
subject of politics, then identities can come into being and dissolve
depending on the concrete practices that constitute them. Certain
political practices institute identities on a contingent basis in order to
accomplish whatever aims are in view. Coalitional politics requires nei-
ther an expanded category of “women” nor an internally multiplicitous
self that offers its complexity at once.

Gender is a complexity whose totality is permanently deferred,
never fully what it is at any given juncture in time. An open coalition,
then, will affirm identities that are alternately instituted and relin-
quished according to the purposes at hand; it will be an open assem-
blage that permits of multiple convergences and divergences without
obedience to a normative telos of definitional closure.

v. Identity, Sex, and the Metaphys ics  of  Substance

What can be meant by “identity,” then, and what grounds the presump-
tion that identities are self-identical, persisting through time as the
same, unified and internally coherent? More importantly, how do
these assumptions inform the discourses on “gender identity”? It would
be wrong to think that the discussion of “identity” ought to proceed
prior to a discussion of gender identity for the simple reason that “per-
sons” only become intelligible through becoming gendered in confor-
mity with recognizable standards of gender intelligibility. Sociological
discussions have conventionally sought to understand the notion of the
person in terms of an agency that claims ontological priority to the
various roles and functions through which it assumes social visibility
and meaning. Within philosophical discourse itself, the notion of “the
person” has received analytic elaboration on the assumption that what-
ever social context the person is “in” remains somehow externally
related to the definitional structure of personhood, be that conscious-
ness, the capacity for language, or moral deliberation. Although that
literature is not examined here, one premise of such inquiries is the
focus of critical exploration and inversion. Whereas the question of
what constitutes “personal identity” within philosophical accounts
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almost always centers on the question of what internal feature of the
person establishes the continuity or self-identity of the person through
time, the question here will be:To what extent do regulatory practices of
gender formation and division constitute identity, the internal coher-
ence of the subject, indeed, the self-identical status of the person? To
what extent is “identity” a normative ideal rather than a descriptive
feature of experience? And how do the regulatory practices that gov-
ern gender also govern culturally intelligible notions of identity? In
other words, the “coherence” and “continuity” of “the person” are not
logical or analytic features of personhood, but, rather, socially institut-
ed and maintained norms of intelligibility. Inasmuch as “identity” is
assured through the stabilizing concepts of sex, gender, and sexuality,
the very notion of “the person” is called into question by the cultural
emergence of those “incoherent” or “discontinuous” gendered beings
who appear to be persons but who fail to conform to the gendered
norms of cultural intelligibility by which persons are defined.

“Intelligible” genders are those which in some sense institute and
maintain relations of coherence and continuity among sex, gender,
sexual practice, and desire. In other words, the spectres of discontinu-
ity and incoherence, themselves thinkable only in relation to existing
norms of continuity and coherence, are constantly prohibited and pro-
duced by the very laws that seek to establish causal or expressive lines
of connection among biological sex, culturally constituted genders,
and the “expression” or “effect” of both in the manifestation of sexual
desire through sexual practice.

The notion that there might be a “truth” of sex, as Foucault ironical-
ly terms it, is produced precisely through the regulatory practices that
generate coherent identities through the matrix of coherent gender
norms. The heterosexualization of desire requires and institutes the
production of discrete and asymmetrical oppositions between
“feminine” and “masculine,” where these are understood as expressive
attributes of “male” and “female.” The cultural matrix through which
gender identity has become intelligible requires that certain kinds of
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“identities” cannot “exist”—that is, those in which gender does not fol-
low from sex and those in which the practices of desire do not “follow”
from either sex or gender. “Follow” in this context is a political relation
of entailment instituted by the cultural laws that establish and regulate
the shape and meaning of sexuality. Indeed, precisely because certain
kinds of “gender identities” fail to conform to those norms of cultural
intelligibility, they appear only as developmental failures or logical
impossibilities from within that domain.Their persistence and prolifer-
ation, however, provide critical opportunities to expose the limits and
regulatory aims of that domain of intelligibility and, hence, to open up
within the very terms of that matrix of intelligibility rival and subver-
sive matrices of gender disorder.

