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ABSTRACT

The following work, the thesis entitled “Flawed Bodies: A Study of Gender Performances,
Subversions, and Formation of Sexual Identities”, proposes a theoretical enquiry into the
discursive nature of body, sexuality, gendered performativity, and identity to develop an idea
of flaw or deviation within the physicality of the body and the mechanism of discourse that
allows the flawed body to create an intervention that challenges the regulatory mechanism of
hegemonic discourses. This work uses Judith Butler’s theoretical concept of the performative
nature of doing one’s gender, and Michel Foucault’s conception of the emergence of
dislocatory and discordant events that challenge the existing hegemonic power in his analysis
of discourse, to put forward the idea of the flawed body that is not entirely determined by the
regulatory mechanism of power, and thus, maintains the possibility of creating inconsistency
within power relations in order to pose a challenge to the generative power structures.
Foucault has provided, through his meticulous analysis of the exclusionary politics
deployed in specific historical periods to explore the interrelations between power, knowledge,
and subject, an indispensable theoretical methodology that informs much of recent discussions
about gender and sexuality. He anticipates the possibility of a particular event in a genealogical
enquiry that exceeds its causes and reverses the relationship of forces, so that the divergent
event can appropriate the condemnations against it for its variance to eventually turn them
against the powers that constitute the very possibility of the event. This discordant emergence
of the event allows for the possibility of a reverse discourse that threatens the structure of
existing hegemonic power. Judith Butler has explored, through her critical works on sex,
gender, and performativity, how gendered identity is socially produced through repetition of
ordinary daily activities, and her works have opened up newer possibilities for gender studies
that questions the exclusionary gender norms that produce the normative portrayals of socially
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and culturally acceptable gendered identities. Butler conceives of gender performativity as the
enactment of a set of acts that creates one’s gender; some of these acts are deviations of the
culturally and socially assigned scripts that mark them as subversive acts that spill over and
overflow the pre-assigned gender roles, unsettling and confusing the hegemonic domination
through their capacity to disrupt and disorganise the existing repressive norms and regulations
in order to reconfigure the relationships of forces. Engaging with these two theoretical
conceptions, this study envisions the decisive manifestations of particular events of those
subversive performativities that produce the flawed bodies that refuse to conform to the
regulations set up by a discursive hegemonic power.
The First Chapter of this work focuses on the methodologies adopted by a genealogical
enquiry by first discussing an essay written in 1873 by Friedrich Nietzsche, ‘On Truth and
Lying in a Non-moral Sense’, where, attempting a polemical attack on the foundational nature
of truth, he questions the assumption of a pre-existing subject who must precede the production
of concepts, and shows how language with its inherent arbitrariness of the reproduction of
meaning of words cannot be a reliable guide for the formulation of concepts and demarcating
boundaries of truth. Truth for Nietzsche, in this mode of enquiry, appears to be a human
invention that has attained the functionality of authoritatively binding transcendental solidity
through repeated reifications over time. This chapter also analyses Michel Foucault’s
appropriation of genealogy as a critical tool for a hermeneutical approach by showing how in
Foucault’s reappraisal, the Nietzschean critique of interpretation has now attained the radical
possibility of the inexhaustibility of interpretation, along with a revaluation of the originary
essence of the sign, so that the efforts of hermeneutics have now become an infinite task. For
Foucault, the genealogical enquiry must be able to diagnose the marks and inscriptions of
historical conditioning on the corporeal body, how it is entirely imprinted by history along with
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its devastations and resistances, to be able to link these with discursive formations of power.
For him, the object of the disparate causes that effect history is the body.
The Second Chapter begins with the notion of discourse found in Foucault’s earlier
explorations into the concept. Foucault’s later works augments the concept of this emergence
of discursive formations of various institutions with a greater emphasis on the role of power
relations and knowledge formation, and the relationship between the regulatory forces of power
in the production of discourse and its subjectification of bodies, where he is more interested in
exploring the possibilities of exclusion from hegemonic dominations. The second segment of
the this chapter focuses primarily on the role of exercising authoritative power in inscribing
the body into its controlling mechanism and apparatus to constrain it and to make it a discursive
subject through a close reading of Foucault’s introductory volume of The History of Sexuality,
that shows how the subject of sexuality is transformed into a proliferative discourse within the
hegemonic exercise of power to creatively engage in constructing newer modes of
configurations of desire that impinge on the body to modify it corporeally. The structural
constraints that subject the body and its sexuality should, in this theoretical conception of
discourse, also include the possibility of reinterpreting the body in a creative way, to translate
a body that is not docile and not in conformity with regulatory regimes, to reinscribe this
deviant body in newer structures of regulations to appropriate the subversively flawed body.
The Third Chapter discusses the formation of corporeal subject within what Foucault calls
the juridical mode of power through a critical analysis of Judith Butler’s theorisation of gender
as a performative act of enacting, doing, one’s gender. Becoming a gender, by enacting a set
of performative acts, is a creative project of interpreting cultural reality with all its deterrents,
prohibitions, scripted and sanctioned recommendations. The body itself is a construction
because it does not have cultural intelligibility prior to the signifying marks of gender and it
can be reformulated and reconfigured, as the chapter tries to show, not as a passive medium
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but as a contested site capable of transformations. The body generates its significations and
interpretations through the relationships of the significatory processes; in other words, gender
is not a set of culturally and socially imposed attributes, but it is a relational term that is
produced through the relationships between socially and culturally constituted subjects in
specific contexts and in specific historical conditions.
Chapter Four discusses the problematics involved in conceiving the interdependency of the
notions of gender, identity, agency and subjectivity to suggest the theoretical possibility of a
political intervention to strategically locate the agency within the relationships of flawed bodies
to counter hegemonic heteronormativity for a proliferation of these imposed categories. Certain
reformulations of identity cannot coexist within regulatory norms through which the gendered
identities acquire acceptability because the juridical strictures deem these flawed identities as
logical aberrations. But the consistencies of their existence, their persistence and proliferation
necessitate critical opportunities to expose the constructed nature of the foundational categories
of sex, gender, identity, subjectivity, and agency proscribed by the hegemonic regulatory
regimes, and, therefore, open up the possibilities of discordant, flawed, gender disorder.
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PREFACE

I

n Plato’s The Symposium, Eryximachus says, echoing the previous speaker at Agathon’s
party, Pausanias, that there is not one kind of ‘love’ but two; and he chooses to talk

about them from the perspective of medicine. His argument is that healthy bodies and diseased
bodies are dissimilar; therefore ‘love’ is different in the case of a healthy body and a diseased
body. Perhaps for the first time disease enters into the discourse of love as a dominant term in
a binary that will have further ramifications down the ages. Unnatural sexual activity will be
seen as a disease that corrupts the moral fabric of the society. With the advancement of rational
scientific enquiries and rapid advancement of clinical medicine, a sex act that is disruptive and
unfruitful, in the strictest sense of biological procreation, will be discursively construed as the
harbinger of an epidemic like Aids.
In the Greek imagination, while men risk being feminised by indulging in penetrative sex
excessively, women, too, are thought to become masculinised by receiving too much of hot
seed that are needed to stabilise their womb which, the Hippocratic school of medicine
believed, tend to float round the body. With the help of a certain clinical and physiological
explanation, gender, for the Greeks, is a constantly shifting category. It is not so much the
female sexuality as a discourse that can be self-validating than the anxious desire to recognise
that male sexuality is always already potentially under threat. Classical age believed that sex
was necessary for balancing bodily heat, procreation, and pleasure. Sexual inclination was
determined through the active/passive distinction, not on the basis of heterosexual/homosexual
categorisation, which emerged in a discursive formation late in history.
The following study takes the body as a contested site as it is situated always within the
social and cultural network of different discourses, and tries to show how the sexually deviant
1

body, the flawed body, can manipulate the concomitant disadvantages into a politically
motivated intervention to pose challenges to the existing hegemonic power. Through the
methodology of genealogical enquiry, and engaging with the complex nature of discursive
subjectification of the body, the performative construction of gender, and the problem of
locating an agency as a political strategy to confront the dominant powers, this study will
examine the fabrication of the foundational categories of sex, gender, and the body.
I am deeply grateful to my research guide, Dr Koushik Joardar, for his unfathomable
patience and unobtrusive encouragement during the research work. I am also indebted to the
authorities of Alipurduar College for granting me generous leaves for pursuing this work. I am
deeply thankful for helpful comments, suggestions, and technical assistance from Dr
Rajlakshmi Ghosh, Dr Aditi Chattopadhyay, Dr Rajib Bhaumik, Dr Srabani Ghosh, Dr Ranjit
Ghosh, and Ritendra Narayan Sil. Last but not least, this work would not have been possible
without the support of Deepanwita Chatterjee and Rohini Roy who have ungrudgingly forgiven
my extended absence from familial duties. I dedicate this work to them, and, also, to Nilkantha
Roy, Sikha Roy, and Kaushik Ray.
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INTRODUCTION

T

his thesis proposes a genealogical enquiry of discursive bodies, sexualities, gendered
performativity, and subversive gender performances, by engaging with critical

theories pertaining to these elements to focus on the theoretical appropriation of the critical
idea of subversion to develop a notion of flaw with(in) the corporeality of the body, and also
within the mechanism of discourse, to analyse the imposition of the flaw on the physicality of
the subjected body that allows the body to surpass its materiality to be subsequently
appropriated by regulatory regimes of hegemonic discourses.
Flaws are perverse implantations on the body, even within literary texts, and marked with
hostility. It is noticeable, exposed, unprotected, and vulnerable to the heteronormative gaze. In
general, though, a flaw can be considered as a violation in the continuity of symmetrical forms
that conform to the pervasive regulations and conventions imposed by discursive formations
in the specific historical conditioning of a particular historical period that repels our eyes in a
normalising representational mechanism, and various means are deployed to ascertain its
enforced inclusion or exclusion, disappearance, and eventual erasure from the social, cultural,
and political domains. Thus, the body can be, and often is, appropriated and marked as flawed,
but, at the same time, the flaw is not simply a physical handicap or a signature deformity
because it can constitute a way of living the body in its own terms, as well as it can also be a
failure to live the body according to a heteronormative matrix, along with a refusal of the body
to live with the stipulations of heteronormativity. What happens when a flaw is imposed on a
body to politicise its corporeality to appropriate the resulting anomalies? The imposition of a
flaw, a defect, an anomaly, a violation of the normalising strictures of dominating hegemonies,
over and within and into the corporeality of the body, is a politically motivated act to relegate
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the mere physicality of the human body outside the normative arrangement of social and
cultural strictures. Clowns, dwarfs, giants, and witches are grouped together with deformed
human beings with medical conditions; women with as much sexual desire as men are flawed
in specific socio-cultural contexts in specific historical circumstances; women with
androgynous attributes are flawed; men with the manifestations of feminine attributes are
flawed; women showing greater physical strength are flawed. They are as much flawed as
Rembrandt’s midgets, Francis Bacon’s and Egon Schiele’s grotesque human figures. What,
then, is the nature of the construction and production of this flaw, and how are these
fabrications appropriated to politicise the bodies, to render the bodies into compliant subject
positions? How does the imposition of flaws modify the body so that it becomes transformed,
reified, and eventually sanctioned as the manifestation of an immutably culturally flawed
body? And how, in that process, does the corporeality of the body adapt and reconcile to the
normative appropriation of gendered subjectivities that are conducive to exploitation? How
does that affect the always already interpreted identities of the corporeal bodies within the
discourse of compulsory heterosexuality? Is it at all possible to appropriate one’s own identity,
to reinterpret one’s own body, to counter and resist a dominating imposition? Is it possible to
forge newer identities? Does the appropriation of newer identity necessitate the tacit approval
of regulatory regimes? Do the regulatory regimes approve of such reinterpretation and
reconfiguration of identity to create an ‘other’ to safeguard its domination? Is it possible, at all,
to perform one’s gender in an interventionary way in a normative and thoroughly repressive
environment?
What then is a flaw? It can be a flaw in corporeality, in physical deformity. It can also be a
flaw in a way of doing, performing, acting out one’s gender. If gender can be theorised as
constituted in action, then acting out one’s body, or acting on one’s body, creates newer
interpretations of gender in social, cultural, and political contexts, in specific historical
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conditioning, where such an act of doing one’s gender in a parodically disruptive fashion can
be construed as subversive and threatening to the established hegemony if the action or set of
actions are demarcated as not safe, or non-normative, to the order of the law. The question is
not if the action or actions are independent from the instituted or institutional predominance,
or are created by the very strictures that allow a consolidation of transgressive forces that
challenge the established norms, but if such subversive acts, the pulsations of force
contradictory to the dominating force fields, can cause interventions, and if so the how do such
interventions and arbitrations work. Are they to be simply regarded as counterforces, possible
among many, along the heteronormative axis? Can the flaw be considered as an event that
reverses the relationships of concomitant forces that act upon the flaw? The mere action of
acting out one’s gender that does not conform to the established regulations points towards a
proliferation of alternative forces; and the political objective one might read into it is that by
enacting one’s gender, and burgeoning the possibilities of alternative forces, such subversive
gendered bodies render the binary of a juridical power relation untenable. By acting out gender
in a different way, by challenging the established model of heteronormativity, it renders the
juridical binary model of the oppressor and the oppressed useless.
The emergence of gender studies in the last decades of twentieth century overlaps with
feminism but also extends well outside it. In its broadest interpretation, gender studies can be
taken as an umbrella term encompassing all manner of studying gender – women’s studies,
feminist theory, gay and lesbian studies, sexuality studies, and also male studies. With the
structural and poststructural critical re-evaluation of contemporary critical analyses in the
1960s and 1970s, newer interrogations of gender took place all over the world. In France,
especially, feminists like Hélène Cixous, Julia Kristeva, and Luce Irigaray developed systems
of analysis which were radically different to that which had been practised in the Anglophone
world. Sexuality as a specific field of study within gender studies to be differentiated from the
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liberal-humanist first and second wave of feminist movement was first pointed out in the work
of anthropologist Gayle Rubin, in a particularly influential essay, ‘Thinking Sex: Notes for a
Radical Theory of the Politics of Sexuality’ (1984). With a nod towards the best-known work
of France’s most famous feminist, Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex (1949), Monique
Wittig rejected the biological explanations for inequalities and differences between the sexes.
All ‘naturalising’ explanations for the differences between men and women, according to
Wittig, presume that the foundation of sex difference is heterosexuality, which she redefined
as a tacit, unquestioned, and enforced social contract. Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick has explored
the phenomenon of ‘homosociality’, a term she applied to the social bonds formed between
persons of the same sex. Michel Foucault, arguably the most influential French thinker in the
second half of twentieth century, has provided, through his close analysis of the exclusionary
politics deployed in specific historical epochs to investigate the interrelations between power,
knowledge, and subject, an indispensable theoretical methodology that informs much of recent
discussions about gender and sexuality. Judith Butler has explored how gendered identity is
socially produced through repetitions of ordinary daily activities, and her works have opened
up newer possibilities for gender studies that circumvent exclusionary gender norms in their
portrayal of socially and culturally acceptable gendered identities. In these recent works, the
aim now is to construct a critique, not just of the representations of women’s experience in
social texts, but of the nature of all gendered subjectivities and the language through which
they are constructed and symbolised. The newer developments focus primarily on a selfconscious concern with difference, engaging with informed philosophical critiques on the
interrelations between discursive bodies, subject formations, and the role of agency to
politically intervene into the overarching hegemonic predominance of regulatory regimes that
thrive on juridical notions of power, and on a concern predicated both on the poststructuralist
models of language and subjectivity that inform gender studies as a whole.1
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If sex is regarded as an anatomical facticity and gender a cultural construction, then the
body becomes a site of multiple exchanges and negotiations within a given cultural context.
Because a body can never stand outside cultural and linguistic realm to assume a transcendental
ontological existence, and because even the sexed body stands always already interpreted, this
enquiry will focus on the situated body within the grid of interlocking discourses, on the
justifiability of maintaining the binary of sex and gender, and also on the body’s refusal to
remain only as a passive medium, as a malleable surface of multidiscursive social and political
inscriptions. This enquiry, therefore, takes gender as a corporeal locus of cultural meanings,
both received and innovated or actively reinterpreted, and examines how gender receives
sexuality and organises past, present, and future cultural norms to situate itself with(in) and
through those norms as an active style of living one’s body. Since an active style of living
one’s body, appropriating or fashioning an identity that is implicitly or explicitly sexual,
requires ‘choice’ with limited possibilities in culture-specific locations in a given historical
period, this study will also focus on the problematics involved in enforcing/enforced gendered
performativity to enquire whether such performativity works in complicity with a hegemonic
heterosexual matrix.
A theory of discourse postulates that objects and actions are laden with interpretive
possibilities, and that their interpretations are the outcome of historically conditioned systems
of regulations. By invoking the category of discourse, this study will refer to historically
conditioned organisations of regulations that construct the relational identities of objects and
subjects. The production of discourses requires the deployment of power and a subsequent
organisational arrangement of the relationships between various social and cultural operatives;
they are also contingent and historical fabrications that are exposed and unprotected to the
forces excluded in their construction, and, therefore, susceptible to the effects of consequences
beyond their jurisdiction. From a tactical perspective, discourses are the instruments for various
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forces to promote their relevance, advantages, and projects, while also creating the space for
resistive counter-strategies to develop.
A genealogical enquiry is sceptical of grand teleological narratives; instead, it proposes
enquiry of accounts based on specific ‘little’ causes, operating independently of one another,
with no overall outcome in view. Thus, a genealogical description of sexuality will, instead of
finding its legal imprint in social structures or moral attitudes, probe a whole set of discursive
practices at work to enquire about what Michel Foucault calls ‘a field of possible enunciations’
in The Archaeology of Knowledge that allows a certain way of speaking about it. 2 Genealogy
as an analysis of historical descent rejects the uninterrupted continuities and stable forms which
have been features of traditional history in order to reveal the complexity, fragility, and
contingency surrounding historical events. Such an analysis is associated with the critical
engagement of appreciating the inexhaustible nature of interpretation and reinterpretation as
the project is not committed to uncover hitherto concealed transcendental meanings beneath
the architecture of ideality, but is concerned to unearth only more layers of interpretations
which through gradual accumulation of reiterations have achieved the form of idealised, selfjustified, and necessary truth, and as such it is the task of genealogy to transgress. A
genealogical enquiry, then, far from effecting a transhistorical continuum, locates a multiplicity
of ‘origins’, identifies the subtle accidents and imperceptible deviations to problematise the
valuative piousness of the desire to couple ‘origin’ with ‘truth’.
Thus, this enquiry will focus on the methodology of a genealogical enquiry, the theoretical
complexities involved in a discursive subjectification of the body, the constructed nature of
gender through performative enactments, and the strategic location of agency within a
subjected body for a possible political intervention to destabilise established hegemonic
discourses, along with a discussion of a tentative selection of three texts — Kamal Kumar
Majumdar’s short story ‘Mallikabahar’ published in 1951, Ismat Chughtai’s short story ‘Lihaf’
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published in 1942, and the frame narrative of The Arabian Nights — to locate diverse ‘origins’
of departures (e.g. the enforced invisibility of an opening of the blanket in ‘Lihaf’, the inaudible
noise of broken bangles in ‘Mallikabahar’, the three performative betrayals in The Arabian
Nights) to examine critically the so-called foundational categories of sex, gender, and body,
and to explore the political stakes that try to maintain such categories as valuative binaries by
designating an ‘origin’ and ‘cause’ for each. 3 Also, one object of this study will be to
problematise the validity of a volitional act of choosing, organising, and reinterpreting
gendered identity or multiple gendered identities, and to focus on whether such volitional acts
are always already interpreted or not within the implicit heterosexual matrix of specific
sociocultural and linguistic setting in specific historical conditioning.

Adoption of any

subversive gendered performativity always foregrounds itself against, or in relation with, other
patriarchally sanctioned gendered performativities to create problematic binary formation with
its implicit power-generative hierarchic configurations. This enquiry will try to analyse such
binary formation to explore whether the method itself of conceptualising a subversive gendered
performativity/sexual identity into a binary of oppositional terms, especially in culture-specific
locations in specific historical periods, can be shown to work in complicity with a hegemonic
heterosexual matrix that supposedly creates a field of subversive gendered performances in
order to maintain its dominating ontological status.

The First Chapter of this work focuses on the methodologies adopted by a genealogical enquiry
by first discussing an essay written in 1873 by Friedrich Nietzsche, ‘On Truth and Lying in a
Non-moral Sense’, where, attempting a polemical attack on the foundational nature of truth, he
questions the assumption of a pre-existing subject who must precede the production of
concepts.4 The creation of concepts is inevitably aided by language which, Nietzsche claims,
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is itself metaphorical by nature; marked with dissimulation, and with the inherent arbitrariness
of the reproduction of meaning of words that at best can be called tautological, they cannot be
a reliable guide for the formulation of concepts and demarcating boundaries of truth. As
manufactured through the suspect linguistic conventions, it is meaningless to compare
concepts, privileging one concept over another, because they cannot be measured through the
benchmark of fictitious ‘true’ perceptions. Truth for Nietzsche, in this mode of enquiry, appears
to be a human invention that has attained the functionality of authoritatively binding
transcendental solidity through repeated reifications over time. This genealogical mode of
enquiry that unmasks the fabrications of the actual discreteness of words, and the arbitrary
attachment of words and concepts that defines linguistic rules to forge preternatural beliefs and
conventions that come to be construed as conceptual truths, also creates the possibility of
questioning the politics of creating these concepts and maintaining them for political and
hegemonic advantages, as these concepts eventually become powerful instruments in the
regulations of hegemonic forces to dominate others.
Briefly surveying the appropriation of this genealogical mode of enquiry in the twentieth
century poststructuralist critical thought, the First Chapter also analyses Michel Foucault’s
amplification of genealogy as a critical tool for a hermeneutical approach by discussing two of
his seminal essays, ‘Nietzsche, Genealogy, History’, and ‘Nietzsche, Freud, Marx’.5 In
Foucault’s reappraisal, the Nietzschean critique of interpretation has now attained the radical
possibility of the inexhaustibility of interpretation, along with a revaluation of the originary
essence of the sign, so that the efforts of hermeneutics have now become an infinite task.
Moving beyond the rigid structure of binaries, Foucault welcomes this proliferation of
interpretive possibilities where the sign appears as always already interpreted, and waiting for
a critical intervention to be further dismantled for more interpretation. Also, for Foucault, the
genealogical enquiry must be able to diagnose the marks and inscriptions of historical
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conditioning on the corporeal body, how it is entirely imprinted by history along with its
devastations and resistances, to be able to link these with discursive formations of power. For
him, the object of the disparate causes that effect history is the body.
Discourses are formed by different sets of regulatory practices, combinations, and
coalitions of institutions and foundations, but they are at the same time designed to maintain
and endorse those rules and regulations that produce the discursive subjects. The Second
Chapter begins with this notion of discourse found in Foucault’s earlier explorations into the
concept. Foucault’s later works supplement this emergence of discursive formations of various
institutions with a greater emphasis on the role of power relations and knowledge formation,
and the relationship between the regulatory forces of power in the production of discourse and
its subjectification of bodies, where he is more interested in exploring the possibilities of
exclusion from hegemonic dominations. The second segment of the Second Chapter focuses
primarily on the role of exercising authoritative power in inscribing the body into its controlling
mechanism and apparatus to constrain it and to make it a discursive subject through a close
reading of Foucault’s introductory volume of The History of Sexuality, that shows how the
subject of sexuality is transformed into a proliferative discourse within the hegemonic exercise
of power to creatively engage in constructing newer modes of configurations of desire that
impinge on the body to modify it corporeally.
The structural constraints that subject the body and its sexuality should, in this theoretical
conception of discourse, also include the possibility of reinterpreting the body in a creative
way, to translate a body that is not docile and not in conformity with regulatory regimes, to
reinscribe this deviant body in newer structures of regulations to appropriate the subversively
flawed body. While denying the exteriority of resistances, Foucault maintains that there can
only be possibilities of the plurality of resistances within the relationship of powers that he
claims are the necessary conditions of discourse.
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The Third Chapter discusses the formation of corporeal subject within what Foucault calls
the juridical mode of power through a critical analysis of Judith Butler’s theorisation of gender
as a performative act of enacting, doing, one’s gender. Becoming a gender, by enacting a set
of performative acts, is a creative project of interpreting cultural reality with all its deterrents,
prohibitions, scripted and sanctioned recommendations. Butler’s critical intention is to create
trouble for reinforced hegemonic gender hierarchies with the performative aspect of gender to
show that the preconceived notions of gender and subjectivity are performatively constructed.
She challenges the binary of sex and gender to postulate the concept of gender as a fabrication
through a discursive procedure that establishes the naturalness of sex as pre-discursive, so that
it can produce the notion that the corporeal body becomes a natural surface on which the
cultural imprints of gender can take place. The body itself, therefore, is a construction because
it does not have cultural intelligibility prior to the signifying marks of gender. Through a
theoretical intervention, then, the body can be reformulated, as the chapter tries to show, not as
a passive medium but as a contested site capable of transformations. The body generates its
significations and interpretations through the relationships of the significatory processes; in
other words, gender is not a set of culturally and socially imposed attributes, but it is a relational
term that is produced through the relationships between socially and culturally constituted
subjects in specific contexts and in specific historical conditions. Following the Nietzschean
formulation of there is no doer behind a particular deed in On the Genealogy of Morals, it can
be suggested that the expressions of gender, and the social and cultural assignation of its
manifestation, do not require a pre-given culturally approved gendered subject.6 The gendered
subject is performatively produced through the very expressions that are supposed to be its
effects.
If the mundane little acts, the stereotyped always already available acts that do not have a
subject behind the enactment of those performative acts, create the socially and culturally
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acceptable forms of gender, then how does this performatively constituted gender create
gendered identity? A transcendental identity cannot pre-exist the gendered identity because the
gendered identity is always in a state of flux, in a process of becoming, and its very process of
perpetual self-fashioning into an intelligible and corporeal manifestation that conforms to the
hegemonic heteronormative grid of intelligibility opposes the idea of a core identity from
which any gendered identity can be made intelligible. Chapter Four discusses the problematics
involved in conceiving the interdependency of the notions of gender, identity, agency and
subjectivity to suggest the theoretical possibility of a political intervention to strategically
locate the agency within the relationships of flawed bodies to counter hegemonic
heteronormativity for a proliferation of these imposed categories. Certain reformulations of
identity cannot coexist within regulatory norms through which the gendered identities acquire
acceptability because the juridical strictures deem these flawed identities as logical aberrations.
But the consistencies of their existence, their persistence and proliferation necessitate critical
opportunities to expose the constructed nature of the foundational categories of sex, gender,
identity, subjectivity, and agency proscribed by the hegemonic regulatory regimes, and,
therefore, open up the possibilities of discordant, flawed, gender disorder.
If gender is constituted and substantiated by the repeated enactments of a set of discrete
acts, then the constitution and substantiation of corporeal embodiment is also a constructed
identity which is at best a performative accomplishment. In the same way as gender, identity
can never be a finished attribute; it is always open to resignification and reinterpretation. The
gendered self is produced in the contingent relations between the performative acts, and when
there is a theoretical and political possibility to act differently, creatively restructuring and
resignifying a flawed corporeality, the subversive, parodic repetition exposes the fabrication of
the essence of a pre-existing transcendental identity and the deviousness of its politically
suspect construction. In a strategic move to renegotiate the possibility of an agency, to create
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a theoretical space for critical intervention, it can be suggested that the subject is not entirely
determined by discourse, so that one can locate the agency through the relationships of the
variability of performative acts that are parodic and subversive in nature, that opens up
possibilities of newer configurations of gender that might enact disagreeable and dissonant
performative deeds to creatively assign incoherent subject positions to dissolve rigid binaries
and proliferate the possibilities of sanctioned gendered identities to defy heteronormative
injunctions.
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CHAPTER ONE

GENEALOGICAL ENQUIRY AND METHODOLOGY

‘[O]nly that which has no history is definable.’ Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals 1

