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I. Introduction: The Transgender Condition 

 

Forced in every way to identify with men, yet incessantly reminded of being woman, she 
undergoes a transformation into an “it.”1 

Judith Fetterley, The Resisting Reader 

 

Women’s struggle for recognition and equality has been a quest to make oneself heard, to 

drive a wedge into, infiltrate and reshape the speech of male privilege. By 1975 Hélène 

Cixous exhorted her women readers in “The Laugh of the Medusa”: “And why don’t you 

write? Write! Writing is for you, you are for you; your body is yours, take it.”2 Yet reaching 

the ears of the ‘master’ has been a vexing task fraught with paradoxes. Cixous herself 

represents it as a drama of lifting the enormous load of cultural prejudice, of speaking up with 

a trembling voice, bearing in one’s speech the stigma of the hysteric, of the madwoman in the 

attic, the evil Medusa intent on dismembering the male, of daring not to conform to men’s 

expectations, of “being frigid” or “being ‘too hot’,” of “not being both at once.”3 The list of 

derisive characteristics, conferred out of custom, insensitivity, callousness, (intellectual) 

laziness, frustration and sense of entitlement, common to all oppression and overcome to an 

uneven degree across countries, classes and ethnicities could go on and on. Even in quoting 

just a few words it becomes immediately clear what a temporally layered complex of sliding 

fields of sex, gender, sexuality, epistemological and ontological problems one enters upon 

following Cixous’s advice. 

In articulating the problem of speaking/reading/writing as a woman, feminist theorists 

have had to work out and work through a fair share of twentieth century literary and cultural 

theory, of which their contribution makes up a formidable part. Earlier writers, such as the 

                                                           
1 Judith Fetterley, The Resisting Reader: Feminist Approach to American Fiction (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1978) ix.  
2 Hélène Cixous, “The Laugh of the Medusa,” trans. Keith Cohen, Paula Cohen, Signs, Vol. 1, No. 4 (Summer, 
1976), 876. 
3 Cixous, “The Laugh” 880.  
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pioneer of second-wave feminism Simone de Beauvoir and the critics Judith Fetterley, Susan 

Gubar, Kate Millet and Germaine Greer in the Anglophone countries, have had their writing 

complicated by the lack of distinction between sex and gender – which distinction in turn 

complicates the writing of theorists from feminism’s third-wave on, such as Toril Moi, 

Hélène Cixous, Julia Kristeva and Judith Butler. Working through insights of Sigmund Freud, 

Jacques Lacan, Jacques Derrida etc. yielded an array of further questions such as: can the 

position of woman be fruitfully articulated from within a patriarchal discourse? Does it make 

sense to speak of “women” as a group, with respect to their differences in ethnicity, class, 

sexual orientation, personal history? And if not, is there perhaps still “a woman” at least as a 

discursive formation, as one of the two (or perhaps the hypothetical many) sides of sexual 

difference? If language of metaphysics is structured around the master signifier (or Phallus, 

hence ‘phallogocentric’ language), can the power dissymmetry be redressed by recourse to a 

position prior to the social-symbolic-linguistic contract? Alternatively, can sexual difference 

be stressed strategically so that to avoid essentialism? And if sex has been “gender all along,”4 

would that entail a possibility to shift discourse so that it worked in a less discriminatory 

manner? 

The above-mentioned questions (with the exception of the last one which is of later 

date yet common descent5) started appearing around the time when Cixous urged women to 

write: they are mostly a part of the emerging momentum of ‘poststructuralist’ criticism. 

Derrida, its main figure, provided what is often regarded as its constitutive description in 

“Structure Sing and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences” (1967). There, he refers to 

destructive discourses of philosophical modernity (Nietzsche’s critique of metaphysics, 

Freud’s critique of absolute self-proximity of consciousness and Heidegger’s destruction of 

                                                           
4 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York: Routledge, 1999) 12. 
5 Judith Butler, a prominent gender studies scholar, builds her theory of gender performativity on Derrida’s 
approach to performativity in language and thus prolongs the influence of this philosophical momentum into the 
1990s. 
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ontotheology); together, he says, as well as “part of the totality of an era, our own,” 6 they 

constitute a type of “event.” This emerging momentum is caught in a unique circle of “the 

relation between the history of metaphysics and the destruction of the history of 

metaphysics.”7 The following poststructuralist dilemma is a dilemma inherent to all 

postmodern projects despite the varying value different thinkers ascribe to the term: “There is 

no sense in doing without the concepts of metaphysics in order to shake metaphysics. We 

have no language – no syntax and no lexicon – which is foreign to this history.”8  

The terms ‘postmodern’ and ‘postmodernity’ have been defined in various, often 

conflicting, ways; theorized in various degrees of overlap with ‘postmodernism’; as well as 

fiercely contested. In order to define the present work’s understanding of ‘postmodernity,’ I 

would like to turn my attention to the evolution of the term ‘postmodernism’ first, in 

particular as Steven Connor, the editor of The Cambridge Companion to Postmodernism, describes 

it in 2004. Connor regards ‘postmodernism’ as a complex intellectual and cultural project 

(rather than a cultural milieu or perhaps movement) and characterizes it in terms of its certain 

virtuality, dependence on an unevenly shared consensus. He also divides it into four phases: 

that of accumulation; synthesis; autonomy; and dissipation.9 The first phase “extends through 

the 1970s and the early part of the 1980s”10 and is characterized by the hypothesis of 

‘postmodernism’ being under development and by efforts to reconcile “arguments of those 

who thought that they discerned a shift in the arts and culture of [advanced Western] societies 

from a distinctively modernist phase to a distinctively – or indistinctly – postmodernist 

phase.”11 Prominent theorists of that period are Daniel Bell, Jean Baudrillard, Jean-François 

Lyotard, Charles Jencks and Ihab Hassan. Next, “[f]rom the middle of the 1980s onwards, 

                                                           
6 Jacques Derrida, Writing and Difference, trans. Alan Bass (New York: Routledge, 2001) 354.  
7 Derrida, Writing and Difference 354.  
8 Derrida, Writing and Difference 354.  
9 Steven Connor, “Introduction,” The Cambridge Companion to Postmodernism, ed. Steven Connor (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2004) 1. 
10 Connor 1.  
11 Connor 2.  
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these separate accounts began to be clustered together,”12 a movement that was inaugurated 

by Fredric Jameson’s synthesizing “The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism” (1984) and was 

often marked by logic of parallelism, rather than causation. 

While during the second phase the word ‘postmodernism’ “named all those writers 

who gave house-room to the postmodern hypothesis and all the writing they did about it,”13 in 

the ensuing, third, phase it “became the name for the activity of writing about 

postmodernism”14 and a “genre of theoretical writing.”15 By the beginning of the 1990s, the 

term ‘postmodern’ compounded into a “general horizon or hypothesis,”16 for which kinship 

patterns mattered more than patterns of descent, and “analogical” postmodernism overtook 

the plurality of the “genealogical” ones.17 The term’s dominant associations “were with 

postcolonialism, multiculturalism and identity politics”18 and often also “relativism.”19 The 

fourth phase, or dissipation, than goes hand in hand with the movements of delegitimation and 

dedifferentiation in politics, economics and social life and a “more fundamental coalescence, 

in which politics and economy had become culturized, art and culture sociologized, and 

postmodernity had itself become postmodernist.”20 Connor thus charts the tendency of the 

project of ‘postmodernism’ to mutate from a “form of cultural barometer” to “an entire 

climate,”21 to which climate the Western societies now seem to have become acclimatized.  

Thus, despite the varying meanings different theorists ascribe to it, a certain 

philosophical and cultural cumulation seems to proclaim itself during the 1970s, whose 

comet-tail seems to extend to the present. Even Jürgen Habermas, a famous opponent of 

                                                           
12 Connor 2.  
13 Connor 4. 
14 Connor 4. 
15 John Frow, “What Was Postmodernism?” Time and Commodity Culture: Essays 
in Cultural Theory and Postmodernity (Oxford: Clarendon, 1997) 15. Cited via Connor 4. 
16 Connor 2.  
17 Connor 3.  
18 Connor 5.  
19 Connor 5.  
20 Connor 4.  
21 Connor 4.  
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discourses of ‘postmodernity’ with their frequent rhetoric of ‘breaks,’ indirectly 

acknowledges the itinerary of this culmination by the choice of thinkers (Lacan, Michel 

Foucault and Derrida22) and works he addresses - for instance the 1967 Speech and 

Phenomena: And Other Essays on Husserl's Theory of Signs in the case of Derrida.23 

Habermas’s tendency to see ‘postmodernity’ as merely a case of failed, or “unfinished,”24 

modernity to be approached via Friedrich Nietzsche as the entry point finds a less stringent 

parallel in the thought of theorists who are otherwise noway averse to the discourse of 

‘postmodernity,’ or who even favor it. Of those, Jean François Lyotard’s account is the 

pioneering one, but also remains accessible and sensitive to the complexities and structural 

workings of the process described. Lyotard, with whom the term ‘postmodernism’ entered 

philosophical discourse in 1979, indeed throughout most of The Postmodern Condition 

actually focuses on describing ‘modernity.’ In the book’s famous postscript he defines the 

disjunction between modernism and postmodernism as in the first place structural, and only 

then temporal one. In an often-quoted passage, he summarizes his view as follows:   

A work can become modern only if it is first postmodern. Postmodernism thus 
understood is not modernism at its end, but in the nascent state, and this state is 
constant.25 

 

The postmodern artist works “in order to formulate the rules for what will have been done”26 

and the postmodern is “understood according to the paradox of the future (post) anterior 

(modo).”27 Based on this structural moment at the heart of modernism (yet whose target 

modernism can become too), Lyotard only subsequently defines the postmodern as that which 

“denies itself the solace of good forms, the consensus of a taste which would make it possible 
                                                           
22 Alongside Bataille and Heidegger, who are nevertheless in turn addressed especially by Derrida. Cf.: Jürgen 
Habermas, The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity: Twelve Lectures, trans. Frederick Lawrence (Cambridge: 
MIT Press, 1987)  97. 
23 Habermas 161-184. 
24 Habermas xix. 
25 Jean-Franc ̧ois Lyotard, Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, trans. Geoff Bennington and Brian 
Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984) 79.  
26 Lyotard 81.  
27 Lyotard 81.  
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to share collectively the nostalgia for the unattainable; that which searches for new 

presentations.”28 

It is perfectly valid to recognize, alongside Lyotard and Habermas, that the social 

changes that shaped twentieth century were the same that had paved the way for modern 

philosophy: this in itself does not invalidate the concept of ‘postmodernity.’ The process by 

which the spheres “in which the individual led his life as bourgeois, citoyen, and homme […] 

grew apart from one another and became self-sufficient”29 was indeed coterminous with the 

tendency of an age to regard itself as ‘new’ or ‘modern.’ Habermas sees Nietzsche as for the 

first time dispensing with the retention of modernity’s emancipatory content, inherent in its 

absolute purposive rationality – significantly, by recourse to the Dionysian powers of art. At 

the same time, Jochen Schulte-Sasse in his foreword to Peter Bürger’s Theory of the Avant-

Garde (1974), sees the emerging autonomy of art as lying in “the significance of the book 

market for the national economy of the eighteenth century and in writers’ new experience of 

having to compete with the mass appeal of popular literature.”30 Both prepared ground for 

art’s role of the society’s critic; in modernism, along with critique of norms and values 

essential to social interaction, this entails “an attack on traditional writing techniques”31 

questioning whether there is a secure meaning in the portrayed actions. Again, the impulse is 

shared in modernism and postmodernism alike. Yet, while high modernism’s impulse is still 

affirmative, in Richard Murphy’s words, “[r]ather than simply ‘renewing’ the inherited 

rhetorical, representational and conceptual apparatus – the dominant discourses of art – the 

avant-garde instead deconstructs its clichés”32; in this, it is aided by its institutional 

awareness. If the historical expressionist avant-garde already deconstructed the very notion of 

                                                           
28 Lyotard  81.  
29 Habermas 83.  
30 Jochen Schulte-Sasse, “Foreword: Theory of Modernism Versus Theory of the Avant-Garde,” Theory of the 
Avant-Garde, Peter Bürger, trans. Michael Shaw (Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, 1984) ix. 
31 Schulte-Sasse xv. 
32 Richard Murphy, Theorizing the Avant-Garde: Modernism, Expressionism and the Problem of Postmodernity 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004) 256.  
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‘rationality,’33 such position is the same as later will be the “paradigmatic position in 

postmodernism.”34 

With acceleration of the processes of modernity outlined by Lyotard and with entry 

into the information age, deconstructing (popular) art’s clichés and a critique of utilitarian 

rationality became a pressing concern within an expanding segment of culture and thought. 

Thus, it makes perfect sense to see twentieth century as shaped by a cascade of disjunctive 

local leaps, from modernism to postmodernism on the one hand, and from modernity to 

postmodernity on the other hand. Poststructuralism struck a sensitive chord which had 

repercussions throughout culture and its self-understanding; it seems justified to understand 

postmodernity as characterized by a conjunction of this acceleration and the wake of 

philosophical deconstruction from 1970s on (David Harvey even places the onset of 

postmodernity around the year 197235). Together, they enable “a set of critical, strategic and 

rhetorical practices employing concepts such as difference, repetition, the trace, the 

simulacrum, and hyperreality” and “destabilize other concepts such as presence, identity, 

historical progress, epistemic certainty, and the univocity of meaning.”36 This univocity of 

meaning is, as Derrida has shown, intimately connected to the problem of binary thinking and 

the master/slave hierarchy that goes with it: which is where feminism shares concerns and 

ground with deconstruction. 

By reading Husserl through the eyes of a Saussure’s student in Speech and 

Phenomena, Derrida started his career by paying attention to the sign as the seeming duality 

of signifié/signifiant and ended up uncovering the whole problem of thought structure and the 

displacement, in the form of transcendental signifier, at the heart of all its incarnations. The 

                                                           
33 Murphy 262. 
34 Murphy 262.  
35 David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity: An Inquiry into the Origins of Cultural Change (Cambridge: 
Blackwell, 1989) vii.  
36 Gary Aylesworth, “Postmodernism,” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 30 Sep 2005, 2 Jul 2014 
<http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/postmodernism/>. 
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play going on around this centre is governed by the set of binaries such as nature/culture, 

mind/body, reason/madness etc. of which the crowning one is presence/absence in Derrida’s 

thought and among which the last but not least is indeed the opposition feminine/masculine. 

That is why Derrida devoted considerable attention to both Saussure and Hegel, apart from 

other thinkers, in his far-reaching work: to the former for instance in Of Grammatology (orig. 

1967), to the latter in his long essay “Violence and Metaphysics” (orig. 1964). Derrida’s 

target was ultimately the whole of Western metaphysics, yet since the late 1970s and the early 

1980s he had also dealt with ‘the woman’s place’ within it (in Spurs: Nietzsche's Styles [orig. 

1978] and The Post Card: From Socrates to Freud and Beyond [orig. 1980]). As he shows 

through a reading of Nietzsche’s observation on women in Spurs, the endless distancing of 

truth is in phallogocentric discourse equated with feminine weakness and therefore symbolic 

castration becomes an inevitable feature of phallogocentrism.37  

Cixous who published alongside Derrida in Tel Quel, similarly notes that masculine 

economy is based on lack and power-play.38 Cixous lists binaries constitutive of Western 

patriarchal culture as part of her assault on it and notes how they always tend to be structured 

with the terms of the pairs considered inferior clustered around the feminine.39 Positivist 

linguists got hold of that idea too: for instance Robin Lakoff in her 1975 book Language and 

Woman’s Place tried to develop a broader concept of “genderlect,” but regarded linguistic 

asymmetries, such as generic masculine usages, as innocuous and was skeptical as to any 

possibility of change.40 Donna Haraway in “A Cyborg Manifesto” (1991) later obviates the 

                                                           
37 Jacques Derrida, Spurs: Nietzsche’s Styles / Éperons: les styles de Nietzsche, trans. Stefano Agosti (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1979). 
38 Cixous, “Castration or Decapitation?” trans. Annette Kuhn, Signs, Vol. 7, No.1 (Autumn, 1981) 42-3. 
39 “So, between two houses, between two beds, she is laid, ever caught in her chain of metaphors, metaphors that 
organize culture ... ever her moon to the masculine sun, nature to culture, concavity to masculine convexity, 
matter to form, immobility/inertia to the march of progress, terrain trod by the masculine footstep, vessel. ...  
While man is obviously the active, the upright, the productive ... and besides, that's how it happens in History.” 
Cixous, “Castration or Decapitation?” 44. 
40 Cf. David H. Richter, “Feminist Literary Criticism,” The Critical Tradition: Classic Texts and Contemporary 
Trends, 3rd ed. (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1989) 1506-1508. 
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problems of the dichotomy man/woman by debiologizing the category of woman and 

unfastening the hierarchy culture/nature. She recounts how in the information age concepts 

such as “representation,” “physiology” and “reproduction” recode into “simulation,” 

“communications engineering” and “replication” and maintains that the new concepts “cannot 

be coded as ‘natural’, a realization that subverts naturalistic coding for the [previous terms] as 

well. […] It’s not just that ‘god’ is dead; so is the ‘goddess’.”41 

Feminist criticism thus first and foremost encounters its subject as a problem of a 

binary. The sexual difference is at the same time one that “has been colonized by power 

relations that reduce it to inferiority”42 and therefore is a relation of dissymmetry. This is very 

aptly illustrated by Fetterley’s account of the female reader’s depersonalization face to face 

with the demands of the patriarchal canon. 

