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THE TECHNOLOGY OF
GENDER

In the ferinist writings and cualtural practices of the 1960s and 1970s, the
notion of gender as sexual difference was central to the critique of repre-
sentation, the rereading of cultural images and narratives, the questioning
of theories of subjectivity and textuality, of reading, writing, and spec-
tatorship. The notion of gender as sexual difference has grounded and
sustained feminist interventions in the arena of formal and abstract knowl-
edge, in the epistemologies and cognitive fields defined by the social and
physical sciences as well as the human sciences ot humanities. Concurrent
and interdependent with those interventions were the elaboration of spe-
cific practices and discourses, and the creation of social spaces (gendered
spaces, in the sense of the “women's room,” such as CR groups, women’s
caucuses within the disciplines, Women's Studies, feminist journal or media
collectives, and so on) in which sexual difference itself could be affirmed,
addressed, analyzed, specified, or verified. But that notion of gender as
sexual difference and its derivative notions—women’s culture, mothering,
feminine writing, femininity, etc—have now become a limitation, some=
thing of a liability to femninist thought.

With its emphasis on the sexual, “sexual difference” is in the first and last
instance a difference of women from men, female from male; and even the
more abstract notion of usexual differences” resulting not from biology or
socializatior but from signification and discursive effects (the emphasis
here being less on the sexual than on differences as différance), ends up
being in the last instance a difference (of woman) from man—or better, the
very instance of difference in man. To continue to pose the question of
gender in either of these terms, once the critique of patriarchy has been
fully outlined, keeps feminist thinking bound to the terms of Western
patriarchy itself, contained within the frame of a conceptual opposition that
is “always already” inscribed in what Fredric Jameson would call “the
political unconscious” of dominant cultural discourses and their underlying
“master narratives’—be they biological, medical, legal, philosophical, or
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Like sexuality, we might then say, gender is not a property of bodies or
something originally existent in human beings, but “the set of effects
produced in bodies, behaviors, and social relations,” in Foucault’s words, by
the deployment of “a complex political technology."2 But it must be said
first off, and hence the title of this essay, that to think of gender as the
product and the process of a number of social technologies, of techno-
social or bio-medical apparati, is to have already gone beyond Foucaul, for
his critical understanding of the technology of sex did not take into account
its differential solicitation of male and female subjects, and by ignoring the
conflicting investments of men and women in the discourses and practices
of sexuality, Foucault's theory, in fact, excludes, though it does not preclude,

the consideration of gender.

I will proceed by stating a series of four propositions in decreasing order
of self-evidence and subsequently will go back to elaborate on each in more
detail.

(1) Gender is (a) representation—which is not to say that it does not have
concrete or real implications, both social and subjective, for the material life
of individuals. On the contrary,

(2) The representation of gender is its construction—and in the simplest
sense it can be said that all of Western Art and high culture is the engraving
of the history of that construction.

(3) The construction of gender goes on as busily today as it did in earlier
times, say the Victorian era. And it goes on not only where one might
expect it to—in the media, the private and public schools, the courts, the
family, nuclear or extended or single-parented—in short, in what Louis
Althusser has called the “ideological state apparati.” The construction of
gender also goes on, if less obviously, in the academy, in the intellectual
community, in avant-garde artistic practices and radical theories, even, and
indeed especially, in feminism.

(4) Paradoxically, therefore, the construction of gender is also effected
by its deconstruction; that is to say, by any discourse, feminist or otherwise,
that would discard it as ideological misrepresentation. For gender, like the
real, is not only the effect of representation but also its excess, what remains
outside discourse as a potential trauma which can rupture or destabilize, if

not contained, any representation.

|

We look up gender in the American Heritage Dictionary of the English Lan-
guage and find that it is primarily a classificatory term. In grammar, it is a
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interests—including, very pointedly, ideology—which are neither freely
chosen nor arbitrarily set.) So gender represents not an individual but a
relation, and a social relation; in other words, it represents an individual for

a class.

The neuter gender in English, a language that relies on natural gender
(we note, in passing, that “nature” is ever-present in our culture, from the
very beginning, which is, precisely, language), is assigned to words refer-
ring to sexless or asexual entities, objects or individuals marked by the
absence of sex. The exceptions to this rule show the popular wisdom of
usage: a child is neuter in gender, and its correct possessive modifier is is,
as I was taught in learning English many years ago, though most people use
his, and some, quite recently and rarely, and even then inconsistently, use
his or her. Although a child does have a sex from “nawre,” it isn’t until it
becomes (i.e., until it is signified as) a boy or a girl that it acquires a gender.®
What the popular wisdom knows, then, is that gender is not sex, a state of
nature, but the representation of each individual in terms of a particular
social relation which pre-exists the individual and is predicated on the
conceptual and rigid (structural) opposition of two biological sexes. This
conceptual structure is what feminist social scientists have designated “the

sex-gender system.”