‘I

n some remote corner of the universe, flickering in the light of the countless solar
systems in which it had been poured, there was once a planet on which clever

animals invented cognition. It was the most arrogant and most mendacious minute in the
“history of the world”; but a minute was all it was. After nature had drawn just a few more
breaths the planet froze and the clever animals had to die. Someone could invent a fable like
this and yet they would still not have given a satisfactory illustration of just how pitiful, how
insubstantial and transitory, how purposeless and arbitrary the human intellect looks within
nature; there were eternities during which it did not exist; and when it had disappeared again,
nothing will have happened. For this intellect has no further mission that might extend beyond
the bounds of human life.’ So begins the essay, ‘On Truth and Lying in a Non-moral Sense’,
an essay that was completed in 1873 but remained unpublished during Nietzsche’s lifetime, by
the self-proclaimed, inveterate enemy of Christianity and Plato, the great revaulator of all
values, the irascible proponent of the supremacy of the vital force of life over reactive reason
and art over science, the divisive spectre that haunts modernism, existentialism, and
poststructuralism.2 A profound attack on the foundational premise of Western philosophy, on
the idea of the transcendental nature of truth pre-existing subject positions, this essay draws
attention to the protean and metaphorical nature of language used by the prisoners of
subjectivity to fabricate and put forward concepts marked by dissimulation. The fable
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Nietzsche begins with points to the evanescence and purposelessness of how ‘human intellect
looks within nature’ (p. 874), an intellect that aspires to transcend the existence of human
beings even though it has to remain bound to human life. The most general effect of what
Nietzsche calls the ‘arrogant’ use of cognition is deception. To preserve the individual, because
the weak do not have horns or fangs to aid their struggle for existence, the intellect’s greater
strength is concealment by pretence, i.e., ‘dissimulation’. Dissimulation of intellect, or
cognition, then, begins as an evolutionary tool for species preservation, but soon becomes
‘deception, flattery, lying and cheating, speaking behind the backs of others, keeping up
appearances […] wearing masks’ (p. 875). This dissimulation, according to Nietzsche, has cast
a veil over our cognition, and we fail to perceive the world around us, dreaming false dreams
every night. ‘Given this’, he asks, ‘where on earth can the drive to truth possibly have come
from?’ (ibid.)
In the wake of dissimulation and the invention of language, the boundaries of ‘truth’
become fixed, as well as the contrast between truth and lying. Only with the invention of
language, with arbitrary meanings attached to words, he says, such a thing is possible.
Anticipating Ferdinand de Saussure, Nietzsche asks, ‘Is there a perfect match between things
and their designations? Is language the full and adequate expression of all relations?’ (p. 876)
If the masquerading intellect attempts to posit universal truths by creating concepts using the
conventional rules of language, then what would be the ‘status of those conventions of
language?’ (ibid.) There cannot be a ‘perfect match between things and their designations’,
simply because language fails to represent the ‘full and adequate expression of all realities’
(ibid.) as it always works by metaphors. Linguistic tools can only point to the relational aspect
of different objects and concepts, and to express these we only have the recourse to using bold
metaphors. Stimulation of our senses produces image, and that necessitates the production of
the first metaphor; the image is then translated into speech-sound which becomes the second
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metaphor; and in each case ‘there is a complete leap from one sphere into the heart of another,
new sphere’ (p. 877). There is an insurmountable barrier between entities and their
designations: ‘We believe that when we speak of trees, colours, snow and flowers, we have
knowledge of the things themselves, and yet we possess only metaphors of things which in no
way correspond to the original entities’ (ibid.).
And yet each word immediately acts as a ‘concept’. And each concept materialises ‘by
making equivalent that which is non-equivalent’ (ibid.). Nietzsche gives the example of a leaf:
each leaf is different from the other, in shape, in colour, and in form, and therefore not equal
to one another. Each of them is an arbitrarily designated form, a copy, a translation, a
reinscrption and reinterpretation of the primal concept of a leaf, so that in naming and
enunciating the concept of the leaf, all differences and deviations are erased or masked to
propound the concept of the leaf as transcendental reality. ‘Just as it is certain that no leaf is
ever exactly the same as any other leaf, it is equally certain that the concept “leaf” is formed
by dropping these individual differences arbitrarily, by forgetting those features which
differentiate one thing from another, so that the concept then gives rise to the notion that
something other than leaves exists in nature, something which would be “leaf”, a primal form,
say, from which all leaves are woven, drawn, delineated, dyed, curled, painted — but by a
clumsy pair of hands, so that no single example turned out to be a faithful, correct, and reliable
copy of the primal form’ (ibid., emphasis added). So is the word and the concept ‘honest’; each
designation of it turns out to be merely tautological. Only through the consolidation and
apparent ossification of the multifarious free-floating images that originally suspended in ‘a
hot, liquid stream from the primal power of human imagination’, such a coagulation of the
image is possible, where the process of such rigid stratification is entirely masked because
‘man forgets himself as a subject’ (p. 880).3 Privileging one concept over another, according
to Nietzsche, is a meaningless proposition, since comparisons ‘would require them to be
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measured by the criterion of the correct perception, i.e., by a non-existent criterion […] [which]
is something contradictory and impossible’ (ibid.). Undermining the idea of words
consolidating into suspect concepts, Nietzsche now asks, ‘What, then, is truth?’, and his answer
is that it is a ‘mobile army of metaphors, metonymies, anthropomorphisms, in short, a sum of
human relations which have been subjected to poetic and rhetorical intensification, translation,
and decoration, and which, after they have been in use for a long time, strike a people as firmly
established, canonical and binding’ (p. 878). Nietzsche follows this up by problematising the
constructions of laws, privileges, borders, classifications — ‘the great edifice[s] of concepts’
— to say that we still do not know where the drive for truth comes from: we only have ‘the
obligation to lie in accordance with firmly established convention, to lie in masse and in a style
that is binding for all’ (ibid.).
This is the mode of enquiry initiated by Nietzsche — the genealogical enquiry — that
focuses on the invasion of the outer world into our perception and our desperate need to name
the sensations that stimulate us, thereby forging concepts that appear as transcendental, bereft
of human subjects, masking their own constructions as concepts. A genealogical enquiry points
to the unbridgeable chasm between metaphors and concepts, the inevitability of the fabrication
of concepts that appear as transcendental, metaphysical truths, and unearths the historical
conditions of their contingent productions, and also questions how and by whom the concepts
are deployed in specific historical periods, in specific contexts, to achieve specific set of results.
From a genealogical perspective, these preternatural concepts are discrete weapons in the
eternal conflict between hegemonic powers that regulate the flow of forces and power to
dominate each other, to determine the supremacy of one force over another. Perhaps it is easy
to see, from the vantage point of one’s own time, why this essay was not published during
Nietzsche’s life. If the publication of his first book, The Birth of Tragedy, befuddled his
colleagues for its subject matter and for the curious lack of footnotes , then the explosive subject
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matter of this essay, however short it appears to be, would have shocked them into sheer
disbelief.4 It is also easy to see the inevitability of the theoretical appropriation of Nietzsche by
the French poststructuralists through the latter half of the twentieth century, especially in the
works of Michel Foucault, where, Ernst Behler notes, ‘Foucault’s entire text can be seen as
reenacting of Nietzsche in our time, an actualisation of Nietzsche toward the end of the
twentieth century.’5
According to Behler, Nietzsche has not proliferated signifiers, but changed or pointed
towards the ambivalence of the relationship between signifiers and signifieds, and ‘ordered
them in more complicated ways, placing mirrors among them, and thereby gave them new
dimensions’ (ibid.). Interpretation, in this sense, becomes a limitless, inexhaustible project, as
Foucault indicates in ‘Nietzsche, Freud, Marx’ that with these three master sceptics and their
‘hermeneutics of suspicion’,6 ‘interpretation has at last become an infinite task’.7 Foucault cites
On the Genealogy of Morals and its discussion on the etymology and ambiguity of words like
‘good’, ‘bad’, ‘evil’, words that, according to Nietzsche, are nothing but imposition of
interpretations.8 As Foucault says in that particular essay, ‘[p]erhaps this primacy of
interpretation over the sign is the decisive feature of modern hermeneutics’ (p. 274).
Interpretation of Nietzsche in French poststructuralism centred on three basic themes, as
noted by Alan D Schrift: ‘the hermeneutics of suspicion, the reflection upon the nature of
language, and the critique of metaphysical humanism’.9 Foucault conceives the change in the
strategy of interpretation in the three thinkers as a ‘profound change in the nature of the sign
and the way signs in general are interpreted […] [where] the representative function of the sign
gives way to a view of the sign as already a part of the activity of interpretation […] [and] signs
are no longer viewed as the reservoir of some deep, hidden meaning; rather they are surface
phenomena which confront interpretation with an infinite task’ (ibid.). Moving away from the
structuralist tendency to use binary relationships to mark the rigid correlation of the
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components of signs, Foucault locates a new hermeneutic strategy that is beyond the
predominance of the sign as a monolithic relation of signifiers and signifieds, and welcomes
the hermeneutic approach where the sign is regarded as always already interpreted, and always
in the process of further interpretation.
Reinterpreting Nietzsche in Nietzsche and Philosophy, Gilles Deleuze points out the
difference between the Hegelian idea of synthesis and the Nietzschean emphasis on multiplicity
and diversity, where he views the oeuvre of Nietzsche as a response to the famed Hegelian
dialectic: ‘To the famous positivity of the negative Nietzsche opposes his own discovery: the
negativity of the positive’.10 Shrift notes: ‘Thus, whereas in the Hegelian dialectic of master
and slave, the reactive negation of the other has as its consequence the affirmation of self,
Nietzsche reverses this situation: the master’s active self-affirmation is accompanied by and
results in a negation of the slave’s reactive force. By tracing the interplay of affirmation and
negation in Nietzsche’s typology of active (artistic, noble, legislative) and reactive
(ressentiment, bad conscience, ascetic ideal) force, Deleuze concludes that the Übermensch,
Nietzsche’s metaphor for the affirmation of multiplicity and difference as such, is offered in
response to the conception of human being as a synthesised unity provided by the Hegelian
dialectic’ (p. 330).11 Shrift further notes: ‘Foucault engaged in a highly sophisticated analysis
of power which, following Nietzsche’s example, focused not on the subjects of power but on
power relations, the relations of force that operate within social practices and social systems.
And within this analysis, will and desire play an integral role in directing the relations of power.
Where Nietzsche saw a continuum of will to power, Foucault saw power relations operating
along a continuum of repression and production; and where Nietzsche sought to incite a
becoming-stronger of will to power to rival the progressive becoming-weaker he associated
with modernity, Foucault sought to draw attention to the becoming-productive of power that
accompanies the increasingly repressive power of the pastoral’ (p. 340).

21

One should turn to ‘Nietzsche, Freud, Marx’ for more detail to grasp Foucault’s
appropriation of Nietzsche in order to appreciate the genealogical mode of enquiry to the extent
of the multiplying and liberating possibilities of interpretation. Originally appeared in Cahiers
de Royaumont (Vol. 4: Nietzsche, Paris: Minuit, 1967, pp. 185-200), this essay is conceived
from a round table discussion from the July 1964 Royaumont colloquium where Foucault
suggests a theme of the technique of interpretation in the thoughts of Nietzsche, Marx, and
Freud. He begins by pointing out the suspect nature of language itself, as the manifest meaning
of language essentially conceals, protects, and limits the ‘stronger’ and ‘underlying’ meanings.
Also, language generally exceeds its purely verbal connotations as ‘there are indeed other
things in the world which speak and which are not language’ (p. 270). Although Foucault
enlists among these nonlinguistic verbosity an idiosyncratic mixture of natural sounds, ‘the
rustling of trees’, the rumble of the ocean, ‘animals, faces, masks, crossed swords’ (ibid.), we
might also include, more prosaically, general physical gestures and cultural practices among
them as types of language that are not limited by a restrictive grammatical connotation, and
therefore exceed its articulable possibilities. ‘[T]here is language that articulates itself in a
manner that is not verbal’ (ibid.). These suspicions regarding language that appeared with the
Greeks, Foucault says, have become more apparent since the nineteenth century, and the need
to articulate the ‘mute gestures’, ‘illnesses’, to excavate their meaning that eventually connives
in the formation and production of discourses, has also become essential. He takes the sixteenth
century as a remote reference point, and says that the basis of interpretation during that period
was based on resemblance, and that ‘formed the basis of two perfectly distinct types of
knowledge: cognitio, which was the transition, in some lateral fashion, from one resemblance
to another; and divinatio, which was knowledge in depth, going from a superficial resemblance
to a deeper resemblance’ (p. 271). In the nineteenth century, though, the works of Marx, Freud,
and Nietzsche ‘have put us back into the presence of a new possibility of interpretation; they
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have founded once again the possibility of a hermeneutic’ (pp. 271-272). What texts like the
first volume of Capital, On the Genealogy of Morals, and The Interpretation of Dreams do,
according to Foucault, they cast a sharp focus on the subjectivity of the interpreters, as the
interpreters have begun to interpret themselves through the hermeneutic techniques they
deploy. ‘With these techniques of interpretation […] we must interrogate those interpreters
who were Freud, Nietzsche, and Marx, so that we are perpetually sent back in a perpetual play
of mirrors’ (p. 272). He proposes that these thinkers, instead of multiplying signs and
generating meanings where none existed, have essentially ‘changed the nature of the sign and
modified the fashion in which the sign can in general be interpreted’, along with a modification
of ‘the space of distribution in which signs can be signs’ (ibid.). With these thinkers, the
interpretive space has become differentiated in contrast to the earlier ages where a more
homogeneous distribution of space is found, and the dimension of ‘depth’ has become
singularly important in the mode of genealogical enquiry. The notion of depth here does not
signify interiority, though; Foucault points out that for Nietzsche depth suggests an exteriority
that masks the ideality of truth as ‘the pure and interior search for truth’ (p. 273). When one
interprets, going deep down, to excavate the lower depths, one restores the form of exteriority
‘that was covered up and buried’; the interpretive task becomes a project that sheds light on
the disturbing and discordant protrusions of elevations from the lower depths as they become
more and more visible, and the depth is restored ‘as an absolutely superficial secret’ with the
discovery that ‘depth was only a game and a surface fold’ (ibid.). With this new dimension of
interpretation in extended spatiality, therefore, the world around us becomes deeper in
exteriority.
As mentioned earlier, in addition to this new spatiality for interpreting the signs, Foucault
suggests the theme of the inexhaustibility of the interpretive possibilities: ‘interpretation has at
last become an infinite task’ (p. 274). ‘Beginning in the nineteenth century’, Foucault says,
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‘signs are linked together in an inexhaustible network, itself also infinite, not because they are
based on a resemblance without borders but because there is irreducible gaping and openness’
(ibid.). The further one engages in the hermeneutic project in this way, ‘the closer one comes
at the same time to an absolutely dangerous region where interpretation will not only find its
point of return but where it will disappear as interpretation, perhaps involving the
disappearance of the interpreter himself’ (ibid.). If interpretation is inexhaustible in the sense
that it is always ongoing, a process in motion, ad infinitum, if it can never be a complete closure,
like a circle without an origin or an end, then ‘there is nothing absolutely primary to interpret,
for after all everything is already interpretation, each sign is in itself not the thing that offers
itself to interpretation but an interpretation of other signs’ (p. 275). Also, according to Foucault,
interpretation is not an imperturbable act of clarifying things which lie passively open to the
act of interpretation, but rather it is an act of violence: ‘it can only seize, and violently, an
already-present interpretation, which it must overthrow, upset, shatter with the blows of a
hammer’ (ibid.). He refers to Nietzsche’s use of the etymological roots of the Greek words
agathos (good, well-born, gentle, brave) and esthlos (good, brave) in Section 5 of the First
Essay of On the Genealogy of Morals, and generalises the Nietzschean idea that ‘words have
always been invented by the ruling class; they do not denote a signified, they impose an
interpretation’ (p. 276).12 A corollary to this Nietzschean idea will have to be the Foucauldian
project that directs its focus to ‘the great tissue of violent interpretations beneath everything
that speaks’ (ibid.) to dismantle the signs, to ‘overturn’ them, precisely because the signs
‘prescribe to us the interpretation of their interpretation’ (ibid.). This presupposition of
interpretation before the sign, ‘the idea that interpretation precedes the sign’ (p. 277), is the
reason why ‘the interpreter, for Nietzsche, is the “authentic one” […] the “true one” ’ (p. 276),
and that it also implies that the sign is ‘not a simple and benevolent being […] on the contrary,
beginning with the nineteenth century, beginning with Freud, Marx, and Nietzsche […] the
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sign becomes malevolent’ (p. 277). This malevolence stems from the fact that ‘there is in the
sign an ambiguous and somewhat suspicious form of ill will and “malice” ’ (ibid.), and ‘that
the sign is already an interpretation that does not appear as such’ (ibid). In other words, signs
are dangerous to the extent that they are ‘interpretations that try to justify themselves, and not
the reverse’ (ibid.).
In another essay, ‘Nietzsche, Genealogy, History’, which deals with the notion of depth in
Nietzsche and his critique of ‘origin’ in much more detail, Foucault points out that the quest of
the genealogist is to track the transformations of language and words that undergo changes
through time to record the particularity of ‘events outside any monotonous finality’, and to
account for the confusing palimpsest of scratches and traces of those transformations, seeking
them ‘in the most unpromising places’, places without history, in ‘sentiments, love, conscience,
instincts’ (p. 369).13 A genealogical enquiry is also a study about a recurrence of events, not
about the ‘origin’ of events, not in order to find the evolutionary change in the linearity of
historical events, but to seek the common strain in different manifestations of the recurrent
event which is at work even when it is unavailable, ‘the moment when [it] remained unrealised’
(ibid). Conducting a genealogical analysis, then, is like taking stock of an ‘unstable assemblage
of faults, fissures, and heterogeneous layers that threaten the fragile inheritor from within or
from underneath’ (p. 374). This mode of enquiry is intricately linked with a critique of ‘origin’.
In On the Genealogy of Morals Nietzsche uses many words, Ursprung, Herkunft, Entstehung,
all literally meaning ‘origin’, but Foucault differentiates between a stressed and an unstressed
use of the word Ursprung. Where do we find the ‘origin’ of morality? ‘In detestable narrowminded conclusions. Pudenda Origo [shameful origin].’14 The pursuit of origin is an attempt
to grasp the hidden essence of things, to seize their pristine core unsullied by time and history.
It is an endeavour, Foucault says, to ‘capture the exact essence of things, their purest
possibilities, and their carefully protected identities; because this search assumes the existence
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of immobile forms that precede the external world of accident and succession’ (p. 371).
Nietzsche has already pointed out in ‘On Truth and Lying in a Non-moral Sense’ that this
search for the pursuit of essence is essentially absurd, for all concepts are metaphors, and
therefore their meanings are to be sought only in their relationships to one another. For the
genealogist, then, the origin is ‘fabricated in a piecemeal fashion from alien forms’, and it
resides in the location of ‘inevitable loss, the point where the truth of things is knotted to a
truthful discourse, the site of a fleeting articulation that discourse has obscured and finally lost’
(p. 372).
Along with Nietzsche, Foucault’s strong claim is that ‘a genealogy of value, morality,
asceticism, and knowledge will never confuse itself with a quest for their ‘origins’ […] on the
contrary it will cultivate the details and accidents that accompany every beginning’ (p. 373). It
is an excavation of depths, allowing the contingent, discordant elements to flee from the
shackles of metaphysical truths. More importantly, the genealogist ‘must be able to diagnose
the illnesses of the body, the conditions of weakness and strength, its breakdowns and
resistances, to be in a position to judge philosophical discourse’ (ibid.). Genealogy does not,
according to this prescriptive mode of analysis, reach back in time to argue for a restoration of
forged continuity; its task is to show that the past continues to reshape the present by imposing
the already determined solidity of forms on all its manifestations. It does not correspond to the
linear progression of the maturity of a species, but it recognises the vicissitudes of its
emergence and the variety of its accidental growth, and thus it ‘does not map the destiny of a
people’ (p. 374). What genealogy does try to do though is to ‘identify the accidents, the minute
deviations — or conversely, the complete reversals — the errors, the false appraisals, and the
faulty calculations that gave birth to those things which continue to exist and have value for
us; it is to discover that truth or being lies not at the root of what we know and what we are but
the exteriority of accidents’ (ibid.). Continuing with the trope of the genealogical enquiry
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fastening itself onto the body, Foucault seizes on Nietzsche’s use of the word, Herkunft, to say
that this ‘descent’ — not in the meaning of ‘going down’, but ‘descending from’, suggesting
affiliation to a race, clan, family — is also affiliated to the body, and it is a dangerous legacy
as well as an unstable assemblage. Following The Gay Science, Sections 348-349, Foucault
says that this descent ‘attaches itself to the body […] inscribes itself to the nervous system, in
temperament, in the digestive apparatus; it appears in faulty respiration, in improper diets, in
the debilitated and prostrate bodies of those whose ancestors committed errors’ (p. 375).15 The
forefathers, the ancestors, the ‘accursed progenitors’, as proclaimed by Hamm in Endgame,16
postulate eternal truths, confuses causes with effects, and, as a result of these ‘inaccuracies’
and faulty diagnostics, ‘the bodies of their children will suffer’ (ibid.).
One of the tasks of genealogy is to ‘expose a body totally imprinted by history and the
process of history’s destruction of the body’ (p. 376). Foucault also maintains that
interpretation is produced from the ‘violent or surreptitious appropriation of a system of rules’;
and since the system of rules does not have any essential meaning on its own, the appropriation
or imposition of these rules to create meaning by interested parties would suggest that ‘the
development of humanity is a series of interpretation’ (p. 378). And the task of genealogy is to
‘record its history’ (ibid.). To reiterate again, one of the aims of a genealogical enquiry, as
Foucault conceives it, is to show the body’s inevitable inscription by history, to show that a
body is entirely imprinted by the contingent historical conditions, as well as its eventual
destruction by the forces of history, because the body bears the markings of descent (Herkunft),
and as the site of descent, the inscriptions of the events are traced on the body. ‘The body’, he
goes on to say, ‘and everything that touches it: diet, climate soil — is the domain of the
Herkunft […] it manifests the stigmata of past experience and also gives rise to desires, failings,
and errors […] [which] may join in a body where they achieve a sudden expression, but just as
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often, their encounter is an engagement in which they efface each other, and pursue their
insurmountable conflict’ (p. 375).
Just as genealogical enquiry should avoid searching for an origin or descent in an
uninterrupted continuity, it should also be wary of ‘emergence’ (Enstehung) as a finality in
itself. What appears as a final term is in effect a contemporary episode in a chain of events,
something what Foucault calls ‘a series of subjugations’, and it is the responsibility of
genealogy to acknowledge these various systems of subjections and subjectifications without
aiming for a fabrication of meaning, and to describe ‘the hazardous play of dominations’ (p.
376). Emergence is an event where the different forces come into play, and the analysis of this
emergence must describe the interactions of these various forces, the mode of their perpetual
confrontations with each other, and their cycle of development, advancement, and
degeneration. Foucault denies emergence its subjectivity: there is no human subject responsible
for this emergence. ‘As descent qualifies the strength or weakness of an instinct and its
inscription on a body, emergence designates a place of confrontation, but not as a closed field
offering the spectacle of a struggle among equals. Rather, as Nietzsche demonstrated in his
analysis of good and evil, it is a ‘non-place’, a pure distance, which indicates that the
adversaries do not belong to a common space. Consequently, no one is responsible for an
emergence, no one can glory in it, since it always occurs in the interstices’ (p. 377). In this
Nietzsche-designated ‘non-place’ only one drama ever takes place: ‘the endlessly repeated play
of domination’ (ibid.). The study of history in the traditional sense depends on a finality of
eternal, transcendental truth and asserts to ‘base its judgment on an apocalyptic objectivity’ (p.
379). On the other hand, a genealogical enquiry ‘is capable of liberating divergence and
marginal elements’ by refusing the certainties of the absolutes. While elaborating on the
difference between what Nietzsche designated as wirkliche Historie (actual, real history,
literally) in The Gay Science, No. 717 and also in Section 7 of his ‘Preface’ to the On the
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Genealogy of Morals 18 (Foucault calls it ‘effective’ history) and traditional history, Foucault
says that while traditional history dissolves a singular event into a continuity, effective history
brings out that event’s ‘most accurate manifestations’: ‘An event […] is not a decision, a treaty,
a reign, or a battle, but the reversal of a relationship of forces, the usurpation of power, the
appropriation of a vocabulary turned against those who had once used it, a domination that
grows feeble, poisons itself, grows slack, the entry of a masked “other” ’ (p. 380-81, emphasis
added).
Foucault’s intense textual analysis and eventual appropriation of Nietzsche in ‘Nietzsche,
Genealogy, History’ is representative of his own view of genealogical enquiry as a particular
type of historical methodology, a method that he termed as ‘effective history’, or ‘history of
the present’, mirroring Nietzsche’s notion of ‘wirkliche Historie’. Even though the
genealogical mode of analysis is sometimes taken to be a distinct second phase of Foucault’s
theoretical output, because there are certain expansions of the archaeological analysis offered
in his earlier works like The Archaeology of Knowledge and The Order of Things which will
be explored in detail in Chapter Two, to an important extent the methodology remains fairly
consistent in his later works on prison and incarceration and sexuality. The supplementation
comes in the particular emphasis on the concept of power. In Foucault’s work on incarceration,
for example, the prisoners constitute a new set of objects, marked by concepts about the
felonious characteristics, while it delineates different modes of authority, and permitted to
initiate lines of strategic action.19 These four key archaeological categories  20 are not limited
to just verbal language here, however, as they are now applied to concrete, actual practices that
go beyond linguistic expressions to effect distinct physical changes in their objects, and thus
genealogical enquiry, supplemented by the modes of discursive formations, is expressly
concerned with the power relations that influence these changes. In other words, genealogy
provides ‘an adequate method of causal explanation to complement archaeology’.21 The first
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emphasis of this mode of analysis falls on the notion that changes in thought are the outcome
of not the specific emergence of an incandescent, transcendental idea, but the accidental
outcome of a multitude of little causes that inadvertently shapes a new system. Secondly, the
object of these disparate, little causes, the diverse accidental forces that shape history, is the
body. These interplay of forces that shape history through chance, forces that have their
significance only in their adjacent relationships to each other, do not merely affect human
consciousness, they also alter human bodies. As Gutting notes, a genealogical enquiry unearths
‘causal explanations that is material, multiple, and corporeal’ (p. 47). In his early works on
madness and the establishment of the clinic, Foucault describes distinct historical conditions
and relations between forms of knowledge and power that leave their imprint on the body
without formally articulating the power-knowledge nexus, and without explicitly isolating the
body as the site where the operations of power and knowledge leave their marks. Beginning
with Discipline and Punish, though, deploying the methodology of genealogical enquiry,
Foucault begins to address how the power-knowledge relationship and the technologies of
power shape the primary object of its imprint, the body, by subjugating it and transforming it
into an object of knowledge.
If, then, one attempts to summarise the distinctive features of a genealogical mode of
enquiry as opposed to a traditional historical analysis, one should note that its aim is to celebrate
the discreteness of events, to highlight the singularity of events along with the contingent nature
of their outbreak, and to deny their necessary conditions for grand teleological ends. Each event
is admitted into the enquiry to show that underneath the great construction of the unity of things
there is no pure origin but only strata of distributions, discrepancies, and differentiations, and
the perpetual cycle of dominations, the endless play of dominations without any human subject
responsible for it. As Barry Smart puts it, ‘[g]enealogical analysis is thus synonymous with the
endless task of interpretation for there is no hidden meaning or foundation beneath things,
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merely more layers of interpretations which through accretion have achieved the form of truth,
self-evidence, and necessity and which, in turn, it is the task of genealogy to breach.’22 As the
body is entirely imprinted by history, this mode of enquiry focuses primarily on the body itself,
how the body is inscribed into submission and conceived as a subject, ‘broken-down by the
rhythms of work, rest and holidays […] poisoned by food or values, through eating habits or
moral laws’, and, also, how the body resists the efforts of subjectifications to make it docile
and subservient.23 So, genealogical enquiry’s focus on events and bodies is based on their
specific attributes and manifestations shorn of ideality and destiny, on the regulatory
mechanism at work underneath the construction of the ideality of the event and the docility of
the body, and on the contextualisation of knowledge that produces the conceptions of abstract
ideas and purest individualities, to show that such construction masks and effaces the effects
of arbitrary confrontations and configurations, contingency and error, the uneven relations of
powers and their unpremeditated consequences. And that marks a return, once again, to
Nietzsche’s observation that one should always be circumspect about the fabrication of the
‘pure reason’, ‘knowledge in itself’, and a ‘pure, will-less, painless, timeless knowing subject’,
and that there is ‘only a perspective seeing, only a perspective “knowing”; and the more affects
we allow to speak about one thing, the more eyes, different eyes, we can use to observe one
thing, the more complete will our “concept” of this thing, our “objectivity” be.’24

31

NOTES

1. Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals, in Basic Writings of Nietzsche, ed. and
trans. Walter Kaufman (New York: Modern Library Edition, 2000), p. 516
2. Friedrich Nietzsche, ‘On Truth and Lying in a Non-moral Sense’, in The Norton Anthology
of Theory and Criticism, ed. Vincent B Leitch, trans. Ronald Speirs (New York: W W
Norton and Company, 2001), pp. 874-884
3. In Section 13 of The First Essay of On the Genealogy of Morals, Nietzsche points out the
fundamental misconception of assuming a subject behind all effects. ‘A quantum of force
is equivalent to a quantum of drive’, he writes, and because of the instability of language
and ‘of the fundamental errors of reason that are petrified in it’, effects are conceived as
‘somethings that causes effects, by a “subject” ’. But Nietzsche claims that ‘there is no
“being” behind doing, effecting, becoming; the “doer” is merely a fiction added to the deed
— the deed is everything’. This profound insight is appropriated into the theoretical concept
of gender performativity, as will be seen in Chapter Three of this text, where Judith Butler
claims that there is no subject behind the acts of doing gender. See On the Genealogy of
Morals, in Basic Writings of Nietzsche, p. 481.
4. Berndt Magnus and Kathleen M Higgins, ‘Nietzsche’s Works and Their Themes’, in The
Cambridge Companion to Nietzsche, eds. Berndt Magnus and Kathleen M Higgins
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), p. 22
5. Ernst Behler, ‘Nietzsche in the Twentieth Century’, in The Cambridge Companion to
Nietzsche, p. 317
6. Paul Ricoeur, Freud and Philosophy: An Essay on Interpretation, trans. Denis Savage
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1970, 2008), p. 32
7. Michel Foucault, ‘Nietzsche, Freud, Marx’ in Aesthetics: Essential Works of Foucault 1954
– 1984, Volume 2, ed. James D Faubion (London: Penguin, 2000), p. 269

32

8. Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals, in Basic Writings of Nietzsche, see,
especially, The First Essay, ‘Good and Evil, ‘Good and Bad’, pp. 460-492
9. Alan D Schrift, ‘Nietzsche’s French Legacy’, in The Cambridge Companion to Nietzsche,
p. 326
10. Gilles Deleuze, Nietzsche and Philosophy, trans. Hugh Tomlinson (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1983), p. 180, quoted in Alan D Schrift, ‘Nietzsche’s French Legacy’, in
The Cambridge Companion to Nietzsche, p. 331
11. See Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals, in Basic Writings of Nietzsche, pp.
437-599. The genealogy for a value system that seeks to do away with the mask that hides
its constructedness cannot be exempt from deploying the same value-enforcing
methodology and binary construction; and this is not a methodological fault, since it merely
points out the reinterpretive possibilities of any interpretation. Nietzsche says, ‘While the
noble man lives in trust and openness with himself […] the man of ressentiment is neither
upright nor naive nor honest and straightforward with himself’ (Sec. 10, p. 474). The
plebeian ressentiment ‘loves hiding places, secret paths and backdoors, everything covert
entices him as his world, his security, his refreshment; he understands how to keep silent,
how not to forget, how to wait, how to be provisionally self-deprecating and humble’
(ibid.). Thus, ‘[a] race of such men of ressentiment is bound to become eventually cleverer
than any noble race; it will also honour cleverness to a far greater degree: namely as a
condition of existence of the first importance’ (Sec. 10, pp. 474-475). This evil ressentiment
is ‘the original thing, the beginning, the distinctive deed in the conception of a slave
morality’ (Sec. 11, p. 476). But who is the evil one in the valuation from the mentality of a
slave morality? It is ‘precisely the good man of the other morality, precisely the noble,
powerful man, the ruler, but dyed in another colour, interpreted in another fashion, seen in
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when the nobility faced the exteriority of their familiar sphere, ‘where the strange, the
stranger is found, they are not much better than uncaged beasts of prey’ (ibid.). Even
though Nietzsche reiterates the ‘positive’ life-affirming force of the nobility of enforcing
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the valuation of good, ‘interpretation’ works in both ways. And, under what juridical
capability one should reinterpret it? ‘One cannot fail to see at the bottom of all these noble
races the beast of prey, the splendid blond beast prowling about avidly in search of spoil
and victory’ (ibid.). The competing hegemonic forces are perhaps equivalent in their
exploitative mode of flourishing, even though Nietzsche belabours the positive aspect of
goodness of the nobility against the ressentiment of the plebeian classes. Faced with the
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CHAPTER TWO

DISCURSIVE BODIES AND POWER
‘Flesh is not an irreducible universal.’ Angela Carter, The Sadean Woman 1

