippe, the usurping paternal au-
thority. Marianne is cast as the press’s maternal protector, and the September 

Figure 8.3. Henri de Toulouse- Lautrec (1864– 1901), wraparound cover for the 
portfolio L’estampe originale (The original print), 1893. Lithograph, sheet: 227⁄8 × 323⁄4. 
Publisher: Editions du Journal des Artistes (Andre Marty). Printer: Edward Ancourt, 
Paris. Edition: 100. Grace M. Mayer Bequest, 1997. The Museum of Modern Art, New 
York, N.Y. Photo: Digital Image © The Museum of Modern Art / Licensed by SCALA / Art 

Resource, N.Y.
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Laws (countermanding the press freedoms that ensured Louis- Philippe’s as-
cent to the throne fi ve years earlier) as her silencing by the King and his hench-
men, and implicitly her rape.3

Late–nineteenth- century versions of the mechano- sexual pictograph op-
erate through a diff erent visual economy, but are linked similarly to censor-
ship, albeit indirectly. Their appearance was triggered by press reform laws in 
1881 that relaxed restrictions on printed material and fueled the “Golden 
Age” of the French illustrated press, the entrepreneurial arena that launched 
the careers of many visual artists. Richard Ranft, a benefi ciary of that vibrant 
fi n- de- siècle print culture, generated one of the pictograph’s earliest incarna-
tions for an address card advertising the ser vices of Auguste Delâtre’s Imprim-

erie artistique (fi g. 8.1). Like Grandville, Ranft riff s on analogies between female 
biology and graphic reproduction, but the similarity ends there. The Ranft 
image is not menacing and lacks an obvious “father.” Marianne has been re-
placed by the fi gure of a dancer, and her sexual encounter,  here consensual, is 
with a machine, not a man.

The dancer’s posture and intimate handling of the star wheel tell us this 
is an imaginary print atelier. As previously mentioned, women generally  were 
not employed by art presses. Moreover, illustrations in histories of the indus-
try of men who did work lithographic presses show them hunched forward, 
not arched back, to harness the strength needed to turn the wheel. Unlike 
those illustrations of physical labor in ser vice of art’s reproduction, Ranft 
conjures for the card an image of the art print’s miraculous “birth.” A visual 
pun on the phrase “hand- pulled print,” the image shows a dancer working the 
wheel in an act of orgasmic self- pleasuring.

The pictographic trope of Immaculate Conception was part of an evolv-
ing strategy of diff erentiation within the landscape of late–nineteenth- century 
French print culture in which Delâtre fi gured prominently. It illuminates in-
frastructural and technological changes in that period that cast longstanding 
tensions between creative and reproductive prints into sharp relief.4 The 
printer’s fi rst shop, opened in 1848, specialized in skillful graphic translations 
of paintings.5 Within a de cade demand for such work began to decline due to 
the introduction of photomechanical technologies able to reproduce art 
cheaper and faster.

In 1862, Delâtre re oriented himself professionally by joining with printer/ 
publisher Alfred Cadart to found la Société des aquafortistes in an attempt to 
revitalize the art of “original”  etching. With the exception of graphic work by 
Goya and Piranesi,  etching had seen a decline in Eu rope since the death of 
Rembrandt. Its revival in the second half of the nineteenth century was part 
of a re nais sance in French print culture that engendered the need for codifi ed 
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systems of diff erentiation. The limited edition and practices of cancellation, 
numbering, and signing original work evolved in the same de cade as la Société 

des aquafortistes.6 It was in the context of systematizing the distinction between 
graphic “art” and the commercial print that the pictograph emerged.

Ranft was part of a new generation of peintres- graveurs mentored in Delâtre’s 
imprimerie, a vibrant community that seeded multi- artist collaborations and 
diverse forms of art production.7 The address card and its intertextual ties to 
Paris’s bibliophile and entertainment cultures speaks to that diversity, as does 
the card’s foretelling of works like Maurice Denis’s La dépêche de Toulouse (fi g. 
8.5) that deploy typological female fi gures to personify newspapers and print 
enterprises.8

French bibliophile culture, whose most vibrant era dates to this period, 
provided one of the pictograph’s most fertile contexts. For growing numbers 
of peintres- graveurs the illustrated luxury book trade off ered creative opportu-
nities and an established audience base. Meta phors like Ranft’s of incongruous 
couplings and miraculous births appear frequently in expensively bound 
books of the period. One example, the lithographic frontispiece of Octave 
Uzanne’s 1897 La nouvelle bibliopolis, pictures the book’s supernatural origins 
as a female nude emerging from a fantastical plant that, in turn, issues from 
the volume’s open pages.9

The pairing of dancer and art press is also informed by affi  nities between 
Paris’s burgeoning entertainment culture and print journalism. French fi n- 
de- siècle illustrated newspapers functioned for Montmartre’s dance halls and 
theatres as the primary site of their advertisement and consecration. The pose 
and off - the- shoulder dress Ranft used was a familiar feature of the pop u lar 
press in images of dancers performing the chahut. What is diff erent, of course, 
is that on Ranft’s card she is partnered with a machine. Balanced on one foot, 
the dancer grasps the arm of the wheel to support her raised right leg as her 
upper body tilts backward. The anticipation of her leg’s extension into the 
chahut’s familiar high kick triggers a visual pun instantiating the interpene-
trating forms of dancer and machine into a single, hybrid unit. Like a metal 
prosthesis, the arm of the star wheel becomes the visual proxy for her lower 
leg and completes the kick’s phallic rise.10

Though the pairing of dancer and machine at fi rst seems unlikely, in late–
nineteenth- century French literary and visual culture, they are linked regu-
larly. And as Marinetti’s “techno- fantasy Futurist choreographies and the 
machine dances of avant- garde cinema” suggest, in the early twentieth cen-
tury the pairing was even more common. Analogies between dancers and 
machines, as Felicia McCarren writes, respond to a shared capacity to balance 
competing demands of almost superhuman physical strength with agility, 
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speed, and the appearance of eff ortless movement.11 In the case of Ranft’s 
pictograph, however, it is less analogy than defl ection. Ranft couples the star 
wheel and dancer, a fi gure of uncontrollable sexuality, to temper the negative 
valence of mechanical repetition, the source of printing’s value and devalua-
tion. In a clever sleight of hand, the repetition inferred by the star wheel’s 
rotary movement turns to the hypnotic sight of a cancan dancer’s libidinal 
impulse to repeat the same action again and again.

The image of compulsive repetition, the altered state of modern dancing, 
and the woman’s arched back most certainly elicited associations with a re-
lated per for mance arena of the 1880s. On Tuesdays in the amphitheatre of the 
Salpêtrière Hospital, neurologist Jean- Martin Charcot hypnotized patients for 
live demonstrations during which they performed the poses of their neuro-
logical disorder. Though unsuited to pulling prints, the arched back pose 
struck by Ranft’s dancer is one of the corporeal signs of disorder tout Paris 
turned out to see. Charcot’s leçons du mardi attracted some of France’s best- 
known writers and artists, some of whom, like Ranft, appropriated the trope 
of hysteria to signify innovative art.12

What is only suggested in Ranft’s arched- back dancer— the intercon-
nectedness of dance and hysteria in the modern imaginary as performative 
expressions of insatiable sexual desire— is explicit in a remarkably odd work 
of art by François- Rupert Carabin. The elaborately carved bookcase and car-

tonnier (fi g. 8.2) that in 1890 launched Carabin’s career brackets the shared 
discourse of fi n- de- siècle per for mance, medical literature, print culture, and 
bibliophile society that was the pictograph’s context.13

Carabin became interested in dance in the 1880s. During his apprentice-
ship, fi rst with an engraver and then an ornamental sculptor, he was a regular 
at the Chat Noir and Moulin Rouge. The cabarets stimulated a fascination 
with all kinds of dance and inspired several series of small fi gurines based on 
actual dancers. For the 1890 commission by a wealthy engineer and biblio-
phile named Montandon that made his reputation, the dancer appears within 
the pictograph adorning the door of a cartonnier in the bookcase’s lower right 
quadrant. The pictograph is part of an elaborate decorative program of low 
and high relief sculptural carving that disorders the bookcase’s geometric 
regularity. Though less fully than Rodin’s Gates of Hell, the bookcase’s organic 
carvings overwhelm the architectonics, most pronouncedly on top, where 
three female nudes (personifi cations of Truth, Intelligence, and Refl ection) 
sit, variously engaged with books and writing tools. Their height makes literal 
the superiority of the noble qualities books inspire.14 In contrast to the legible 
trio, an irregular growth, a piling of carved masques, attaches itself to the 
lower left corner. These fi gures of “baseness,” relegated to the actual base, are 
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“enemies of knowledge vanquished and rendered powerless by the Book.”15 
Max Nordau described the piece as “suited only to the diseased and damned,” 
part of his narrative of modern art’s decline.

The cartonnier’s drop- leaf door, the portal to a protected repository of art 
prints, is carved in low relief. Befi tting its function as print cabinet, the 
carving reads as graphic more than plastic. Following a vernissage Carabin ar-
ranged in his studio, the artist’s close friend art critic Gustave Geff roy de-
scribed the piece as a series of oppositional tensions: “the ce re bral” and “the 
incomprehensible,” “nobility” and “bestiality,” “solidity” and “ner vous inver-
sion.”16 Those tensions inform Carabin’s alteration of the pictograph’s rela-
tional schema.

A third fi gure added to the scene of erotic encounter has the eff ect of de- 
centering the composition and rendering it more open- ended. Juxtaposed with 
the dancer and press is a “calm fi gure leafi ng through a portfolio of prints” 
whom Geff roy calls l’Estampe. Her absorbed stillness, seated position, and 
neatly arranged chignon contrast with the teetering instability of l’Impression, 
the dancer “with wild gestures and windswept hair who turns the fl ywheel 
with all the force of her arms and legs.”17 Though there is no clothing that 
marks l’Impression as a dancer, Carabin deploys the same visual pun as Ranft 
for a fi gure performing the chahut, a “mechanically assisted kick.” Moreover, 
the trope of hysteria common to visual and literary repre sen ta tions of the 
dancer in this period, registers loudly in Carabin’s carving. The “ner vous in-
version” to which Geff roy refers goes well beyond the fi gure’s arched back. It 
is announced in the dancer’s now unpinned hair and in the preternatural en-
ergy that animates her body.

The contrasting demeanor of the seated and dancing fi gures makes em-
phatic the reciprocal ties between arrested movement and implied motion 
that inform analogies between dancers and machines in this period. It also 
brackets the so- called “crisis of attentiveness,” one of Eu rope’s most cosmo-
politan fi n- de- siècle preoccupations. As Jonathan Crary writes, in an era of 
industrialized literary and artistic production, boundaries between entertain-
ment and “authentic” culture  were thought to be rapidly eroding. Eu ro pe ans 
 were said to be suff ering from an overload of the senses undermining the ca-
pacity to look attentively.18 The dialectic between prolonged, absorbed look-
ing and dynamic motion that reads as “modern” is inscribed in the conceptual 
inseparability of the pictograph’s two anecdotes. In pose and demeanor the 
dancer and seated fi gure could not be more diff erent, but compositionally 
they are inextricably bound. A circle echoing the wheel’s rotary motion in-
scribes the negative space separating the arcing upper body of the two fi gures. 
Like attentive midwife and laboring mother, L’Estampe and L’Impression form 
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parentheses around the pregnant space between them, the implied space of 
artistic procreation and its anticipation.

One of the most generative pictographic improvisations with the trope of 
art’s miraculous birth, and perhaps the most elusive, was produced by Cara-
bin’s friend and fellow dance enthusiast, Henri de Toulouse- Lautrec. Like 
Carabin’s cartonnier, the 1893 lithograph L’estampe originale (fi g. 8.3) by Lautrec 
features a fi gure turning a star wheel, an attentive print connoisseur, and, 
though not immediately apparent, a dancer. Diff erent, however, is Lautrec’s 
naturalistic setting. It is the shop of Edmond Ancourt, an actual printer, and 
the inhabitants also are “real.” The el der ly man, Père Cotelle, a printer for 
Ancourt, is seen diligently engaged in his work. And though the ample cloak 
worn by the second fi gure camoufl ages all indicators of profession or sex, the 
absorbed connoisseur is one of the Moulin Rouge’s most famous dancers, Jane 
Avril. Ancourt’s fi rm handled most of Lautrec’s printing, so its prominence 
on the cover of the inaugural issue of L’estampe originale, one of the most im-
portant print enterprises of the late nineteenth century, is logical. Less clear 
is why Lautrec selected Avril as the “face” of the enterprise and removed all 
signs of her primary identity as a dancer.

Published quarterly between 1893 and 1895, L’estampe originale consisted 
of a series of selections of original prints by promising peintres- graveurs. The 
publisher, André Marty, was active in the changing landscape of French visual 
culture; he was an advocate for vehicles to make art accessible to a broader 
demographic and new venues to support and nurture young talent. In 1893 
Marty secured the rights to the title L’estampe originale from an earlier publica-
tion that had had promise but little fi nancial success. While the purpose of the 
fi rst, issued between 1888 and 1891, had been to reverse the devitalizing ef-
fects of photomechanical pro cesses on French print culture, Marty brought a 
diff erent set of priorities. He was interested in more experimental print pro-
cesses and set prices lower to attract a more diverse clientele. Most provoca-
tively, he emphasized color, which in traditional print circles remained associ-
ated with vulgar mercantilism.19

Marty’s choice of Lautrec for the inaugural cover was strategically clever. 
Within late–nineteenth- century French print culture, Lautrec had become 
the color artist par excellence. Moreover, a “crossover” project needed a 
“crossover” artist. Lautrec was in de pen dently wealthy and of aristocratic ori-
gin, but best known for his posters of seedy per for mance venues in Montmar-
tre. His celebrity posters allowed Lautrec to cultivate the persona “artist of 
the street,” but, in fact, many  were printed as limited editions intended for 
the walls of private homes.20 The immediate chromatic power of Lautrec’s 
cover for L’estampe originale’s inaugural issue announced the project’s distance 
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from its more traditional namesake, as did the prominence of Jane Avril as its 
implied ideal audience.

Toulouse- Lautrec met Avril in 1890 while she was performing at the 
Moulin Rouge, and they remained close personal friends until the artist’s 
death in 1901. The subject of over thirty of his paintings, prints, and drawings, 
Avril was actually born Jeanne Louise Beaudon. At age fourteen, to amelio-
rate the eff ects of her mother’s verbal and physical abuse, she apparently was 
removed from her home by family friends and placed in the care of Jean- 
Martin Charcot at Salpêtrière. For sixteen months, between 1882 and 1884, 
Avril lived in the ward of les Grandes Hystériques. Her memoir, written fi ve de-
cades later, provides perhaps the only account of life at Salpêtrière from the 
perspective of a patient. “I lived for two years in this ‘Eden,’ ” she writes, 
“which it was for me, so much in this world being relative. . . .  There  were 
those deranged girls whose ailment named Hysteria consisted above all in 
simulation of it. . . .  For me it was a comic show to see these crazies come 
away so proud and delighted to have been chosen and pointed to by the ‘mas-
ter.’ ”21 According to her origin tale, Avril fi rst came to dancing at Salpêtrière. 
During a masked ball the hospital sponsored, she claims she had a revelation 
of her calling while dancing all alone. Not surprisingly, most literary descrip-
tions of Avril allude to this history and leverage hysteria’s late–nineteenth- 
century cachet, as the dancer did herself. In her par tic u lar case, however, as 
Lautrec’s disguised portraits suggest, the trope is invoked in relation to Avril 
to signify the possibility of a new, self- generative art— not art’s miraculous 
birth through a female vessel of transgressive sexuality tightly choreographed 
behind the scenes by a Ranft or Carabin.

Today Avril is rarely mentioned outside the literature on Toulouse- 
Lautrec, but she was quite well known in fi n- de- siècle dance and literary cir-
cles. According to contemporaries, she was more self- directed artist than 
dance hall performer, a rare female celebrity who retained control of her 
work and her body. The example of that in de pen dence cited most often is her 
refusal of a lucrative contract with the Moulin Rouge. Despite her small in-
come, apparently she asked to be paid nightly instead to maintain control over 
hours, costumes, and dances. That decision also freed her from the obligation 
to dance in the quadrilles and enabled her, most of the time, to dance alone.

She met Lautrec when both  were starting out, and their association, so-
cially and artistically, was mutually benefi cial. The critical success of posters 
like the one commissioned in 1893 by the Jardin de Paris at Avril’s request 
helped launch her career as a celebrity who, like Lautrec, “went both ways”— 
though, in her case, without benefi t of an inheritance. Avril was both a staple 
of Montmartre dance hall culture and a rare valued female member of the 
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elite circle of artists and writers to which Lautrec also belonged. Reminis-
cences from the period consistently speak of her intelligence and artistic 
integrity— qualities they emphasize set her apart in the arena of dance.22

Arthur Symons, Maurice Barrés, Stéphane Mallarmé, and Téodor de 
Wyzewa  were among the writers and playwrights she met while dancing at 
the Bal Bullier and Jardin de Paris— public dancing gardens to which she 
gravitated after leaving Salpêtrière. Symons writes about Avril’s striking re-
moteness on the dance fl oor, her private withdrawal in this public arena and 
unusual disengagement with the audience. She was, he writes, unlike any 
other performer he had seen. Withdrawn and self- absorbed, she was not like 
the dancers always on display. Avril’s dances  were improvisatory and her af-
fect disarming, as these passages from Symons’s 1892 poem about the dancer 
conveys:

La Mélinite: Moulin Rouge

Alone, apart, one dancer watches
Her mirrored, morbid grace;
Before the mirror, face to face,
Alone she watches
Her morbid, vague, ambiguous grace.

And, enigmatically smiling,
In the mysterious night,
She dances for her own delight,
A shadow smiling
Back to a shadow in the night.23

The poem’s title references one of Avril’s two nicknames—l’Étrange (the 
strange one) and la Mélinite (dynamite). Most dancers of the period cultivated 
sobriquets in consultation with proprietors of dance venues and poster artists 
as a strategy of branding. The doubleness of Avril’s, l’Étrange and la Mélinite, 
recalls the dialectic of prolonged absorption and frenzied movement in Cara-
bin’s pictograph for the cartonnier. But the quality Carabin conveyed in two 
distinct fi gural anecdotes— duality of body and mind— Avril was perceived 
to both embody and perform. A remarkable painting of the dancer by Lautrec 
(fi g. 8.6) from 1891 makes literal that duality.24 In the composition’s top half, 
containing Avril’s head and upper body, she appears in a state of reverie, un-
aware of her surroundings and the movement of her own legs below. Her in-
teriority and indiff erence to audience is punctuated by the drawing’s radical 
cropping and its narrow vertical format. Only two audience members are 
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visible, tiny fi gures in the upper right, who look like marionettes. And they 
are depicted pointedly looking at each other, not at Avril. The top half of 
dancer’s bifurcated body is l’Étrange, the introvert of Symons’s poem, and la 

Mélinite registers in the near illegibility of her leg’s gyrations below in her per-
for mance of a cancan. Her leg’s wobbly rotary movements look like the tor-
tured convulsions of a wounded animal— or the star wheel of an art press 
come loose.

Avril’s self- refl exive capacity to function simultaneously as art and artist 
made her a natural for the artistic surrogates Toulouse- Lautrec regularly chan-
neled in his work.25 As an 1892 photograph he had made of himself wearing 
Avril’s boa and hat suggests, for Lautrec the identifi cation with Avril was fer-
tile. The dancer’s portrait, disguised and not, shows up regularly in his work. 
Like Stéphane Mallarmé with Loïe Fuller, the period’s other better- known 

Figure 8.5. Maurice 
Denis (1870– 1943), La 

dépêche de Toulouse, 1892. 
Color lithograph 
(141.3 × 95.1 cm). Jane 
Voorhees Zimmerli Art 
Museum, Rutgers, The 
State University of New 
Jersey. Alvin and Joyce 
Glasgold Purchase Fund. 
1986.0089. Photo by Jack 

Abraham.



200 | JANIS BERGMAN- CARTON

solo dancer, Lautrec was less interested in Avril as a dancer per se, than in her 
creative example in the arena of dance.

In the majority of Lautrec’s more than thirty depictions, Avril is removed 
from the context of dancing, as if to distinguish the sensate visuality of her 
performative body from its visual spectacle on stage. In the stunning golds 
and blacks of Lautrec’s poster for the cabaret Le Divan Japonais, for example, 
the elegant arabesque of Avril’s body is the clear compositional focus. But our 
eye is directed formally toward Avril not because she is performing (the per-
former, in fact, is a secondary fi gure pointedly cropped so she appears with-

Figure 8.6. Henri de 
Toulouse- Lautrec (1864– 
1901), Jane Avril Dansant, 1891. 
Oil on board, 85.5 × 45 cm. 
Musée d’Orsay, Paris, France. 
Photo: Réunion des Musées 

Nationaux / Art Resource, N.Y.



Unlikely Couplings | 201

out a head), but because she is the only attentive spectator, the spectator “who 
actually sees.”

Toulouse- Lautrec’s 1895 La danse mauresque (fi g. 8.7) also prioritizes 
Avril’s capacity to see beyond the merely visible. Squeezed between portraits 
of Oscar Wilde and the artist himself, she fi gures at the center of Lautrec’s 
intellectual circle. By representing the group from behind, Lautrec distin-
guishes them from those seated in the audience, who see only with their eyes. 
Avril is identifi able, as she is in L’estampe originale, by her signature feather hat 
and red hair. And as a small group of initiates would have realized, the narrow 
taper and puff ed shoulders of Avril’s jacket is a visual pun for Lautrec’s favor-
ite animal self- caricature—the elephant.

Figure 8.7. Henri de Toulouse- Lautrec (1864– 1901), La danse mauresque ou les almées 
(The Moorish dance), 1895. Musée d’Orsay, Paris, France. Photo: Erich Lessing / Art 

Resource, N.Y.
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It is as artistic surrogate that Lautrec casts Avril as the “face” of L’estampe 

originale. Like the personality Marty crafted for the project, and the persona 
Lautrec crafted for himself, she was at once “of the street” and a valued member 
of an artistic elite. But Avril’s prominence in the 1893 enterprise that bestowed 
on Lautrec, the poster artist, a new kind of artistic legitimacy as peintre- graveur 
was more than that. For L’estampe originale, his own improvisation, Lautrec ex-
tracts from Avril’s corporeal stage identity— one he helped create— the quality 
of unbounded generativity innovated by Avril the artist. In place of the literally 
missing “cocked, black- stockinged leg”— what Griselda Pollock calls “the 
graphic sign for Toulouse- Lautrecness”—is a sexless red cloak that fl aunts the 
print’s embrace of color.26 Its brash red shape reads like a miasmic emanation 
from the freshly pulled print, the newly born, that absorbs Avril.

There is much less caricatural distortion and decorative fl ourish in 
L’estampe originale than is typical for Lautrec. But that is part of the print’s pic-
tographic “charge.” Behind its veneer of normalcy that reads as an ordinary 
day at the imprimerie is a variation on the motif of art’s miraculous birth. We 
detect its possibilities in a pulsating energy barely containable by the contours 
of Avril’s sexless red cloak, and the androgyny implied. Avril prods us, as she 
does in Lautrec’s Le Divan Japonais and La danse mauresque, to look beyond what 
we think we see, to the mystery of self- generative art Avril the artist con-
ceived, barely veiled by the cloak’s fabric.27
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The term “gender” seems to me to harbor dangers and potential pitfalls that 
are rarely acknowledged in feminist discourse, perhaps because it is a term 
that is too easily taken for granted as self- evident, both in the social/cultural 
arena and in theory. The greatest risk has to do with its seemingly unavoidable 
contract with the notion of identity. Unlike the concept of sexual diff erence, 
a primary focus of psychoanalysis, which insists upon pro cesses of diff erentia-
tion and the work of absence rather than describing fully constituted, coher-
ent, and present entities or concepts, gender always seems to invoke a sense of 
stability, if not constraint, and identity.

However, as Joan Scott has pointed out in a precise and nuanced analysis 
of certain historical uses of the word, “gender” is a term that will not simply 
go away, and must be rethought and reanalyzed in the various contexts in 
which it is invoked.1 While it has been the focus of a rallying cry for feminists 
attempting to demonstrate that gender is socially constructed— a cultural 
rather than a biological concept— gender has also been appealed to as a form 
of absolute self- evidence and certainty, a kind of limit to discussion or argu-
mentation, the fundamental bedrock of knowledge about humanness. This 
was certainly the case in the tautological statement of the U.N.’s Committee 
on the Status of Women staking out the meaning of the term in preparation 
for the 1995 World Conference on Women in Beijing.2 That statement avoided 
defi nition or specifi cation by mandating that “gender” should be used as it al-
ways had, in some supra- historical realm of complete transparency. Gender 
was allied with immediate recognizability of meaning.

C H A P T E R  N I N E
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Nevertheless, Scott argues that gender can be “a useful category of his-
torical analysis” as long as one is attentive to its lack of stability and its specifi c 
historical instantiations— the necessity of constantly reading and reinterpret-
ing the concept.

A relativized concept of gender as historically specifi c knowledge about 
sexual diff erence allows feminists to forge a double- edged analytic tool 
that off ers a way to generate new knowledge about women and sexual 
diff erence and to inspire critical challenges to the politics of history, or 
for that matter, any other discipline. Feminist history then becomes not 
just an attempt to correct or supplement an incomplete record of the 
past but a way of critically understanding how history operates as a site 
of the production of gender knowledge.3

This defi nition has the advantage of resisting the notion that feminist academ-
ics must simply ferret out instances of women who acted “historically,” and 
add them to the history books. It assumes that feminist analysis will interro-
gate the very basis of our understanding of what history is, and undermine the 
idea of a fi rm and solid, unshifting ground of historical knowledge. But it is 
not clear to me that this approach situates gender as a tool or category of 
analysis, as on the side of feminist methodology. If gender is “historically spe-
cifi c knowledge about sexual diff erence,” isn’t gender on the side of the object 
rather than the subject of analysis? For if it is precisely the idea that there is a 
stable, generative, even formative knowledge (or perhaps any knowledge at 
all?) of gender that has caused so much havoc historically, would it be the task 
of feminists to produce their own form of knowledge, no matter how much it 
acknowledged its own ephemerality?

Such a knowledge would inevitably raise the specter of recognition and 
recognizability (and hence identity) that has always been allied with the con-
cept of gender. And because gender has been for so long the buttress of all that 
is “natural,” “universal,” and the source of “stable values,” it unavoidably drags 
along with it the premise of immediate recognition (“It’s a boy” or “It’s a girl” 
being the fi rst and most formative moment of interpellation of identity). Even 
multiplying genders will not escape the insistent adherence of recognizabil-
ity— is it bisexual, transsexual, heterosexual, gay, lesbian, hermaphrodite? 
What is at stake in this problematic is a positivity, a characteristic that speci-
fi es, an identity that unifi es and makes coherent and legible a person.

In this respect, it is the concepts of recognition and recognizability as 
social and cultural pro cesses grounding a sexual politics that demand analysis. 
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The concept of recognition bears within it the potential of a structuring 
contradiction— while the preface “re” denotes a repetition of a past event of 
knowing, in usage, the term is frequently employed to specify an immediate 
or instantaneous understanding. The Oxford En glish Dictionary’s etymology 
of the term traces it to the Latin “cognoscere,” to know, and the prefi x “re,” 
with the general sense of “back” or “again”— hence, “to know again.” “To rec-
ognize” a person, word, or place means that one has previously experienced 
or known that entity and hence a comparison is being made between two mo-
ments of time, a past and a present, and a continuity between them is posited 
(“to recall knowledge of: make out as or perceive to be something previously 
known”).4 Yet, “recognize” also bears the meanings “to perceive clearly: be 
fully aware of,” “to acknowledge formally,” and “to admit the fact or existence 
of”— all of which sanction the negation of the past, of the “re.”5 Recognition 
of someone in a meeting authorizes that person to speak, acts as a form of 
pointing, acknowledges an existence and a right, in the present tense.

Hence, the concept of recognition bears within it both a present enti-
tlement or ac know ledg ment and a temporal doubling, a haunting of pres-
ent knowledge by the past. The past instance of knowledge stamps and guar-
antees the present as authentic (“I recognize you”), while the present 
performative utterance, sanctioning speech, also acts as a form of guaran-
tee or authorization. The dualism is particularly poignant in the case of 
recognizing a person. For to forget an other is often read as an insult, a 
de- authorization, a consignment to nonexistence, as well as evidence of a 
treacherous breach between past and present. And it is the face that combines 
both recognition’s reference to history and a sense of pure presence, a face 
that in mainstream cinema is insistently sexually specifi ed, gendered. To ana-
lyze the work of recognition and recognizability is to probe, warily, the very 
bases of the category of gender.

The cinema provides a rich and productive arena for the study of pro-
cesses of recognition, particularly in relation to the human face and its de-
ployment in close- ups and scenes with a certain aff ective epiphany. The star 
system itself, with its massive machinery promoting repetition and recogni-
tion, hinges on the simultaneous uniqueness and generality of the individual 
face and its continuity over a multiplicity of roles. However, the cinema that 
I would like to focus on  here is not that of classical Hollywood but of the 
avant- garde in two historical periods. For it is the avant- garde that feminist 
fi lm theory has embraced as a radical alternative, precisely because it trou-
bles repre sen ta tion and, in the pro cess, disrupts any immediacy of recogni-
tion. An obsession with the female face as screen, as support of repre sen ta-
tion but also as support of the conundrum of recognition, recognizability, 
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and otherness, conjoins the concerns of the avant- garde with the concerns of 
mass culture. Both attempt to come to terms with the problem of mediation 
and loss— the loss, precisely, of an alleged immediacy and knowability seem-
ingly guaranteed by face- to- face communication. What is interesting to me 
in this respect is the extent to which it is the white female face that acts as 
the fi gure of this anxiety about legibility, both in the avant- garde and in clas-
sical cinema— two cinemas that historically have been pitted against each 
other.

