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As the lockdowns of 2020 came into place, subjecting many of us
to forms of confinement, we may have been reminded of Derrida’s
thoughts on house arrest. Discussing the topology of sexual difference,
he suggests that to be assigned female is to be destined for
assignation à résidence – the French term for house arrest – under the
patriarchal economy of home which determines the ‘proper place’
of woman (Derrida 1995, 93–94). Derrida’s formulation took on
unexpected resonance when, at the height of the pandemic, the
Hungarian government repealed its legal recognition of transgenderism:
assignations of biological sex would now be strictly binary and
permanent. The decision to place sexual difference under house arrest
during a time of lockdown was not, I would argue, a coincidence.
Rather, it was another kind of assignation, an act of discursive placing
designed to eradicate transgenderism under the name of immunisation.

Let us recall how events unfolded. On March 30th, the Hungarian
parliament approved emergency measures in response to the Covid-19
pandemic, granting Prime Minister Viktor Orbán the power to rule
by decree. The very next day, the government announced legislation
making it legally impossible to change gender. Given that Orbán didn’t
need his enhanced powers to take this step, already having sufficient
control over parliament to push the bill through, it’s clear that the aim
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of the move was to situate gender recognition within the government’s
pandemic response. Actions to protect the country from transgenderism,
pathologised by Orbán as ‘gender madness’, were now located under the
rubric of public health alongside steps to halt the virus.

To appreciate the ontological force of Hungary’s new law, it is
important to understand how it takes place in language. The Hungarian
word for sex is nem, but, confusingly, nem can also mean gender.
This ambiguity has been to the benefit of trans and intersex people,
allowing them to argue that the nem recorded on their birth certificates
doesn’t match the nem they identify with, meaning it should be changed.
Orbán’s law prevents this by eliminating the ambiguity. In place of
nem, birth certificates must now record születési nem (literally ‘birth
sex’), determined by primary sex characteristics and chromosomes. Once
assigned, ‘birth sex’ cannot be changed. This reification of binary sex is
accompanied by an ossification of gender: it’s now also impossible for
Hungarians to change their given names, all of which are unambiguously
gendered and must be chosen from an archive that’s maintained by the
state.

The rules are designed to make life impossible for people who are
transgender, intersex, nonbinary, genderqueer, or gender-variant in any
way. Formal identification is a prominent feature of Hungarian life,
as citizens are required to show their ID cards frequently, even for
everyday tasks like collecting a parcel from the post office. Anyone
whose appearance or preferred name fails to match the information on
their ID card can expect daily harassment and discrimination. Under
such circumstances, to be documented is to be forever at the border,
always before the law of binary sexual difference, constantly hailed and
drawn into the scene of interpellation by a dispossessive citizenship that
quickly becomes a ‘traumatized citizenship’ (Snorton and Haritaworn
2013, 67).

To achieve this stigmatising abandonment of queer subjects, to outlaw
non-normative life, Orbán has forged a new ontological category that
I’m calling birthsex. In conjoining the literal translation of születési nem,
I want to emphasise the indissociable contiguity of birth and sex in
Orbán’s decree. Of course, the assignment of sex almost always occurs
during pregnancy, if not at the moment of birth. But for Hungarians, sex
as it’s determined at birth is now the one-time ascription of a permanent
state of being. What’s produced is a scene in which the singularity
and naturality of the event of birth is lent to the act of assigning sex.
Much the same as ‘gender madness’ is brought into articulation with
the coronavirus pandemic, permanent sex assignment is associated with
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birth, to infuse sex with the singularising, naturalising power generated
by the cultural history of birth.