The cultural conceptions of male and female as two complementary yet
mutually exclusive categories into which all human beings are placed con-
stitute within each culture a gender system, a symbolic system or system of
meanings, that correlates sex to cultural contents according to social values
and hierarchies. Although the meanings vary with each culture, a sex-
gender system is always intimately interconnected with political and eco-
nomic factors in each society.* In this light, the cultural construction of sex
into gender and the asymmetry that characterizes all gender systems cross-
culturally (though each in its particular ways) are understood as “systemati-
cally linked to the organization of social inequality."®

The sex-gender system, in short, is both a sociocultural construct and a
semiotic apparatus, a system of representation which assigns meaning

(identity, value, prestige, location in kinship, status in the social hierarchy,

etc.) to individuals within the society. If gender representations are social

positions which carry differential meanings, then for someone to be repre-
sented and to represent oneself as male or as female implies the assumption
of the whole of those meaning effects. Thus, the proposition that the
representation of gender is its construction, each term being at once the
product and the process of the other, can be restated more accurately:
The construction of gender is both the product and the process of ils represen-

tation.
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fundamentally, by means of its engagement of subjectivity (“The category
of the subject is constitutive of all ideology,” he writes on p. 171). Itis, thus,
paradoxical and yet quite evident that the connection between gender and
ideology—or the understanding of gender as an instance of ideology—
could not be made by him. But the connection has been explored by other
Marxist thinkers who are feminists, and better still the other way around,
by some feminist thinkers who are also Marxists. Michéle Barrett, for one,
argues that not only is ideology a primary site of the construction of
gender, but “the ideology of gender . . . has played an important part in
the historical construction of the capitalist division of labour and in the
reproduction of labour power,” and therefore is an accurate demonstration
of “the integral connection between ideology and the relations of produc-
tion."?

The context of Barrett's argument (originally made in her 1980 book
Women's Oppression Today) is the debate elicited in England by “discourse
theory” and other post-Althusserian developments in the theory of ide-
ology, and more specifically the critique of ideology promoted by the
British feminist journal m/f on the basis of notions of representation and
difference drawn from Lacan and Derrida. She quotes Parveen Adams's “A
Note on the Distinction between Sexual Division and Sexual Difference,”
where sexual division refers to the two mutually exclusive categories of men
and women as given in reality: “In terms of sexual differences, on the other
hand, what has to be grasped is, precisely, the production of differences
through systems of representation; the work of representation produces
differences that cannot be known in advance.”!?

Adams’s critique of a feminist {(Marxist) theory of ideology that relies on
the notion of patriarchy as a given in social reality (in other words, a theory
based on the fact of women's oppression by men) is that such a theory is
based on an essentialism, whether biological or sociological, which crops up
again even in the work of those, such as Juliet Mitchell, who would insist
that gender is an effect of representation. “In feminist analyses,” Adams
maintains, the concept of a feminine subject “relies on a homogeneous
oppression of women in a state, reality, given prior to representational
practices” (p. 56). By stressing that gender construction is nothing but the

effect of a variety of representations and discursive practices which pro-
duce sexual differences "not known in advance” (or, in my own paraphrase,
gender is nothing but the variable configuration of sexual-discursive posi-
tionalities), Adams believes she can avoid “the simplicities of an always
already antagonistic relation” between the sexes, which is an obstacle, in her
eyes, to both feminist analysis and feminist political practice (p. 57). Bar-
rett’s response to this point is one I concur with, especially as regards its
implications for feminist politics: “We do not need to talk of sexual division
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sizes, “is nol a separate sphere or domain of existence but a position within social
existence generally” (p. 57). That is another very important point.