In an essay titled “The Sublime and the Avant- Garde,” Jean- François 
Lyotard problematizes the notion “It is happening.”6 He connects the disman-
tling of the unthought ac cep tance of the certainty of the event to art— and 
specifi cally to the project of the avant- garde. The avant- garde dissects the in-
tegrity and homogeneity of the “event”— the “It”— but also the notion of 
“happening.” What can it mean to happen? To take place? And it is precisely this 
kind of interrogation of an everyday certainty, of a seemingly unquestion-
able banality, that has drawn various feminisms, historically, to the avant- 
garde. The avant- garde was a crucial concern in the 1970s and early ’80s 
during the heyday of “theory” within feminist fi lm studies. In “Visual Plea sure 
and Narrative Cinema,” most famously perhaps, Laura Mulvey characterized 
the avant- garde as a negation of Hollywood cinema’s complicity in the patriar-
chal ordering of sexual diff erence: “The fi rst blow against the monolithic ac-
cumulation of traditional fi lm conventions (already undertaken by radical 
fi lmmakers) is to free the look of the camera into its materiality in time and 
space and the look of the audience into dialectics, passionate detachment.”7 
Much of the feminist fi lm practice of the 1970s and ’80s embraced a project 
of negation, a systematic interrogation and undermining of classical codes of 
sexual looking and imaging; I am thinking  here of fi lms like those of Mulvey 
and Wollen, Sally Potter’s Thriller (1979), Babette Mangolte’s What Maisie 

Knew (1976), and Sigmund Freud’s Dora (1979, directed by Anthony McCall, 
Jane Weinstock, Claire Pajaczkowska, Andrew Tyndall). It is this negativity at 
the heart of an affi  rmation of feminism that is most intriguing. Yet, it was 
often a negativity lodged in formal categories, susceptible to the tendency to 
equate aesthetic radicalism with po liti cal radicalism, collapsing politics into 
aesthetics.8 As Andrew Hewitt has pointed out, “Once po liti cal judgments 
can be displaced onto formal considerations— once a text can be called ‘pro-
gressive’ by virtue of its formal qualities, and that judgment extended to its 
po liti cal aspects— the po liti cal itself becomes superfl uous as a critical tool.”9 
One of the diffi  culties of the feminist advocacy of the avant- garde in the 
1970s lay, ironically, in its local approach, in its failure to situate these fi lms in 
the larger theoretical context of a history of the avant- garde.10
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The theory of the avant- garde and its history are potentially useful to 
feminism because they have been haunted by the insistent question of the au-
tonomy of art and the desire to forge a link between aesthetics and politics. In 
other and stronger words, it should not be possible to accept the feminist as-
sumption of an intimate articulation of aesthetics and politics— especially in-
sofar as it has historically privileged the avant- garde as an alternative realm— 
outside of a thorough examination of the history of debates about aesthetic 
autonomy.11 Peter Bürger traces a history whereby art became increasingly 
autonomous with the breakdown of its connections to religion and court life. 
The apex of this autonomy was nineteenth century Aestheticism and the “art 
for art’s sake” movement, which involved a rupture of the relation between 
art and everyday life. Art hence came to constitute a separate realm charac-
terized precisely by its social ineff ectivity. The historical avant- garde (move-
ments of the 1920s such as Surrealism and Dada) attacked the institution of 
art for this insularity and tried to reconnect art and praxis. It failed, but suc-
ceeded in revealing the institutional status of art. Nevertheless, institutional-
ized as art themselves, assimilated within the world of the museum, such 
movements  were stripped of any po liti cal valence.12

The rationalization characterizing capitalist modernity produced a pro-
cess of diff erentiation within the public sphere that, among other eff ects, 
separated and distinguished aesthetics and politics. From one point of view, 
this autonomy isolated art from mass culture and hence from the capitalist 
circuit of commodity exchange, allowing it to serve as a space of re sis tance or 
critique. On the other hand, such autonomy and specialization, deprived of 
eff ectivity, are no real escape and can easily be seen as part of the rationaliza-
tion strategies of capitalism. According to Hewitt, the twentieth century wit-
nessed a shift in modes of legitimating the autonomy of art. The earlier mode, 
the structural legitimation strategy (which Hewitt associates with the Frank-
furt school), described art as an outlet from capitalist reifi cation that allowed 
it to satisfy “residual needs.”13 The strategy that displaced it was a specifi cally 
aesthetic one, a mimetic one by means of which fragmentation in art (in mod-
ernism, the avant- garde) was perceived as a true or accurate repre sen ta tion of 
fragmentation in everyday life. For Hewitt, all of this points to the fact that 
the problem of modernity is not a crisis or collapse of repre sen ta tion or of the 
mimetic tradition but rather its retention.14

It is not my intention  here to work out all the ramifi cations of this history 
of thinking about the avant- garde for fi lm feminisms, but I am citing it in order 
to raise a number of questions. What are the ways in which aesthetics and 
politics have been fi gured in relation to each other? What are the grounds of 
their separation and the resultant attempts to bridge that distance? How has 
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the avant- garde been thought as both site of re sis tance and the failure of re sis-
tance? What are the relations between the avant- garde and mass culture with 
respect to questions of autonomy? If the division between aesthetics and poli-
tics is produced through pro cesses of capitalist rationalization, can we simply 
force a merger?

The tendency to polarize the avant- garde and mass culture intermittently 
throughout the twentieth century has had a negative impact on our understand-
ing of the intricate relations and complicities between the two. This situation 
has been recognized and addressed by a number of theorists, including Andreas 
Huyssen and Jonathan Crary among others, but I would like to focus  here on a 
par tic u lar aspect of this relationship that fi gures critical intersections between 
technologies, faces, subjectivities, and knowledges— one that is, of course, in-
fl ected by understandings of sexual diff erence, and one whose reading is also 
informed by the current interest in archaeologies of technologies (especially of 
mechanical and electronic reproduction).15 The technology  here is the seem-
ingly basic and simple one of the screen, one that we tend to take for granted as 
having the minor role of substrate and support of a repre sen ta tion. Yet, we are 
surrounded by screens today, screens of varying sizes, from the miniature 
screens of cell phones, iPods, and Palm Pi lots, to the medium screens of com-
puters and tele vi sions, to the gigantic screens of IMAX (which is an acronym for 
“Image Maximum”). The screen haunts both private and public realms and, in-
deed, challenges their division. Miniaturized, the image it bears can now liter-
ally be held in the hand, sustaining the illusion of its possession. Made gigantic 
in IMAX theaters, the screen presents the spectator with a vision of impossible 
totality, of modern transcendence.  Here, I would like to isolate a certain 
phenomenon— a tendency exhibited in two widely diff erent types of fi lms, to 
situate the “modern” female face as a screen, doubling and representing the 
function of the cinematic screen as support, carrier of the image.

The screen is the largely unthought ground of imagistic repre sen ta tion in 
both mass culture and the avant- garde (excluding various early experiments 
with split screen, wide screen, and multiple screen pro cesses, and at least 
until the advent of the notion of “expanded cinema” in the 1960s and ’70s). In 
the realm of mass culture, the Screen was for a very long time simply a syn-
onym for the Cinema. The Oxford En glish Dictionary cites a 1915 reference 
in a fi lm magazine to “screen fever.”16 But the term precedes the emergence of 
cinema and, as the OED outlines, was used initially to denote a form of con-
cealment or protection: the fi rst defi nition given is “a contrivance for warding 
off  the heat of a fi re or a draught of air” (examples range from 1393 to 1899).17 
In the seventeenth and eigh teenth centuries, small handheld screens, often 
with decoration,  were produced to shield ladies’ faces from the fi re. These 
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screens  were also like fans, according to Erkki Huhtamo, and acted as “ob-
jects of fashion, aesthetic plea sure, and erotic play. Veiling one’s face behind a 
hand- screen incited desire and curiosity, like a mask; hiding and revealing 
 were indistinguishable aspects of this ‘screen play.’ ”18 The protection ex-
tended to other potentially dangerous or uncomfortable threats, including the 
gaze.19 The semantic transformation from barrier/defense to ground or sup-
port of images seems to have been consolidated with the projection of images 
in magic lanterns and phantasmagoria. The OED cites a reference from 1810: 
“To make Transparent Screens for the Exhibition of the Phantasmagoria.” The 
term screen came to denote a surface or support for the exhibition of images. 
The etymological trajectory of the word traces a movement from a technol-
ogy designed to protect a woman’s face (from fi re or the male gaze) to a tech-
nology designed to intercept a beam of light in order to make images visible 
on a mass scale, enabling an industry that would thrive on the exhibition of 
the female face.

There is an insistent and recurrent scene in Hollywood narrative cinema 
that plays out certain permutations of screening, identity, knowledge, and the 
female face. In it, a male character, constantly on the lookout for a lost object 
of desire, sees from behind a woman with the same hairdo as that of his lost 
love and with great anticipation approaches her only to fi nd, when she turns 
her face toward him, that she is not the one he sought.20 The intensity of the 
desire is often marked by a frenetic chase or a tracking shot moving steadily 
toward the woman. Often this happens in an urban setting, on the street, in 
the midst of crowds of nameless and unknown passers- by, invoking the 
uniquely modern cliché of the “faceless crowd.” According to Joe Milutis, 
“The city’s relation to the face, the major trope of which is ‘the faceless 
crowd,’ is productive of one of the great cliches of the movies.”21 In the midst 
of overwhelming anonymity, of the faceless crowd, only one face will do, and 
it is one that is tauntingly suggested but absent. This scene resonates with a 
crisis of knowledge and knowability and can be found in fi lms as varied as The 

Fabulous Baker Boys (1989), Funny Face (1957), My Fair Lady (1964), and Vertigo 
(1958). It marks a trauma of recognition, desire, and loss circulating around 
the face as screen (for the projection of a memory) and screened. But it is a 
trauma that is not unique to the Hollywood narrative cinema, although it may 
be  here that it fi nds the terms of its most explicit enunciation as psychological 
trauma, embedded within the narrative. The avant- garde has also historically 
struggled with issues of recognition, the vacillation of knowability and un-
knowability, visibility and invisibility, and the screen as support of the image. 
And much of this interrogation has, tellingly, circulated around the trope of 
the female face as screen.



Screening the Avant- Garde Face | 213

The notion of the screen in cinema is indissociable from conceptions of 
light, projection, and materiality/immateriality. As Dominique Païni has 
pointed out, the concept of projection combines spectacle (the action of pro-
jecting images on a screen) and geometry (the repre sen ta tion of a volume on a 
fl at surface). According to Païni and from an art historical perspective, the 
image can be produced in two ways: through its attachment to a material sup-
port (he is thinking  here of painting, frescos, and the like, but one could also 
add optical toys) or through the interception of a beam of light by a surface 
(the screen) that is totally foreign to the image. In the fi rst case, the image is 
made visible through direct or ambient light; in the second, the image is

dependent on the light that traverses the transparent veil of its sup-
port. . . .  In this ‘other’ history, light no longer encounters an image, 
nor bathes it, nor illuminates it. Light penetrates it at fi rst, then trans-
ports it, duplicates it in dematerializing it, sometimes temporalizing 
and sublimating it . . .  since the projection of an image mixes in a single 
composite the image and the light necessary for its exhibition, it associ-
ates representing and exhibiting. Vision equals light and light is identifi ed 
with the sense of sight.22

Projection of the illusion of motion collapses repre sen ta tion and exhibition 
and calls up the notion of spectacle. It magnifi es the image, whose scale is no 
longer dominated by the scale of a body but by that of an architecture, of the 
abstract authority of spectacle and a collective, public life.

Writing in 1925, Laszlo Moholy- Nagy foregrounded light as the medium 
of photography and fi lm. Light was not so much dematerializing as a new ma-
terial, no longer that which simply facilitated access to other, seemingly more 
material objects. His experiments with photograms (photographic images 
made without a camera, produced by placing objects directly on a photo- 
sensitive material and exposing it to light) made light both agent and mold of 
the repre sen ta tion. In his short fi lm, Ein Lichtspiel Schwarz- Weiss- Grau (Light 
play: black- white- gray, 1930), recognition of the material object or its parts is 
completely subordinated to the tracing and recording of the play of projected 
and refl ected light and shadow (fi g. 9.1).23 More radically, perhaps, in his 
theoretical writings, Moholy- Nagy envisaged a utopian future which would 
“attach the greatest importance to kinetic, projected composition, probably 
even with interpenetrating beams and masses of light fl oating freely in the 
room without a direct plane of projection; the instruments will continually be 
improved so that it will be able to embrace far larger fi elds of tension.”24 He 
also imagined a projection surface divided into diff erent obliquely positioned 
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planes and a projection screen in the shape of a sphere (or a segment of a 
sphere), instead of the traditional fl at rectangular screen. In this construct, 
more than one fi lm could be projected simultaneously, and, most intrigu-
ingly, these fi lms would not be projected onto a fi xed location of the screen 
but the pro cess of projection itself would be mobile, freed from the rigidity of 
convention.25 The historical avant- garde produced a host of other experiments 
with light and projection, including the fi lms of Richter and Eggeling, Man 
Ray, and Fernand Léger, as well as Marcel Duchamp’s Anemic Cinema (1926).

Not infrequently, these experiments deployed the female face or body in 
a privileged manner as screen, as support of the play of light and image. Man 
Ray’s Le Retour à la Raison (Return to reason, 1923) cuts from a suspended 
geometric mobile spinning and producing a play of shadows on the wall be-
hind to the torso of a woman, itself the receptacle of or screen for the per for-
mance of light and shadow (fi g. 9.2, 9.3). The cut  here marks a signifi cant 
conjunction, a bleeding of meaning between object and subject, repre sen ta-
tion and screen, projection and surface. The fi rst shots trace the turn of the 
mobile, its shadow separate from itself, doubling its movement on the wall 
behind. Diff erent shots of the turning mobile and its shadow are superim-
posed. After the cut, the turn (or the trope of the turn) is taken up and reiter-
ated by the naked torso of a woman at a window, her body acting as a screen 
to support the swirling play of light and shadow. No face, no limbs— just the 
merger of an eroticized and simultaneous fascination with breasts and with 
forms. The recognizability of the female body as female is not lost— to the 
contrary, that body is both support and supplement of repre sen ta tion. Le Re-

tour à la Raison as a  whole is a fi lm obsessed with form and with the action of 
light and the impressionability of surfaces (many of the shots are Rayograms, 
Man Ray’s version of the photogram). Heidegger, for whom the dialectic be-
tween concealing and revealing is fundamental and whose work is permeated 
by meta phors of visuality, discusses the concept of the “shadow” in “The Age 
of the World Picture”:

Everyday opinion sees in the shadow only the lack of light, if not light’s 
complete denial. In truth, however, the shadow is a manifest, though 
impenetrable, testimony to the concealed emitting of light. In keeping 
with this concept of shadow, we experience the incalculable as that 
which, withdrawn from repre sen ta tion, is nevertheless manifest in what-
ever is, pointing to Being, which remains concealed.26

For Heidegger, technology in the age when the world becomes picture is aligned 
with quantifi cation, measurability, calculability, with the production, in 
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modernity, of the object and objectivity over and against the subject of cer-
tainty and knowledge (of, in eff ect, the subject/object split). The avant- garde 
purports to interrogate cinema— as the technology of light and shadow and of 
movement’s repre sen ta tion. It interrogates as well “everyday opinion,” which 
“sees in the shadow only the lack of light, if not light’s complete denial.” The 
shadows in Le Retour mark the body of the woman, producing it as aesthetic 
artifact. The shadow of the mobile in this fi lm is separate from its object, 
clearly the object’s projection on the wall/screen behind it. The shadows on 
the body of the woman, on the other hand, merge screen and object, produc-
ing that body as aesthetic surface. While it would be hazardous to “apply” 
Heidegger’s categories of light and shadow directly to this fi lm (or any fi lm), it 
is also possible, indeed necessary, to note that Le Retour à la Raison struggles 
with the concept of the object and its representability, struggles with mimesis 
and its relation to a dialectic of light and shadow, and, in the course of doing 
so, produces the female body as screen— screen as both access and defense 
(defense against capitulation to a vision of the  whole.) The trope of the “turn” 
is crucial  here as well, resonating with the turn in the recurrent Hollywood 
scene of misrecognition discussed earlier. For the turn makes visible that 
which was concealed— the “other side”— an other side that does not materi-
ally exist in the two- dimensional realm of cinema but is continually evoked, 

Figure 9.1. Ein Lichtspiel Schwarz- Weiss- 

Grau (Light play: black- white- gray, 1930), 
Laszlo Moholy- Nagy

Figures 9.2 and 9.3. Le Retour 

à la Raison (Return to reason, 1923), 
Man Ray
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imagined, assumed. Just as light reveals what was previously not accessible to 
vision, the turn is a constant reiteration of otherness and the limits of know-
ability, a denial of the suffi  ciency of the surface/screen. Knowledge resides 
somewhere  else— behind, on the other side— or inside, within the depths sig-
naled by the face.

In Man Ray’s Emak Bakia (Leave me alone, 1926), it is the face of the 
woman that becomes the surface of display. Undulating lights and forms, in-
capable of retaining fi xed or legible shapes, precede and overlay the face of the 

Figures 9.4 through 9.9. Emak Bakia (Leave me alone, 1926), Man Ray
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fi rst woman, which is itself, with its prominent makeup, explicitly a painted 
surface (fi g. 9.4, 9.5). The fl eeting refl ections generated by a revolving cube 
are projected onto the face of the second woman, who, like the fi rst, stares 
directly at the camera (fi g. 9.6, 9.7). The fl ower that introduces the image of 
a third woman (not shown) becomes a shape projected onto a face that unhesi-
tatingly and directly confronts the camera. All these shots foreground the act 
of opening one’s eyes, while the plastic, mannequin- like quality of the fourth 
female fi gure is produced by doubling the repre sen ta tion of the eyes, using the 
eyelid itself as the carrier of the image (fi g. 9.8). The essential artifi ciality is 
fl attened even further when her face becomes the screen for another image of 
her own face, upside down, now assuming the undulations and malleability of 
the original lights and forms (fi g. 9.9).

A similar treatment of the female face emerges a bit later in the realm of 
mass culture— albeit in the work of a fi lmmaker, Busby Berkeley, who was 
strongly infl uenced by surrealism. In Gold Diggers of 1935, the well- known se-
quence, “Lullaby of Broadway,” opens with a woman’s face, surrounded by 
blackness, gaining in scale as her head grows from a pinpoint on the screen to 
an extreme close- up (fi g. 9.10). As the woman’s head rotates and she places a 
cigarette (a strongly marked signifi er of modernity) between her lips, her face 
and any recognizable features are evacuated from the image and replaced by a 
highly stylized repre sen ta tion of an urban setting, which the camera gradually 
penetrates (fi g. 9.11, 9.12, 9.13). This gesture brackets a highly disturbing 
scene involving a woman’s fall to her death at the height of the social frenzy of 
a party. Closure is attained by returning to the repre sen ta tion of the city, 
which is gradually relinquished as it dissolves into the same, now recognizable 
face of the woman, who turns and ultimately disappears again into the depths 
of the image as a point enveloped by blackness. It is not accidental that this, 
again, is the face of a woman, clearly specifi ed as “modern,” whose repre sen-
ta tion merges with that of a city— becomes, in eff ect, the screen for a city 
defi ned by a claustrophobia, a starkness, and a convoluted navigability. The 
special trope of cinematic modernity, the faceless crowd, is enacted through 
the loss of faciality and its supplementation by an urban space never quite 
knowable in its entirety, fi lled with unidentifi able strangers. By mapping the 
city onto the form of the female face, Berkeley intensifi es the tropes of un-
knowability and unrecognizability. The city and the woman are both diffi  cult 
to navigate, never quite specifi able, confounding the recognition traditionally 
aligned with the face.

For the historical avant- garde, emerging during the early years of fi lm 
with an unbridled optimism about its possibilities, it was the very conditions 
of cinema— light, projection, movement, screen— that  were at stake. But the 



Figures 9.14 and 9.15. 
Chelsea Girls (1966), Andy 
Warhol

Figures 9.10 through 9.13. Gold Diggers of 1935 (1935), Busby Berkeley
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excessively formal nature of these concerns seemed to require for its support 
a par tic u lar conceptualization of the female face, by defi nition, the white, 
Western female face. It was the face of the “modern woman,” open, almost 
geometric in its clarity, serving to double the capacities of the screen, while 
signaling a certain historical specifi city. For the woman’s close affi  liation with 
fashion aligns her with the perpetual production and redefi nition of the new, 
with modernity itself. And as each new “modern” era redefi nes itself as new, 
the modern Western woman reemerges as the incarnation of the fashionable 
moment, what ever it might happen to be (bangs, straight hair, curly hair, 
short or long hair, thin eyebrows, thick eyebrows,  etc.) To see the woman is 
to recognize most eff ectively and instantaneously the historical moment. In 
the 1960s and ’70s, this woman materializes most prominently in the avant- 
garde in the work of Andy Warhol and Jean- Luc Godard.

The fascination of the historical avant- garde—of Moholy- Nagy, of Léger, 
of Man Ray and Duchamp— with light, refl ection, and projection, can be seen 
as an engagement with the intensive thinking of location, and bodies in rela-
tion to location, at the moment of the emergence of a cinematographic mo-
dernity. In the 1960s and ’70s, the fi lmic avant- garde, in a return to what it 
viewed as the Ur- cinema, or the cinema before its rigidifi cation by Holly-
wood classicism, and in a move deeply infl uenced by the historical avant- 
garde, resuscitated an obsession with projection and with light as medium. 
Andy Warhol’s fi xed camera stare was reminiscent of Lumière, and he per sis-
tent ly explored the vicissitudes of diff erent modes and manners of projecting 
his fi lms. The 1966 Chelsea Girls makes use of two projectors and of complex 
lighting schemes, coupled with the insistence upon a scriptless scenario of 
pure improvisation on the part of the actors. It is made up of twelve scenarios 
(single shots) of thirty minutes each, two projected simultaneously at all 
times. The specifi c confi guration of each individual screening of this fi lm is 
unique given the inevitably diff erent rates of changing reels on the part of the 
projectionists.27 The fi nal scenario on the left, beginning with Nico crying, is 
an extended play with light, projection, and the face as screen.

In the beginning of this scene, Nico plays with a tape mea sure and a light 
meter, the tools of focus and lighting whose conventions are violently assaulted 
by the mode of fi lming. The coincidence of extreme aff ect— marked by Nico’s 
tears in excruciatingly close close- up—and an extended and unrepentant cam-
era stare dissolves into the reduction of face and body to a surface, a screen 
intercepting and displaying the movements of colored lights, textures, and pat-
terns (in the mode of the strobe- lighting so characteristic of the ’60s) (fi g. 9.14, 
9.15). The combination of excessively fast zooms in and out with the projected 
lights and patterns obscuring the face fl attens screen space to the point where 
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the face itself becomes the screen, blank space of reception and refl ection of 
light. Much as in Freud’s scenario in “A Case of Paranoia Running Counter to 
the Psychoanalytic Theory of the Disease,”28 the contortions of the body be-
come the signs or symptoms of the work of an imaging system or technology, 
an apparatus of mechanical reproduction. The fragmentation of the projected 
patterns combined with the extremity of the close- up troubles recognition and 
knowledge in their relation to the human face.

Jean- Luc Godard, as well, yokes together the female face and a prob-
lematics of the screen and knowability. When Nana (Anna Karina) in Vivre sa 

vie (My life to live, 1962) goes to the cinema, her face in close- up echoes the 
screen on which Dreyer’s La passion de Jeanne d’Arc (The passion of Joan of Arc, 
1928) is playing (fi g. 9.16, 9.17). A commentary on/critique of the notions of 
mimesis and identifi cation (of Karina with Falconetti), the scene nevertheless 
resonates with the obsessive attention to faces and facing throughout the fi lm, 
incarnated in the per sis tent return to scenes that invoke and adamantly avoid 
the structure of the shot/reverse shot. Yet it is the credit sequence that most 
explicitly situates Karina’s face as both object of investigation and screen, 
bearer of writing and bearer of light and shadow (fi g. 9.18). It is diffi  cult to 
imagine Godard (or even Warhol, despite his fondness for the transgression of 
conventional gender identities) assigning the male face a similar function.

In Godard’s and Gorin’s Letter to Jane (1972), Jane Fonda’s face becomes 
the screen for the projection of an entire history of Hollywood facial expres-
sions that express, according to Godard and Gorin, only how much they 
know. The fi lm consists of an extended semiotic and ideological analysis of a 
photograph of Jane Fonda listening to the North Viet nam ese during a visit to 
Hanoi in 1972 (fi g. 9.19). Godard and Gorin analyze, in their commentary, 
the focus, framing, and “acting” in the photograph; and the object of their 
criticism (despite their awareness of a potentially problematic sexual politics) 
slides between the photograph itself and Jane Fonda as a “militant actress.” 
Fonda’s face,  here, is isolated and acts as the screen for this masculine decon-
struction, and her expression, they claim, refl ects a history of similar expres-
sions in Hollywood cinema and in politics— examples include Marlon Brando, 
Henry Fonda, Claudia Cardinale, and Richard Nixon (fi g. 9.20, 9.21). It is a 
“knowing expression that only says how much it knows.” While Jane’s face is 
an “expression of an expression” and a “function refl ecting a function,” the 
face of the North Viet nam ese man in the background is a “function refl ecting 
reality.”29 Godard and Gorin claim that the choice of Jane Fonda’s face (that 
is, a female face) is contingent— she appeared both in their fi lm Tout va bien 
(Everything’s all right, 1972) and in the photo published in L’Express. Yet, 
Fonda’s presence in the photograph is, in the words of their commentary, that 



Figure 9.16. Vivre sa vie (My life to live, 
1962), Jean Luc Godard

Figure 9.17. Godard uses the image of 
Joan of Arc, originally from La passion de 

Jeanne d’Arc (The passion of Joan of Arc, 
1928), in Vivre sa vie

Figure 9.18. Vivre sa vie (1962), Jean- 
Luc Godard

Figures 9.19 through 9.21. Letter to 

Jane (1972), Jean- Luc Godard and Jean- 
Pierre Gorin
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of a “star disguised and veiled by the absence of Max Factor.” The strategy of 
using her face as privileged screen (screen as both ground of repre sen ta tion 
and act of concealment— of American imperialism, of New Deal humanism) 
also refl ects the fi lmic history of Godard’s use of the female face (as in, for 
instance, Vivre sa vie). Why, in the context of an otherwise self- conscious and 
po liti cally engaged fi lmmaking practice, does the woman’s face take on such a 
familiar function? Simultaneously revealing in its exemplariness and conceal-
ing in its ideological work?

What does it mean that these very diff erent avant- garde practices in two 
historical periods— the 1920s/’30s and the 1960s/’70s— should per sis tent ly 
situate the woman’s face as screen? For Huhtamo, the screen is a “liminal zone 
between the material and the immaterial, the real and the virtual.”30 Much 
earlier, E. H. Gombrich, in the essay “Conditions of Illusion,” elaborated a 
concept of “screen” in relation to painting, as an “empty or ill- defi ned area” 
onto which the viewer projects his or her “expected image.”31 Far from an 
insistence upon mimesis or verisimilitude, this is a demand for blankness, il-
legibility, and absence as the support of illusion. The screen in cinema is a 
fundamental but almost always unacknowledged basis of repre sen ta tion, in-
tercepting and materializing the image carried by light.

Within the interstices of fi lm movement in the classical era resided what 
is, perhaps, one of the most telling instances of situating the female face as 
screen, as technological support of the pro cess of imaging. The leader of a 
16mm or 35mm fi lm (blank fi lm at the beginning and end designed to protect 
the fi lm during storage and threading in the projector) is usually unseen by 
the audience unless a projectionist makes an error in threading. But often 
spectators do catch glimpses of this concealed section, which, in addition to 
protection, has a twofold technical function. On the one hand, it contains a 
numerical countdown (8- 7- 6- 5  etc.), with a bleep sounding at the moment of 
the number 2’s appearance to guarantee that sound is synchronized with im-
age. Its other technical role has to do with color timing, the pro cess of ensur-
ing that color balance and tonal density remain consistent across shots taken 
at diff erent times or locations or perhaps with diff erent fi lm stock. This is 
done by juxtaposing a posing woman, often in close- up, with a color bar. 
These images are embedded within the leader and often consist of only three 
or four frames so that, at 24 frames per second, they are barely glimpsable. 
They exist only as the signal of a technological function. Women’s faces  were 
used, allegedly, given their “smooth skin” and the fact that “women’s skin was 
thought to off er a particularly nuanced tonal gauge.”32

These women  were referred to as “China Girls” or “China Dolls,” al-
though there is great uncertainty about the origin of this nomenclature. They 
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appeared in every country that had a major fi lm industry (Sweden, Germany, 
France, China, India, Japan), but in their U.S. incarnations they  were always 
Caucasian. China Doll is a common name for a doll made of porcelain, a ma-
terial whose clarity, whiteness, resonance, and translucence would have 
seemed compatible with the requirements of producing subtle color balance. 
Yet the term China Doll is also a Western ste reo type referring to the racist be-
lief that Asian women are docile, submissive, the simple carriers of meaning— 
the screen for its display.

The posing of the women brings to bear all the weighty codifi cation of 
classical cinema’s repre sen ta tion of women in relation to beauty, attractive-
ness, and “star qualities.” The China Dolls enable the incorporation of the 
female ste reo type/icon/image into the technical apparatus to guarantee 
its verisimilitudinous functioning (“believable” color, matched to skin 
tone). The term “ste reo type” traces its history to yet another technology of 
reproduction— printing. Originally, a ste reo type was a duplicate impression 
in metal of an original typographical form, used in the actual printing of a 
text instead of the original. It thus connoted secondariness, nondiff erentia-
tion, and invariability— meanings that  were displaced onto its colloquial us-
age as signifying a predictable, stable, over- used, and unnuanced “type.” The 
eff ectivity of mechanical reproducibility is to a large extent what is at stake in 
the phenomenon of the China Doll, and the standardization of the female 
face, its use as a kind of technical mea sure, reveals a great deal about the his-
torical situation of that visage as ground of repre sen ta tion.

In recent years, artists have revived and reinterrogated the China Doll in a 
practice that reactivates found footage. An exhibition of photographs by Julie 
Buck and Karin Segal, titled Girls on Film, consists of seventy images of China 
Dolls, salvaged from old fi lm leaders and subjected to a pro cess of enlarge-
ment, editing, and digital rehabilitation, removing scratches and countering 
the fading of the fi lm over time.33 What emerge are glamorous Hollywood 
style portraits, rescuing the women from their historical oblivion and re-
turning to them the status of star. Much of the critical commentary on the 
exhibition as well as Buck’s and Segal’s own discourse locates the pathos of 
these images in the fact that these women (offi  ce and lab assistants, secretaries, 
as well as some actresses) never attained the celebrity status they mimed so 
desperately within this concealed realm of the cinema. The artists mourn the 
fact that the identities of these women will never be known and harbor a desire 
that one of them will recognize herself in the exhibition and come forward. 
What we witness in the China Doll phenomenon is the hollowed out form of 
the star system, its evisceration— the impossible oxymoron of the anonymous 
star. In these hidden “screen tests,” the fi gure of the star is drained of its most 
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essential traits— recognition and recognizability— and the female face becomes 
sheer surface. Michelle Silva’s short fi lm, China Girls (2006, 16mm, 3 min.), on 
the other hand, does not perform any digital manipulation on the images, pre-
serving the scratches, fl aws, and fading that are the marks of the work of time 
on celluloid and contribute to the historicization of these faces. China Girls is a 
montage of countdowns and glimpses of China Dolls, retaining the bleep at the 
appearance of the number 2, as well as the sounds of technicians’ voices, the 
scratching of fi lm against the projector’s sound head, and frequency signals. 
The China Dolls  here are “left in their natural habitat of countdowns and end-
tones.”34 The fi lm does not collaborate or negotiate with the star system’s prob-
lematic of recognition and glamorous identity but, instead, reveals the intricate 
entangling of a fundamental female anonymity and crisis of recognition with 
the substrate of classical cinematic repre sen ta tion.