F

oucault’s conception of discourse has undergone some changes and transformations
during his career related to his strategic needs to elaborate on subjects he analyses in

his texts, but the core ideas remain somewhat invariable. In The Archaeology of Knowledge,
discourses are autonomous systems of regulations that include strategies, objects, concepts,
and subjects for producing scientific statements and domineering generalisations. He
substitutes the ideal essence of objects, ‘the enigmatic treasure of “things” anterior to
discourse’, with the ‘regular formation of objects that emerge only in discourse’.2 In
supplementation to this constitutive view of discourse that engenders the formation of objects,
he later qualifies discourse as ‘tactical elements or blocks operating in a field of force relations’
in the first volume of The History of Sexuality.3 This chapter will trace the evolution of the
autonomous systems of regulations into strategic accretion of ideas within the fraught arena of
force relations to locate the body within discourses and its transformations through the
technologies of power.
From the perspective of strategising technique, competing forces use discourse as effective
means to expedite their agenda and objectives, and, at the same time, providing space for
counter-strategies to operate in opposition to these forces. Discourses constitute practices,
alliances, institutions, foundations, and methodologies, but are also distinct from these in the
sense that they are strategies to maintain, perpetuate, and sustain these various institutions and
alliances, and these strategies are analysable. Foucault points out in an interview that the
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‘bringing to light, the “clarification” of sexuality, did not happen only in discussions, but in the
reality of institutions and practices’.4 In his early books on madness and the clinic, Foucault
treats discourse restrictively as autonomous systems producing scientific statements to provide
conceptual frameworks to delineate their emergence, formation, and functionality. 5 In his later
works on sexuality and punishment, power relations and knowledge formation play a larger
role in the production of discursive systems that legislate subject positions. 6 Thus, one finds
two significant phases in the development of Foucault’s formulation of discourse: the concept
of discourse as archaeology, that focuses on relations of discursive objects, and the
genealogically driven analysis of discourse in his later works influenced by Nietzsche. As
David Howarth notes, ‘archaeology describes the rules of formation that structure discourses,
genealogy examines the historical emergence of discursive formations with a view of exploring
possibilities that are excluded by the exercise of power and systems of domination’.7
To conceptualise the archaeological model of discourse, Foucault rejects the traditional
humanistic accounts of discourse, like Husserl’s transcendental phenomenology, or other
traditional history of ideas, because such ideas presuppose a human subject at the origin of
discourse to advance its continuity and identity. The notion of a ‘book’, the output of an
‘author’, the dispersal of influence of one author over another, the making of traditions — these
ideas are, Foucault argues, not self-evident or unproblematic, and cannot provide stable
answers to describe or analyse discourse. Foucault also rejects an originary point, a secret
waiting for revelation, as the real cause of discourse. ‘As against the Marxist search for material
determinants of ideology’, Howarth points out in Discourse, ‘or the hermeneutical quest to
uncover the true meanings of texts, Foucault advances a resolutely anti-reductionist programme
in which discourse is a positive and material realm of “manifest appearances” to be described
in its own terms’ (p. 51). And, as Foucault himself notes in The Archaeology of Knowledge,
his method stands opposed to neutralising the discourse to make it appear coherent, ‘to make
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it the sign of something else’; on the contrary, he strives to ‘maintain it in its consistency, to
make it emerge in its complexity’ (p. 47). Opposed to the traditional models of analysing
history, Foucault puts forward his archaeological model to analyse the formation of systems of
disparate and heterogeneous statements that are the outcome of discursive practices regulated
by historically conditioned rules of formation, while the rules and regulations are not
essentially available to the practitioners who are articulating them. In the ‘Foreword to the
English Edition’ of The Order of Things, Foucault says, ‘I should like to know whether the
subjects responsible for scientific discourses are not determined in their situation, their
function, their perspective capacity, and their practical possibilities by conditions that dominate
and even overwhelm them […] I tried to explore scientific discourse not from the point of view
of the individuals who are speaking, nor from the point of view of the formal structures of what
they are saying, but from the point of view of the rules that come into play in the very existence
of such discourse’.8
The category of discourse deals with enunciations, with ‘things said’, in the practical
application of language, with language as practised in everyday life. It is composed through
‘the difference between what one could say correctly (under the rules of grammar and logic)
and what is actually said’, and the ‘field of discursivity’ arises out of this difference.9 ‘We shall
call discourse’, Foucault says in The Archaeology of Knowledge, ‘a group of statements in so
far as they belong to the same discursive formation; it does not form a rhetorical or formal
unity, endlessly repeatable, whose appearance or use in history might be indicated (and, if
necessary, might be explained); it is made up of a limited number of statements for which a
group of conditions of existence can be defined’.10 For discursive practices, Foucault goes on
to say, ‘[i]t must not be confused with the expressive operation by which an individual
formulates an idea, a desire, an image; nor with the rational activity that may operate in a
system of influence; nor with the “competence” of a speaking subject when he constructs
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grammatical sentences; it is a body of anonymous, historical rules, always determined in the
time and space that have defined a given period, and for a given social, economic, geographical,
or linguistic area, the conditions of enunciative functions’ (ibid.).
Discourses are constituted with four basic elements: the objects about which statements can
be made, the location or places of speaking from where statements are articulated, the concepts
involved in the formulation of discourse, and the themes they generate. Foucault’s focus is on
the rules that regulate the production of statements and how they organise the constitution of
objects, on the ways of articulation or enunciation about those objects, and the concepts and
strategies of discourse. He refuses any foundation or grounding of the objects, and relates them
to the rules that constitute the context of their historical appearance: ‘To define these objects
without reference to the ground, the foundation of things, but by relating them to the body of
rules that enable them to form as objects of a discourse and thus constitute the condition of
their historical appearance’ (p. 47-48). Instead of restricting discourse to a pre-existing
foundation where the curiosity about an object generates subsequent discourses, and resisting
the realist or positivist account of the object, Foucault emphasises the constitutive role of
discursive practices in the construction and determination of objects by correlating them to the
corpus of rules and regulations that sanction their existence as objects. He differentiates three
rules that regulate the existence of the objects of discourses: the ‘surface of their emergence’,
‘the authorities of delimitation’, and ‘the grids of specification’ (p. 41-42). The first is set up
within the social context where individual differentiation, certain social practices and
symptoms become the object of scientific queries. The second is related to the regulatory
authority capable of sanctioning the categorisation of the objects into particular discursive
formation. The third specifies the way how these objects are installed on grids of specification
that operate to categorise and relate disparate objects by grouping their properties or symptoms.
These regulations cannot operate independently, and Foucault stresses the intricate
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transpositions and interactions of these regulations, the complex conjunction of these rules to
constitute the specific objects of discourse.
Foucault also says that ‘the subject of the statement should not be regarded as identical
with the author of the formulation — either in substance, or in function’, thus, in keeping with
the Nietzschean tradition of maintaining that there is no doer behind the deed and the ‘deed is
everything’,11 the subject is ‘not in fact the cause, origin, or starting point of the phenomenon
of the written or spoken articulation of the sentence ’.12 This is what Foucault calls the
‘enunciative function’ of discourse. Human subjects are given the right to enunciate by
authoritative agencies because they occupy subject positions in the institutional sites from
where they choose to speak, and the institutional sites legitimise the validity of their
enunciations. Thus, Foucault locates another set of regulations that govern the production of
concepts. These rules determine if the enunciative statement can be accepted into a discourse,
and they also determine, through what Foucault calls ‘procedures of intervention’ (p. 58), the
policies where certain operative processes can be applied to statements to produce newer
statements by way of translation, transcription, and reinscription. And, again, Foucault rejects
the idea that presupposes a transcendental subject behind the formation of concepts, or the idea
that concepts are formed by and the result of progressive collection of empirical knowledge
that is projected into an external reality: ‘to analyse the formation of concepts, one must relate
them neither to the horizon of ideality, nor to the empirical progress of ideas’ (p. 63).
Discourses like economics, medicine, grammar, and the social sciences ‘give rise to certain
organisation of concepts, certain regrouping of objects, certain types of enunciation, which
form, according to their degree of coherence, rigour, and stability, theme or theories’ (p. 64),
and Foucault calls these themes or theories ‘strategies’. In contrast to the idea of the emergence
of theories as simply a contingent formation or due to the individual brilliance of geniuses,
Foucault analyses the development and constitution of theories in relation to the regulations
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that govern discourses without presupposing human subjects behind these theories or
strategies. He also refers to ‘points of diffraction’ in a discourse — the existence of
contradictory statements that are both permissible yet incompatible — and ‘equivalent’
strategies where the underlying rules of a discourse do not favour one strategy over another
even though all strategies cannot be accepted.
‘In every society’, Foucault says, ‘the production of discourse is controlled, organised,
redistributed, by a certain number of procedures whose role is to ward off its powers and
damages, to gain mastery over its chance events, to evade its materiality’.13 The first type of
control is constituted in the social and political mode of exclusion that Foucault examines in
his early works on madness and the clinic, where specific discourses are suppressed or
excluded, or splintered into uneven components, imposed with value judgments, and either
privileged or devalued according to what the regulatory regimes deem permissible or not
permissible. Foucault also points to an internal mode of constraint, a process of what he terms
as ‘rarefaction’, where for certain statements to be accorded with privileged status an internal
hierarchy of institutional discipline, commentary, and authorisation comes into play. Chosen
and privileged statements are systematically and methodically reinforced by discursive
mechanism like interpretation, reinterpretation, and explanation. Perpetual reiteration of these
authoritatively sanctioned mechanisms functions as a form of legitimation of statements that
are finally perceived as transcendental truths which effectively erase the contingent nature of
their formation, the contingency of the discourse, as well as limiting the author-position to
particular subjectivity. Finally, a set of various gestural mechanisms — ‘gestures, behaviour,
circumstances, and the whole set of signs which must accompany discourse ’14 — that are
related to the discourses neither externally nor internally, shape the production of discourse by
effecting the conditions of their relevance. As Howarth notes in Discourse, ‘all these seemingly
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unimportant “background” forces are vital for Foucault in explaining who is respected and
approved of within a particular “discourse community” ’(p. 58).