Before such disordering practices are considered, however, it seems
crucial to understand the “matrix of intelligibility.” Is it singular? Of
what is it composed? What is the peculiar alliance presumed to exist
between a system of compulsory heterosexuality and the discursive cat-
egories that establish the identity concepts of sex? If “identity” is an effect
of discursive practices, to what extent is gender identity, construed as a
relationship among sex, gender, sexual practice, and desire, the effect of
a regulatory practice that can be identified as compulsory heterosexual-
ity? Would that explanation return us to yet another totalizing frame in
which compulsory heterosexuality merely takes the place of phallogo-
centrism as the monolithic cause of gender oppression?

Within the spectrum of French feminist and poststructuralist the-
ory, very different regimes of power are understood to produce the
identity concepts of sex. Consider the divergence between those posi-
tions, such as Irigaray’s, that claim there is only one sex, the masculine,
that elaborates itself in and through the production of the “Other,” and
those positions, Foucault’s, for instance, that assume that the category
of sex, whether masculine or feminine, is a production of a diffuse reg-
ulatory economy of sexuality. Consider also Wittig’s argument that the
category of sex is, under the conditions of compulsory heterosexuality,
always feminine (the masculine remaining unmarked and, hence, syn-
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onymous with the “universal”).Wittig concurs, however paradoxically,
with Foucault in claiming that the category of sex would itself disap-
pear and, indeed, dissipate through the disruption and displacement of
heterosexual hegemony.

The various explanatory models offered here suggest the very dif-
ferent ways in which the category of sex is understood depending on
how the field of power is articulated. Is it possible to maintain the com-
plexity of these fields of power and think through their productive
capacities together? On the one hand, Irigaray’s theory of sexual differ-
ence suggests that women can never be understood on the model of a
“subject” within the conventional representational systems of Western
culture precisely because they constitute the fetish of representation
and, hence, the unrepresentable as such.Women can never “be,” accord-
ing to this ontology of substances, precisely because they are the rela-
tion of difference, the excluded, by which that domain marks itself off.
Women are also a “difference” that cannot be understood as the simple
negation or “Other” of the always-already-masculine subject. As dis-
cussed earlier, they are neither the subject nor its Other, but a differ-
ence from the economy of binary opposition, itself a ruse for a
monologic elaboration of the masculine.

Central to each of these views, however, is the notion that sex
appears within hegemonic language as a substance, as, metaphysically
speaking, a self-identical being. This appearance is achieved through a
performative twist of language and/or discourse that conceals the fact
that “being” a sex or a gender is fundamentally impossible. For Irigaray,
grammar can never be a true index of gender relations precisely
because it supports the substantial model of gender as a binary relation
between two positive and representable terms.25 In Irigaray’s view, the
substantive grammar of gender, which assumes men and women as well
as their attributes of masculine and feminine, is an example of a binary
that effectively masks the univocal and hegemonic discourse of the mas-
culine, phallogocentrism, silencing the feminine as a site of subversive
multiplicity. For Foucault, the substantive grammar of sex imposes an
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artificial binary relation between the sexes, as well as an artificial inter-
nal coherence within each term of that binary.The binary regulation of
sexuality suppresses the subversive multiplicity of a sexuality that dis-
rupts heterosexual, reproductive, and medicojuridical hegemonies.

For Wittig, the binary restriction on sex serves the reproductive
aims of a system of compulsory heterosexuality; occasionally, she
claims that the overthrow of compulsory heterosexuality will inaugu-
rate a true humanism of “the person” freed from the shackles of sex. In
other contexts, she suggests that the profusion and diffusion of a non-
phallocentric erotic economy will dispel the illusions of sex, gender,
and identity. At yet other textual moments it seems that “the lesbian”
emerges as a third gender that promises to transcend the binary
restriction on sex imposed by the system of compulsory heterosexual-
ity. In her defense of the “cognitive subject,”Wittig appears to have no
metaphysical quarrel with hegemonic modes of signification or repre-
sentation; indeed, the subject, with its attribute of self-determination,
appears to be the rehabilitation of the agent of existential choice under
the name of the lesbian: “the advent of individual subjects demands
first destroying the categories of sex . . . the lesbian is the only concept
I know of which is beyond the categories of sex.”26 She does not criti-
cize “the subject” as invariably masculine according to the rules of an
inevitably patriarchal Symbolic, but proposes in its place the equiva-
lent of a lesbian subject as language-user.27