The face, both inside and outside of the cinema, has been located by cer-
tain theorists as the very ground of repre sen ta tion. Jacques Aumont expounds 
upon the global signifi cance of the face (which is, for him, equivalent to the 
close- up in the cinema, both producing a surface that is simultaneously sensi-
ble and legible). The face is the very origin of repre sen ta tion insofar as it is 
founded upon resemblance and identity. When we say that someone resem-
bles or does not resemble someone  else (or oneself, for that matter), we are 
referring, above all, to the face. According to Aumont,

all repre sen ta tion is really inaugurated by the desire of man to fi gure 
himself as face. In addition, the phrase “it resembles” is the fi rst experi-
ence of repre sen ta tion. . . .  What we call repre sen ta tion is nothing 
other than the more or less complicated history of that resemblance, of 
its hesitation between two poles, that of appearances, of the visible, of the 
phenomenon, of representative analogy, and that of interiority, of the 
invisible or of the beyond- the- visible, of the being, of expressive anal-
ogy. The face is the point of departure and the point of anchorage of this 
entire history. It is not possible to represent without representing the 
face of man.35

The grandiose or totalizing tendencies of these statements are evidenced by 
the return of the term “man,” used in a generic sense. For Béla Balázs, the 
cinematic close- up compensates for the fact that a technology— the printing 
press— eff ectively rendered the faces of “man” illegible, by providing an in-
tense form of mediation. His words document a crisis of legibility, recogni-
tion, and knowledge around the face, a crisis that is linked to the proliferation 
of technologies of repre sen ta tion.36
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In the twentieth century, hysteria, as the emblematic pathology of the 
nineteenth century, gives way to prosopagnosia, sometimes referred to as “face 
blindness.” Prosopagnosia is a pathological condition characterized by an im-
pairment in the ability to recognize faces. Although cases of these symptoms 
 were described in the nineteenth century by Hughlings Jackson and Charcot, 
the condition was fi rst named by Joachim Bodamer, a German neurologist, 
who in 1947 derived the term from the classical Greek prosopon, or “face,” and 
agnosia, meaning “non- knowledge.” Prosopagnosia is not sexually diff erenti-
ated in the medical literature, although it is extremely relevant that the facial 
recognition test produced by the Prosopagnosia Research Center (Harvard 
and University College London) uses only the faces of women as the testing 
ground for the level of the pathological condition.37

Anxieties about the face and the potential diminishing of its power ad-
dress a destabilization not only of repre sen ta tion but of intersubjectivity as 
well. In the work of Emmanuel Levinas, the face is theorized as the very in-
stantiation of the ethical relation and of intersubjectivity. The face is the 
marker of absolute otherness, infi nite and irreducible alterity. It exceeds any 
possible means of appropriation— including the attempted containments of 
vision, knowledge, theory, which Levinas associates with an economy of the 
Same. But what can this mean in relation to the close- up of the face in fi lm? 
Levinas’s interest in the face is ineluctably linked to the extent to which the 
face “breaks through the form that nevertheless delimits it.”38 It does this 
through the reversibility of the gaze— not only do I look at it, try to contain 
it as an image, but it looks back, it speaks to me, and exceeds what ever image 
I might have of it. According to Levinas, the pre sen ta tion of the other to the 
same, which is the defi nition of the face, is “without the intermediary of any 
image or sign.”39 His analysis of the face is a philosophical treatment of the 
originary importance of the face- to- face encounter, of its operation as the 
ground of sociality and of ethics. In the cinema, there is no such face- to- face 
encounter— the face in close- up, by defi nition, cannot respond to me, cannot 
present itself to me as an obligation or responsibility. It does not inhabit the 
same time as myself. What are the ethics of the technological reproduction of 
the face? And why morality, why ethics? Is it coincidental that the philosophi-
cal and theoretical obsession with the face emerges in an era of intensifi ed 
mediation of that face? In an era often seen as characterized by the loss or di-
minishment of that face- to- face encounter, that direct and unmediated con-
versation in which the face breaks through form? In an era of the interface?

In Hollywood narrative fi lm, the male character in search of the lost ob-
ject of desire is subjected over and over again to the trauma of misrecognition, 
to the literal and meta phorical turn whereby the woman he confronts is not 
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the one he knows, wants, or expects. Avant- garde fi lm provides a mirror 
image of this conundrum, its articulation in the vocabulary of formalism or 
aesthetics. But  here, in place of a missed or aborted recognition, we have the 
dismantling or putting into crisis of recognizability as such, the imaging of 
the woman as screen and the screen as site of illegibility— the collapsing to-
gether of the fascinating illegibility of the woman and that of the screen. The 
anxieties surrounding the diminishing power of the face as anchor of repre-
sen ta tion in a highly mediated society are exhibited diff erently in narrative 
cinema and the avant- garde. But we have to question whether, ultimately, the 
sexual politics of this avant- garde and of mass culture are not dangerously 
tangential. Whether the female face becomes in both the sign or symptom of 
the failure of recognition and intersubjectivity. Whether a curiously modern 
fear of prosopagnosia infi ltrates both domains, reducing their diff erence— 
producing an affi  nity any discussion of politics and aesthetics, any politics of 
reading, must confront.
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PART 4    
BODY AND SEXUALITY 

IN QUESTION





[The body] is always something other than what it is, always sexuality and at the 
same time freedom. . . .  

—Maurice Merleau- Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception1

What I am all told overfl ows what I am for myself. . . .  

—Maurice Merleau- Ponty, The Visible and the Invisible2

Phenomenology and Ambiguity

In Phenomenology of Perception, Maurice Merleau- Ponty makes but a single ref-
erence to what might be called mixed- gender embodiment: “A patient feels a 
second person implanted in his body. He is a man in half his body, a woman 
in the other half” (PP, 77). This remark would not seem to promise much for 
thinking about non- normative gender confi gurations. We are introduced to 
this person of indeterminate gender as a “patient,” already marked by some 
indistinct but defi ning sign of emotional or mental distress. That patient is 
doubly confi ned within a binary system of gender. Even though this patient is, 
phenomenologically speaking, both a man and a woman, this gender confi gu-
ration is not thought as some new, third term that might exceed the binary of 
man and woman, but is conceived by Merleau- Ponty as a man, intact and en-
tire, somehow fused with an also properly gendered woman, with the body 
divided down the middle neatly between them.3 Despite this, I want to argue 

C H A P T E R  T E N

The Sexual Schema
Transposition and Transgenderism 

in Phenomenology of Perception

GAY L E  S A L A M O N



234 | GAYLE SALAMON

that even given the dearth of attention to non- normative genders in this text, 
the phenomenological approach to the body that Merleau- Ponty off ers in 
Phenomenology of Perception can be uniquely useful for understanding trans 
embodiment.4

Perhaps the most vital aspect of phenomenology is its insistence that the 
body is crucial for understanding subjectivity, rather than incidental to it or a 
distraction from it. And one of the most important aspects of the body is its 
manifestation and apprehension of sexuality. Though Merleau- Ponty has been 
criticized for his masculinist approach, his insistence that sexuality is vital for 
understanding both the human body and subjectivity off ers at least the prom-
ise of new ways of conceptualizing each that would seem to be aligned with 
feminism and trans studies.5 That his work has not been much utilized in this 
way speaks perhaps to the strangely liminal position that sexuality holds 
within his work: embodied yet not entirely physical, inescapable yet inchoate, 
both per sis tent ly present and impossible to locate.6 In Merleau- Ponty’s work, 
there is something essentially ambiguous in sexuality. I want to suggest that 
this ambiguity need not be read, as it most often has been, as a phobic or hos-
tile “avoidance” of sexual diff erence, but rather a more purposeful confound-
ing of that category.7 There is something enabling in this philosophy of ambi-
guity; it is precisely the ambiguity attending sexuality that can become the 
means for understanding bodies, lives, and especially relationality outside of 
the domains of male or female.

Merleau- Ponty describes that ambiguity through his explication of the 
sexual schema. Like the body schema, the sexual schema is a temporal aff air, 
and like the body schema, the present- ness of the sexual schema is inescapable 
and spans diff erent temporalities, always pointing both to the past and to the 
future. This temporality of the sexual schema extends forward, insofar as that 
which animates my body through desire depends upon those sensations, ei-
ther compelling or painful, that I have previously experienced— my history 
shapes my desire. It also extends backward, in that those things I have previ-
ously experienced coalesce into a recognizable  whole for me, to which I then 
give a narrative. My sexual desire, located always in this futural mode, thus 
marries with my sexual history, located in my past, and creates a sexual self. 
The sexual schema both depends upon my history and makes a history out of 
my past.

There is a danger of overstating the confl uence of sexuality and identity, 
and this danger is particularly acute in relation to transpeople. Second wave 
feminist receptions of transsexuality, some recent biological theories about 
transsexuality, and pop u lar misconceptions of trans all share this confl ation of 
gender expression with sexual expression.8 Historically, transsexuality has 
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often been fantasized to be— and thus described as— a kind of hypersexual-
ization; some trans writers’ eff ort to disengage transgenderism from the realm 
of sexuality stems from this historical confl ation of transgenderism with sexu-
ality. For example, Christine Jorgensen’s autobiography, in which she claims 
to have no sexual feelings at all, can be read as a counterargument to the as-
sertion that transsexuality is really “about” sexual desire rather than gender 
expression, and that transformation of gender at the level of the body is only 
undertaken for the purposes of a closed circuit of sexual gratifi cation.9 The 
trans body thus becomes something akin to a fetish, and those aspects of 
bodily transition in par tic u lar or transgender experience in general that are 
motivated by a desire for a specifi c kind of gender pre sen ta tion, rather than a 
specifi c kind of sexual expression, drop out of the model entirely. But de- 
emphasizing sexuality to avoid the perils of fetishization would seem to be 
accompanied by a diff erent set of perils, for it is certainly an impoverished 
account of subjectivity that cannot make room for desire, and we might ask 
what sorts of contortions result when trans subjects are required to suppress 
or deny their sexuality. Might there be a way of avoiding the groundless con-
fl ation of transsexuality with sexual fetishism without denying trans subjects 
a sexuality altogether? Is there room in this picture for desire?

The Sexual Schema

Merleau- Ponty opens his inquiry into the nature and experience of sexuality 
and its importance to embodiment in a curious way, by off ering sexuality as a 
causal impetus for beloved objects in the world. “Let us try to see how a thing 
or a being begins to exist for us through desire or love” (PP, 137). This is not 
only a recognition of the diffi  culty that we have, as embodied subjects, in rec-
ognizing other embodied subjects as subjects, the sometimes surprising ef-
forts required, both rational and aff ective, in order for us to recognize that 
this other who stands before me is like- me but not- me. I only become bound to this 
other through “desire or love,” and through that relation of desire or love, the 
other comes to exist for me as a thing or being. But through a revisitation of 
Descartes and a tour through empiricism’s correspondence problem, Merleau- 
Ponty comes to ask after the being of the self, the ontological solidity of my 
body, and not just the body of the other. What he eventually concludes is that 
I, too, am brought into being through desire or love. The beloved other comes 
to exist in my phenomenological fi eld as such to the extent that sie comes to 
exist for me. But I, too, come to exist for myself in this scenario, and only to the 
extent that either the other exists for me or I exist for the other, or perhaps both. 
Sexuality may be ambiguous, but it has an im mensely generative power, a 
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power that refuses to be distributed along familiar lines of heteronormative 
procreation. Indeed, this power to bring about the self is realized only to the 
extent that that power refuses lines of procreation that would be either het-
eronormative on the one hand or autoge ne tic on the other. The former would 
require that the other and I are in some sense for a third, and the latter would 
have me only for myself.

What might it mean to suggest that the body itself comes to be through 
desire? This claim underscores the degree to which our embodiment is inter-
subjective, a project that can only be undertaken in the presence of, and with 
the recognition of, other embodied beings.10 Merleau- Ponty’s project must 
then be read as a radical unsettling of the Cartesian tradition that under-
stands me to be a subject only to the extent that I am distinct and separate 
from others, where physical confi rmation of that separateness can be found 
in the perfect boundedness of my body. These boundaries, Merleau- Ponty 
will suggest, are dissolved by sexuality. In this way, sexuality is more than 
just an aff ective response to a bodily event; there is, he claims “nothing to 
be said” about aff ectivity in this regard (PP, 137). This can be read as a reac-
tion against aspects of the psychoanalytic model of sexuality, which he un-
derstands to be both determinative (bodily morphology determining psy-
chic structures, anatomy is or as destiny) and programmatic (any somatic 
symptom lends itself to only one interpretation, that of sexual repression). 
Merleau- Ponty is writing specifi cally against Freud  here, and this section of 
the Phenomenology is off ering the least interesting reading possible of Freud’s 
theories of sexuality. For all of his quarrel with psychoanalysis, Merleau- 
Ponty is in fact not rejecting understandings of either the mind or the body 
that psychoanalysis off ers, but merely moving the capacities of the uncon-
scious from the domain of the mind to the domain of the body, and thus re-
confi guring the imaginary topography of the subject rather than diminishing 
its capacity by doing away with the unconscious altogether. Unincorporated 
traumatic events from a “past that was never a present” (PP, 217) thus fi nd 
both their retention and expression through a bodily, rather than a psychic, 
unconscious.11

Nevertheless, just as proprioception off ers us a way of reading and under-
standing the body beyond the visible surface of its exterior, so too does sexu-
ality make of the body a thing that is internality and externality folded one 
around the another. Indeed, internality and externality are themselves not 
perfectly bounded, and sexuality is described in terms that precisely match a 
psychoanalytic, proprioceptive model of embodiment. The description of sex-
uality that Merleau- Ponty off ers, its suff usion of the body entire and its trans-
formation of the body into something whose erotogenic zones are almost en-
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tirely labile, maps almost perfectly onto the topography of sexuality that 
Freud lays out in Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality.12

Sexuality is a matter not of seeing but of sensing, which takes place below 
and beyond the threshold of the visible: “The visible body is subtended by a 
sexual schema, which is strictly individual, emphasizing the erogenous areas, 
outlining a sexual physiognomy, and eliciting the gestures of the masculine 
body which is itself integrated into this emotional totality” (PP, 139). In this 
description, sex is not simply compared to or analogized with proprioception: 
sexuality is proprioceptive (and so, too, is sex— but more on that below). 
There is the visible body, the for- itself as viewed by others, the material stuff  
of fl esh that is animated and inhabited by a sexual schema. That sexual schema 
delivers to the subject a sexual physiognomy, just as the body schema delivers 
to her a bodily morphology. We might even say that the sexual schema in this 
moment exists prior to the bodily schema: Merleau- Ponty begins with a body, 
visible but vaguely defi ned, and then moves to a consideration of the sexual 
schema beneath it, only after which the physiognomy of the sexual regions of 
the body become delineated. It is only after that delineation wrought by de-
sire that gender appears, fi rst as a bodily fact (“the masculine body”) and fi -
nally as an emotional one.

Merleau- Ponty’s description of the visible body subtended by its sexual 
schema off ers us two diff erent kinds of gender. The presumptive masculinity 
of the ostensibly universal subject is unremarkably present, as it is through-
out Merleau- Ponty’s work. But there is a more nuanced and productive ac-
count of gender  here as well, subtending Merleau- Ponty’s more orthodox 
account of male bodies. Masculinity is specifi cally described as gestural rather 
than anatomical— and the very purpose of the body’s materiality is fi nally to 
transmit this inchoate but expressive gesture. There is also a double mimeti-
cism at work  here, whereby the gesture becomes the property of the body by 
virtue of being elicited by the sexual schema itself. This masculinity is also mi-
metic because it is citing, perhaps even soliciting, an other masculine body, a 
body located in some remote elsewhere, yet proximate enough to function as 
a structuring ideal. What is perhaps most surprising in this account is its insis-
tence that the sexual schema is neither one, that which might describe the 
presumptively masculine, nor two, that might encompass the excluded femi-
nine and thus might be parsed between masculine and feminine or male and 
female. The sexual schema is instead, Merleau- Ponty writes, strictly individual. 
This theorization of bodily inhabitation is simultaneously dependent on the 
“individual,” and thus grounded in particularity, but also insisting on relation, 
and as such cannot be attached to one singular region of physicality or even 
one singular mode of being. Merleau- Ponty suggests that a systematic and 



238 | GAYLE SALAMON

rigid notion of erotogenicity will not do, that it is not my morphology but 
rather my experiences and mental repre sen ta tions that fundamentally consti-
tute which regions of my body will give me plea sure, and how.

We are off ered  here a view of sexuality that is fantastically ambiguous, so 
much so that it should come as little surprise that it has not been taken up as a 
model by more identitarian conceptions of sexual diff erence and sexual iden-
tity.13 An insistence that phenomenological experiences of the body and the 
subject are individual rather than categorical situates the subject diff erently, 
temporally and socially. In terms of social or ga ni za tion, this insistence on 
particularity frustrates categorical summary; it means that neither sexual em-
bodiment, nor situatedness, nor expression, can be predicted by membership 
in any par tic u lar category of gender or sex. The implications of this disarticu-
lation are more profound than the comparatively clearer decoupling of sexed 
identity (male or female), gendered identity (man or woman, femme, butch, 
or trans) and sexuality (lesbian, gay, bisexual, or heterosexual). Nor is this an 
articulation of the now familiar enough notion that feminine desire is by its 
nature unlocatable, diff use, ambiguous (we might think of Irigaray again  here). 
I am interested in arguing that an embodied response to desire is, through its 
radical particularity, unpredictable and impossible to map on the morphology 
of the body. A woman’s experience of sexuality may be tightly and intensely 
focused on a par tic u lar region of the body or it may be distributed throughout 
the body. So, too, might a man’s. That is: we have zones of intensely erotic 
plea sure, but the relation between a body part and its erotogenic or sexual 
function is perhaps one of lightly tethered consonance rather than a rigidly 
shackled indexical mapping. And while a sexual physiognomy might be “out-
lined” by the erotogenic zones, the body’s morphology is neither determina-
tive of the location or behavior of those zones, but is rather determined by 
them. Merleau- Ponty is insisting that sexuality is not located in the genitals, 
nor even in one specifi c erotogenic zone, but rather in one’s intentionality to-
ward the other, and toward the world.

Desire and Transposition

Merleau- Ponty contends, in Phenomenology of Perception, that desire always puts 
me in relation with the world. Through desire, my body comes alive through 
being intentionally directed toward another, and I myself come into being 
through that desire. This does not mean that my desire is always gratifi ed, nor 
that the existence of my desire alone is suffi  cient to secure a par tic u lar kind of 
relation to one beloved other or many, or, indeed, any reciprocated relation at 
all to an other. Desire may be frustrated or unsatisfi ed, or it may fi nd— for 
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one could hardly call it a choosing, since I am often unfree to choose either the 
inclination or expression of my desire— an object that is unattainable, struc-
turally or otherwise. Desire in these moments may feel only like a constraint 
or an isolation. But withdrawing from desire, or attempting to stage its death, 
inevitably involves a truncation of one’s own capacities to exist outside of one-
self. Desire involves, desire is, a being toward the other, and this necessarily 
conjoins me with, makes me part of, the world.

As we saw above, the or ga ni za tion of desire across diff erent temporal 
modes and into a narrative coherence is sexuality. Sexuality, Merleau- Ponty 
writes “is what causes man [sic] to have a history” (PP, 141). It is embodied and 
lived, rather than excavated and analyzed. It is not only that which suff uses 
life; life is not possible without it.

Sexuality is neither transcended in human life nor shown up at its centre 
by unconscious repre sen ta tions. It is at all times present there like an 
atmosphere. . . .  From the part of the body which it especially occu-
pies, sexuality spreads forth like an odour or like a sound.  Here we en-
counter once more that general function of unspoken transposition which 
we have already recognized in the body during our investigation of the 
body image. When I move my hand towards a thing, I know implicitly 
that my arm unbends. When I move my eyes, I take account of their 
movement, without being expressly conscious of the fact, and am 
thereby aware that the upheaval caused in my fi eld of vision is only ap-
parent. Similarly, sexuality, without being the object of any intended act 
of consciousness, can underlie and guide specifi ed forms of my experi-
ence. Taken in this way, as an ambiguous atmosphere, sexuality is co- 
extensive with life. In other words, ambiguity is of the essence of human 
existence. . . .  (PP, 149, emphasis added)

What we are asked to consider in this passage is sexuality, taken as a con-
dition not of human meaning, as psychoanalysis would have it, nor of identity, as 
some strains of lesbian and gay studies would have it, but of life itself. And de-
sire in this most resolutely physical sense is embodied but— importantly—
not located. When Merleau- Ponty writes “From the part of the body which it 
especially occupies, sexuality spreads forth,” this may be read as something 
other than a phallic reference veiled by some coyness that forbids his naming 
the part. There is an important ambiguity secured with Merleau- Ponty’s re-
fusal to name the penis as an encampment of sexuality, an ambiguity that 
performs an unyoking of bodily parts from bodily pleasures. The join be-
tween desire and the body is the location of sexuality, and that join may be a 
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penis, or some other phallus, or some other body part, or a region of the body 
which is not individuated into a part, or a bodily auxiliary that is not organi-
cally attached to the body. This passage asserts that the most important aspect 
of sexuality is not any par tic u lar part, not even the behavior of that part, but 
the “general function” which causes that part to be animated, the means 
through which it is brought into my bodily sense of myself and is incorporated 
into my self- understanding through a reaching out toward the world. Merleau- 
Ponty designates that function as transposition.

The engine of sexuality is transposition; we are off ered transposition as a 
model for understanding what sexuality is for, does with, and brings to me. 
But what precisely is it? Merleau- Ponty at fi rst makes an analogy between 
transposition and the ordering and use of the body that is the corporeal schema, 
suggesting an equivalence, or at least a strong resemblance, between trans-
position and the function of proprioception. Both are general in the sense 
that they take place below the level of conscious thought. Both function as 
conduit between bodily materiality and intention. But there is a diff erence in 
that proprioception emphasizes the relation between one part of my body 
and another part, the assemblage that constitutes my felt sense of my body as 
a  whole. This sense is, of course, gained as I make contact with the world 
around me, but it is at its core a consciousness that is of and in my body. 
Transposition describes a slightly diff erent phenomenon, a sense of self that 
is not additive or cumulative, but a function that emphasizes a shifting from 
one mode of being or bodily inhabitation to another, involving something 
like a substitution.

This is a substitution that relates to my material being and is in some 
sense an intermediary for it, but cannot be reduced to a function of material-
ity as such. It is assuredly not a linguistic substitution, for Merleau- Ponty 
designates this transposition as “unspoken,” and emphasizes, just as he does in 
his discussion of proprioception, the unthought and nearly refl exive nature of 
my relationship to the sexual schema. In the above passage, transposition de-
scribes a kind of chiasmic crossing which transforms both body and desire as 
each comes to stand in the other’s place, and with that displacement becomes 
confused with its other. Transposition describes the pro cess by which the de-
sire that  houses itself in my body becomes my body itself— not held proxi-
mately by thought, but felt and experienced (as opposed to only referred to) 
through and as the body. If I can be said to have desire, this is only so to the 
extent that I fi nd it as my body. Simultaneously, my body, in its desire, becomes 
desire itself. The fl esh of it is felt only as an animated leaning, intentional in 
the sense that the desire which animates it has an object— it is desire to the 
extent that it is desire of— but also intentional in that my sense of it coalesces 
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around a purposeful being toward this desired object. My body becomes a 
leaning or a yearning, a propulsive force that negates any sense of my body as 
solid or still, or indeed as mine, in that this sensation owns me more than I 
own it.

We are given an eye and a hand in this passage, off ered a description of 
one kind but two expressions of desire, the desiring look and a desire that 
motivates the reach of a hand. In the desiring look, the eye that comes to rest 
on an object fi nds there a still point, an anchor that grounds vision itself and 
transforms it so that what is, factually speaking, a blurring upheaval in the 
visual fi eld is sensed as an unremarkable shift of focus through this pro cess of 
transposition.14 My look has an object, and I trust that object to ground my 
look and thus know that the world itself is not turning, that the “upheaval” 
that occurs when I turn my head and look at something is both occasioned by 
that desired object and quieted by it. This experience, though entirely mun-
dane and unremarkable, is a de- centering of the self that happens because I 
turn toward another, and yet that other magically restores me to myself by 
persisting as the focused and sustained object of my look. The reach, too, is 
something that is simultaneously disorienting, dizzying, de- centering, and 
consolidating, purposeful, incorporative. When I am thirsty, I move toward 
the glass on the table, unbend my arm, grasp the glass, move it up to my lips 
and drink. This is not a matter of cognition, but of changing my comport-
ment, my embodiment, my bodily being so that it encompasses the object of 
my desire and interacts with it. My body comes into concert not only with 
those objects in the world toward which my desire is intended but also with 
itself in that moment— it becomes purposefulness. The transpositional para-
dox comes when my arm, that which allows me to take hold of the glass, fades 
from my experience even and only through the act of the reach. In reaching, 
the arm itself tends to recede from view or disappear as both an object of con-
sciousness and a phenomenological presence. The object of desire supplants 
the self as center.

Is the scenario diff erent if our body impels us toward another subject 
rather than an object? What is my experience of my own body if, rather than 
thirst making me reach for a glass of water, desire causes me to reach toward 
another person? Instead of reaching toward a what that is an object, I am 
reaching toward a who, another subject, and this renders the situation both 
similar and diff erent. When I reach for the other, I do not feel my arm but an 
intensifi cation of both the proximity and the absence of the one for whom I 
am reaching. My sensation can in some sense feel itself to be located in that 
other, and my arm, unbent and reaching out, is no longer the location of my 
sensation but rather becomes the gesture through which I am toward the 
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other. The arm is the conduit of desire, but not the seat of its sensation. My 
body is the vehicle that puts me into compelling and sometimes heady prox-
imity to the objects of my desire in this way, and in the case of sexual desire, 
my body comes alive through being intentionally directed toward another.

This, then, is the substance of the transposition which, according to 
Merleau- Ponty, animates my body in desire: my sensation becomes more am-
biguous and diff use even as it intensifi es because I am suddenly spread out as a 
sensing subject, located both in my body and that toward which my body 
bends. The locus of my sensation seems to shift, and my arm, if I reach out, is 
experienced phenomenologically less in its function as my arm and more in its 
function as toward you. This dispersal and transposition need not be read as 
diminishing either the sensation or the body part in question, but might in-
stead be a way of understanding how in sexuality I am dispossessed of my 
body and delivered to it at once. A sexual transposition also involves a dis-
placement of the body as a coherent amalgam of conscious thinking, which is 
surely obvious enough. But this transposition, even as it is the intensifi cation 
of bodily pleasures, also involves a dissolution of the body as material ground, 
as phenomenological center of its own world. That center, suddenly, is shared. 
So self and other together comprise not only the joined unit of my aff ective 
life but the phenomenological pivot of sensory apprehension of the world.

But if I am found in the other, so too am I lost there. The “me” that is 
conjoined with the world in this way is already displaced, disassembled. Phe-
nomenology would suggest, and psychoanalysis would agree, that the object 
of desire is never a person  whole and entire, but a fi xation on this par tic u lar 
part or that, or a number of parts in succession. There is already at the heart 
of sexuality something disassembled about the body as an object of desire, and 
also as the vehicle of my desire, to the extent that various areas of my body 
may be diff erentially called forth through my desire, that the intensity of my 
sexual feeling would manifest more intensely in some regions than in others. 
We unmake the other even as we create hir as an object of our desire.

What signifi cance might this notion of transposition have for transpeople? 
This phenomenon of transposition is no less true for transpeople than it is for 
normatively gendered people. Transposition, in the case of transpeople, is 
also the pro cess through which sensations become animated through the 
body, and the body becomes animated through sensation. Desire is experi-
enced bodily through a series of substitutions or reconfi gurations which are 
also present, though perhaps less marked, in normatively gendered people.

What happens, in par tic u lar if I am a transperson reaching toward that 
other?

Or if it is a transperson toward whom I reach?
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Sex and Transcendence

Existence is indeterminate in itself, by reason of its fundamental structure, and in 
so far as it is the very pro cess whereby the hitherto meaningless takes on meaning, 
whereby what had merely a sexual signifi cance assumes a more general one, chance 
is transformed into reason, in so far as it is the act of taking up a de facto situation. 
We shall give the name “transcendence” to this act in which existence takes up, to 
its own account, and transforms such a situation. Precisely because it is transcen-
dence, existence never utterly outruns anything, for in that case the tension which 
is essential to it would disappear. (PP, 151)

When it is misconstrued as pathology, transsexuality has most often been 
characterized as a mental disturbance in which a person fantasizes hirself to 
have the genitals of the sex to which sie does not belong. It is on the basis of 
this fantasy, whereby a misrecognition of one’s own body is understood to 
signal a break from reality, that transsexuality has been characterized as a 
psychosis rather than a neurosis. As this logic would have it, the materiality of 
the body is the arbiter of reality; the presence of, say, the transman’s phallus is 
a hallucination if he has not had bottom surgery, and merely “ersatz” if he has.

But phenomenology, as we have seen, is a realm in which one’s own per-
ceptions retain pride of place as a means of determining truth. My own phenom-
enological mode of embodiment— of bodily confi guration or comportment—is 
itself understood as constituting a truth. This does not mean that I construct the 
truth,  whole cloth, from the cloister of my own experience, nor does it provide 
hallucination with the stamp of legitimacy. What it means is that my experience 
of my body, my sense of its extension and effi  cacy, the ways that I endeavor to 
make a habitable thing of it, and the use I make of it— or in the throes of desire, 
perhaps the use that it makes of me— are my necessary relation to what ever 
materiality I am. The sexual schema is rather a way of becoming uncloistered in 
the body, in that it delivers my own body to me through the movement of my 
body toward another. Thus through desire, my body is no longer a conglomera-
tion of its various parts in their expressions as “inner phenomena,” but is sud-
denly the vehicle through which I am compelled into relation with the world, 
where it is fi nally only that relation that gives me a body.

On the one hand, Merleau- Ponty suggests above that the transformation 
of sexuality into something of a more “general” signifi cance, and seems then 
to be suggesting that sexuality itself, or the baser realm which it might occupy, 
is transcended, and we are delivered into some more rarifi ed realm. The merely 
sexual is meaningless; it is only once the sexual achieves a more general 
signifi cance that it achieves meaning. But it is also true that Merleau- Ponty 
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uses sexuality as the exemplar of transcendence; transcendence is the name he 
gives to the relation between self and world that is sexuality. He wants to 
claim both that sexuality only means something once it means something 
greater than itself, and at the same time that sexuality need not point to some 
more momentous aspect of existence in order to be signifi cant because sexu-
ality is itself coextensive with existence: “There is interfusion between sexu-
ality and existence, which means that existence permeates sexuality and vice 
versa, so that it is impossible to determine, in a given decision or action, the 
proportion of sexual to other motivations” (PP, 150). This confusion is not 
incidental. Merleau- Ponty’s paradoxical conclusions regarding the status of 
sexuality— does it matter, or does it not?— mirrors the status of sexuality it-
self, which is constantly “interfused” with existence.

Sexuality off ers itself as one means by which a transformation from ideal-
ity to particularity becomes possible. We might even say that sexuality is the 
means by which Merleau- Ponty most thoroughly revises our inherited Carte-
sian presumptions about body and world. It is through sexuality that the 
body— and thus the self—is transformed from a thing that is concerned with 
itself to a thing that is concerned with others. Sexuality as a mutual project 
off ers another person’s body to me as an object of desire, as “not just a body, 
but a body brought to life by consciousness” (PP, 149), and my body in turn is 
visible and vulnerable to the other in this same way. Sexuality then becomes 
relation itself, not in the sense that all relations are at their heart sexual, nor 
that sexual relations are about the masquerade of one thing for another (as bad 
readings of Freud would have it), but that sexuality is always off ering my em-
bodied existence as held in this inescapable and tensile paradox: I am for me, 
and I am for the other, and each of these modes of existence realizes itself in 
my body. Sexuality is perhaps the only way I can experience both of these 
modes simultaneously. Sex is the means by which the distinction between the 
for itself and the for others can be broken down, enacting the confusion that 
will become transcendence.

In the Full Flesh

Mom,
I seen him in the full fl esh.
I seen it.
I know he’s a man.
Problem done. Now let’s go to bed.

—Lana Tisdale, Boys Don’t Cry15
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The 1999 fi lm Boys Don’t Cry is based on the story of Brandon Teena, a 
young Nebraska man who is killed when he is discovered to be transgen-
dered.16 There is a scene in the fi lm where Lana Tisdale, Brandon Teena’s 
lover, is confronted by two of her friends, John Lotter and Tom Nissen. They 
have heard rumors that Brandon is not really a man but in fact a woman only 
pretending to be a man, and have come to Lana’s  house looking for Brandon, 
with plans to forcibly strip him and lay bare his “true” identity. This is under-
taken to punish and humiliate Brandon, and the wrong that Brandon is being 
punished for is not just misrepresenting his gender, but misrepresenting it to 

Lana. Thus forcibly stripping Brandon is only part of their aim— it is not 
enough that they see Brandon’s nakedness, what they then want is for Lana to 
see it. They do not want merely to satisfy their own suspicion that Brandon 
has no penis and is therefore not male; they also want to force Lana to look at 
Brandon’s naked body in their presence. The nature of the assault sets up Lana 
as the arbiter of Brandon’s gender.