While Foucault’s earlier studies mark a focus towards the structural shifts or differences within
discursive formations that legitimise ways of speaking about particular subjects, in Discipline
and Punish he begins to describe, expanding his emphasis on the structure of discourse, the
nature of the magnitude and continuity in the exercise of power, the relational aspects of the
regulatory forces of power within institutional norms, and the constraints imposed on the body,
individually, to imprint it through the exertions of power. The human body, now, is admitted
into the apparatus of power that reconfigures it, and ‘breaks it down […] [to delineate] how
one may have a hold over others’ bodies, not only so that they may do what one wishes, but so
that they may operate as one wishes, with the techniques, the speed and the efficiency’ of the
disciplinary apparatus to produce ‘subjected and practised bodies, “docile” bodies’.15 The new
architecture of power, its mode of surveillance and confession, subjects the body into a
malleability that conforms to the regulations of power, but this mode of structural constriction
must include the possibility of the intervention of a refusal to conform, not to be docile,
especially with regards to its sexuality, not to be subjected as such, and that would be a flaw
inscribed onto the body, the emergence of an event that surpasses and exceeds its causes ,16
which would require a newer set of constrictions to segregate a whole set of perverse and
deviant subjects to appropriate them. This ‘perverse implantation’ and its ‘incitement to
discourse’ is explored in Volume 1 of The History of Sexuality, and the following segment of
this chapter will focus on that in detail.
In the first volume of The History of Sexuality, intended as an introduction to a series of
studies on sexuality but remaining unfinished after the publication of two more due to his death,
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Foucault begins with contesting a common idea that in the nineteenth century there is a
prevalence of the mentality of a Victorian regime, a prudish attitude with high moral overtones,
that barred people from discussing sexuality and matters regarding sex frankly and honestly.
Before this, there was a basic frankness, a medieval openness that greeted sex with knowing
obviousness and condescending laughter. And, after the Victorian regime, the modern era
reintroduces frankness about sex and sexuality. Foucault rigorously contests this notion of
‘repressive hypothesis’ during the so-called nineteenth century Victorian regime; instead of a
confidential and clandestine attitude, Foucault contends that the entire network of the discourse
of sexuality was in fact created during this regime.17
During the Victorian regime sexuality was regarded solely as the domain of reproduction.
In the nineteenth century, ‘[a] single locus of sexuality was acknowledged in social space as
well as at the heart of every household, but it was a utilitarian and fertile one: the parent’s
bedroom’ (p. 3). Nothing was deemed permissible and sanctioned unless it resided firmly
within the domain of biological reproduction, and the failure to adhere to it elicited affliction
and strict penalty. The aberrance, the deviations, would be ‘driven out, denied, and reduced to
silence’ (p. 4). This denial, banishment, and compulsory silencing reflected how the repressive
regulation of the domineering regime was enacted, and it was differentiated and made distinct
from the constraints imposed by penal law, because this repression ‘operated as a sentence to
disappear, but also as an injunction to silence, an affirmation of nonexistence, and, by
implication, an admission that there was nothing to say about such things, nothing to see, and
nothing to know’ (ibid.). If repression is considered to be the dominant and basic link between
power, knowledge, and sexuality, then a complete restructuring of the regulatory systems is to
be effected to allow for ‘a transgression of laws, a lifting of prohibitions, an irruption of speech,
a reinstating of pleasure’ (p. 5). This is the modern discourse of sexual repression Foucault
wants to contest to eventually displace it with a new notion of positive power that focuses on
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life rather than the punitive exactitude of sovereign power that invests all its energy on death
and silence.
When one defines the relationship between sexuality and power in terms of repression, it
benefits, Foucault says, the speaker, who proclaims its regulation from a political point of view.
‘If sex is repressed, that is, condemned to prohibition, nonexistence, and silence, then the mere
fact that one is speaking about it has the appearance of a deliberate transgression’ (p. 6). This
energises one’s desire to speak about sexuality in terms of repression, because invoking the
repressive aspect of power one is effecting small-scale insurrections that create the illusion of
an equivalence with the presupposed emancipatory power of enlightenment. This is, as
Foucault impishly points out, ‘the longing for the garden of earthly delights’ (p. 7), and talking
about sexuality as volubly as the repressive regulatory regime permits is tantamount to an
evangelical sermonising which remains merely subservient to the regime. And that ultimately
amounts to the creation of a new religion reverential to the edifice of the same regime that
forbids its candidness. Foucault’s aim ‘is to examine the case of a society which has been
loudly castigating itself for its hypocrisy for more than a century, which speaks verbosely of
its own silence, takes great pains to relate it in detail the things it does not say, denounces the
power it exercises, and promises to liberate itself from the very laws that have made it
function.’ (p. 8) In other words, Foucault’s emphasis is not on the question of why one is
repressed, but why one consistently insists, creating a host of astonishingly detailed
commentary about it, that one is repressed.
Before embarking on an analysis behind this insistence about the ‘repressive hypothesis’,
Foucault charts three preliminary doubts about it. a) Is this hypothesis a historical fact? b) Do
the mechanisms of power — prohibition, censorship, and trial — belong to the category of
repression? Does power only work through these mechanisms? c) Whether the critical
discourse of repression is not a part of the same historical network that it denounces by calling
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it repression? ‘Was there really a historical rupture between the age of repression and the
critical analysis of repression?’ (p. 10) Foucault’s objective is to describe and explain ‘the
regime of power-knowledge-pleasure that sustains the discourse on human sexuality’ (p. 11).
The central issue here is to account for its strange garrulousness and grandiloquence, the
extraordinary accumulation of commentary, to discover the agency of the speaker, its position
and viewpoints, the institutional frame that allows for this volubility, and the mode of its
distributory power and framework, i.e., to account for the discursive nature of speaking about
the unspeakable characteristics of sexuality. In other words, Foucault’s history of sexuality is
a study that tentatively tries to show how sexuality is made into a discourse, or rather how it is
assimilated into an amalgamation of a network of differentiated discourses. Also, it is expressly
not about the truth and falsity about sex and sexuality, but about the ‘will to knowledge’, a
substitution of the Nietzschean notion of the will to power, that serves both as the support and
instrument of the discourses regarding sexuality.
Instead of a presupposed reticence or silence about sex and sexuality, Foucault notices a
remarkable incitement to discourse about it, an inducement to talk about it in a circumlocutory
and peripheral manner, in the nineteenth century, and asks what makes it possible to talk so
much about sexuality, even though this volubility is quite different from talking directly about
sex, naming it candidly and openly, and describing its different manifestations. In Europe,
after the seventeenth century, talking directly about sex became more difficult. ‘As if in order
to gain mastery over it in reality, it had first been necessary to subjugate it at the level of
language, control its free circulation in speech, expunge it from the things that were said, and
extinguish the words that rendered it too visibly present’ (p. 17). And yet, one finds a ‘veritable
discursive explosion’ around sexuality, that operated with expurgated vocabulary, using
allusions and metaphors, and exercising control over its enunciative function: ‘where and when
it was not possible to talk about such things became much more strictly defined; in which
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circumstances, among which speakers, and within which relationships’ (p. 18). Foucault says
that within discourses and their domains something opposite to the prohibition and silence
regarding sexuality has begun to take place from the eighteenth century. ‘There was a steady
proliferation of discourses concerned with sex — specific discourses, different from one
another both by their form and object: a discursive ferment that gathered momentum from the
eighteenth century onward’ (ibid.). A plurality of discourses exploded around sexuality within
the purview of power itself, and there was an institutional and bureaucratic instigation to speak
about it to formalise its enunciation. This was a ‘determination on the part of the agencies of
power to hear it spoken about, and to cause it to speak through explicit articulation and
endlessly accumulated detail’ (ibid.). In other words, with the help of a language that expunged
sexuality from its vocabulary, ‘sex was taken charge of, tracked down as it were, by a discourse
that aimed to allow it no obscurity, no respite’ (p. 20). In due course, therefore, an authoritarian
mode of specific injunctions was established — ‘Not only will you confess to acts contravening
the law, but you will seek to transform your desire, your every desire, into discourse’ (p. 21).
The gradual expurgation of words explicitly related to the manifestations of sexuality and
the authoritative purification of its verbal expressions are only the peripheral techniques of the
regulatory system of subjugating sexuality by means of making it ‘morally acceptable and
technically useful’ (ibid.). And, so it was for the increasing prolixity of the act of talking about
sexuality. Victorian puritanism and reticence regarding sex was a digression, while the
directness and equitable candidness of the anonymous author, ‘Walter’, of My Secret Life18
represented an exemplar ‘in the great process of transforming sex into discourse’ (p. 22). And
it eventually becomes an apparatus that produces more and more discourses about sexuality,
and these discourses engender ‘multiple effects of displacement, intensification, reorientation,
and modification of desire itself’ (ibid.), which is why such a deployment of sexuality cannot
be explained by only through the law of prohibition.
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This incitement to talk about sex — according to Foucault this incitement is political,
economic, as well as technical — emerges not in the desire of formulating a theory of sexuality
to capture its essence once and for all, but ‘in the form of analysis, stocktaking, classification,
and specification, of quantitative or causal studies’ (pp. 23-24). This is a process of not just
defining sexuality and to account for it from the confines of morality, but from the strictures
of rationality as well. Therefore, one had to speak publicly about sexuality in a way that was
not determined by what was considered licit and illicit, in a way that was not determined by
what the authorities deemed sanctioned and unsanctioned, but ‘one had to speak of it as of a
thing to be not simply condemned or tolerated but managed, inserted into systems of utility,
regulated for the greater good of all, made to function according to an optimum’ (p. 24). Thus,
‘sex was not something one simply judged, it was a thing one administered’ (ibid.), it was
something one managed, in order to be able to utilise it for the greater common good. And
because of this, it has to be governed and supervised, to be taken charge of, to be administered
and taken control of, using administrative apparatuses, and it has to be technically analysed.
Thus, according to Foucault, in the eighteenth century, ‘sex became a ‘police’ matter […] not
the repression of disorder, but an ordered maximisation of collective and individual forces’
(pp. 24-25).
It is a ‘policing of sex’, but not the ‘rigour of a taboo’, guarding it and protecting it in order
to ensnare it through regulatory and administrative control that is necessary for ‘regulating sex
through verbal and public discourses’ (p. 25). Although explicit enunciation about sex was
stifled and ultimately silenced, it was not a simple imposition of silence. This complex
enforcement was part of a ‘new regime of discourses’, where ‘things were said in a different
way’ by different people ‘from different points of view’ to obtain ‘different results’ (p. 27).
Silence here does not indicate the limits of discourse; it is rather ‘an element that functions
alongside the things said, with them and in relation to them within over-all strategies’ (ibid.).
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Foucault rejects the binary of what one says and what one does not say; he emphasises the
multifarious ways of not saying what one does not say. ‘There is not one but many silences,
and they are an integral part of the strategies that underlie and permeate discourses’ (ibid.).
Since the eighteenth century in the West, instead of imposing silence on the subject of sex, a
whole new set of institutional mechanism was at work, through medical advices and opinions,
clinical cases, deliberate and expensive plans of reform, that ‘multiplied the forms of discourse
on the subject’, and established ‘various points of implementation of sex’ (ibid.), along with
codifying its contents and qualifying the speakers who were allowed to deliberate on the
subject. The silencing and stifling of a direct, blunt way of speaking about sex was a necessary
condition for the various interconnected discourses that were hierarchised and were ‘highly
articulated around a cluster of power relations’ (p. 30). Instead of silence, then, sexuality
transmogrifies into an object that compels one to talk about it comprehensively and
inexhaustibly. ‘Whether in the form of subtle confession in confidence or an authoritarian
interrogation, sex […] had to be put into words’ (p. 32). This discursive proliferation is
generated not ‘apart from or against power, but in the very space and as the means of its
exercise’ (ibid.). In other words, the discourse of sexuality is not separate from power, but it is
inextricably affiliated to it to multiply within the confines and interstices of power, as well as
being an instrument, a necessary tool, for the implementation of power. This incitement to
deliberations about sexuality, as opposed to the repressive hypothesis, is coordinated through
various apparatuses — listening, recording, observations, questionings and formulations, and
thus, sexuality is ‘driven out of hiding and constrained to lead a discursive existence’ (p. 33).
Instead of an overpowering prohibition and censorship, as the repressive hypothesis would
suggest, ‘what was involved was a regulated and polymorphous incitement to discourse’ (p.
34).
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The domain of reproductive sex is the area where the regulations and constraints converge
to exert their power. This is a reflux movement that ultimately gives rise to peripheral
sexualities: sexuality of children, the incomprehensible insanity of men and hysterical women,
sodomy, etc. As the conjugal domain is made submissive and subservient and is eventually
quietened down by observing strict codes of regulation, these peripheral forms are forced to
come forward and speak up, and they are listened to more rigorously. This induces, in turn, a
‘setting apart of the “unnatural” as a specific dimension in the field of sexuality’ (p. 39).
What are the functions of power in the proliferation of perverse sexualities? One immediate
function would be a stricter control, regimentation, and appropriation effected by this power
over these perverse sexualities by medical and legal experts that consolidates the intensification
and multiplication of these perversions ‘to persevere to proliferate to the limits of the visible,
rather than to disappear for good’ (p. 42). With this mechanism of support, ‘power advanced,
multiplied its relays and its effects, while its target expanded, subdivided, and branched out’
(ibid.). The second effect is that this regimentation of peripheral sexualities created ‘an
incorporation of perversions and a new specification of individuals’, where the homosexual,
for example, ‘became a personage […] in addition to being a type of life, a life form, and a
morphology, with an indiscreet anatomy and possibly a mysterious physiology […] the
sodomite had been a temporary aberration; the homosexual was now a species’ (p. 43). The
homosexual was categorised as not someone who practises deviant and despicable sexual acts,
but having ‘a certain quality of sexual sensibility’ (ibid.). The mechanism of power did not
suppress it, but sought to analyse it in a way that made it permanent and visible. This new
execution of power ‘was implanted in bodies, slipped in beneath modes of conduct, made into
a principle of classification and intelligibility established as a raison d’être and a natural order
of disorder’ (p. 44). Thus, the strategic aim behind the diversifications and categorisations is
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to incorporate the deviations into the surface of the body to analyse it and make it part of its
schematics.
Another effect of this new form of power demanded constant attention and presupposed
proximities to exercise its function. The medicalisation of the sexually deviant people was both
the effect and apparatus through which bodies of the degenerate became inscripted and marked,
manifested in the characteristics of the individual, and this mechanism ‘relied on a technology
of health and pathology’ (ibid.). As sexuality became medicalised, its detection was possible
‘on the surface of the skin, or among all the signs of the behaviour’ (ibid.). And, power
‘operated as a mechanism of attraction; it drew out those peculiarities over which it kept watch’
(p. 45). Power dissected, categorised, and amplified the dissemination of perverse sexualities,
and, in the process, grew through the very analysis it fostered on them. It is power that takes
delight and pleasure by bringing out the perverse subject discursively; it is also a particular
pleasure of that power that strives to evade such discourse, so that its own mechanisms of
construction and reconstruction of the perverse subjects remain hidden. This power, through
enticements, evasions, and constant incitements, is ‘traced around bodies and sexes’, and
Foucault calls it the ‘perpetual spirals of power and pleasure’ (ibid.). Finally, power provides
spaces for maximum saturation. The power that acts on the body and sexuality is ‘neither the
form of the law, nor the effects of the taboo’ (p. 47), and this is what makes it entirely different
from the inexact and simple concept of repression or prohibition. It is generated and made
possible by the proliferation and multiplication of sexualities. It extends the boundaries of
them, and spills over these boundaries instead of constructing limits and borders. ‘It did not
exclude sexuality, but included it in the body as a mode of specification of individuals’, and ‘it
attracted its varieties by means of spirals in which pleasure and power reinforced one another’
(ibid.). Instead of barricading and putting up boundaries and setting up insurmountable
blockages, this power-pleasure nexus becomes the producer and regulator of the variegated
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mosaic of sexuality. Foucault points out that the inculcation of perversion ‘is an instrumenteffect: it is through the isolation, intensification, and consolidation of peripheral sexualities
that the relations of power to sex and pleasure branched out and multiplied, measured the body,
and penetrated modes of conduct’ (p. 48).
Foucault says that by speaking about sexuality so much, engaging into a loquacity
surrounding it, what one is trying to do is to conceal it, to efface the construction of its
discursive production, and he calls it ‘a screen discourse, a dispersion-avoidance’ (p. 53). It is
an attempt to avoid dissipation, and a ploy to counter disappearance. One claims to talk about
sexuality from the neutral point of view of science, but that science is ‘made up of evasions
since, given its inability or refusal to speak of sex itself, it concerned itself primarily with
aberrations, perversions, exceptional oddities, pathological abatements, and morbid
aggravations’ (ibid.). Science reiterates the moral divisions, and is deferential to the power that
regulates sexuality. It is in absolute complicity with the regulatory power, coming to the aid of
medico-legal discourses. ‘In the name of biological and historical urgency, it justified the
racism of the state’, and ‘grounded them in truth’ (p. 54). The medical discourses are complicit
in the construction of sexuality as a way of producing the truth of it, because ‘sex [is]
constituted as a problem of truth’ (p. 56). But this postulation of truth about sexuality extracted
through confession — Foucault considers this as part of scientia sexualis as opposed to ars
erotica — is imbued with and constructed by power relations. ‘[T]ruth is not by nature free —
nor error servile — but that its production is thoroughly imbued with relations of power. The
confession is an example of this.’ (p. 60) Transformation of sexuality into discourse through
‘dissemination and reinforcement of heterogenous sexualities’ (p. 61) are deployed through the
apparatus of confession, the specific mode of articulation of an individual’s sexual
peculiarities. The confessor always needs an authoritative presence for her or his articulation,
an ‘authority who requires the confession, prescribes and appreciates it, and intervenes in order
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to judge, punish, forgive, console, and reconcile’ (pp. 61-62) in order to modify the body of
the confessor. The dominating agency is within the listener who remains silent. And the
discourse of truth takes effect on the person from whom the confession/truth is extracted. In
the modern age, according to Foucault, confession is transformed from a mere confession of
the act of sex to ‘reconstructing, in and around the act, the thoughts that recapitulated it, the
obsessions that accompanied it, the images, desire, modulations, and the quality of pleasure
that animated it’ (p. 69).
Through dissemination, multiple localisations of constraints, and a continuous process of
expansion of domains, then, ‘a great science of the pleasure of sex was constituted’ (p. 63).
Medicine, psychiatry, and pedagogy aided this mechanism and congealed its production.
Foucault locates five techniques of how science codified the uncomplicated mode of confession
about sex into a discourse of sex and sexuality. a) The establishment of a clinical system that
encouraged and favoured speaking up, and the deployment of a structure of decipherable signs
and symptoms. b) By postulating a causality, where sexuality became a cause from which
everything can be traced back, from minute deviation in behaviour to children’s bad habits.
Sex was established as the cause for everything. ‘The limitless dangers that sex carries with it
justified the exhaustive character of the inquisition to which it was subjected’ (p. 66). c) It was
also codified through the implicit potential of sex, the yet-to-be manifested quality of sexuality,
the latency intrinsic to it, its obscurity and elusive nature that were thought to be harnessed by
scientific temper to grasp the hidden mechanism of it. ‘The principle of a latency essential to
sexuality made it possible to link the forcing of a difficult confession to a scientific practice’
(ibid.). d) It was systematised through the method of interpretation: the hoarder of private
confidences had to assimilate, analyse, and decipher the hidden truth of sexuality. The listener,
on the other hand, had a therapeutic function. ‘[B]y making sexuality something to be
interpreted, the nineteenth century gave itself the possibility of causing the procedures of
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confession to operate within the regular formation of a scientific discourse’ (p. 67). e) And
finally, it was structured through the ordering of the effects of confession into a medical system,
which later codified it into therapeutic operations. Sexual domain became a pathological
domain, and that implied ‘sex would derive its meaning and its necessity from medical
intervention’ (ibid.).
So, there is this proliferation of discourses about sex and sexuality that are shaped and
adapted to the requirements of power. One must therefore look into the ‘strategies of power
that are immanent to this will to knowledge’ (p. 73). ‘One day’ a certain mechanism captured
sex, and, ‘in a game that combined pleasure with compulsion, and consent with inquisition,
made it tell the truth about itself and others as well’ (p. 77). Foucault uses ‘one day’
figuratively, of course, otherwise it would be the task of a history to look for the origin of this
mechanism. But the very invisibility of the mechanism pre-empts the futility of the search for
an origin. This mechanism delineates the truth of sexuality for us — ‘our bodies, our minds,
our individuality, our history’ — and ‘whenever it is a question of knowing who we are’, this
hidden mechanism of appropriating sexuality into rationality, this whole deployment of
sexuality ‘serves as our master key’ (p. 78). This is the key one would assume that would
unlock one’s identity.
The ‘principle of power-as-law’ is the ‘fact that there is no escaping from power, that it is
always already present, constituting that very thing which one attempts to counter it with’ (p.
82). Foucault repeatedly stresses the notion that power is not repressive or a form of censorship
or prohibition, and he also realises the sterilising consequence of ‘power-as-law’ that
effectively stymies any attempt to overthrow it. This theoretical construction of power, or, as
he says, the ‘analytics’ of power, that is always already present, creates the subversive
possibilities that ineffectually attempts to overthrow it. The possibility of a counter-revolution,
therefore, is the very product of the revolution itself; power constitutes the challenge to itself,
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in effect creating newer modes of power configurations, newer and wiser and better stratagems
of dominations. The ‘analytics’ of power to explain the domains that are formed by the relations
of power and identifying the instruments of it is only possible if it is freed from the ‘juridicodiscursive’ model of power. The juridico-discursive conception of power ‘governs both the
thematics of repression and the theory of the law as constitutive of desire’ (ibid.).
Psychoanalysis conceives of power in terms of the repression of instincts; juridical power is
conceived in terms of the law of desire. ‘They both rely on a common representation of power
which […] leads to two contrary results: either to the promise of a ‘liberation’, if power is seen
as having only an external hold on desire, or, if it is constitutive of desire itself, to the
affirmation: you are always already trapped’ (p. 83).
Foucault’s point is that this juridical representation of power does not only apply to the
relationship between power and sexuality, but it is much more general, and one ‘frequently
encounters it in political analyses of power’ (ibid.). The principal features of this representation
of power are: a) It always establishes a negative relation between power and sexuality in the
form of refusal, exclusion, and blockage. It always says ‘no’ to sexuality and pleasure. ‘Its
effects take the general form of limit and lack’ (ibid.). b) Juridical power imposes its regulatory
structure on pleasure and sexuality as law and rule, thereby placing sexuality in an enforced
binary: the licit and the illicit, the permitted and the forbidden. Also, juridical power masks
itself as a form of intelligibility that imposes ‘order’ for sexuality. ‘And finally, power acts by
laying down the rule: power’s hold on sex is maintained through language, or rather through
the act of discourse that creates, from the very fact that it is articulated, a rule of law’ (ibid.).
This structure of power is legislatory, and therefore, its mode of operability in relation to sex
is ‘of a juridico-discursive character’ (ibid.). c) Moreover, this representation of power is
prohibitory: it imposes a law of prohibition, to the effect that sex must renounce itself, and its
instrument is punitive because it always carries the threat of punishment that aims for the
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suppression of sex. d) There is also a system of censorship that affirms what is forbidden,
prevents unworthy utterances, and effects a denial of sex and its existence. This logical system
of censorship mechanism ‘links the inexistent, the illicit, and the inexpressible in such a way
that each is at the same time the principle and the effect of the others’ (p. 84). This logic of
power is ‘the paradoxical logic of a law that might be expressed as an injunction of
nonexistence, nonmanifestation, and silence’ (ibid.). e) And then there is this assumption that
the apparatus of power is uniform. That this ‘power over sex is exercised in the same way at
all levels’ and ‘it operates according to the simple and endlessly reproduced mechanisms of
law, taboo, and censorship’ (ibid.). Once again, it creates a simple binary: ‘[a] legislative power
on one side, and an obedient subject on the other’ (p. 85).
With so many negatives, a power that is only capable of saying no and restrictive in its
scope and mechanism, Foucault considers this form and representation of power as basically
‘anti-energy’, since, once again, ‘it is a power whose model is essentially juridical, centred on
nothing more than the statement of the law and the operation of taboos’ (ibid.). In its place
Foucault would conceive of a power that is positive, effective in a productive way, and
manifested in myriad strategic resourcefulness. And he asks, why do we choose the former
manifestation of power that is merely prohibitive and repressive as opposed to its forthright
resourcefulness and positivity: ‘[w]hy are the deployments of power reduced simply to the
procedures of the law of interdiction?’ (p. 86). This is because power masks its operations and
its mechanisms to make itself tolerable to us. Power is seen as a limit set on freedom, because
unless there is a limit set to freedom, one cannot aspire to transgress it, and thus it derives its
allurement for us, and this is the ‘general form of its acceptability’ (ibid.).
Historically, Foucault says, the great institutionalised powers ‘were able to gain
acceptance’ because ‘they presented themselves as agencies of regulation, arbitration, and
demarcation, as a way of introducing order […] of establishing a principle that would temper
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them and distribute them according to boundaries and a fixed hierarchy’ (pp. 86-87). These
great powers were historically evolved into a monolithic regime at the expense of a variety of
heterogenous voices, and began to act through a ‘mechanism of interdiction and sanction’ (p.
87). The manifestation of this power operated through strategies and techniques instead of
divine rights; it worked through a normalisation of its apparatuses but not by law itself, and
used a regulatory process instead of punishment. For Foucault, the project of analysing power
in relation to sexuality is to ‘construct an analytics of power that no longer takes law as a model
and a code’ (p. 90), i.e., an analysis of power that rejects its juridical structure and its negative
representation that has been handed down historically, as well as rejecting also the concept of
it ‘in terms of law, prohibition, liberty, and sovereignty’ (ibid.).
In place of this juridical conception of power, Foucault prefers a ‘technology’ of sexuality
that is more complex and positive than the juridical model of power governing sexuality. His
methodology for conceiving this technology of power is a genealogical enquiry to excavate ‘a
certain form of knowledge regarding sex’ that rigorously emphasises an analysis not in terms
of repression or law, ‘but in terms of power’ (p. 93). By ‘power’ he does not mean an
institutional mechanism that ensures the subservience of its subjects through law and punitive
threats. Also, he does not mean power as a ‘general system of domination exerted by one group
over another’ (p. 92). Foucault conceives of power ‘as the multiplicity of force relations
immanent in the sphere in which they operate and which constitute their own organisation’
(ibid.). These force relations work through adaptation and modification; they change shape,
strengthening, weakening, and reversing through perpetual struggles and confrontations, and
they form a system. Finally, power is conceived ‘as the strategies in which they take effect,
whose general design or institutional crystallisation is embodied in the state apparatus, in the
formulation of the law, in the various social hegemonies’ (pp. 92-93).
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Power, therefore, is a multiplicity of force relations to configure a system which creates its
own constitution and organisation. It is also marked by ‘disjunctions and contradictions’ (p.
92) that differentiates it from the others. It is also seen as a strategy to be effected on institutions
to create the state apparatuses, to create rules and regulations to form regulatory social
structures. To acknowledge the existence of power’s exercise and manoeuvre, to realise the
‘use of its mechanism as a grid of intelligibility of the social order’, one must not look for an
origin, or ‘a unique source of sovereignty’ (p. 93). Power, then, ‘is the moving substrate of
force relations which, by virtue of their inequality, constantly engenders states of power’
(ibid.). And it is omnipresent, ‘because it is produced from one moment to the next, at every
point, or rather in every relation from one point to another’ (ibid.). In other words, ‘power is
not an institution, and not a structure; neither is it a certain strength we are endowed with; it is
the name one attributes to a complex strategical situation in a particular society’ (ibid.).
These, therefore, are the characteristics of the conception of power that Foucault theorises
in opposition to the juridical notion of power: a) Power cannot be stored, hoarded, seized, or
shared. It is generated in the interaction between uneven and constantly shifting relations, and
as such it can be exercised from numerous points. b) Relations of power are coterminous with
other types of relationships like economic processes and sexual relationships. They are also
immanent and inherent in other types of relationships. The divisions, disjunctions, and
disequilibrium within these other types of relationships effect the generation of power
relations, and these power relations play, therefore, a productive role which is in stark
opposition to the negative effect of a repressive mode of juridical power. c) ‘Power comes from
below’ (p. 94), i.e., the binary of the ruler and the ruled, the oppressor and the oppressed is
denied altogether. Foucault proposes that ‘the manifold relationships of force that take shape
and come into play in the machinery of production […] are the basis for wide ranging effects
of cleavage that run through the social body as a whole’ (ibid.). These forces redistribute,
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realign, homogenise, and converge among each other. ‘Major dominations are the hegemonic
effects that are sustained by all these confrontations’ (ibid.). Instead of a simplistic binary, then,
there is a multiplicity of force relations that compete for supremacy. d) Foucault contends that
power relations are intentional, i.e., they always have aims and objectives. They are also nonsubjective, i.e., they do not originate from the choices or decisions of an individual subject. The
intelligibility of power is defined by tactics, that are tethered to one another, but have ‘their
base and support and their condition elsewhere’ (p. 95), to produce extensive and overarching
systems. But there is no individual subject who has initiated or invented or formulated the
system. e. ‘Where there is power, there is resistance’, but, yet again, Foucault maintains that
‘resistance is never in a position of exteriority in relation to power’ (ibid.). One must always
remain inside power, and there is no escaping it, since ‘there is no absolute outside where it is
concerned’ (ibid.), and one always remains subject to the law of power. The existence of the
‘relational character of power relationships […] depends on a multiplicity of points of
resistance’, and ‘these points of resistance are present everywhere in the power network’
(ibid.). Foucault, therefore, denies the exteriority of counter-revolutions, the soul of rebellion
itself, as there cannot be a ‘great Refusal’ (ibid.) that stands outside the system.
There can only be a ‘plurality of resistances’, that are ‘possible, necessary, improbable’ (p.
96, emphasis added). And, ‘by definition, they can only exist in the strategic field of power
relations’ (ibid.). Resistances, as flaws within the system, are the atypical and anomalous
elements in the relations of power, as ‘they are inscribed in the latter as an irreducible opposite’
(ibid.). They are unevenly distributed as disagreeable and discordant ligatures, ‘inflaming
certain points of the body, certain moments in life, certain types of behaviour’ (ibid.). Just as
the interconnected network of power relations form an internecine web that envelops
institutions, and apparatuses that the institutions establish ‘without being exactly localised in
them’ (ibid.), the legion of resistive points, too, pass through ‘social stratifications and
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individual unities’ (ibid.). And a revolution, an apparent culmination of the frictions of those
resistive points, is only possible with the ‘strategic codification of these points of resistance’
(ibid.). In other words, in keeping with the positive aspect of his conception of power, Foucault
does not deny the possibility of resistance and revolutions; only, these are not in an exterior
relationship to power. The resistance, the revolution, resides within the grid of intelligibility
that is power itself.
Instead of pontificating about an over-arching domination, or why power needs to establish
a knowledge of sexuality, or asking about the laws that regulate sexual behaviour, Foucault is
concerned about the immediacy and locality of power relations at work in specific types of
discourses about sexuality. ‘In a specific type of discourse on sex, in a specific form of
extortion of truth, appearing historically and in specific places (around the child’s body,
apropos of women’s sex, in connection with practices restricting births, and so on) what were
the most immediate, the most local power relations at work?’ (p. 97) In other words, in this
Foucauldian paradigm, instead of searching for a monolithic, unique, and unitary form of a
great Power, one must analyse the ‘expanding production of discourses on sex in the field of
multiple and mobile power relations’ (p. 98).
Foucault charts four ‘methodological imperatives’ for seeking out these fractious, mobile,
multiple, local, and immediate power relations at play, although he denies the exigencies of
these, as he calls them ‘cautionary prescriptions’ (ibid.). a) Rule of immanence: Sexuality as a
field of enquiry is constituted ‘only because relations of power [has] established it as a possible
object’ (ibid.). There is no exteriority between the technology of sexuality, the technique of
knowledge about sexuality, and the strategic dissemination of power. b) Rules of continual
variation: Instead of looking for the subject who wields power in the presupposed binary of
the oppressor and the oppressed, one must look for the dissimilitude of power relations, along
with ‘the pattern of modifications which the relationships of force imply’ (p. 99), and seek out
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the modes of power distributions, the subsequent production of knowledge, and its eventual
appropriation. Relations of power-knowledge are not unitary and monolithic; they are, as
Foucault calls it, ‘matrices of transformation’ (ibid.). c) Rule of double conditioning: Local
centres and transformational patterns cannot function unless they are co-opted into an overall
strategy; and conversely, strategy cannot function without the support of these centres of power
relations. So, ‘one must conceive of the double conditioning of a strategy by the specificity of
possible tactics, and of tactics by the strategic envelope that makes them work’ (p. 100). d)
Rule of tactical polyvalence of discourses: Power and knowledge are formed together in
discourse, and therefore, one ‘must conceive discourse as a series of discontinuous segments
whose tactical function is neither unique nor stable’ (p. 101). In other words, there is no
overarching, dominating discourse that rules over the subjugated discourses; instead, there are
a ‘multiplicity of discursive elements that can come into play in various strategies’ (ibid.). The
task of the genealogist is to reconstruct the distribution of the variable discourses that are set
off against each other in a Brownian motion, to look for their enunciative patterns, to account
for ‘the variants and different effects’ (p. 100). ‘We must make allowance’, Foucault says, ‘for
the complex and unstable process whereby discourse can be both an instrument and an effect
of power, but also a hindrance, a stumbling block, a point of resistance and a starting point for
an opposing strategy. Discourse transmits and produces power; it reinforces it, but also
undermines and exposes it, renders it fragile and makes it possible to thwart it’ (p. 101).
One example of a compromising reverse discourse, a stumbling block, a flaw, would be
sodomy, the twofold operation of extreme severity and leniency. The emergence of a host of
specialised discourses about homosexuality made it into a species, and also ‘made possible a
strong advance of social controls into this area of perversity’, but it also initiated a ‘reverse
discourse’ that made it possible for homosexuality to ‘speak in its own behalf’, to ask for
legitimacy ‘often in the same vocabulary, using the same categories by which it was medically
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disqualified’ (p. 101). This is why Foucault rejects the possibility of a binary of one discourse
of power and another discourse that opposes that power. ‘Discourses are tactical elements or
blocks operating in the field of force relations; there can exist different and even contradictory
discourses within the same strategy; they can […] circulate without changing their form from
one strategy to another, opposing strategy (pp. 101-102). Foucault’s conception of power,
therefore, rejects the privilege of law, the privilege of prohibition, and the privilege of
sovereignty, to replace them with the ‘viewpoint of the objective’, the ‘viewpoint of tactical
efficiency’, and the ‘analysis of a multiple and mobile field of force relations’ that produce
shifting and unstable effects of dominations.
Foucault also delineates four ‘strategic unities’ that comprise ‘specific mechanisms of
knowledge and power, centring on sex’: a) Medicalisation of women’s bodies. The female
body was qualified and disqualified as saturated with sexuality, and therefore integrated into
the medical discourse by means of an intrinsic pathology, and finally placed into the social
fabric, the familial space, and the reproductive sphere. ‘[T]he Mother, with her negative image
of “nervous woman” constituted the most visible form of this hysterisation’ (p. 104). b)
Pedagogisation of children’s sexuality that was evident in the strictures against masturbation.
c) Socialisation of reproductive behaviour that centred on the fertility of couples, and along
with it a political integration was achieved through the codification of responsibilities of the
couple, as well as a ‘medical socialisation’ that included the strategy of birth control. d) A
psychiatrisation of perverse pleasure, where the ‘sexual instinct was isolated as a separate
biological and psychical instinct’ (p. 105). Diagnostic analysis of anomalous and unnatural
pleasures made it possible to pathologise these behaviours in order to implement a corrective
procedure. Thus, these are the four figures that emerged from the engagement with sexuality:
‘the hysterical woman, the masturbating child, the Malthusian couple, and the perverse adult’
(ibid.). And the aforementioned four strategies were responsible for the production of sexuality.
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Sexuality, therefore, is not something given or natural that power tries to repress, and it is not
an ‘obscure domain which knowledge tries gradually to uncover’ (ibid.). Sexuality is a
historical artifice, a construct, ‘a great surface network in which the stimulation of bodies, the
intensification of pleasures, the incitement to discourse, the formation of special knowledges,
the strengthening of controls and resistances, are linked to one another, in accordance with a
few major strategies of knowledge and power’ (pp. 105-106).
This strategical deployment of sexuality works through a fluid, shifting, and many-faceted
techniques of power. It necessitates a perpetual broadening of domains and modes of
regulation. It is concerned with the ‘sensations of the body’ and the ‘quality of pleasures’ (p.
107). This deployment of sexuality, instead of reproducing itself, proliferates, innovates,
creates, seizes, and penetrates bodies with remarkable thoroughness, and succeeds in
controlling the population comprehensively. And, ‘it has been linked from the outset with an
intensification of the body — with its exploitation as an object of knowledge and an element
in relations of power’ (ibid.). In a parenthetical note one might also add that Foucault does not
altogether negate the possibility of prohibition, or the concrete fact of it; he only negates the
interpretation and primacy of prohibition as the central force in studying the domain of
sexuality, simply because prohibition cannot satisfactorily explain the explosion of discourses
around and within sexuality.
In the nineteenth century, in the West, then, a completely new technology of sexuality
emerged. It was new in the sense that it broke away from ecclesiastical institutions. From the
confines of the church, sexuality liberated itself only to be confined into a concern of the secular
and the state. ‘[S]ex became a matter that required the social body as a whole, and virtually all
of its individuals, to place themselves under surveillance’ (p. 116). It spread through three axes:
a) pedagogy, whose object was the sexuality of children; b) medicine, whose objective was to
map feminine physiology; c) and demography, whose objective was to regulate reproduction.
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And ‘the technology of sex was ordered in relation to the medical institution’, and, eventually,
‘[t]he flesh was brought down to the level of the organism’ (p. 117)
The previous centuries’ moralistic categories of debauchery and excess are now
supplemented with the medical discourse of ‘perversions’. The deployment of sexuality is not
established to limit or hinder the pleasure of others; it is not a refusal of pleasure, or negation
of carnality; instead, it was ‘an intensification of the body, a problematisation of health and its
operational terms: it was a question of techniques for maximising life’ (p. 123, emphasis
added). The purpose of this deployment of sexuality, therefore, ‘has to be seen as the selfaffirmation of one class rather than the enslavement of another: a defence, a protection, a
strengthening, and an exaltation that were eventually extended to others — at the cost of
different transformations — as a means of social control and political subjugation’ (ibid.). And,
that produced a ‘political ordering of life, not through an enslavement of others, but through
an affirmation of self’ (ibid.).19
According to Foucault, the bourgeoisie does not represent the annihilation of the body and
repression of sexuality. Instead, its primary objective is to equip itself with a very tangible
physicality, a body and sexuality to gather strength, endurance, and a proliferation of the body
beyond the binary that is secular through the means of a strategic organisation of a deployment
of sexuality. This process engendered the movement through which ‘it asserted its
distinctiveness and its hegemony’ (p. 126). Foucault rejects two popular conceptions of
hypocrisies concerning the bourgeoisie and the proletariat: that the bourgeoisie denies or
represses its sexuality, and the proletariat rejects its own sexuality by accepting the hegemonic
ideology of the former. The bourgeois embraced, through a defiant and affirmative political
ideology, a sexual garrulity, a loquacity that the proletariats doubted and refused to accept for
a long time ‘since it was foisted on them for the purpose of subjugation’ (p. 127). Foucault
contends that as ‘sexuality is the set of effects produced in bodies, behaviours, and social
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relations by a certain deployment deriving from a complex political technology […] [then] this
deployment does not operate in symmetrical fashion with respect to the social classes, and
consequently, that it does not produce the same effects in them’ (ibid.). The conclusion that
Foucault comes to is that ‘sexuality is originally, historically bourgeois, and that, in its
successive shifts and transpositions, it induces specific class effects’ (ibid.). Once again, there
is a reversal of cause and effect at work here: class effect or division does not produce different
strategic deployment of sexuality; instead, the deployment of sexuality with its circuitous
transpositions and changeability produces the class effects or divisions.
For a long time, the sovereign or juridical authority held the power to life and death, to take
life away, or to let life on, in a subtractive way. It worked along a process of deduction, of
taxes, properties, and of life itself. When a sovereign felt threatened, it reserved the right to
eliminate the threat by way of obliterating the hostile elements. But it has undergone a profound
change since the classical age in the West. This preclassical form of deduction or elimination
of life is ‘no longer the major form of power but merely one element among others, working
to incite, reinforce, control, monitor, optimise, and organise the forces under it’ (p. 136). This
new form of power, as Foucault points out, generates newer forces, nurturing them and
expanding them, as well as reordering their proliferation. Unlike the juridical form of
monolithic power of the previous ages, it does not impede these newer forms of power, or
vanquish these forces to their death. Power over death merely became one extension, a
subsidiary form of power ‘that exerts a positive influence on life, that endeavours to administer,
optimise, and multiply it, subjecting it to precise controls and comprehensive regulations’ (p.
137). ‘[O]ne has to be capable of killing in order to go on living — [this] has become the
principle that defines the strategy of states’ (ibid.). Instead of a juridical structure of a
sovereignty regarding the right to death, we have moved on to a biological model of a
population. ‘If genocide is indeed the dream of modern powers, this is not because of a recent
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return of the ancient right to kill; it is because power is situated and exercised at the level of
life, the species, the race, and the large-scale phenomena of population’ (ibid.). So, when this
version of power’s role — Foucault’s rendition of ‘bio-power’ — is to sustain life, to enhance
the positive aspect of it by prolonging life, ensuring biological longevity, to multiply life, how
can it reconcile itself to the negative aspect of it by condemning the life form to death? This is
the reason why, Foucault says, ‘capital punishment could not be maintained except by invoking
less the enormity of the crime itself than the monstrosity of the criminal, his incorrigibility, and
the safeguard of the society. One had the right to kill those who represented a kind of biological
danger to others’ (p. 138). It is a case not of state power, of course, but of that of the sovereign.
The power over life expanded in two forms: one interpreted the body, the biological body, as
a machine to be disciplined and optimised, mapping its usefulness to integrate into systematic
economic controls; the other focused into the particular body as a biological entity capable of
regular biological processes like multiplication, birth, and mortality, and the medicalisation of
it regarding its health, and ‘[t]heir supervision was effected through an entire series of
interventions and regulatory controls: a biopolitics of the population’ (p. 139).20
Drawing on this bifurcation of management, anatomy and biology, Foucault argues that the
sovereign power that reigned over death was ‘gradually supplanted by the administration of
bodies and the calculated management of life’ (p. 140). Foucault calls this the ‘era of biopower’, where a plethora of diverse techniques are employed to achieve ‘the subjugation of
bodies and the control of populations’ (ibid.). These two forms of firmly established
arrangements constituted in creating what Foucault terms as the ‘great technology of power in
the nineteenth century’ (ibid.). The deployment of sexuality was one of the most important
aspect of it. When the juridical mode of power is supplanted by a power that emphasises the
sustainability and the positive aspects of life, then that power needs ‘continuous regulatory and
corrective mechanism’ (p. 144). It does not highlight death as the ultimate weapon of
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sovereignty and juridical power, but the distribution of ‘the living in the domain of value and
utility’ (ibid.) The law in this alternative mode of power ‘operates more and more as a norm,
and that the juridical institution is increasingly incorporated into a continuum of apparatuses
(medical, administrative, and so on) whose functions are for the most part regulatory’ (ibid.).
Thus, Foucault could proclaim, at the risk of a magnificent generalisation, that a ‘normalising
society is the historical outcome of a technology of power centred on life’ (ibid.).
The matter of sexuality was employed both at disciplining the body, and the regulatory
process aimed at the population; it gave rise to systematic methods of surveillance, rigid
controls, careful distribution of spaces, and also statistical assessments, and thus it became ‘a
standard for the disciplines and as a basis for regulation’ (p. 146). And thus, also, it became the
signature of individuality. At the sites of body and population, the deployment of sexuality
became a crucially powerful tool of a power that operated with the aim of managing life rather
than the punitive threat of death. In this new age of sexuality, ‘the threshold of modernity’, as
Foucault calls it, sexuality is not a mark or symbol, it is an object and a target of power. And
this power ‘delineated it, aroused it, and employed it as the proliferating meaning that has
always to be taken control of again lest it escape; it was an effect with a meaning-value’ (p.
148) Foucault’s introduction to this account of sexuality is an attempt to understand why
sexuality, far from being repressed or suppressed, became voluble and garrulous to the extreme
from the nineteenth century onwards. This is an analytics of sexuality that tries to show that
the deployment of sexuality, and the deployment of power that sustains it, are inextricably
linked. Far from effacing the body, this analysis submits that the biological and the historical
analyses of sexuality are ‘bound together in an increasingly complex fashion in accordance
with the development of the modern technologies of power that take life as their objective’ (p.
152).
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Foucault also points out that sexuality is something that is treated both as intrinsic and an
absence. It is situated within the bodies, organs, its functions, pleasures, and sensations, yet it
is something more than intrinsic properties, marked by an absence, an ‘other’. The idea that
was gradually established was that sexuality was characterised ‘essentially by the interplay of
presence and absence, the visible and the hidden’ (p. 153). Sexuality ‘was defined by the
interlacing of function and instinct, finality and signification’ (p. 154). This idea of sexuality
was mapped by various strategies of the deployment of sexuality, and this was ‘governed by
the interplay of whole and part, principle and lack, absence and presence, excess and
deficiency, by the function of the instinct, finality, and meaning, of reality and pleasure’ (ibid.).
This theorisation of sexuality and its deployment ‘made it possible to group together, in an
artificial unity, anatomical elements, biological functions, conducts, sensations, and pleasures,
and it enabled one to make use of this fictitious unity as a causal principle, an omnipresent
meaning, a secret to be discovered everywhere: sex was thus able to function as a unique
signifier and as a universal signified’ (ibid., emphasis added). This idea of sexuality also
performed a crucial and fundamental reversal. It inverted the ‘representation of the relationship
of power to sexuality’ (p. 155) that masked its essential and positive correlation to power, and
made it appear as something impregnated with law and taboo, something that ‘power tries as
best it can to dominate’ (p. 154). Foucault denies sexuality of an autonomous agency that,
interacting with power, causally constructs and produces the effects of sexuality. ‘On the
contrary,’ Foucault says, ‘sex is the most speculative, most ideal, and most internal element in
a deployment of sexuality organised by power in its grip on bodies and their materiality, their
forces, energies, sensations, and pleasures’ (p. 155). And through this notion of sexuality
determined by the deployment of sexuality, an individual acquires his or her intelligibility and
identity, since sexuality is both the hidden part of that individual being and ‘the generative
principle of meaning’ (ibid.), symbolically constituting her or his being. ‘Hence the importance
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we ascribe to it, the reverential fear with which we surround it, the care we take to know it’ (p.
156).
As the deployment of sexuality produces the fictitious and imaginary entity of sex, it also
creates one of its basic internal principle: ‘the desire for sex — the desire to have it, to have
access to it, to discover it, to liberate it, to articulate it into discourse, to formulate it in truth’
(p. 156). This desirability of sex makes it possible for us to think that we are capable of
liberating sexuality, ‘affirming the rights of our sex against all power’ (p. 157), but we are
chained to the entire systematics of the deployment of sexuality aligned to the networks of
power. In conclusion, Foucault, once again, re-emphasises the crucial reversal of cause and
effect of his analysis of sexuality: ‘sexuality is a very real historical formation; it is what gave
rise to the notion of sex, as a speculative element necessary to its operation’ (ibid.). For an
emancipatory politics, one cannot get away from the positive grip of power by assenting to
sexuality; instead, one must break away from the agency of sexuality ‘through a tactical
reversal of the various mechanisms of sexuality — to counter the grips of power with the claims
of bodies, pleasures, and knowledges, in their multiplicity and their possibility of resistance’
(ibid.). Therefore, ‘[t]he rallying point for the counterattack against the deployment of sexuality
ought not to be sex-desire, but bodies and pleasure’ (ibid.).
Apart from unshackling itself from the structuralist binary — the conception of power as
representing the oppressor and the oppressed, the empowered and the subjugated — how is
Foucault’s conception of power different in its insistence on a positive reliance on life? It is
not intuitively liberatory or emancipatory, since the notion of liberation is constructed and
embedded within and into the discourse of power itself. As such, an emancipatory power is
located within the grid of intelligibility, a node within the field of forces, a point within the
network of variant powers, and therefore cannot claim supremacy over others. Historically, its
claim might become significant enough to proclaim a hegemony, but like any other hegemonic

69

forces of power, it is a claim among many, and therefore, it is not the most crucial aspect of
Foucault’s conception of power. One cannot get outside power to become liberated from it,
simply because one is always already situated within the discourse of power itself. One might
call it positive if one could think of it as a force that has the power of intervention, being a flaw
in the general system, a power that intervenes, a power that disrupts other hegemonic
formations of power, and has the potential for replicating itself, proliferating the possibilities
of its network. The network of forces that Foucault calls the grid of power cannot be avoided,
but conceiving this network of power demolishes the simple binary of the oppressor and the
oppressed, the powerful and the powerless, as well as rejecting the human subject as the agency
of power. Since this network of power has a multiplicity of intersections, no particular
intersection, no specific and distinct nodal point, can dominate and exercise its control forever;
no nodal power has the capability of becoming monolithic, as the formation of a hegemonic
power will always be challenged from below, from competing networks of power. As power
proliferates and expands its domains constantly, their points of contacts also undergo constant
changes, and newer forms of dominations emerge, eclipsing, briefly, for a while, the other
forms of power. This is a perpetual cycle.