The topology of discourse that I’m very quickly sketching out
here aims to study the places and placings of ipseity. I want to
observe how concepts are positioned, to understand the associations
thereby created, and to examine the conditions necessary for power
to give itself the right to define the proper place. This enquiry helps
us see how certain borders – conceptual, material, and territorial – are
demarcated and patrolled; it shows us what manoeuvres are required for
undecidables to be fixed, oscillations to be arrested, and multiplicities
to be reduced to binaries. With this approach, we see how Orbán’s
placement of the birthsex legislation within his pandemic programme
enabled him to define transgenderism as a dangerous and foreign illness
that requires an immunising response. To protect the purity and sanctity
of the nation’s health, to repel the incursion, it’s necessary to secure
the border in question, namely the threshold between man and woman,
understood as ontological categories, places to which every person must
be assigned compulsorily, non-negotiably, as if under house arrest. But
if this ontopology shows birthsex to be the immunitary lockdown of
sexual difference, it also alerts us to the ways that such a gesture can be
dis-placed by Derrida’s thought of the gift.

In ‘Women in the Beehive’, Derrida explains that the gift, being
incalculable, has no ‘assignable destination’ (Derrida 2005b, 150). If
it’s possible to say where (to whom) the gift is going, or whence (from
whom) it came, then it’s merely an exchange, not a gift. This idea
operates outside of the dominant frame, providing a way to understand
sexual difference without recourse to the predetermined categorical
assignations that reduce difference to oppositional duality. Because the
‘places’ of the gift, the giver and the receiver, are completely unknowable
in advance, we cannot predict the sex of these subjects, and should
expect them to be different in each encounter. Here we have an idea of
the gift – a figure which often seems so enigmatic as to be remote – that
feels uncannily familiar. In a recent chapter, Sarah Dillon interprets
it like this: ‘each time one comes into relation with another, one’s
gender and sexuality are determined by that moment of relationality’,
adding that ‘this fits very much with lived experience’ (Dillon 2017,
124). It’s this encounter with nonhierarchical, multivalent, contingent
subjectivities that Orbán moves to foreclose. Birthsex arrests the gift of
relationality with a biological determinism that counters the aleatory,
reducing subjects to their assigned bipolar destination, and protecting
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what Derrida calls ‘an implacable destiny which immures everything for
life in the figure 2’ (Derrida 1995, 108).

As the etymology of birth implies, birthsex also denotes the fusion
of binary sex and the nation. Orbán’s promise to immunise Hungary
from the foreign disease of ‘gender madness’ continues a theme of
nationalist rhetoric in which he evokes a racialised fear of mixity and
contamination. In Orbán’s Christmas message of 2017, a text replete
with racist and Islamophobic dog-whistles, the Prime Minister declares
that Christian culture, which is ‘fundamental’ to European life, is ‘now
under attack’:

Culture is similar to the human body’s immune system: as long as it is working
properly, we do not even notice it. It becomes noticeable and important to
us when it is weakened . . . . Europe’s immune system is being deliberately
weakened. They do not want us to be who we are . . . . They want us to mix
together with peoples from another world and, so that the process will be
smooth, they want us to change. (Orbán 2017)

Orbán presents Hungary as a kind of frontier town, the last sanctum
of a pure and unsullied way of life. His duty to protect the health and
security of his country is nothing less than a responsibility to preserve
the vestiges of endangered European values, namely Christian morality,
white supremacy, and ‘the relationship between men and women’ (Ibid.).

It’s easy to dismiss such discourse as populist nonsense, but during
times of crisis it can gain a foothold. While Derrida’s works on racism,
genre and Geschlecht provide well-known resources with which to
counter the ontologies of European nationalism, we might also turn
to María Lugones and the coloniality of gender. Lugones argues that,
like race, gender is a system that developed alongside the ‘dichotomous
hierarchy between the human the non-human’ in colonial modernity
(Lugones 2010, 743). Significantly, this definition of gender encompasses
biological sexual difference. Lugones reminds us that dimorphism, the
law of embodied binary ontology, has only been dominant in ‘the
West’ since the eighteenth century (Ibid., 756 n.2), and she provides
examples of nonbinary approaches to sex that existed in Africa and
North America before colonisation (Lugones 2007, 196–98), while also
claiming that the violent and futile attempts to make intersex bodies
conform to dimorphism ‘reveal that what is understood to be biological
sex is socially constructed’ (Ibid., 194). For Lugones, the binaries of
race, gender, and human/nonhuman are never all-encompassing – ‘we
are also other than what the hegemon makes us be’ – meaning that the
very place of colonial difference, the supposed ontological ground of
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these constructed oppositions, is the already multiply riven ‘fractured
locus’ in which resistance dwells (Lugones 2010, 746–48). Like Derrida,
Lugones finds unpredictable, aleatory movement to be the chance of
resistance. The movement of ‘bodies and relations’ in the colonial
scene ‘does not repeat itself’ or ‘become static and ossified’, but is
‘continually transformed, incarnating a weave from the fractured locus
that constitutes a creative, peopled re-creation’ (Ibid., 754).