Thus humiliation is conceived by Lotter and Nissen as the way to “pro-
tect” Lana from being duped by Brandon and his duplicitous pre sen ta tion of 
the “wrong” gender. Lana’s response to this is to protect Brandon: she at-
tempts to call off  Lotter and Nissen by telling them, “I seen it.”

“I seen him in the full fl esh. I seen it. I know he’s a man. Problem 
done.”

How ought we read that claim, “I seen it?” Is it just an untruth off ered by 
Lana as a form of protection, to spare Brandon the violence that threatens him 
at this point in the fi lm, a violence that will kill him by its end? I want to ask 
whether Lana’s statement might be understood as something other than an 
instrumental lie. The “it” that she has never seen is unspecifi ed; Lotter and 
Nissen and perhaps the audience understand her to be referring to a penis, but 
she will not name the part as such. In declaring “I know he’s a man” she is 
pointing not only to Brandon’s own conviction but also to her understanding 
of him and his gender; her utterance serves to confi rm Brandon’s masculinity 
and his sense of himself as male by asserting that she shares that sense. That 
knowledge of his masculinity is emphatically bodily but also ambiguous. She 
knows him to be a man because she has “seen him in the full fl esh,” a state-
ment of embodiment rather than the naming of a body part, an ambiguity that 
enables both Brandon’s gender identifi cation and Lana’s recognition of that 
gender.

There is a dual ambiguity contained in Lana’s statement, situated in the 
relationship between materiality and “fl esh,” and also surrounding perception 
itself. The “full fl esh” does more work than simply acting as a veil for the phal-
lic reference, and “fl esh” does a great deal of theoretical work. I want to suggest 
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that the work done by that use of the word “fl esh” in Lana’s utterance can be 
explicated by considering its meaning in the phenomenological vernacular, 
and that Lana’s description of fl esh has useful concordance with “fl esh” in the 
Merleau- Pontian sense of that word, what he calls “my carnal relation with 
the world” (VI, 208). It can name an aspect of embodiment that is not quite 
the body, or a dimension of the world that is not quite quantifi able.

Merleau- Ponty considers perception to be a relational structure, where 
those relations do not map neatly onto the relation between subject and ob-
ject. He attempts to frustrate this distinction between subject and object, 
between the seer and seen, between inside and outside, by according relation 
a primacy that had previously been reserved for the object itself. His fi nal, 
unfi nished work, The Visible and the Invisible, can be read as an attempt to show 
the ways in which familiar philosophical distinctions— and even familiar ex-
periential ones— between subject and object, between the hand that touches 
and the hand that is touched, between our visible, bodily being and those as-
pects of ourselves that are not visible, are undermined by the importance of 
the relations between these categories. If the physical body can be thought as 
a discrete and bounded entity, capable of being distinctly set apart from the 
ground that is its world, this identifi cation is less a matter of disconnection or 
diff erentiation and more a product of relation. A body becomes so by virtue of 
its interaction with what surrounds it, not because it is composed of a stuff  
that is radically foreign to its surroundings.

How are we to understand the relation between body and world, and our 
perceptions of those relations? We are certain of our perceptions of the 
world, we are sure that they “belong” to us, and we are sure that they show us 
the world as it “truly” is. And yet, a reliance on perception to confi rm our 
certainty about what we know of the world can be misleading, in that it can-
not always account for those nameless structures that are true to experience 
but foreign to an objective assessment of that experience. If I stand in the 
middle of the road and survey it as it stretches before me, it diff ers in width as 
it approaches the horizon, but “the road close up is not ‘more true’: the close, 
the far off , the horizon in their indescribable contrast form a system, and it is 
their relationship with the total fi eld that is the perceptual truth” (VI, 22). In 
this way, perception points toward a network of relations rather than con-
fi rming the material “truth” of any single element in that network or system, 
and in considering perception in this way, “every distinction between the 
true and the false, between methodic knowledge and phantasms, between sci-
ence and the imagination, is ruined” (VI, 26).

This conclusion might seem at fi rst to diffi  cult to support, since it is one 
thing to claim that our perceptions of the world are inescapably perspectival, 
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and another to claim that this collapses distinctions between true and false, 
between methodic knowledge and phantasms. In the case of the body, the 
distinction that Merleau- Ponty wishes to challenge would seem to be the very 
distinction that allows the body to be thought as a bounded and legible entity. 
Ultimately, the act of perception “ruins” any clean division between the body 
and the world in which that body is situated, and if my body can still be un-
derstood as mine, it cannot be thought as more proximate to me than the 
world through which my body moves:

What I “am” I am only at a distance, yonder, in this body, this person-
age, these thoughts, which I push before myself and which are only my 
least remote distances; and conversely I adhere to this world which is 
not me as closely as to myself, in a sense it is only the prolongation of my 
body. (VI, 57)

How is it possible to understand the world as something capable of being 
as close to me as I am to myself, that the entire world is felt and functions as 
an extension of my body? This is an account of ontological “truth” that refuses 
to give primacy to either the perceiver who registers perceptions of the world 
or the world as a material fact over and against our perceptions of it. The “truth” 
of being exists somewhere in between these two registers, between what ap-
pears (the visible) and that which cannot be captured by fl at and factual asser-
tions about the appearances of the world (the invisible). The way in which 
Merleau- Ponty off ers the category of the phantasmatic is signifi cant in its re-
structuring of the relation between the visible, the invisible, and bodily being. 
We might expect the phantasmatic to be paired with “materiality,” thus pre-
senting an opposition (even if a collapsing one) between the phantasmatic and 
the invisible and that which is visible, material, and substantive. The phantas-
matic is instead paired with “methodic knowledge,” suggesting a relation of 
opposition between the phantasmatic and what we can know, rather than the 
more familiar opposition between the phantasmatic and what we can see. If 
the phantasmatic can be described as something (or, more properly, some 
non- thing) which escapes our attempts to grasp or survey it, it would seem 
that the aspect of the phantasmatic that retreats from our perception is not the 
solidity of its materiality, but the solidity of our own knowledge of it. Merleau- 
Ponty reconfi gures the phantasmatic, transforming it from a register charac-
terized by a lack of materiality into a register characterized by an ungraspabil-
ity. The phantasmatic may or may not be material. It is not necessarily 
invisible, but it is indefi nable, rendering the phantasmatic as that which can-
not be encompassed by our knowledge of it, rather than that which cannot be 
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perceptually grasped. There exists a certain borderlessness to the phantas-
matic; a methodical attempt to survey it as we would any commonplace object 
always fails to fully encompass it and cannot give a thorough account of its 
material dimensions nor translate that material into meaning.

This failure of perception to account for the totality of a thing is, of 
course, true of any object in the world toward which perception might be in-
tended. Every object is shot through with an infi nite number of possible ap-
pearances that no single act of perception can encompass, and no series of 
perceptions can exhaust. Even a perception in which we have all faith, which 
seems to deliver a truth about the object, cannot encompass the reality of that 
object, because “ ‘reality’ does not belong defi nitely to any par tic u lar percep-
tion . . .  in this sense it lies always further on” (VI, 41). Perceptual faith cannot 
help us locate the “reality” of the object— it is not even able to fi nally decide 
on its own location, seeming sometimes to emanate from the presence of the 
object, and sometimes to be located in the body of the perceiver, and the in-
compossibility of these two positions (my perception cannot be both in the 
thing itself and in me) leaves the question of the location of perception unde-
cidable. Yet perception is not impoverished by its inability to deliver the 
“whole” of any object; perception always gives us something less than this 
 whole, but also gives us something more through the multitude of connec-
tions it makes between the perceiver and the thing perceived. For Merleau- 
Ponty, perception is not a passive activity whose aim is to capture a quantifi -
able mea sure ment of the world through recording and mea sur ing the qualia of 
any par tic u lar object within it. Perception produces our relations with other 
objects and subjects, and these relations are, fi nally, the location of the ob-
ject’s meaning. The perceptual truth of the object becomes the creation of its 
meaning, a meaning that is produced rather than found.

What consequences might this theory of perceptual truth have for think-
ing gender variance? First and most obviously, it suggests the possibility of a 
lack of accord between the object as it is delivered by our perception and the 
“reality” of the thing perceived, a reality which always lies “further on” than 
any objective perception. What one might “read” from the contours of the 
body is something less than the “truth” of that body’s sex, which cannot be 
located in an external observation of the body, but exists instead in that rela-
tion between the material and the ideal, between the perceiver and the per-
ceived, between the material particularity of any one body and the network of 
forces and contexts that shape the material and the meaning of that body. The 
perceptual truth of the body is not necessarily what we see, and the tradi-
tional binary of sexual diff erence might have less purchase on the body’s 
“truth” than other ways of apprehending its lived reality. Or, to turn again to 
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the fi lm, Brandon’s sex “close up” is not more true than Brandon’s sex “far 
away,” just as “the road close up is not more true than the road far away.”

The category of the “fl esh” also off ers a way of thinking embodiment that 
takes seriously the productive capacities of its psychic investments, and un-
derstands the phenomenological experience of the body to be as vital as an 
objective assessment of the body’s corporeality. So what is “fl esh”? Merleau- 
Ponty off ers a theorization of “fl esh” in which it is not reducible to the mate-
rial, and is a product of relations between myself, the other, and the world. Of 
course, the term is often employed as if its referent  were clear and obvious: 
fl esh is understood as bodily substance.17 This has been true also in discus-
sions of the transgendered body in par tic u lar: Jay Prosser describes the body’s 
“fl eshy materiality,” making no distinction between these two terms.18 It is 
simple, it is visible, it is material, and, in both of these instances, the term is 
deployed to dispel the cloud of linguistic abstraction that is thought to attend 
discussions of the body. More colloquially, the term “fl esh” is used to describe 
a mode of being allied with visibility and presence and often indicates a cer-
tain relational component to that being. To say that one is present “in the 
fl esh” connotes being present to or for someone  else, an observing or other 
entity diff erentiated from the self and for whom the fl esh becomes a display, a 
guarantor of the embodied presence of personhood. (The phrases “in the 
fl esh” and “in person” are practically interchangeable— the former acts as a 
guarantor of the latter.)

Merleau- Ponty’s defi nition of fl esh shares with the colloquial, everyday 
deployment of the term the notion of relation, but is both more restricted (my 
fl esh and my person are not the same thing) and more expansive (my fl esh 
need not be coterminous with my body, but can extend into the world, which 
itself has a fl esh). He asks: “Do we have a body— that is, not a permanent ob-
ject of thought, but a fl esh that suff ers when it is wounded, hands that touch?” 
(VI, 137).

In working to diff erentiate body from fl esh, Merleau- Ponty opposes them, 
attributing the one the characteristics of object, and to the other the charac-
teristics of a subject. The fi rst distinguishing property of fl esh is that it suff ers, 
it is only secondarily important that it has “hands that touch.” This is not quite 
a distinction between passivity and activity— suff ering may be as active an 
engagement with the other as touching. (Recall that the body is active when it 
“opens itself to others,” including opening itself to the possibility of being 
wounded by the other.) It does, however, draw a distinction between the body 
as it is seen (as object) and the body as it is felt, as it is phenomenologically 
experienced. And herein lies the greatest diff erence between Merleau- Ponty’s 
explication of fl esh and fl esh thought as merely the material stuff  of the body. 
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Flesh is that which, by virtue of psychic investment and worldly engagement, 
we form our bodies into, rather than the stuff  that forms them.

To become fl esh is to enter the world and engage with it so fully that the 
distinction between one’s body and the world ceases to have meaning. It is to 
inhabit one’s body, to “to exist within it, to emigrate into it, to be seduced, cap-
tivated, alienated by the phantom, so that the seer and the visible reciprocate 
one another and we no longer know which sees and which is seen . . .” (VI, 
139). If the materiality of the body is the simple substance that promises to save 
us from the seductions of theory, fl esh is itself a seduction by which we are led 
to abandon the distinction between body and world: it is the world’s seduction 
of the body, and the body’s incorporation of the world into itself.

Merleau- Ponty continues:

It is this visibility, this generality of the Sensible in itself, this anonymity 
innate to itself that we have previously called Flesh and one knows there 
is no name in traditional philosophy to designate it. . . .  The Flesh is 
not matter, is not mind, is not substance. To designate it, we should 
need the old term “element,” in the sense of a general thing, midway 
between. . . .  Flesh is an ultimate notion, that it is not the  union or 
compound of two substances, but thinkable by itself. (VI, 140)

Merleau- Ponty insists that fl esh is not a singular substance, but neither is 
it the “union or compound of two substances, but thinkable by itself ” (VI, 
140). Flesh designates a certain unlocatability of the body, neither the sub-
stance of the thing nor a pure ideality, but that which is constructed some-
where between these two. When Merleau- Ponty asks, “Is my body a thing, is 
it an idea?” he answers that “it is neither, being the mea sure ment of things. 
We will therefore have to recognize an ideality that is not alien to the fl esh, 
that gives it its axes, its depth, its dimensions” (VI, 152). The body itself is, fi -
nally, a mixture or amalgam of substance and ideal, located somewhere be-
tween its objectively quantifi able materiality and its phantasmatic extensions 
into the world. Merleau- Ponty suggests a mode of bodily inhabitation through 
which we allow ourselves to be seduced by the phantasmatic aspects of the 
body, that we give ourselves over to the world in affi  rming the fl esh that is 
not- quite- the- body, and thereby fi nd a more deeply rooted and expansive en-
gagement with the other, and the world.

Flesh, then, is a thing that is thinkable, but a thing that has not been 
thought. Flesh is neither matter nor mind but partakes of both of these things, 
and yet cannot be described as a mixture of them. It is forged through our rela-
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tions with others, in all of their phenomenological particularity, yet is itself “a 
general thing.” What, then, might we take from this theorization of the fl esh to 
help us understand transgendered embodiment? Merleau- Ponty’s description of 
fl esh sounds, in many ways, like a description of transgenderism or transsexual-
ity: a region of being in which the subject is not quite unitary, and not quite the 
combination of two diff erent things. An identity that is not secured by the speci-
fi city of the materiality of the body, nor by a par tic u lar mental quality, but is 
something involving both of these. It can be thought by itself, yet has been un-
namable. Neither a singular substance nor a  union of two substances. In both, 
too, the question of relation is primary. To feel one’s own fl esh, or to act as 
witness to another’s, is to unsettle the question of subject and object, of material 
and phantasmatic, in the ser vice of a more livable embodiment.
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In her 2006 book, Split Decisions: How and Why to Take a Break from Feminism, le-
gal scholar Janet Halley tells a personal, theoretical, and po liti cal story about 
feminism’s wayward “off spring,” those “prodigal sons and daughters who have 
wandered off  to do other things.”1 She herself is one of those children, though 
whether son or daughter is not quite clear: “And if I could click my heels and 
become a ‘gay man’ or a ‘straight white male middle- class radical,’ I would do 
it in an instant— wouldn’t you?” (SD, 13). As it turns out, those children are 
more rebellious than wayward, not “wandering off ” but running away from a 
“governance feminism” (SD, 32) they regard as unjust. Halley is referring spe-
cifi cally to feminist legal reforms such as sexual harassment legislation when 
she writes, “any force as powerful as feminism must fi nd itself occasionally 
looking down at its own bloody hands. . . .  Prodigal theory often emerges to 
represent sexual subjects, sexual possibilities, sexual realities, acts, bodies, re-
lationships onto which feminism has been willing to shift the sometimes very 
acute costs of feminist victories in governance” (SD, 33).

To buttress her argument that “feminism . . .  is running things” (SD, 
20), Halley divides all of feminism into its two legal versions: power femi-
nism, represented by Catherine MacKinnon, and cultural feminism, epito-
mized by Robin West. And if she continues to be fi lled “with awe” (SD, 60) by 
the dazzling power analyses of early MacKinnon, such is not the case with 
regard to the “bad faith” (SD, 60) of an “intensely moralistic” (SD, 76) Robin 
West, who tries to combine an ethics of justice with an ethics of care. Halley 
complains: “The distinctive cultural- feminist character of West’s project . . .  
is the pervasive moral character of patriarchy and feminism” (SD, 61, original 
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emphasis). Cultural feminists see a male- dominated world in which “female 
values have been depressed and male values elevated in a profound moral error 
that can be corrected only by feminism” (SD, 61, emphasis added). Her own 
position as a Harvard law professor notwithstanding, Halley asserts that she 
cannot follow either MacKinnon or West into the corridors of legal and insti-
tutional power where their “governance feminism” has taken them. And if she 
continues to admire MacKinnon and to profess an allegiance to the epistemo-
logical focus of her early work, this is not the case with Robin West. The ve-
hemence of Halley’s rejection of cultural feminism and, with it, her former 
self, takes on the force of a religious conversion:

I was a cultural feminist for years, a fact that I confess with considerable 
shame. Somehow, now, cultural feminism is a deep embarrassment to 
me. . . .  It was a time of intense misery in my life— misery I then at-
tributed to patriarchy but that I now attribute to my cultural feminism. 
And it was a wrenching and painful— also liberating and joyful— 
process to move into a diff erent metaphysics, a diff erent epistemology, a 
diff erent politics, and a diff erent ethics. (SD, 59– 60, emphasis added)

I begin with this sketch of the opening arguments and confessions of Hal-
ley’s provocative book in order to situate my own project on queer theory, 
feminism, and the gendered matrix from which queer sexuality was born.2 
Although it is tempting to engage Halley in the detail of her arguments, that is 
not my purpose  here. Rather, I use her image of prodigal children in their re-
bellion against an “intensely moralistic” (SD, 76) feminist mother to situate my 
work within a queer feminism that continues to interrogate, long after queer 
theory’s feminist birth, gender’s “translations” into ever- new contexts and 
fi elds of study. My specifi c focus is the complex result of a series of divergences— 
fi gured by Halley as “split decisions”— within a confi guration of terms— 
specifi cally, sex, sexuality, and gender— that have now been institutionalized 
and theoretically established as that inchoate project we call queer theory.

I am especially interested in the ethical dimensions of those split deci-
sions, and view Halley’s work as but the latest moment in a string of events 
that might well be described as a queer re sis tance to an age- old fi gure: the 
scolding feminist prude. In her fi guration within queer “prodigal theory,” that 
sex- phobic nag is both overly victimized and overly powerful: always “about to 
be raped,” as MacKinnon puts it, and, at the same time, as Halley complains, 
always “running things” (SD, 20) in order to ensure her own protection.3 As a 
result of the feminist movement, the scolding prude now “walk[s] the halls of 
power” (SD, 21), using the state to do violence to sexual “others”— those lov-
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ing perverts we have come to call “queer”— in the name of feminism’s supe-
rior moral values.

But how, exactly, did this feminist- queer split come about? In the com-
plex play of translations and interpretations that solidify as theoretical and 
po liti cal positions, no one is more important for the establishment of queer 
theory as distinct from feminism than Michel Foucault. Most prominently, 
Gayle Rubin’s aegis- creating article “Thinking Sex” (1984) draws heavily on 
Foucault to make the case for “an autonomous theory and politics specifi c to 
sexuality” distinct from a feminist “theory of gender oppression.” 4 And if the 
founding thinkers of the queer come out of feminism— I’m referring specifi -
cally to Rubin (1984), Butler (1990), and Sedgwick (1990)— its institutional 
and theoretical distinctiveness has, to a great extent, been defi ned in terms of 
its diff erence from feminism and gender.5 In that pro cess, Foucault has taken 
his place as the radically poststructuralist, foreign father of a host of queer 
children bent on rejecting a feminist, Anglo- American mother whose norma-
tive governance projects are threatening to them. This is what Halley has 
come to call “Taking a Break,” and she lists Foucault fi rst in her genealogy of 
“some classics” (SD, 38) in that anti- feminist project.

Signifi cantly, when Halley and other queer theorists— including feminist 
ones— refer to Foucault, they mean a very limited, specifi c Foucault: the 
Foucault of that massively read fi rst volume of History of Sexuality, published in 
French in 1976 and translated into En glish in 1978. In her brief chapter on 
Foucault, Halley is typical of queer theorists generally in her attention to Fou-
cault’s familiar theories about sexuality as power- knowledge: power appears 
as relational and productive, subjectivity emerges as subjectivation or assujet-

tissement, and sexuality, not gender, becomes the “primum mobile” of modern 
subjectivation (SD, 119– 123).

Halley’s typical queer privileging of sexuality over gender as the “prime 
mover” of subjectivation in Foucault exposes a terminological knot worth 
unraveling, especially with regard to the ethical incommensurabilities out-
lined above. My critique of Halley’s reading  here is not directed at her alone, 
and could be applied to Rubin and others as well. It follows a path already laid 
out by Butler in “Against Proper Objects” and Elizabeth Weed in “The More 
Things Change” in Feminism Meets Queer Theory (1997).6 In focusing on Fou-
cault, I want to open a queer- feminist, Franco- American question about some 
incipient linguistic and conceptual problems that swirl around the terms 
“sex,” “sexuality,” and “gender.” Most fundamentally, there is a problem of 
translation: like Rubin before her, Halley imputes to Foucault a semantic dis-
tinction between sexuality and gender that cannot be supported by the original 
French vocabulary that would designate such a diff erence.7 Broadly speaking, 
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The History of Sexuality, Volume 1 (Sexuality One) is about sex: le sexe. Foucault 
describes le sexe as “a fi ctitious unity” produced from within the dispositif (grid 
of intelligibility) of sexuality.8 As its linguistic ambiguity in French suggests, 
the “dense transfer point of power” (HS1, 103) Foucault calls le sexe includes 
within it all of the meanings En glish speakers diff erentiate into sex- as- organs, 
sex- as- biological- reproduction, sex- as- individual- gender- roles, sex- as- gendered-
group- affi  liation, sex- as- erotic- acts, and sex- as- lust. And if le sexe is produced 
by the dispositif of sexuality, this hardly means it supersedes or reverses the 
primacy of gender, as many queer theorists would like to claim. Sex, sexuality, 
and gender are inseparable and coextensive.9

The queer overreading of sexuality in Foucault through a causal logic that 
makes gender secondary or “epiphenomenal” (SD, 123) produces a messy tan-
gle of problems. To begin, Foucault is not a causal thinker, either historically 
or conceptually speaking: Foucauldian genealogical events and concepts have 
no origin, but repeat themselves in complex doublings and feedback loops. 
Second, the queer emphasis on sexuality’s primacy in Foucault reinterprets 
him within a non- Foucauldian identitarian logic that yields an Anglo- American 
division between “sexuality” and “gender.” This problem is compounded by 
queer theory’s almost exclusive focus on the Foucault of Sexuality One. Sexual-

ity One’s “archeology of psychoanalysis” (HS1, 130) has been read as a critique 
of sexual “identity” as it emerged in the nineteenth century. In a chiastic 
twisting of the standard reading of Foucault, where sexuality is primary and 
gender is secondary, early queer theory used Foucault’s critique of “sexuality” 
to resignify “gender” as non- identitarian and, in so doing, to trouble the sta-
bility of sexual identities as well. That radical interrogation of identity itself 
has been the most salient and distinctive of queer theory’s claims.

But for all the value of that identitarian critique, queer theory has been 
less successful in articulating, beyond morality, an ethics of lived sexual expe-
rience. The result has been the kind of ethical split we see in Halley, between 
feminist moralists and sex- positive queers. And if Foucault has provided queer 
theory with an arsenal of weapons for unraveling the moralism of governance 
feminism, his work has been less useful for articulating sexuality within a 
constructive ethical frame that can actually be used as a map for living. Be-
yond his vague gestures toward the “re sis tances” of “bodies and pleasures” at 
the end of Sexuality One or, even less usefully, his descriptions of erotic subjec-
tivities in the ancient world in the fi nal two volumes of History of Sexuality, 
Foucault seemingly gives us little to work with for constructing an ethics that 
would speak to the po liti cal dilemmas of contemporary experiences of le sexe.

This is where I hope to reengage Foucault as a theoretical resource for a 
constructive ethical project that can speak to queers and feminists alike. To 
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read sexuality in Foucault as Halley and so many “prodigal theorists” do— 
through the lens of sexuality as the primum mobile of subjectivation in Sexuality 

One— is to read only the middle of a longer Foucauldian story about sex, sexu-
ality, and gender. And if some queer theorists have turned their attention to 
the end of that story in the fi nal two volumes on the Greco- Roman world, the 
beginning of the story has remained virtually unexamined from either a queer 
or feminist theoretical perspective. I refer, specifi cally, to the emergence of 
sexuality in 1961 with Foucault’s fi rst major book, History of Madness.10

In my attention to Madness, I take my cue both from Foucault him-
self— he repeatedly refers to its importance in both published and unpub-
lished interviews— and from Didier Eribon who, in his 1999 book, Réfl exions 

sur la question gay [translated into En glish as Insult and the Making of the Gay Self 
(2004)], insists on the importance of Madness as part of Foucault’s thinking 
about the production of non- normative sexualities.11 Eribon focuses specifi cally 
on homosexuality as a category of unreason in the Age of Reason, and interprets 
Foucault to be laying the groundwork for his later critique of psychoanalysis in 
Sexuality One. As Eribon explains, the seventeenth- century exclusion of homo-
sexuality into the domain of unreason takes place within bourgeois structures of 
moral exclusion that attach shame and scandal to “abnormality” and thereby si-
lence its expression. This ultimately moral experience of unreason leads to the 
establishment of scientifi c and medical knowledge about madness in the form of 
psychology, psychiatry and, eventually, psychoanalysis.

Despite its obvious relevance to radical thinking about sexuality, Madness 
is seldom, if ever, cited or referred to by the leading lights of queer theory.12 
The reason for this lack of queer theoretical attention is not, as one might 
think, because Madness deals with these sexual issues only tangentially. In-
deed, as Eribon notes, Madness’s dissection of the structures of reason and 
unreason in the Age of Reason constitutes an analysis of the consignment of 
abnormal subjects to the realm of madness, and many of those abnormals are 
sexually marked. Foucault’s archeology of a vast fi eld of unreason uncovers an 
array of fi gures of sexual alterity, including not only homosexuals, but also 
hysterics, onanists, libertines, prostitutes, debauchers, nymphomaniacs, and 
other sexual “abnormals.” Madness therefore directly engages the question of 
sexuality as what we might call a queer experience by incorporating it within 
the frame of the experience of madness.

A major reason for this lack of queer attention to Madness has to do, I 
think, with the history of its translation. Indeed, translation raises not only 
conceptual issues, as the ambiguities of le sexe attest, but also the practical and 
institutional matter of a book’s reception and impact in the world. Translation 
is one of those forms of what Foucault calls the “doubling” of a book- event; as 
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he puts it in the 1972 preface to the French reedition of Madness, the specifi c 
doublings of translation, commentary, interpretation, retranslation, and rein-
terpretation determine both a book’s appearance and its disappearance “into 
the series of events to which it belongs.”13 In the case of the sexual matters 
interrogated by queer theory, the non- reading of Madness in an English- 
speaking context is a direct result of its non- translation. Let me briefl y re-
count that history.

The fi rst En glish translation of Madness occurred in 1965, four years after 
its fi rst appearance in French. Originally published in 1961 as Folie et déraison: 

Histoire de la folie à l’âge classique (Madness and unreason: History of madness 
in the classical age), the book was soon reissued by Plon in truncated form in 
an inexpensive French paperback version for “train station waiting rooms,” as 
Foucault puts it.14 Although pleased with a pop u lar edition of Madness, Fou-
cault was disappointed when Plon refused to republish it in its unabridged 
form. Not only was the French public likely to read an incomplete book but, 
with the exception of the Italian version, the pop u lar edition became the basis 
for all the foreign language translations of the book. This explains the severely 
abridged En glish translation by Richard Howard, titled Madness and Civiliza-

tion: A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason, that was published in 1965.15 At 
230 pages, the book was about one- third of Foucault’s original version. Mad-

ness and Civilization was widely distributed to an American audience that had, 
for the most part, never heard Foucault’s name before. And although the book 
had a considerable impact on American readers, it was not subsequently en-
gaged by queer or feminist theorists.16

Forty- fi ve years after the book’s initial publication in French, a complete 
En glish translation of Madness fi nally appeared in 2006. This unabridged trans-
lation by Jonathan Murphy and Jean Khalfa includes both the 1961 and 1972 
prefaces; a foreword by Ian Hacking; an introduction by Jean Khalfa; two ap-
pendices from the 1972 French edition, “Madness, the Absence of an Oeuvre” 
and “My Body, This Paper, This Fire”; an additional appendix, “Reply to Der-
rida,” from a 1972 Tokyo lecture; and four critical annexes with supporting 
historical documents and bibliographical material. There is no denying the 
importance of this translation- event; for the fi rst time, En glish speakers have 
access to the arguments that establish the groundwork for Foucault’s thinking 
during the remaining twenty- three years of his life. It is not yet clear, however, 
whether or not this new translation— still poorly marketed in the United 
States— will have any impact on queer or feminist theory and the study of 
sexuality, or on the Anglo- American reception of Foucault’s thought more 
generally. What ever that impact might be, it is worth highlighting Ian Hack-
ing’s astute comments in the foreword that I follow. Describing the diff erence 
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between the original and its translation, he writes: “Doublings: I suggest that 
you hold in your hands two distinct books. . . .  Despite the words being the 
same, so much has happened that the meaning is diff erent” (HM, xii). I’m inter-
ested specifi cally in how that diff erence in meaning emerges, post- queer the-
ory, in a doubling return to sexuality in History of Madness.

My return to Madness opens an ethical interrogation into its non- reading 
in the English- speaking world. Specifi cally, I reengage Madness in detail 
through the lens of a queer theoretical project that missed it the fi rst time 
around. My queer close reading of Madness builds on the work begun by Eri-
bon in Insult but moves in a slightly diff erent direction. Eribon’s attention to 
homosexuality’s exclusion into the world of unreason and his emphasis on 
Foucault’s critique of psychoanalysis in Madness clearly make the case for a 
more sustained engagement with the book, especially in a queer context. My 
project begins where Eribon ends by looking more closely at the critique of 
psychoanalysis and asking, more specifi cally, about the question of ethics as it 
relates to sexual experience. Providing an alternative to the psychoanalytic 
language that purportedly allows the madness of sexuality to speak, Madness 
off ers an alternative— what I’m calling an ethical language of eros— for ar-
ticulating the diff erence of sexual unreason.