70

NOTES

1. Angela Carter, The Sadean Woman: An Exercise in Cultural History (London: Virago,
1979), p. 9
2. Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, trans. A M Sheridan Smith (New York:
Pantheon, 1972), p. 47
3. Michel Foucault, History of Sexuality: An Introduction, Volume 1, trans. Robert Hurley
(New York: Vintage, 1978, 1990), pp. 101-102
4. Michel Foucault, Foucault Live: Collected Interviews, 1961-1984, ed. Sylvère Lotringer,
trans. Lysa Hochroth and John Johnston (New York: Semiotext(e), 1989, 1996), p. 215.
See also, Michel Foucault, ‘The History of Sexuality: An Interview with Michel Foucault’,
Oxford Literary Review 4 (2), pp. 3-14, quoted in David Howarth, Discourse, (London:
Open University Press, 2002), p. 49, where he says basically the same thing: ‘[the]
highlighting, spotlighting of sexuality didn’t happen only in discourse but in the reality of
institutions and practices’.
5. See Michel Foucault, Madness and Civilisation: A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason,
trans. Richard Howard (London: Routledge, 1967, 2001); and Michel Foucault, The Birth
of the Clinic: An Archaeology of Medical Perception, trans. A M Sheridan (London:
Routledge, 1973, 2003)
6. See Michel Foucault, History of Sexuality: An Introduction, Volume 1, trans. Robert Hurley
(New York: Vintage, 1978, 1990) and Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth
of the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan (London: Penguin, 1977, 1991)
7. David Howarth, Discourse (London: Open University Press, 2002), p. 49
8. Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences (London:
Routledge, 1970, 2002), p. xv

71

9. Michel Foucault, ‘Politics and the Study of Discourse’, in The Foucault Effect: Studies in
Governmentality, eds. G Burchell, C Gordon, and P H Miller (Hemel Hempstead: Harvester
Wheatsheaf, 1991), p. 63, quoted in David Howarth, Discourse, p. 52
10. Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, p. 117
11. Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals, in Basic Writings of Nietzsche, ed. and
trans. Walter Kaufman (New York: Modern Library Edition, 2000), p. 481
12. Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, p. 95
13. Michel Foucault, ‘The Order of Discourse’ in Untying the Text: A Post-Structuralist
Reader, ed. R Young (London: Routledge, 1981), p. 52, quoted in David Howarth,
Discourse, p. 56
14. Ibid., quoted in David Howarth, Discourse, p. 58
15. Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish, p. 138
16. See Slavoj Žižek, Event (London: Penguin, 2014), p. 3
17. See, especially, Part II, ‘The Repressive Hypothesis’, in Michel Foucault, History of
Sexuality, pp. 15-49
18. Anonymous, My Secret Life: An Erotic Diary of Victorian London (New York: Penguin
Random House, 2007)
19. cf. Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals, in Basic Writings of Nietzsche, pp.
472-473. The deep-rooted hatred characteristic of slave morality, what Nietzsche calls
ressentiment, is a creative one that eventually ‘gives birth to values’, which is an inversion
of the dominating structure of aristocratic hegemony. The enforcement of valuation of the
nobility, the production and interpretation of the value system and the deployment of it,
was organic in its spontaneity, and it demarcated its negative — the low and the plebeian
— ‘to affirm itself gratefully and triumphantly’. Thus formulated, the hegemonic
domination created by the nobility constructed and reinterpreted its binary opposite to
affirm itself, but as evaluated by Nietzsche, this affirmation is itself a positive life force,
whereas slave morality springs from an extreme negativity, as ‘its action is fundamentally
reaction’. The plebeian hegemony, the domination of the slave morality, the instigation of

72

the priestly class, the proprietors of the production of ressentiment, begins from an
antagonistic reaction to the already existing power structure of the aristocracy. While
extolling the life-affirming positive qualities of the nobility-imposed hegemony, Nietzsche
nevertheless points out its own structural weakness: ‘[w]hen the noble mode of valuation
blunders and sins against reality’, a reality that it is not familiar with and looks down upon
it with contempt, when it misapprehends ‘the sphere it despises’, the act of ‘looking down
from a superior height’ distorts and misrepresent ‘the image of that it despises’ (ibid.).
Perhaps Nietzsche is not oblivious of his own attempt to posit a constructed method of
establishing a value system where despising a particular class for its narrow-mindedness is
valued at a higher level than that of the ressentiment of the same directed against the former
class, because he consistently creates a hierarchy within the binary of the noble and the
lowly, even though the ‘happy’ nobility ‘did not have to establish their happiness artificially
by examining their enemies, or to persuade themselves, deceive themselves, that were
happy’ (Sec. 10, p. 474). Being active is happiness, and the opposite of happiness is
passivity, ‘at the level of the impotent, the oppressed, and those in whom poisonous and
inimical feelings are festering’ (ibid.).

20. See, also, Michel Foucault, ‘The Birth of Biopolitics’, in Ethics: Essential Works of
Foucault 1954 – 1984, Volume 2, ed. Paul Rabinow (London: Penguin, 2000), pp. 73-79

73

CHAPTER THREE

POLITICS OF GENDERED PERFORMATIVITY

‘ “Apart from the fact that you’re not really a dyke. You’re probably bisexual. But most of all you’re
sexual — you like sex and you don’t care about what gender. You’re an entropic chaos factor.” “I don’t
know what I am,” Salander said.’ Stieg Larsson, The Girl Who Played With Fire 1

T

he previous chapter has discussed in detail how Foucault advances the notion that the
juridical systems of power produce the subjects, and the subjects, in turn, represent

and constitute the juridical systems of power, to eventually posit his alternative and positive
version of power that is not prohibitory in nature, and it is positive in the sense that it is a grid
or network of forces that are perpetually in opposition to each other and that the network of
forces is inescapable. The productions, negotiations, and regulations of the juridical mode of
power are deployed in a paradoxical manner of subjugating the subjects through limitation,
prohibition, regulation, and control. Regulated in such a way, the subjects, in this method of
exegesis, are formed by the very structure of the systems. According to Foucault, then, the
juridical subjects are constituted by exclusionary practices adopted by the system, and these
practices are normalised with the establishment of juridical political structure.
Judith Butler maintains, though, that the juridical subjects are even ‘protected […] through
the contingent and retractable operation of choice’.2 The first segment of this chapter will focus
exclusively on Butler’s conception of the formation of the subject within the juridical mode of
power through a theorisation of the performative aspect of gender to problematise this notion
of ‘choice’.
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Simone de Beauvoir’s famous sentence, ‘One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman’,
apprises us to the idea that not only are our bodies culturally constructed, but, in a major sense,
we are able to construct ourselves too.3 For Beauvoir, then, it is a project to create a culturally
sanctioned corporeal style and significance. It is a way of fashioning the physicality of the body
in a given cultural context. Even if it is not widely sanctioned in a given cultural context, it is
nevertheless possible to create the intended corporeality in pockets of subcultural acceptance
that the hegemonic culture tries hard to suppress, and subsequently consumes within it to
reassert its superiority. Corporeality, the physicality of the body, then, becomes a contested site
for cultural imprints of meaning, ‘both received and innovated’, and ‘choice in this context
comes to signify a corporeal process of interpretation within a network of deeply entrenched
cultural norms’.4 For Butler, the question is: ‘How can gender be both a matter of choice and
cultural construction?’ (ibid.)
If gender is a cultural construction, and if it is also a matter of choice, then how far one can
enact and exercise this ‘choice’ in conformity with the cultural construction, or, is it at all
possible to exercise this option of ‘choice’ in specific socio-cultural loci where nonconformity
with socially sanctioned gender roles generally engender a deathly silence, sometimes a
literally corporeal erasure, i.e., death?
Continuing her interpretation of Beauvoir, Butler points out that since one becomes one’s
gender, it is a futile endeavour to trace the origin of gender, which is often construed as the
exact temporal point of the embodiment of the physical body in culturally accepted forms. She
says that in ‘an important sense, gender is not traceable to a definite origin; it itself is an
originating activity incessantly taking place’ (p. 614). Gender, therefore, ‘is a contemporary
way of organising past and future cultural norms, a way of situating oneself in and through
those norms, an active style of living one’s body in the world’ (ibid.). According to Butler,
Beauvoir appropriates Sartre’s idea of prereflective choice and assigns a cultural meaning to
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the abstract Sartrean epistemological structure to ground gender as always a process of
becoming, an endless series of acts that refines, reconstructs, and reinterprets. If it is a choicebased project to consciously create a culturally sanctioned corporeal style of living one’s body
— and this is how Butler interprets Beauvoir — then that sort of creation is already available
to the body as it has already been sanctioned by the dominant cultural norm. If the creation is
already available, then what is new about the creation? Or, is it a new creation that gains
cultural acceptance by incorporating the dominant ideologies of a culture, a novel and
unconventional formation that is diffuse and frayed round its edges to arrange itself into
something different from the culturally sanctioned model? One might also argue, that if the
dominant culture has forbidden the sanctity of a particular corporeal style, imposing a social
and cultural ‘no’, exercising the juridical negativity, implicitly or explicitly, to a particular style
of living one’s body, even then that proscription allows one to adopt the forbidding style in a
perverse way. Perhaps this is what Butler has in mind when she prescribes that ‘becoming a
gender is an impulsive yet mindful process of interpreting a cultural reality laden with
sanctions, taboos, and prescriptions’ (p. 614-615).
The choice to assume a body, then, ‘implies a world of already established corporeal styles’
(p. 615). In other words, the gender one takes on, the body one wears, are imitative of already
established styles. These pre-existing styles might be subversive, and might appear loathsome
to the dominant cultural hegemony, but they are already there. So, the question is: how can one
organise these styles to embody one’s gender in a new fashion, and what does this new
enactment signify, and how does that affect the cultural hegemony? Butler’s formulaic
definition of gender, if one might call it that, is that ‘[l]ess a radical act of creation, gender is a
tacit project to renew a cultural history in one’s own corporeal terms’ (ibid.). Although she
hastens to add that it is not a ‘prescriptive task we must endeavour to do, but one in which we
have been endeavouring all along’ (ibid.), we need to question how much inferred and how
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much insinuated that project is, and whether one’s own corporeal enactment of gender in terms
of renewing cultural history effects a strengthening of the dominant ideology itself, as it
reiterates its supremacy and itself against such perverse self-fashioning.
For Beauvoir, women are ‘other’ as they are defined by masculine perspectives. By
assigning the identity of ‘other’ to women, men ascribe physicality to them; as the body suffers
decay and as it is transient, men overcome this limitation by assigning themselves a
transcendence beyond the body — a masculine a-corporeal soul. What are, then, the extent of
possibilities for a lived experience of the body, a living interpretation of the body, a body with
a different anatomy? This is determined not as much by anatomy than cultural convention.
In ‘One is not Born a Woman’, Monique Wittig points out that we create ‘sexual difference’
when we name it and enunciate about it, i.e., sexual difference is discursively produced, and
the range of interpretation is only limited to, and specifically fastens and ascribes onto, those
anatomical parts that aid reproduction, thereby rendering heterosexuality as an ontological
necessity, and, in the process, institutionalising binary sexual difference. 5 She exposes the
social and cultural practice of prioritising and valorising certain anatomical parts as essential
for sexual identity. She argues that sex is ‘taken as an “immediate given”, a “sensible given”,
“physical features”, belonging to a natural order […] [b]ut what we believe to be a physical
and direct perception is only a sophisticated and mythic construction, an “imaginary
formation”, which reinterprets physical features (in themselves as neutral as any others but
marked by the social system) through the network of relationships in which they are
perceived’.6 As a child is born, as Judith Butler puts it, ‘[w]e immediately ask about certain
sexually differentiated anatomical traits because we assume that those traits will in some sense
determine that child’s social destiny, and that destiny, whatever else it is, is structured by a
gender system predicated upon the alleged naturalness of binary oppositions and, consequently,
heterosexuality’.7 Although Butler criticises Wittig for envisioning, in a ‘profoundly
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humanistic way’, ‘a new personal and subjective definition’ for embodiment that ‘can be found
beyond the categories of sex’ and thus ‘ending the use of them ’,8 she also points out that
Wittig’s theory ‘might equally well lead to […] the dissolution of binary restrictions through
the proliferation of genders’ (p. 618). According to her, to overcome such binary restrictions,
and not creating newer forms of these restrictive binaries, or to avoid structuralist
shortcomings, one needs to create newer cultural forms and cultural innovations: ‘After all, if
binary restrictions are to be overcome in experience, they must meet their dissolution in the
creation of new cultural forms. As Beauvoir says, and Wittig should know, there is no
meaningful reference to a “human reality” outside the terms of culture. The political
programme for overcoming binary restrictions ought to be concerned, then, with cultural
innovation rather than myths of transcendence’ (p. 619).
As has been explored in detail in Chapter Two, in Foucault’s work one sees a strategy of
how to subvert the juridical model of power, a power structure constituted with the binary of
the oppressor and the oppressed, to proliferate the possibilities so that the simple binary loses
its significance in the context of a multiplicity of differences. His ‘tactic’, as Butler points out,
‘is not to transcend power relations, but to multiply their various configurations, so that the
juridical model of power as oppression and regulation is no longer hegemonic’, and, as such,
‘[w]hen oppressors themselves are oppressed, and the oppressed develop alternative forms of
power, we are in the presence of postmodern relations of power’ (p. 619). The same strategy
can be applied to the gender hierarchy. The strategy is that of a dissolution of the binaries where
the elements are proliferated, thus rendering the binary meaningless where the differentials are
multiple and not restricted to a simple binary formation. The rallying cry here is to multiply
the configurations of power to the point where the juridical model of power as simple
oppression loses its significance. Foucault does not negate the materiality of anatomical bodies,
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and shows how the material reality of discrete bodies occupy subject positions dictated by
culture specific forces.
A real and concrete example of this imposition of culture-specific forces on a particular
material body would be that of Herculine Barbin, a nineteenth century hermaphrodite born in
Saint-Jean-d’Angély in France in 1838 and committed suicide in 1868. (The British
mathematician and the path-breaking creator of artificial intelligence, Alan Turing, could be a
different twentieth century example of this cultural unintelligibility of a different and deviant
corporeal body.) For Foucault, Butler writes, Barbin is ‘neither here nor there’ (p. 620), i.e.,
outside the established categories of sex and gender. She/he lived in a world where ‘grins hung
about without the cat’.9 Herculine Barbin confounds the orthodox binary system controlling
sexuality, and represents an ambiguous flaw, an incoherence in sexual identity. Since her sexual
identity cannot be located culturally, medically, and legally, she is banished by the church
authorities. Her anatomical ambiguity is marked in contemporary medical and legal documents
to show an urgent desire to establish the binary model of sexuality. The medico-legal
‘construction’ of her anatomy is the problem here; it shows ‘the societal urge and strategy to
discover and define anatomy within binary terms’ (ibid.). This urgent desire and desperate
preference for a univocal sexuality to demarcate, designate, and describe anatomy in binary
terms — male anatomy and female anatomy — results in drawing attention to, and establish
the primacy of, those particular parts of anatomy that are associated with heterosexual
reproductive system.
Butler’s critical intention, in her theorisation of the performative aspect of gender, is to
create trouble for the imposition of gender categories that reinforce gender hierarchy and
compulsory heterosexuality. As Sarah Salih has observed, Butler troubles the preconceived
notions of gender and subjectivity by ‘calling the category of “the subject” into question by
arguing that it is a performative construct […] and asserting that there are ways of “doing”
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one’s identity which will cause even further trouble for those who have a vested interest in
preserving existing oppositions such as male/female, masculine/feminine, gay/straight and so
on’.10 She undermines the universality and unity of the subject of feminism by pointing out the
limitations of the representational discourse that constitute the subject of feminism itself. Butler
argues that the language of the juridical systems of power that defines ‘woman’ as a subject of
feminism is itself a discursive formation, and ‘the effect of a given version of representational
politics’.11 In other words, feminist subjects are formed by the very political system that is
supposed to facilitate their emancipatory potential. ‘[P]olitical construction of the subject
proceeds with certain legitimating and exclusionary aims, and these political operations are
effectively concealed and naturalised by a political analysis that takes juridical structures as
their foundation’ (ibid.). Again, the important question is, what if there is no subject that stands
before the hegemonic system of law/language/representation? The ontological certainty and
integrity of the subject is a fabular construction by the juridical system that needs the subject
to manipulate, limit, and represent. The normalisation of a subject that stands prior to the
juridical system, then, is a fictive enactment that ‘guarantees a presocial ontology of persons
who freely consent to be governed, and thereby, constitute the legitimacy of the social contract’
(p. 4).
Juridical law produces the subject, and then blankets the process of the construction of a
subject prior to the law to create a naturalised foundational premise that effectively legitimises
the regulatory hegemony of the law. Articulation of ideas becomes hegemonic not through
popularity, but through the normalisation of their notion that there is no alternative; hegemonic
articulation becomes established as rules which bestow coherence and intelligibility on the
notion. It is not just adequate to advance the argument for more representational space for
subjects in language and politics, but gender theory must also understand how the category of
subject itself is constituted and limited by the same structure of power that delineates space for
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the subjects. Since the juridical structure of representational language and politics constitute
the discursive domain, and since there is no before or outside the domain, only a critical
genealogy of this dominant juridical system exposes the constricting circularity of its
legitimising practices. The task, as Butler sees it, ‘is to formulate within this constituted frame
a critique of the categories of identity that contemporary juridical structures engender,
naturalise, and immobilise’ (p. 7). Her proposal is to ‘trace the political operations that produce
and conceal what qualifies as the juridical subject of feminism’, and this, accordingly, ‘is
precisely the task of a feminist genealogy of the category of woman’ (p. 8).
Butler upsets the balance of much theoretical work of second wave feminism that centres
on assuming the sexed subject as a monolithic category that adheres to the language which is
deployed to describe it, by pointing out that the same political system that needs to be changed
to accommodate the demands of the second wave feminism actually produces and constitutes
the subject of women, female, and feminine. The question for Butler, then, is this: ‘This
becomes politically problematic if that system can be shown to produce gendered subjects
along a differential axis of domination or to produce subjects who are presumed to be
masculine. In such cases, an uncritical appeal to such a system for the emancipation of
“women” will be clearly self-defeating’ (p. 3). It is much safer to assume now that a nontheoretical approach cannot do justice to other variable sexual identities, let alone masculine
women. The domains of political and linguistic representation pre-emptively constitute the
conditions through which the subjects themselves are constituted. In other words,
representation is only applied to what is acknowledged as subjects. Representation of a
gendered/sexed subject is marked out by the dominating/hegemonic patriarchal system of
language, politics, and culture. Therefore, it will be a problematic approach for gender criticism
to counter the exploitative domination by using the same language that the hegemonic system
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uses to subjectivise various gendered identities and categorise them into marked arenas
sanctioned by the same system.
Butler uses the phrase ‘heterosexual matrix’, which means, as she points out in a note in
Gender Trouble, ‘the grid of cultural intelligibility through which bodies, genders, and desires
are naturalised.’ She uses both Monique Wittig’s notion of ‘heterosexual contract’ and
Adrienne Rich’s ‘compulsory heterosexuality’12 to locate a ‘hegemonic/discursive/epistemic
model of gender intelligibility’ that presupposes the fact that to assume a corporeal existence
coherently there must be ‘a stable sex expressed through a stable gender […] that is
oppositionally

and

hierarchically

defined

through

the

compulsory

practice

of

heterosexuality.’13
Gender is not constituted consistently or coherently in varying historical contexts. It
intersects with race, class, ethnic, sexual, and regional modalities of discursively constituted
identities. ‘As a result, it becomes impossible to separate out “gender” from the political and
cultural intersections in which it is invariably produced and maintained’ (pp. 4-5). One
generally invokes the idea of gender most of the time to contest the idea that biology is destiny,
and gender is taken to be culturally constructed despite the intractability of biological sex.
Because of this distinction between anatomical sex and gender, the latter cannot be taken as a
casual result of sex, and also not as monolithic as sex. To distinguish between sex and gender,
one assumes a radical discontinuity between sexed bodies and culturally constructed gender. If
only the anatomical sexual parts are considered, then the construction of male sexual identity
on the basis of male anatomical characteristics cannot simply be applied to ‘male’ bodies only;
and so, too, for ‘female’ bodies. Also, even if one assumes that the sexed body is an
unproblematic binary formation, it does not follow that gender, too, is a binary formation. As
Butler points out, ‘[t]he presumption of a binary gender system implicitly retains the belief in
a mimetic relation of gender to sex whereby gender mirrors sex or is otherwise restricted by it’
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(p. 9). In other words, when the idea of gender construction loses its dependency on the idea
of anatomical sex, then ‘gender itself becomes a free-floating artifice, with the consequence
that man and masculine might just as easily signify a female body as a male one, woman and
feminine a male body as easily as a feminine one’ (ibid.). Indeed, Butler goes on to question
the inflexible idea of anatomical sex and says that ‘[i]f the immutable character of sex is
contested, perhaps this construction called “sex” is culturally constructed as gender; indeed,
perhaps it was always already gender, with the consequence that the distinction between sex
and gender turns out to be no distinction at all’ (pp. 9-10). We might go so far as taking the
idea of anatomical sex as a variable construction, but this conflation with gender cannot be
taken too literally here.
One idea that we can glean from the argument is that sex is perhaps not as monolithic as
scientific discourses about it centring mainly on the anatomical distinctions would have us
believe. If sex is a construction just like gender, then gender cannot be only the cultural
inscription of a pre-given sexed body, as the pre-given sexed body is also a culturally
constructed body. And the causality between sex and gender can be broken, since, according
to this theoretical exegesis, sexed body does not establish culturally unscripted gender.
Moreover, ‘gender must also designate the very apparatus of production whereby the sexes
themselves are established’ (p. 10). In other word, through a theoretical reversal, the concept
of gender is postulated by Butler as ‘the discursive/cultural means by which “sexed nature” or
“a natural sex” is produced and established as “pre-discursive”, prior to culture, a politically
neutral surface on which culture acts’ (ibid.). Sex, then, turns out to be the normalising ruse of
the regulatory regime and the effect of gender, rather than the opposite. But if gender is a
construction, does its constructedness exclude an agency and the transformational power of the
construction? How can one theorise a construction that does not have a human constructor or
creator who is prior to and stands outside of the moment of creation? If we consider the body
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as a malleable, passive site where culture writes its inscriptions, then gender becomes
monolithic and fixed, and the transgressive power of transformation of gender is denied. As in
the case of sex where biology is destiny, here culture becomes destiny.
Simone de Beauvoir’s now famous words that have already been referred to — ‘one is not
born, but rather becomes, a woman’ — imply a thinking self, an agent, a cogito, who takes on
a gender and appropriates it. She does not say, ‘A woman is not born a woman, but rather,
becomes one’, and, as Butler claims, ‘there is nothing in her account that guarantees that the
“one” who becomes a woman is necessarily female’ (p. 11).
Now, the debate on this fabrication of gender can be elaborated like this: one strand of
theoretical discussion focuses on the body as a passive medium on which culture writes its will;
another strand takes the body as an instrument through which an interpretive will determines a
cultural meaning.14 In either case, the body is a medium where an externality of cultural
markings and inscriptions is established. But the body, for Butler, is itself a construction. If the
body does not have an interpretive existence before the signifying marks of gender, then how
does the ‘body come into being in and through the marks of gender?’ (p. 12) The question here,
therefore, is to reformulate the body as not a passive medium receiving cultural markings
inertly, but as a site capable of transforming its capacity by a volitional will. Does the body
have a choice to transform and eventually surpass the variability of sex and gender, while
mapped onto a nodal point within the grid of a network of power relations, to eke out an
existence by defying hegemonic cultural inscriptions?
Her argument can be summarised as follows. The body is always already sexually
differentiated, and gender is a marker, which is biological, cultural and/or culturally
differentiated, that inscribes its signature on that variable and sexually differentiated body. The
body assumes its signification through the relational aspects of the signifying process, i.e., it
generates its meaning and interpretation only through the relations of the signifying processes.
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Therefore, it opposes signification per se, i.e., signification loses its meaning if one or the other
relative term is made to disappear. This prompts the view that gender is a relational term instead
of a set of attributes. ‘A humanist feminist position might understand gender’, Butler writes,
‘as an attribute of a person who is characterised essentially as a pregendered substance or
“core”, called the person, denoting a universal capacity for reason, moral deliberation, or
language. The universal conception of this person, however, is displaced as a point of departure
for a social theory of gender by those historical and anthropological positions that understand
gender as a relationship among socially constituted subjects in specifiable contexts’ (p. 14).
This conditionality of the nature of gender suggests that the intelligibility of a person and a
gender is ‘always relative to the constructed relations in which it is determined’, and therefore,
‘[a]s a shifting and contextual phenomenon, gender does not denote a substantive being, but a
relative point of convergence among culturally and historically specific set of relations’ (ibid.).
Butler also warns about the limits of discursive analysis regarding the construction of gender
by saying that the boundaries of hegemonic cultural construction hinder the possibilities of
adopting every imaginable and realisable gender configuration. ‘This is not to say’, as she
points out, ‘that any and all gendered possibilities are open, but that the boundaries of analysis
suggest the limits of a discursively conditioned experience. These limits are always set within
the terms of a hegemonic cultural discourse predicated on binary structures that appear as the
language of universal rationality. Constraint is thus built into what that language constitutes as
the imaginable domain of gender’ (p. 12).
Another view of gender would take Beauvoir as its starting point to suggest that only the
feminine gender is marked or signified, whereas a transcendental or universal genderhood is
imagined for the masculine gender against which the so-called feminine gender is defined in
terms of their anatomical sex, specifically those anatomical parts that have a bearing on
reproductive ability, thereby extolling the supremacy of the masculine gender. Luce Irigaray
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problematises this by suggesting that this sex is not ‘one’, keeping in view of the pervasively
masculinist, phallogocentric nature of linguistic discourse that perpetually effaces the feminine
traces.15 In other words, women symbolise the sex that cannot be conceived, since it is marked
by a linguistic truancy and opaqueness. For Beauvoir, woman is the ‘Other’, the negative lack
against which masculine identity reiterates itself. For Irigaray, this system does not take into
account the representational falsity of woman within the dialectical frame of signifying subject
and a signified other, and this falsity, this lack of representational medium, puts the entire
structure of representation inadequate and suspect. From Irigaray’s point of view, the feminine
sex is a linguistic absence, and this lacuna exposes, according to Butler, the ‘foundational
illusion of masculinist discourse’ (p. 14). This absence is not marked, and this position is also
a departure from Simone de Beauvoir and Monique Wittig who contend that within the
patriarchal economy the feminine sex is marked as ‘Other’ against which patriarchy asserts its
dominance. For Irigaray, then, the feminine sex forever defers and eludes the requirements of
necessary representation. As Butler puts it, for Irigaray, ‘The relation between masculine and
feminine cannot be represented in a signifying economy in which the masculine constitutes the
closed circle of signifier and signified’ (p. 15). This is why the feminine will always elude any
relation between masculine and feminine within any given linguistic discourse. Even though
this position is reverse to that of what Beauvoir suggested, Butler contends that Beauvoir
actually prefigures this position in The Second Sex ‘when she argued that men could not settle
the question of women because they would then be acting as both judge and party to the case’
(ibid.). So, as the supposed essence or idea of a person is marked within language that is
patriarchal, and as the idea of the person is congealed in the patriarchal discourse of subject
formation, the construction of the subject is a masculine construction. Since this is a masculine
construction, it excludes further elaboration than it deems necessary onto the structural and
semantic possibilities of the feminine gender. One criticism that can be levelled at Irigaray’s
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theoretical model is that it underscores the global diversity of cultural and historical contexts.
Its failure to address the contextual cultural modes of gender oppression can be accused as
theoretical imperialism.16 The strategic theoretical move, according to Butler, is to leave the
complexity of gender open: ‘Gender is a complexity whose totality is permanently deferred,
never fully what it is at any given juncture of time’ (p. 22).
How do the regulatory practices of gender formation constitute identity? Is it a ‘normative
ideal’, or ‘a descriptive feature of existence’? How do the regulatory practices govern culturally
acceptable ideas of identity? The very coherence and internal stability of a person are socially
constructed and maintained through norms of intelligibility. When identity is defined through
the normative notions of sex, gender, and the body, it is obvious that the emergence of those
incoherent, asymmetrical, discontinuous, and disruptive gendered beings, e.g., Herculine
Barbin, strains the definition of identity itself, because their amorphous existence defies the
normative ideal of cultural intelligibility. The cultural norms of intelligibility and the regulatory
laws that govern those norms prohibit, and, at the same time, produce those discordant
identities. Butler writes: ‘The cultural matrix through which gender identity has become
intelligible requires that certain kind of “identities” cannot “exist” — that is, those in which
gender does not follow from sex and those in which the practices of desire do not “follow”
from either sex or gender. “Follow” in this context is a political relation of entailment instituted
by the cultural laws that establish and regulate the shape and meaning of sexuality. Indeed,
precisely because certain kinds of “gender identities” fail to conform to those norms of cultural
intelligibility, they appear only as developmental failures or logical impossibilities from within
that domain’ (p. 24). Their persevering existence and proliferation essentially contribute to a
theoretical analysis to uncover the masked regulatory agenda of the domineering cultural
hegemony, to show the frayed boundaries of the domain of intelligibility, and thus, ‘to open up
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within the very terms of that matrix of intelligibility rival and subversive matrices of gender
disorder’ (ibid.).
The institution of heterosexuality requires, regulates, and maintains gender as a binary
construct where the masculine is differentiated from the feminine. This differentiation is
accomplished through the regulatory practices of heterosexual desire. In order to displace this
binary relation and the metaphysics of substance that this relation relies on, one needs to
presuppose, according to Butler, that each term within this binary of male and female is
similarly produced. If these terms are similarly produced, i.e., if they are shown to be as much
fabricated concepts as gender is, then the internal hierarchy of the binary loses its significance,
rendering the terms as much un-congealed, flexible, and adjustable, and that makes the binary
essentially meaningless, paving the way for a politics of interpretation, a genealogical critique
of sex and gender, that relies on the fluidity and proliferation of those terms.
In The History of Sexuality, Volume 1, and in the ‘Introduction’ to Herculine Barbin,
Foucault suggests, as discussed in Chapter Two, that the categorisation of sexuality is
constructed through a historically specific mode of sexuality before the categorisation of sexual
difference. The production of sex as a binary is concealed by the apparatus of production by
postulating ‘sex’ as the cause of sexual desire and experience. Foucault’s genealogical enquiry
reverses this cause as an effect, where ‘sex’ is an ‘effect’ of the production of a given regime
of sexuality that controls sexual experience by positing the category of sex as causal and
foundational. As Butler points out, ‘Herculine is not an “identity”, but the sexual impossibility
of an identity’ (p. 32). Male and female anatomical elements are separately and jointly aligned
on a body, and the given linguistic convention responsible for the production of intelligible
gender identity finds it impossible to account for this disruptive convergence and
disorganisation of the linguistic rules to categorise Herculine Barbin. According to Butler,
Foucault’s reading of Herculine’s memoir suggests ‘an ontology of accidental attributes that