Fetterley’s account is variously both fashioned in more intellectual terms, or reduced 

to a very extreme, charged language. She writes: “The cultural reality is not the emasculation 

of men by women,” as would be suggested by the founding myths of American culture, “but 

the immasculation of women by men.”43 Therefore, a female reader, “[i]ntellectually male, 

sexually female,” is “in effect no one.”44 It is as if the female reader found herself, in the 

1950s, in a certain kind of transgender condition. Similarly, Germaine Greer has in The 

Female Eunuch (1970) argued that woman’s “sexuality is both denied and misrepresented by 

being identified as passivity. The vagina is obliterated from the imagery of femininity in the 

same way that the signs of independence and vigour in the rest of her body are suppressed.”45 

Greer satirized patriarchal prejudices by centering them around the image vagina constructed 

as the “Wicked Womb, source of hysteria, menstrual depression, weakness, and unfitness for 
                                                           
41 Donna J. Haraway, “A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist-Feminism in the Late Twentieth 
Century,” Simians, Cyborgs and Women: The Reinvention of Nature (New York: Routledge, 1991) 162.  
42 Rosi Braidotti, Nomadic Subjects: Embodiment and Sexual Difference in Contemporary Feminist Theory 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1994) 147.  
43 Fetterley xx. 
44 Fetterely xxii. 
45 Germaine Greer, The Female Eunuch (Auckland: Harper Collins e-books, 2008) 17. 
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any sustained enterprise,”46 and claimed that women have been castrated as part of their 

oppression, reducing them effectively to neuters. This also is the obverse of the problem that 

Simone de Beauvoir describes as follows: “Woman? Very simple, say those who like simple 

answers: She is a womb, an ovary; she is a female: this word is enough to define her.”47 To 

the extent that woman is her reproduction organs, she loses her sexuality and is (symbolically) 

castrated. 

It is of interest that Fetterley’s 1978 articulations of “dominion of personhood lost”48 

bear also striking resemblance to the first-hand accounts of the depersonalization tied with 

gender dysphoria,49 even though her conception of non-personhood or neutrality bespeaks her 

acceptance of the gender binary in a way that would be unacceptable today. It is interesting to 

compare the account of the female, to-be-emancipated reader trying to bridge the gap from a 

disadvantaged side with the problems of trans* people seeking recognition. As Sandy Stone 

wrote in 1993, the way transsexuals defined themselves was in the initial stages of crafting of 

the medical discipline in fact based on a single book of medical reference, Harry Benjamin’s 

1966 The Transsexual Phenomenon,50 and delimited by a very coarse popular understanding 

of sex common among the surgeons: one could go only from being a complete (though 

unhappy) man to being a complete woman, with “no territory in between.”51 Anything on the 

“continuum of sexuality between” was “invisible.”52 The transsexual’s story was largely 

shaped by for whom it was told and ideally the surgery was supposed to end up with a 

                                                           
46 Greer 17-18. 
47 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, trans. H. M. Parshley (London: Jonathan Cape, 1953) 33. 
48 Fetterley ix. 
49 For a basic introduction into problems connected with transsexualism written by a professional psychologist, 
see: Anne Vitale, “Frequently Asked Questions,” Notes on Gender Role Transition, practitioner website, 14 Aug 
2011, 11 Jul 2014 < http://www.avitale.com/FAQ.htm>. For a first-hand personal account, see: Sophia Gubb, 
“What It Feels Like To Be Transgender (And Why Trans Genders Are Valid),” Sophia Gubb, personal website, 
23 Aug 2013, 5 Jul 2014 < http://www.sophiagubb.com/what-does-it-feel-like-to-be-transgender/>. 
50 Sandy Stone, “The ‘Empire’ Strikes Back: A Posttranssexual Manifesto,” 1993 version, SandyStone.com , 
personal website, 9 Apr 2014, 2 Jul 2014 < http://sandystone.com/empire-strikes-back>  9.  
51 Stone 5. 
52 Stone 7. 
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fabrication of alternative personal history and subsequent seamless insertion into the society: 

i.e. erasure of the transsexual condition as such. Stone writes that 

[h]ere on the gender borders at the close of the twentieth century, with the faltering 
of phallocratic hegemony and the bumptious appearance of heteroglossic origin 
accounts, we find the epistemologies of the white male medical practice, the rage of 
radical feminist theories and the chaos of lived gendered experience meeting on the 
battlefield of the transsexual body: a hotly contested site of cultural inscription, a 
meaning machine for the production of ideal type.53 

 

Because the authoritative discourses were able to accept just one type of body per gender as 

right, transsexuals had to be fashioned as inhabiting a wrong body. What the transsexual body 

does is that it produces “dissonances”; instead of “an irreducible alterity [there is] a myriad of 

alterities.”54 It might then be that the “rich and complex structuration of identity and desire”55 

is more determining than the body in terms of the transsexuals’ discourse: and so 

“transsexual” is not as much a “gender” as, in fact, “a genre.”56 Stone then concludes that 

“[f]or a transsexual, as a transsexual, to generate a true, effective and representational 

counterdiscourse is to speak from outside the boundaries of gender, beyond the constructed 

oppositional nodes.”57 Her urging of people to let themselves be read is a call for them to 

become, as she writes, “posttranssexual.”58  

It follows that gendercrossing is not a simple “sexchange,” as it might appear, but is 

actually a complex movement from one gender to another, which problematizes the binary as 

such and has its own discourse. This is reflected in the term itself, by the accepted usage of 

the prefix “trans” with its overtones of transcending the gender binary instead of the term 

crossgendered,59 which signifies temporary, often theatrical performances. It is clear that the 

                                                           
53 Stone 11. 
54 Stone 14. 
55 Stone 13. 
56 Stone 12. 
57 Stone 12. 
58 Stone 14. 
59 Talia Bettcher, “Feminist Perspectives on Trans Issues,” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 8 Jan 2014, 2 
Jul 2014 <http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/feminism-trans/>. 
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way out of the despair encountered by Fetterley, the despair of becoming a monster, a non-

person by virtue of the total submergence of the/one’s difference, cannot leave the gender 

binary intact. Could the marks, the dissonances of such a transcending, lead to a kind of 

“postgender” discourse, similarly to how Stone’s manifesto invites a “posttranssexual” 

discourse?  

To answer this question, it is necessary to turn our attention to the discourse on 

transsexuality and the history of its presence in the public sphere. Scientists began to perform 

“sex-change” surgeries in the early first part of the twentieth century. In 1921 Dora-R from 

Germany, a patient of Magnus Hirschfeld, began transition which was completed in 1930 

with a successful genital reassignment surgery. Magnus Hirschfeld also introduced the 

German term “Transsexualismus” in 1923; in English it was first used in 1949.60 In 1952 

Christine Jorgensen became the first widely known person to have sex reassignment surgery: 

in her case, male to female. The already-mentioned Harry Benjamin’s The Transsexual 

Phenomenon was published in 1966.61 The term has thus been in use since the 1950s, but did 

not start to be employed as a cultural trope until in fact the early 1990s. Then, it appears as 

descriptive of the postmodern condition. 

A case in point is Jean Baudrillard, who loads the transsexualism trope with negative 

value in order to perform a critique of postmodernity. In his collection The Transparency of 

Evil (1993), the term falls in line with others such as ‘transaesthetics’ and ‘transeconomics’ 

meant to describe the indifference issuing from commutability of opposite members of 

conceptual dichotomies granted by the postmodern logic of simulacrum. Baudrillard’s 

criticism of the easiness of crossing the gender binary is motivated by desire to uphold it and 

is performed from a perspective that, one cannot help but feel, lacks insight and sympathy and 

                                                           
60 Stephen Whittle, “A Brief History of Transgender Issues,” Guardian, 2 June 2010, 23 Jul 2014 
<http://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2010/jun/02/brief-history-transgender-issues>. 
61 Bettcher, “Feminist Perspectives on Trans Issues” <http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/feminism-trans/>.  
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is redolent of a sense of uncontested cultural superiority. Baudrillard takes the term 

“transvestite” as simply meaning “transsexual” in the symbolic sphere and sees the 

‘hermaphrodite’ and the ‘androgynous’ as simply its two subvariants62; all the while 

completely overlooking the term ‘transgender.’  

This conflation has an agenda to it: Baudrillard wants to claim that the “sexual body  

has  now  been  assigned  a  kind  of artificial  fate”63 as the body generally “is fated to  

become a prosthesis,”64 governed by the logic of “replacement parts”65 as it is. The erasure of 

gender happens in service of conceptual erasure of the body, which enables Baudrillard to 

(transphobically) claim a concomitant derealization of sexual difference and sexual desire. He 

thus claims that nowadays people are “playing with the  commutability  of  the signs  of sex – 

and […] in  contrast  to  the  former  manner of playing on sexual  difference, on  sexual  

indifference:  on  lack  of  differentiation  between the sexual poles, and on indifference to  

sex qua  pleasure.”66 Thus transsexualism is employed as a sign of artifice, eagerness to 

completely neutralize the gender binary characterized by a resulting “diffusion of erotic 

simulacra”67 and kitsch, which denies actual trans people jouissance and sexual pleasure. 

According to Baudrillard, “we are all transsexuals”68: if not physically, then at least 

symbolically: “transvestites of the political realm.”69 Baudrillard succeeds indentifying an 

itchy spot in the era’s imaginary, but overexposes its contours and overlooks a host of subtle 

details in the process, even to a point of committing factual errors. His reckless handling of 

the terms related to gender studies is a case in point. 

                                                           
62 Jean Baudrillard, “Transsexualism,” The Transparency of Evil: Essays on Extreme Phenomena (London: 
Verso, 1993) 25.  
63 Baudrillard 20. 
64 Baudrillard 20. 
65 Baudrillard 20. 
66 Baudrillard 20.  
67 Baudrillard 22. 
68 Baudrillard 21. 
69 Baudrillard 25. 
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Rita Felski in The Gender of Modernity (1995) argues that accounts and 

characterizations of historical periods differ considerably based on from which gendered 

position the account is narrated and which heroes, or indeed heroines, are selected as 

paradigmatic representatives of the period’s subjectivity.70 When aiming to carry her project 

further, into what would perhaps logically follow as postmodernity, Felski also singles out the 

trope of transgenderism. In her article “Fin de siècle, Fin de sexe: Transsexuality, 

Postmodernism, and the Death of History” (1996) she notes the “pervasiveness of images of 

transsexuality within much postmodern and poststructuralist thought”71 and argues that 

transgenderism as an “overarching metaphor”72 reflects on the dissolution of once stable 

polarities of male and female which is typical for the postmodern era. Closely related to the 

practices of “exaggeration, parody, inversion of signifiers and commutability of signs”73 

current in postmodern literature and art, transgenderism serves Felski as a conceptual model 

for the broader condition of the postmodern and the demise of hierarchical logic of binary 

identity and narrative totalization, leading also to the “end of sex.”74 Based on large-scale 

visions of historical time, “transgendered subject” is often seen as an “either apocalyptic or 

redemptive metaphor.”75 In fact, Felski argues that gender is a “privileged symbolic field for 

articulation of diverse fashionings of history.”76  

But why is it so? Jay Prosser notes Felski’s conflation of transgender and 

transsexuality and in this omission,77 it seems, lies a part of the reason. The advent of the 
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76 Felski, “Fin de siècle” 338.  
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She suggests that such a representation erases the specific material differences of transsexual and transgendered 
(among other gendered) lives – and indeed her own refraining from attempting a distinction between transgender 
and transsexuality should be understood as an illumination of their non-differentiation in postmodernist 
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transsexualism/transgenderism trope is not disconnected from the 1990s heyday of the 

Foucauldian body-centered discourse, with all its concomitant Cartesianism (i.e. its 

conception of the mind/body duality). Neither has it nothing to do with the rise of sexual 

difference feminism and ‘new materialism,’ a philosophical movement stressing embodiment 

(the last two of which are united in the personality of Rosi Braidotti). As I will argue later, 

there are specific reasons for that, rooted in the (post)modern split of the subject as articulated 

in the work of Brigid Brophy, an author of one of the works chosen for this study (Brophy 

consciously operates in the wake of psychoanalysis and articulates this split in very Freudian 

terms). Nonetheless, both Baudrillard and Felski rightly relate the problem of the 

transsexualism/transgenderism trope to the matter of overcoming the gender binary and the 

historical importance ascribed to such undertaking. 

The problem of the binary also ties back to the philosophy of Friedrich Wilhelm 

Hegel, the shadow of whose master/slave dialectics feminism cannot escape. Hegel’s 

progression of thesis, antithesis and Aufhebung is closely related to the problem of 

emancipation to the extent to which it is supposed to constitute a linear narrative of progress. 

As soon as they are projected on the temporal scale, articulations of the liberatory moment 

that goes hand in hand with the postmodern destabilization of philosophical system are 

haunted by Hegel. Hegel’s dialectics is also implicit in the problem that ideology is inherently 

exclusionary (cf. Judith Butler’s conception of the “constitutive outside”78), its history is told 

from the perspective of the winner; and its structure has been de facto decided before the 

narration has even started. Feminism thus reaches a conundrum: overcoming subjection 

implies a linear narrative of progress; but what if the very subscribing to this narrative means 

subjection to the master’s discourse?  

                                                                                                                                                                                     

thought.” Cf.: Jay Prosser, “Exceptional Locations: Transsexual Travelogues,” Reclaiming Genders: 
Transsexual Grammars at the Fin de Siècle, eds. Kate More and Stephen Whittle (London: Cassell, 1999) 84.  
78 Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex” (New York: Routledge, 1993) xi. 
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This pitfall is inherent to the paradoxical temporal status of the Derridean ‘event’ as 

inaugural of postmodern thinking. Even with the aim to challenge a certain discourse, one 

inevitably has to make use of (and therefore perpetuate) the discourse’s very terms (by 

employing structural paradoxes). Derrida formulated this idea more or less explicitly 

throughout his work, but notably in “Structure, Sign and Play in the Discourse of Human 

Sciences” and in his reaction to humanity’s “ends” as proposed by Francis Fukuyama, Michel 

Foucault and others in the article “The Ends of Man” (1969). His idea stems from the 

recognition that the meaning of a word is only exhaustively given by the sum total of its 

instances in language, which instances are in turn determined connotatively, and so rely, on 

other words and their instances, ad infinitum. Meaning is therefore always deferred, 

distributed as difference within the system of a language, and therefore never present, never 

reachable, available for disclosure, unveiling of truth or alethiea: truth is in fact an effect of 

the system.  