For if the sex-gender system (which I prefer to call gender fout court in
order to retain the ambiguity of the term, which makes it eminently
susceptible to the grasp of ideology, as well as deconstruction) is a set of
social relations obtaining throughout social existence, then gender is in-
deed a primary instance of ideology, and obviously not only for women.
Furthermore, that is so regardless of whether particular individuals see
themselves primarily defined (and oppressed) by gender, as white cultural
feminists do, or primarily defined (and oppressed) by race and class rela-
tions, as women of color do.!2 The importance of Althusser’s formulation
of the subjective working of ideology—again, briefly, that ideology needs a
subject, a concrete individual or person to work on—appears more clearly
now, and more central to the feminist project of theorizing gender as a
personal-political force both negative and positive, as 1 will propose,

To assert that the social representation of gender affects its subjective
construction and that, vice versa, the subjective representation of gender—
or self-representation—affects its social construction, leaves open a pos-
sibility of agency and self-determination at the subjective and even individ-
ual level of micropolitical and everyday practices which Althusser himself
would clearly disclaim. 1, nevertheless, will claim that possibility and

postpone discussing it until sections 3 and 4 of this essay. For the moment,
going back to proposition 2, which was revised as “The construction of
gender is both the product and the process of its representation,” I can
rewrite it: The construction of gender is the product and the process of both
representation and self-representation.

But now | must discuss a further problem with Althusser, insofar as a
theory of gender is concerned, and that is that in his view, “ideology has no
outside.” It is a foolproof system whose effect is to erase its own traces
completely, so that anyone who is “in ideology,” caught in its web, believes
“himself” to be outside and free of it. Nevertheless, there is an outside, a
place from where ideology can be seen for what it is—mystification, imagi-
nary relation, wool over one’s eyes; and that place is, for Althusser, science,
or scientific knowledge. Such is simply not the case for feminism and for
what I propose to call, avoiding further equivocations, the subject of femi-
nism.

By the phrase “the subject of feminism” I mean a conception or an
understanding of the (female) subject as not only distinct from Woman with
the capital letter, the representation of an essence inherent in all women
(which has been seen as Nature, Mother, Mystery, Evil Incarnate, Object of
[Masculine] Desire and Knowledge, Proper Womanhood, Femininity, et
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add, with some qualifications, humanism) and the ideology of gender in
particular—that is to say, heterosexism.
I said complicity, not full adherence, for it is obvious that feminism and a
full adherence to the ideology of gender, in male-centered socicties, are
mutually exclusive. And I would add, further, that the consciousness of our
complicity with gender ideology, and the divisions and contradictions atten-
dant upon that, are what must characterize all feminisms today in the
United States, no longer just white and middle-class women, who were the
first to be forced to examine our relation to institutions, political practice,
cultural apparati, and then to racism, anti-Semitism, hetero-sexism, clas-
sism, and so forth; for the consciousness of complicity with the gender
ideologies of their particular cultures and subcultures is also emerging in
the more recent writings of black women and Latinas, and of those lesbians,
of whatever color, who identify themselves as feminists.'® To what extent
this newer or emerging consciousness of complicity acts with or against the
consciousness of oppression, is a question central to the understanding of
ideology in these postmodern and postcolonial times.

That is why, in spite of the divergences, the political and personal dif-
ferences, and the pain that surround feminist debates within and across
racial, ethnic, and sexual lines, we may be encouraged in the hope that
feminism will continue to develop a radical theory and a practice of so-
ciocultural transformation. For that to be, however, the ambiguity of gen-
der must be retained—and that is only seemingly a paradox. We cannot
resolve or dispel the uncomfortable condition of being at once inside and
outside gender either by desexualizing it (making gender merely a meta-
phor, a question of différance, of purely discursive effects) or by an-
drogynizing it (claiming the same experience of material conditions for
both genders in a given class, race, or culture). But I have already antici-
pated what | shall discuss further on. I have trespassed again, for I have not
yet worked through the third proposition, which stated that the con-
struction of gender through its representation goes on today as much as or
more than in any other times. I will begin with a very simple, everyday

example and then go on to more lofty proofs.

3.

Most of us—those of us who are women; to those who are men this will
not apply—probably check the F box rather than the M box when filling
out an application form. [t would hardly occur to us to mark M. It would be
like cheating or, worse, not existing, like erasing ourselves from the world.
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concern of the state as well; to be more exact, sex became a matter that
required the social body as a whole, and virtually all of its individuals, to
place themselves under surveillance.”!?

The sexualization of the female body has indeed been a favorite figure or
object of knowledge in the discourses of medical science, religion, art,
literature, popular culture, and so on. Since Foucault, several studies have
appeared that address the topic, more or less explicitly, in his historical
methodological framework;!8 but the connection between woman and
sexuality, and the identification of the sexual with the female body, so
pervasive in Western culture, had long been a major concern of feminist
criticism and of the women’s movement quite independently of Foucault, of
course. In particular, feminist film criticism had been addressing itself 1o
that issue in a conceptual framework which, though not derived from
Foucault, yet was not altogether dissimilar.