In the context of the moral and po liti cal issues that have led Halley and oth-
ers to take a break from feminism, I focus on the ethical work a reengagement 
with Madness can do. Importantly for queer feminism, Butler in par tic u lar has 
engaged Foucault’s later work on ethics for a conception of “ethical agency” that 
“is neither fully determined nor radically free.”17 But Madness off ers resources 
for ethical thinking in our historical present that the Greco- Roman and Chris-
tian worlds of Foucault’s later volumes cannot provide. If we continue not to 
read Madness we will miss an explicitly modern historicization of the rationalist 
moralisms that produce the queer. Foucault’s genealogical approach to morality 
in Madness uses Nietz sche to move beyond moralism toward a postmoral ethics 
of erotic experience that we have yet to realize. This genealogy for a queer eth-
ics is something that we, feminists and queers alike, desperately need, as an al-
ternative both to the kind of moralism that Halley decries and to the thinness of 
queer ethics as it has been articulated up to the present moment. For if, despite 
its problems, feminism can lay claim to a robust tradition of ethical thinking, 
this is not the case for queer theory, which generally relies either on psychoana-
lytic rupture (Bersani, Edelman) or Enlightenment autonomy (Rubin, Warner) 
for its ethical models.18 Foucault’s Madness gives us a diff erent frame for thinking 
about sexuality in the context of ethics that remains consistent with his life- long 
critique of Enlightenment humanism, his sustained problematization of psycho-
analysis, and his rejection of governance politics.
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Specifi cally, Madness allows us to contextualize ethics within a conception 
of sexuality that links the apotheosis of reason and the objectifying gaze of 
science with bourgeois structures of moral exclusion. This conceptual frame 
resituates ethics within Foucault’s critique of psychoanalysis, his attention to 
lyricism and literary discourse, and his insistence on the category of experi-
ence as a crucial dimension of sexuality. If we ignore Madness, we miss a moral 
critique of rationalism that 1) challenges Freud’s despotic “patriarchal” Oedi-
pal model as the culmination of positivist science, 2) draws on literary devices 
to highlight sensibility and aff ect as aspects of sexuality, and 3) articulates a 
concept of sexual experience that both deepens and complicates Foucault’s 
later work on ethics in The History of Sexuality, Volume 2 and Volume 3 (Sexuality 

Two and Sexuality Three).19 All of these dimensions of ethics in Madness can be 
linked to the more explicitly ethical and po liti cal language of Foucault’s mid-
dle and later work, in what Michel Feher calls Foucault’s focus on “the poten-
tial for moral innovation and a politics of re sis tance.”20

I want to focus  here on the familiar Foucauldian theme of experience as a 
concept that bridges his early and late work on ethics.21 As I mentioned above, 
toward the end of his life Foucault returned to his early interest in the prob-
lem of sexuality as a problem of experience. He did this, primarily, in his 
minute dissection of the technologies of the self that, in the Greco- Roman 
world, constituted sexuality as an ethical experience whose condition of pos-
sibility was freedom. That project was his attempt to release sexuality as an 
ethical experience from its suturing to bourgeois categories of morality— 
precisely the kind of moral values that Halley objects to in cultural feminism. 
And if in his later work Foucault explores, as Butler points out, experiences of 
self- making according to ancient codes of conduct that are not, like modern 
moral codes, codes of punishment, Foucault’s ethical genealogy of an ancient 
world leaves open the question of how to engage the modern suturing of sexu-
ality with morality.22 In that context, Madness both explores how that suturing 
occurred, and forges an opening toward alternative ethical perspectives for 
living in the present, whether we live that present as feminists, queers or, like 
me, as a sometimes uncomfortable but always generative combination of the 
two. Remembering Foucault’s fi nal work on an ethics of experience, we can 
thus return to ethics in Madness through the back door, as it  were, by asking 
the question Foucault posed in 1984 not long before his death: “Why [have] 
we made sexuality into a moral experience?”23

There are a number of possible responses to that question. Some might an-
swer: it was Christianity that turned the erotic relation into something to be 
judged according to a rigid system of moral norms. This is, in fact, what Foucault 
saw after writing the still unpublished fourth volume of “History of Sexuality: 
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Confessions of the Flesh,” about the Christian period, the practices of confession, 
and the beginnings of the discursive proliferation of sexuality that culminated in 
the modern production of perversions. If Christianity was at least partially 
responsible for turning sexuality into a moral experience in the Western world, 
how do we get out from under it? Faced with that question, it is tempting to turn, 
along with Foucault, toward a Greco- Roman world and an ethics of the self as 
self- fashioning. Such an unearthing of pre- Christian corporeal practices not 
coded according to a modern conception of the body and desire off ers one way 
“out” of assujettissement and, specifi cally, the Western rationalist moralisms of En-
lightenment thinking. Not a utopia, this pre- Christian Petri dish delineates a 
limited experimental fi eld of forces where ethical self- fashioning in relation to 
others can take place within a context Foucault calls freedom.

This familiar reading of a Foucauldian ethics of self- fashioning is not a 
false story about Foucault. But I propose reading Foucault somewhat diff er-
ently, from a diff erent angle and under a diff erent light. Specifi cally, in order 
to grapple with that diffi  cult question— why have we made sexuality into a 
moral experience?— we must also return to Madness and the great division 
between reason and unreason. If returning to the Greeks was Foucault’s way 
of getting out from under Christian morality, returning to the moment of 
splitting in the Age of Reason was Foucault’s way of getting out from under 
philosophy’s despotic moralizing power. This is not to deny either the value of 
Foucault’s pre- Christian approach to ethics in Sexuality Two and Three or the 
suggestive uses that have been made of that work for ethical thinking beyond 
morality. Rather, it is to off er a diff erent way of proceeding. This way of pro-
ceeding takes seriously the secular, rationalist production of a normative eth-
ics through which the erotic bonds of modern bodies continue to be coded as 
moral experience. This approach to Foucault teases out, in the Madness book, 
his ethical alternative to the philosophical production of moral norms by a 
sovereign secular reason. That ethical alternative to rationalist morality— 
something we might imagine as sexual experience released from its moral 
frame— is what I call Foucault’s ethics of eros.

That ethics is situated in a trajectory of thought that confronts the Cartesian 
mind- body dualism with an insistence on the role the body plays in intersubjec-
tive relations. As a site of plea sure but also of death, of erotic connection but also 
of pain, the body reactivates the tragic dimension of subjectivity, the fact of our 
life and our annihilation in the body’s eventual death. In its premodern form, 
madness as unreason stood in for that bodily dimension of human experience: 
the cosmic, tragic presence of life and death— Eros and Thanatos— at the heart 
of all subjectivity. By the late eigh teenth century, that tragic subjectivity had 
been masked by science in the capture of madness as mental illness.
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Within that conception of modern subjectivity as a mask that hides our 
tragic corporeality, Foucault celebrates an erotic subjectivity that embraces 
the body in its experience of life and death. Paradoxically, however, to re-
claim that tragic erotic experience is also to negate it as already captured by 
the gaze of scientifi c reason. As Foucault puts it in the 1961 preface to History 

of Madness: “Any perception that aims to apprehend [those insane words] in 
their wild state necessarily belongs to a world that has captured them al-
ready.”24 Thus the historical objectifi cation by the Age of Reason of our bodily 
selves as a repudiated madness makes Foucault’s reclamation of erotic experi-
ence not only tragic but also ironic, since it can only be grasped through the 
hindsight of its undoing.

Let me emphasize  here Foucault’s professed aim in writing Madness to 
describe an “experience” of madness that includes within it the “experience” 
of sexuality. Madness’s exposure of the historical split between reason and un-
reason traces, more than anything, an experience of alienation in the modern 
world. But as a description of experience, Foucault’s story is odd. Philosophi-
cally speaking, Madness does not, as John Caputo claims, “perfectly parallel 
the phenomenological goal of fi nding a realm of pure ‘prepredicative’ experi-
ence, prior to its being carved out by the categories of logical grammar.”25 
Indeed, there is more going on in Madness than the simple uncovering of a 
hermeneutic depth within which we will fi nd the (mad) truth of a subject.

Neither does Foucault’s history of experience make sense in traditional his-
toriographical terms. Unlike the personal testimonies, private journals, letters, 
or other documents historians tend to use to get at the “truth” of an experience 
in the past, Foucault’s materials— artistic and literary repre sen ta tions, individual 
cases documented by doctors, anonymous brochures, royal edicts, hospital regu-
lations and rules of order, medical treatises, architectural plans, statistical inven-
tories, and proposals for reform— are strangely impersonal. And yet he insists, 
over and over, that his book recounts the experience of madness.

The oddness of the relationship between the experiential claim and the 
lack of documents or philosophical approach that would support that claim in 
traditional terms suggests something about the diffi  culty of accessing experi-
ences in history. Indeed, as Joan Scott argues in “The Evidence of Experience” 
(1991), the diffi  culty of that access might lead us to think diff erently about ex-
perience itself. Quoting Gayatri Spivak, Scott writes: “It ought to be possi-
ble . . .  to ‘make visible the assignment of subject- positions,’ not in the sense 
of capturing the reality of the objects seen, but of trying to understand the 
operations of the complex and changing discursive pro cesses by which identi-
ties are ascribed, resisted, or embraced, and which pro cesses themselves are 
unremarked and indeed achieve their eff ect because they are not noticed.”26
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This astute comment by a feminist historian about the complexity of us-
ing “experience” to get at the truth of the past is especially germane to what 
Foucault is doing in describing the “experience” of madness and, by exten-
sion, what it means to be queer. To “captur[e] the reality of the objects seen,” 
as Scott puts it, would be to repeat the despotic gesture of a positivist science 
that pins down and names sexual deviants (“EE,” 408). That gesture of cap-
ture not only turns the subject into an object, but also misses the experience 
of sexuality altogether. In addition, because the voices of the mad have, for the 
most part, been lost to us— we have very few documents in which they speak 
for themselves and in their own words— the problem of accessing the “real-
ity” of their experience is compounded.

As the project of a traditional historian or phi los o pher, then, the task of 
rendering the “experience” of madness, including its specifi cally sexual forms, 
is, as Foucault puts it, “doubly impossible” (HM, xxxii), both because the ren-
dering captures and objectifi es the subject, and because “those insane words 
that nothing anchors in time” (HM, xxxii) are lost to us. But in another, anti-
historical or antiphilosophical sense, Foucault does render something like the 
experience of madness and sexual deviance. He does so by uncovering the 
“structure” and the “rudimentary movements of an experience . . .  before it is 
captured by knowledge” (HM, xxxii, emphasis added). This is not a move, as 
Caputo claims, to fi nd a pure truth that would precede knowledge— Foucault 
is hardly as naïve as that, as his nonlinear conception of the interdependence 
of history and knowledge demonstrates. Rather, Foucault is working from the 
perspective of the present, from within a knowledge that knows too much and 
therefore misses experience itself: “In our time,” Foucault writes, “the expe-
rience of madness is made in the calm of a knowledge which, through knowing 

it too much, passes it over” (HM, xxxiv, emphasis added). He is thus, as Scott puts 
it in a diff erent context, both “trying to understand the operations of the com-
plex and changing discursive pro cesses” by which mad sexuality is formed, 
and trying to get at those pro cesses which are “unremarked and indeed achieve 
their eff ect because they are not noticed” (“EE,” 408). In the Madness project, 
Foucault tries “to allow these words and texts”— the documented cases that 
form his corpus and “which came from beneath the surface of language”—“to 
speak of themselves” so that those words and texts might “fi nd their place 
without being betrayed” (HM, xxxiv– xxxv).

One might be tempted to linger  here, as so many Foucault critics have 
done, over the language of depth that fi gures madness “beneath [a] surface.” 
But the images of depth are only part of the picture. Foucault knows better 
than anyone that if the project to bring words from beneath a surface is the 
attempt to avoid a betrayal, that project is doomed from the moment of its 
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inception. For of course the betrayal is there, from the start, as the constitu-
tive irony of the project itself: the experience of madness cannot be captured, 
and even if we could capture it, to do so would be to betray it. Foucault 
knows this well, as he states repeatedly in the pages of Madness. Given the 
irony of this inevitable betrayal, “it is tempting,” as Scott puts it, “to abandon 
[experience] altogether” (“EE,” 412). And yet, as Scott asserts, and as surely 
Foucault would concur: “Experience is not a word we can do without” (“EE,” 
412). Nowhere does this hold more true than in Foucault’s project to trace the 
“rudimentary movements of an experience” (HM, xxxii) of madness. Espe-
cially with madness, “what counts as an experience is neither self- evident nor 
straight- forward; it is always contested, and always therefore po liti cal” (“EE,” 
412). The documents are thin, written most often with the words of others 
and never those of the mad subjects themselves. Indeed, as Foucault’s 1964 
essay “Madness, the Absence of an Oeuvre” makes abundantly clear, when the 
mad actually “speak”— as in the empirical cases of Nerval, Nietz sche, and 
Roussel— their “work” disappears. Their experience becomes, then, the 
opening of a question, an approach that “interrogates the pro cesses of [a sub-
ject’s] creation” and, in so doing, “refi gures history . . .  and opens new ways 
for thinking about change” (“EE,” 412).

I emphasize this problem of experience in order to contrast Foucault’s 
project in Madness with the project he undertakes in Sexuality One. Specifi cally, 
one of the queer sexual experiences Madness describes is the disappearance of 
a Re nais sance “homosexual lyricism” in the Age of Reason, a kind of closeting 
of the queer through the suppression of its expression. This suppression cor-
responds to the historical cessation of the physical execution of sodomites. So 
as the last sodomitical body burns in the eigh teenth century, a fi re begins to 
rage that will engulf in its fl ames an entire lyrical world of queer sentiment 
and sensation. We can see in this example from Madness that Foucault is trac-
ing “the rudimentary movements of an experience” (HM, xxxii) by, paradoxi-
cally, describing its disappearance. Neither the lyricism nor its silencing cap-
tures the experience of homosexuality itself, either as a historical truth or as 
the result of a phenomenological epoché (bracketing). But this hardly means 
that sexual experience has no relevance for the story Foucault wants to tell. 
The image of a disappearance— as the shadow of “homosexual lyricism” sink-
ing over the edge of the horizon of reason— ultimately renders something 
that had not been noticed before. And that something is what Foucault de-
scribes as a world of expression, sensation, and sensibility “whose wild state,” 
like madness, “can never be reconstituted,” but that we can, nonetheless, 
“strain our ears” to hear (HM, xxxii– xxxiii).
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The result is a certain thickness and stylistic fl ourish in the written quali-
ties of Madness itself: a descriptive density, rhetorical texture, imagistic play 
and— why not say it?— a certain lyricism that produces not only a cognitive 
eff ect, but also, importantly, translates as aff ect in the manner of a “literary” 
text. Indeed, Foucault’s rendering of a movement of alienation— the experi-
ence of being queer— that stretches from the age of lepers to the age of Freud 
is not only conceptually antiphilosophical, but also stylistically so. And this 
signals not only a writerly quality apparent to all who read Foucault, but also, 
as Deleuze puts it, “a style of life, not at all something personal, but the inven-
tion of a possibility of life, of a mode of existence.”27 Nowhere is this stylistic 
quality as a style of life— what we might call a writerly eros— more visible 
than in Madness. Again Deleuze, in his comments on Foucault, must surely 
have been thinking of Madness when he described Foucault as “a great stylist. 
Concepts take on with him the rhythmic quality, or, as in the strange dia-
logues with himself with which he closes some of his books, a contrapuntal 
one. His syntax builds up the shimmerings and scintillations of the visible but 
also twists like a whip, folding and unfolding, or cracking in time to the 
rhythm of its utterances” (Neg, 101).

But if Madness is marked by the lyrical thickness of a stylistic fl air that uses 
the texture of writing to transmit the erotic qualities of sexual experience— 
what Deleuze calls “style . . .  [as] a way of existing”— that sense of a “possi-
bility of life” (Neg, 100) is entirely missing from Foucault’s rendering of sexu-
ality in the fi rst volume of History of Sexuality fi fteen years later. In Sexuality 

One, sexuality is thin— as Nietz sche might put it: “as thin as if it  were stretched 
between two membranes.”28 No longer articulated in terms of the “rudimen-
tary movements” of a subject’s experience as “scintillations of the visible” 
(Neg, 101) or twists of a whip, sexuality in Sexuality One refl ects Foucault’s 
turn in the early 1970s toward what he calls a microphysics of power and 
away from the rhetoric and imagery of “representations”— precisely those as-
pects of Madness that make it thick. As the French title of Sexuality One (La 

Volonté de savoir) insists, modern sexuality in that volume is the discursive and 
nondiscursive result of an objectifying “will to knowledge” that has developed 
over time to specify sexual “individuals” (HS1, 43) as a tantalizing array of 
perversions within a dispositif or cultural grid of intelligibility. And if the dis-

positif is complex, it is also thin: “a great surface network” (HS1, 105). It is a 
skeleton that has no fl esh, no passion, no eros. And if it has style— which I 
think it does— the style is as thin as the sexuality it describes. As a “style of 
life” (HS1, 100), Sexuality One off ers us the aporetic rhetoric and anorectic im-
agery of an erotic experience whose possibility is no longer even a shadow. 
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Even its ghost, it seems, has disappeared altogether under the objectifying 
gaze of science.

I insist on the thinness of the dispositif not only to contrast an experiential 
Madness with a discursive Sexuality One, but also to demonstrate what will be 
missed when readers engage Foucauldian sexuality only through the lens of 
his middle and later work. Reencountering Foucault in Sexuality One, through 
the lens of a Madness that most of his queer and feminist readers have missed 
altogether, allows me to resituate his thinking about sexuality as a consistent 
engagement, from start to fi nish, with the problem of ethics. The concepts 
and frames for thinking about sex that emerge out of that pro cess of reengage-
ment and revision challenge some of the most dogmatically reiterated idées 

reçues about sexuality in Foucault. More constructively, they point toward the 
project of a queer ethics that would release queer feminists from an agonizing 
moral split.

Specifi cally, in highlighting sexuality as an ethics of experience, I want to 
contest the ubiquitous readings of Foucault that interpret him primarily as a 
historian who rearranges sexual acts and identities on a linear timeline. This 
is important for the feminist- queer split, because the queer position explicitly 
constructs itself as a non- identitarian intervention into the petrifying logic of 
normative identities associated with categories like “woman.” It would be easy 
to fi ll a book with the numerous examples, from historians and nonhistorians 
alike, of scholarship that captures sexuality in Foucault as primarily a denatu-
ralization of sexual identity through its precise localization in history. Espe-
cially problematic are those introductions that present Foucault to an uniniti-
ated audience of virgin readers. Let me give just a few examples.

Tamsin Spargo asserts, in Foucault and Queer Theory (1999), that Foucault 
“insisted that the category of the homosexual grew out of a par tic u lar context 
in the 1870s.”29 Along the same lines, in Queer Theory: An Introduction (1996), 
Annamarie Jagose is impressed by a Foucault who is “confi dent” enough to 
furnish “an exact date for the invention of homosexuality.”30 More recently, in 
their introduction to the interdisciplinary anthology, Queer Studies (2003), 
Robert Corber and Steven Valocchi state that “Foucault traced the transfor-
mation of sexuality in modern societies from a set of practices and relations 
governed by religious and secular law into a set of identities regulated by 
norms.”31 The examples of these assertions about Foucault’s purported speci-
fi cation of the invention of homosexual identity in the nineteenth century are 
as pervasive as they are repetitive. Virtually every reader of Foucault with an 
interest in queer sexuality begins with Sexuality One, and often with two pre-
conceptions already, like perversions, implanted in their heads: fi rst, that 
Foucault contrasts earlier sexual acts with later sexual identities; and second, 
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that Foucault locates the moment of the shift from one to the other at a pre-
cise point in the nineteenth century.

In order to buttress and build on those assertions, queer Foucauldians 
typically cite the following passage, which I quote at length both in French and 
En glish. I will spend some time on the passage in order to tease out the larger 
conceptual assertions I want to make, countering what I view as queer theory’s 
repeated misreadings of Foucault. I also linger on the passage as another ac-
knowledgement of the concept of “translation” in our collective thinking about 
sex, sexuality, and gender. For reasons that will become clear, I italicize those 
words and phrases, in both the French and En glish versions, where the En glish 
translation will produce a signifi cant distortion of the French meaning. After 
citing the passage in French, I include in brackets within the En glish translation 
a more precise rendering of the terms in question:

Cette chasse nouvelle aux sexualités périphériques entraîne une incorpo-
ration des perversions et une spécifi cation nouvelle des individus. La 
sodomie— celle des anciens droits civil ou canonique—était un type 
d’actes interdits; leur auteur n’en était que le sujet juridique. L’homosexuel 
du XIXe siècle est devenu un personnage: un passé, une histoire et une 
enfance, un caractère, une forme de vie; une morphologie aussi, avec une 
anatomie indiscrète et peut-être une physiologie mystérieuse. Rien de ce 
qu’il est au total n’échappe à sa sexualité. Partout en lui, elle est présente: 
sous- jacente à toutes ses conduites parce qu’elle en est le principe insi-
dieux et indéfi niment actif; inscrite sans pudeur sur son visage et sur son 
corps parce qu’elle est un secret qui se trahit toujours. Elle lui est consub-
stantielle, moins comme un péché d’habitude que comme une nature 
singulière. Il ne faut pas oublier que la catégorie psychologique, psychi-
atrique, médicale de l’homosexualité s’est constituée du jour où on l’a 
caractérisée— le fameux article de Westphal en 1870, sur les “sensations 
sexuelles contraires” peut valoir comme date de naissance— moins par 
un type de relations sexuelles que par une certaine qualité de la sensibil-
ité sexuelle, une certaine manière d’intervertir en soi- même le masculin 
et le féminin. L’homosexualité est apparue comme une des fi gures de la 
sexualité lorsqu’elle a été rabattue de la pratique de la sodomie sur une 
sorte d’androgynie intérieure, un hermaphrodisme de l’âme. Le sod-
omite était un relaps, l’homosexuel est maintenant une espèce.32

This new persecution of the peripheral sexualities entailed an incor-
poration of perversions and a new specifi cation of individuals. As defi ned 
by the ancient civil or canonical codes, sodomy was a category of forbid-
den acts; their perpetrator [their author] was nothing more than the juridical 
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subject of them. The nineteenth- century homosexual became a personage 
[a character]: a past, a case history, and a childhood, in addition to being a 
type of life, a life form, and a morphology, with an indiscreet anatomy and 
possibly a mysterious physiology. Nothing that went into his total composition 

was unaff ected by [Nothing of what he is, in total, escapes] his sexuality. It 
was [is] everywhere present in him: at the root of all his actions because 
it was [is] their insidious and indefi nitely active principle; written immod-
estly on his face and body because it was [is] a secret that always gave itself 

away [gives itself away]. It was [is] consubstantial with him, less as a ha-
bitual sin than as a singular nature. We must not forget that the psycho-
logical, psychiatric, medical category of homosexuality was constituted 
from the moment it was characterized— Westphal’s famous [notorious 
(with strong irony)] article of 1870 on “contrary sexual sensations” can 
stand as its date of birth— less by a type of sexual relations than by a 
certain quality of sexual sensibility, a certain way of inverting the mas-
culine and feminine in oneself. Homosexuality appeared as one of the 
forms [fi gures] of sexuality when it was transposed [cut away] from the 
practice of sodomy [and reattached] onto a kind of interior androgyny, a 
hermaphrodism of the soul. The sodomite had been [was] a temporary ab-

erration [a fall back into heresy]; the homosexual was [is] now a species.33

This passage from Sexuality One is undoubtedly one of the most frequently 
quoted passages of Foucault’s corpus. It has been quoted and requoted— not 
only by queer theorists and feminists, but also by historians, literary critics, 
and legal scholars— to fashion arguments about the relative merits, or lack 
thereof, of conceptualizing sexuality as either acts or identities in par tic u lar 
contexts or historical moments. This proliferation of citations, often from a 
not- quite- precise En glish translation, has had a number of consequences, not 
least of which is a drastic simplifi cation of what Foucault is actually saying in 
the paragraph. My intent is not to be pedantic by indulging in obscure ety-
mologies or hair- splitting diff erences of defi nition. Rather, because of the 
considerable importance of the passage in question for an entire generation of 
thinking about sexuality, I linger on what I see as some key distortions of in-
terpretation in order to challenge what have long been considered to be some 
basic Foucauldian queer “truths.” Indeed, since Foucault insisted on the insta-
bility of what he called the “games of truth,” it seems appropriate to question 
those truths that have somehow solidifi ed into a kind of queer dogma.

When one reads the passage closely, both with Madness in mind and with 
an attention to the nuances of Foucault’s French terminology, one may be 
surprised that the passage has been so widely read as a defi nitive statement 
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about sodomitical acts becoming homosexual identity in the nineteenth cen-
tury. That commonly accepted reading of Foucault is questionable for a num-
ber of reasons. First, from the start we see quite clearly that nowhere in the 
passage does the word “identity” appear. In fact, it is a word that Foucault uses 
infrequently, usually ironically or in its arithmetical meaning: identity as 
equality.34 Like most of his French compatriots, Foucault saw identity, in its 
personal and po liti cal meanings, as a specifi cally American obsession. In the 
passage, he uses the words individus (individuals), personnage (character), and 
fi gure (fi gure) to name a phenomenon of emergence that Anglo- American read-
ers have interpreted, again and again, as identity. And while an “individual”— a 
single human being— could have the personality or specifi c traits that, to-
gether, we sometimes call an identity, this is not necessarily the case. Particu-
larly in queer and feminist theory, “identity” means not only a general sense of 
identifi cation or sameness (from the Latin idem) in one’s relation to oneself or 
to others. It also includes, more importantly, the connotations of group be-
longing or affi  liation associated with American identity politics. Identity in 
this po liti cal sense is what the French tend to call the communautarisme of 
American politics, as opposed to a French universalisme that grows out of their 
republican po liti cal tradition. In fact, more often than not, from a French 
perspective the “individual” is viewed as exemplifying the free choices and 
freedoms of a French republicanism that stands in opposition to an “identity” 
that grows out of an American communautarisme. Indeed, as Éric Fassin points 
out, since the 1990s French phi los o phers like Alain Finkelkraut and Frédéric 
Martel have reclaimed, “recycled,” and repatriated Foucault—“as a titular 
fi gure of French republicanism”— a philosophical force of “individual” French 
re sis tance against what is viewed, sometimes homophobically, as the scourge 
of American “identity” politics: the “communitarian wind that blows in the 
U.S.,” as sociologist Irène Théry so derisively puts it.35

This initial suspicion about an assumed equivalence between Foucault’s 
“individual” and an Americanized “identity,” in either the po liti cal or personal 
sense of the word, is confi rmed by the other terms. Both personnage and fi gure 
(offi  cially translated as “personage” and “form,” respectively) highlight an un-
derstanding of sexuality as the fi ctive or meta phorical product of a repre sen ta-
tional order, like a character in a play or the protagonist of a novel or even the 
“face” acquired through a rhetorical troping. In addition, the seemingly minor 
matter of punctuation becomes important  here. In the French version, person-

nage is not one of a long series of attributes separated by commas—“a person-
age, a past, a case history, a childhood,” and so forth— thus constituting, as 
“personage,” one of the elements that, taken together, might form an identity. 
In fact, a colon separates the “character” from the attributes with which it is 
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endowed; those attributes are deposited within the character that simply 
provides a container for them. In that sense, the personnage is not so diff erent 
from the social types one might fi nd in a medieval morality play or a Re nais-
sance allegory like the Bosch paintings or Brandt’s narrative verses about the 
Ship of Fools that Foucault invokes at the beginning of Madness.

However, a familiarity with Madness provides a clue to one important dif-
ference between the Re nais sance personnage and its modern version. It is not 
the distinction between acts and identities that matters, as so many readers 
have asserted, but rather the diff erence between the ethical universes each 
set of characters represents. The Re nais sance fi gure of the ship of fools in 
Madness’s opening chapter, “Stultifera Navis,” symbolizes a moving social mi-
crocosm in its struggle with complex ethical questions about love and the 
body, one’s relations with others, life’s destiny in death, and how reason and 
unreason determine the limits of subjectivity. The individual “character” 
who emerges in Sexuality One, by contrast, is an isolated, objectifi ed puppet- 
like fi gure whose insides— its past, its childhood, its inner life— is merely 
the reversal of what the gaze of science sees on the outside: “written immod-
estly,” as Foucault puts it, “on his face and body.” This structure of reversal is 
only an identity to the extent that identity names a subject deprived of the 
complexity of lived experience. It is not an identity in either the po liti cal or 
personal sense— in the fullness of its lived, experiential meanings— but rather 
the draining away of erotic life into a thin shadow Foucault calls “sexuality.”

Read through the lens of the moral reor ga ni za tion that Madness describes, 
this ethical shift from the ship of fools to a modern scientifi c morality play 
provides a key for reinterpreting the relationship between acts and the charac-
ters who perform them. In Sexuality One, modern “characters” act, but only as 
the medicalized, psychiatric doubles of premodern juridical subjects; as spe-
cifi cally “homosexual” characters, they are what Foucault calls in Abnormal the 
“ethico- moral doubles” of premodern sodomites.36 In the passage I have cited 
from Sexuality One, this psychiatric doubling and objectifi cation of the modern 
homosexual “character” is reinforced by its opposition, lost in the En glish 
translation, to the earlier term that is its binary complement: the “author” of 
sodomitical acts. Further, the “character” in question is not “socially con-
structed” by some interchangeable, generalizable array of juridical, pedagogical, 
literary, or po liti cal dispositifs, as many have implied. Rather, he is specifi cally 
constructed by psychological science. The combined structures of rationalist 
exclusion and bourgeois morality which led to the apotheosis of that science is 
precisely what the six hundred pages of History of Madness so meticulously de-
scribes.  Here in Sexuality One, Foucault insists on the fi ctional construction of 
the ontological essence that results from the apotheosis of the psyche as sexual: 
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“what he is, in total” is the creation of a “psychological, psychiatric, medical category” 
(HS1, 43, emphasis added).

So if the ancient “juridical” subject was still the “author” or agent of the 
acts for which he was then judged according to a moral code,  here the modern 
medical subject faces a diff erent kind of moral control with the depositing of 
guilt and shame into the heart of his inner life: an alienated, monstrous sexual 
interiority. Madness describes how that internalization of bourgeois morality 
occurs, from the moment of the great confi nement to its culmination in the 
creation of the Freudian unconscious. With the rise of positivism, that inner 
life has been frozen into the attributes of a character to be viewed under a 
microscope and dissected into the elements that constitute a “case history.” 
This ethical alteration describes not so much the constitution of a modern 
“identity”— again, Foucault does not use the word  here— than it does a pro-
cess of rationalist, positivist objectifi cation. The premodern juridical subject 
who was the “author” of his acts comes out of the Age of Reason as the object, 
puppet, or character of the psychiatric author or agent who created him.

In that sense he is not simply neutrally “transposed,” as the En glish trans-
lation of rabattue suggests at the end of the passage. Rather, psychological 
knowledge cuts out or abstracts “homosexuality” from a thicker set of experi-
ences called sodomitical practice that involve not only the singular body of a 
sodomite but also a form of social or ga ni za tion that Foucault calls “a type of 
sexual relations.” Knowledge diminishes that complex, subjective, relational 
experience of sexuality by capturing it and pinning it down as a “fi gure” it can 
use. The verb rabattre, from the Latin abattere (“to beat,” “to fell”), insists on 
this sense of a weakening, a diminishment, or even a fall from what came be-
fore: the practice of sodomy within a perhaps brutal system of moral codes, 
but within which the juridical subject was the “author” of his acts. The dimin-
ishment of rabattre also reinforces a sense of the repetition of an earlier “fall” 
back into a condition designated by the specifi cally religious meaning of the 
word relaps in the fi nal sentence. Not a “temporary aberration,” as the En glish 
translation would have it, “the sodomite was a relaps”: a fall back into a heresy 
that had been previously abjured.

But if the fall into heresy— produced as the repeated, iterative acts of 
“habitual sin”— marks a position of re sis tance, however tenuous or unsuccess-
ful, to the dogma of the age, such is not the case for the modern equivalent of 
that religious fall. With the fall of modern homosexuality into “a singular na-
ture” that cannot be changed, the possibilities contained in the agency and 
re sis tance of the heretical sodomite disappear. As science rises, the homosex-
ual falls into his modern condition as object: “the homosexual is now a spe-
cies” (HS1, 59). Thus an ethical experience—the judgment, choices, acts, 
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feelings, sensations, sensibilities, and forms of relation of resisting, heretical 
subjects together— is degraded and reversed as a singular essence or “sensibil-
ity” within. The subject- turned- object can have no experience— resistant or 
otherwise, relational or not— that would constitute an ethical life of free-
dom. Although as a “character” he acts like a subject engaged in practices of 
freedom, as a medicalized double he can only act as a puppet. The condition 
of possibility of an ethics of experience— the freedom to be the author of 
one’s acts, to form relationships, to make judgments, and to resist— have 
been taken away from the now fully subjugated (assujetti) subject- as- object 
captured by the rationalizing gaze of science.