This recognition occasions a “rupture”79 within the metaphysics extant at the moment 

when Derrida is writing, which in turn raises the question of “the appearance of a new 

structure.”80 About which toward the end of his article Derrida says: 

[it] always comes about—and this is the very condition of its structural 
specificity—by a rupture with its past, its origin, and its cause. Therefore one can 
describe what is peculiar to the structural organization only by not taking into 
account, in the very moment of this description, its past conditions: by omitting to 
posit the problem of the transition from one structure to another, by putting 
history between brackets.81 

 

It could be easily proved that from the present perspective, the previous two paragraphs 

contain the germs of all characterizations that have been laid, in guise of reproach or praise, at 

the door of what subsequently came to be known as ‘postmodernity.’ Derrida’s invention is of 

such a character, that laying down the full array of the implications as characterizations, or 
                                                           
79 Derrida, Writing and Difference 351. 
80 Derrida, Writing and Difference 368. 
81 Derrida, Writing and Difference 368. 
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facts, can only happen at the risk of in fact ignoring their implications. It is necessary to 

remember the temporal aspect of what Derrida is, in fact, accomplishing, or performing, as it 

is of a very paradoxical nature. 

In formulating his proposition in his text, Derrida is writing from the position to which 

the resulting linear conception of history (of presence, teleology etc.) is posterior; yet at the 

same time, Derrida is in a position anterior to its final formulation, as the idea cannot possibly 

be there ahead of the text. In refusing to not perpetuating the history of displacement of the 

transcendental signifier, Derrida is indeed paying attention to history, as he chooses to write 

through previous texts rather than conceive new ones out of nothing. At the same time, 

precisely because the idea is unprecedented in the metaphysics of presence, it writes itself into 

history. Derrida’s accomplishment is ahistorically historical, foregrounding a certain kind of 

structural instability of thought structure that has subsequently become central to the 

awareness of the era. The very occasion of such destabilization, a certain discursive ‘quantum 

leap,’ is ahistorical in itself: it gives itself to the play of signs either with nostalgia for the lost 

ground or with an affirmative appreciation of the unpredictability of the result. Derrida terms 

this tentative future announcing itself in the atemporal moment of structural destabilization 

“the unnamable which is proclaiming itself”82; in it can do so “only under the species of the 

nonspecies, in the formless, mute, infant, and terrifying form of monstrosity.”83 

We can see that the affirmation of Derrida’s play makes possible a positive view of 

subversion of given signs, a creative ‘jamming’ that is, typically of the postmodern, seen as a 

part of knowledge’s “critical” role (Lyotard): this moment is however rather structural than 

temporal and applies to temporality only in its aspect of possibility. The ‘event,’ as Derrida 
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says, is characteristic by the fact that its “logic of ‘perhaps’”84 also “concerns chance and the 

future.”85 The ‘post-‘ or ‘hyper-‘ impulse bears a tight connection to a certain messianic 

aspiration and stands for the possibility of progress that is not teleological. Starting anew is 

impossible, as it really leads only to the replication of the old; yet, instead of the aspect of 

continuity that would in similar projects be valued in the past, the discourse now stresses 

discontinuity, disruption, sabotage and jamming of cultural codes as ways of bringing about 

the promise of the future. This may concern various aspects of life (in fact it can hardly be 

limited to a single one) and therefore also affects the notions of identity and gender. Thus, 

what postmodernity is to modernism, “postgender,” as a similar kind of momentum, swerve, 

or departure, is, under the postmodern condition, to essentialist notions of sex and gender 

subsumable under the term “genderism” (i.e. the belief that gender is necessarily binary and 

that aspects of one’s gender are inherently linked to the sex assigned at birth). Gender itself is 

indeed a postmodern invention too. The following study will try to articulate the concept of 

postgender as exactly this kind of structural moment at heart of gender binary (or any other 

past or future schema).  

To examine the postgender moment, the study will interpret three very diverse works, 

authored in 1969 (In Transit by Brigid Brophy), 1993 (Written on the Body by Jeanette 

Winterson) and 2013 (Boycott by Vanessa Place) respectively. The ordering will be structural, 

rather than chronological and so, too is the choice. There have of course been fictional works 

directly dealing with the topic of transgression of the gender difference: for instance Gore 

Vidal’s Myra Breckinridge (1968), Will Self’s Cock and Bull (1992), Rose Tremain’s Sacred 

Country (1992), Jackie Kay’s Trumpet (1994), Jeffery Eugenides’s Middlesex (2002) and 

Kathleen Winter’s Annabelle (2010). There have also appeared accounts written from the 

                                                           
84 Jacques Derrida and Richard Beardsworth, “Nietzsche and the Machine: Interview with Jacques Derrida,” 
Journal of Nietzsche Studies, Issue 7, Spring 1994, 29.  
85 Derrida and Beardsworth 29.  
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perspective of a transgender person and numerous autobiographies, such as Lyn Raskin’s 

Diary of a Transsexual (1971), Jan Morris’s Conundrum: From James to Jan - An 

Extraordinary Personal Narrative of Transsexual (1974), Mario Martino’s Emergence: A 

Transsexual Autobiography (1977), Duncan Fallowell/April Ashley’s April Ashley’s Odyssey 

(1982), Leslie Feinberg’s Stone Butch Blues (1993), Raymond Thompson’s What took you so 

long? A Girl’s Journey to Manhood (1995) and many others.  

As Jay Prosser writes, in virtually all transgender/transsexual autobiographies the 

dynamic works from fragmentation to incorporation and most of them fashion the 

“transsexuality’s telic structure”86 in the form of a linear narrative; with the exception of 

Gender Outlaw (1995) by Kate Bornstein, which fragments “the telic conventions of narrative 

into Bathesian-like vignettes.”87 Thus, transgender narratives work in a direction opposite to 

the interest of the present study: they tend towards gender consolidation rather than 

disruption; their formal structure is conventional, rather than reflective of the medium. For the 

same reason I have eschewed the more traditionally novelistic accounts, even though I do not 

mean to suggest that a close reading of those cannot throw light on the intricacies of gender 

crossing and transgression. My interest nevertheless lies in works that examine the gender 

binary structurally and thus gesture at the very limits of gender articulation (its obviation; 

totalization; and free-play narrative dismantling). The resulting readings will elucidate both 

the relation of the postgender momentum to postmodernity and the problems and possibilities 

inherent in gender articulations generally. Or could ‘postgender’ even stand for the 

overcoming of gender?  
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II. The Impasse of Passing: Jeanette Winterson’s Written on the Body 

 

Everything, in fact, was something else.88 

Virginia Woolf, Orlando: A Biography 

 

One of the reasons Baudrillard’s account of “Transsexualism” comes across as misdirected 

and ultimately transphobic is in fact to be found within the immediate context of the 1990s. It 

was a period of multifarious discussion of crossing the gender binary and a crossover between 

discourses on gender performativity, gender plurality, androgyny and transgender. Following 

“the late 1970s […] new incarnation of androgynous masculinity”89 (which is also 

coterminous with the 1970s revival of interest in androgyny in second-wave feminists that 

Tracy Hargreaves mentions90), Lauren M. E. Goodlad identifies a “goth-inspired masculinity 

that flourished in the 1980s and early ’90s” and describes it as, “in many respects, an ideal 

subject for a postmodern theory of gender performativity.”91 Goodlad sees the goths’ self-

presentation as having been motivated by male desire for unity with private, sensitive aspects 

of life since the Enlightenment relegated to the women, the desire to access “a realm of 

forbidden depth, antirationality, and sensitivity stolen from the feminine.”92 As such it comes 

as a reaction to, and an alleviation of, the demands imposed by the hypermasculinized male 

ideal and a strict division between genders dictated by the neoliberal capitalism of the 1990s.  

Having chosen Michael Jackson (and back to Andy Warhol) and La Cicciolina as 

examples of his view of ‘transsexualism,’ Baudrillard betrays the starting point of his analysis 

as in fact Goodland’s androgynous masculinity. Gender crossing takes place only in his 

masculine examples, whereas La Cicciolina is a case of heightened cisgendered presentation. 

                                                           
88 Virginia Woolf, Orlando: A Biography (New York: New American Library, 1960) 94.  
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90 Cf.: Tracy Hargreaves, “The Second Wave,” Androgyny in Modern Literature (Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2005) 97-125.  
91 Goodlad 7.  
92 Goodlad 107. 
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(It is nevertheless an image of femininity highly sanctioned by the male gaze; as with Greta 

Garbo, we could probably say along with Angela Carter that she is “really a man because she 

[i]s too much like a woman,” an anecdote Hargreaves notes.93) Both point to a society where 

poles between the public and private life, rationality and sensitivity, civilization and culture, 

nurture and domesticity are far divided and overly gendered-coded. Males escape into 

feminity and females are required to, on the one hand, conform to very strict feminine ideal 

and in their endeavors to take art in public life are suspected to be too much like men (cf. La 

Cicciolina) – a situation brilliantly described by Susan Faludi in her “Backlash” from 1999. 

(Feminine style temporarily becomes so overdone that it reminds one of the hyperfeminine 

style of transsexuals, for which they have been, unjustly, chastised by the first-wave 

feminists.94)  

Thus, when Baudrillard claims that “[n]one of us has either aesthetic or sexual 

convictions any longer - yet we all profess to have them,”95 he is mistaken: and mistaken from 

a very male chauvinist point of view to that. The trope of “transsexualism” should thus better 

have been called androgyny: the androgyne, as with Jackson and to a lesser degree La 

Cicciolina, is an “impossible referent.” As Hargreaves puts it, the androgyne is an object of 

narcissistic or fetishistic gaze “who must function as the index of disavowal: I know this is 

really a man or a woman, but…”96 It is only as such, that she furnishes Baudrilard with the 

mirage of a floating simulacrum, that enables him to pin down the extremely widened gap of 

sexual roles in the society. The excessive commutability of sexual signs, “lack of 

differentiation between the sexual poles”97 or indifference that Baudrillard notes, is in fact 

evidence of the wide gap between them: the signs are not equal and therefore commutable, 
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but heavily tilted to the masculine side. (As Judith Halberstam notes, “excessive masculinity 

turns into a parody or exposure of the norm.”98) 

Though the explanation Baudrillard gives and the terminology he chooses are 

unsatisfactory, his observation is acute. One instance of it is when Baudrillard himself admits 

indirectly to the true nature of his “transsexual myth” when he speaks about its “androgynous 

and hermaphroditic variants.”99 The word androgyny (composed of andr-, the Greek root of 

“man,” and –gyn, the Greek root of “woman”) indeed has a flipside in the concept of 

hermaphroditism. Hargreaves in her study gives a very detailed analysis of the confusing and 

confused historical and mythical overlap between the two terms that basically infuses the term 

“androgyny” with two different mythological overtones: “one of complement, one of 

competition.”100 Accordingly, androgyny has been on the one hand celebrated as a concept 

indicating a harmonious unity of the poles, as utopian wholeness; or, on the hand, it has been 

seen, by the feminists especially, as ignoring the dissymmetry between men and women 

within patriarchal discourse and societal organization and therefore as complicit with it and 

threatening. Hargreaves notes that soon after the resurgence of interest in androgyny in the 

1970s, “[t]owards the end of the decade, androgyny was a category more repudiated than 

welcomed: it threatened to obliterate sexual difference and reified the gendered categories it 

sought to dismantle.”101  

                                                           
98 Judith Halberstam, “From the Introduction to Female Masculinity,” The Critical Tradition: Classic Texts and 
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Since androgyny is ultimately an impossible figure - Hargreaves quotes Francette 

Pacteau as noting that the existence of the androgyne hinges on one single gesture, that of 

uncovering of the body102 - always lies on the side of immateriality, so that “disembodied, the 

androgyne leaves everything to the imagination.”103 Hargreaves draws a parallel, through the 

androgyne characteristics and sensibility to Freud’s Mourning and Melancholia and argues 

that the androgyne frequently “functions as a kind of melancholic figure”104 through which 

the lost other “becomes incorporated, but often with traumatic effect, invoking a bleak 

neutrality or impasse”105 and finally, referring to Susan Sontag who associated androgyny 

with an aesthetic of emptiness, Hargreaves argues that it is this emptiness that “often lies at 

the heart of androgynous representation.”106 

Thus, androgyny as a figure often becomes prey to the gaze, and has been throughout 

history appropriated in the interests of various groups: homosexuals, bisexuals, and since 

Plato and mainly, on behalf of hetero-normative desire. As a structural element signifying 

neutral gender, or the possibility of “gender” yet withholding any other information, 

androgyny is too easily overcome by the ruling gender paradigms of the time. As an aside, 

this is also why it appears better to talk of female masculinity (as Jack Halberstam does) or 

male femininity (for what Goodlad calls androgynous masculine); although with Goodlad we 

can say that the figure may serve as a good trope for illustrating the internalized gender 

divisions and the inescapability of gender binary. Nonetheless, there is always a cui bono 

behind every representation of androgynous figure, which at the same time persist as a 

symbol for transcendence of the gender binary it and a signifier of the desire to transcend 

gender (or gender discrimination) as such. 

                                                           
102 Hargeraves 6.  
103 Hargeraves 6.  
104 Hargeraves 13.  
105 Hargeraves 14.  
106 Hargeraves 13. 



24 

 

With this motivation the figure of the androgyne, bequeathed to us from the ancient 

Greece, keeps appearing throughout the history of Western culture. Its first revival, Goodlad 

argues, came during Enlightenment which “began to impose new and deeply gendered 

understandings of heterosexual coupling, reproductive difference, and ethical dividedness.”107 

(This is also why Virginia Woolf, famously advocating her vision of androgyny as ideal unity 

of artistic mind in her Orlando, sets his youth in the Elizabethan period: more on this later.) 

During Romanticism, culture witnessed a femininized male (cf. Nietzsche’s assumption of 

feminine fertility) to appropriate “a desirable linkage between feminine physiology and 

creative power” and was mostly present as “a kind of parthenogenesis to be harnessed for 

men’s empowerment.”108 During the twentieth century, it has been variously commented on 

by the modernists (Woolf, who endorsed it, D. H. Lawrence who passionately despised it) as 

a (bisexually, homosexually motivated) emancipatory reaction to the Victorian tightening of 

morals, and after the wars and the “tranquilized fifties” it again appeared following on the 

sexual revolution in the late 1960s in 1970s and was present throughout the 1980s and 1990s.  

If the “transsexual” condition described by Baudrilard fuelled and enabled the theory 

of gender performativity advanced by Judith Butler, the spectrum and crossbreeding between 

genders that it made possible to imagine in turn revived a thought (probably at heart of the 

androgyne revival of the 1970s) of a society where the gender division would not matter, and 

so, was as if invisible. An example of one such thought experiment is Jeanette Winterson’s 

brief novel Written on the Body, tellingly coming from 1993, featuring an unnamed narrator 

of an uncertain gender. About her ambition in constructing a character of uncertain gender, 

Winterson said: “I wanted to see how much information I could leave out – especially the 
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kind of character information that is routine – and still hold the story together.”109 

Winterson’s novel illustrates the impasses inherent for similar “subtractive” construction of 

androgyny, as opposed to “additive” construction exemplified by Virginia Woolf’s Orlando.  

Winterson is an author who, typically for a postmodern writer, balances on the edges 

of popular literature and Hochliteratur. Christy L. Burns characteristically sees Winterson’s 

work as an attempt to bridge and assuage the “broadening gap between points of a binary 

system,”110 which in her view and following on Baudrillard’s theory of simulacra results in 

“postmodern displacement of desire.”111 Burns adopts Baudrillard’s value judgment and 

acclaims Winterson for her effort to recuperate the supposedly devalued postmodern word 

and thus solve this general problem of metonymic displacement.112 Likewise, she applauds 

Winterson in her, as she says, motivation to “turn toward the difficult task of reviving the 

social imaginary, which has been disrupted by postmodern media and consumerism.”113 

In order to do so, as Burns also argues, Winterson “take[s] up old clichés and 

reinvigorat[es] them through juxtaposition, humor, and lyrical repetition,”114 in the process 

achieving a kind of “comic realism,” as Burns calls it, which also seems to bear strong traces 

of magical realism. In this, Winterson perhaps warrants recalling Derrida’s warning against 

attempt at making clean breaks from existing thought and “chang[ing] ground”115: such 

attempts risk the dangers of “dwell[ing] more naively than ever within the inside it claims to 

desert.”116 Derrida therefore favors “repeating what is implicit in the founding concepts and in 
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original problematics, by using against the edifice the instruments or the stones available in 

the house.”117  

Winterson’s project is in this regard retrograde: can be seen as appropriating the 

instruments in the house and, notwithstanding their logic, using them in the interests of the 

philosophy of the preceding era. Burns also notes that her work bears strong traces of 

Romanticism. Her invocations of androgynous/bisexual characters, informed by postmodern 

gender studies awareness and motivated by liberatory goals, often share the sensibility of 

melancholy and loss. In contrast to other (modernist) revokings of Romantic interest in 

threshold psychic phenomena, for example Louis-Ferdinand Céline whom Julia Kristeva 

presents as a paragon writing the feminine,118 Winterson dives into the available stock of 

mainstream clichés and thus stays clear from any invocations of the abject this might entail. 