The identification of women with “sex,” for Beauvoir as for Wittig,
is a conflation of the category of women with the ostensibly sexualized
features of their bodies and, hence, a refusal to grant freedom and
autonomy to women as it is purportedly enjoyed by men. Thus, the
destruction of the category of sex would be the destruction of an
attribute, sex, that has, through a misogynist gesture of synecdoche,
come to take the place of the person, the self-determining cogito. In
other words, only men are “persons,” and there is no gender but 
the feminine:
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Gender is the linguistic index of the political opposition between 
the sexes. Gender is used here in the singular because indeed there
are not two genders.There is only one: the feminine, the “masculine”
not being a gender. For the masculine is not the masculine, but the
general.28

Hence,Wittig calls for the destruction of “sex” so that women can
assume the status of a universal subject. On the way toward that
destruction, “women” must assume both a particular and a universal
point of view.29 As a subject who can realize concrete universality
through freedom, Wittig’s lesbian confirms rather than contests the
normative promise of humanist ideals premised on the metaphysics of
substance. In this respect, Wittig is distinguished from Irigaray, not
only in terms of the now familiar oppositions between essentialism and
materialism,30 but in terms of the adherence to a metaphysics of sub-
stance that confirms the normative model of humanism as the frame-
work for feminism. Where it seems that Wittig has subscribed to a
radical project of lesbian emancipation and enforced a distinction
between “lesbian” and “woman,” she does this through the defense of
the pregendered “person,” characterized as freedom. This move not
only confirms the presocial status of human freedom, but subscribes to
that metaphysics of substance that is responsible for the production
and naturalization of the category of sex itself.

The metaphysics of substance is a phrase that is associated with
Nietzsche within the contemporary criticism of philosophical dis-
course. In a commentary on Nietzsche, Michel Haar argues that a
number of philosophical ontologies have been trapped within certain
illusions of “Being” and “Substance” that are fostered by the belief that
the grammatical formulation of subject and predicate reflects the prior
ontological reality of substance and attribute.These constructs, argues
Haar, constitute the artificial philosophical means by which simplicity,
order, and identity are effectively instituted. In no sense, however, do

Subjects of Sex/Gender/Desire

27



they reveal or represent some true order of things. For our purposes,
this Nietzschean criticism becomes instructive when it is applied to the
psychological categories that govern much popular and theoretical
thinking about gender identity. According to Haar, the critique of the
metaphysics of substance implies a critique of the very notion of the
psychological person as a substantive thing:

The destruction of logic by means of its genealogy brings with it as
well the ruin of the psychological categories founded upon this logic.
All psychological categories (the ego, the individual, the person)
derive from the illusion of substantial identity. But this illusion goes
back basically to a superstition that deceives not only common sense
but also philosophers—namely, the belief in language and, more pre-
cisely, in the truth of grammatical categories. It was grammar (the
structure of subject and predicate) that inspired Descartes’ certainty
that “I” is the subject of “think,” whereas it is rather the thoughts that
come to “me”: at bottom, faith in grammar simply conveys the will to
be the “cause” of one’s thoughts.The subject, the self, the individual,
are just so many false concepts, since they transform into substances
fictitious unities having at the start only a linguistic reality.31

Wittig provides an alternative critique by showing that persons
cannot be signified within language without the mark of gender. She
provides a political analysis of the grammar of gender in French.
According to Wittig, gender not only designates persons, “qualifies”
them, as it were, but constitutes a conceptual episteme by which binary
gender is universalized. Although French gives gender to all sorts of
nouns other than persons, Wittig argues that her analysis has conse-
quences for English as well. At the outset of “The Mark of Gender”
(1984), she writes:

The mark of gender, according to grammarians, concerns substan-
tives. They talk about it in terms of function. If they question its
meaning, they may joke about it, calling gender a “fictive sex.” . . . as
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far as the categories of the person are concerned, both [English and
French] are bearers of gender to the same extent. Both indeed give
way to a primitive ontological concept that enforces in language a
division of beings into sexes. . . . As an ontological concept that deals
with the nature of Being, along with a whole nebula of other primi-
tive concepts belonging to the same line of thought, gender seems to
belong primarily to philosophy.32