For some time before the publication of volume I of The History of
Sexuality in France (La volonté de savorwr, 1976), feminist film theorists had
been writing on the sexualization of the female star in narrative cinema and
analyzing the cinematic techniques (lighting, framing, editing, etc.) and the
specific cinematic codes (e.g., the system of the look) that construct woman
as image, as the object of the spectator's voyeurist gaze; and they had been
developing both an account and a critique of the psycho-social, aesthetic,
and philosophical discourses that underlie the representation of the female
body as the primary site of sexuality and visual pleasure.!® The under-
standing of cinema as a social technology, as a “cinematic apparatus,” was
developed in film theory contemporaneously with Foucault's work but
independently of it; rather, as the word apparatus suggests, it was directly
influenced by the work of Althusser and Lacan.2® There is little doubt, at

any rate, that cinema—the cinematic apparatus—is a technology of gender,
as | have argued throughout Alice Doesn’l, if not in these very words, 1 hope
convincingly.

The theory of the cinematic apparatus is more concerned than Foucault’s
with answering both parts of the question I started from: not only how the
representation of gender is constructed by the given technology, but also
how it becomes absorbed subjectively by each individual whom that tech-
nology addresses. For the second part of the question, the crucial notion is
the concept of spectatorship, which feminist film theory has established as a
gendered concept; that is to say, the ways in which each individual spectator
is addressed by the film, the ways in which his’her identification is solicited
and structured in the single film,2! are intimately and intentionally, if not
usually explicitly, connected to the spectators’ gender. Both in the critical
writings and in the practices of women’s cinema, the exploration of female
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Hence the paradox that mars Foucault's theory, as it does other contem-
porary, radical but male-centered, theories: in order to combat the sacial
technology that produces sexuality and sexual oppression, these theories
(and their respective politics) will deny gender. But to deny gender, first of
all, is to deny the social relations of gender that constitute and validate the
sexual oppression of women; and second, to deny gender is to remain “in
ideology,” an ideology which (not coincidentally if, of course, not inten-
tionally) is manifestly self-serving to the male-gendered subject.
In their collective book, the authors of Changing the Subject discuss the
importance and the limits of discourse theory, and develop their own
theoretical proposals from a critique as well as an acceptance of the basic
premises of posistructuralism and deconstruction.* For example, they
accept “the post-structuralist displacement of the unitary subject, and the
revelation of its constituted and not constitutive character” (p. 204), but
maintain that the deconstruction of the unified subject, the bourgeois
individual (“the subject-as-agent”), is not sufficient for an accurate under-
standing of subjectivity. In particular, Wendy Hollway’s chapter “Gender
difference and the production of subjectivity” postulates that what accounts
for the content of gender difference is gender-differentiated meanings and
the positions differentially made available to men and women in discourse.
Thus, for example, since all discourses on sexuality are gender-differenti-
ated and therefore multiple (there are at the very least two in each specific
instance or historical moment), the same practices of (hetero)sexuality are
likely to “signify differently for women and men, because they are being
read through different discourses” (p. 237).

Hollway's work concerns the study of heterosexual relations as “the
primary site where gender difference is re-produced” (p. 228), and is based
on the analysis of empirical materials drawn from individual people’s
accounts of their own heterosexual relationships. Her theoretical project is,
“How can we understand gender difference in a way which can account for

changes?”

If we do not ask this question the change of paradigm from a biologistic to a
discourse theory of gender difference does not constitute much of an ad-
vance. If the concept of discourses is just a replacement for the notion of
ideology, then we are left with one of two possibilities. Either the account sees
discourses as mechanically repeating themselves, or—and this is the tend-
ency of materialist theory of ideology—changes in ideology follow from
changes in material conditions. According to such a use of discourse theory
people are the victims of certain systems of ideas which are outside of them,
Discourse determinism comes up against the old problem of agency typical
of all sorts of social determinisms. (p. 237)
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The “gap” in Foucault’s theory, as she sees it, consists in his account of
historical changes in discourses, “He stresses the mutually constitutive
relation between power and knowledge: how each constitutes the other (o
produce the truths of a particular epoch.” Rather than equating power with
oppression, Foucault sees it as productive of meanings, values, knowledges,
and practices, but inherently neither Positive nor negative. However, Holl-
way remarks, “he still does not account for how people are constituted as a
result of certain truths being current rather than others” (p. 237). She then
reformulates, and redistributes, Foucault’'s notion of power by suggesting
that power is what motivates (and not necessarily in a conscious or rational