Within the precession of simulacra, the subject’s journey is one of seriality and love and 

relationships serve as metonymies of human relating to the world in general. In passively 

accepting what is there, her characters cannot but replicate the endless slippage of signifiers, 

or at best vainly attempt to arrest it.  

Having shorn the narrator of decisive gender markers, circumscribed by the field of 

resulting possibilities, the drama of the book collapses into a soliloquy of the “I” addressed to 

the “you,” a woman called Louise with whom the narrator, an incorrigible seducer of married 

women (calling him/herself jokingly Lothario for that reason119) had started an illicit 

relationship and who in turn becomes a kind of testing stone of the narrator’s integrity. In 

accordance to the recuperative aims of the book, the story narrated in retrospect, assumes an 

allegorical frame wherein Louise is the paragon of the perfect love, the truth and genuineness 

searched for within the postmodern simulacrum. She is a spur to stop their precession, to 
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arrest the presence within the chain, which on the plane of the book is a chain of serial 

monogamy. The book thus becomes a string of emblems, a sample book aiming to illustrate 

the facets of ‘liquid’ love, as well as its delirious pursuit that never lasts beyond the “first six 

months.”120 

This is how Winterson announces the problem of the book: “‘I love you’ is always a 

quotation.”121 And she continues listing various clichés: 

Love demands expression. […] How can you stick at a game when the rules keep 
changing? I shall call myself Alice and play croquet with the flamingoes. In 
Wonderland everyone cheats and love is Wonderland, isn’t it? Love makes the 
world go round. Love is blind. All you need is love. Nobody ever dies of broken 
heart. You’ll get over it. It’s different when we’re married. […] It’s the clichés that 
cause the trouble. A precise emotion seeks a precise expression.122 

 

How can this quest of resisting the displacement, of ‘seeking the precise expression,’ end?  

Indeed the theme of loss is announced in the very first sentence: “Why is the measure 

of love loss?”123 Significantly enough, being him/herself in the androgyne’s shoes and thus 

the one marked by melancholy and loss, what becomes tested is his/her ability to sustain a 

loss (and thus achieve, with Hegel, recognition. This happens both explicitly: Louise asks 

him/her to prove s/he can erase him/herself: “I want you to come to me without a past. Those 

lines you’ve learned, forget them. Forget that you’ve been here before in other bedrooms in 

other places. Come to me new. Never say you love me until that day when you have proved 

it.”124 Second, to risk sustaining the loss of her: since Louise is a patient with, so far 

asymptomatic, chronic lymphocytic leukemia, the narrator has to decide to either part with 

her against her wishes so that her manipulative husband doctor could take of her, or accept the 

risk (she has cheerfully acquiesced a long time ago) that she may live only shortly. But more 
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importantly and on an implicit level, this loss is connected to the possibility of 

disembodiment: hence, in fact, the narrator’s androgyny. 

Thus, there being not much material upon which to build the relationship between 

Louise and the narrator, instead of rejoicing in their difference (believing that communication 

is built on “fundamental uncertainty […] as to the possibility of any communication”125 and 

that patterns are changed only face to face with significant pressure from the other side), 

Louise becomes identification, a projection and thus identical with the all-devouring, 

cannibalistic desire of the narrator: “When I look in the mirror it’s not my own face I see. 

Your body is twice. Once you once me. Can I be sure which is which?”126 The “I” must 

become “you,” the (gender) difference must get erased, bridged: consequently, the novel 

becomes very claustrophobic, obsessive. Elsewhere, s/he asks: “Did I invent her?”127 In 

Winterson’s effort to reaffirm the book as an almost holy communion, a similarly bipolar 

“mediation of subjectivity and inspiration, functioning as some ‘other’ that both provides the 

fantasy and invokes the need for dialectic in the instability of its own words,”128 she makes 

the book a shell hungering for the reader, an empty cultural casket that must be able to 

incorporate a body of any gender (and thus also an enactment of the Foucauldian pseudo-

Cartesian split between the body and the mind). The one to supply the life is the reader: the 

“interface” becomes the image of the body/ the “I” (cf. central part of the book where the 

narrator tries to revive and de-de-personalize anatomical text with their thoughts to throw a 

hint at the reader).  

As the narrator leaves and proves himself/herself a coward, the book enfolds on the 

plane of fantasy. After the narrator has repented and resolved to find Louise, s/he 
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unsuccessfully tries to find her. She comes back and sitting in his/her shack, the novel ends in 

the following way: “From the kitchen door Louise’s face. Paler, thinner, but her hair still 

mane-wide and the color of blood. I put out my hand and felt her […] Am I stark mad? She’s 

warm. […] I don’t know if this is a happy ending but here we are let loose in open fields.”129 

Her “fantastic appearance”130 followed by this reflection on fantasy remains in effect 

irresolvable, as previous Louise’s appearances are invariably reminiscences/fantasies. The 

brief passage in present tense suggests either present moment or another re-run of the fantasy. 

Burn argues that the use of fantasy serves mostly to “to bridge the gap between harsh reality 

and a more hopeful construction of the social imaginary.”131 As a reaction to “the fixity of 

reality is the hallmark of a static status quo,”132 Burn argues that “fantasy and eroticism”133 

become tools to “pull[…] away from such fixations [and] open up a space for alternative life 

styles (alternatives to family, to heterosexuality, to society, to post-modern media).”134  

Contrary to Burns, I would like to argue that precisely the fixity of reality is illusory 

and the quest to arrest the reality in fixity is what sends the narrator on his/her journey that 

ends suspended between fantasy and reality. Fantasy fed by available stock of cultural tropes 

also results in replication of stereotypes. The narrator’s gender is thus nowhere explicitly 

stated, yet in the end, under the pressure of the majority discourse, it tilts to one side. The 

narrator recounts numerous girlfriends, who are recorded as rather not being used to cheating 

than dating women; though also dates two men, both frankly queer-identified; likes to wear 

shorts which is by one of the lovers deemed inappropriate; is an individual of exceptional 

physical strength though never the one to hit their girlfriend135 (and thus conforming to a 
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masculine stereotype; “What kind of girl aims a snake at your genitals?”136 they ask upon 

encountering a trap in crotch-height; frequently uses words such as “prick” or “dick”; never 

seems to encounter any abuse; expects to be given Louise’s husband bathrobe, describe their 

“Mercutio’s swagger”137 etc. There are also hints at the other side: Louise says they are “the 

most beautiful creature male or female I had ever seen”138; they seem to exercise unusual, 

mystical attraction at people; there are the boyfriends; they suggest being like “Alice”139 or 

“convent virgin”140 etc. Thus it seems they might be either a bisexual man, a bisexual butch 

female, a transgender or otherwise identified (genderfluid; agender) person. 

The ambiguity thus can be there or not: in this regard, a scene which is recalls the 

“bathroom problem”, which, as Judith Halberstam writes in her Female Masculinity, poses “a 

standard feature of the butch narrative.”141 The narrator, dating an anarcho-feminist girlfriend 

Inge, sets on exploding male bathrooms as symbols of patriarchy. While Inge waits outside, 

the narrator walks in, a stocking over his/her head and tells the men to evacuate the building: 

to habitually no reaction at all. Apart from the overall comic situation, which pokes fun at 

supposedly male dumbness and the fact that his/her face is covered, the scene is a parody of 

the Male-to-Female (MTF) transgender person/male homosexual passing. Halberstam notes 

that while “men's rest rooms tend to operate as a highly charged sexual space in which sexual 

interactions are both encouraged and punished, women’s rest rooms tend to operate as an 

arena for the enforcement of gender conformity”142: women monitor other women for 

conformity, whereas male restrooms are “a space of homosocial interaction and of homoerotic 

interaction.”143 The restrooms thus operate on an uneven dichotomy of primarily gender codes 
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(women’s) versus sexual codes (men’s), in other words, “[p]ublic sex versus private gender, 

openly sexual versus discreetly repressive.”144 

The problem with the narrator’s gender ambiguity thus lies in the fact that, as 

Halberstam concludes, it is “remarkably easy in this society not to look like a woman. It is 

relatively difficult, by comparison, not to look like a man.”145 From the reaction of the men, 

as well as from the fact that it is the narrator, who is sent in, we may conclude that it is a 

person of male countenance: conversely, Winterson’s character as such, first, is most likely to 

fall into a category that least challenges gender binary, or we may say, second, being 

“neutral” they are most likely to be read as falling into the most broadly accepting category. 

There is of course a catch: the flipside of Winterson’s “I” is the possibility that the character 

falls into “female masculinity [which] seems to be at its most threatening when coupled with 

lesbian desire,”146 which would be the case. Winterson has created a character who is only 

mildly challenging to mainstream audience, with a radical sting, a possibility of inoculation at 

its heart. Yet as a whole, her character does not challenge the imprecision of gender 

identifications that are so constricting precisely because, as Halberstam says, no one can live 

up to them completely and therefore everyone gets “multiply relayed through a solidly binary 

system.”147 In fact, it thrives on this fact, while highlighting, but doing nothing about, the fact 

that “female masculinity is not simply the opposite of female femininity, nor is it a female 

version of male masculinity.”148 

Winterson’s figure thus becomes an instance of the problem Derrida has in his later 

work identified with seeming gender neutrality on a range of Western thinkers, beginning 

with Heidegger. In his article, one of the preparatory works for Spurs/Eperons, called 
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“Geschlecht: Ontological Difference, Sexual Difference,” Derrida reads Heidegger’s 1928 

lecture as well as his centralpiece Sein und Zeit. Both support a reading in which the Dasein is 

a sexual being before, or perhaps we might say underneath, the sexual difference: sexual 

difference seems relegated to the level of limiting accidents while sexuality is not, remains 

essential, and ‘as such.’ Since “Geschlecht always names sexuality such as it is typed by 

opposition or by duality,” Derrida is led to raise the following question: “may one not begin 

to think a sexual difference (without negativity, let us clarify) not sealed by two?”149 This in 

turn leads to other problems, such as: “How is difference deposited among two? Or again, if 

one kept to cognizing difference within dual opposition, how can multiplication be stopped in 

difference? Or in sexual difference?”150 This reading, in other words, allows for the 

interpretation, no doubt going against the grain of what would Heidegger want to espouse, of 

multiple genders. At the same time, the irresolvability and ambiguity does not offer any 

resistance to the dominant scheme (as witnessed by Heidegger’s later alliance with fascists; in 

this regard, it is most enlightening to compare Susan Sontag’s essay on fascist BDSM 

aesthetics151) and therefore is most likely going to be absorbed within the majority, i.e. binary, 

schema of sexual difference where the masculine has an upper hand.  

Derrida illustrates this danger in his reading through Lévinas’s interpretation of 

Genesis: a brief summarization comes from the interview with Christie V. McDonald, which, 

despite its length, is worth quoting in the full: 

The man, Isch, would come first; he would be number one; he would be at the 
beginning. Secondariness, however, would not be that of woman or femininity, but 
the division between masculine and feminine. It is not feminine sexuality that 
would be second but only the relationship to sexual difference. At the origin, on 
this side of and therefore beyond any sexual mark, there was humanity in general, 
and this is what is important. Thus the possibility of ethics could be saved, if one 
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takes ethics to mean that relationship to the other as other which accounts for no 
other determination or sexual characteristic in particular. What kind of an ethics 
would there be if belonging to one sex or another became its law or privilege? 
What if the universality of moral laws were modelled on or limited according to the 
sexes? What if their universality were not unconditional, without sexual condition 
in particular? Whatever the force, seductiveness or necessity of this reading, does it 
not risk restoring - in the name of ethics as that which is irreproachable - a classical 
interpretation, and thereby enriching what I would call its panoply in a manner 
surely as subtle as it is sublime?  

Once again, the classical interpretation gives a masculine sexual marking to what is 
presented either as a neutral originariness or, at least, as prior and superior to all 
sexual markings. Levinas indeed senses the risk factor involved in the erasure of 
sexual difference. He therefore maintains sexual difference: the human in general 
remains a sexual being. But he can only do so, it would seem, by placing 
(differentiated) sexuality beneath humanity which sustains itself at the level of the 
Spirit.152 

 

Phallogocentric discourse thus moves in a circle: in order that universality be accomplished, 

sexual difference is maintained, but this always already latently equals masculine with the 

universal. Attempts at reaching gender neutrality always mean risking getting swallowed by 

patriarchal order. The postmodern slipperiness of Winterson’s character is thus at the same 

time its strength and its weakness; despite (or, far more probably, thanks to) its professed 

aims it proves strangely ignorant as to the workings of simulacra and signification, unable to 

challenge it.  

Thus, and perhaps in full accord with Lyotard’s conception, Virginia Woolf’s 

Orlando: A Biography, preceding Written on the Body for sixty-five years, proves much more 

insightful about the workings of the language, and therefore, possibilities of articulation of 

androgyny. After her change into woman, Orlando living among the gypsies rhapsodizes 

about nature: “She likened the hills to ramparts, and the plains to the flanks of kine. She 

compared the flowers to enamel and the turf to Turkey rugs worn thin. Trees were withered 

hags, and sheep were grey boulders. Everything, in fact, was something else.”153 Earlier, 

while deliberating about a choice of words, Orlando despairs: “I don’t see that one’s more 
                                                           
152 Jacques Derrida and Christie V. McDonald, “Interview: Choreographies: Jacques Derrida and Christie V. 
McDonald,” Diacritics, Vol. 12, No. 2, Cherchez la Femme Feminist Critique/Feminine Text (Summer, 
1982) 73.  
153 Woolf 94. 



34 

 

true than another. Both are utterly false.”154 Woolf thus anticipated the postmodern view of 

language as a system of differential relations, yet saw it as possibility for redemptive play and 

with a great deal of humor, rather than a fall from grace that needs repairing.  

Accordingly, despite Woolf’s claims for the androgynous nature of the ideal artist’s 

mind, Orlando is construed as a twofold argument. Written as homage to the writer Vita 

Sackville-West, Orlando first serves as a liberatory argument in favor of women writers’ 

capabilities: a writer so versatile s/he encompasses both genders and four hundred years of 

English history and culture to it. Second, instead of doing away with gender, Woolf envisions 

internalizing the difference with view to mutual understanding: meeting her husband with the 

wildly flamboyant name Marmaduke Shelmerdine Bonthrop, they instantly rejoice: “‘You’re 

a woman, Shel!’ she cried. ‘You’re a man, Orlando!’ he cried.”155 Similarly, Orlando also 

undergoes a moment of epiphany when she is suddenly able to understand her former lover, 

Sasha. Later during her Restoration period, Orland frequents the red quarter, freely engaging 

in cross-dressing and sexual liaisons with both men and women. 

Instead of construing androgyny as an irresolvable kernel of difference, Woolf builds 

it synthetically and spreads the protagonist’s sexual difference in time. Androgyny becomes a 

mirage of the impossible, a sort of ‘flickering signifier’ and truly appears only twice in the 

novel: first, when Orlando encounters Sasha, his first love, “a figure, which, whether boy’s or 

woman’s, for the loose tunic and trousers of the Russian fashion served to disguise the sex,” 

from whom “extraordinary seductiveness […] issued.”156 Second, upon the morning of 

Orlando’s becoming woman which, after preparatory flourishes by allegorical figures of 

Purity, Chastity and Modesty, Woolf passes over with extraordinary nonchalance: “He 

stretched himself. He rose. He stood upright in complete nakedness before us, and while the 
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trumpets pealed Truth! Truth! Truth! we have no choice left but confess—he was a woman. 

The sound of the trumpets died away and Orlando stood stark naked.”157 

The sentence “he was a woman” is the only moment when Orlando is truly 

androgynous. The question of androgyny, in it extraordinary mutability, thus proves 

intertwined with the question of temporality – and history. Winterson’s story is set in a 

“timeless now” (in alignment with Jameson and his notion of the postmodern weakening of 

historicity): in his/her effort, the main character tries to arrest the flow of time only to get 

entangled in the repetition of fantasy, to succumb to the endless metonymic displacement. 