I insist on this detailed attention to the French and En glish versions of 
Sexuality One in order to make a larger point about queer theoretical readings 
of Foucault, of which Halley’s reading is but one example. Reengaging Sexual-

ity One through the ethical lens of Madness both challenges and complicates 
categorical interpretations of a taxonomic Foucault who would simply slot 
sexualities into acts or identities at a precise moment in history. As Madness 
demonstrates, the objectifying act of the rationalist puppeteer does not occur 
only once, or as a singular event in time; it happens over and over, taking dif-
ferent shapes during diff erent periods. Indeed, even in Sexuality One, which 
lacks the detail and nuance of Madness, one can see that the objectifi cation of 
sexual alterity is ongoing, as the repeated French verbs in the historical pres-
ent tense insist: “It is everywhere present in him,” “it is a secret that always 
betrays itself,” “it is consubstantial with him,” and “the homosexual is now a 
species.” This sense of the ongoing nature of subjectivation also marks sexual-
ity in the past, reinforced  here by the imperfect tense of the verb être in the 
fi nal sentence: “The sodomite was a fall back into heresy.” Oddly rendered as 
“had been” in the En glish version, the better translation of était as “was” con-
veys a past whose beginning and end cannot be specifi ed; the imparfait verb 
form signals the past as a condition or state of being that not only happens 
again and again, but cannot be defi nitively separated from the time of the 
present. Thus the time of the sodomite and the time of the homosexual are 
coextensive. And yet, if we take seriously the historic breach between reason 
and unreason after the Re nais sance, they are also radically incommensurable 
with each other. In that sense, the historical, epistemic movement that links 
the ancient sodomite to the modern homosexual makes them, paradoxically, 
both temporally coextensive and conceptually untranslatable.

As Madness shows, the modern epistemic breach that divides the sodomite 
from the homosexual “begins” with the Cartesian coup of the cogito and the 
great confi nement of the mad in hospitals during the seventeenth century; this 
coup will be repeated by diff erent actors over the course of the centuries— by 
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Tuke and Pinel in the eigh teenth century, by Charcot in the nineteenth, and by 
Freud in the twentieth. Those with a taste for the acclaim and career- making 
precision of a positivist discovery will proclaim, as Foucault parodically does in 
the famous passage from Sexuality One, that we can objectively pin down the 
exact date of birth of a new scientifi cally designated “species.” And so, the story 
goes, Foucault declares the birth of homosexual identity in 1870.

But given all that we know about genealogy, rupture, and a Foucauldian 
conception of the past that refuses to posit an origin of anything, these 
“straight” readings of Foucault seem naïve. We can only read this inaccurate 
declaration— the actual date of Westphal’s article is 1869— of the “notori-
ous” scientifi c birthday of “the homosexual” as highly ironic, in the same way 
that “identity” can only be ironically American from a French perspective.37 
We can only hear Foucault’s “confi dent dating,” as Jagose puts it, of homo-
sexuality’s birth, as the parodic repetition of what a serious scientist might 
confi dently assert.38 And in case we didn’t get it, that irony is underscored by 
the French “ fameux” which describes the scientifi c paper where the birthday 
declaration is so notoriously made; unlike célèbre, which carries the “straight” 
meaning of famous, fameux is usually tinged— again, like “identity”— with a 
slightly derisive irony. Indeed, to read the date 1870 as other than ironic is to 
buy into the psychological, psychiatric, and medical authority that Foucault 
goes to great pains to dismantle.

Thus rather than opposing acts and identities along the linear timeline of 
history, as so many identity- obsessed readers are wont to do, Foucault de-
scribes  here an ethical shift with regard to sexuality that is perfectly clear if 
we read the passage through the lens of Madness. “Juridical” morality before 
the advent of modern psychology translates certain “acts” into a mode of sub-
jectivity we might describe as practices or ways of living. Another form of 
morality— what we might call, following Nietz sche, the morality of interiority— 
creates a “character” (personage) and the illusion of an inner life: the modern 
soul. That new subjectivity is the product of a rationalism that creates a psyche 
and, along with it, psychology, psychiatry, and psychoanalysis. Not only that, 
with the advent of the psyche, exteriority is transformed and captured: science 
manages the horizontal complexity of “sexual relations” and “the masculine 
and the feminine” by “inverting” that complexity through a play of mirrors 
that makes it appear as an inner depth (HS1, 43). And if the psychic management 
of sexual alterity is no less despotic than the ancient juridical codes through 
which sodomitical acts  were judged, it masks that despotism through the in-
verting pro cess.

If we  haven’t read Madness in its unabridged form, we will miss the nu-
ances of those ethical meanings that fl icker across the surface of Sexuality One; 
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we will read it, instead, as so many have, as a categorical claim about acts and 
identities in history. For indeed, what we don’t get  here in Sexuality One is the 
complex scaff olding that explains how those shifts occur in relation to ratio-
nalist structures of exclusion, the shifts Foucault describes in Madness as the 
ethical reor ga ni za tion of love and unreason. Over the course of Madness, a 
Nietz schean genealogy of those rationalist structures emerges in Foucault’s 
critique of the bourgeois production of morality as interiority. Although 
Nietz sche’s Genealogy of Morals is never directly cited in Madness, Foucault’s 
repeated descriptions of the institutional and conceptual structures that link 
reason and unreason to the historical emergence of a moral subject make clear 
his indebtedness to Nietz sche’s conception of a self- negating “bad conscience” 
that grounds the modern humanist subject. Madness shows us that Foucault’s 
story is not about an absolute historical shift from acts to identities; rather, it 
is about the internalization of bourgeois morality that produces, eventually, 
the “fable” (HS1, 35) of an inner psyche, soul, or conscience. Only in this way 
does the “thin” homosexual “thing” of modern science acquire the illusory 
“thickness”— a self- doubling trick of mirrors— of what so many have called 
an “identity.” It may be more accurate, like Foucault with his “fable,” to call 
that thickness the fi ction of the psyche. That psyche is a “character” that in-
verts the magnifi cent exterior diversity of the world— the proliferating gen-
der trouble of homosexuals, androgynes, hermaphrodites, and all they will 
become as modern gender- queers—and stuff s it “inside.” That “inside,” of 
course,  doesn’t really exist in what is merely the fl at space of a scientifi c fi c-
tion. But if the inner “secret” of sexuality is ultimately no secret at all, it is 
nonetheless “indispensable” as the “fable” that is “written immodestly” (HS1, 
43) all over a queer object, which rationalism and morality want to contain.

Generally speaking, then, the interest of sexuality in Foucault is not to 
plot acts versus identities on a historical timeline. Foucault reminds us, again 
and again, that he is not a historian. Rather, he “uses” history in a par tic u lar 
way, to locate those moments of rupture that Deleuze would describe, along 
with Blanchot, as the confi nement of the outside.39 The seventeenth century 
is one of those moments for several reasons, including, most pertinently in the 
case of Madness, the advent of Cartesian rationalism and the great confi nement 
of the mad in the hospitals of Paris. The classical age is obviously not the only 
moment of rupture in the story of sexuality; neither is it the fi rst. There is 
nothing in Foucault’s analysis that excludes the possibility of medieval sod-
omites as “personages” or Re nais sance tribades as “characters.” But as Foucault 
insists numerous times in Madness, the historical “geography” within which 
those characters appear is “half- real, half- imaginary” (HM, 11, translation 
modifi ed). They are spatiotemporal Deleuzian “diagrams” or “assemblages,” 
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continual pro cesses of folding and unfolding that describe Foucault’s histories 
as repeated but changing stories. In that conception, acts and identities cannot 
emerge just once, because history itself is an ongoing pro cess of emergence. 
As Deleuze puts it: “That everything is always said in every age is perhaps 
Foucault’s greatest historical principle.” 40

If we understand this strongly anti- Historical (with a capital H) dimen-
sion of Foucault’s histories, we can make some headway into the endless de-
bates about acts versus identities and how they emerge in history. It would be 
diffi  cult to overstate how strongly Foucault rejects a Sartrean “totalizing” 
sense of history that would pin anything down— sexual or otherwise— as an 
object of knowledge fully available to “human consciousness,” as he puts it in 
an unpublished interview with Roger- Pol Droit.41 Even more important, the 
insistent focus on a binary choice between acts and identities— a choice that 
eff aces Foucault’s reference to “sexual sensibility” (HS1, 43) in Sexuality One as 
the inverted thing pinned down by science— disregards entirely the aff ective 
dimension of erotic experience. We are more than the fables we tell about 
ourselves— that aspect of sexuality that readers of Foucault have called our 
modern Western identities. We are also more than the juridical interpreta-
tion of what our bodies do— that dimension of subjectivity that the famous 
passage from Sexuality One calls our acts. To miss the nuance of what Foucault 
is saying, and limit ourselves merely to a choice between acts and identities, in 
fact reinscribes the Cartesian coup— splitting the mind from the body— that 
was so eff ective in rationalizing the great confi nement.

My purpose in challenging a pervasive understanding of identity in Fou-
cault is ultimately not negative but constructive: to expand Foucauldian con-
ceptions of sexuality to encompass the problems of lived experience in rela-
tion to our historical and po liti cal present. Such an expansion can occur on 
the far side of a critique that challenges acts versus identities in Sexuality One 
through the retrospective lens of Madness. So what specifi cally does the acts 
versus identities critique bring us, constructively speaking?

First, it allows us to shift the terms of historical scholarship on sexuality, 
displacing arguments about acts versus identities toward other, more interest-
ing questions about the specifi c confi gurations of bodies, sensibilities, sensa-
tions, feelings, acts, and relations in diff erent times and places, without being 
trapped in a rigid binary frame for thinking about those confi gurations. Sec-
ond, within Foucault scholarship itself, we can resolve what Eribon sees as the 
“contradictory pre sen ta tions” of the historical “invention” of homosexuality in 
Madness and Sexuality One, in the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries, re-
spectively.42 As we have seen, a linear timeline is beside the point, and contra-
diction  doesn’t end with the seventeenth century, as we can clearly see with 
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the disappearance of a specifi cally “homosexual” lyricism Foucault associates 
with the Eu ro pe an Re nais sance. Third, in conceptual terms, we can alter our 
focus away from the Anglo- American concept of identity toward a more capa-
cious understanding of gendered, sexual experience— as lyrical or silenced, 
relational or confi ned— that includes, beyond acts and identities, the thick 
residue of sensations and sensibilities that constitutes an ever- expanding “ar-
chive of feelings,” to borrow Ann Cvetkovich’s evocative title.43 This shift to-
ward experience promises to be a more fruitful approach to sexuality and 
gender in Foucault than the search for an “identity” that Foucault himself does 
not directly invoke. It will allow us to open up new questions for queer and 
feminist scholarship, moving our inquiry away from the “identity” versus 
“non- identity” binarism on which, to a large extent, the concept of queerness 
was founded— with the “queer” constituting the non- identitarian, slightly 
Frenchifi ed alternative to a fl at- footed American feminist (or LGBTQI) iden-
titarian position. Reading the passage through the lens of Madness as I have 
done turns the queer toward the question of sexuality and ethics, where it has 
needed to turn for far too long. We can let go of the need to pin Foucault 
down on a historical timeline and turn to ethical questions about sexuality 
that can speak to our po liti cal present.

In more general terms, this close reading of Sexuality One in the light of 
Madness shows more clearly the salient conceptual fi gures in Foucault that 
have worked to defi ne what we mean by queer theory. The thin, de- eroticized 
model of sexuality we fi nd in Sexuality One has signifi cantly shaped the discur-
sive terms within which queer theory has been framed. Put simply, it has 
produced a queer theory that, in many of its manifestations, is drained of the 
experience of life and love, of eros. Madness, by contrast, engages sexuality as 
a fi eld of sensibility, sensation, and forms of relation that cannot be reduced to 
a binary choice between acts and identities or the “singular nature” (HS1, 43) 
of modern science described in Sexuality One. Further, Madness’s coding of 
sexuality as “lyrical” links this repressed sensibility to a literary history of 
sexuality that Foucault will swerve away from in his later work. The loss of 
the aff ective, literary expression of sexual experience produces, in Sexuality 

One, a theory of sexuality that, in pinning down “sexual sensibility” (HS1, 43) 
as simple inversion, actually cuts sexuality off  from the world of sensibility 
and lived experience from which to shape an ethics.

So what ultimately is at stake for queer and feminist theories in this read-
ing of Madness as a story about sexuality? In Madness, what is now sexuality 
emerges out of an experience of love as eros, but only to be targeted as the site 
of ethical condemnation in the Age of Reason. This perspective on love pro-
vides a piece of the answer to Foucault’s 1984 riddle— why have we made 
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sexuality into a moral experience? We have done so, we might say, because 
eros was repudiated by the Cartesian splitting of the mind from the body and 
forced underground in the great confi nement. The object of this repudiation 
and confi nement was not simply a set of bodily acts or identities at a specifi c 
moment in history, although acts, identities, and history constitute a few of 
the elements of a more complex movement of confi nement Foucault describes 
in Madness. That complexity shows that confi nement cannot be reduced to 
acts and identities in a linear history. Blanchot saw this complexity in Foucault 
better than anyone, as Deleuze reminds us in Foucault: “Confi nement refers to 
an outside, and what is confi ned is precisely the outside. It is by excluding or 
placing outside that the assemblages confi ne something.” 44

From that perspective, what I’m calling erotic love might describe an ethi-
cal attitude or sensibility that remains unconfi ned and unexcluded; its condi-
tion of possibility is fi gured as freedom. Diagrammatic examples of this free-
dom can be found, historically, not only in the Re nais sance fi gure of the ship of 
fools or the tragic lyricism of its poets, but also in the Platonic eros of ancient 
Greece. Even after its containment in the great confi nement, eros emerges as 
glimmers of freedom in the amorous literary experimentation of the précieuses 
(HS1, 89); in the libertine writings of Sade (HS1, 104, 532– 35); and through-
out Madness, in the mad rebirth of lyricism in Nietz sche, Nerval, Artaud, 
Hölderlin, and Roussel. In this way the diagram is always becoming something 
other. It both speaks to the specifi city of an event in history and, at the same 
time, signals the ongoing possibility of transformation in a conception of his-
tory as nonlinear. “The diagram,” Deleuze writes, “stems from the outside but 
the outside does not merge with any diagram, and continues instead to ‘draw’ 
new ones. In this way the outside is always an opening on to a future; nothing 
ends, since nothing has begun, but everything is transformed.”45

This conception of an open future traces the outline of an erotic alterity 
whose presence is crucial in Foucault. The glimmers of eros that episodically 
burst through the pages of History of Madness and other Foucault writings point 
to what I call an erotic other as the fi gure for an ethical love conceived as free-
dom. She corresponds to what Caputo calls, in the later Foucault, “the mur-
murings of a capacity to be otherwise.”46 I argue  here that this murmuring of 
otherness is there, from the start, as a consistent presence in all of Foucault’s 
writing, as “scintillations of the visible” and a “style of life.” For if that other-
ness is silenced in the great confi nement, that closeting is never total. If it 
 were, we would never know that the erotic other had ever been there at all. In 
her emergence as ghost— as the per sis tent shadow of something leaving— she 
is both there and not there, as images and murmurings that both reactivate 
the monstrous imaginary of earlier ages and transform themselves into new 
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forms of monstrosity. Ironically, because she is closeted, eros is as muted in 
Foucault as she is in the philosophical and historical discourses he contests. 
Nonetheless, her stuttering voice is not only Madness’s most important one, 
but a voice that signals, over and over in Foucault’s writings, interviews, and 
lectures, the per sis tence of an ethical re sis tance to “the great confi scation of 
sexual ethics by family morality” (HM, 89).

The voice of that re sis tance is one that can be claimed by queers and femi-
nists alike. It is a lyrical and ironic voice that both ruptures and amplifi es the 
still dominant voices of rationalism and moralizing family values. It is easy to 
mishear it, emerging as it does in the gaps of the pervert’s silence or the hys-
teric’s delirious babble. As the result of an erotic assujettissement, the voice is 
both old and new, trapped and free: both “all that is strange in man . . .  suf-
focated and reduced to silence” (HS1, 431, translation modifi ed) and a defi ant, 
living strangeness. Like the heretic closeted in the word relaps in Sexuality One, 
she never disappears altogether. If we had to give her a modern name, we 
would have to call her queer.

Let me return, like the prodigal son, to the place where I began, with 
Janet Halley’s image of queers as rebellious children who, unlike the Biblical 
character, seem unlikely to come back to the fold from which they emerged. I 
want to “put my cards on the table,” to use one of Halley’s favorite phrases. As 
a queer feminist, I object to the “Taking a Break project” (SD, 38) and would 
make a bid to disqualify Foucault as one of its progenitors. To be sure, Fou-
cault’s capacity to raise feminist eyebrows is undeniable, as is demonstrated by 
the famous Jouys passage in Sexuality One or his 1977 comments to David 
Cooper about rape and penal reform, to off er but two examples.47 Nonethe-
less, I want to argue for a Foucault who provides us, in Madness, with a valu-
able, still untapped store of conceptual resources for dealing with the sexual 
dilemmas that continue to fracture us into “split decisions.”

I recognize that in my desire to remain a “queer feminist” and, more gen-
erally, to keep feminists and queers together, Halley would see me as a “con-
vergentist,” a position that she, as a clear “divergentist,” ultimately eschews. 
She doubts that the “convergentist ambitions of feminism” will “bring the 
prodigals back home” (SD, 34). And even though she admits that “prodigal 
theories . . .  have their own will to power” and are, like feminists, likely to 
“get blood on their hands,” in Halley’s view they will only do so if they be-
come convergentist, a po liti cal position she equates with being “prescriptive” 
and threatening “to wield power while denying it” (SD, 34– 35). But the di-
vergentist Halley—“a sex- positive postmodernist, only rarely and intermit-
tently feminist” (SD, 15)— could herself be accused of convergentism in her 
prescriptive per for mance of a judicial decision to “Take a Break” from a femi-
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nism she repudiates. And if the “rarely and intermittently feminist” quotation 
vitiates that accusation, the phrase rings false in the context of a book whose 
rhetorical force is that of a “how to” manual designed to teach its readers “how 
and why” to split up with feminism completely. Given how generative even 
intermittent queer- feminist affi  nities can be, I wish Halley’s “break”  were less 
categorical. What are the ethical terms within which the rare or not- so- rare 
conjunctions between sex- positivism and feminism might— do, in fact— 
occur? What are the conditions of possibility for a more constructive and 
more visible realization of that intriguing conjunction? Or should the terms 
themselves be subjected to scrutiny— not just “feminism,” as a limiting form 
of personal and po liti cal self- positioning, but also “sex- positivism,” as a term 
that epitomizes the modern, scientistic, positivist “sex” project that Foucault 
spent his life critiquing?

Foucault’s story about sexuality in History of Madness uses the great split 
between reason and unreason to reframe the binary oppositions that function, 
like Halley’s, to split sexuality across an ethical divide. For if Madness brings 
together, along convergentist lines, all those categories of otherness labeled as 
unreason, it also, divergently, speaks to those diff erences that Halley cele-
brates as the specifi cally queer— and not feminist—“revelations of the strange-
ness and unknowability of social and sexual life” (SD, 15). But as Foucault, 
Irigaray, and other thinkers of diff erence have been arguing since the 1960s, 
the divergentist move is the move of alterity: both the result of exclusion and 
the reclaiming of one’s otherness as a stance of re sis tance to the pro cesses of 
othering through which the exclusion occurred. To remain stuck in that 
stance— what Halley calls convergentism— is hardly the sin of feminists 
alone, nor does it defi ne all feminism. As just one example, a queer Irigaray— 
whom Halley unfairly recuperates under the cultural feminist banner— 
powerfully demonstrates that pro cesses of othering endlessly reproduce a he-
gemonic structure of the Other of the Same. It is not unlike the structure that 
Foucault calls the great split between reason and unreason. Stuckness is the 
problem, and that can be true for queers as well as feminists, for a project 
about sexuality as well as one that focuses on gender.

So let me end by retelling this story about queerness not as Halley tells it, 
but in a madly Foucauldian rewriting. The story of queerness— as a story 
about madness— begins with the story of a split: the great division between 
reason and unreason. That split organizes Foucault’s histoire— his history and 
his story— about forms of subjectivity tossed into a dustbin called madness. 
Queer is a name we have given to one of those forms. In recent years, since 
the early 1990s, we— queer feminists and loving perverts— have tried to 
rescue the queer from the dustbin of madness and make her our own. Theory 
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calls this gesture resignifi cation: we have dusted her off , turned her around, 
and made her into something beautiful.

But somehow, over the years, the queer has become a fi gure who has lost 
her generative promise. She has turned in on herself and become frozen into 
an Anglo- American, often white, masculine identity. And if the transforma-
tion itself is to be celebrated, the fi nal stuckness is not. Getting stuck in iden-
tities that are often po liti cally or medically engineered, the queer is drained of 
her transformative, contestatory power. This is where History of Madness can 
help us, as the story of a split that produced the queer not as a break away 
from feminism, but as one of reason’s prodigal children.

The queer prodigal child is not “going out in this world”— as the Rolling 
Stones sing it in “Prodigal Son” (1968)— only to return to reason.48 For if we 
tend to think of “prodigal” within a lost- and- found Biblical family structure, 
the word’s actual “extravagant” meanings point to an excess that reorganizes 
love into new forms of relation. Both feminists and queers are to be counted 
among those extravagant prodigals of reason who  can’t or don’t want to go 
home again; we are the ever- changing subjects of the exclusions of rationalism 
and family morality. Pinned down, as we are, as reason’s others, we have re-
signifi ed ourselves as forces of re sis tance. The danger of resignifi cation is that 
we can get stuck in ourselves, to our own detriment: we can be recaptured 
and pinned down again, like dead butterfl ies, in our perversions and our gen-
ders. So if resignifi cation threatens to bring us right back, like the prodigal 
son, to that place of patriarchy where we started, the trick is to keep things 
turning into something other. History of Madness has much to teach us about 
that resistant, transformative turning: about turning the adversity of “split 
decisions” into new ways of thinking, feeling, and acting in the world.
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Continuous history is the indispensable correlative of the founding function of the 
subject: the guarantee that everything that has eluded him may be restored to him; 
the certainty that time will disperse nothing without restoring it in a reconstituted 
unity; the promise that one day the subject in the form of historical consciousness 
will once again be able to appropriate, to bring back under his sway, all those things 
that are kept at a distance by diff erence, and fi nd in them what might be called his 
abode.

—Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge1

The Dull Edge of Gender

The Daumier lithograph on the cover of the 1999 revised edition of Gender and 

the Politics of History is printed in a cool grey- green, quite diff erent from the 
warm rust color of the 1988 fi rst edition.2 Indeed, in the 1999 version, a new 
preface and a new fi nal essay cast a harsh fi n- de- siècle light on the category of 
“gender,” fi nding it drained of critical vitality, exhausted. Once a crucial tool 
intended, in Scott’s words, “to separate biology from culture and to justify 
change as an aspect not of radical social engineering, but of history” (GPHR, xi), 
gender no longer destabilizes the familiar:

As the 1990s draw to a close, “gender” seems to have lost its ability to 
startle and provoke us. It has, in the United States, become an aspect of 
“ordinary usage,” routinely off ered as a synonym for women, for the 
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diff erences between the sexes, for sex. Sometimes it denotes the social 
rules imposed on men and women, but it rarely refers to the knowledge 
that organizes our perceptions of “nature.” Books that purport to off er a 
“gender analysis” are often quite predictable studies of women, or . . .  of 
diff erences in the status, experience, and possibilities open to women and 
men. But they rarely examine how the meanings of “women” and “men” 
are discursively established, what contradictions inhere in these meanings, 
what the terms exclude, what variations of subjectively experienced “wom-
anhood” have been evident in diverse “regimes of truth.” Indeed, many 
feminist scholars who use the term “gender” do so while explicitly rejecting 
the premise that “men” and “women” are historically variable categories. 
This has the eff ect of denying “gender” its radical academic and po liti cal 
agency. It is, these days, a term that has lost its critical edge. (GPHR, xiii)

“Gender” may have lost its vitality, but judging from what Scott says, the 
problem does not stem from simple overexposure. As banal as the term may 
have become, it has also become increasingly confused. To illustrate this, 
Scott opens her new preface with a discussion of the by- now familiar contro-
versies that attended the 1995 United Nations Conference on Women in Bei-
jing. Anxieties about the term “gender”  were high (did it mean biology or 
culture, and if the latter, to what possibly perverted ends?), and those ex-
pressing anxiety  were far- ranging, from conference participants and their in-
ternational constituents, to the United States  House of Representatives, to 
the Vatican. In an eff ort to manage the controversy, the United Nations Com-
mission on the Status of Women appointed a contact group to draft a resolu-
tion of clarifi cation that was appended to the conference’s Program of Action. 
Scott cites the following excerpts from that statement:

Having considered the issue thoroughly, the contact group notes that (1) 
the word “gender” had been commonly used and understood in its ordi-
nary, generally accepted usage in numerous other United Nations fo-
rums and conferences; (2) there was no indication that any new mean-
ing or connotation of the term, diff erent from accepted prior usage, was 
intended in the Platform for Action. . . .  Accordingly, the contact 
group reaffi  rmed that the word “gender” as used in the Platform for Ac-
tion was intended to be interpreted and understood as it was in ordi-
nary, generally accepted usage.3

This seemingly unexceptional, if disingenuous, appeal to customary usage 
is striking in that no defi nition of this “ordinary, generally accepted usage” is 
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given. However agile the group’s eff orts to defend gender against Papal criti-
cism, the strategy depends entirely on the possibility of asserting a common 
knowledge. We are simply invited to assume, as Scott says, that the meaning 
is self- evident and unproblematically available to all. Of course, the statement 
 can’t possibly achieve its ends; it  can’t, in Scott’s words, “settle controversy by 
denying that it exists” (GPHR, x). It can only ever be the failed attempt of stra-
tegic doublespeak to damp down the many and complex worries about per-
ceived threats the term “gender” poses to dominant patriarchal and hetero-
sexual orders.4 Viewed from another theoretical register, however, what the 
statement also does is off er a stunningly candid glimpse at the aporia that is 
gender. Ideally, the contact group’s statement would like to be able to appeal 
to some kind of apodictic truth. That not being available, it appeals to “ordi-
nary, generally accepted usage,” a usage that is, according to item (1), vali-
dated by past custom (no matter that “gender” as something other than a 
grammatical term has existed scarcely more than several de cades). In short, 
all the statement can off er is a language that stands in for a referent that  can’t 
be named. And what ever that unnamed referent is, it must always depend on 
the power of customary usage and the meanings it evokes. In other words, in 
lieu of demonstrable truth, language does its work.

In the new, fi nal essay of the 1999 edition, “Some More Refl ections on 
Gender and Politics,” Scott continues her discussion of the limits of gender. 
Rather than try to pin gender down, to impose some discipline on the term, 
it is better, she argues, to read its incoherencies symptomatically. For Scott, 
such a reading demands a deconstruction of the very nature/culture opposi-
tion that had for so long grounded feminist criticism:

As long as the two realms are conceived as antithetical, bodies (and sex) 
will seem inadequately accounted for by reference to social construc-
tion alone. “Gender” will not replace “sex” in discussions of sexual dif-
ference; instead, “gender” will always refer to sex as the ultimate ground 
of its meaning. When sex resides within gender in this way, nothing can 
prevent its being identifi ed with (or as) gender itself. (GPHR, 200)

Scott remarks further that the feminist project of splitting the physical off  
from the social and cultural has had the eff ect of elevating rationality and con-
scious agency at the expense of the workings of the body and the unconscious. 
Such a split is refl ected, for example, in the notion of “gender roles”:

These kinds of analyses of gender roles and the politics of their produc-
tion lent support to the enterprise of the human sciences as Michel 
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Foucault critically described them: dedicated to denying the operations 
of the unconscious by producing man as a rational subject and installing 
the “sovereignty of [his] consciousness,” those very qualities that had 
“increasingly eluded him for over a hundred years.” These analyses, in 
other words,  were an aspect of the ideological production of “man” as an 
entirely rational being and of politics as the activity of fully rational 
agents. (GPHR, 205)5

Scott goes on to propose ways in which psychoanalytic insights might 
move feminist critical work beyond the impasses of gender. What she  doesn’t 
mention is that she herself had recently published a book that off ers a striking 
example of a move beyond these impasses. The 1996 Only Paradoxes to Off er 
does not leave gender behind; that is something one cannot do.6 The very 
reading of “paradox,” however, turns on something other than gender, and 
that something other can be grasped by an appeal to the theoretical insights 
aff orded by the psychoanalytic notion of “sexual diff erence.”

I am interested in the ways theories of gender and theories of sexual dif-
ference operate diff erently in Scott’s work, the ways they play on usefulness 
and impossibility, and how that play allows Scott to produce critical readings 
that are grounded in diff erent if complementary theoretical formulations. To 
explore these diff erences, I want to revisit briefl y Scott’s well- known theory 
of gender in order to see how its usefulness might bring the impossibility of 
sexual diff erence into relief.

Gender as a Useful Category

Although feminists used the term “gender” in the 1970s to serve a number of 
purposes, it  wasn’t until Scott’s essay on “Gender: A Useful Category of His-
torical Analysis” that it became a dominant critical term.7 Prepared for the 
American Historical Association meetings in December 1985 and published 
in the American Historical Review the following December, the essay addresses 
the challenges “gender” posed at that time to the practice of feminist history. 
Of course, the specifi city of the address in no way limited the essay’s recep-
tion, and with its publication in Gender and the Politics of History in 1988, Scott’s 
formulations of gender  were eagerly taken up by feminists across the disci-
plines. This was no surprise given the interdisciplinary breadth of the essay, 
which brings the problematic of history into conversation with a number of 
other fi elds— literature, philosophy, anthropology, sociology— all within the 
context of poststructuralist thinking. Despite some lively criticism (largely 
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disciplinary), the essay and the book transformed feminist scholarship and 
criticism by opening up a fi eld of analysis to subsequent elaboration and de-
bate. “Gender” proved to be an enormously generative term. Indeed, we can 
only remark in retrospect at the understated restraint of the “usefulness” of 
the title.

The “Gender” essay emerged, as have Scott’s other major interventions, 
from a sense of needing to move on, to see diff erently. Just as the preface to 
the revised 1999 edition of Gender and the Politics of History expresses frustra-
tion with the limitations of gender, so did the 1988 edition express Scott’s 
response to the limitations that  were beginning to become apparent in various 
branches of women’s history. For all of the achievements of “her- story” (which 
aims to look at women as historical subjects) or feminist social history (which 
looks at social systems through the lens of women’s experience), for all of the 
crucial new knowledge such work had achieved, Scott worries about what is 
occluded by the two approaches. By incorporating gender within existing 
frames of explanation (largely economic), social history is too integrationist; 
whereas “her- story,” aiming to explain how women’s histories diff er from 
men’s, fails to theorize gender historically and is more often than not too 
separatist in both a po liti cal and epistemological sense.