manner) individuals’ “investments” in discursive Positions. If at any one

time there are several competing, even contradictory, discourses on sex-

uality—rather than a single, ail-éncompassing or monolithic, jdeology—

then what makes one take up a position in a certain discourse rather than
another is an “investment” (this term translates the German Besetzung, a
word used by Freud and rendered in English as cathexis), something be-

tween an emotional commitment and 2 vested interest, in the relative
power (satisfaction, reward, Payoff) which that position promises (but does
not necessarily fulfill),

Hollway’s is an interesting altempt to reconceptualize power in such a
manner that agency (rather than choice) may be seen to exist for the
subject, and especially for those subjects who have been (perceived as)
“victims” of social oppression or especially disempowered by the discursive
monopoly of power-knowledge. It not only may explain why, for example,
women (who are people of one gender) have historically made different
investments and thus have taken up different positions in gender and
sexual practices and identities (celibacy, monogamy, non-monogamy, frigid-
ity, sexual-role playing, lesbianism, heterosexuality, feminism, anti-
feminism, postfeminism, etc.); but it may explain, as well, the fact that
“other major dimensions of social difference such as class, race and age
intersect with gender to favor or disfavor certain positions” (p. 239), as
Hollway suggests. However, her conclusion that “every relation and every
practice is a site of potential change as much as it js a site of reproduction”

hegemony of discourses.

How do changes in consciousness affect or effect changes in dominant
discourses? Or, put another way, whose investments vield more relative
power? For example, if we say that certain discourses and practices, even
though marginal with regard to institutions, but nonetheless disruptive or
oppositional (e.g., women’s cinema and health collectives, Women’s Studies’
and Afro-American Studjes’ revisions of the literary canon and college
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us. . .. They function like primitive concepts in a conglomerate of all kinds

of disciplines, theories, and current ideas that I will call the straight mind.
(See The Savage Mind by Claude Lévi-Strauss.) They concern “woman,”
“man,”

sex,” “difference,” and all of the series of concepts which bear this
mark, including such concepts as “history,” “culture,” and the “real.” And
although it has been accepted in recent years that there is no such thing as
nature, that everything is culture, there remains within that culture a core of
nature which resists examination, a relationship excluded from the social in
the analysis—a relationship whose characteristic is ineluctability in culture, as
well as in nature, and which is the heterosexual relationship. I will call it the
obligatory social relationship between “man” and “woman."24

In arguing that the “discourses of heterosexuality oppress us in the sense
that they prevent us from speaking unless we speak in their terms” (p. 105),
Wittig is recovering the sense of the oppressiveness of power as it is
imbricated in institutionally controlled knowledges, a sense which has
somehow been lost in placing the emphasis on the Foucauldian view of
power as productive, and hence as positive. While it would be difficult to
disprove that power is productive of knowledges, meanings, and values, it
seems obvious enough that we have to make distinctions between the
positive effects and the oppressive effects of such production. And that is
not an issue for political practice alone, but, as Wittig forcefully reminds us,
itis especially a question to be asked of theory.

I will then rewrite my third proposition: The construction of gender goes on
loday through the various technologies of gender (e.g., cinema) and institutional
discourses (e.g., theory) with power to control the field of social meaning and thus
produce, promote, and “implant” representations of gender. But the terms of a
different construction of gender also exist, in the margins of hegemonic discourses.
Posed from outside the heterosexual social contract, and inscribed in micropolitical
practices, these terms can also have a part in the construction of gender, and their
effects are rather at the “local” level of resistances, in subjectivity and self-representa-
tion. 1 will return to this last point in section 4.

In the last chapter of Alice Doesn't, 1 used the ter:
the process by which, for all social beings,
sought to define experience more
effects, habits, dispositions, associati

m experience to designate
subjectivity is constructed. I
precisely as a complex of meaning

ons, and perceptions resulting from
the semiotic interaction of self and outer world (in C.S. Peirce’s words). The

constellation or configuration of meaning effects which I call experience
shifts and is reformed continually, for each subject, with her or his continu-
ous engagement in social reality, a reality that includes—and for women
centrally—the social relations of gender. For, as 1 began to argue in that
book, following through the critical insights of Virginia Woolf and Ca-
tharine MacKinnon, female subjectivity and experience are necessarily
couched in a specific relation to sexuality. And however insufficiently de-
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privileged condition, a nearness to nature, the body, the side of the mater-
nal, or the unconscious. However, we are cautioned, this femininity is
purely a representation, a positionality within the phallic model of desire
and signification; it is not a quality or a property of women. Which all
amounts to saying that woman, as subject of desire or of signification, is
unrepresentable; or, better, that in the phallic order of patriarchal culture
and in its theory, woman is unrepresentable except as representation.