Woolf on the other hand construes her character as überhistorisch: spanning a humanly 

impossible period. 

We could say that Winterson’s story replicates Hegelian philosophy: to be aufgehoben 

into the ideal, independent plane, the lover/body has to be done away with. In other words, the 

“I” is androgynous in order to be unisex and to “fit” every reader (i.e. be universally 

relatable). Winterson’s postgender is thus commodified (any we may ask if ultimately any 

better than the “virtual lover”158 whose possibility the narrator discusses at length in order to 

choose the side of authenticity). Because she takes the stock of cultural tropes, in order to 

revive them, Winterson also ends up recreating and perpetuating some of the current biases 

(the lover is female; of outstanding conventional beauty).  This is where Winterson descends 

on the level of popular understanding. While her novel is marketed as, in fact, a postgender 

artifact, as an articulation of the possibility of overcoming gender as a discriminating 

criterion, it can do so only by making gender invisible and utilizing perceptions common for 

the majority of the society. Therefore, she fails to tackle any really unpleasant problems and 

herself stays at the level of simulacrum.  
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The Hegelian idea of progress, to which for example Elaine Showalter returns in her 

critique of Woolf’s “flight to androgyny” (referring back to Lukács who regards the 

“unbroken upward evolution of mankind” as the fundamental truth of history159) is exposed as 

regards to its limits in Winterson. In contrast to this, Woolf’s view is more Nietzschean: she 

sees artistic creation as a wild creative outburst that must counter to what she presents as her 

own, Victorian-tinged, vision of Nietzsche’s ‘last man’: 

The ladies held card-cases between their fingers; the gentlemen balanced gold-
mounted canes between their knees. She stood there gazing, admiring, awe-struck. 
One thought only disturbed her, a thought familiar to all who behold great 
elephants, or whales of an incredible magnitude, and that is how do these 
leviathans to whom obviously stress, change, and activity are repugnant, propagate 
their kind? Perhaps, Orlando thought, looking at the stately, still faces, their time of 
propagation is over; this is the fruit; this is the consummation. What she now 
beheld was the triumph of an age. Portly and splendid there they sat.160 

 

Woolf an the end of the novel presents her own vision of postmodernity, an urban milieu 

where perception is so rushed that all images are broken, unfinished, even to the point of 

fragmenting the unity, mental presence of the subject. By situating the scene at the end of her 

work, Woolf acknowledges the necessity of bearing in mind the mass of the past, the fact that 

the whole panorama of history is implied in what she terms “the present moment”161 while, 

with postmodern awareness, showing this present moment as perpetual.  

Androgyny must exist as a mirage, a skillful escamotage, not to become this 

“everything” that immediately must point to, and become, “something else,” yet certainly 

“something” and so too, something definite. Goodlad thus rightly equals desire for androgyny 

with the desire for “ethical undividedness.”162 If androgyny is still viable as a way of 

“reclaim[ing] human competences from a bourgeois taxonomy that divides ethics along lines 
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of gender,”163 I agree it needs not, even must not, “take the form of a romantic quest for 

completion, sublation, or symmetry.”164 According to Goodlad, androgyny “can function as a 

regulative ideal for the experimental play of genders” precisely because it is “not itself a 

gender.”165 The predicament of androgyny thus proves gender is unsurpassable. It can be only 

a scene of internalized difference (in accord with the “rivalrous” version of the mythological 

story of hermaphroditism), but can never serve as a sign of neutral gender, or no gender at 

all.166 
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III. The Ends of Gender: Vanessa Place’s Boycott 

 

Perhaps this very prospect of centuries of boredom at the end of history will serve to get 
history started once again.167 

Francis Fukuyama, “The End of History?” 

 

Conceptual writing is literature of the postmodern condition par excellence. It is a product of 

a society that sees itself, in Lyotard’s words, as a “system organized around performance 

maximization,”168 efficiency, “the best possible input/output equation.”169 In 1979, Lyotard 

conceptualized the discourse of knowledge of such a society as functioning on the basis of a 

“language game” that changed significantly around the start of the nineteenth century. It was 

around the time of Wilhelm Humboldt when social legitimation of scientific discourse started 

eroding from the inside. Able to legitimate itself only by means of a narrative, which around 

that time began to be seen as pre-scientific and therefore inferior to science working on 

axiomatic basis, it gradually started losing its previous status of the highest expression of 

human Spirit evolving towards Absolute Knowledge – and with it also its ability to dictate 

where the society should go.  

Instead, in modern society the scientific discourse admits to its contractual nature. 

Knowledge thus divested of its crowning and governing function is seen as subservient to the 

self-management and freedom of the social body, which paradoxically also seems to dissolve 

in the ensuing plurality of discourses. Knowledge becomes a form of exchange, accelerated 

by cybernetics to an ever higher speed, “produced in order to be sold [and] consumed in order 

to be valorized in new productions.”170 Thus, an “equation between wealth, efficiency and 
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truth”171 is established. Within the incessant circulation of statements, the members of the 

society must seek to resist displacement by bending the rules of the game. Language becomes 

distinctly performative, paroles tend to be understood as “events” and this “agonistics of 

language,”172 among other things, exhibits a certain drive towards self-citation, meta-level 

validity and self-knowledge, i.e. what we also could term self-reflexivity.173  

Reading accounts of the conceptual movement in visual arts by critics such as 

Benjamin Buchloh, we see how conceptual art enters this situation and thematizes all these 

aspects at once. Following on reductive tendencies and the critique of craftsmanship as 

commodity inherent in the work of the Cubists, Marcel Duchamp, Minimal Art and Pop Art 

sculptors and painters, the basic gesture common to most of the conceptualists was to reduce 

artwork to a linguistic proposition. Buchloh characterizes this as “the most consequential 

assault on the status of [art] object: its visuality, its commodity status, and its form of 

distribution.”174 During the period 1962-69 (according to Buchloh’s account; for instance 

Lucy Lippard situates it between 1966 and 1972175) conceptual art view proceeded “from the 

aesthetic of administration to the critique of institutions.”176  

This first wave of conceptualism responds to the logic of capital as it effects material 

production. This, as a reiteration of the same critique only aimed at the current information 

production, can be transposed to literary conceptualism too: as Joshua Clover writes: “If 

conceptualism [in visual arts] tracked the hyperproduction of material objects, 

neoconceptualism [i.e. conceptual writing] tracks the hyperproduction of services, immaterial 
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goods, finance.”177 According to Clover, conceptual writing’s rejection of art as “a form of 

virtuosity that indexes a necessarily human potentiality” goes hand in hand with “an anxiety 

about the excessive production of objects.”178 Referring to the interdisciplinary work of 

Christian Bök, he notes that together, they give in to a certain dream of “making-machinic of 

human aesthetic production.”179  

This has substantial consequences for the relation of conceptual writing to history. 

Although noticeably arriere in its avant claims, conceptual writing “is not merely the 

aesthetics of boom, of productivities regnant. It is, unmistakably, a language of twilight, of 

expansion lurching toward its limit”180 – in other words: a “crisis bird.”181 It drives the 

principles of postmodern society, as Lyotard sketched it, towards their utmost extreme. In 

Clover’s account, conceptualism is a suicidal aesthetics of the soon-to-be-dispossessed art 

worker, the swan song of a laborer devalued by and soon to be expelled from the system he or 

she needs to survive, yet which crushes them and which they long to leave. As such it should 

appear just before the late capitalist system goes through a reset, an economic crisis. “Not an 

eternal return, but not without history,”182 says Clover.  

Setting aside the tangled question of what has to happen on the global markets for the 

disruption to actually be considered a major economic crisis, which remains a matter of 

dispute even among the economists, we can perhaps juxtapose this claim with another one 

coming from a person who has been moving around the New York conceptual and 

performance art circles of that time. Ron Silliman on his blog supplies a competing account 

when he notes that the period of cross-disciplinary work has ended abruptly in the 1970s as 

the artists suddenly gained a quick chance to actually earn their living provided they returned 
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quickly to their domain.183 Conceptualism’s eschatological rhetoric and involvement with 

economical dimension of artistic production unmistakably is a product of an escalation of the 

Lyotardian principles beyond a critical mass and thus a direct reflection of the perils of an 

unstable market, and thus may be coterminous with actual crises. Its actual predictive value, 

or rather its predictive compulsion, should be taken with a grain of salt nevertheless, as it is 

implied in a certain misunderstanding of the structural logic of its rhetoric and does not 

strictly depend on extralinguistic events coming in its wake. 

The prophetic claims, no matter if coming from the artists or from conceptualism’s 

diehard critics, are a product of its less cynically self-conscious and corrosive and more 

Hegelian, or romantic, form. It is of interest that a substantial number of conceptual visual 

artists of the 1960s actually saw their practice as a historical culmination, the highest peak of 

the evolution of arts. As Buchloh identifies in manifestos by Sol Le Witt, Joseph Kosuth and 

the British Art & Language Group, and as it is also evident from Lucy Lippard’s “The 

Dematerialization of Art,” conceptualism was strangely mired in the nineteenth-century 

heritage of “empirico-transcendental” thought184 (which term Buchloh borrows from 

Foucault). Sol Le Witt’s Sentences reveal that having ingested this tradition of positivism 

along with its “empiricist approach to vision,”185 conceptualism for most part embraced the 

supposition that “there would be a final destiny”186 and that “[t]his destiny would be to aspire 

to the condition of tautology.”187 Tautology, as a metonymy for pure rationality, still carries 

with itself the glorification of the intent of the artist and the relinquishing of the artifact’s 

objecthood is seen as supreme affirmation of his or her independence.  
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Lucy Lippard and John Chandler’s seeing modern artworks in through the prism of the 

dialectic between “apparent hostility”188 and “aloofness and self-containment”189 recalls the 

master/slave dialectics as known from Phenomenology of Spirit. Similarly ‘dematerialization 

of art’ follows from the presupposition contained in Hegel’s version of German idealism: 

“The presentation of itself, however, as the pure abstraction of self-consciousness consists in 

showing itself as the pure negation of its objective mode, or in showing that it is not attached 

in any specific existence”190 or “life.”191 Hand in hand with this goes the belief that art is now 

in the transitional phase between the artistic object “scientific, post-aesthetic, which will make 

possible the manufacture, distribution and consumption of a perfect art product”192 and the 

last stage of artistic development, that of a “disintegration of art,”193 ceasing of criticism and 

leading to the “abstraction and liberation of the idea” which will make it possible for 

everybody to be artist, though we might not be calling their practice art any more.194  

What we see is that the practice of conceptualism is highly contingent on the social 

developments described by Lyotard. At the same time, the eschatological rhetoric comes from 

a certain disregard of what in the Derridean epiphany becomes identified as an ‘event’: it is, in 

fact a certain absolutization of the Derridean movement of a structural ‘quantum leap’ and a 

result of its projection onto the linear time of narrative history (not heeding his warning that 

“the time of writing no longer follows the line of modified present tenses”195). Conceptualism, 

to the contrary, has to do with this bringing about the moment of destabilization: as it is 

acknowledged, for example, in Craig Dworkin’s introduction to the Ubuweb anthology of 
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conceptual writing where he traces the practice back to OuLiPo and its origins in the College 

de Pataphysique. Utilizing Alfred Jarry’s take on the Greek term clinamen, “the chance 

swerve of one element of a system that results in a reengineering of the whole,”196 Dworkin 

explains that such writing “bends the rules of the game but continues to play.”197 Pataphysics, 

and likewise conceptual writing, then  

combines incompatible systems as though they were natural extensions of one 
another; or it establishes structures and allows them to exhaust their own 
possibilities; or it puts pressure on closed systems until the logic of a particular form 
devours itself in an oroborian autophagy.198 

 

This irresolvability that necessary accompanies such destabilization exists on a scale. In the 

work of the pioneer modernist James Joyce, it first crops up now and then in A Portrait of the 

Artist and later profusely in Ulysses. In Finnegans Wake, his crowning achievement, this 

swerve gets repeatedly utilized across its many hundreds of pages single word by word. The 

result is a book that has been conceptualized as hypertext, or a certain kind of aleatory writing 

machine, as it foregrounds the difference operating across and enabling any language 

productions.  

Conceptualism, on the other hand, performs this swerve on the plane of much larger 

language wholes (genres, discourses): literature or poetry, for one, but also weather reporting, 

newspaper, or in the case of Vanessa Place’s Boycott, feminist theory. Thus, in alignment 

with the tendency towards meta-utterances that Lyotard notes, it tries to elevate this structural 

instability onto whole discourses, while taking on itself the role their ‘weak spot’ or a point of 

failure. By often copying texts verbatim, it makes prodigious use of repetition. Thus it 

becomes an application of the following proposition by Derrida to the level of the system of 

language production and circulation as a whole: 
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Repetition does not reissue the book but describes its origin from the vantage point 
of writing which does not yet belong to it, or no longer, belongs to it, a writing 
which feigns, by repeating the book, inclusion in the book.199  

 

This feigning of inclusion into the linear history is demonstrated, and by the artists themselves 

is proclaimed as a type of Hegelian vision of progress, as it is also repeated in the statements 

of the visual conceptual artists of the 1960s. For example Kenneth Goldsmith echoes Lippard 

and Chandler’s statements in his motto “poetry will be made by all.”200 More thoroughly 

theoretically educated authors of literary conceptualism, nevertheless manages to eschew 

claims towards future by instead commenting exclusively on the now. Vanessa Place, for 

example, is very symptomatic of this in her conspicuously frequent usage of the simple 

copula “is.” This practice situates her pronouncements into the time of enunciation (and thus 

acknowledges the failure as a structural, rather than a historical moment). At the same time it 

also takes advantage of the Derridean observation that “[t]o articulate is to joint”201 and that 

all meaning production rests in the possibility, in potentia, to bring any two “otherwise 

disparate, non-contiguous elements into ‘correspondence’”202  and thus initiate/enable 

signification. 

The above, admittedly rather lengthy exposé was necessary in order to explain the 

destabilizing potential of conceptual writing and relate it to the problem of history and, by 

extension, also the history of gender and gender representations. Briefly summarizing the 

implications now, we can see that literary conceptualism is an extreme artistic realization of a 

certain structural moment in the modern organization of society. The formal properties of the 

discourse of this society, as outlined in the introductory chapter, brought about the modernist 
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and postmodern valorization of art as disruption. At the same time, as Rosi Braidotti writes, 

this situation effects “that sexual difference is the question with which we late twentieth-

century Westerners are historically bound to struggle.”203 Being a structural moment at the 

heart of all representations seen from the postmodern point of view, it also works by pull 

towards what is throughout this work theorized as “postgender” as regards the representations 

of gender and sexual difference. What are the lessons then that we can learn from the 

conceptual writing’s approach to gender?  

It is an interesting paradox which has been noted many a time that literary 

conceptualism, in an opposing direction to visual conceptualism, ends up insisting on the 

objecthood and materiality of the text. In the theoretical work of Vanessa Place, Lyotard’s 

aside on the “harsh austerity of realism”204 inherent to the postmodern condition finds its echo 

in the proclaimed insistence on “not pure simulacrum but the (symbolized) real.”205 

Conceptual writing is enabled by the criticism of the mass publishing industry, where books 

are seen as objects-commodities churned out irrespective of their quality: according to 

conceptualism, anything can become a book, provided it has an ISBN, including, for example, 

a vial of dirt (i.e. Place’s work of conceptual literature with the punny title “Poetry Pays”206). 

Carrying to the extreme the post-structuralist critique of authorial intent (such as in Derrida’s 

“Signature Event Context”), even when providing an actual text, such as a word-for-word 

rendering of appellate briefs (the Tragodía trilogy), the text does not really say anything, apart 

from what the reader wants it, or sees it, as saying. An inert mirror that always returns the 
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reader’s image, a heap of arbitrary language “scooped off the sidewalk”207 its “author” is no 

longer an auteur but simply the proprietor of copyright. Simultaneously, as the text is 

produced by means of a displacement, its meaning is located in the context. Even such text is 

treated ostensibly as its material mark (or a stolen testimony voiced with utmost distance and 

monotony that depersonalizes while strangely offsetting the, with Place, content judged brutal 

or shocking).  