For gender to “belong to philosophy” is, for Wittig, to belong to
“that body of self-evident concepts without which philosophers believe
they cannot develop a line of reasoning and which for them go without
saying, for they exist prior to any thought, any social order, in
nature.”33 Wittig’s view is corroborated by that popular discourse on
gender identity that uncritically employs the inflectional attribution of
“being” to genders and to “sexualities.” The unproblematic claim to
“be” a woman and “be” heterosexual would be symptomatic of that
metaphysics of gender substances. In the case of both “men” and
“women,” this claim tends to subordinate the notion of gender under
that of identity and to lead to the conclusion that a person is a gender
and is one in virtue of his or her sex, psychic sense of self, and various
expressions of that psychic self, the most salient being that of sexual
desire. In such a prefeminist context, gender, naively (rather than crit-
ically) confused with sex, serves as a unifying principle of the embod-
ied self and maintains that unity over and against an “opposite sex”
whose structure is presumed to maintain a parallel but oppositional
internal coherence among sex, gender, and desire. The articulation “I
feel like a woman” by a female or “I feel like a man” by a male presup-
poses that in neither case is the claim meaninglessly redundant.
Although it might appear unproblematic to be a given anatomy
(although we shall later consider the way in which that project is also
fraught with difficulty), the experience of a gendered psychic disposi-
tion or cultural identity is considered an achievement.Thus, “I feel like
a woman” is true to the extent that Aretha Franklin’s invocation of the
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defining Other is assumed: “You make me feel like a natural woman.”34

This achievement requires a differentiation from the opposite gender.
Hence, one is one’s gender to the extent that one is not the other gen-
der, a formulation that presupposes and enforces the restriction of
gender within that binary pair.

Gender can denote a unity of experience, of sex, gender, and
desire, only when sex can be understood in some sense to necessitate
gender—where gender is a psychic and/or cultural designation of the
self—and desire—where desire is heterosexual and therefore differ-
entiates itself through an oppositional relation to that other gender it
desires. The internal coherence or unity of either gender, man or
woman, thereby requires both a stable and oppositional heterosexuali-
ty. That institutional heterosexuality both requires and produces the
univocity of each of the gendered terms that constitute the limit of
gendered possibilities within an oppositional, binary gender system.
This conception of gender presupposes not only a causal relation
among sex, gender, and desire, but suggests as well that desire reflects
or expresses gender and that gender reflects or expresses desire. The
metaphysical unity of the three is assumed to be truly known and
expressed in a differentiating desire for an oppositional gender—that
is, in a form of oppositional heterosexuality. Whether as a naturalistic
paradigm which establishes a causal continuity among sex, gender, and
desire, or as an authentic-expressive paradigm in which some true self
is said to be revealed simultaneously or successively in sex, gender, and
desire, here “the old dream of symmetry,” as Irigaray has called it, is
presupposed, reified, and rationalized.

This rough sketch of gender gives us a clue to understanding 
the political reasons for the substantializing view of gender. The insti-
tution of a compulsory and naturalized heterosexuality requires and
regulates gender as a binary relation in which the masculine term is
differentiated from a feminine term, and this differentiation is accom-
plished through the practices of heterosexual desire.The act of differ-
entiating the two oppositional moments of the binary results in a
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consolidation of each term, the respective internal coherence of sex,
gender, and desire.

The strategic displacement of that binary relation and the meta-
physics of substance on which it relies presuppose that the categories
of female and male, woman and man, are similarly produced within
the binary frame. Foucault implicitly subscribes to such an explana-
tion. In the closing chapter of the first volume of The History of Sexuality
and in his brief but significant introduction to Herculine Barbin, Being the
Recently Discovered Journals of a Nineteenth-Century Hermaphrodite,35

Foucault suggests that the category of sex, prior to any categorization
of sexual difference, is itself constructed through a historically specific
mode of sexuality. The tactical production of the discrete and binary
categorization of sex conceals the strategic aims of that very apparatus
of production by postulating “sex” as “a cause” of sexual experience,
behavior, and desire. Foucault’s genealogical inquiry exposes this
ostensible “cause” as “an effect,” the production of a given regime of
sexuality that seeks to regulate sexual experience by instating the dis-
crete categories of sex as foundational and causal functions within any
discursive account of sexuality.