But even when it diverges from the Lacanian version that is predominant
in literary criticism and film theory, and when it does pose the question of
how one becomes a woman (as does, for instance, object-relations theory,
which has appealed to feminists as much as if not more than Lacan or
Freud), psychoanalysis defines woman in relation to man, from within the
same frame of reference and with the analytical categories elaborated 1o
account for the psychosocial development of the male. That is why psycho-
analysis does not address, cannot address, the complex and contradictory
relation of women to Woman, which it instead defines as a simple equation:
women = Woman = Mother. And that, as I have suggested, is one of the
most deeply rooted effects of the ideology of gender.

Before I go on to consider the representations of gender that are con-
tained in other current discourses of interest to feminism, I want to return
briefly to my own position vis-a-vis the problem of understanding gender
both through a eritical reading of theory and through the shifting config-
urations of my experience as a feminist and a theorist. If I could not but
see, although I was unable to formulate it in my earlier work, that cinema
and narrative theories were technologies of gender,27 it was not only that I
had read Foucault and Althusser (they had said nothing about gender) and
Woolf and MacKinnon (they had), but also that I had absorbed as my
experience (through my own history and engagement in social reality and
in the gendered spaces of feminist communities) the analytical and critical
method of feminism, the practice of self-consciousness. For the understand-
ing of one’s personal condition as a woman in terms social and political, and
the constant revision, reevaluation, and reconceptualization of that con-

dition in relation to other women’s understanding of their sociosexual
positions, generate a mode of apprehension of all social reality that derives
from the consciousness of gender. And from that apprehension, from that
personal, intimate, analytical, and political knowledge of the pervasiveness
of gender, there is no going back to the innocence of “biology.”

That is why I find it impossible to share some women’s belief in a
matriarchal past or a contemporary “matristic” realm presided over by the
Goddess, a realm of female tradition, marginal and subterranean and yet
all positive and good, peace-loving, ecologically correct, matrilineal, ma-
trifocal, non-Indo-European, and so forth: in short, a world untouched by
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ideology, class and racial struggle, television—a world um‘r(‘)ubledd by I:lc'
contradictory demands and oppressive rewards of gender as I, afn dsur :l
those women, too, have daily experienced it. On the f)thlIEI' hand, and }r)mtc :
for the same reasons, I find it equally impossible to qlsm1ss ge’nder eit ellas
an essentialist and mythical idea of the kind .l have just described, or as the
liberal-bourgeois idea encouraged by media advertisers: someday soonl,
somehow, women will have careers, their own.last names and propfcflr.zyli
children, husbands, and/or female lovers accoerg to preference—and a 1
that without altering the existing social relations and the helerro;exua
structures to which our society, and most others, are secure]).f screwe .h .
Even this scenario, which, honestly I must admit, looms often er;](?u?d m1
the background of a certain feminist discourse on gender, even this ::r
State of gender equality is not sufficient to deter me from C]?’llmll}g}?ﬂ';‘
as a radical issue for feminist theory. And so I come to the last of the four

propositions.

4.

The ideal state of gender equality, as [ have _j‘us:L described it, is an teas.‘:
target for deconstructors. Granted. (A]thqugh it is not altogether a‘hs ?‘a
man, because it is a real representation, as it were: just go to the mmle.s‘nr:_
your next date, and you may see it.) But besides the blatant exa]:nplleac:
ideological representation of gender in cinema, where the F;c no oiyf
intentionality is virtually foregrounded on the screen; and besi csfpsycdor
analysis, whose medical practice is much more of a lecllr}oiofy o gerf zf
than its theory, there are other, subtler cffo.rts to contain the trauma ;
gender—the potential disruption of the so.cfal fabric and of \.«:ﬂhmle mac
privilege that could ensue if this feminist critique of gender as ideologico
technological production were to become WldES?I"Cad‘ e

Consider, for one, the new wave of critical writings .by men on Eml[‘llSliﬂ
that have appeared of late. Male phil?s?phers writing as wome_:nélmale
critics reading as a woman, men on fe'mmasm—wha.t is it all al?out. ;;a;oy
itis an hommage (the pun is too tempting not to save it), b‘ut to what en .h r
the most part in the form of short mentions or occasional papers, l _csui
works do not support or valorize within the academy ihg _femlmg projec
per se. What they valorize and legitimate are certain p0.51uons w:thtr;l ac}a—
demic feminism, those positions that accommoda}e either or Qbsm the
critic’s personal interests and male-cem?red theoretical ccmcerns.d .