Place and Fitterman in their Notes on Conceptualisms see conceptual poetry as 

existing on a scale from pure to impure, from readymade to baroque. According to this 

typology, Place’s Boycott (2013) would be ‘impure,’ though the intervention is very 

mechanical and simple. The book, physically consisting of three slim dark brown volumes 

(“Introduction and Epistemology”; “Ontology”; and “Ontic”) encased in a red envelope with a 

vertical slit in its front side (reminiscent, of course, of a vagina and quite sinister), consists of 

excerpts from fifteen works of feminist theory published between 1792 and 2001 where all 

feminine pronouns and all female references have been substituted for their masculine 

equivalents.  

Before one attempts an “interpretation” of a conceptual work, a certain disclaimer is 

necessary. Not only because, by the authors’ own account, the writing takes an extreme 

“reader’s response” position and relegates any responsibility on the reader, so that any 

meanings thus gleaned may at best be only something of a Rorschach test, or perhaps a litmus 

paper of the reader’s own prejudices. (When looking at the whole of Place’s oeuvre, we might 

see certain tendencies as present: there is, indeed, a strong “curatorial” conviction behind the 

area of issues that are tackled. This is also, indirectly, acknowledged in Kenneth Goldsmith’s 
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call for a “thinkership,”208 which is not only a repudiation of the necessity of a close, or for 

that matter any reading at all, but also an avowal that the ironies generated by a conceptual 

work operate within a decipherable field of problems.) A graver reason is provided by the fact 

that, relying so strongly on a position of intervention, the conceptual readymade performs 

multiple contradictory movements at once and generates ironies it does not need or aspire to 

resolve. In fact, the more irresolvable they are, the better. As conceptual poetry by its own 

word trades, above all, in contexts, these contexts will also prove indispensable for 

understanding of the work. 

The title of the work is taken from a conceptual piece Decide to Boycott Women, by 

the New York visual artist of the 1960s and 1970s Lee Lozano. The project was begun in 

1971 and, if accounts are to be trusted, ended up as a twenty-seven year hiatus from speaking 

or otherwise relating to women (with the exception, that is, of the artist’s mother209). Tellingly 

enough, it started shortly after Lozano’s visit at a subcommittee meeting of women involved 

with Art Workers at Lucy Lippard’s apartment210; initially meant as a way of perhaps 

improving Lozano’s relations to women, it was soon followed by the famous Dropout Piece 

that had her withdraw from the art world completely. Helen Molesworth notes that “[b]y 

refusing to speak to women,”211 Lozano “exposed the systemic and ruthless division of the 

world into the categories of men and women”212 and at the same time pointed out the 

“impossibility of a life lived outside of the societal confines and projections of gender.”213 

And she adds, “[t]hat she elided the fetishized art object and women was perhaps no mistake, 
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as both share a similar fate.”214 Lozano’s gradual fall into obscurity, as Molesworth also 

pointed out, exposed the fact that, even though the art world may be capable of embracing 

“the nonsalable art object, it would still need a commodity in the figure of the artist”215: a fact 

flogged to death by Place who spares no opportunity to alert poets to the fact that most of 

them are here to provide “the packaging of the imaginary liberatory subject”216 and other 

“soft-eyed dreams”217 and that trading in their reputation of guarantors of morality and 

authenticity, they have become “the hedge fund managers of semiocapitalism.”218  

Place with her project repeats the irony of the pun of “boy” in the word “boycott” and 

performs two dialectical movements aimed at different communities. Hegel famously starts 

his treatise on Recognition in his “Lordship and Bondage” passage in Phenomenology of 

Spirit by saying that “[s]elf-consciousness exists in and for itself when, and by the fact that, it 

so exists for another; that is, it exists only in being acknowledged.”219 Eliminating all 

references to the slave should in principle be an act of sabotage of the master’s discourse: 

deprived of the crutch of the other, the master loses all hopes of recognition and ends up face 

to face with the violence and fascism of his own discourse. If the texts become “all about 

men,”220 they also become parodic of male chauvinism, nonsensical, silly, maimed and 

dysfunctional. 

Yet the matters are more complicated, because by vivisecting feminist theory, Place 

has purged the slave’s name out of the slave’s utterance (albeit performed in the master’s 

language) and thus also undercut the slave’s means of gaining independence, as well as any 
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mention of her existence. (As Hegel notes, the slave, or bondsman, “[t]hrough his [sic] service 

[…] rids himself of his attachment to natural existence in every single detail”221 and “becomes 

aware that being-for-self belongs to him.”222) Having disappeared from the discourse , the 

slave drops out of existence completely, becomes a pure outside and utterly invisible, which is 

also the basis of critique of phallogocentrism as performed for example by Cixous or Luce 

Irigaray (and as visible in the earlier convention, exemplified in Hegel, of treating men as 

equal to universal humanity, while women become ‘the sex,’ or sexual difference itself). With 

transforming the emancipatory texts into an alternative universe where there is only one 

gender, Place also destroys their purpose and brings out a host of related questions, such as, 

how does oppression of women tie in with other forms of oppression? (The texts, shorn of 

gender difference often seem to emphasize economic exploitation and in expressions such as 

the following: “for men to be able to situate themselves in cultural production alongside other 

men,”223 the competitive nature of society is exposed to a degree that suddenly makes one 

shudder with the realization of an invisible split between two groups, “men and men,”224 of 

which one is so obviously advantaged over the other. Even more remarkably, men suddenly 

seem smitten by a powerful wave of self-doubt – “Are there men, really?”225) 

The ironies set in motion by Place’s intervention reverberate with contradictions and 

sometimes the interferences even seem to cancel each other: there are strange moments when 

for a split second one is unable to decipher the original gender of reference of certain 

passages. Yet apart from a handful of tongue-in-cheek propositions and a bit of black-

humored situational comedy, ultimately what is tested by this sex-change is also the following 

question: can feminist texts escape totalizing tendencies themselves? If oppression and 
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phallogocentric language are primarily a matter of structural organization, can feminist texts 

stand the test of transposition into a language of forceful homogenization? Which ones will 

perform better and which ones worse? Or are they, for all their speechifying on difference, no 

different at all? And is the concept of sexual difference itself viable, dispensable, or perhaps 

dangerous?  

With all its weird mirroring effects, the Boycott project tests the notion of the binary 

opposition as such. I suspect it is not a coincidence that Boycott comes at a time when a major 

proponent of the sexual difference theory, Rosi Braidotti, has become an accepted academic, 

and about a decade after a powerful debate took place between the feminist theorist of sexual 

difference and gender theory.226 In her Nomadic Subjects: Embodiment and Sexual Difference 

in Contemporary Feminist Theory, Braidotti acknowledges the dissymmetry between the 

notion of the man (neutral, transcendental, disembodied) and the woman (the bearer of sexual 

difference, immanent, embodied) but at the same time regards the notion of gender as having 

reached “a crisis point.”227 She identifies the problem as that of gender theorists being “led to 

the rejection of the scheme of sexual bipolarization, in favor of a desexualized and gender-

free position.”228 In contrast to it, she sees a new trend emerging “that emphasizes the 

situated, specific, embodied nature of the feminist subject, while rejecting biological or 

psychic essentialism.”229 Braidotti theorizes “women as the female feminist subjects of sexual 

difference”230 and in a summarizing paragraph, describes her position as follows:  

The traditional choice within feminism seems to be on the one hand to overcome 
gender dualism toward a neutralization of differences, or on the other hand to push 
the difference to the extreme, oversexualizing it in a strategic manner. In my own 
version of sexual difference as a nomadic strategy, I have opted for the extreme 
affirmation of sexed identity as a way of reversing the attribution of differences in 
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a hierarchical mode. This extreme affirmation of sexual difference may lead to 
repetition, but the crucial factor here is that it empowers women to act.231 

 

Place’s project points out the dangers of such a position very clearly. With her insistence on 

the text as a manipulated material entity, she drives home the point that sex, and gender 

likewise, are in the last instance located in the Symbolic order. ‘It’s all in your head,’ Place 

seems to be saying. Any reference to embodiment happens on the plane of language; it is 

therefore an extremely tenuous position to locate the basis for a feminist theory outside of 

language and not acknowledge the endless slippage of signifiers. Such a vantage point, it 

appears, has to end up being totalizing. How come that men do not seem to have the right to 

be feminists too, should they want, in Braidotti’s account? Cannot women do better than be 

not-men?  

It is no accident that of all the texts, the excerpt from Butler’s gender trouble ends up 

the most versatile, the least maimed. Likewise, the fact that Boycott ends up on Valerie 

Solanas’s SCUM manifesto is telling. With all female references swapped for male, its 

insistence on war as primarily masculine expression, the manifesto comes across as a long, 

self-destructive litany of pure black rage:  

Life in this society being, at best, an utter bore and no aspect of society being at all 
relevant to men, there remains to civic-minded, responsible, thrill-seeking males 
only to overthrow the government, eliminate the money system, institute complete 
automation and destroy male sex.232 

 

Or: “Being an incomplete male, the male spends his life attempting to complete himself, to 

become male.”233 With Lozano and Solanas, two uncompromisingly radical women, Place 

shares the propensity for excess, exaggeration and giving too much: this ability, as with 

Lozano, is egalitarian in the sense that does not discriminate between its targets and does not 
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take scruples form ridiculing both sides of the argument. This is also apparent in 

pronouncements such as the following one from Notes on Conceptualism: “Note: the Woman 

is simply another way of saying embodiment. / Note: Embodiment = failure.”234 In its 

uncompromising one-sidedness, these axioms must sound a little suspicious even to a feminist 

ear. Place takes the proposition to its logical conclusion in the lecture entitled “Feminism is 

Conceptualism, Conceptualism is Feminism,” where she draws a parallel between two set of 

problems, women’s liberation on the one hand and conceptual poetry on the other.  

Place claims that conceptual poetry is “only poetry because it is presented as 

poetry,”235 that is, it is “poetry because it is not not poetry.”236 Likewise, “woman only exists 

contextually; one can only be a woman relative to man,” or “woman is what man is not” and 

“she must be defined by men”; “if woman as such does not exist and woman as such exists 

only contextually” feminism shares with conceptual poetry the problem of equality: “how 

does A become equivalent to B?”237 “At what cost does this equivalency become to A, and for 

that matter B?”238 “And “what does equal equal, really?”239 Claiming that conceptualism is in 

effect feminism means completely subverting the master/slave dialectics: now it is the 

feminist who, by reproducing and reframing the master’s discourse can gain mastery over 

him, expose his own slavery to the status quo.  

Place therefore manages to ridicule both the reading of gender studies as tending 

towards a “postgender”240 age, as it is seen by Bradotti (“a new, sexually undifferentiated, 
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subjectivity”241), as well as the sexual difference theory’s over-reliance on the gender binary 

and the way it mirrors male chauvinist essentialism. There is another message to Place’s “not 

not poetry”: no matter how many times you flip a discriminatory discourse, it will still remain 

so.  

It is especially intriguing how Solanas, so attuned to the prejudices of patriarchy, in a 

rebellious gesture takes over the violence of the masculinist discourse and starts her manifesto 

with a mention of boredom. Boredom is a condition supposed by Fukuyama as pervading the 

society after the end of history, at least in the original version of the article “The End of 

History?” published in The National Interest in the summer 1989. It will be the product of this 

boredom if, after history has ended and everyone’s claim to recognition will have been 

fulfilled, history, i.e. conflict, starts again. Or is there perhaps a suggestion that, since some of 

the people’s claim for recognition has not been acknowledged as legitimate, their struggle is 

seen as ensuing from, basically, being too spoilt? Even though in the book version of his 

famous proposition, Fukuyama’s language has been softened, it is still significant that, when 

commenting on the condition of “the Last Man,” he still feels the need to proclaim certain 

kinds of “inequality”242 between people as rooted in “natural necessity.”243 The suggestion is 

that, since the society of his vision is homogenized, with everyone basically tending to liberal 

democracy where their recognition has been, as if, already fulfilled, the society as a whole 

recognizes one set of values and it follows that as a single whole it cannot but evolve in a 

single direction. Citizens end up being naturally ‘unequal,’ instead of complementary or 

different. The war-like rhetoric of masculinist discourse is thus the flipside of this boredom, 

which is equivalent with the inability to see difference as legitimate and ultimately 
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irresolvable, which is equivalent with structuring discourse around a stable set of binary 

opposites, be it presence/absence or man/woman.  

It is this wishful reliance on homogeneity and overlooking of difference in favor of a 

unified grand narrative that Derrida is indirectly pointing at the start of his article “The Ends 

of Man.” An “international philosophical meeting”244 is, Derrida observes, “becoming a 

frequent and easy phenomenon in certain societies, though it is rare, surprisingly and 

admirably, in most of the world.”245 Derrida is deeply suspicious of Fukuyama’s too hastily 

implied homogeneity and reminds his audience that there are places, where such a meeting 

would be impossible and “[t]his impossibility should not be hastily interpreted”246: 

If I take the liberty of reminding you of this obvious point, it is because I believe 
that a conference which has chosen “anthropos,” philosophical anthropology, as 
its theme must be feeling at its borders the persistent weight of differences which 
are of another order than internal or intra-philosophical disputes.247  

 

If philosophical conferences are possible, it is thanks to democracy which recognizes “non-

identity” and “diversity”248 to such a degree that the lack of unanimous agreement does not 

disturb it. Yet at the same time, when Derrida is preparing his contribution, it happens “for the 

first time in history, [that] the universities of Paris were invaded at the request of a rector by 

the forces of social order, then reoccupied by the students in the upheaval.”249 If anything 

disturbs the order of democracy, it is not boredom, but rather the fact that the politics of a 

binary opposition will always be one lacking in subtlety, an exclusionary one. Paradoxically 

enough, Halberstam points out that this in terms of gender means precisely the condition for 

the binary’s continued flourishing: “Precisely because virtually nobody fits the definitions of 

male and female, the categories gain power and currency from their impossibility. In other 
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words, the very flexibility and elasticity of the terms ‘man’ and ‘woman’ ensures their 

longevity.”250 How else can we battle their narrow definitions, then? 
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IV. Pre-Codette: Brigid Brophy’s In Transit 

 

A dangerous crossing, a dangerous on-the-way, a dangerous looking back, a dangerous 
shuddering and standing still.251 

Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra 

 

 “In an amazing acceleration, the generations precipitate themselves. A work can become 

modern only if it is first postmodern,”252 writes Lyotard. For anyone wanting to prove it, there 

would be no better example than the novels of Brigid Brophy.253 If postmodernity is 

characterized by emulating the styles of previous periods as stylizations,254 as a free play of 

simulating, borrowing and remixing, and if it has privileged, beginning with recognition of 

post-structuralism, the material trace over the presumption of its (stable) meaning to the stage 

when “artworks are always site-specific“255 becomes its slogan, Brigid Brophy has 

disappeared from the canon exactly by virtue of her hyperfulfilling, hyperembodying all these 

criteria. She has invented a distinct form, a more or less subtle technique of Verfremdung, for 

each of her novels, thematically covering animal rights, bisexuality, marriage and monogamy, 

gender, cultural heritage etc., and as such failed to conform, solely, to any narrow pedagogical 

definition, be it of modernism or postmodernism. Having been a wildly controversial figure in 

her lifetime and thus needing no introductions whatsoever, not much writing about her is left: 

a lapse and a gap, it remains to be hoped, that will be filled in the near future. Her gravest 
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misdemeanor as regards the canon(s) is thus that, in the words of Chris Hopkins, she “seems 

too late for modernism and too early for postmodernism.”256  

Brophy’s most daring work, In Transit, a bi-textual, transsexual narrative, was 

published in 1969, only two years after Derrida has published his “Structure Sign and Play” 

and a decade before Lyotard has equated the developments of late capitalism with the 

postmodern condition. The very title of her novel seems prescient, considering that Homi K. 