We’re reminded once again of ‘Choreographies’. To escape the house
arrest of gender essentialism, Derrida warns, it’s necessary to take a step
that challenges the very idea of a proper place, to ‘dance otherwise’ with
a movement that ‘changes place and above all changes places. In its wake
they can no longer be recognized’ (Derrida 1995, 94). What we might
then approach is an ‘area’ beyond binary oppositional sexual difference,
prompting Derrida to dream of ‘innumerable’ sexes (Ibid., 108). The
cautious tone that Derrida adopts in these notoriously enigmatic remarks
speaks to an irreducible opacity. After all, how can we hope to even
notice the chance of the movement he describes, when we know so little
of the area that we would dance towards? Perhaps, like the destination of
the gift, the improper locus of dance is necessarily unknowable; perhaps,
given that we dance towards a nonbinary experience, what we approach
is khôra, the locality in which oppositions take place but which is itself
non-dialecticisable. Intriguingly, khôra gives place ‘without ever giving
anything’ (Derrida 2005a, xiv). It is prior to the form of giving that
characterises ipseity, prior to any ipseity that gives itself the power
to assign, to assemble the frame with which to bestow or withhold
recognition; prior to any power that gives immunising force to a category
like birthsex and, in doing so, gives the order to place under house arrest.

Our choreographies should attend to this dimension of the trace that
khôra leaves on ‘what is to be done’ (Ibid., xv). But I think we should
also follow Lugones, who, as a tango aficionado, has her own politics of
dance. Lugones practises a lesbian tango that supplants the misogynistic
mainstream version to occupy ‘a spatiality that remakes/rejects the
suffocating, closed, bound, dumb, normed spatiality of oppression’
(Lugones 2012, 57). I’m not trying to claim that Lugones and Derrida
are dancing to the same tune; their gestures take place in different
modalities, to be sure. Yet both choreograph the evasion of gendered
house arrest. I find Lugones’ dance to be in constructive counterpoint to
Derrida’s because it puts us in medias res: from the vantage point of the
fractured locus we see that the dance has always already been underway.
Such impositions as Orbán’s appear as the desperate manoeuvres of a
doomed campaign that long ago lapsed into autoimmunity.
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However, the pandemic has evidently facilitated a movement of ipseity
that my brief topography here has tried to map, and we should stay
attuned to the polyphony of Derrida and Lugones, amongst others,
when we choreograph our responses. As I’ve hinted, one step that seems
necessary is that which takes us beyond state recognition. This is not to
propose that we surrender the fight for recognition now – under present
circumstances, it’s essential. But merely to expand the criteria by which
bodies and lives are made legible is to leave the system of control in place.
As long as sex and gender take the form of legally codified ontologies,
the risk of house arrest will always be a given.

References
Derrida, Jacques (1995), ‘Choreographies’, in Points. . . . Interviews, 1974–1994, ed.

Elisabeth Weber, Stanford: Stanford University Press, pp. 89–108.
——(2005a), Rogues: Two Essays on Reason, trans. Pascale-Anne Brault and

Michael Naas, Stanford: Stanford University Press.
——(2005b), ‘Women in the Beehive: A Seminar with Jacques Derrida’, differences,

16: 3, pp. 139–57.
Dillon, Sarah (2017), ‘Derrida and the Question of “Woman”’, in Derrida and

Queer Theory, ed. Christian Hite, punctum books, pp. 108–30.
Lugones, María (2007), ‘Heterosexualism and the Colonial/Modern Gender System’,

Hypatia, 22: 1, pp. 186–219.
——(2010), ‘Toward a Decolonial Feminism’, Hypatia, 25: 4, pp. 742–59.
——(2012), ‘Milongueando Macha Homoerotics: Dancing the Tango, Torta Style (a

Performative Testimonio)’, in Performing the US Latina and Latino Borderlands,
eds. Arturo J. Aldama, Chela Sandoval, and Peter J. García, Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, pp. 51–57.