As the introduction to a recent collection of essays on Gend.e:'r and Rea m,g
remarks, there is evidence that men are “resisting readers ‘of wo‘m_erb\s
fiction. More precisely, “it is not that men can’t read women’s texts; it 1s,
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rather, that they won’t.”29 As far as theory goes, the evidence is very easy t
check by a quick glance through the index of names of any book t::at di:eo
not -..sp.eciﬁcally identify itself as feminist. The poverty of references to bol}:
femln}st and female critics there is so consistent that one may be tempted
as Elaine Showalter was, to welcome “the move to feminist criticism CIE th ‘
part f)f [prominent] male theorists.”*® And the temptation may be irresi &
113]& 1f.. like the editors of Gender and Reading, one is concerned ﬁ:}':;
3;cusmf:ut1)§rof gem;er cf‘zf,tl::erm do not foreclose the recognition of individ-
variability and o 2 i i
e Jed)v common ground shared by all humans” (p. xxix;
The limits aAnd the liability of this view of gender as “gender difference”
bec‘ome especially apparent when, in one of the essays of the coll.ection
which proposes “A Theory for Lesbian Readers,” Jean Kennard ﬁnd;
_hersc?lf in agreement with Jonathan Culler (quoting Showalter) and re
inscribes his-and-her words directly into her own: “Reading as a lesbian i-
not_necessarily what happens when a lesbian reads. . . . The hypothesis of .
?&cbmn reader [is what] changes our apprehension of a given text.”*! Iron:i
ically, or, 1 should rather say, thanks to poetic justice, this last s.tatement
con?radlcts and runs in the opposite direction of Kennard’s own critical
project, clearly stated a few pages earlier: “What 1 wish to suggest he}e isa
thef)r}' o’f reading which will not oversimplify the concept of identification
fvhu:h will not subsume lesbian difference under a universal female. -. 1;
:bzzla‘t;::)”p; pfosgrggest a way in which lesbians could reread and write
The irony is in that Culler's statement—in line with Derridean de-
construction, which is the context of his statement—is intended to m lf
gender synonymous with discursive difference(s), differences thatz .
effects of language or positions in discourse, and thus indeed independ nt
of the reader’s gender (this notion of difference was already men’t)io ;“;
Propos of Michele Barrett’s critique of it). What Kennard is su “:
then, is that Culler can read not only as a woman but also as a ]cslfiiis mi{,
that w?uld “subsume lesbian difference” not only “under a univ;e:n i
fef‘nale but also under the universal male (which Jonathan Culler himssTf
?'mght not ac.cepl to represent, in the name of différance). The poetic ‘ustii
is w‘elcome in that Kennard’s critical hunch and initial assumplioi (th A
lesbians read differently from committedly heterosexual women as well i
men) are quite correct, in my opinion; only, they need to be justified -
rendered justice to, by other means than male theories of Jrveadi s
Gestalt psychology (for in addition to Lacan and Derrida, via Cu]]ernﬁezr
nard c.iraws her theory of “polar reading” from Joseph Z,inker’s the:)r o;
opposing characteristics or “polarities”). For the purposes of the mat{eyr at
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hand, poetic justice may be impersonated by Tania Modleski's critical as-
sessment of the Showalter-Culler “hypothesis™:

For Culler, each stage of feminist criticism renders increasingly problematic
the idea of “women’s experience.” By calling this notion into question, Culler
manages to clear a space for male ferninist interpretations of literary texts.
Thus, at one point he quotes Peggy Kamuf's remark about feminism as a way
of reading, and he borrows a term, ironically enough, from Elaine Showalter
in order to suggest that “reading as a woman" is ultimately not a matter of any
actual reader’s gender: over and over again, Culler speaks of the need for the
critic to adopt what Showalter has called the “hypothesis” of a woman reader
in lieu of appealing to the experience of real readers.32