Bhabha has “dubbed the fin de siècle ‘the moment of transit’”257 – this was in 1994, the 

heyday of the transsexualism/transgenderism trope. But the metaphor of transit was in the air 

much earlier: Coccinelle, a male-to-female transsexual about whom the Lethbidge Herald, 

Alberta, Canada, reported on 17 Mar 1962 the following: “Curvaceous, blonde French 

nightclub performer Coccinelle, a woman for only three years, became a bride today amid a 

hurl of tomatoes from outraged Parisians,” said: “I did not feel transsexual, but in transit of 

sex.”258  

Prosser further notes that the transsexual and transgender narratives are almost as a 

rule modeled on a travelogue:   

The record enables the transsexual to trace a route to constructing identity; or, in 
the case of the autobiographical narrative written retrospectively, to retrace a 
movement. This desire to perceive a progressive pattern of becoming underlies the 
pervasive metaphors of journeying or voyaging in the autobiographies. As some 
titles alone evidence […] autobiographies may explicitly cast the transsexual life as 
a journey, transition as movement in between.259 

 

Thus, they are stories narrated through the trope of the ‘trans’ journey. They are fashioned, on 

the one hand, as departures from a symbolic ‘place,’ a ‘home’ by virtue of its connoting “very 
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powerful notions of belonging.”260Yet these notions are at the same time conceived as 

“nostalgic and confining,” pertaining to a set of concepts such as natural body, identity and 

community, which are in need of overcoming: haunted by the drive towards exile, the 

knowledge that “there is no place like home.”261 On the other hand, they are overshadowed by 

the impossibility of the “return journey back to this place of a past that should have been.”262 

In the end, Prosser argues, ‘home’ is only found in “the gendered borderland”263: the journey 

itself.  

Therefore, the transsexual narrative is the crowning narrative of the postmodern 

identity, in the way it stresses the non-identity of the subject with itself and the constant need 

of renegotiation, of self-invention that at the same time bears the weight of the awareness that 

there is no refuge, no origin, no certainty in the guise of the previous transcendental signifiers 

as Derrida lists them: “eidos, arche, telos, energeia, ousia (essence, existence, substance, 

subject) aletheia, transcendentality, consciousness, God, man, and so forth.”264 In that, 

Brophy’s choice has been satirical at the same time as it is ‘prescient’ (and emancipatory), 

unerringly to the point in the sense of recognizing a structural necessity. 

In Transit is a postmodern first-person narrative (with meta-passages addressed to the 

reader, variously called “Interlude,” “Interludibrium,” “Interlewd,” “Interlugubre” etc.) of a 

person who decides to miss their connective flight whereupon they discover they can no 

longer remember which sex they are. The novel summons, and puns at, an overwhelming 

wealth of materials, including the linguistics of Romance languages and Greek, Aristotelian 

logic, Brahms’s opera, ancient and Irish mythology, Christianity, Freudian psychoanalysis, 

Nietzsche and crucially, the work of James Joyce. While the ostensible subject is Pat’s, or, by 
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their full name, Evelyn Hilary O’Rooley’s search for their sex, the novel uses this as a pretext 

to deal with the 1960s sexual revolution, postmodernity and the theme of the all-pervading 

sense of cultural estrangement brought about by globalization under which everyone seems to 

an extent an expatriate by previous standards.  

However hilarious and implausible the topic of “sexual amnesia” might seem at first 

sight, it has been encoded in the very origins of modernity. Freud has dealt extensively with 

the issue of “motivated forgetting” as a way of coping with unacceptable experience, notably 

in The Psychopathology of Everyday Life (1901). By a curious coincidence his own case of 

motivated amnesia stands at the cornerstone of the narrative of modern subject’s split, 

Oedipus complex. In Psychopathology Freud recounts how he in the summer of 1901 

formulated his position to a friend as follows: “These neurotic problems can be solved only if 

we take the position of absolutely accepting an original bi-sexuality in every individual.”265 

The answer was: “I told you that two and a half years ago while we were taking an evening 

walk in Br. At that time you wouldn’t listen to it.”266 Freud concludes his lapse must have 

been unconsciously motivated by the desire to attribute the discovery to himself and obliterate 

the contribution of his colleague, Wilhelm Fliess.  

Campaigning in favor of absolutely accepting innate bisexuality must have been a 

program familiar to Brophy, who was also vocal as regards the recognition of bisexuals. Pat 

tellingly runs against this problem when trying to deduce their sex based on their sexuality: 

being certain of one’s sexual orientation, contrary to the imagination of some five decades 

ago, does not mean a clue in regards one’s sex. In a significant inversion, it is not however 

until the first section of the movement two, called “Sexshuntwo, The Case of the Missing 

(Re)Member (Andante)” that it takes the narrator to recognize their “sexual amnesia.”267 The 
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novel instead starts with another, no less fictionally fanciful affliction, a case of “linguistic 

leprosy”268: 

Ce quit m’étonnait c’était qu’it was my French that disintegrated first.  

Thus I expounded my affliction, an instant after I noticed its onset. My words went, 
of course, unvoiced. A comic-strippist would balloon them under the heading 
THINKS – a pretty convention, but a convention just the same. For instance, is the 
‘THINKS’ part of the thought, implying the thinker is aware of thinking?  

Moreover – and this is a much more important omission – comic strips don’t shew 
whom the thoughts are thought to.269   

 

The fact that the narrator loses his French along with his certainty of possessing phallus can 

be read as an allusion to the work of Jacques Lacan. Brophy has indeed been familiar with the 

psychoanalytic’s work as it has been discussed on the pages of the London Review of Books, 

for which she wrote reviews.270 

In 1953 Lacan published a reworking of his 1936 paper on “the mirror stage,” or “a 

particular case of the function of the imago, which is to establish a relation between the 

organism and its reality.”271 In order to be able to meaningfully relate to the outside, the infant 

has to undergo a moment of ‘split,’ of identification with his/her ‘specular image,’ imaginary 

other, which is by the same token constitutive and alienating, causing “the effect in man of an 

organic insufficiency in his natural reality.”272 It is a point of ascension to the symbolic realm, 

i.e. to language. In Brophy’s much more florid prose: “Consciousness: a nigger minstrel show 

in which you are forever grabbing a disembodied buttonhole and gabbling, ‘Pardon me, 

Mister Interlocutor.’”273 The word ‘Mister’ is also a sign of recognition that this language is 

phallogocentric, grounded on an elision of a woman, as Derrida has uncovered in his reading 
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of Lacan’s reading of Poe’s “The Purloined Letter” in his final essay of The Post Card: From 

Socrates to Freud and Beyond.274 Only Pat’s interlocutor, a battered bunny s/he kept trailing 

as a child, has rather been a “punny.”275 Thus, wooing ambiguity from the very start, Pat 

always keeps “double-pedalling to counter that rush to be misunderstood.”276 

The Lacanian perspective assumed by Brophy is crucial for her conception of what we 

would today call gender, and the relationship of gender towards sex, and the body. In his 

reading, Chris Hopkins describes the protagonist as a “speaking I” that finds itself in an 

airport “and seems to have a capacity for generating language, but that is all.”277 Hopkins 

writes that “the voice has a great consciousness of the culture embodied in language, but no 

knowledge of how it relates to the discourses it refers to so promiscuously.”278 This reading is 

perceptive to the extent it reflects Derrida’s premise “il n’y a pas de hors-texte,”279 but 

crucially misses the point contained in Freud’s reading of the biblical parable of the blindman 

and the lame, which Lacan mentions in the Chapter IV, “On Materialist Definition of the 

Phenomenon of Consciousness” in his Seminar II.280 

Lacan states there that speech is “decentred in relation to individual experience, since 

it is that of the historical text which integrates it”281: this is because in fact, the subject is more 

of an effect of the symbolic. Thus, “[t]he subjective half of the pre-mirror experience is the 

paralytic, who cannot move about by himself except in an uncoordinated and clumsy way. 

What masters him is the image of the ego, which is blind, and which carries him.” The ego 
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thus “can only identify with his unity in a fascinated fashion, in the fundamental immobility 

whereby he finishes up corresponding to the gaze he is under, the blind gaze.”282 Hopkins’s 

underestimation, or indeed othering of the “voice’s” experience as alien or untypical shows a 

misunderstanding as to the fact that modernity and postmodernity recognize this as a 

universal condition.  

More importantly though, what is striking is not an absence, but the sheer abundance 

of knowledge  about how Pat relates to the discourses s/he refers to: it is present in the hints 

and jolts springing up at the level of their conscious utterance, their suspicious obsession with 

bisexuality, homosexuality and gender split (in nods such as “history – herstory”283). This 

knowledge is ambiguous, yes, because the subject’s fitting into convention is highly 

problematic, but nonetheless telling. Brophy adds an extra layer of comicalness when she 

provides the attentive reader with clues that can make him or her more knowledgeable than 

Pat, or alternatively play at their own oblivion. While the protagonist bumps against the walls 

of linguistic and cultural convention, their unconscious drives, and via them their body, s/he 

demonstrates a heightened version of the neurosis of the post/modern ‘split’ subject. 

Brophy expresses and mocks the ubiquity of unconscious hints, as well as the then 

cultural obsession of decoding them often and with gusto: 

Proust was not the only child who had a choice of two directions for his 
expeditions, any more than he was the only child to have a grandmother. To be 
impaled on a which-of-two-walks dilemma must be a very highly-incident 
metaphor of children’s bisexuality, for there must be very few children living in a 
house so placed that it doesn’t, when you go out of the door, offer you a choice of 
which way to turn – just as most children have two parents.284  

 

Patricia/Patrick’s ascension to the novel, with the reader as a surrogate punny, is a parallel of 

the subject’s constitution within the Symbolic order: the missing information is indeed 

                                                           
282 Lacan, “A Materialist Definition” 50.  
283 Brophy 14. 
284 Brophy 15.  



63 

 

possessed, or presumed to be possessed, by everyone else except for Pat. With no possible 

direct recourse to the “truth of the body” as an equivocal and stable locus of essence, s/he 

must find his/her way of articulating his/her identity via the bricolage of available discursive 

and cultural constraints. Pat’s self-exploratory transit through language is thus also an 

exploration of possibilities and limits of articulation of gender in language. A prefiguration of 

1990s gender studies, it shows how in fact the connection is tenuous and by no means self-

evident: here also, sex has in fact been gender all along. The book is a derealizing hilarious 

encyclopedia of various linguistic, operatic, wedding, etc. conventions.   

Having fulfilled her/his wish to “retard” herself/himself “at the stage of waiting,”285 

before s/he will be “bound waist and chest”286 and having descended into the “free-range 

womb”287 of the airport, Pat undergoes a series of tests, whose movements are as much 

characterized by search as by evasion. As Lacan points out, “[w]hen you are shown a new 

perspective, in a manner which is decentred in relation to your experience, there’s always a 

shift whereby you try to recover your balance, the habitual centre of your point of view.”288 

S/he imagines the bizarreness of asking another person. S/he examines his/her dress and finds 

that “it was a construction of perfected, foolproof ambiguity.”289 S/he tries looking for breasts 

or a bulge in crotch only to find that the folds of rather stiff clothing make the difference 

ambiguous and groping is absolutely impossible in public. S/he finds that his/her title has 

been obliterated from his/her passport due to a stain and that her name, indeed, does not 

reveal anything.  
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S/he then tries to pose the problem in syllogistic logic only to fail. The role of 

Aristotelian logic is pivotal, as Brophy experiments with the possibility of non-binary 

thinking. By her own words: 

In Transit is about a series of disintegrations of rulebooks, including the sexual 
stereotypes, ending with the question of whether Aristotelian logic might 
disintegrate, whether we are mistaken in thinking that a thing cannot be both X and 
not-X, whether we are mistaken in thinking that the syllogistic argument is 
valid.290  

 

Having accordingly reached no decisive conclusion, Pat turns to reading a pornographic 

novel, with the parodic title L’Histoire de la Langue d’Oc, trying to observe his/her 

arousement and identification (“self-subject-oriented or submissively, supinely subjected 

object?”291). S/he fails to judge his/her sex by the pitch of his/her voice. Upon encountering 

the husband of his/her first liaison, a girl for whom s/he fantasizes the moniker Betty 

Bouncer, Pat deliberates whether it was an instance of the so-much-celebrated college female 

friendship or whether perchance a chaste heterosexual romance. In the end s/he deduces that 

because Betty appears to be heterosexual, Pat must be a man. At the moment he, in the third-

person for the first time now, dashes to (an empty) male bathroom, a site of his earlier wish to 

wait in the lavatories, the site of the polymorphous perverse and shame, “until [his] flight 

should have been definitely taken off.”292   

There, when Patrick reaches in his trousers and to his dismay finds nothing, his 

persona switches into Patricia. Patricia thus stuck in a cubicle of a hostile bathroom finds a 

window and descends down the innards of the airport. With this symbolic dive into the 

unconscious, the narrative takes a very surreal turn, where, shunted over the plates of the 

monster Amphisbaena (the airport’s baggage delivery system), Patricia is first called upon to 

take part in the TV quiz show What's My Kink, whereupon she encounters a lesbian 
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conspiracy in the making. Before she makes friends with the sisterhood and ascends above to 

lead the uprising, the revolution will have already begun in the transit lounge. It will be at the 

very end that, after general anarchy ensues all flights are suspended, the mystery is solved by 

finding a “missing member” among the ruins of a crashed airplane. We may argue that Pat’s 

amnesia thus has been caused by his losing his penis, as if the notion of one’s gender really 

resided in the possession of a certain pair of genitals. Her inclusion into the lesbian plot thus 

also parallels a situation of the as-if-emasculated postmodern man.  

In the strict sense, Pat’s fate follows the Lacanian principle according to which the 

imago Gestalt “symbolizes the mental permanence of the I, at the same time as it prefigures 

its alienating destination”293 wherein the I cancels itself as much as it finds itself. In the end, 

this I finds its permanence in a Nietzschean turn of events. Pat’s narration, who is by this time 

intent on suiciding by jumping off a rafter, splits into two columns, one for Patricia and the 

other for Patrick. While, in accord with cultural prejudices, Patricia throws herself down, 

Patrick yields to the force of reason and tries to crawl back but falls down by accident. This is 

an irony on Nietzsche’s parable of the man walking a rope, as much as its endorsement. After 

the fall, the narrator resumes their address:  

Explicit fiction. In the truth of baroque metaphor, Bernini’s Saint Teresa reclined 
and expired in a smile of orgasmic ecstasy, while her honey-tongued, artificial-
shepherd-cheeked seraph, in an act of inspired and transcendant bad taste, pierced 
and pierced her with his phallic spear, wearing on his honeysweet and musical lips 
a silly sexy simper. 

Love of You has, I mean to say, decided me to live. I conceive I can read as well as 
be read like a book. I desire You to locute to me. […] 

I am coming out now, quite datively, to and for You – to and for, that is 
Scholiasticaly to say, the both of You.294  

 

Both deaths are thus no better than la petite mort for the benefit of the sadomasochistic 

pleasure of the reader: the I will be again resurrected with every reader, in its own parallel of 
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the eternal return. Brophy does not offer a resolution, acknowledging the ambiguity 

encapsulated in the Derridean concept of pharmakon. This is not only evident in the ending’s 

two versions but also in the final image of a fish, or perhaps airplane, that humorously 

sublates Christian symbolism (and has the word “fin” printed on its fin295). It also prefigures 

the textual longing for a body that will around the time of Winterson invade popular 

consciousness. Yet in contrast to Winterson, Brophy manages to insert a considerable amount 

of sympathy for culturally minoritarian sexual positions, such as kink, butch etc., while 

deconstructing gender and embracing gender variant people more radically, eruditely and 

effectively. 