Orbán, Viktor (2017), ‘We Must Defend Christian Culture’, Website of the
Hungarian Government, available at: https://www.kormany.hu/en (accessed 5
August, 2020).

Snorton, C. Riley and Jin Haritaworn (2013), ‘Trans Necropolitics: A Transnational
Reflection on Violence, Death, and the Trans of Color Afterlife’, in The
Transgender Studies Reader 2, eds. Susan Stryker and Aren Z. Aizura, New York:
Routledge, pp. 66–76.



Your short guide to the EUP Journals 
Blog http://euppublishingblog.com/ 

 
A forum for discussions relating to 
Edinburgh University Press Journals 

 

1. The primary goal of the EUP Journals Blog  

To aid discovery of authors, articles, research, multimedia and reviews published in Journals,  and as a 
consequence contribute to increasing traffic, usage and citations of journal content.  

2. Audience 

Blog posts are written for an educated, popular and academic audience within EUP Journals’ publishing fields.  

3. Content criteria - your ideas for posts 

We prioritize posts that will feature highly in search rankings, that are shareable and that will drive readers to 
your article on the EUP site. 

4. Word count, style, and formatting 
 

• Flexible length, however typical posts range 70-600 words. 
• Related images and media files are encouraged. 
• No heavy restrictions to the style or format of the post, but it should best reflect the content and topic 

discussed. 
 

5. Linking policy 
 

• Links to external blogs and websites that are related to the author, subject matter and to EUP publishing 
fields are encouraged, e.g.to related blog posts 
 

6. Submit your post 

Submit to ruth.allison@eup.ed.ac.uk 

If you’d like to be a regular contributor, then we can set you up as an author so you can create, edit, publish, 
and delete your own posts, as well as upload files and images.  

7. Republishing/repurposing 

Posts may be re-used and re-purposed on other websites and blogs, but a minimum 2 week waiting period is 
suggested, and an acknowledgement and link to the original post on the EUP blog is requested.  

8. Items to accompany post 
 

• A short biography (ideally 25 words or less, but up to 40 words) 
• A photo/headshot image of the author(s) if possible.  
• Any relevant, thematic images or accompanying media (podcasts, video, graphics and photographs), 

provided copyright and permission to republish has been obtained.  
• Files should be high resolution and a maximum of 1GB 
• Permitted file types: jpg, jpeg, png, gif, pdf, doc, ppt, odt, pptx, docx, pps, ppsx, xls, xlsx, key, mp3, m4a, 

wav, ogg, zip, ogv, mp4, m4v, mov, wmv, avi, mpg, 3gp, 3g2. 

http://euppublishingblog.com/
http://www.euppublishing.com/
mailto:ruth.allison@eup.ed.ac.uk

	Your short guide to the EUP Journals Blog.pdf
	1. The primary goal of the EUP Journals Blog
	To aid discovery of authors, articles, research, multimedia and reviews published in Journals,  and as a consequence contribute to increasing traffic, usage and citations of journal content.
	2. Audience
	Blog posts are written for an educated, popular and academic audience within EUP Journals’ publishing fields.
	3. Content criteria - your ideas for posts
	4. Word count, style, and formatting
	 Flexible length, however typical posts range 70-600 words.
	 Related images and media files are encouraged.
	 No heavy restrictions to the style or format of the post, but it should best reflect the content and topic discussed.
	5. Linking policy
	6. Submit your post
	If you’d like to be a regular contributor, then we can set you up as an author so you can create, edit, publish, and delete your own posts, as well as upload files and images.

	7. Republishing/repurposing
	8. Items to accompany post