Then, showing how Culler accepts Freud’s account in Moses and Monotheism,
and hence speculates that a literary criticism bent on ascertaining the
legitimate meanings of a text must be seen as “patriarchal,” Modleski sug-
gests that Culler is himself patriarchal “just at the point when he seems to be
most feminist—when he arrogates to himself and to other male critics the
ability to read as women by ‘hypothesizing’ women readers” (p. 133). A
feminist criticism, she concludes, should reject “the hypothesis of a woman
reader” and instead promote the “actual female reader.”??
Paradoxically, as I point out in chapter 2 with regard to Foucault’s stance
on the issue of rape, some of the more subtle attempts to contain this
trauma of gender are inscribed in the theoretical discourses that most
explicitly aim to deconstruct the status quo in the Text of Western Culture:
antihumanist philosophy and Derridean deconstruction itself, as re-
fashioned in literary and textual studies in the Anglo-American academy.
In her analysis of the notion of femininity in contemporary French philoso-
phy, Rosi Braidotti sees that notion as central to its foremost preoccupa-
tions: the critique of rationality, the demystification of unified subjectivity
(the individual as subject of knowledge), and the investigation of the com-
plicity between knowledge and power. The radical critique of subjectivity,
she argues, “has become focused on a number of questions concerning the
role and the status of ‘femininity’ in the conceptual frame of philosophic
discourse.” This interest appears to be “an extraordinary co-occurrence
of phenomena: the rebirth of the women’s movement, on the one hand,
and the need to reexamine the foundations of rational discourse felt by the
majority of European philosophers,” on the other. Braidotti then goes on
to discuss the various forms that femininity assumes in the work of Deleuze,
Foucault, Lyotard, and Derrida, and, concurrently, the consistent refusal by
each philosopher to identify femininity with real women. On the contrary,
it is only by giving up the insistence on sexual specificity (gender) that
women, in their eyes, would be the social group best qualified (because they
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Kennard’s essay, the difficulty we find in theorizing the construction of
subjectivity in textuality is greatly increased, and the task proportionately
more urgent, when the subjectivity in question is en-gendered in a relation
to sexuality that is altogether unrepresentable in the terms of hegemonic
discourses on sexuality. and gender. The problem, which is a problem for
all feminist scholars and teachers, is one we face almost daily in our work,
namely, that most of the available theories of reading, writing, sexuality,
ideology, or any other cultural production are built on male narratives of
gender, whether oedipal or anti-oedipal, bound by the heterosexual con-
tract; narratives which persistently tend to re-produce themselves in femi-
nist theories. They tend to, and will do so unless one constantly resists,
suspicious of their drift. Which is why the critique of all discourses con-
cerning gender, including those produced or promoted as feminist, con-
tinues to be as vital a part of feminism as is the ongoing effort to create new
spaces of discourse, to rewrite cultural narratives, and to define the terms
of another perspective—a view from “elsewhere.”

For, if that view is nowhere to be seen, not given in a single text, not
recognizable as a representation, it is not that we—feminists, women—have
not yet succeeded in producing it. It is, rather, that what we have produced
is not recognizable, precisely, as a representation. For that “elsewhere” is not
some mythic distant past or some utopian future history: it is the elsewhere
of discourse here and now, the blind spots, or the space-off, of its represen-
tations. I think of it as spaces in the margins of hegemonic discourses, social
spaces carved in the interstices of institutions and in the chinks and cracks
of the power-knowledge apparati. And it is there that the terms of a
different construction of gender can be posed—terms that do have ettect
and take hold at the level of subjectivity and self-representation: in the
micropolitical practices of daily life and daily resistances that afford both
agency and sources of power or empowering investments; and in the
cultural productions of women, feminists, which inscribe that movement in
and out of ideology, that crossing back and forth of the houndaries—and of
the limits—of sexual difference(s).

I want to be very clear about this movement back and forth across the
boundaries of sexual difference. I do not mean a movement from one space
to another beyond it, or outside: say, from the space of a representation, the
image produced by representation in a discursive or visual field, to the
space outside the representation, the space outside discourse, which would
then be thought of as “real”; or, as Althusser would say, from the space of
ideology to the space of scientific and real knowledge; or again, from the
symbolic space constructed by the sex-gender system to a “reality” external
to it. For, clearly, no social reality exists for a given society outside of its
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Notes

I wish to thank my students in the History of Consciousness seminar in “Topics in
Feminist Theory: Technologies of Gender” for their comments and observations,
and my colleague Hayden White for his careful reading of this essay, all of which
helped me formulate more clearly some of the issues discussed here.
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