88

exposes the postulation of identity as a culturally restricted principle of order and hierarchy, a
regulatory fiction’ (p. 33). Butler argues for gender as ‘performative’: ‘[W]ithin the inherited
discourse of the metaphysics of substance, gender proves to be performative — that is,
constituting the identity that it is purported to be. In this sense, gender is always a doing, though
not a doing by a subject who might be said to preexist the deed’ (p. 34). This claim of a subject
who does the deed, but does not pre-exist the deed, is a reformulation of Nietzsche’s claim in
On The Genealogy of Morals as Butler herself acknowledges, in the context of gender and
identity. Nietzsche proclaims that ‘there is no being behind the doing, effecting, becoming: ‘the
doer’ is merely a fiction added to the deed — the deed is everything’.17 Butler adds a corollary
to this: ‘There is no gender identity behind the expressions of gender; that identity is
performatively constituted by the very expressions that are said to be its results’ (p. 34). To
hazard an example: there is no gender identity behind a ‘manly smile’. The ‘manly smile’ is
not the result of ‘male gender’; the expression and representation of the ‘manly smile’ is a
performativity — Butler differentiates this from a performance which has a subject behind the
performance — and this performatively constitute the male identity. The male identity does
not produce the manly smile; the gesture of the smile that is culturally constructed as ‘manly’
produces the ‘male’ identity.
The ontology of gender, the ‘being’ of gender, is an effect, and therefore it is open to a
genealogical investigation that could identify the political stakes involved in its construction
and production. This is a construction that is always ongoing, without origin and end. But to
say gender is a construction is not to validate its artificiality. Butler’s project is this: ‘As a
genealogy of gender ontology, this inquiry seeks to understand the discursive production of the
plausibility of that binary relation and to suggest that certain cultural configurations of gender
take the place of “the real” and consolidate and augment their hegemony through that felicitous
self-naturalisation’ (p. 45). As the construction and fashioning of gender is always in progress,
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without conception or conclusion, therefore, ‘as an ongoing discursive practice it is open to
intervention and resignification’ (ibid.). Even the most ‘congealed’ form of its fabrication is
open to critical intervention. In Butler’s formulation, ‘[g]ender is the repeated stylisation of the
body, a set of repeated acts within a highly rigid regulatory frame that congeal over time to
produce the appearance of substance, of a natural sort of being’ (ibid.).
Foucault argues that the singular construction of sex is produced a) to satisfy the need of
social regulations and to control sexuality; b) to artificially group together a variety of disparate
and unrelated functions associated with sexuality and then conceal their artificial construction;
c) and because the production of sex masquerades itself as a ‘cause’ within social discourse,
an essence of being, that produces and makes intelligible everything related to sensation,
pleasure, and desire.18 Foucault offers a ‘reverse discourse’ to treat this ‘essence’ of sex as an
‘effect’, rather than a cause or origin. Instead of sex as a cause or origin for corporeal pleasures,
Foucault proposes sexuality as a complex system of discourse and power that produces
sexuality to conceal, propagate, and perpetuate power-relations. One of the ways these power
relations are concealed is by creating arbitrary and contingent relations between powers that
are perceived as repression or domination, and sex is conceived as the real essence of the self
waiting to express itself.19 This juridical model of power assumes that sex is essentially a core
of the subject, and that power always works to dominate or liberate a sex. According to
Foucault, this juridical model of power is a construction that conceals its mechanism of
production. For Foucault, ‘sex’ unifies bodily functions and signification that have a contingent
relationship, i.e., their relations are entirely arbitrary. And to be sexed is to be subjected to an
array of regulations, and these regulations are directed by laws that are intrinsic in both as a
mechanism for directing one’s sex, gender, pleasure, and desire, and as a conduit for selfinterpretation.
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Butler’s quarrel with Foucault is this: sex is always produced in the complex interaction
between discourse and power, but he does write about ‘a multiplicity of pleasure’ in itself that
somehow stands prior to this discursive formulation of ‘sex’. As she points out, ‘Foucault
invokes a trope of prediscursive libidinal multiplicity that effectively presupposes a sexuality
“before the law”, indeed, a sexuality waiting for emancipation from the shackles of “sex” ’.20
But then, Foucault also argues that sexuality is always situated and controlled within the
discourse of power, and its production or construction occurs within specific sociocultural
practices, and ‘that recourse to a sexuality before the law is an illusory and complicitous conceit
of emancipatory sexual politics’ (p. 132).
Foucault sees Alexina’s/Herculine’s 21 sexuality and pleasures as delineated in the journals
as something that resides outside the regulatory regimes, and thus unshackled by the laws
governing the discursive fields of power, precisely because her sexuality is still not configured
by the authorities. Hanging in a limbo between the sexes,22 male and female, her corporeal
pleasures offer a utopian vision of the emancipatory potential of sexual pleasures. But Butler
argues, it is just as possible to locate the discursive political and cultural conventions that
‘produce and regulate the tender kisses, the diffuse pleasures, and the thwarted and
transgressive thrills of Herculine’s sexual world’ (p. 133). For Butler, Alexina’s/Herculine’s
hermaphroditic body is not the cause of her desires, troubles, affairs, and eventual confession
and self-destruction, since this amorphous body is already a construction, a production of ‘the
juridical discourse on univocal sex’ (p. 135). Her own journals can be considered as a particular
type of ‘a confessional production of the self’ (ibid.). Foucault does not want to constrict
Alexina/Herculine into a category of sex — ‘the happy limbo of a non-identity’ — because,
for him, the category of sex imposes an artificial unity on disparate sexual functions and
elements. But the heterogeneous nature of Herculine’s ‘sex’, as Foucault would promote it, ‘is
itself constituted by the very medical discourse that he positions as the repressive juridical law’
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(p. 137). One can surely construe the idea of a naturalised body as a construction because it is
the production of the regulating practices of taboos and social and/or cultural injunctions that
render the body discrete, that subscribe its outer limits, and thereby defining its boundary where
the malleability of it, in the sense of interacting with another discrete body, is strictly
controlled. A polluted body, i.e., a flawed body, represents a threat not just to the hegemonic
social system as Mary Douglas showed in Purity and Danger, it is also a threat to the idea of
the body that has come down to us as the naturalised body. As Douglas wrote, a discourse that
demarcates the limits of the body through the imposition and eventual naturalisation of social
taboos and rules to appropriate specific modes of corporeal attributes and behaviours provides
the definition of what essentially constitute the bodies: ‘[I]deas about separating, purifying,
demarcating and punishing transgressions have as their main function to impose system on an
inherently untidy experience. It is only by exaggerating the difference between within and
without, above and below, male and female, with and against, that a semblance of order is
created’.23 Regulations of bodily functions related to the act of sex and bodily orifices occur
through various social rites and passages in a heterosexual economy, and the deregulation and
diffusions of these rites mean a disruption of the boundaries that determine the very idea of the
body itself.
Both the variability and distinction between sex and gender, and the categorisation of each
field of connotations presuppose the ‘body’ to be pre-existing the attainment of its signifying
marks. An external cultural source marks the passive body that then takes on signifying role
within a regulatory regime. This idea of the passivity of the body and its assumed malleability,
along with its formulation as a whole, that supposedly stands prior to any discourse has to be
questioned. For both Foucault and Nietzsche, ‘cultural values’, Butler says, ‘emerge as the
result of an inscription on the body, understood as a medium, indeed a blank page’ (p. 177).
But in order to make the signification of inscription on the body, the medium has to be
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destroyed, i.e., it has to be annihilated as a pristine body, so that an entirely subjectivised body,
with a domain of inscriptions, can take its place that conforms to the values and regulations of
history and culture. Butler points out, that ‘[b]y maintaining a body prior to its cultural
inscription, Foucault appears to assume a materiality prior to signification and form’ (ibid.).
Also, in his ‘Introduction’ to Herculine Barbin, Foucault assumes a disruptive source of bodily
forces that break through the surface of the body to interrupt and defy regulatory social and
cultural practices imposed on the body by an authoritative source of power. ‘Most of the time,
those who relate their change of sex belong to a world that is strongly bisexual; and their
uneasiness about their identity finds expression in the desire to pass over to the other side —
to the side of the sex they desire to have and in whose world they would like to belong. In this
case, the intense monosexuality of religious and school life fosters the tender pleasures that
sexual non-identity discovers and provokes when it goes astray in the midst of all those bodies
that are similar to one another’.24 In other words, Foucault assumes a pre-categorical idea of
bodily forces or gestures that stands outside discourse. According to Butler, who refutes this
idea of pre-existing bodily forces, the marking of the body, the demarcation of it, as it were, is
neither the action of history or by the subject; it is ‘the result of a diffuse and active structuring
of the social field’, and this, in turn, allows ‘a social space for and of the body within certain
regulatory grids of intelligibility’.25 Although Butler does not elaborate on what exactly she
means by ‘diffuse and active structuring of the social field’, she goes on to say, reformulating
Mary Douglas, ‘the deregulation of [heteronormative fabrication of gendered exchanges] […]
disrupts the very boundaries that determine what it is to be a body at all […] [and] the critical
enquiry that traces the regulatory practices within which the bodily contours are constructed
constitutes precisely the genealogy of “the body” in its discreteness that might further radicalise
Foucault’s theory’ (p. 181).
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According to Butler, ‘acts, gestures, and desire produce the effect of an internal core or
substance, but produces this on the surface of the body […] [and] such acts, gestures,
enactments, generally construed as performative in the sense that the essence or identity that
they otherwise purport to express are fabrications manufactured and sustained through
corporeal signs and other discursive means’ (p. 185). These acts constitute the body’s reality,
and ‘create the illusion of an interior and organising gender core, an illusion discursively
maintained for the purposes of the regulation of sexuality within the obligatory frame of
heterosexuality’ (ibid.). Also, to reiterate again what she mentions earlier: ‘[W]ithin the
inherited discourse of the metaphysics of substance, gender proves to be performative — that
is, constituting the identity that it is purported to be. In this sense, gender is always a doing,
though not a doing by a subject who might be said to preexist the deed’ (p. 35). Gender
performativity is a strategy for a corporeal style whose goal is cultural survival. This corporeal
style is an act that is intentional and performative ‘where performative suggests a dramatic and
contingent construction of meaning’ (p. 190). Also, because it is a strategy for survival within
regulatory systems, it is a ‘performance with clearly punitive consequences’ (ibid.). Those who
fail to do their gender ‘properly’ are regularly punished. As the ‘various acts of gender create
the idea of gender’, it is ‘a construction that regularly conceals its genesis’ (ibid.). The
pervasive forms of ‘natural sex’, ‘real man/masculinity’, ‘real woman/femininity’ congeal
through historically enacted deeds that finally settle into a corporeal style to achieve those
forms. Butler likens the ‘acts’ of gender to other ritual social dramas, an act that is reiterated
repeatedly; it is the repetition of a repetition, ‘a reenactment and reexperiencing of a set of
meanings already socially established, and it is the mundane and ritualised form of their
legitimation’ (p. 191). For Butler, then, gender is not an essence or a stable identity from which
acts follow but the opposite: the acts together construct, consolidate, and produce gender. And
added to that, there is no doer behind the deed, but the doer is merely constructed by the deed.
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Thus, ‘gender is the repeated stylisation of the body, a set of repeated acts within a highly rigid
regulatory frame that congeal over time to produce the appearance of substance, of a natural
sort of being’ (p. 44). She clearly spells out the political aim of initiating a genealogy of gender
ontologies — to destabilise the substantiality and apparent naturalness of gender into its
elemental acts and ‘locate and account for those acts within the compulsory frames set by the
various forces that police the social appearance of gender’ (ibid.).
Femininity signifies an amalgamation of the effects of artifice through enacting gender in
a performative way, to produce the material construction effected by the disassociation of sex
and gender, thus rendering the concept of a ‘femaleness’ more transferable, mobile, and fluid.
Judith Halberstam, while accepting the notion of gender performativity, counters the Butlerian
project of complete dissolubility of the categories of gender and sex, and explores the
‘opportunity to recognise and ratify differently gendered bodies and subjectivities’ to argue for
the ‘production of new taxonomies […] classifications of desire, physicality, and subjectivity
that attempt to intervene in hegemonic processes of naming and defining ’.26 In other words,
Halberstam’s specific critical project is to ‘produce a model of female masculinity’ that
recognises and engages ‘on its multiple forms but also calls for new and self-conscious
affirmations of different gender taxonomies’ (p. 9). These affirmations do not destabilise or
stand against masculine power, but evade such power by a refusal to engage with it. She points
out that she is not ‘suggesting that we follow the futile path of what Foucault calls “saying no
to power”, but asserting that ‘power may inhere within different forms of refusal: “Well, I don’t
care” ’ (ibid.).
The concept of female masculinity problematises the symmetricality of gender assigned
roles; it ‘disrupts the contemporary cultural studies’ accounts of masculinity’ where
masculinity is prefigured as ‘the social, cultural, and political effects of male embodiment and
male privilege’.27 Halberstam’s concept of female masculinity theorises a domain for cross-
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identifying women who cannot be appropriated into the communitarian and clinical models of
transsexuality. ‘Unlike a theorist like Butler’, she says, ‘who sees categories as perpetually
suspect, I embrace categorisation as a way of creating places for acts, identities, and modes of
being which otherwise remain unnameable’. Instead of binarising the categories, ‘a
proliferation of categories offers an alternative to the mundane humanistic claim that categories
inhabit the unique self and create boxes for an otherwise indomitable spirit.’ She acknowledges
her debt to Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick in her endeavour to name the categories and taxonomies
of differentiation. As Halberstam points out, Sedgwick’s list of those categories and
taxonomies enables people to map sexualities and desires as the list refuses the ‘banality of the
homo-hetero binary and suggests that we are limited not simply by the law but by the failure
of the imagination’. She understands the implication of the Foucauldian ‘reverse discourse’
that exposes and rejects the ‘traditional formulation of gay and lesbian political struggles as
essentially oppositional’, but as specific and apparently liberatory discourses regarding
sexuality ‘recapitulate the very terms of the homo-hetero binary which oppresses us in the first
place, then these discourses become part of the installation of the very sexual hierarchy that
they seek to oppose’. She maintains that Foucault is aware of the emancipatory struggles as
‘strategically and historically necessary’, and the reverse discourse is conceptually different
from the discourse it seeks to reverse. ‘Indeed’, Halberstam says, ‘the desire for reversal is a
desire for transformation’. She goes on to say, ‘Foucault clearly believes that resistance has to
go beyond the taking of a name […] and must produce creative new forms of resistance by
assuming and empowering a marginal possibility’. This is the reason Halberstam embraces the
reverse discourse to the extent of ‘coming out, organising, producing new categories’ with the
caveat being that these new categories must be seen as ‘end points’. This is apparent in the
transgendered experience, where it can ‘account for the cross-identification experiences of
people who may not accept the protocols and strictures of transsexuality’ but, at the same time,
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realises their freedom to ‘choose among the options of body modification, social presentation
and legal recognition available to them’.
If, in the Butlerian project, the core essence or the truth of gender is exposed as merely
constructional and fabricatory, and the corporeality of gender assignation is the imposition of
regulatory regimes that institute and inscribe their signifying marks on the surface of the body,
then the question of gender exceeds the notions of truth and falsity, as the genders are produced
as corporeal manifestation of the consolidation of the truth effects of a discursive stable
identity. As she points out, ‘[t]he displacement of a political and discursive origin of gender
identity onto a psychological “core” precludes an analysis of the political constitution of the
gendered subject and its fabricated notions about the ineffable interiority of its sex or of its true
identity’.28 She also points out the political stakes involved in revealing the constructional
aspect of cross-dressing where the presupposed origin or primary identity is consciously
parodied in the cultural manifestation of cross-dressing. The performance of this crossdressing, according to her, critiques the appropriation of stereotypical gender assigned roles
that subversively plays upon the rigid demarcation between the anatomical manifestation of
the cross-dresser and the gendered subjectivity that is being performed. The performance of
crossdressing enacts a play on the difference between the anatomical characteristics of the
performer, and the gender role the performer reveals. Butler mentions three contingent parts of
this certain type of corporeality — anatomical sex, gender identity, and gender performance.
And the entire performance highlights the superficial constructedness of all three dimensions
of this play-acting corporeality. Butler notes that in an imitation of gender, cross-dressing
‘implicitly reveals the imitative structure of gender itself — as well as its contingency’ (p. 187).
Through the performance, ‘we see sex and gender denaturalised by means of a performance
which avows their distinctness and dramatises the cultural mechanism of their fabricated unity’
(p. 188).
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This parodic imitation does not have an original; it is, in fact, the parody of the notion of
an original. In other words, ‘gender parody reveals that the original identity after which gender
fashions itself is an imitation without an origin’ (ibid.). For Butler, this disruption engenders a
fluidity of identities that ‘suggests an openness to resignification and recontextualisation’
(ibid.). And this, in turn, effects a ‘parodic proliferation’ that contests the hegemonic claim to
a naturalised or essential gender identity. In this sense, gender identity can be conceived as ‘a
personal/cultural history of received meanings subject to a set of practices which refer laterally
to other imitations and which, jointly, construct the illusion of a primary and interior gendered
self, or parody the mechanism of that construction’ (ibid.). Not all parodic repetitions are
disruptive, though, most are ‘domesticated and recirculated as instruments of cultural
hegemony’ (p. 189). The following segment of this chapter will focus on a literary text to
highlight specifically the constitutive disruptive potential of subversive parodic acts, to
deliberate onto those flaws within the constrictive heteronormative arrangement to look for a
politics of theorisation that offers intervention within and anterior to the domineering system,
and to ponder over the possibility of a liberatory proliferation of rigid gendered assignment of
roles.

There is a general consensus that Kamal Kumar Majumdar’s ‘Mallika Bahar ’,29 published in
the Bengali periodical, Chaturanga, in 1951, is one of the ‘first’ Bengali short stories that
specifically deals with ‘lesbianism’, perhaps for its so-called explicitness which now seems
surprisingly tame though, judging by contemporary standards. The following section will offer
a close reading of the text to contest this act of labelling to pre-empt other possible gendered
subjectivities and assigned roles of corporeality, and will try to engage with the exclusionary
politics that is involved in such an act of labelling that enunciates rigid identity categories, as
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well as to argue that locating subversions, flaws within heteronormativity, in the text calls for
an interventionary politics through the appropriation of these always already flawed discursive
bodies.
It is not so much the label itself, but the act of labelling, the complicated process of
attaching a name, an identity, a category, to demarcate gendered performativities, that enforces
a politics of appropriation by regulatory regimes. Labelling and naming as such is not a
statement of fact, but a process of reification with the ultimate aim of enforcing a binary based
on the perceived and imposed differences between the noncompliance of heterosexuality and
homosexuality to mask the technological apparatus of creating and maintaining such a binary
of oppositional terms to perpetuate its hegemonic superiority. The act of labelling, therefore,
is not just a neutral act of description, but a performative statement that assigns particular
subject positions, situated within the discourses of linguistic conventions and the hegemonic
heteronormativity, to categorise repressive identities. The labelling of the story also assumes a
linear history of Bengali short stories that can be neatly classified into a group whose chief
attribute would be that they deal with ‘lesbianism’. It is a history, in strict opposition to what
Nietzsche calls wirkliche Historie and what Foucault calls ‘effective history’, that, according
to this strategy of labelling, perhaps ‘originates’ with ‘Mallika Bahar’, and makes it special.30
The following section will discuss both these points from the perspective of a reading of the
story that emphasises multiple gendered performativities which parodically enact, and
therefore problematise, the foundationalist assumptions involved in the production of identity
categories. ‘Mallika Bahar’ is special not by virtue of being assigned an imaginary ‘origin’ and
a ‘label’ for a particular type of identity category; one can only talk about its speciality in terms
of a mode of representation that problematises the process of creating identity categories by
pointing towards the performative nature of significatory acts deployed by the characters that
eventually exposes their constructed gendered assignments.
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In the beginning of the text, Mallika is looking at herself in the mirror in a ramshackle room
that reflects her bust. She, as we learn a little bit later, holds an appointment letter the
significance of which will be elaborated on shortly. The text mentions that Mallika is looking
at herself in the mirror as if from a foreseeable future, but she still finds herself a lateral
reflection of her state of being, an imposed corporeality as it were, an identity forged and
fabricated along with the act of doing her gender performatively — attempting to decorate and
embellish her appearance — that, as Butler mentions and has been discussed earlier, is quite
non-disruptive in the sense that it falls within the purview of strictly conforming to the
congealed essence of the identity of a sexually desirable femininity that the heteronormative
axis of intelligibility stipulates according to the norms of regulations; but what she still does
not realise is that her corporeality will undergo transformation and will be different from her
present state. This transmogrification of her physicality slowly comes to her through the mirror
though; her face, it seems to her, is suffused with a ‘manly exhaustion’ (p. 58), a ‘positive’
exhaustion in the matrix of heteronormativity, the tiredness that accompanies a man from
working outside home, in the public sphere, a mode of existence specifically associated with
‘manly’ labour. She is contemplating her future within the mirror, and it shows what it has
shown, in a completely different context, to a Dorian Gray; 31 she is subsequently reflected as
her future self, a flawed self, with that androgynous exhaustion. All the paraphernalia of
accentuating her feminine beauty, according to the implementation of a heteronormative
arrangement that heightens and reifies the desirability of a ‘feminine’ subject position by
drawing attention to those corporeal features that strictly adhere to the aid of conjugality and
eventual reproductive ability — cosmetics and beauty products like face-powder, eyeliner,
perfumes, oily hair-lace — now seem to her a profusion of futile curative panacea for dead
people, the ineffectual accoutrements for a subjected feminine subject who, by virtue of the
imposition of a flawed physicality necessitated by the acceptance and possession of an
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appointment letter which, for all social and cultural mode of acceptability in a specific
historical conditioning, is the sole prerogative of the male subject, now finds them ‘sad and
ineffectual’ (p. 58).The text, then, begins with a mirror image of Mallika with sudden but
inevitable distortions that highlight strategic flaws, and this image of lateral inversion as a
metaphor becomes conducive to a theoretical intervention as Mallika contemplates a change in
the way how she is going to be perceived by the male members of the community. Men will
‘see’ her differently from the next day, as her cultural interpellation undergoes transformation,
because she now holds an appointment letter that, through the utilisation of it, will accentuate
her ‘manly exhaustion’ as she is going to be a working woman.
She conjures up this image of the working woman within heteronormativity, and feels
terribly depressed by it. She will be a ‘different’ woman tomorrow, and her new gendered
subjectivity along with a scripted performativity, she feels, will interpellate her into a preordained subject position, a position that has always already been reinscribed and sanctioned
according to the rigid categorisation within the paradigm of a heteronormative grid of
intelligibility, a predetermined subjecthood that will not subjectivise her as sexually attractive
within the sanctified realm of a familial conjugality in the matrix of heterosexual regulatory
regime. Men will no longer ‘look’ at her with the intention of sexually engaging with her, i.e.,
to find her a suitable woman to fall in love with from a conjugal point of view.
British economy in colonial India, as well as in the early years of independence, after the
industrial revolution, effected the significant change of a gradual expansion of an autonomous
non-agricultural, proto-industrialist service sector of the economy that necessitated the
participation of a large number of women in India. The service sector included wholesale and
retail trade, large scale financial, mercantile, and commercial institution, personal and
professional services in transport, communication, and public administration. In India,
especially in the eastern part it, specifically Calcutta, female workers formed only a minuscule
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part of the workforce in these nascent industries, and as such they took part in a fierce
competition that proved to be uncharacteristically hostile to their male counterparts who
immediately recognised their female competitors as encroaching on the restricted scarcity of
viable jobs. ‘[W]omen’s economic activities were relatively more affected in the entire process
appears to be the result mainly of the traditionally assigned roles of women in this society
which limited their mobility and confined them to skills and occupations susceptible to swift
opposition. Moreover, the growth of the modern sector was so fast and so unplanned that its
environment became unwholesome for the migration of women whether in families or
singly’.32 In a report submitted by Dagmar Curjel, of the Women’s Medical Service of India,
to the Government of Bengal in 1923 suggested Calcutta to be an extremely dangerous place
for the women workers. The report mentioned that ‘[r]espectable Bengali women do not
undertake industrial work and practically all such Bengalis found in the [service sectors are
regarded] as degraded women and prostitutes’.33
But tomorrow being tomorrow, Mallika decides to make most of the present day by visiting
two male acquaintances who, it is hinted in the text, have once been romantically attached to
her. For most of these two encounters Mallika remains a silent spectator, who merely watches
what the other is doing, and through her gaze, the ‘other’, by doing their gender, is made to
occupy different subject positions. The text represents Mallika in the final day of her existence
as a not-working-woman, still sexually desirable in the heteronormative mode of subject
interpellation. This is the last day of her interpellated representation as a woman suitable for
marriage, desirable because she is not competing in the public domain with others, specifically
the male counterparts, therefore she is still considered as chaste. ‘Today is the last day’ (p. 59).
She will be working in an office tomorrow; and the only profound thing she will be able to
accomplish is to buy a life insurance policy. Will her embodiment become flawed tomorrow?
Or, will she commit something, an intervention, that can be considered as flawed? She is going
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to test her sexual desirability on this day of the text. She will actively seek out two
heteronormative encounters with two men in their middle-class domesticity.
It is a different Mallika in the mirror, as the text reiterates; not the curvaceous, sexually
desirable woman any more. ‘Mallika is in the mirror; or, it could even be that the mirror is in
Mallika’ (p. 58). Then the letter comes, in the text, although the textual information suggests
that Mallika knows of its impending arrival. The letter always reaches its destination. This is a
letter with clear, type-written address that is tragically shorn of ambiguity, a letter that is
different from all the other letters that she has received so far. Everything is different about it;
the colour, the envelope, the type-written address, and there is no ambiguity in its appearance;
but its effects will be equivocal and disconcerting. From the material aspects of it, and the
future entailment of its tangible fortune to ameliorate of their impecunious livelihood, the
appointment letter represents an elixir of comfortable living — a steady job and financial
security that enables one to employ a maid for menial works, nice food, essential goods for
home — and yet, at the same time, it also represents for Mallika something poisonous. It is a
symbol of hope for better life, but also a social marker on her corporeality, a visible
modification of her physicality, for abject despondency. ‘She does not know where this
disappointment comes from. Still, it is a disappointment’ (ibid.). It is the disappointment of
displacement from a pedestal, a normatively constructed essential core of identity, created by
contemporary heteronormativity. She will be a working woman, jostling along with other men
in public transport, sexless, or with an imposition of a particular manifestation of sexuality
reserved for streetwalkers that can be bought in an economic transaction sanctified by the same
discursive arrangement within the grid of heteronormative economy; she will be an alien and
unappetising corporeality within the constructed realm of romanticism even for people who are
jobless and beguiling away their time sinking their noses in newspapers in tea stalls. The young
men will not find her sexually alluring any more in the paradoxical mode of sexual exchange