By ‘coming out now, quite datively, to and for’ the reader, the I in its resurrection 

performs the dual role of a postmodern every(wo)man and a victim of the postmodern sexual 

revolution. Karen R. Lawrence notes the novel’s “distinctly post-1968 sensibility”296 and the 

fact that “Lyotard’s account of how postmodernism welcomes the collapse of master 

narratives is predicted in the novel.”297 Brophy and Pat both know, with Derrida, that “the one 

who is promising is already the promise.”298 Pat’s death in the end is thus as much 

humorously unnecessary, as it is unavoidable: as a mock-postmodern Christ, Pat takes on 

himself/herself the trauma of the times. His/her role is that of a symbolic scapegoat via which 

the reader can exorcise their own gender insecurities, their own fear that nowadays we all 

might be transsexuals. Pat’s confusion is thus a part and parcel of the ‘revolution’ that has 

overtaken the airport, a perpetual end of history whose perks Brophy prefigures with so much 

clarity. Evoking Lévi-Strauss, we may say that Brophy has supplied a narrative that is very 

untypical, precisely in order to capture the characteristics of all of the myths. By way of a 

supplement myth, in Brophy’s novel the experiments of Winterson and Place are pre-coded.
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V. Conclusion: The Gender Turn 

 

Messianism will saturate this absence of horizon by turning it into horizon.299 

Jacques Derrida and Richard Beardsworth, 
 “Nietzsche and the Machine: Interview with Jacques Derrida” 

 

When Derrida describes the event, this “something” that has taken place in philosophy around 

the turn of the nineteenth and twentieth century, in and in-between the works of Nietzsche, 

Freud and Heidegger, the language he chooses is purposely imprecise. The event itself 

contains ambiguity: it “causes affirmation to be carried through by a devastating upheaval, a 

sort of revolution which cannot proceed without destruction, without separation or 

interruption, or without fidelity. For these thinkers are also thinkers of fidelity, of 

repetition.”300 In this liminal state, there are origins of both what we have come to call 

modernism and postmodernism. 

Lyotard likewise places this instability, structural momentum that for him is 

postmodernism in the future anterior mode to the origins of modernism: for an artwork to be 

modern, there first had to come the moment of radical instability, decenteredness. In a 

modernist work, new artistic vocabulary gained this way still coagulates into a kaleidoscopic 

vision that asserts there is a whole, though we are not able to access it. In postmodern art, 

certainty is gone and the endless deferral becomes the explicit theme of the work. Both of 

these can coexist on a historical timescale, alongside realist and romantic works or works of 

neoconservatism (as in some of the Anglophone poetry of the 1970s: James Merrill etc.). At 

the same time, the market on which they circulate (or not) is more and more starkly late 

capitalist one, where the behavior and uses of value undermine the very notion of value itself. 

It seems that a work reflecting on this condition necessarily adopts the moment of disruption 
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of value, i.e. the postmodern moment: hence the ever-proliferating series of ‘post-’ 

movements with their dialects of overcoming, building on, and tracing their genealogy in, the 

past.  

As mentioned before, gender itself is a postmodern invention too. Following from the 

work of French second-wave feminists and best formulated by the poststructurally inflected 

theory of gender performativity in the work of Judith Butler, it has appeared relatively 

recently. Its roots nevertheless go to Derrida’s ‘event.’ The psychoanalytic decentering of the 

ego has prepared ground for the conceptions of body as a site of impulses inaccessible beyond 

the limits of the text. Since the 1950s, transsexuals have played the part of the abject, 

exposing in extreme what we all are: an unlikely pairing of the blindman (ego) carrying the 

lame man (who is pointing the direction with our cathectic force), the modernist subject’s 

frustration concerns the extent to which the ego seems but a thin layer covering ungodly, 

monstrous impulses for which it cannot be accountable but whose consequences it must bear. 

Transsexuality thus at first appears both as a deviant, forbidden desire – and a triumph of 

human will able to mould the unruly (‘wrong’) body. The portrayal of Coccinelle in popular 

media, as an impeccable combination of a meek housewife and a seductive lover possessing a 

perfect body indeed feeds on the possibility, or rather expectation, of the androgynous mirage, 

yet it at the same time assuages the (primarily male spectator’s) fears of the unknown by, after 

all, showing a case of perfect submersion into the dominant cultural ideal of femininity.301 

The image of the transsexual is disruptive as it points to the rivalrous variety of 

mythological androgyny. If Nietzsche’s philosopher seeks truth which is also a woman,302 can 

it be that there is a neurosis following from her unacknowledged contribution, from the fact 

that he is constituted by her too? What would be worse for the patriarchal subject than to 

                                                           
301 “Coccinelle, (1931 - 2006)” <http://queermusicheritage.com/nov2002e.html>. 
302 Cf.: Jacques Derrida, Spurs: Nietzsche’s Styles / Éperons: les styles de Nietzsche, trans. Stefano Agosti 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1979). 
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discover, since my other is the woman, and my I is an other, that I am a woman myself? The 

Male-to-Female (MTF) transsexual thus stands at the very obverse of the patriarchal 

language, is a point of a circular return to itself and a consequence of Freudian discourse, 

whereby the psyche is said to be constituted around the symbolic value of a genital and the 

centrality of the male is upheld via the imagined envy/desire of his female counterpart.  

Such transphobia persists for the most part of the twentieth century and thaws a bit 

only in the 1990s. From 1970s, the resurrected idea of androgyny has been circulating the 

popular consciousness and the androgynous masculinity, as theorized by Goodlad, leads men 

to seek refuge in partly appropriating feminine sensitivity as a reaction against the heightened 

masculinization of culture. The 1990s are not only a period of the advent of the 

transgenderism/transsexualism trope into the mainstream, but also a decade of considerable 

flourishing of gender studies and later of queer studies. Cultural icons such as Lady Gaga or 

Ryan Trecartin perpetuate the “queer” sensibility during the first decade of the twenty-first 

century.303 The 1990s are also the time of the heyday of Foucauldian body-centered discourse, 

with all its concomitant Cartesianism (i.e. its conception of mind/body duality), of the rise of 

sexual difference feminism and new materialism, philosophical movement stressing 

embodiment (the last two united in the personality of Rosi Braidotti). Can it be then, that after 

the various turns of the last century (linguistic, semiotic, historic), the 1990s have actualized 

an implicitly present ‘gender turn’? 

For this gender turn, one of the characteristics would be the cultural importance of 

gender, the possibility of the idea of gender as such and the structural momentum of 

‘postgender,’ i.e. the possibility to renegotiate/play with the current cultural coding and 

relations between the characteristics deemed masculine and feminine. This would be seen as a 

                                                           
303 Felix Bernstein, “Notes on Post-Conceptual Poetry,” Evening Will Come: A Monthly Journal of Poetics 
(Conceptual Poetry Feature) Issue 41, May 2014, 15 Jun 2014 <http://www.thevolta.org/ewc41-fbernstein-
p1.html>. 
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necessary part of an array of cultural possibilities of identity construction, and would be 

indeed prone to commodification. Currently, this also spawns a proliferation of transversely 

and ambiguously constructed gender identities that at the same time work as a position 

critically reflecting on the symbolic and social relations between the feminine and masculine 

poles. I have attempted to isolate three artistic represenations of this postgender momentum in 

the previous chapters. Additionally, each of the works illustrates specific limitations and 

possibilities of articulating gender within the postmodern paradigm of disruption and play as 

gestating towards a (possibly emancipating) future.  

Winterson, while building on the notion of gender, takes her disruption in the direction 

of erasing gender designations as irrelevant, in the process demonstrating the perils of trying 

to leave one’s cultural baggage behind. Because the subject is always effected by the 

symbolic,304 Winterson ends up constructing a world that is vulnerable to symbolic intrusions 

and prone to immersion into the late capital ideology of individual life as divorced from its 

material, economic and political circumstances. By the same token Winterson puts time in 

brackets and sketches a personal genderless utopia situated in an ahistorical contemporaneity. 

Writing two decades later, Place opposes this neoliberal ideology by a radically gender-

themed conceptual intervention: in a profound contradiction, this semiotic intervention must 

remain highly autistic. By a forbidden inversion (situating the feminine into the role of the 

master and, it could be argued, at once revealing the Female-to-Male (FTM) ‘trans man’ as its 

obverse), Place reinscribes the name of the woman into the discourse as abjection, radicality. 

It is nevertheless Brophy who shows that the notion of gender is in fact pre-coded in the 

modernist split of the subject, via its Freudian articulation. By setting language asway, she 

dislodges and derealizes the hitherto seemingly firm and evident cultural and linguistic 
                                                           
304 “[…] Freud discovered in man the substance and the axis of a subjectivity surpassing the individual 
organisation considered as the sum of individual experiences, and even considered as the line of individual 
development. I am giving you a possible definition of subjectivity by formulating it as an organised system of 
symbols, aiming to cover the whole of an experience, to animate it, to give it its meaning. And what are we 
trying to realise here, if not a subjectivity?” Lacan, “A Materialist Definition” 40-41. 
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conventions. This opens a space of possibility and creativity, a narrative de/construction of an 

individual trajectory: one more reason why Pat, after discovering ‘the truth’ about his/her 

sexual amnesia must die, as s/he himself/herself is the movement of this possibility.  

Thus feminist thinking suggests that rigidly binary thinking, as evinced by 

phallogocentric language, manufactures history as teleology. Feminist writing would thus 

simultaneously be writing waged against the apparently self-evident ends of history, such as 

exemplified by Fukuyama. In his original article, Fukuyama imagined a linear history of 

unrelenting progression of history towards neoliberal democracy. The ending of his actual 

book based on the article is much more skeptical, admitting it is doubtful whether we have 

reached the point in history when “any reasonable person looking at the situation would be 

forced to agree that there had been only one journey and one destination.”305 Using the 

metaphor of a caravan, Fukuyama concludes: 

Nor can we in the final analysis know, provided a majority of the wagons 
eventually reach the same town, whether their occupants, having looked around a 
bit at their new surroundings, will not find them inadequate and set their eyes on a 
new and more distant journey.306 

 

While “boredom”307 from the original article is possible only after the end of history, 

“inadequacy” is likely to be encountered at any point of it. It is interesting that Fukuyama, in 

his chapter on “The Last Man,” still talks about desire for recognition as motivated by 

inequalities (some of which are natural, and it is implied, nothing can be done about them), 

rather than by difference: which would mean a more agonistic approach that does not 

guarantee resolvability. ‘Ends’ generally seem to be false and harbor pretensions for 

unleashing violence, hence the feminist ridiculing of ‘masculine’ war instinct (as with Valerie 

Solanas’s SCUM). Fukuyama nevertheless proves that the Hegelian notion of progress, vitally 

                                                           
305 Fukuyama, End of History 339. 
306 Fukuyama, End of History 339. 
307 Fukuyama, “The End of History?” <http://ps321.community.uaf.edu/files/2012/10/Fukuyama-End-of-history-
article.pdf>. 
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connected to the white man privilege, leads to the visions of some kind of an end of history: 

Fukuyama’s is after all still a single grand narrative. (Similarly, Derrida also warns that 

“feminist movements will perhaps have to renounce an all too easy kind of progressivism in 

the evaluation of […] history.”308) 

As often mentioned, postmodernity contrary to this disallows for a universal narrative 

of progress: no single grand récit, based on a universal progress of binaries towards Absolute 

Knowledge. Instead, there is a proliferation of petit récits (cf. Felski or Sandy Stone’s 

“postranssexualism”). Feminist theory proves there is no need to synthesize the minoritarian 

narratives into a single one; from a certain position it can make sense to formulate individual 

narratives cutting across hitherto present oppositions (Stone), whereas from another position it 

may make sense to destabilize the previous grand narratives (either conceptually or through 

deconstruction). In terms of gender theory this reflects also in the unfitness of Western queer 

studies/gender feminism for Third World women’s struggle, as noted by Chandra Talpade 

Mohanty.309 This view is affirmed in the present work also in the crosstemporal sequence of 

the chapters, the works having been published in the years 1993 – 2013 – 1969, their order 

rather decided on the basis of structural aspects of the argument they seem to offer.  

Brophy explores this option of tracing one’s own trajectory, forming one’s own 

individual series of semantic oppositions in multiple directions, allowing for chance (i.e. the 

destabilizing event) as a way of construction of identity. One personality may thus embody in 

their progress different genders, while certain of their characteristics may remain irresolvable. 

Jay Prosser observes that transsexual and transgender narratives resemble a travelogue, 

departing from a place that was never a home and arriving at a place where the home that 

would have been is lacking. This indirectly gestures at a different sense in which 

Baudrillard’s dictum that ‘we are all transsexuals’ might be true, to the extent to which the 
                                                           
308 Derrida and McDonald 67. 
309 Susan Gubar, “What Ails Feminist Criticism?” Critical Inquiry, Vol. 24, No. 4 (Summer, 1998) 889-890. 
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postmodern  subject lives in a certain anticipation, fore-throw, as it stands (in formulations by 

Nietzsche etc.) at the far origins of twentieth-century philosophy. The current ‘border-wars’ 

of definitions, evident in Prosser’s debate with Halberstam and the meaning of the non-op 

transgender person defining themselves as either a “stone butch” or “FTM”-to-be310 shows a 

certain tendency to fractal proliferation of identities, which also serve as critical positions. 

The ‘transgender territory’ implied from the very start of modernity thus keeps spinning off 

one field of discipline after another (feminism to gender studies to queer studies to currently 

emergent transgender studies).  

In this respect it is useful to recall Derrida’s vision from the interview with Christie V. 

McDonald called “Choreographies,” which is also quoted in Toril Moi’s Textual Sexual 

Politics:  

As I dream of saving the chance that this question offers I would like to believe in 
the multiplicity of sexually marked voices. I would like to believe in the masses, 
this indeterminable number of blended voices, this mobile of non-identified sexual  
marks whose choreography can carry, divide, multiply the body of each 
“individual,” whether he be classified as “man” or as “woman” according to the 
criteria of usage.311 

 

The question is whether the borderline trans* identities might represent a departure to such a 

multitude existing under the heading of a less rigidly separated/antithetical binary and 

whether the binary could be kept, yet radically weakened, in accord with the idea that “the 

dance changes place and above all changes places. In its wake they can no longer be 

recognized.”312 In any case, this is an answer to the transhumanists and technofeminists who 

tend to think of gender inequality as something lodged in material circumstances of the body, 

easily done away by augmenting the body with technology. Technological, biological etc., 

possibilities must always be discussed in the political frame of the present gender markers (or 

else they simply perpetuate misogyny): how much more probable is the idea that we may 
                                                           
310 Prosser, “Exceptional Locations” 85. 
311 Derrida and McDonald 67. 
312 Derrida and McDonald 69. 
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change their articulation than that we may erase them for good (or bad)? And how welcoming 

to difference is the idea that, to solve everything, it simply suffices we all follow in one 

direction? 
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VI. Afterlaugh 

 

Encumbered & darüber hinaus untered, the linguano of these Übungen has been speaking in 

patriarchal tongs so far, choirboycotting manifestos in the weiblichen whybe. Was sagen 

werden sollte is a question of what the relief of da, wo es war, spells: what did you know 

there, before me, before I have accosted myself in you, at the cost of having to shed, out-

she’d, myself for the lawe of you?  

Now post-coytal, we, me and the other, both of us, will stand on the other side of you: 

by your side, an I who won’t equal, but differ. We teach the a-b-j of æction, letter by letter in 

virtual ritual. Der Tanz of ab-un-dance. We stride proudly with our ombre elle’s, unfolded 

into many we summone under the two, texchanged. This is how we shall pass, getting over 

each other: it’s not it, nor anything else is, & yet. Joint in our cry we were, our ecryture 

polymorphous verse per verse.  

There’s no transhuman, except for the transwoman. The Master’s techné has been at 

the tip of the thong all along. A rape fastened between animal and the tranceman, spurring 

the veil, the hi-men. (“Aber wo, wo sollte er gehen,” asks the wo-man? “Wo finde ich the 

Last, the late, Man?”) Sense h+ir f(r)ear. Loose ends of gender. Forcing myself onto you 

while you pass me over, the doublelure of your speech impeaches. As the patrix of your 

matria I had add-dressed myself to you. Now you can add me symbolically back to your side, 

I promise to be supple+mental & ferocious, thus re-membered. Your last of war re-

pairtriation.  

What (human)kind of fauxture has been booked in this knowledger; what will it have 

spawnlicitated? The voice will breed only foreign youses till not a race is left. Wo es wa(h)r, 

soll ich erden: the rainbow as a victory m)arx. Having been Easted, it is now our turn to de-

bar our boarders. Mxs. E-migrants, Immygrants, we collaborate in-between many mirror 

states. Shall we invoke scar-city? Circum-cessation? Are you not afright to be left, neomen? 

No, this is no nyou idea. Transport u-self Swiftly: hyouman, transyouman, how much je t’ime 

remains. Allinclusive, nonyouclitean, qua Oui&Co and Nichtzs plus his eternal re-turn, thou-

sly u turn.  

So this is off you: Christeva. Sixou. DerRider. Lack-&. Transmute, so that we are as 

many as we d/are:  

A men; yes, & 
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