Foucault’s introduction to the journals of the hermaphrodite,
Herculine Barbin, suggests that the genealogical critique of these rei-
fied categories of sex is the inadvertent consequence of sexual prac-
tices that cannot be accounted for within the medicolegal discourse of
a naturalized heterosexuality. Herculine is not an “identity,” but the
sexual impossibility of an identity. Although male and female anatomi-
cal elements are jointly distributed in and on this body, that is not the
true source of scandal.The linguistic conventions that produce intelli-
gible gendered selves find their limit in Herculine precisely because
she/he occasions a convergence and disorganization of the rules that
govern sex/gender/desire. Herculine deploys and redistributes the
terms of a binary system, but that very redistribution disrupts and pro-
liferates those terms outside the binary itself. According to Foucault,
Herculine is not categorizable within the gender binary as it stands; the
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disconcerting convergence of heterosexuality and homosexuality in
her/his person are only occasioned, but never caused, by his/her
anatomical discontinuity. Foucault’s appropriation of Herculine is sus-
pect,36 but his analysis implies the interesting belief that sexual hetero-
geneity (paradoxically foreclosed by a naturalized “hetero”-sexuality)
implies a critique of the metaphysics of substance as it informs the
identitarian categories of sex. Foucault imagines Herculine’s experi-
ence as “a world of pleasures in which grins hang about without the
cat.”37 Smiles, happinesses, pleasures, and desires are figured here as
qualities without an abiding substance to which they are said to adhere.
As free-floating attributes, they suggest the possibility of a gendered
experience that cannot be grasped through the substantializing and
hierarchizing grammar of nouns (res extensa) and adjectives (attributes,
essential and accidental). Through his cursory reading of Herculine,
Foucault proposes an ontology of accidental attributes that exposes the
postulation of identity as a culturally restricted principle of order and
hierarchy, a regulatory fiction.

If it is possible to speak of a “man” with a masculine attribute and
to understand that attribute as a happy but accidental feature of that
man, then it is also possible to speak of a “man” with a feminine
attribute, whatever that is, but still to maintain the integrity of the
gender. But once we dispense with the priority of “man” and “woman”
as abiding substances, then it is no longer possible to subordinate dis-
sonant gendered features as so many secondary and accidental charac-
teristics of a gender ontology that is fundamentally intact. If the notion
of an abiding substance is a fictive construction produced through the
compulsory ordering of attributes into coherent gender sequences,
then it seems that gender as substance, the viability of man and woman
as nouns, is called into question by the dissonant play of attributes that
fail to conform to sequential or causal models of intelligibility.

The appearance of an abiding substance or gendered self, what the
psychiatrist Robert Stoller refers to as a “gender core,”38 is thus pro-
duced by the regulation of attributes along culturally established lines

Gender Trouble

32



of coherence. As a result, the exposure of this fictive production is
conditioned by the deregulated play of attributes that resist assimi-
lation into the ready made framework of primary nouns and subordi-
nate adjectives. It is of course always possible to argue that dissonant
adjectives work retroactively to redefine the substantive identities they
are said to modify and, hence, to expand the substantive categories of
gender to include possibilities that they previously excluded. But if
these substances are nothing other than the coherences contingently
created through the regulation of attributes, it would seem that the
ontology of substances itself is not only an artificial effect, but essen-
tially superfluous.

In this sense, gender is not a noun, but neither is it a set of free-
floating attributes, for we have seen that the substantive effect of gen-
der is performatively produced and compelled by the regulatory
practices of gender coherence. Hence, within the inherited discourse
of the metaphysics of substance, gender proves to be performative—
that is, constituting the identity it is purported to be. In this sense,
gender is always a doing, though not a doing by a subject who might be
said to preexist the deed. The challenge for rethinking gender cate-
gories outside of the metaphysics of substance will have to consider the
relevance of Nietzsche’s claim in On the Genealogy of Morals that “there
is no ‘being’ behind doing, effecting, becoming; ‘the doer’ is merely a
fiction added to the deed—the deed is everything.”39 In an application
that Nietzsche himself would not have anticipated or condoned, we
might state as a corollary: There is no gender identity behind the
expressions of gender; that identity is performatively constituted by
the very “expressions” that are said to be its results.

vi . Language, Power, and the Strategies  of
Displacement

A great deal of feminist theory and literature has nevertheless as-
sumed that there is a “doer” behind the deed. Without an agent, it is
argued, there can be no agency and hence no potential to initiate a
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