103

sanctified by the discursive economy of sex during a specific period of historical conditioning.
‘She will cease to be a marriageable woman, she will be a working woman. Oh my god, a
working woman!’ (p. 59). These young men, Mallika feels, will never fail to look yearningly
at pubescent and marriageable girls, and women, working indoors, doing menial jobs, chores
that do not translate into a capitalistic mode of economic viability, in their family and other
families. Even if they do choose to condescendingly look at Mallika, it will be the leering gaze
of a philistine, as the text ironically observes, lasciviously ogling at the sculpted magnificence
of a Yakshini. ‘It is the sort of gaze that the country bumpkin engages in while staring at a
stone-sculpted Yakshini’ (ibid.). It will be an overtly sexualised gaze, lingering on her
reproductive anatomy; a pornographic gaze, if you will, that subjectifies the object as
conspicuously sexual. For Mallika, her sexual desirability transcends this normative gaze;
where the philistine’s lascivious look merely objectifies, dispensing the subject into a specific
rung in social hierarchy that stands in exteriority to the socially approved conjugal relations,
the erotic/romantic gaze assigns her as a suitable, desirable, and sexually fertile woman whom
one can marry, and that, according to Mallika, at least for this reflective moment in front of the
mirror where she is still in the process of enacting her non-disruptive gender assignment, is an
acceptable social position, possibly the only acceptable contemporary social position for
women of a certain age in this specific socio-cultural context of certain historical conditioning.
Mallika’s first encounter is with a man called Brojo, who is not yet married and lives with
his mother. He ignores Mallika, denies her entry into his room, and having returned from his
day job, falls on the bed moaning with a book. He is described as a man who ‘looks like the
ticking of a clock at night’ (p. 61). The man has just come back from his office, and is eating a
meagre meal, and does not have anything to say to her. He is decidedly thirsting for a novel
that lies beside his pillow. When his mother arrives and takes Mallika away from the man, he
sighs audibly with relief, and makes himself comfortable with the book uttering a moan of
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pleasure. The text uses the word associated with sexual coitus, ‘shitkar’, a passionate, frenzied,
almost inaudible sound at the height of a sexual congress, an ejaculatory, orgasmic, barely
discernible cry for relief, an erotic whimper of release, for that particular moan. This rejection
is so complete and devastating that Mallika feels utterly insignificant. ‘This defeat is very
painful to her.’ (p. 63) Brojo is still single; he gloatingly informs Mallika that his mother is
looking for a suitable bride, something that amuses him and makes him very happy. In the
meantime, he engages in an auto-erotic ritual of a performativity that completely shuns
Mallika. From this auto-erotic encounter she moves on to a bustling household, where the
dapper Ananda is just applying the finishing touches to dandify himself to go out to visit his
in-laws to bring his wife back home. This encounter plunges her into more despair, since
Mallika has no idea that the man is married. She ‘feels a great anger against herself’ (ibid.).
Mallika’s ‘bahar’ — beauty, attractiveness, exquisiteness — feels utterly wasted by the
impotent and/or auto-erotic grin of Brojo and the debonair Ananda hurrying off to pick up his
wife. Mallika slips out, and laden with this double blow of rejection and shock she is beset by
a complex of emotions: anger, despair, and grief. And then she is thrust into the third and the
most fateful interventionary encounter of the day.
A teary-eyed Mallika, contemplating her misfortune for a moment under a tree in a little
park in Amherst Street, is suddenly thrust into the third and perhaps the most singular encounter
of the text. She is met by Shovona, a woman already holding a job. She insists Mallika must
come to her place. ‘A different kind of light has fallen on Shovona’s eyes; a masculine glow
can be seen on her face and eyes; when a woman notices that glow from the confines of home,
or purdah, or in a road, she will surely like it’ (p. 64, emphasis added). The textual accentuation
confirms that this encounter cannot be read or construed as the effect of the rejection and
subjugation encountered by Mallika from her two previous contacts. Her ‘bahar’ is finally
appreciated by a warmth that is unprecedented for Mallika. ‘[For Shovona] gazing at Mallika
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is so impassioned and fervent that it seems endless’ (p. 65). They are on a rectangular terrace
in Shovona’s home, a theatrical/textual arena, beneath a black sky effulgent with stars and a
resplendent moon, and the air is redolent with the fragrance of flowers. It is a conventional
romantic setting appropriated by countless novels, poems, plays, and cinematic adaptations,
and yet, the text clearly points out, ‘[Mallika’s] mind has become felicitously real’ (p. 65,
emphasis added).
They sit close to one another, half-undressed, perhaps because of the warm weather, or
perhaps because ‘a mythological independence’ (ibid.) sweeps over them. In such a setting,
their nudity, too, is mythological, where the binary of heterosexuality and homosexuality loses
its significance, and thus, not ‘unruly’ or ‘indecent’. Shovona offers flowers to Mallika, saying,
in ‘a voice marked with late-night sleepiness’, ‘For you, take it, it is for you’ (ibid.). The
concocted mythological setting is in direct contrast with the contemporaneity of their social
reality and their interpellated subject formation as sanctioned by the dominant hegemonic
sexual matrix; and this is why the text immediately inserts this impish line: ‘Although a rude
interpretation [of that late-night sleepiness] is also possible’ (ibid.), even though the text
resolutely moves beyond a specific contemporaneous impudence and crassness dictated by the
regulatory regime to bound these inscripted bodies into submissive and docile surfaces where
the cultural impositions are to be indelibly marked. Mallika’s heart flutters, in reaction to this
overt show of feeling and the ‘rude’, erotic possibilities of this encounter. Shovona draws her
hands in her own, embraces her, puts on a garland of flowers on her, and showers her with a
profusion of kisses. There is a faint sound of broken bangles — a specific ritual that is
associated with widowhood — a sound that is so faint and inaudible, perhaps comparable to
the whisper of a shitkar, that ‘it will not gather round a crowd but learned ones will say it is
necessary’ (ibid., emphasis added).
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The norms of heterosexuality is breached almost inaudibly, and this is a subversion that
does not stand exterior to the regulatory regime of the dominant heterosexual matrix as it is
subsumed within the hegemonic ritual, mimicking and reiterating it to reify its dominating
regulatory discourse; but the following exegesis chooses to see this as a flaw and an
intervention, that is so subtle that it does away with the existing binary of authorised
conventions regarding conjugality that involves the corporeality of male and female subjects
and a deviant opposition to it, to proliferate the possibility of enacting, doing parodic repetition
of ascribed and assigned gender roles by using the same ritualised conventions to interpose
these understated and delicate acts for a positive proscription of the sanctioned regulations. The
final romantic exchange between them, a tear-jerker from heteronormative perspective, but
elaborated as an ironic aside, postulates that Shovona is Mallika’s husband, and Mallika her
bride. The parodic perpetuation of this intervention exposes the constructed nature of
compulsory heterosexuality and shows the proliferative possibilities of subversive gender acts.
The final inscription of Shovona’s saliva on Mallika’s cheek, instead of the mark of vermilion
on the forehead symbolising a conjugal heterosexual union, testifies to this. Shovona, a woman
who is already engaged in work, fully utilising the appointment letter she herself has received,
literally grabs Mallika from the road, and as they end up relaxing on the terrace, the empty,
barren terrace, an empty textual field, as it were, that, with the fragrance of flowers and a
mythical independence constitutes a theatrical arena to be populated with signifying marks
through a volitional act of doing their genders, so that these two ‘manly’ women perform their
enactment of a ritualised performativity. They dress each other with flowers, shed excesses of
their dress, exchange kisses, and talk about love. But this erotically charged atmosphere is
diluted by the final exchange between Mallika and Shovona that is strangely romantic and
sentimental. How do we read this sentimentalised, romantic finale that imitates a binary
relationship (husband/wife) within heteropatriarchy? How do we see this exchange in terms of
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a gendered performativity itself? In what sense can we see this as a gendered performativity
that parodies the conventionality of such an exchange? And also, can a case be made against
an identity politics that involves, on a practical level, exclusion and exploitation, and on a
theoretical level, a naming or labelling that obliterates the possibility of occupying ‘other’
gendered positions?
As mentioned previously, in Gender Trouble Judith Butler states that gender is to seen
as performative and that performatively constitutes the identity it is purported to be. Gender is
congealed by the enactment of performatively produced parodic acts, but the subject who
enacts these deeds does not pre-exist the deeds. According to this view, gender acts are not
performed by the subjects, but they performatively constitute a subject, and that is the effect of
discourse rather than the cause of it. Gender is therefore a ‘corporeal style’, an act, or a
sequence of acts, a ‘strategy’ that has cultural survival as its goal, since those who do not do
their gender ‘correctly’ are punished by society. It is a reiteration, a rehash of a copy, an
informal lampoon, that, by its very enactment, refuses to presuppose the existence of an
original, since it is the very concept of an original that is being parodied.
I propose to consider the final exchange between Mallika and Shovona as a gendered
performativity that pre-exist both these ‘manly’ women in the sense that this performativity is
always already available to them. The erotic ritual or their conversational exchange at the end
of the story is always already a copy, or copy of a copy, a parody, that re-enacts what is publicly
available in the dominant discourse of compulsory heterosexuality. But if it is a parody, in the
sense that all gendered performativity is parody, then what is so special about this sort of
parody? Can we differentiate between ‘normal’ everyday parody that we are engaged in when
we do our gender that is entirely subservient and docile to the regulatory regime, and a
‘subversive’ parody that forces a destabilisation of the foundationalist assumptions of
heteropatriarchy? In other words, can we think of Mallika and Shovona’s performativity as a
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parodic subversion, an intentional and deliberate enactment of a flaw, a flaw that perversely
implants itself within the text, a blemish and imperfection that is imposed on the corporeality
of these two material rendition of ‘feminine subjectivity’, namely the ‘mannish’ physicality
that defies the discursive arrangement of heteronormativity, that exposes and questions the
categories of ‘man’, ‘woman’, ‘husband’, ‘wife’, and ‘marriage’ within the broad framework
of heterosexuality by drawing attention to the constructedness of such categories through a
genealogical enquiry? Gendered performativities that do not try to blanket their genealogy, that
go out of their way to accentuate it, displace heterocentric assumptions by revealing that
heterosexual identities are as constructed and as unoriginal as the imitations of them. And if
we think in terms of an overt romanticism of Mallika and Shovona’s erotic ritual, the
remarkable sentimentality of their final exchange, their gendered performativity undermines
the categories they enact by making those categories more ambiguous and fluid and
problematic. In other words, this is a subversive gendered performativity that unearths and
exposes the production of their implicit flaws, that does not reinforce the existing structures of
heteronormativity, but implicitly questions the transcendental basis of the assumptions that
constitutes the truthful essence of heteronormativity.
As the imposition of flaws subsequently modify the materiality of the bodies, the
appearances of immutable cultural flaws are again subsumed within the overarching
hegemonic rules and regulations. As a final point, I would like to propose that the act of naming
or labelling this particular text as a specific identity category is the effect of this subversive
parodic act. The destabilisation of heteropatriarchal categories is apparent in the very desire to
inscribe, describe, demarcate, and limit such an activity to categorise it with the intention of
normalising it within an oppressive regime. The following chapter will try to explain the nature
of the presupposed inevitability of the technological apparatuses that try to maintain such flaws
and subversions within the folds of dominating discourses through a critical analysis of the

109

discursive nature of sexuality, identity, and agency, and to ask whether it is possible to
appropriate the proliferation of such existing binaries through a theorisation that attempts to
liberate and emancipate the modalities of power, pleasure, sexuality, and the corporeality of
bodies.
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CHAPTER FOUR

SEXUALITY, AGENCY, IDENTITY

‘If human existence is always gendered existence, then to stray outside of established gender is in some
sense to put one’s very existence into question.’ Judith Butler, ‘Variations on Sex and Gender’ 1

W

hat constitutes identity, the presumption of an essence that persists through time
and appears as internally coherent and supposedly gives off the impression of a

unified core of attributory quintessence? In the previous chapter we have discussed how the
mundane little acts, the performative acts that, without an agent behind the enactments of those
acts, create one’s gender. But how does this enactment of gender relate to a gendered identity?
Judith Butler contends that it is not tenable to assume that a discussion of a ‘core’ identity must
precede gendered identity, i.e., an essential and transcendental identity does not exist prior to
the gendered identity, because the intelligibility of a subject is ordered into the grid of
heteronormativity only through the process of ‘becoming gendered in conformity with
recognisable standards of gender intelligibility’.2 If the process of becoming a gender with the
consequence of falling into an intelligible pattern of identity formation within regulatory
discourses is theoretically justifiable, then the concept of a core identity loses its significance
as pre-existing any gendered identity. The first section of this chapter will focus on this
necessary correspondence between identity, agency, and gender, in order to highlight the interdependency of each term.
Conventional notions of the conceptualisation of identity claim an ontological primacy of
agency that assumes its confirmation through various socially and culturally approved roles
and functions. For Butler, though, the question of identity centres on the internal characteristics

115

of a subject that consolidate and perpetuate the self-identity of a subject through time. ‘To what
extent’, she asks, ‘do regulatory practices of gender formation and division constitute identity,
the internal coherence of the subject, indeed, the self-identical status of the person?’ (p. 23) Is
identity a normative ideality that remains forever out of bounds, or is it merely the sum total of
experiences that define a subject? If identity is formed through the regulatory principles of sex,
gender, and the discourse of sexuality, then the consistency and comprehensibility of this
essence of identity and the preservation and continuance of this consolidated foundation ‘are
not logical or analytic features of personhood, but, rather, socially instituted maintained norms
of intelligibility’ (ibid.). She further argues that, ‘[i]nasmuch as “identity” is assured through
the stabilising concept of sex, gender, and sexuality, the very notion of the “person” is called
into question by the cultural emergence of those “incoherent” or “discontinuous” gendered
beings who appear to be persons but who fails to conform to the gendered norms of cultural
intelligibility by which persons are defined’ (ibid.).
The intelligibility of a socially and culturally conformable gender adhere to the strictures
and regulations of existing structures of discourses that prohibit and, at the same time, produce
through rules and regulation those very forms of non-normative discontinuities and
incoherencies of identities. What Foucault called the ‘truth’ of sex  is produced and confirmed
through the juridical discourses that stipulate the formations of intelligible identities through
the relational matrices of those discourses.3 As Butler points out, the imposition of binarising
desire, i.e., the heterosexualisation of it, engenders the production of instituting ‘discrete and
asymmetrical opposition’ between what is perceived as feminine and masculine, and this
perception materialises into the descriptive attributes of a female identity and a male identity.
As discussed in the previous chapter, Butler contends that certain formation of identities cannot
exist within the norms of cultural matrix through which gendered identity acquires its
intelligibility, simply because the existing juridical structures maintain the possibility of those
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flawed identities as ‘developmental failures or logical impossibilities ’.4 But the very possibility
of their appearance and existence, ‘[t]heir persistence and proliferation, however, provide
critical opportunities to expose the limits and regulating aims of that domain of intelligibility
and, hence, to open up within the very terms of that matrix of intelligibility rival and subversive
matrices of gender disorder’ (p. 24).
Critical theories on the purported fabrication of identity as an effect of discourse through
the regulatory regimes of hegemonic power take divergent routes to posit a formulation of what
Butler calls ‘the identity concepts of sex’ (p. 25). Luce Irigaray, for example, recognises the
claim of only one sex, the masculine sex that expresses itself through the production of the
‘other’ which is not a neutered identity without any definition, but the complicated production
of an idealistic and abstract appropriation of a single masculine subject reflecting the
preternatural illusoriness of its unique attributory propensities.5 Foucault, as elaborated in
Chapter Two, formulates it as the production of a regulatory economy of sexuality marked by
dispersal and diffusion. Monique Wittig, on the other hand, argues that the category of sex
under the hegemonic regime of heterosexuality is always feminine where the masculine eludes
the signification of marks to defy deterioration and degeneration into an absence, and therefore
aligns itself with the self-evident universal.6 Irigaray’s theorisation of sexual difference points
out that the feminine can never be articulated as a ‘subject’ or an ‘identity’ through the
conventional representational systems of cultural modalities because, as Butler indicates, ‘they
constitute the fetish of representation and, hence, the unrepresentable as such’.7 In this
Butlerian exegesis of Irigaray’s theoretical position, ‘[w]omen can never “be”, according to
this ontology of substances, precisely because they are the relation of difference, the excluded,
by which that domain marks itself off […] [and] [w]omen are also a “difference” that cannot
be understood as the simple negation or “Other” of the always already masculine subject’ (p.
25).
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Butler contests the notion inherent within these variant ideas of the constitution of identity
through the concept of sex, that sex is formulated within the discourse of language as something
substantive: ‘as a substance, as, metaphysically speaking, a self-identical being’ (ibid.). This
manoeuvre occurs, as she maintains, ‘through a performative twist of language and/or
discourse that conceals the fact that “being” a sex or gender is fundamentally impossible’ (p.
26). In other words, Butler agrees with Luce Irigaray that, because grammar or linguistic
conventions cannot accommodate gender differentials as it can only support the binary model
of the representational aspects of sex and the attributions of sex, the grammatical connotation
of gender, and its subsequent formulation or constitution of identity that appropriates the male
and female identities, only recreates the paradigm of this restrictive binary ‘that effectively
masks the univocal and hegemonic discourse of the masculine, phallogocentrism ,8 silencing
the feminine as a site of subversive multiplicity’ (p. 26). This might also be reconstrued as a
reformulation of the Foucauldian paradigm where he maintains that the enunciative modalities
of sexuality imposes an artificial binary relation to demarcate sex rigidly as male and female,
and this inflexible regulation of sexuality essentially suppresses the potential of subversive
multiplicity of sexuality that might disrupt the existing heterosexual, reproductive, and juridical
discourses. Butler clearly states that ‘[g]ender ought not to be construed as a stable identity or
locus of agency from which various acts follow; rather, gender is an identity tenuously
constituted in time, instituted in an exterior space through a stylised repetition of acts’ (p. 191).
Thus, if gender is constituted and substantiated through this repeated set of discrete acts, then
this constitution and substantiation of corporeal embodiment is a constructed identity, which,
according to this strand of theorisation, is ‘a performative accomplishment which the mundane
social audience, including the actors themselves, come to believe and to perform in the mode
of belief’ (p. 192). It can, therefore, never be a concluded and consummated identity, as
embodiment is always in the process of further resignification and reinterpretation. The
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gendered self, structured through the ‘repeated acts that seek to approximate the ideal of a
substantial ground of reality’ can suffer the multifarious possibilities of transformations that
are to be found ‘precisely in the arbitrary relation between such acts, in the possibility of a
failure to repeat, a de-formity, or a parodic repetition that exposes the phantasmic effect of
abiding identity as a politically tenuous construction’ (ibid.).
If the assignations of gender are performative, as Butler resolutely maintains, then these
attributes produce the semblance of identity that they are allowed to articulate and display.
Butler also marks a crucial distinction between the expressions of gender and its
performativeness. ‘If gender attributes and acts, the various ways in which a body shows or
produces its cultural signification, are performative, then there is no preexisting identity by
which an act or attribute might be measured; there would be no true or false, real or distorted
acts of gender, and the postulation of a true gender identity would be revealed as a regulatory
fiction. That gender reality is created through sustained social performances means that the
very notions of an essential sex and a true or abiding masculinity or femininity are also
constituted as part of the strategy that conceals gender’s performative character and the
performative possibilities for proliferating gender configurations outside the restrictive frames
of masculinist domination and compulsory heterosexuality’ (pp.192-193).
The politics of identity expresses itself through the reasoning that there has to be a preexisting identity around which political elaborations can be constituted in order to initiate
subsequent relevant action. Butler denies the subjecthood and agency of this pre-existing
identity because, as has been explained earlier in Chapter Three, her argument, reformulating
Nietzsche,9 is that ‘there need not be a “doer” behind the “deed”, but the “doer” is variably
constructed in and through the deed’ (p. 195). She is careful to distinguish her theoretical
position from that of existentialism where, although the self is constructed through its acts,
there is a ‘prediscursive structure for both the self and its acts’ (ibid.). The positioning of an
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agency is generally associated with the construction of a subject; and this subject is generally
taken to be pre-existing the cultural and social domain with a stable existence. If the subject is
assumed to be culturally constructed, it is yet again endowed with an agency that is capable of
instinctive reflection that remains stable in its cultural implantation. Butler contests this model
of the agency and subject embedded into culture and discourse by postulating that culture and
discourse merely ‘ “mire” the subject, but do not constitute the subject’ (ibid.). This need to
prefigure a subject that precedes the cultural and discursive domains to establish an agency that
cannot be entirely determined is, according to Butler, the example of a naive reasoning that
erroneously presupposes that ‘agency can only be established through recourse to a
prediscursive “I”, even if that “I” is found in the midst of a discursive convergence’, and that
‘to be constituted by discourse is to be determined by discourse, where determination
forecloses the agency’ (ibid.). In other words, the semblance of an agency can only be recreated
with an identity that stands before discourse, but that identity is a construction through the
relational aspects of different discursive domains; and, also, that identity, the ‘I’, is entirely
embedded into the discourse that maintains its conditioning and regulates its determining
aspects, therefore negating the possibility, the viability, the autonomy, and the sovereignty of
any agency whatsoever. Through the negation of this agency, Butler postulates that the
embedded subject cannot ‘negotiate its construction’ (ibid.), because these constructions are
always already asserted and maintained by the discursive fabrication of the very identity of the
subject.
As a test case for the instability of the construction of agency, Butler puts forward the
example of Simone de Beauvoir’s theorisation of gender,10 where ‘there is an “I” that does its
gender, that becomes its gender, but that “I”, invariably associated with its gender, is
nevertheless a point of agency never fully identifiable with its gender […] [t]hat cogito is never
fully of the cultural world that it negotiates, no matter the narrowness of the ontological
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distance that separates that subject from its cultural predicates’ (pp. 195-196). Thus, if identity
is established by an ongoing process of signification, as Butler further elaborates on this project
of negating the agency, ‘if identity is always already signified, and yet continues to signify as
it circulates within various interlocking discourses, then the question of agency is not to be
answered through recourse to an “I” that preexists signification […] [i]n other words, the
enabling conditions for an assertion of “I” are provided by the structure of signification, the
rules that regulate the legitimate and illegitimate invocation of that pronoun, the practices that
establish the terms of intelligibility by which that person can circulate’ (p. 196).
To posit an identity with its substantive qualifications is to negotiate a rule-bound existence,
because the appearance and establishment of an identity is structured by the persistent and
continuous invocation of social and cultural strictures, and the pervasive conventions and
conditionings of a dominant linguistic structure that constitutes as well as restricts the cultural
intelligibility of the procedures and practices of identity formation. As the subject is constituted
through the eventuality and implication of regulatory discourses that determine the
intelligibility of identity, in a strategic move to renegotiate and rethink the possibility of a
contingent agency for a critical intervention, Butler suggests that the subject is not entirely
determined by the rules and regulations that engender the possibility of the formation of the
subject because social, cultural, and linguistic signification is ‘not a founding act, but rather a
regulated process of repetition that both conceals itself and enforces its rules precisely through
the production of substantialising effects’ (p. 198). As all significatory processes are engaged
within the ambit of an obligation to repeating acts, the stylised recurrence of acts that are
constitutive of gender, agency could be ‘located within the possibility of a variation on that
repetition’ (ibid.), i.e., in the possibility of enacting an act that differs from the mundane
repetition. Continuing in this mode of critical intervention, Butler further asserts that ‘[i]f the
rules governing signification not only restrict, but enable the assertion of alternative domains
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of cultural intelligibility, i.e., new possibilities for gender that contest the rigid codes of
hierarchical binarisms, then it is only within the practices of repetitive signifying that a
subversion of identity becomes possible […] [and thus] [t]he injunction to be a given gender
produces necessary failures, a variety of incoherent configurations that in their multiplicity
exceed and defy the injunction by which they are generated’ (p. 199).
To the question that what constitutes this subversive repetition within the representational
practice and economy of gender, or what critical intervention is possible in the off-formulaic
repetition of an act, Butler answers that the ritual of a parodic enactment can ‘serve to reengage
and reconsolidate the very distinction between a privileged and naturalised gender
configuration and one that appears as derived, phantasmatic, and mimetic — a failed copy, as
it were’ (p. 200). The parodic repetition of gender acts uncovers the apparitional quality of
gender identity that appears as immutable, intractable, and substantive. ‘As the effect of a
subtle and politically enforced performativity, gender is an “act”, as it were, that is open to
splitting, self-parody, self-criticism, and those hyperbolic exhibitions of “the natural” that, in
their very exaggeration, reveal its fundamentally phantasmatic status’ (ibid.). For Butler, then,
identity politics is a critical intervention from the perspectives of gender criticism that must be
understood ‘as generative political structures rather than naturalised foundations’ (p. 201). A
critical engagement with the concept of identity as something that is produced, something that
is an effect, admits the possibility of an agency that a foundationalist conception of identity
forecloses, thus, ‘for an identity to be an effect means that it is neither fatally determined nor
fully artificial and arbitrary’ (ibid.). In this framework, constructionism is not at odds with
agency, but it is ‘the necessary scene of agency, the very terms in which agency is articulated
and becomes culturally intelligible’ (ibid.). The task of this interventionary politics, as she sees
it, ‘is not whether to repeat, but how to repeat or, indeed, to repeat and, through a radical
proliferation of gender, to displace the very gender norms that enable the repetition itself’ (pp.
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202-203). She also denies an ontology of gender through which one might fabricate a politics,
because ‘gender ontologies always operate within established political contexts as normative
injunctions, determining what qualifies as intelligible sex, invoking and consolidating the
reproductive constraints on sexuality, setting the proscriptive requirements whereby sexed or
gendered bodies come into cultural intelligibility […] [thus] [o]ntology is […] not a foundation,
but a normative injunction that operates insidiously by instating itself into political discourse
as its necessary ground’ (p.203). In other words, the destabilisation of identity does not amount
to a dissolution of politics, but rather, ‘it establishes as political the very terms through which
identity is articulated’ (ibid.).
Judith Butler’s performative subjectivity postulates itself as a radicalisation of Foucault’s
discursive bodies, as the previous chapters try to explain, to extend the possibilities of
proliferation by moving beyond the binary of gender and sex to expound through the
philosophical conception of obliterating the presupposition of subjecthood, the dissolution of
the regimented categories, and also moving away from a theorisation of gender as a category
that the body submissively falls into in a process of cultural subjectification towards a theory
of gender as a series of parodic acts that constitutively produce the gendered body.
Notwithstanding Butler’s strategic redressal of the question of agency for a political
intervention, other critics have subjected this notion of the reducibility of the subject to dissolve
the critical ideas of self-reflexivity, intentionality, and autonomy to question Butler’s
formulation of the subject.11 Butler’s ‘earlier accounts of subjectivity transcend the linguistic
domain by considering how particular gestures, individual habits, concrete bodies, and social
rituals serve the performance of gender’, her later texts, The Psychic Life of Power and
Excitable Speech,12 ‘suggest a subject thoroughly vulnerable to the impositions of language —
a subject reducible to the discursive effects of interpellation and naming ’.13 While denying
agency — her notion of performativity precludes the agency of the subject — Butler cannot
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satisfactorily explain how the performatively constituted gender allows the corporeal and
material body to volitionally adopt and adapt an identity within the dominating discourse of
heteronormative sexuality to determine its intensity of desires and purposes. For Butler, if
agency eludes self-reflexivity, autonomy, intentionality, and choice, then it is entirely
conceivable to reconceive the agency as not being fundamental to subjectivity.
As Magnus points out, it is better to grasp the concept of subjectivity as the artefact of
various discourses, and, as such, it is a domain with proliferative possibilities amenable to
interpretive freedom that celebrates its resignifiability. The gendered subject might fight for its
status and conditioning within the grid of internecine networks of power-knowledge-sexualitylanguage, but it does not follow that it is entirely, completely determined by such discourses.
‘Eschewing the language of choice and self-determination, Butler proposes an understanding
of agency in terms of the process of resignification: the subject who is produced in and through
discourse can act by articulating words in contexts’ — one might also add the gestures that
exceeds linguistic convention — ‘that invest them with new meaning […] [and] [t]hrough such
linguistic performances, the subject can “resist” the reestablished social order that not only
circumscribes her, but which penetrates her very being’ (p. 83). If the cumulative deeds produce
a gender, without an agency, so that the deeds are open and free to adopt, then a subversive act
of gender can be conceived to produce an agency, a material identity that is flawed with respect
to the contemporary hegemonic discourses, because it has the disruptive and proliferative
potentiality for a dissolution of restrictive binaries and resisting the politics of
heteronormativity. This identity can be conceived to possess the power of intervention to
reconceive and reconstruct the deed to produce the semblance of an opposition to the
hegemonic matrix of heteronormative discourse. This is indeed a negative formulation of
agency that nevertheless has the potential of proliferating political resistance, and it does allow
for a certain sort of creativity.
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Butler’s notion of performative subjectivity’s resistive potential is thoroughly negative as
she fails to engage with the moral and political subjection, and the creative and disruptive
capability of social subjugation. She also associates, as Magnus says, ‘dependence with
subordination and

thus

underestimates

the

productive,

liberating dimensions

of

intersubjectivity’ (ibid.). In the Psychic Life of Power, Butler contends that the interiority of
psychic space is determined by the regulatory structure of discourse, thus, the distinction
between the private and the public domain is maintained through the restrictive norms of, and
internalised through, hegemonic regimes.14 Magnus objects to this theorisation of the psychic
space because of what she sees as Butler’s failure to distinguish between ‘a sense of moral
obligation that may condition the possibility of a subject coming into existence’ to live
communitarian life productively, and the ‘unjustified forms of social/political domination that
destroy human subjectivity and community’ (p. 84). She admits, though, that it is essential to
agree with Butler that ‘the interior psychic space which serves to constitute subjectivity is
produced in the context of social and political circumstances’ (ibid.), but objects to the notion
that these circumstantial productions of subjectivities and their accompanying formation of
identities are always necessarily repressive. For Butler, then, ‘[a]lways already subjected to the
discourse that conditions her being, the subject may perform linguistic acts that contest her
social position, but she cannot define this position for herself. The subject can protest her
situation and “talk back” to socially constructed authorities but she cannot escape her situation
of fundamental subjection’ (ibid.).
The Butlerian agency, then, revitalise the domain between enunciation and its effects and
‘use language to counter the offensive call’,15 although this subjectivity remains firmly in the
grip of discourse that regulates the very structure and resistive potential of this ‘countering’.
Magnus points out that, for Butler, ‘the subject or agent is formed within the parameters of a
discourse that conditions her existence and commands her very presence’, i.e., this subject
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‘quite literally is “called” into being by an authority whose interpellation locates her in a
subordinate position’.16 In both The Psychic Life of Power and Excitable Speech, Butler
deliberates on the formation of agency to explore how the subject might resist the regulatory
regime that constitutes the subject. The subject is constituted against the condition of her own
being, in other words, the Butlerian subject is without choice, but it is a subjectivity that
repeatedly contests, in a calculated process of becoming, her own constitution within
heteronormative law.17 As Magnus sums up the Butlerian paradigm: ‘Drawing on her earlier
claim that act is by definition a repetition, Butler emphasises that the subject’s capacity to
resignify the terms given to her means that she always has a foundation outside herself. The
subject has to begin with the terms given to her, and she can only make her mark through
changes or resignifications, which necessarily move against the status quo that previously
defined the given terms’. In other words, ‘Butler provides a fundamentally negative notion of
agency [as] she defines the subject’s power in terms of her ability to repeat, recite, or
recontextualise her inaugurating call and thereby reduces agency to resistance and action to
reaction’ (p. 87).
Magnus notes that a word with dissentient intimation can be appropriated in a positive
manner and, with reiteration over time, it can be consolidated with the attainment of a
concurrent meaning, which suggests ‘that the act of performative resignification constructs
new discursive realities in the very process of resistance’, because ‘Butler’s reduction of
agency to the performance of subversive speech acts implies that creativity may only be
exercised in the form of resistance’ (p. 88). Butler does not take into consideration of the
interventionary power of non-linguistic speech acts and gestures as performative acts of
subversion, and does not elaborate on the constituents of subversive rituals and practice. More
specifically, ‘her delineation of subjective agency in terms of linguistic performance excludes
consideration of actions that transcends the linguistic realm altogether […] [as a] whole host
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of actions through which subjects are both constituted and abjected — touching, looking,
learning, hitting, naming, shaming, stealing or depriving, lending and giving support — cannot
be simply subsumed under this rubric’ (pp. 88-89). Thus, while it stands to reason to dispel the
mythical essence of the sovereign subject as the originary source of desires, intentions, and
actions, the relegation of the subject, to deny its material and corporeal identity that it can
creatively appropriate through the interstices of the relational aspects of other corporeal beings,
even within pervasive discursive networks, into only the effect of discourse merely impoverish
the subject of its range of creative power and possibilities.
This seeming uncertainty over the subject creatively forging an identity also extends to the
question of choice. Butler’s dissolution of traditional metaphysical subject induces her to
‘propose a subject who comes into the play of language without any choice’, but she ‘fails to
articulate the possibility of the agent asserting herself’ within the discursive field of regulatory
constraint (p. 90). As Magnus pertinently observes: ‘On the one hand, her dismissal of the
notion of choice seems to imply the subject cannot even make choices within the discursive
field […] [b]ut if the subject literally has “no say in the matter” of what is said, the idea of
resignifying words in order to resist given structures hardly makes sense. On the other hand,
Butler’s notion of performative agency seems to allow that the subject may choose how, when,
and where to resignify words. Yet if the subject does choose her words strategically and those
words “perform” actions, then she seems to have a kind of agency that is not wholly distinct
from rational choice’ (ibid.).
Thus, as the Butlerian conception of agency interdicts everything but the reiterating
linguistic acts suggesting performative opposition, in this context it might be suggested that
the subject enveloped within the linguistic discourse performatively enacts the variant, resistive
acts that can performatively bring about an eventality, the possibility of an event of a flawed
subject that over-spills, the regulatory discourse of an event that exceeds its cause, instead of
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conceiving the subject entirely constructed by a discourse that uses the subject as an instrument
to legitimise its rule through its enunciative modalities. It might also be suggested that for a
subject becoming conditioned by discourse is not a complete foreclosure of its conditioning as
the performative enactment of gendered subjectivity is always in the process of becoming, and
it is not mutually exclusive to affecting the discourse with whatever little, mundane, yet
resistive potential the subject carries internally, even though the performative acts must work
within the regulatory regime using the linguistic and gestural tools to confront the conventions
to creatively perform an intervention. A creative agency can then be located within and through
the relational aspects of the eventalities of the flawed subjects that actively reconfigure the
process of resignification. This performative agency necessitates the resistive and flawed
subject that reformulates and resignifies the dominating linguistic convention for subversive
enunciation to manoeuvre the statements and gestures to be recontextualised and redeveloped
to initiate a process of political intervention that could signify a crucial break within
heteronormativity.
Moving beyond the binary of sex and gender to ponder the concepts of subjectivity, agency,
and identity, it seems advisable, in an effort to proliferate the possibilities of situating the self
within the various strands of gender theories, to further queering the already muddied
theoretical groundlessness to offer a few details on the politics of ‘queer’ movement itself.
Queer theory — although it will be denied that this radical political movement that originated
with the activist politics of radical groups like Queer Nation in New York in the 1990s has any
consolidated, authoritative theory because of its suspicion of overarching, patriarchally
sanctioned, phallogocentrism of the dominance of theory itself — rejects the binarism inherent
in the categories of gay, lesbian, and straight to emphasise the deterritorialisation of sexual and
gender politics to celebrate the plurality, instability, and fluidity of identity labels. In Diane
Richardson’s words, ‘We are, it is suggested, post such identities: post woman, post man we
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are transgender; post lesbian, post gay, post heterosexual (perhaps?) we are queer ’.18 The name,
itself a celebratory appropriation of the derision and insult latent within the invective of queer,
has been tagged with Judith Butler, Michel Foucault, Monique Wittig, Eve Kosofsky
Sedgwick, and Adrienne Rich, among others, the theoreticians whose critique of
heteronormative sexuality these chapters have been working with. As Judith Butler commented
on the term itself: ‘When the term has been used as a paralysing slur, as the mundane
interpellation of pathologised sexuality, it has produced the user of the term as the emblem and
vehicle of normalisation; the occasion of its utterance, as the discursive regulation of the
boundaries of sexual legitimacy. Much of the straight world has always needed the queers it
has sought to repudiate through the performative force of the term’.19
Michel Foucault’s works on discourse, sexuality, power, and knowledge have been a
lasting influence on the movement, especially his conception of power that can be grasped
more comprehensively and accurately not as an unconnected and inapposite outward influence
but as a relationship of forces that is at the same time constitutive of, deployed in, and emerging
from the incessant interplay of multitudinous force relations. Adopting Foucault’s analysis of
the intricate link between the discourse of sexuality and the discourses of power and
knowledge, and positing a resistive challenge to hegemonic heteronormativity, the queer
movement of the 1990s has as its political agenda to bring sexuality’s subversive potential out
in the open. As Bertholde Schoene points out, ‘[p]icking up on the distinction Foucault himself
makes between the different modi operandi of an ars erotica (‘art of love’), on the one hand,
and a scientia sexualis (‘science of sexuality’), on the other, the queer movement is perhaps
best described in terms of a politically inspired eroticism — a libidinal politics, or as a politics
of desire — whose celebration of sexual diversity proliferates in defiant disrespect of the
intellectually retentive, pathologising parameters of Victorian sexology’s scientia sexualis’.20
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The queer movement also directly confronts the homophobic slur, ‘queer’, and has
appropriated the insult, as has already been mentioned, to celebrate, revitalise, and encourage
the inducement of an exclusionary pariah existence.21 As a marker of this rebellious attitude, a
defiant denial for conventional categories of sex and gender, and as a desire to move beyond
the regulatory compartmentalisations of heteronormativity, ‘queer designates the new
democratic virtues of nonconformity, civil disobedience, and political defiance’ (p. 285). To
be queer, then, is to transgress and trespass, with the overt political aim of exposing the
artificiality of constructionism, to overcome the rigid taboos, and sanctions imposed by
regulatory regimes. As David Halperin notes, queer represents ‘whatever is at odds with the
normal, the legitimate, the dominant […] [and] [t]here is nothing in particular to which it
necessarily refers […] [as] [i]t is an identity without an essence [that] demarcates not a
positivity but a positionality vis-à-vis the normative’.22 Schoene, too, points out that, as the
movement resolutely distances itself from any definitional agenda, ‘it not only circumvents
what Judith Butler describes in Gender Trouble as feminism’s foundational paradox — namely
“that it presumes, fixes, and constrains the very ‘subject’ that it hopes to represent and liberate”
— it also successfully avoids the apparently inevitable pitfall of “every single theoretically, or
politically interesting project of postwar thought”, which, according to Eve Sedgwick in
Epistemology of the Closet, “has finally had the effect of delegitimating our space for asking
or thinking in detail about the multiple, unstable ways in which people may be like or different
from one another” ’.23
Thus, the movement seeks to destabilise the constraints of heteronormative discourse
through theoretical and political manoeuvres, and refuses labelling as constrictive gestures that
are the necessary hegemonic stratagems for further exploitation, but this form of activist
theoretical deployment of confrontational strategy for anti-labelling and a diffusion of identity
categories is, at the same time, resistive of self-annihilating, non-discursive evacuation of
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subjectivity. As Schoene writes, ‘presented only with signifiers that are perceived as
oppressive’, proponents of the queer movement choose not to display or express their identities
unconditionally in a definitive way, and, ‘by thus deliberately eschewing tangibility, they make
a virtue out of their categorical homelessness, which suspends their agitated mode of being
somewhere halfway between the visible and the hidden’ (p. 290). Echoing Butler’s
understanding of gender as the ritualistic enactment of performative acts, queer theory regards
the conventionality of the normative terms of identity as domineering and oppressive
assignations that, disregarding and erasing the differences between individual specificity,
allocate everyone to a conformity that is subject to the regulatory exigencies of incontrovertible
cultural intelligibility. ‘The queer argument is that since no two individuals are ever perfectly
alike, identity as we know it often distorts rather than illuminate individual difference, thus
rendering queer theory the only epistemological approach intent upon accommodating
“difference” without discriminating against it by inevitably freezing it into a definitional
cluster’ (p. 297).
Butler’s conception of the parodic enactments of doing one’s gender is the obverse of the
cultural connotation of gender implantations on a malleable, ever-so-willing body that
somehow stands outside discourse and culture, and as such, it is a significant theoretical and
strategical tactic that emphasises a radical reorganisation and reconstruction of the concept of
gender and subjectivity with an engaged focus on the disruptive potential and politics to
confront hegemonic heteronormativity in the ongoing debate of gender criticism and queer
politics. When these parodic acts seem derived and mimetic, they act like flaws, producing
flawed copies of corporeality that revel in fissures, omissions, insufficiencies, and incoherence;
and as the production of derivative deficiencies they create the theoretical and political
possibility — a certain kind of metaphorical ground — of exposing the construction of the very
groundlessness of the fabricated constitution of the originary form. In an effort to contextualise
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how the repetition of signifying acts that are deviant in the sense that they do not conform to
the normative injunction to be a given gender, a coherent gender, and how through the
enactments of such subversive acts that engender the incoherence of subjectivities, the
following section of this chapter will focus on two literary texts, namely, Ismat Chughtai’s
‘Lihaf’ or ‘The Quilt’, and the remarkable frame narrative of The Arabian Nights, to explore
the possibility of certain creative enactments of a variety of normatively unintelligible gender
configurations that, in their proliferation through performative and interventionary politics of
these repeating acts, can constitute non-compliance to the very injunctions that condition the
formation of socially and culturally approved gender identities.