“Gender: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis” is the eff ort to study 
the register of gender itself and to look at how it operates historically. What 
enables that eff ort is Scott’s reading of the par tic u lar intellectual moment:

It seems to me signifi cant that the use of the word “gender” has 
emerged at a moment of great epistemological turmoil that takes the 
form, in some cases, of a shift from scientifi c to literary paradigms 
among social scientists (from an emphasis on cause to one on meaning, 
blurring genres in inquiry, in anthropologist Cliff ord Geertz’s phrase) 
and, in other cases, the form of debates about theory between those 
who assert the transparency of facts and those who insist that all reality 
is construed or constructed, between those who defend and those who 
question the idea that “man” is the rational master of his own destiny. 
(“GUC,” 41)8

It is the space opened up by these epistemological debates that Scott 
claims for the articulation of the category of gender. But it  can’t escape notice 
that this same space— between cause and meaning, between fact as transpar-
ent and fact as constructed— presents big challenges to the practice of his-
tory. Indeed, for some historians, Scott’s “gender” was received not as the 
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ser viceable category suggested by the anodyne adjective “useful,” but as some-
thing much more dangerous, something like a Trojan  horse. And yet the 
“Gender” essay, like the book, leaves no doubt as to Scott’s commitment to 
her discipline. For her, the epistemological turmoil in question is not a call for 
retrenchment but an opportunity for historians to see things diff erently:

What should be done by historians who, after all, have seen their disci-
pline dismissed by some recent theorists as a relic of humanist thought? 
I do not think we should quit the archives or abandon the study of the 
past, but we do have to change some of the ways  we’ve gone about 
working, some of the questions  we’ve asked. (“GUC,” 42)

What Scott suggests is that there are diff erent ways to answer the discipline’s 
fundamental question as to why historical change occurs:

Instead of a search for single origins, we have to conceive of pro cesses so 
interconnected that they cannot be disentangled. . . .  We must ask more 
often how things happened in order to fi nd out why they happened; in 
anthropologist Michelle Rosaldo’s formulation, we must pursue not uni-
versal, general causality, but meaningful explanation. (“GUC,” 42)

“Gender: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis” is, in fact, as much 
about the mandate to move from cause to meaning as it is about the need for a 
more adequate theory of gender, as much about the practice of history as it is 
about gender. Or rather, gender is seen as at once a stage for and a staging of 
historical meaning. Scott’s careful and detailed formulation outlines how one 
might think about this double operation. There are two integrally connected 
propositions: gender as “a constitutive element of social relationships based on 
perceived diff erences between the sexes” and gender as “a primary way of sig-
nifying relationships of power” (“GUC,” 42). To study the fi rst, Scott looks to 
cultural symbols that evoke multiple and contradictory repre sen ta tions (like 
light and dark, purifi cation and pollution); normative concepts that aim to fi x 
repre sen ta tions of masculinity and femininity into meanings that don’t allow 
for slippage and assert themselves as self- evident (such as those found in reli-
gious, educational, legal, scientifi c, or po liti cal doctrines); institutional in-
stantiations of gendered meanings that include not only kinship systems but 
also the labor market, education, the polity,  etc.; and subjective identity.

The challenge is to understand how these four aspects are related fi rst to 
one another and then to the second proposition: gender as a primary way of 
signifying relationships of power.  Here, Scott appeals to Foucault’s notion of 
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power as “dispersed constellations of unequal relationships, discursively con-
stituted in social ‘fi elds of force’ ” (“GUC,” 42).9 Unlike Foucault, she points 
to gender as one of the primary fi elds for this articulation of power, an articu-
lation that does not, of course, have to have any explicit connection to the 
diff erences between the sexes but can serve to structure and legitimate all 
aspects of social or ga ni za tion. Scott off ers numerous analyses in the essay and 
in the book of the workings of gender— in formulations of class, the politics 
of labor, the development of statistical repre sen ta tion, and in contemporary 
debates such as the Sears Case. In each instance, her analysis seeks not to dis-
till lines of historical causality but to understand how gender becomes entan-
gled with various discourses so as to produce meanings that take on a force of 
truth. The usefulness of gender as a category of analysis indeed turns out to be 
the power of these pro cesses of signifi cation. It is the stage for and the staging 
of prolifi c productions of meaning through “pro cesses so interconnected that 
they  can’t be disentangled.” There seem to be no limits to the meanings gen-
erated; contained by neither reason nor rhetoric, gender works though pro-
cesses that turn on multiple registers of signifi cation— symbolic, normative, 
institutional, subjective— all mobilized as force fi elds in which and by which 
power is constituted.

Gender and the Politics of History accomplishes a great deal: it reconceptual-
izes gender from a descriptive category to a complex of pro cesses that gener-
ate meaning, and it off ers dynamic and insightful ways of reading historical 
and cultural texts. With this new, useful category, both gender and history 
are opened to change.

Gendered Paradoxes

Scott’s 1996 book, Only Paradoxes to Off er, does nothing to undercut her argu-
ment for the effi  cacy of gender as a tool of historical analysis. To the contrary, 
the analysis she presents would not be possible without a keen attunement to 
the manifold meanings that gender takes on in the historical periods ranging 
from 1789 through 1944: extravagant, dogmatic, contradictory, and fantas-
matic meanings that change from one historical moment to the next, all the 
while retaining their discursive force. The four feminists Scott studies— 
Olympe de Gouges at the time of the French Revolution, Jeanne Deroin in the 
Revolution of 1848, Hubertine Auclert during the Third Republic, and Mad-
eleine Pelletier from the turn of the century through her death in 1939— are 
by the nature of their po liti cal engagements thoroughly entangled in the 
gendered meanings of their times. What particularly interests Scott is the 
way each of the four identifi es crucial contradictions in the po liti cal and 
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epistemological discourses with which she engages, contradictions that go on 
to shape her own formulations. These contradictions are the “paradoxes” that 
are the focus of Scott’s study, borrowed from a comment of Olympe de 
Gouge’s that she should temper a par tic u lar argument she was making lest 
people see her “as a woman who has only paradoxes to off er and not problems 
easy to resolve” (OPO, 4). Although the po liti cal and epistemological contexts 
of the four feminist are quite diff erent, Scott agues that the fundamental con-
tradiction they all face is the need to argue simultaneously the relevance and 
irrelevance of their sex. Rather than seeing this— as many other feminist 
historians do— as a strategic question of the relative effi  cacy of “equality” ver-
sus “diff erence,” Scott sees the conundrum as constitutive of feminism itself. 
And instead of contributing to the story of feminism’s progress, she follows 
the tenacious twists and turns of feminism’s fundamental paradox and its 
many enabling contradictions. Like the soldiers in Joseph Heller’s Catch 22, 
the feminists Scott examines are trapped in a world of doublethink. The sol-
dier who wants to be dismissed from the nightmare of combat on the grounds 
of insanity has to request an examination from his superiors, but the very re-
quest for an examination is seen in turn to demonstrate rationality rather than 
insanity. When Hubertine Auclert argues that women’s interests aren’t par-
tic u lar, that they are part of the general social interest, she can only make the 
argument from the position of the woman, which is by defi nition par tic u lar. If 
the contradictions in question are so eff ective in keeping women in their 
place— the women’s suff rage Olympe de Gouge agitates for in 1790 isn’t 
granted until 1944, and even today, post-parité, the percentage of women in 
the National Assembly is only 12 percent— this eff ectiveness, in Scott’s view, 
is due to the gendered conundrum being constitutive not only of feminism but 
of French republicanism itself. On the one hand, the revolutionary discourse 
promised universal liberty and equality; on the other hand, women  were con-
sistently denied the rights of men. And however much the terms of 
republicanism— notions of the individual, citizenship, and rights— change in 
subsequent republics, the foundational contradictions remain operative. Scott 
argues, moreover, that today’s feminism with its conundrum of “equality ver-
sus diff erence” is a product of this contradiction: “Feminism is not a reaction 
to republicanism, but one of its eff ects” (OPO, 168).

Viewed strictly from the perspective of po liti cal theory, the feminist 
problem might be seen as one rooted not in contradiction but in a necessary 
tension between formal and concrete rights. The notion of an abstract disem-
bodied individual is, after all, precisely what enables the conceptualization of 
universal rights, permitting, in revolutionary thinking, a movement away 
from concepts of feudal bondage. The relationship between the abstract and 
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the concrete is thus one of incommensurability, a gap to be negotiated. More-
over, abstract rights form feminism’s ground of possibility; indeed, as Scott 
points out, the feminists are all in one way or another empowered by them. In 
order to grasp what turns formal incommensurability into a chronic experience 
of contradiction and paradox, Scott looks closely at the ways the various histori-
cal negotiations between the formal and the concrete are repeatedly short- 
circuited by po liti cal and epistemological investments in gendered meanings.

In the century separating Olympe de Gouges and Herbertine Auclert, for 
example, much had changed. The state was seen no longer as expressing the 
will of the people but as managing and balancing confl icting interests; and the 
citizen, no longer modeled on the abstract individual, was seen as having a 
collective social identity (OPO, 92– 95). Yet, in spite of the changes, and in 
spite of continued feminist eff orts, the exclusion of women persisted. Univer-
sal manhood suff rage had been granted in 1848, but women continued to oc-
cupy the space of exclusion. How to understand this seemingly necessary ex-
clusion of women? What are those po liti cal and epistemological investments 
in gender that seem always to short circuit change? Are they to be attributed 
to some transhistorical understanding of male domination? Surely not. In all 
of her work, Scott demonstrates that the value of gender lies precisely in its 
ability to expose the historically specifi c circumstances that underlie the im-
pression of timeless domination of women by men. Gender, for Scott, is never 
the answer; it is the question that opens up inquiry, showing the utter useless-
ness for historians of a notion such as that of an ahistorical “patriarchy.”

And yet, in Paradoxes, the usefulness of gender seems to fi nd its limit. For 
all the historically par tic u lar struggles illuminated by the paradoxical play of 
gendered meanings, there are impasses that  can’t be accounted for by such 
analyses. One of those impasses is revealed by asking what the failures of the 
four feminists have in common. In spite of the historical dissimilarities that 
separate them, the feminists all elicit the same response on the part of their 
opponents: to allow women to be like men would be to risk men becoming like women. 
However complicated and convoluted the arguments between the feminists 
and their adversaries, this protest, so banal as to seem natural, has the last 
word. To have a sense of what this insistent repetitive response has to do with 
the historical specifi city of modernity, like Scott we must turn to the work-
ings of “sexual diff erence.”

The Impossibility of Sexual Diff erence

It is noteworthy that “gender” is not the term Scott uses in Paradoxes; the term 
is “sexual diff erence,” printed most often with quotation marks. The quotation 
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marks do a good deal of theoretical work. They, of course, indicate a skeptical 
stance to referential truth, the truth, let us say, of biology. If none of the his-
torical debates denies the existence of biological diff erence (though Pelletier 
looks to the withering away of sex), the feminists argue in various ways that 
“sexual diff erence” in no way grounds the exclusion of women from po liti cal 
rights. For all of their diff erences, they are in agreement that it is not nature 
that gives birth to law but law that essentializes nature. In other words, the 
feminists understand the performative nature of law, that law “recognizes the 
things that correspond to the defi nitions it constructs.”10 The quotation 
marks, however, do more than trouble the foundational truth of “sexual dif-
ference.” In Scott’s readings of the various historical texts, they can also put 
into question the term’s referential truth tout court. “Sexual diff erence” can 
appear as something fantasmatic, or more, as something that cannot be fi nally 
known.

The theoretical underpinnings of Scott’s use of “sexual diff erence” are 
embedded in her study. Although indispensable for feminist theorists, Para-

doxes makes its arguments more through historical readings than theoretical 
exposition. My interest in looking more closely at those underpinnings has to 
do not with a desire to provide a theoretical gloss of the book, which is in no 
way necessary, but with a belief that reading psychoanalytic notions of sexual 
diff erence along with Paradoxes can be productive in both directions. It can 
underscore how powerful Scott’s insights are, and it can perhaps bring to light 
the usefulness of the psychoanalytic theory. What makes the conjunction po-
tentially so rich is that both Paradoxes and psychoanalysis have to do with the 
enormous anxiety sexual diff erence presents for modernity. Luce Irigaray 
calls sexual diff erence “one of the major philosophical issues, if not the issue, 
of our age.”11 The psychoanalyst Irigaray knows that whereas philosophy might 
not recognize the relevance of sexual diff erence, for psychoanalysis, that sci-
ence of modernity, there is nothing more important.

“Sexual diff erence” is, of course, not a technical psychoanalytic term; the 
technical term is sexuality. It is primarily through the work of feminist theo-
rists that sexual diff erence came to designate a crucial problematic, and 
largely through readings of the late work of Jacques Lacan. Like Freud, Lacan 
returned to the woman problem in his later years, particularly in his Seminar 
XX, conducted in 1972– 1973, the full title of which is Encore: The Seminar of 

Jacques Lacan: On Feminine Sexuality, the Limits of Love and Knowledge.12 The old 
knot of sexuality and knowledge, of questions of knowing and not knowing, 
are foundational to psychoanalysis. Indeed, Freud was particularly concerned 
with the nature of psychoanalytic knowledge itself. Insisting that psychoanal-
ysis is a science, he was equally insistent that science’s conception of knowl-
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edge as the “intellectual working- over of carefully scrutinized observations” 
is limited by forces that are not available to scientifi c delimitation or knowl-
edge.13 Taking the human mind itself as its object of study, he argues, psycho-
analysis demonstrates that the carefully limited and fully conscious intellect is 
not the center of man’s mental life.

What Lacan laments in Seminar XX is that this revolutionary insight of 
Freud’s has so little lasting impact on thinking in general and psychoanalysis 
in par tic u lar.14 Freud’s decentering of consciousness, Lacan says, is not unlike 
Copernicus’s great decentering of the earth centuries before: “Man . . .  was 
far from ever having been shaken by the discovery that the earth is not at the 
center. He had no problem substituting the sun for it” (Enc, 42). What is cru-
cial is to have a center; any center will do. In Encore, Lacan visits the ways 
dominant systems of Western thought secure the center, and particularly how 
Enlightenment thought works to consolidate reason as its center. At stake is 
not just conscious reason versus unconscious forces, but the very question of 
the  wholeness of being. For Lacan, the fantasized center guarantees being- in- 
its- wholeness, as the center guarantees the existence of the circle (hence 
Lacan’s predilection for ellipses, the Moebius strip and other such fi gures). 
One of the Enlightenment fantasies Lacan derides in Encore is that of the “indi-
vidual.” For him, the word is just a way of presuming being: “I am going to say 
once again . . . ‘There’s no such thing as a metalanguage.’ . . .  When I say 
that, it apparently means— no language of being.” And a little further on: 
“Being is merely presumed in certain words—‘individual,’ for instance, and 
‘substance’ . . .” (Enc, 118).

For Lacan, the “individual” smacks of the fantasy of the fullness of being, 
a fantasy that, for all of its long philosophical history, is subjected to special 
pressures in modernity. Eager to disturb Enlightenment dreams, Lacan bor-
rows Heidegger’s notion of ek- sistence, which draws on a Greek word, the root 
of which means “standing outside of,” or “standing apart from,” which is 
closely connected to the word in Greek for “existence.” From this, he devel-
ops the neologism “extimate.” Rather than something intimate and contained, 
existence is seen as extimate, “as if from the outside” (Enc, 22, n. 24).

With Lacan’s view of the individual in mind, let us look again at the role 
of the individual in Paradoxes. The term is, of course, central to Scott’s exami-
nation of the feminist conundrums. She discusses the complexities of the 
word in the eigh teenth century and looks at the uses to which it is put in revo-
lutionary rhetoric:

The word “individual” has ambiguous meanings that are present in its 
various usages. One the one hand, the individual is the abstract prototype 



298 | ELIZABETH WEED

for the human; on the other, the individual is a unique being, a distinct 
person, diff erent from all others of its species. (OPO, 5)

To illustrate the second individual, the unique being of its species, Scott cites 
the following entry on the “individual” from Diderot’s Encyclopédie:

Peter is a man, Paul is a man. They belong to the same species; but they 
are distinguishable from one another by numerable diff erences. One is 
handsome, the other ugly; one learned, the other ignorant. Each is etymo-
logically an individual because he cannot be divided into another subject 
who has an existence that is really separate from him [un tel sujet est un in-

dividu suivant l’étymologie, parce qu’on ne peut plus le diviser en nouveaux sujets 

qui aient une existence réellement indépendante de lui]. His assembled traits are 
such that, taken together, they cannot apply to anyone but him.15

This is the individual that Lacan both sustains and disturbs. The psychoana-
lytic subject is unique; no other subject has its psychic formation. But this is 
not a uniqueness produced by assembled traits that the individual contains 
like a container of being impervious to division. The psychoanalytic subject is 
unique in its division; Diderot’s individual defi es division. If, as Scott shows, 
women seem defi nitively excluded from the category of the individual, it is in 
no small part because of the very etymological meaning to which Diderot 
points: the individual is indivisible, a being that one cannot divide into new 
subjects who would have an existence really in de pen dent of him. As we shall 
see presently, it is in the psychoanalytic theory of sexual diff erence that this 
indivisibility proves to be most consequential.16

The fi rst individual— the abstract prototype of the human— also fi nds its 
full fl owering when viewed through the psychoanalytic notion of sexual dif-
ference. As Scott says, it was the abstract individual that French Enlighten-
ment phi los o phers and politicians used as the basis for claims of natural and 
universal human rights, and that served as the rhetorical basis of the French 
republic, a more inclusive notion than those on which republics  were based 
historically. And yet, as Paradoxes demonstrates so well, women could not gain 
access to the inclusivity of the universal. Citing a vignette from the record of 
the National Convention in 1794, Scott shows how the universal is buttressed 
by a (barely) unconscious appeal to the diff erence of the sexes. Having just 
conferred citizenship on former male slaves, the revolutionaries single out a 
woman of color who, having fainted with joy at the action, is recognized for 
her civic virtue by their cheers and applause. Scott comments that the wom-
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an’s “virtue” consisted in her gratitude to the legislators for allowing men of 
color to represent her:

It was no accident that [deputy] Chambon seized on this moment of fra-
ternal inclusion to make a black woman the sign of the entry of black 
men into the ranks of citizenship. The men’s diff erence from women 
served to eradicate diff erences of skin color and race among men; the 
universality of the abstract individual was in this way and at this mo-
ment established as a common maleness. (OPO, 9)

Throughout Paradoxes, Scott shows that what has come to be a commonplace 
of feminist theory— the maleness of universality— was not installed and is 
not maintained without a great deal of unconscious and conscious work. The 
paradoxes the feminists face only mirror that work in the form of the rhetori-
cal contortions of their opponents. What the formulation of sexual diff erence 
aff ords is a look at the energy that fuels that work.

Suzanne Barnard off ers an entry into sexual diff erence “itself ” in this con-
cise description of Lacan’s project: “Arguing that the subject of psychoanalysis 
is a consequence of the Enlightenment’s rejection of reality in pursuit of the 
real, Lacan sets out in Seminar XX to articulate how a psychoanalytic science 
of the real might transform accepted ideas about sexual diff erence, being, and 
knowledge.”17 Seen in terms of this description, the work referred to above 
would be everything entailed in the “rejection of reality in pursuit of the real,” 
and the energy driving that work would have to do with the insistent draw of 
the real. To grasp more fully Lacan’s use of the term “real”— one that is noto-
riously and deliberately diffi  cult— it is helpful to return briefl y to Freud’s 
theory of sexuality, from which the term is derived.

It is, after all, Freud who exposes the cleft or the split in the human psyche.
In order to assert that sexuality is both infantile in its origins and not 

instinctual— that is, not a natural function like hunger that proceeds from 
innate need to ultimate satisfaction in hetero- sexual  union— Freud theorizes 
the relationship between instinct and the drive. In this relationship, Jean 
Laplanche reminds us, the drive is not the simple other of instinct. Rather, it 
is propped upon or supported by instinct, from which it is derived and from 
which it diff ers.18 The classic example, evoked by Laplanche in Life and Death 

in Psychoanalysis, is the nursing infant:

Now the crucial point is that simultaneous with the feeding function’s 
achievement of satisfaction in nourishment, a sexual pro cess begins to 
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appear. Parallel with feeding there is a stimulation of lips and tongue by 
the nipple and the fl ow of warm milk. This stimulation is initially mod-
eled on the function, so between the two, it is at fi rst barely possible to 
distinguish a diff erence. The object? It would appear to be furnished at 
the level of the function. Can we be sure whether it is still the milk or 
already the breast? . . .  [A]t the level of the source, we fi nd the same 
duplicity: the mouth is simultaneously a sexual organ and an organ of 
the feeding function.19

Freud goes on to theorize a second stage or “moment” of “sexual sucking” 
in the absence of the (partial) object. Again, Laplanche:

It should be understood that the real object, milk was the object of the 
function, which is virtually preordained to the world of satisfaction. 
Such is the real object which has been lost, but the object linked to the 
autoerotic turn, the breast— become a fantasmatic breast— is, for its 
part, the object of the sexual drive. Thus the sexual object is not identi-
cal to the object of the function, but is displaced in relation to it. . . .” 
(LDP, 20)

In other words, this means “that on the one hand there is from the beginning an 

object, but that on the other hand sexuality does not have, from the beginning, a real 

object” (LDP, 19, emphasis added).20 What the sexual drive does have is the lost 
object that has become the fantasmatic breast. In this way, for Freud, “a local 
biological stimulus fi nds its delegation, its ‘repre sen ta tion’ in psychical life as 
a drive” (LDP, 13).

Psychical life is thus inaugurated in a rupture that Freud is able to theo-
rize, not through pure speculation, but by listening to his patients, and by 
listening, moreover, not to what they know but to what they don’t know they 
know. And it is the rupture of this psychical repre sen ta tion that allows Lacan 
to say that the unconscious is structured like a language, like a structure of 
signifi ers always circling an unsymbolizable real. We are far from the intact 
indivisible individual.  Here, rather, a subject of language, of signifi ers, for 
which the loss of the object functions fantasmatically as a loss of the fullness of 
being. For the psychical life of the subject, the life of unconscious and con-
scious desires, there is a hole in being. And there is castration, understood as 
the fantasized loss of integral being through the loss of the breast, the feces, 
the penis, and more.21

For psychoanalytic theory, sexual diff erence comes into play as conse-
quence of the Oedipal complex and the castration threat. Of course, very 
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small children can recognize gender diff erences and align themselves with 
others of their perceived gender. But it is not until the Oedipal drama that the 
child enters into sexual diff erence.22 In the language of psychology, one might 
say that at the point of entering into sexual diff erence the child “realizes” that 
one cannot be both male and female, that human beings are split by the fact 
that human reproduction is sexed reproduction. In psychoanalytic thinking, 
however, the assumption of sexual diff erence occurs not in the register of 
cognitive realization but in the scene of what Freud calls love, played out in 
the triangulation of the maternal dyad by the paternal function. This is the 
scene of the fantasy of genital castration.

Long before psychoanalysis or the Enlightenment, the castrating woman 
had become a cultural convention, a convention that is certainly evidenced in 
Paradoxes. Jeanne Deroin’s campaign for a seat on the legislature in 1849 was 
met with exuberant cartoons evoking outlandish role reversals and grotesque 
emasculation (OPO, 31). And an offi  cial who witnessed Auclert’s 1908 demon-
stration at a polling place (she knocked over a voting urn), testifi ed that “wit-
nessing this scene had produced in him an awful stillness, as if he had gazed on 
the Medusa” (OPO, 118). In Seminar XX, Lacan helps us see something of 
what is involved when such an automatic and clichéd response is uttered in the 
context of modernity.

For Lacan, the triangulation of the maternal dyad by the paternal func-
tion entails a castration for both male and female subjects. For him, Oedipal 
castration takes the form of the entry into the “I” of language (as against the 
“me” of the imaginary), of entry into the symbolic order of Law and culture. 
Whether a subject assumes a feminine or a masculine position in this pro cess 
is not determined by biology. It is not that biology has no role whatsoever; it 
is that it is not deterministic. What matters are the subjects’ fundamental 
fantasies that emerge in their drives and desire. Even as the entry into the 
realm of sexually divided beings represents for Lacan a castration for all sub-
jects, not all subjects are positioned in the same way with regard to this cas-
tration. The diff erence has to do with the subjects’ relationship to the phal-
lus, that signifi er of desire that draws its force from the paternal fantasy in 
the triangulation of sexual diff erentiation. The feminine subject is taken to 
be already castrated in the mother’s displacement by the paternal function 
(as Lacan says, all feminine subjects are mothers in fantasy). The masculine 
subject is castrated by the paternal prohibition against sexual relations with 
the mother. (Again, the bearers of the paternal and maternal functions need 
not be biologically male or female.) Thus far, the story is familiar.23 It is 
Lacan’s further treatment of the subject in Seminar XX that provides special 
insight into male anxieties.24
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In his thinking, the feminine subject is in the symbolic order “without 
exception.” By this perplexing notion, he indicates something more about 
the diff erence between feminine and masculine castration. Unlike the femi-
nine subject, the masculine subject is in the symbolic order by virtue of a 
fantasized exception. As Suzanne Bernard explains, masculine jouissance or 
psychic enjoyment “is produced within the structure of a fi nite logic— as a 
closed set determined by a fi xed limit that remains outside of or ‘extimate’ 
to the set itself.”25 That outside is the fantasmatic fi gure who  can’t be 
castrated— the primal father, for example. If the masculine subject can be 
castrated, it is only because there is some one fi gure who cannot be. In other 
words, the masculine subject has the fantasy of one who is exempt from the 
law of castration:

Thus, while man is “whole” [or wholly] within the symbolic, the excep-
tion that delimits him precludes him from fully identifying with castra-
tion. One could say that while man is wholly subject “to” and hence “in” 
the symbolic, he is “in it with exception,” that is, he “takes exception” to 
it in some way. As a result, the fantasy of a subject not subject to Law— 
the fantasy of no limit— determines masculine structure in an essential 
way. The point  here is that the masculine subject is “caught” in the phal-
lic function, ironically because he does not fully identity with it but 
maintains a kind of distance toward it through believing in an exception 
to the symbolic Law. (“TA,” 177)

The feminine subject, who is in the Symbolic without exception, “ ‘knows’ 
that the signifi er of phallic power merely lends a certain mysterious presence 
to the Law that veils its real impotence” (“TA,” 178). But from the point of 
view of the masculine subject, the woman, having no access to phallic excep-
tion, is positioned as what Lacan calls the not- all. Positioned in an infi nite 
logic (of no exception), she cannot be seen as existing. Indeed, Lacan’s infa-
mous la femme n’existe pas takes its meaning from the la, the defi nite article that 
can indicate the general as well as the specifi c. In psychical life, la femme, in 
her infi nite lack, cannot be generalized; only l’homme can be taken for the 
universal. As Lacan says, women “do not lend themselves to generalization, 
even to phallocentric generalization.” Woman thus takes on the hole in being. 
She is, as Lacan tells us, “man’s symptom.”26

Man’s fantasy of negating castration is the fantasy of full presence, of the 
plenitude of being. The fantasy is doomed, of course, because the phallus as 
signifi er of desire can only ever be the phallus of the “phallic function,” or 
castration:
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Paradoxically then, the fi gure that lends the symbolic its seeming integ-
rity, its automatic and “Law- like” functioning, is only an illusion. Thus 
the deterministic, repetitive character of desire as it plays out in and 
through the symbolic functions only within the frame of a certain fi nite 
logic, one fi xed by a constitutive exception. Moreover, it is an illusion 
that Woman as man’s symptom (e.g., the Lady, the Virgin Mother,  etc.) 
is put to work in support of. (“TA,” 177)

Psychoanalytic theory thus shows us that men have their paradoxes, too. 
Caught in the phallic function (“because he does not fully identity with it but 
maintains a kind of distance toward it through believing in an exception to 
the symbolic Law”), pinning his fantasy of escape on a phallus that can only 
fail, man has a great deal at stake in managing these paradoxes (“TA,” 177). 
Scott’s reading of the struggles waged by the four French feminists shows in 
fascinating specifi city the ways men actually do the managing. The individual 
who “cannot be divided into another individual who has an existence that is 
really separate from him” betrays his pursuit of the real not only by keeping 
his distance from the mother as Other, but through his fantasy of exception to 
the phallic function of castration. And man must occupy the position of the 
universal because woman, as already castrated, as having no possibility of 
phallic exception, cannot. This “universal,” this crucial term of French mo-
dernity, is, in Lacan’s thinking, a grand symptom of the Enlightenment’s turn 
away from reality in pursuit of the real. In this pursuit, to posit women as 
universal is simply unthinkable.27

For all of the historical diff erences among the four sets of debates Scott 
examines in Paradoxes, the opponents to the feminist arguments manage to 
express in one way or another an urgent warning: to allow women to be like 

men would be to risk men becoming like women. Scott shows us the warning in its 
many historical permutations; Lacan helps us appreciate the psychical energy 
involved.28

The Future of the Impossible

If theories of gender lead necessarily to the exploration of meaning, as Scott 
indicates in “Gender: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis,” theories of 
sexual diff erence take us, as in Paradoxes, to the impossibility of meaning. The 
psychical rupture constitutive of Freud’s and Lacan’s theories of sexuality, 
what Lacan calls the real, what cannot be known, cannot be symbolized, is 
this impossibility. This is not to say that the impossibility of knowing  doesn’t 
produce enormous amounts of knowledge. To the contrary, the unknowability 
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of sexuality is what makes theorists of us all. Tracy McNulty, in her essay 
“Demanding the Impossible: Desire and Social Change,” calls attention to 
Freud’s own epistemophilia:

In an interview given shortly before his death, Freud spoke of the “de-
sire to know” that guided him for his entire life, a desire to know what 
causes the human subject that led him away from the empirical sphere of 
science and toward an object that could not be verifi ed empirically, but 
only witnessed in speech. The subject is itself an “impossible object” in 
this sense, a pure hypothesis that cannot be observed scientifi cally or 
explained as a product of culture.29

In its clinical mode, psychoanalysis engages with the subject’s desire, or 
the anxiety produced by the psychical rupture of castration. The analyst’s 
desire to know represents for the patient the place of the Other’s desire (the 
Other that cannot be assimilated by identifi cation). The patient supposes that 
the analyst knows; what she is confronted with is the analyst’s desire to 
know, a desire that the patient  doesn’t understand, that she  can’t contain in 
her fantasies of seduction, and to which she  doesn’t know how to respond. If 
the anxiety is maintained and not covered over by fantasies of fulfi llment by 
the analyst, the analyst’s desire will call forth responses from the patient’s 
unconscious.  Here is where the possibility of psychical change resides, in the 
very gap, the psychical rupture that produces a desire that can only be 
known in its eff ects. When Lacan bemoans the Enlightenment’s rejection of 
reality in pursuit of the real, he is speaking of a pursuit that is just the oppo-
site of the analytic project. While the Enlightenment aims to sustain fanta-
sies of escaping castration, analysis works in the gap of the real to eff ect 
change.

Of course, critical thinking’s engagement with the “impossible” is quite 
diff erent from that of analysis. Psychoanalytic time— the time of the encoun-
ter with the unconscious— is not that of conventional time or historical time. 
And while the symbolic order is not ahistorical, neither can it be assimilated 
to what we might call a cultural text. However, psychoanalysis does bring les-
sons to critical thinking, and those are in the form of reading lessons. One ex-
ample is Louis Althusser’s theory of symptomatic reading, a notion inspired by 
Lacan. Althusser proposes “an account of reading,” in Ellen Rooney’s words, 
“as a guilty, dynamic, fl awed, open- ended, historically contingent, and wholly 
po liti cal practice of displacements.”30 When Scott seeks to disrupt the consola-
tions aff orded by continuous historical narratives, she is working in the Althus-
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serian tradition. Indeed, in her 2007 essay, “History- writing as Critique,” 
Scott argues vigorously that history- writing needs to be uncomfortable, dis-
turbing, destabilizing; in other words, in Althusser’s terms, history- writing 
needs to expose itself as the reading that it is.31

Scott’s appeal for a destabilizing history echoes Foucault’s words in the 
passage that serves as an epigraph to this essay, a passage that Scott cites in her 
essay, “The Evidence of Experience.”32 For Foucault, unbroken history is a 
compensatory phenomenon: “Continuous history is the indispensable correla-
tive of the founding function of the subject: the guarantee that everything 
that has eluded him may be restored to him.” Continuous history provides the 
promise, Foucault writes, “that one day the subject— in the form of historical 
consciousness— will once again be able to appropriate, to bring back under 
his sway, all those things that are kept at a distance by diff erence, and fi nd in 
them what he calls his abode.”33

The “diff erence” Foucault evokes is not that of the decentered subject as 
theorized by Lacan, but neither is it unrelated. I want to look briefl y at the 
ways Foucault’s and Lacan’s registers of analyses are connected in order to 
think more concretely about the critical future of the impossible. The con-
nection between the two lies in the “analytic of fi nitude” that Foucault elabo-
rates in The Order of Things, and the relationships among fi nitude, “man,” and 
the sciences of man. “Man,” a complex formation that appears at the end of 
the eigh teenth century, is the other side of the end of metaphysics, Foucault 
says, and the beginning of modernity:

Modernity begins when the human being begins to exist within his or-
ganism, inside the shell of his head, inside the armature of his limbs, 
and in the  whole structure of his physiology; when he begins to exist at 
the center of a labor by whose principles he is governed and whose prod-
uct eludes him; when he lodges his thought in the folds of a language so 
much older than himself that he cannot master its signifi cations, even 
though they have been called back to life by the insistence of his words. 
But, more fundamentally, our culture crossed the threshold beyond 
which we recognize our modernity when fi nitude was conceived in in-
terminable cross- reference with itself.34

Man is the fi gure caught in this cross- referencing, the famous “empirico- 
transcendental doublet,” who is both the condition of possibility for empiri-
cal positivities and himself an object of empirical knowledge, that is, a mode 
of being in which subject and object are mutually constituted. It is on this 
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fi gure of Man that the sciences of man— the sciences of labor, life, and 
language— turn:

It was the involution of labour, life, and language upon themselves that 
determined the appearance of this new domain of knowledge . . .  and 
it was the appearance of that empirico- transcendental being, of that be-
ing whose thought is constantly interwoven with the unthought, of that 
being always cut off  from an origin which is promised to him in the 
immediacy of the return— it was this appearance that gave the human 
sciences their par tic u lar form. (OT, 350)

Man is the being who “by one and the same interplay of reasons, must be 
a positive domain of knowledge and cannot be an object of science” (OT, 
366– 7). The human sciences are the site where that impossibility can be 
seen at work, and the space of the impossibility, for Foucault, is the uncon-
scious: “By unveiling the unconscious as their most fundamental object, the 
human sciences showed that there was always something still to be thought 
in what had already been thought on a manifest level” (OT, 406).35 In this 
sense, Foucault sees psychoanalysis as being closest to the critical function 
that is found in all the human sciences. Psychoanalysis points “not towards 
that which must be rendered gradually more explicit by the progressive illu-
mination of the implicit, but toward what is there and yet is hidden, towards 
what exists with the mute solidity of a thing, of a text closed in upon itself, 
or of a blank space in a visible text, and uses that quality to defend itself ” (OT, 
374). What is involved, Foucault says, is not a simple combination of the in-
terpretation of meaning and of the modes of re sis tance to it, but rather 
something more radical. Psychoanalysis “moves towards the moment— by 
defi nition inaccessible to any theoretical knowledge of man . . .  at which the 
contents of consciousness articulate themselves, or rather stand gaping, upon 
man’s fi nitude” (OT, 374).

When Luce Irigaray argues that sexual diff erence is the most crucial 
question of our time, she does so within a Lacanian context.36 One might ar-
gue as well in a Foucauldian context that the scene of man’s fi nitude fi nds a 
powerful staging in the psychoanalytic theory of sexual diff erence. There the 
subject is caught both in life and language through the unconscious assump-
tion of the division of sexed reproduction. There is the site of the fold that 
cannot be known, the eff ects of which are everywhere to be recognized but 
nowhere recuperated.

As Foucault sees it, there is a critical struggle in the thinking of moder-
nity that takes the form of a confrontation between historicism and the ana-
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lytic of fi nitude. Historicism is the mode of knowledge limited by the positiv-
ity of the knowing subject; it is the domain of “living comprehension (in the 
element of the Lebenswelt), of interhuman communication (against a background 
of social structures), and of hermeneutics . . .” (OT, 373). In this mode of 
knowledge, the analytic of fi nitude disappears: “The positive knowledge of 
man is limited by the historical positivity of the knowing subject so that the 
moment of fi nitude is dissolved in the play of a relativity from which it cannot 
escape” (OT, 372). What historicism fails to see is that what makes all these 
positivities possible is, indeed, fi nitude. In a Foucauldian register, then, those 
who celebrate the demise of poststructuralist theory or psychoanalysis or 
feminist theory, or who believe that postmodernism has resolved the chal-
lenges of modernity, might be called on to account for fi nitude. There are 
reasons to argue that contemporary thinking has far to go in such an account-
ing, and reasons to insist that the reading of sexual diff erence, in par tic u lar, 
has barely begun.

Indeed, sexual diff erence, fi nitude, the unconscious, and reading can 
all be seen as related theoretical notions. If we bring a psychoanalytic under-
standing to the reading of a text, we see what Jean- Luc Nancy and Philippe 
Lacoue- Labarthe call “the double law by which th[e] ‘text’ off ers itself to be 
read while constantly derailing or deferring the conditions of its reading.”37 
It is, as they say, “actually impossible to avoid the detour of reading . . .  
reading itself becoming that very overfl owing of the text read in (or by) the 
reading text.” And it is in the texts of sexual diff erence, in their various 
modes, that Man, fi nitude’s doublet— the mutually constituted subject and 
object— is displayed, disguised, hidden, and brought to crisis. The knot of 
sexual diff erence, the riddle of being and knowing, is the knot of the 
unconscious.38

To return fi nally to the distinction between gender and sexual diff er-
ence, the challenge for feminist critical work is not a choice between theo-
ries of gender that turn on meaning and theories of sexual diff erence that 
engage the impossible. What is gender, after all, but one of the most telling 
texts of sexual diff erence? If, as Scott says, “gender” has come to be a term 
that consolidates the known, then her own work, like the work of Butler 
and others, demonstrates that gender’s presumption of a ground can never 
hold. Is not the rush to know gender a particularly anxious move to shut 
down the very overfl owing of the text that gender opens up? It is, in fact, 
the impossibility of sexual diff erence that guarantees that gender will never 
be fully knowable or semantically stable. What matters, fi nally, for the 
feminist critic, is not gender versus sexual diff erence, but what side of the 
real one is on.



308 | ELIZABETH WEED

N OT ES

 1. Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, trans. A. M. Sheridan Smith 
(New York: Harper and Row, 1972), 12.

 2. Joan W. Scott, Gender and the Politics of History, rev. ed. (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1999). Hereafter cited as GPHR in parenthetical references.

 3. United Nations Conference on Human Settlements (Habitat II), “Annex V: 
Statement on the Commonly Understood Meaning of the Term ‘Gender,’ ” in Report 

of the United Nations Conference on Human Settlements (Habitat II), Istanbul, Turkey, June 
3– 14, 1996 (New York: United Nations, Secretary of the Publications Board), 229, 
 http:// ods -dds -ny .un .org/ doc/ UNDOC/ GEN/ G96/ 025/ 00/ PDF/ G9602500 .pdf 
?OpenElement (accessed May 11, 2010). Quoted in Scott, Politics of History, iv– v. 
Scott cites an earlier instance of “Annex V.”

 4. There is no domesticating gender. See Judith Butler, Undoing Gender (New 
York: Routledge, 2004), 183. Butler observes that while for the Vatican “gender” 
seems to stand for homosexuality, for queer theorists it seems to mean the opposite.

 5. Scott cites Foucault, Archaeology, 14.
 6. Joan W. Scott, Only Paradoxes to Off er: French Feminists and the Rights of Man 

(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1996). Hereafter cited as OPO in paren-
thetical references.

 7. Joan W. Scott, “Gender: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis,” The Ameri-

can Historical Review 91 (December, 1986): 1053– 1075. Hereafter cited as “GUC” in 
parenthetical references.

 8. Scott cites Cliff ord Geertz, “Blurred Genres,” American Scholar 49 (1980): 
165– 179.

 9. Scott cites Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Vol. I, An Introduction (New 
York: Vintage, 1980) and Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings, 1972– 

1977 (New York: Pantheon, 1980).
10. Parveen Adams and Jeff  Minson, “The ‘Subject’ of Feminism,” in The Woman in 

Question: m/f, ed. Parveen Adams and Elizabeth Cowie (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 
1990), 81– 101, quoted in Scott, Politics of History, 215. The Adams and Minson text 
reads as follows: “Legal recognition is a real and circular pro cess. It recognizes the 
things that correspond to the defi nitions it constructs.”

11. “Sexual diff erence is probably the issue in our time which could be our ‘salva-
tion’ if we thought it through.” Luce Irigaray, An Ethics of Sexual Diff erence, trans. Caro-
lyn Burke and Gillian C. Gill (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1993), 5.

12. Jacques Lacan, Encore: The Seminar of Jacques Lacan; On Feminine Sexuality, the Lim-

its of Love and Knowledge, trans. with notes by Bruce Fink (New York: W. W. Norton, 
1998). Hereafter cited as Enc in parenthetical references.

13. Sigmund Freud, “The Question of a Weltanschauung,” The Standard Edition of the 

Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, vol. 22 (1932– 1936), trans. James Strachey 
(London: The Hogarth Press, 1953– 1974), 159.



From the “Useful” to the “Impossible” | 309

14. It is the former that concerns us  here. Lacan’s scathing criticisms of ego- 
centered analysis and any form of psychoanalysis that focuses on integration and adap-
tation rather than the unconscious are well known.

15. Denis Diderot, Encyclopédie, ou dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des mé-

tiers, vol. 8 (Neufchâtel, 1751– 1765), 684– 85, quoted in Scott, Paradoxes, 5.
16. One must acknowledge that the Encyclopédie defi nition itself strains in its eru-

dite appeal to etymology. Making an argument for uniqueness dependent on etymo-
logically correct individuality produces this oddly ambiguous phrase— translating lit-
erally: “Such a subject is an individual according to etymology because one can no 
longer divide him into new subjects who would have an existence truly [réellement] in-
de pen dent of him.” It is the “truly” that troubles our assurance.

17. Suzanne Bernard, “Introduction,” in Reading Seminar XX, ed. Suzanne Bernard 
and Bruce Fink (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2002), 1.

18. Laplanche fi nds the term “anaclitic,” normally used in French and En glish trans-
lations of Anlehnung, to be pseudoscientifi c and unsatisfactory.

19. Jean Laplanche, Life and Death in Psychoanalysis, trans. Jeff rey Mehlman (Balti-
more: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1976), 17. Hereafter cited as LDP in par-
enthetical references.

20. Laplanche is addressing  here “aberrations” in psychoanalytic thinking that led 
to debates as to whether the sexual object is generated ex nihilo (a notion of inconceiv-
able biological idealism, he says), or whether sexuality per se has an object from the 
beginning, as in the theories of Balint. Laplanche regards the debate as a false and un-
fortunate impasse.

21. “All of which,” Laplanche comments, “have in common the fundamental char-
acteristic of being, in fact or in fantasy, detached or detachable” (LDP, 12).

22. As is evident, there are fundamental diff erences between feminist formulations 
of sex/gender and the psychoanalytic understanding of those terms. Laplanche off ers a 
psychoanalytic defi nition: “Above all, it is unacceptable to assign one of the terms to 
the side of anatomy and the other to the side of psychology. It is proper to designate by 
sex the ensemble of physical or psychical determining factors, behaviors, fantasies,  etc. 
directly connected with the sexual function and sexual plea sure. And by gender, the 
ensemble of physical or psychical determining factors, behaviors, fantasies,  etc. con-
nected to the distinction: masculine– feminine. Gender distinctions range from ‘second-
ary’ somatic diff erences all the way to grammatical ‘gender,’ passing through the habitus, 
clothing, social role,  etc.” Jean Laplanche, Problématiques II: Castrations- Symbolisations 
(Paris: Quadrige/PUF, 1998), 33.

23. Less familiar is Lacan’s theory of the fundamental fantasies of masculine and 
feminine subjects. In very schematic terms, the fundamental fantasy of the masculine 
(obsessive) subject has to do with the relationship between the lost object and the 
Other, Lacan’s term for the otherness the subject cannot take into himself through 
identifi cation. The masculine subject refuses to acknowledge that the lost object has 
anything to do with the Other. The feminine subject (a hysteric) has the very diff erent 



310 | ELIZABETH WEED

fantasy that the lost object has to do with the Other’s loss. So, while the obsessive re-
fuses to recognize the Other’s desire, the hysteric has the fantasy of being the missing 
object that causes the Other’s desire. See Bruce Fink, chapter 8, “Neurosis,” in A Clini-

cal Introduction to Lacanian Analysis: Theory and Technique (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 1997).

24. Lacan’s greater interest in this seminar is with the feminine subject and her 
drives. In other words, what do women want? For the purposes of this essay, I focus on 
the masculine subject.

25. Suzanne Bernard, “Tongues of Angels: Feminine Structure and the Other Jouis-
sance,” in Reading Seminar XX, 177. Hereafter cited as “TA” in parenthetical references.

26. Something that feminists have always known, though not precisely in these 
terms.

27. The fantasy of masculine universality is one mode of pursuing the real. An-
other, Lacan says, is the fantasy that the male and the female together form a totality. 
Lacan’s declaration of the “impossibility of the sexual relation” is one of his ways of 
casting derision on the Platonic myth of the androgyne. The inevitability of hetero-
sexuality is another such fantasy. Heterosexuality, far from being “authorized” by sex-
ual diff erence, serves to cover over the anxiety sexual diff erence produces.

28. There is nothing to be gained by viewing the relationship between history and 
psychoanalysis in terms of causality, by asking which drives the other. Since the two 
disciplines produce their objects of knowledge in radically diff erent ways, those ob-
jects cannot be seen as commensurable. Rather, it is the historical and psychoanalytic 
readings that can inform one another.

29. Tracy McNulty, “Demanding the Impossible: Desire and Social Change,” diff er-

ences: A Journal of Feminist Cultural Studies 20 (2009): 4.
30. Ellen Rooney, “Better Read than Dead: Althusser and the Fetish of Ideology,” 

Yale French Studies 88 (1995): 185.
31. Joan W. Scott, “History- writing as Critique,” in Manifestos for History, ed. Keith 

Jenkins, Sue Morgan, and Alun Munslow (New York: Routledge, 2007), 19– 38.
32. Joan W. Scott, “The Evidence of Experience,” Critical Inquiry 17 (1991): 789– 

790, footnote 31. The citation is from Foucault, Archaeology, 12.
33. Foucault, Archaeology, 13.
34. Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences (New 

York: Random  House, 1994), 318. Hereafter cited as OT in parenthetical references.
35. The past tense  here is rhetorical. The sentence continues: “by revealing the law 

of time as the external boundary of the human sciences, History shows that everything 
that has been thought will be thought again by a thought that does not yet exist.”

36. Irigaray argues, with Lacan, that woman does not exist in the symbolic order. 
Where she diff ers from him is in her conviction that there must be change in the sym-
bolic order, that change being, in itself, in the register of the impossible.

37. Jean- Luc Nancy and Philippe Lacoue- Labarthe, The Title of the Letter: A Reading 

of Lacan, trans. François Raff oul and David Pettigrew (Albany: State University of New 
York Press, 1992), 5.
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38. See Nancy and Lacoue- Labarthe, Title of the Letter, xxix– xxx: “Under the name 
of the ‘unconscious’ . . .  the question for Lacan is presumably to reassume, in his own 
way, that constant and more or less hidden movement that takes philosophy to its lim-
its: to the point where the system of the constitution of an object for a subject, the 
system of repre sen ta tion and certainty, yields to the ‘arch- constitution’ of ‘being,’ 
whose repre sen ta tion can only be made possible, secondarily by existence. Essentially, 
there is no existence ‘beyond’ the world of repre sen ta tion, except in the diff erence- to- 
itself of presence in general.”



This rich, erudite and imaginative collection of essays is testimony to the con-
tinued fecundity of gender studies and of Joan Wallach Scott’s work. Particu-
larly striking is the authors’ refl exivity about gender analysis itself, as they 
continuously redraw and rethink analytic arcs and categories. This refl exive 
impulse, of course, is contoured by Scott’s own explicit commitment to cri-
tique as the intellectual trace of what was once widely promulgated on the left 
as “permanent revolution”— a practice perhaps better suited to the needs and 
possibilities of theoretical than po liti cal life. Striking as well is the extent to 
which these papers move toward and are moved by realms, problems, and 
fi elds of knowledge exceeding gender analytics. These include but are not 
limited to new lines of inquiry in phenomenology, new readings of Foucault, 
considerations of liberalism in postcolonial spaces, revisions of art historiog-
raphy, projective identifi catory readings of classical and contemporary hu-
manisms, the problem of NGOifi cation of gender reforms, questions about 
the mutability of Islam, concern with demo cratic imperialism, lurid melodra-
mas of failed agency, the problem of imitative reifi cation, eccentricity in the 
ser vice of an economy of erotic normalcy, isolation of the aesthetic, reproduc-
ibility of the screen, and a dozen diff erent angles on ethics. Especially exciting 
is the ease with which the papers traverse from gender and sexuality to these 
other thematics and fi elds of inquiry, passing through borders once gated and 
policed by the keepers both of gender studies and of other fi elds and disci-
plines, but now merrily unguarded, sometimes even unmarked.

One particularly strong current in this collection is the matter of “think-
ing in time”— a phrase comprising the importance both of allowing historical 

Thinking in Time
An Epilogue on Ethics and Politics
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time to do the work of dissolving certain seeming impossibilities or contra-
dictions and of apprehending the specifi city of problematics constructed by 
par tic u lar historical discourses and times. It is within this current that I want 
to place two other recurring concerns in the volume— the strong preoccupa-
tion with ethics, and the anxiety about the co- optability of gender and sexual 
equality projects by forces that disingenuously appropriate them for nefarious 
ends, such as racism or empire. Briefl y, I want to refl ect on each in turn.

Perhaps the turn to ethics by humanists, especially literary scholars, is 
only one long overdue. If, as Lionel Trilling famously declared, “Literature is 
the human activity that takes the fullest and most precise account of various-
ness, possibility, complexity, and diffi  culty,” what more verdant pasture could 
there be for the development of ethics?1 And yet, it is telling that fi fteen years 
ago, at an academic conference on gender, each moment of identity confi gura-
tion, knowledge production, reading, critique, interpretation, and contesta-
tion would have been identifi ed with the “po liti cal” rather than the “ethical.” 
Politics carried the same ubiquitous, overreaching, and underspecifi ed place 
in humanities work now held by ethics. Then, the de- naturalizing, de- 
essentializing and antifoundational moves of poststructuralism  were mobi-
lized to politicize everything: language, subjects, identities, readings, per for-
mances, and all social relations. Indeed, the governing assumption of critical 
work in the humanities was that anything not natural— and nothing was— 
was po liti cal. One might have worried then that such a relentless reach of the 
po liti cal produced at once its dilution and imperialism, and that this reach 
was perhaps also inattentive to constitutive features of the distinctive scene of 
powers binding and or ga niz ing human collectivities. Now, however, as the 
po liti cal has given way to the ethical in humanities discourse, it is the po liti cal 
that seems to have gone missing. Or, perhaps more precisely, what is often 
missing is the necessary connection between ethics and politics that thinkers 
as diverse as Aristotle, Spinoza, and Foucault taught us to sustain.

There is much to be said for concerns with ethics, of course. More than 
the attitudinal demeanor or set of moral ideals to which it is sometimes re-
duced today, the ethical is fundamentally centered on action: it signals modes 
of conduct toward others and hence modes of being with others. Aristotle 
formulated ethics simply as good men acting in the pursuit of happiness in the 
rich Greek sense of eudamonia (a simplicity that evaporates, of course, as soon 
as action, goodness, humanness, and happiness are plumbed for their respec-
tive complexities). Moreover, given the capacity of ethics to reckon with dis-
tinctly human aff ective and expressive qualities that purely po liti cal logics 
frequently elide, ethics is an important partner to po liti cally animated intel-
lectual work. However, the virtues and importance of the ethical domain do 
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not explain the heightened concern with ethics across the humanities today. 
Even if, pace Nietz sche, developing an ethics and acting ethically seems an in-
contestable good, we still might ask: What could this concern be holding or 
holding off , displacing or replacing, symptomizing or reacting to? I want to 
suggest that its ubiquity in our work today is overdetermined, spurred at the 
very least from the following sources:

First, we are living in dark times, by which I mean not only that the 
world is full of troubles and foreboding— the specters of planetary ecological 
collapse, economic collapse, terror, imperial wars, and more localized vio-
lence, along with the quotidian devastations wrought by global capitalism— 
but that many of our greatest ills have no obvious antidotes or solutions. There 
are no evident counters or alternatives to the present order of things, and we 
have ceased to rely upon either progressive or redemptive narratives to carry 
us forward. “Hope” may be a winning campaign slogan but, as has become 
painfully apparent, it is neither a program nor a strategy; nor is it, I think, a 
deeply felt po liti cal aff ect among critical intellectuals. Historically, eras of 
despair, especially those following on intensely politicized eras, are notable 
for provoking an ethical turn. The post- Socratic schools of the Stoics, Epicu-
rians, and Cynics represented just such a turn, one that openly entailed a 
withdrawal from politics. Similarly, Habermas and Foucault could both be 
understood to have made something of an ethical withdrawal after the fer-
ments of the 1960s and 1970s; Habermas turned to communicative ethics and 
Foucault to the arts of the self. Max Weber performs this turn in the very 
narrative structure of “Politics as a Vocation,” a darkly pessimistic meditation 
that nearly paints po liti cal action into a corner before resolving into a discus-
sion of a distinctly po liti cal ethics.

But dark times are only one condition spurring the turn to ethics. For 
humanists shaped by postfoundational thought, and from those opposed to 
(and often ignorant of the substance) of such thought, we have for several de-
cades faced the charge that postfoundational thought is without ethics or even 
unethical. Feminist poststructuralists who, in their deconstruction of gen-
dered subjects and insistence on the sliding meaning of gender, have been 
tarred by critics with indiff erence to the plight of “real women”; antimarriage 
queers are charged with a lack of sexual ethics; poststructuralists generally 
are said to be unable to distinguish good and evil and more generally to reject 
the foundations and limits upon which ethical life depends. Something called 
postmodernism, it will be recalled, was declared dead after the events of 
9/11, events said to clearly enunciate a category of evil that “postmodernism” 
was imagined to dilute. And when not accused of ethical relativism, we are 
accused of displacing ethical with po liti cal concerns, politicizing everything, 
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seeing power everywhere, attending too little to matters of soul and suff er-
ing. We are either hapless relativists or hapless politicizers— all politics, no 
ethics.

But responding to charges of being unethical or antiethical with a hyper-
investment in ethics was not a simple matter of refutation or reclaiming 
ground. To the contrary, even while drawing on Spinoza, Hegel, Heidegger, 
or Kant, a poststructuralist ethics would have to be fashioned from elements 
quite diff erent from those of the past. Thus a third force overdetermining the 
turn to ethics pertains to the eff ort to elaborate a responsible and responsive 
subject after the Kantian one. If the Kantian inheritance of an autonomous 
moral subject and transcendental notion of the good  were an important part 
of what poststructuralism challenged, then this challenge redounds back to 
poststructuralism itself. For poststructuralists, the problem was this one: 
How might a historically constructed, disunifi ed, non- self- consistent and 
non- self- constituting subject stand ethically for itself as an “I” and respond 
ethically to another “I”? This diffi  cult question is yet another incitement to the 
consideration of ethics in a postfoundational vein.

Fourth, responding to the relentlessly moralizing left discourses of the 
1980s, many of us yearned not only for a post- Enlightenment ethical subject 
but for an ethics beyond moralism. This desire also picks up a diff erent thread 
of the post- Kantian ethics problem, one that aims to adumbrate possibilities 
for a nonregulatory ethics, and one that also varies from bourgeois morality, 
libertinism, or solipsism. This is what some have also called a “radical ethics,” 
one that is wary of the po liti cal contouring or instrumentalization of ethics 
for extant normative regimes.

Fifth, the ethical turn would seem to respond to two overextensions of 
what  were important and useful critiques of conventional formulations of 
power. On the one hand, there are Foucault’s critique of power understood as 
rule, repression, or sovereignty in favor of an appreciation of power’s norma-
tivizing work and Derrida’s insights into normative operations of power in 
language. However important these critiques, when normativity comes to 
occupy the entire fi eld of power and comprises the  whole vocabulary of 
power, we appear left with nothing other than a politics of counternormative 
conduct, that is, with an incisive politics of critique or re sis tance but one lack-
ing a positive project. A well- known risk  here is a paralysis of action itself 
born from a fear of normativity in any claim or action, precisely the fear that 
allowed critics of poststructuralism to claim that it had no ethical yes, only a 
no. On the other hand, the deep attunement to power in normativity may 
have carried us to a point of exhaustion with power and its negotiations . . .  a 
certain over- politicization of every fi eld of activity and existence. Perhaps this 
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constitutes the aff ective delight generated by Lynne Huff er’s return to love 
and lyricism in her rereading of Foucault’s theory of sexuality and Madness 

and Civilization in this volume. And, again, perhaps it also signals our own 
exhaustion from de cades of a left moralizing politics: ethics becomes our 
lyrical form of “awayness” amid relentless demands for po liti cal knowingness 
and positioning.

Here, even Derrida’s and Foucault’s ethical turns appear a bit diff erent 
from the earlier framing of rejoinders to charges against them as nihilists or 
ethical relativists. The ethical turn in each was surely spurred in part by a 
desire for an awayness from French Marxism. Indeed, perhaps the turn to the 
ethical paradoxically waged an assertion of freedom from these discourses as 
well as from a more generally closed po liti cal universe. This reminds us again 
that an ethical turn can be, rather than the supplement to po liti cal life it was 
conceived to be by Aristotle, a reaction to or even a rejection of politics, or at 
least of a certain kind of politics. Today the loss of common worlds heretofore 
marked by the nation- state or even by the West might also be occasioning this 
turn, as would be the fear of the heavy normativity of a “common good” im-
plicated by or in the po liti cal.

If the turn to ethics on the part of left humanists is both overdetermined 
and reactive, occurring at the site of an undertheorized displacement, this 
does not make it thoroughly wrongheaded. Rather it suggests the need for 
cognizance of this contextualization and practices of caution and critique, 
practices themselves in keeping with Joan Scott’s argument for permanent 
revolution in thought, for upturning and calling into question assumed cate-
gories of analysis and value. Or, to borrow from one of the most incisive sen-
tences in Scott’s “The Evidence of Experience” (“Experience is . . .  not the 
origin of our explanation but that which we want to explain”), we might say: 
“A turn to ethics is not only the substance of our work but also that which we 
want to explain.”2 This means doing something particularly diffi  cult, though 
not impossible, in discussions of ethics, namely grasping the forces of history 
producing the constellation of our contemporary intellectual concerns and 
concepts, our projects, our passions. It requires, in short, a deep commitment 
to thinking in time. Such a contextualization also suggests the importance of 
reconnecting the concerns with ethics to politics, with express attention to 
the historically specifi c powers or ga niz ing collective human arrangements 
and the predicaments and aff ects generated by these powers.

I want to conclude  here by turning from the discussion of ethics to an-
other problem of thinking in historical time, one that also emerged frequently 
across these papers. This is the problem of discourses of gender equality and 
sexual democracy mobilized for imperialist or racist projects— Sarkozy’s use 
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of them to distinguish progressive French republican values from those of 
new immigrants, American neoconservatives’ use of them to distinguish a 
Western “us” from an Islamic “them” and their use in building “moderate 
Muslim networks” and the fi gure of the “moderate Muslim.” In each case, we 
often stand aghast before the appropriation of feminist and queer terms and 
aims by conservative projects at odds with our own yet which make use of 
ours to legitimize racially exclusionary, openly imperialist, or more subtle 
Western supremacist endeavors. Thus, for example, neoconservatives identi-
fi ed the liberation of Afghan women as a pretext for the United States projects 
of regime change in the Middle East, just as some Eu ro pe ans use orthodox 
Muslim sexual and gender mores as a pretext for excluding Muslims from entry 
or citizenship, and Israel casts gender equality and tolerance of homosexuality 
as indexical of its status as the “lone democracy” of the Middle East and as the 
civilized outpost among its barbaric neighbors. Such deployments of gender 
and sexual equality are neither new nor always calculated instrumentaliza-
tions. The putatively freer and more egalitarian status of Western women is 
an old theme in colonial discourse about nativism and the orient. It gains con-
temporary standing in Western feminisms ranging from those of Susan Okin 
to Catharine MacKinnon to Laura Bush; it is right under the surface of much 
international human rights discourse and at the heart of many well- intended 
NGOs working on behalf of women in the global South.

Here we are reminded of an especially important, albeit frustrating, po-
liti cal feature of thinking and living in time: there is no party monopoly on 
any concept, value, or even ideal, let alone on any tactic or strategy, all of 
which live in time and are activated in historically specifi c circuits of power 
that condition their content and ramifi cations. Co- optation is not the right 
word for this; it fails to capture the extent to which, by virtue of temporally 
shifting discourses and contexts, what was at one point a critical, progressive, 
or even revolutionary cause can, over time, be transposed into an order of 
domination or a strategy of exploitation. Hard- won rights or radical bids for 
tolerance can become regulatory regimes of biopower, the extraordinary 
achievement of democracy can transmute into free market savagery and lib-
eral empire, revolutionary slogans can become institutionalized nodes of des-
potism or bourgeois privilege. Contemporary elder inhabitants of former So-
viet republics know well how policies of state feminism operated to double 
the duties of women rather than emancipate them— gender equality as an in-
strument of state regulation and repression is not news to them. Similarly the 
language of civil rights and universal equality was easily deployed in the 1990s 
to dismantle affi  rmative action for racial minorities and women. The language 
of “revolutionary” was taken up by neoconservatives to hail a new form of 
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American governance, and the language of “sexual diff erence” has recently 
emerged in screeds opposing gay marriage in the United States, as it has also 
been used to oppose same- sex parenting in France. On the other side, it 
would seem that the ascendency of the picture- perfect Obama family has suc-
cessfully shorn the American right of its monopoly on “family values,” that 
economic “nationalization” and state own ership have been fully detached from 
socialism or even public welfare, and that “centrism” and “moderation” have 
become a liberal retort to the right.

Our ability to navigate such appropriations and inversions depends upon 
po liti cal perspicacity and artful strategies— neither moral outrage nor a radi-
cal ethics are likely to be much help. It depends in par tic u lar on the recogni-
tion that po liti cal life features fantastic temporal shifts and that, aided by 
technology and the media, its tempo is ever quickening. Thus while enduring 
commitments have a place in politics, these cannot be codifi ed in unifi ed and 
unchanging discourses, nor infl ected by a consistent context.  Here, one only 
need consider the historically shifting fates of “republicanism” over the course 
of modernity or consider today the disorientation for liberalism produced to-
day by the coinage of “neoliberalism” to describe the saturation of every human 
sphere with entrepreneurial rationality. So of course feminism will be taken 
up for purposes that will gall, and “gender” can become a reactionary cate-
gory of analysis (and politics!), but these turns of events are not well met by 
howling indignation or reproach, two strikingly nonpo liti cal responses. 
Rather, they are occasions to apprentice ourselves to Joan W. Scott’s incisive 
appreciation of paradoxical po liti cal discourse and to enlist her deep commit-
ment to critique, to “thinking in time,” to “permanent revolution,” and to 
“speaking back . . .  to instate the new and to open a diff erent future.”3
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