Born as the ninth child in a Muslim middle-class family in Badayun, Uttar Pradesh, in 1915, a
doyen of Urdu literature alongside Sajjad Haider, Rashid Jahan, Krishan Chander, and Saadat
Hasan Manto, Ismat Chughtai exposes through her bitter-sweet stories and novels the
complacency in bourgeois middle-class sensibilities, the uneven morass of closeted familial
and sexual life. Because of a segregated purdah-driven exclusion that permeated the
conservative families around Chughtai, her texts explore the effects of, ‘[a]s was only
inevitable, excessive restrictions, segregation of sexes, grossly incompatible arranged
marriages etc [that] gave rise to another set of social malaise like illicit and adulterous liaisons,
social and sexual exploitation of girls and widows, homosexual and lesbian tendencies and so
on’.24 Like Saadat Hasan Manto, she, too, was eventually dragged to the court for her stories,
especially for the story under discussion, ‘Lihaf’, ‘The Quilt’. She later remarked, ‘In my
stories I’ve put down everything with objectivity. Now, if some people find them obscene, let
them go to hell. It’s my belief that experiences can never be obscene if they are based on
authentic realities of life. These people think that there’s nothing wrong if they can do things
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behind the curtains […] All of them are half-wits.’25 ‘Lihaf’, indeed, ‘created a lot of heat and
dust and Chughtai was taken to the court at Lahore on charges of obscenity’ (p. 85); and she
spent quite a lot of time with Manto in Lahore who, too, was tried for his story, ‘Thanda Ghost’
(‘Cold Meat’). She was acquitted after two years, and, according to her own accounts, the
narrative was based on the actual life story of the wife of Nawab Swalekhan of Aligarh who
was gay.26 Chughtai later commented in an interview that ‘I thought that men always went to
prostitutes, but because girls can’t go to prostitutes, they do this […] So as soon as I wrote this,
oh, it really was like an atom bomb exploded. People started calling me bad names […] ‘Lihaf’
was first published in Adab-i-latif (‘belles-lettres’). People said that it was a very, very dirty
story, and that I was a very dirty person, coming from a very dirty family.’27
The exploration of homoerotic desire in Ismat Chughtai’s ‘Lihaf’ contextualises the
secular, nationalist, and the nascent reformist climate of India on the verge of independence,
and it also bears the imprint of the social imperatives of the Marxist All India Progressive
Writers’ Association of which she was a member. Immediately after the publication of the short
story, the colonial judicial machinery pulled her up with the charge of obscenity.28 She later
recalled that she won the case because ‘the obscenity laws prohibited the use of four letter
words […] In those days the word ‘lesbianism’ was not in use.’29 One might call this a strategic
non-enunciation, a kind of elision of unambiguous articulation, that is able to eventually elude
the colonial juridical apparatus by not strictly naming and therefore not defining the alignment
of a female homoerotic desire.
The text of the story concerns itself about a rebellious, prepubescent girl, working through
the metaphor of an elephant in the room, a shadow of the quivering quilt on the wall of the
room that take on eerie animals’ shape. She is a rebel because she is always fighting with her
‘brothers and their friends’; while the other sisters acted and re-played their gender according
to the regulatory norms of society by adorning themselves and ‘were busy drawing admirers’,
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our rebel narrator fought with ‘any boy or girl’ all the time.30 When her mother went to Agra,
she was banished to the place of Nawab Saheb and Begum Jaan, the latter an adopted sister of
her mother’s where the narrator would be unable to put up a fight with anyone. A rebel loses
her stature when she cannot find anything to rebel against. That was her mother’s injunction,
and ‘it was a severe punishment’ (p. 13) for the narrator. The prepubescent narrator is
supplanted from a transgressive, cross-gendered identity to the care of Begum Jaan who is
supposedly the embodiment of an elite version of normalised femininity. The narrative begins
at a moment in the mature narrator’s life when she feels the incident of the quilt in Begum
Jaan’s household has etched a scar in her mind, the stigmata of a mark, a signature imprint of
a ‘blacksmith’s brand’ (ibid.).
The Nawab Saheb is considered to be a virtuous man by everyone, having performed hajj,
and showing disdain for sports like pigeon-fighting and cock-fighting that happen, at the time,
to be the normal practice and prerogative for a well-endowed nobility like him. He, however,
had a ‘strange hobby’, keeping ‘an open house for students — young, fair, slender-waisted
boys whose expenses were borne by him’ (ibid.). He married Begum Jaan, set her aside like
his other possession inside the household, and promptly forgot all about her. So, when did
Begum Jaan’s life begin, because ‘[o]ne did not know when Begum Jaan’s life began’ (p. 14)?
Or, to configure the question differently, when and how did the normative assignations of
gender identity begin for her, and what did those eventual allocations mean to her? And what
sort of parodic acts she could possibly performatively enact to creatively dislocate the socially
sanctioned gender roles assigned to her? There are several possibilities offered by the text: a)
When she was born, in a supposedly pre-gendered state? b) When she was married to Nawab
Saheb, fulfilling the regulatory injunctions of compulsory heterosexuality masked as connubial
bliss? c) Or, ‘when she watched through the drawing room the increasing number of firmcalved, supple-waisted boys’ (ibid.), the horde of young students the Nawab Saheb nurtured?
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d) Or, when she resorted to the rituals of black magic and superstitions, of amulets and
talismans, to retain the ‘love of her straying husband’? (p. 14, emphasis added). She recognises
the futility of her gender assignation in a compulsory heteronormative existence, as the text
points out, more for her secluded, closeted, abandoned, and wasted mode of being, than her
husband’s preference for young, nubile boys, and their ‘perfumed, flimsy shirts’, which makes
her ‘feel as though she [is] being hauled over burning embers!’ (ibid.). She turns to religion,
romantic books, but all in vain. ‘She began to spend sleepless nights, yearning for a love that
had never been.’ (ibid.) Is this longing for a ‘love’ a natural constituent in a compulsory and
regulatory heterosexual bonding, or is this desire indicates the intervention of the possibility of
a sort of ‘love’ that emerges as a rebellious strand of power through the relations of other forces
that subversively tries to counter, to initiate a resistance to, the culturally sanctioned naturalness
of Nawab Saheb’s association with the adolescent students? The Nawab Saheb was ‘too busy
chasing the gossamer shirts’ but she ‘remained a prisoner of the house’ (ibid.). But then her
life begins: ‘Begum Jaan started living’ (p. 15), always already with a series of ‘beginnings’ in
a signifying chain, as indicated earlier, so that an originary beginning loses its significance,
with the paradoxical affliction of a malady of a terrible itching in her body. She ‘was afflicted
with a persistent itch’ (p. 16). It is Rabbu, her personal maid, who rescues her with an oil
massage whose recipe cannot be found anywhere, as if to counter the heteronormative
injunctions of linguistic discourse, to ease her itching. Rabbu and Begum Jaan use the discourse
of medicalisation of the female body to their own end to produce a counter discourse that uses
and abuses the discursive formation to intensify their bodily pleasure. The Begum Jaan’s
corporeal flaw, the medically undiagnosed affliction of an itch, is used as an advantage, for an
intervention that challenges the hegemonic heteronormative discourse.
As far as descriptions go, Rabbu’s attributions are representationally the exact opposite of
Begum Jaan’s. ‘She was as dark as Begum Jaan was fair, as purple as the other was white […]
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Her face was scarred by small pox. She was small, stocky and had a small paunch’ (p.16). The
other maids weave a network of discursive gossip about their ritualistic performativity of ‘a
special oil massage’ (p. 15) to relieve Begum Jaan’s constant itch, but ‘Begum Jaan was
oblivious to all this […] Her existence was centred on herself and her itch’ (p. 17). The young
narrator is infatuated with Begum Jaan. Her pale white face, her significant and regal stature,
and the severity of her attitude fascinated her imagination. In the first night of the elephant, she
‘woke up at night and was scared. It was pitch dark and Begum Jaan’s quilt was shaking
vigorously, as though an elephant was struggling inside’ (ibid.). This struggling elephant inside
the quilt, the soixante-neuf position of a mutually satisfying erotic encounter under the quilt
that vibrated with ‘the slurping sound of a cat licking a plate’ (ibid.), will become conditionally
visible for the narrator only through a subversive chink, a breach of the unmentionable gap,
that reveals only part of this proverbial elephant whose entirety can only be revealed as a
shadowgraph on the wall. The same enunciative silence, one that ironically acquitted her from
the charge of obscenity from colonial juridical law, a strategy of dissimulation is observed
when the quilt is lifted slightly, and the chink reveals what it can and cannot reveal. The
shadowgraph of this erotic performativity is not the distorted reality of the straitjacketed
prisoner of the Socratic cave who can only helplessly see the spectral shadow-dancing of a
puppet show; 31 it is the metaphor of a difficult replication of a particular force field, a specific
sort of performativity, that has the power of intervention by opening itself up for interpretation.
The upheavals of the blanket emit the sound of not the proverbial two-backed beast of a
compulsory heterosexual union, but that of the more transgressive bicephalous beast ,32 the
fictitious phantasm of a non-productive union that directly affronts our sensibility as readers
who might skim through the dalliance of the virtuous Nawab Saheb with the seminary of thinly
clad, supple-limbed male students as a similarly non-allocated, non-signified erotic congress.

136

Trying to locate homoerotic desire in ‘Lihaf’, Indrani Mitra writes that the ‘public visibility
of the male homoerotic space in the master’s drawing room and the simultaneous invisibility
of his wife, who must glimpse through a chink in the door the site of pleasure, makes clear the
patriarchal double standards.’33 Extending this deliberation on the chink in the door to glimpse
through the exteriority of the zenanamahal, and relating it to the slight opening of the blanket
at the final moment of the text, the public visibility of male homoeroticism in the guise of
philanthropic religious fervour versus the invisibility of its supposedly oppositional binary, the
female homoeroticism that occurs inside the blanket, it might be pointed out that as the latter
is blanketed forever in this patriarchally defined linguistic medium of the text, the former, too,
elide the explicatory descriptiveness by working only through suggestive hints, thus, rendering
the binary untenable. Through this very similarity of a linguistic refusal to label, or name, or
even culturally allocate both these performativities, that of the Nawab Saheb’s and of Begum
Jaan’s, into distinctive domains of desire, the very oppositions of the ‘gay’ and ‘lesbian’ binary
is called into question and the dissolution of the binary opens up proliferative interpretive
possibilities.
Mitra also notes that ‘[h]aving failed within the register of heterosexual desirability, the
Begum mobilises her class power to the limited extent she can by pressing into the service of
her insatiable ‘itch’ the labour of her compliant maid’ (p. 317). Mitra’s simplistic rendition of
this mistress-slave dichotomy, and a mimetic explanation of the reactionary retaliation of
Begum Jaan’s rejection within compulsory heterosexuality, can be avoided as the text makes
it clear about Rabbu’s power over the household, and Begum Jaan’s discomfiture when she
leaves for a few days, and the eventual transfer of Begum Jaan’s desires on the narrator. To a
great extent, the quilt represents a microcosm of the site of power relations, but even so, it does
not display univocal domination as it hides the relationships of the exertions of power and
desire, and the intervention of the chink offers the possibility of the corporeal identities to
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resist, extend, and proliferate the restrictive structural binary of two oppositional versions of
homoeroticism. The initiation of the narrator into this sexually charged encounter of the itchrelieving massage induces a predatory focus on the corporeality of the narrator. Her ribs are
counted; she is pressed like a clay model until she wants to throw up in consternation. All this
happens when Rabbu is absent from the household. The Begum Jaan seemed possessed, ‘[h]er
eyelids had drooped, her upper lip showed a black shadow and tiny beads of sweat sparkled on
her lips and noses despite the cold’ (p. 20). This predatory encounter — that later produces an
angry response from Rabbu: ‘Raw mangoes are sour to the taste, Begum Jaan’, hissed Rabbu,
burning with jealousy’ (pp. 21-22) — masks one end of the spectrum of what happens within
the quilt; at the same time, this significant silence also reveals the replicatory possibilities
within another end of the spectrum as the text never tells us what occurs in the seminary in the
exteriority of the household. It proliferates the possibility of subversive sexual encounters to
mark the performative acts as parodic subversions to produce flawed bodies that fail to conform
to the restrictive economy of compulsory heteronormativity, so that we cannot read the erotic
encounters between Rabbu and Begum Jaan, or Begum Jaan and the young narrator, or the
Nawab Saheb and his seminary of prepubescent boys, or even the erotic non-encounter between
Begum Jaan and Nawab Saheb, as mere counter-gestures oppositionally related, as rejoinders
and counter-responses to the different sets of presupposed compulsory heteronormativity and
homoeroticism, enacted in self-defence, preserving one’s sanity and socially approved sexual
identity, as rebellions against oppressive heteronormativity. It is an interdiction, of course, but
a flawed interdiction that merely replays and enacts gender-based rituals. A flash of this flawed
re-enaction of the ritual of doing a gender role shines conspicuously in the text when the
narrator describes Begum Jaan’s upper lips — ‘a mere trace of down on her upper lip’ — when
she looks at her face that ‘seemed to change shape under my gaze and looked as though it were
the face of a young boy’ (p. 15).
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The reader of The Arabian Nights should pay heed to the first utterance of the vizier when
Shahriyar, the great Sassanian King of the islands of India and China, asked him to bring the
king’s younger brother, Shah Zaman, the ruler of Persian Samarkand, to his palace so that the
brothers can unite after a gap of ten years: ‘To hear is to obey’.34 Hearing a story is sometimes
synonymous with agreeing to a command. To hear a story is to obey its form and abide by the
rules it imposes on the listeners. The Arabian Nights begins with a frame narrative, an
overarching plot that contains all the tales, borrowing the form from older Indian and Persians
tales, collections like Kathasaritsagara, Hezar Afsaneh, and it is also one of the finest.
The frame begins with an introduction to the lineage of Shahriyar, how he inherited the
large kingdom from his father as he was the ablest elder son. The first deaths in the frame
narrative occur before the brothers meet. Shah Zaman sets up tents outside his capital city to
prepare for the journey with Shahriyar’s vizier, and just before embarking on the journey he
goes back to the palace to retrieve the gift meant for his elder brother. He catches his queen in
their nuptial bed with a black slave in flagrante delicto, and, unable to control his anger at the
betrayal, he cut off their heads. Cutting off heads will continue in the frame narrative for three
more years. Shah Zaman comes to visit Shahriyar with a heavy heart, feeling sick at what had
transpired in his palace, and he is unable to join in the festivities arranged by his brother to
amuse him. He refuses to join a hunt arranged by Shahriyar, and stays back in his room. From
the window of the room he chances upon the beautiful queen of Shahriyar engaging in an orgy
with black slaves and slave girls in their private garden making use of the absence of the king.
Shah Zaman considers his elder brother’s misfortune and finds it to be worse than his, and that
makes him happier again. A little later there will be a third betrayal that will make the brothers
re-evaluate their ideas of women as a gendered category from the point of view of hegemonic
discourses. This discussion of the frame narrative of The Arabian Nights focuses on these three
betrayals, and shows how in the frame narrative transgression of the creative enactments of
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gendered performativity leads to death, a complete erasure of the flawed subjectivities, and
how the outcomes of such transgressions serve as cautionary morals for the listeners to
perpetuate, reiterate, and reify the domineering and restrictive regulations within
heteronormative discourse for the normalising assignations of gendered identities. Tales told
under the shadow of death are marked with different layers of punitive outcomes for each
subversive act, and the frame narrative itself contains a typical story that shows the nature of
this cautionary moral of why one should not to expose the secret of deviations.
But one must first begin with the betrayals. The first betrayal, Shah Zaman’s queen
intertwined with her lover in an adulterous bed, reveals a secret that must be spelt out first, and
then summarily suppressed to set an example. It is meant not to hint at a historical possibility
of what can happen in a Sassanian king’s seraglio, but rather emphasising the punitive outcome
of such probabilities. The king finds his queen in the embrace of a black slave in his absence,
and the outcome is death. The queen subverts her gendered subjectivity by acting out, or doing
her gender, in a way that does not conform to the ideality of a Sassanian queen held in captivity
in a harem. A miscegenation that involves copulating with a black slave, a point that will be
emphasised in a cruder way in the next betrayal, must necessitate their beheading in a laconic
fashion, in a matter of fact way that is remarkable: ‘So he drew his sword and struck, killing
both his wife and lover as they lay together, before going back and ordering his escort to move
off.’ (p. 3)
One then moves off to Shahriyar’s palace to a greater betrayal. Instead of two intertwined
bodies subjected to illicit desire, the secret garden reveals masses of bodies, an orgy of mixed
races, involving not just the queen and her black slave lover again, but twenty more slave girls
and twenty slaves: ‘they spent their time kissing, embracing, fornicating and drinking wine
until the end of the day’ (p. 5). A betrayal of this magnitude, the parodic enactment that replays
what happens to be a normalised practice in a harem, in a specific historical conditioning,

140

requires careful planning of punitive action, since this orgy subverts the familiar idea of what
happens inside a Sassanian harem by enacting a pastiche that lampoons the actuality of an orgy
where the dominating position is unambiguously held by the king himself. The queen initiates
the party where she takes the lead role in it, and it simply imitates other orgies mentioned in
numerous tales within The Arabian Nights where the king, by right, is the initiator. The acts of
gender are not performed by the subjects, because there is no originary act to be performed by
a transcendental subject, but they performatively constitute a subject, and that is the effect of
discourse rather than the cause of it. Gender is therefore a ‘corporeal style’, an act, or a
sequence of acts, a ‘strategy’ that has cultural survival as its goal, since those who do not do
their gender ‘correctly’ are punished by society. It is a repetition, a copy of a copy, a parody,
that does not presuppose the existence of an original, since it is the very notion of an original
that is being parodied. By defining gender as a set of acts, and by pointing out the discursive
construct of gender, i.e., gender is not a ‘natural’ fact but something that is ‘produced’, one
must envision the discursive category of gender.
Shahriyar’s queen violates the regulatory implementations of gender coherence by enacting
the parody of an orgy, and there is nothing laconic about such role-reversals and their outcome.
The enormity of this parody is sufficient to make Shah Zaman feel more fortunate than his
elder brother. His misfortune is to witness a parody of a lesser magnitude, an illicit coupling of
mixed races, whereas Shahriyar becomes the more unfortunate observer of an act that mimics
a royal orgy, a proliferation of mixed-race bodies. Enactment of such subversive mimicry will
require a reiteration of the sinful nature of women as gendered subjects in order to suppress,
erase, and annihilate the imitation. And this is why a shocked Shahriyar says to his brother,
‘Come, let us leave at once. Until we can find someone else to whom the same kind of thing
happens, we have no need of a kingdom, and otherwise we would be better dead’ (p. 5).
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The two brothers leave the kingdom, and after much wandering come to place where there
is a tall tree beside a stream near the seashore. As they are discussing their misfortunes under
the tree, a huge jinni appears from the sea with a large chest on his head. The frightened brothers
take refuge by climbing up on the tree, and the jinni puts his chest under the tree, takes out a
box from the chest, and from the box, like an ancient Chinese box puzzle, a beautiful woman
emerges. The jinni has abducted the woman from her wedding night, and when he is not
enjoying her he puts her in the box, puts the box in the chest, secures the chest with seven
locks, and puts the entire thing under the tumultuous sea. She is a prized possession that must
be kept as a secret, a woman who is subjected to a box-prison that is worse than solitary
confinement. When the jinni falls asleep, the woman notices the brothers up in the tall tree and
asks them to come down, and satisfy her sexually, or else she will wake the jinni up, and they
will suffer the ‘cruellest of deaths’. ‘To hear is to obey’: the brothers conform to the rules set
up by the frame narrative. ‘Because they were afraid, they took turns to lie with her, and when
they had finished, she told them to get up’ (p. 6). After achieving erotic satisfaction on her own
terms, she produces a purse that contains a string of five hundred and seventy signet rings, and
asks the brothers for their rings. The brothers have finally found someone, a cuckold jinni,
whose misfortune is greater than theirs. And the brothers have found a woman, a queen of five
hundred and seventy-two acts of infidelities, a professional collector of symbols of betrayals,
to finally substantiate the foundationalist notions of women’s insatiable sexual cravings, and
their deceptive nature. She is herself the symbol of treacherous and fallen woman, and
compared to the queens of the brothers, she goes about her business with a professional zeal.
It is important to note that such a foundationalist notion of womanhood in a patriarchal culture
comes as an exegesis not from Shahriyar and Shah Zaman; the brothers do not gloss or interpret
the enactment of her gender; instead, the moral of the story comes from the woman herself:
‘when a woman wants something, nothing can get the better of her’ (p. 6). Unlike the queens
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who suffer silent deaths, unlike hundreds and hundreds of women in Shahriyar’s Sassanian
kingdom who too will suffer silent deaths for three years until the vizier’s daughter, Shahrazad,
put an end to that by telling her tales, this captive woman has a confident voice that exults in
the subversive acts, a voice that is unapologetically assertive in the capacity of a gendered
subjectivity. The empowered gendered subject threatens death to the kings, not the other way
round, and that problematises the regulatory regime’s normalising beliefs about female identity
and infidelity.
The jinni’s secret finds a strange parallel with the secret of a merchant in a tale told by the
vizier to Shahrazad to dissuade her from marrying Shahriyar. The Merchant understands the
language of animals, but if this secret is revealed he will die. The threat of death always hovers
round the keepers of secrets in many of the tales in The Arabian Nights, and the merchant
silences his wife, who is adamant on learning her husband’s secret, by beating her vigorously
with mulberry twigs. The vizier’s tale has a cautionary moral for Shahrazad: ‘I shall treat you
as that man treated his wife’ (p. 9).
But the narrator of the tales in The Arabian Nights is more vocal, scholarly, and erudite
than the two queens, the merchant’s wife, and the woman in the jinni’s box. She is a voracious
reader, familiar with the ‘accounts of past kings and stories of earlier people, having collected,
it was said, a thousand volumes of these, covering peoples, kings and poets’ (p. 7). She
convinces her father, marries Shahriyar, and night after night she exposes secrets of kings,
queens, merchants, travellers, and seamen to the king, and the king can do nothing about it.
She defers her death by exposing secrets, and the king will only be a mute listener. It should
be noted that Shahrazad begins her labyrinthine tales with the story of another merchant who
also faces the threat of death from an ifrit, an evil jinni, because he threw the stone of a date
after eating it, and the seed apparently killed the mighty ifrit’s son. The absurdity of the cause
of the threat of death is perhaps laughable from the vantage point of twenty-first century readers
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of The Arabian Nights, but if one chooses to compare that with the absurdity of Shahriyar’s
decision to take a virgin every night, deflower her, and then behead her in the dawn to
compensate for the deeds of the adulterous queens, it becomes clear why Shahrazad begins her
tale with the story of the merchant. Three strangers will narrate three delightful stories to the
ifrit to save the merchant’s life. Likewise, Shahrazad will expiate for the sins committed by
Shahriyar: stories told over a thousand nights to compensate the loss of thousand lives of
innocent victims. To hear is to obey the rules of the frame narrative, and at the end of the frame
narrative, in the beginning of the first night’s tale, an obeisance to the storyteller means, again,
a subversion of roles: the king is silenced.
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CONCLUSION

I

s it possible for human subjects to appropriate sexual identities at will by exercising the
free application of their own volition? The theoretical engagements and its concomitant

political possibilities argued in the previous chapters broaden the scope of adopting variant
assignations of sexual and political identity in the changing social and cultural contexts in
specific historical conditions. Newer communicational technologies like the Internet indeed
amplify the extent of this engagement with corporeal modification to appropriate different
sexual identities, and, in general, to proliferate the possibilities of adopting various subject
formations by creating virtual identities and mobilising subjects with similar or dissimilar
gender assignations. The advancement in cyber technologies also allow for strategic
fragmentations that are celebratory and political in nature, dissolving imagined boundaries of
cultures, nations, and countries, paving the way for a fluidity in social and cultural relationships
that transcend diffuse power structures. The social and political context of postmodernity has
set the stage for the adoption of fluid sexual identities. The modern world is characterised by a
certain form of fluidity in social relations which is helped by the fragmentation of various
sexual sub-cultures. The preponderance of agony aunt columns related to sexual problems in
the Internet has thrown up some fascinating examples in the context of adopting various
identities. Here, for example, is a problem letter, quite obviously a first world problem,
submitted to the advice column of the website www.thestranger.com on 7 November, 2007,
run by Dan Savage, the American gay author of Skipping Towards Gomorrah:1 ‘For the past
15 years, I’ve identified as bisexual: I’ve been in monogamous relationships with men and
women. I married a wonderful guy a few years ago. However, I recently realised that I
identified as gay. I’ve talked to my husband about this, and he’s okay with it. I decided to stay
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with him and remain monogamous. We have a great relationship — and great sex. We left open
the possibility of me taking a female lover in the future, if needed. For now, I’m happy with
him. I flirt with girls, we talk openly about my preferences, but I haven’t had sex with a woman
since before I married him. And I’m okay with that. So, here’s my dilemma: is it right to call
myself a lesbian if I’m married to (and sexually involved with) a man? I hesitate to stay with
the ‘bi’ label, since I have no interest in other men. Can I call myself a lesbian even though I’m
not sleeping with women?’2
Even in the age of the Internet, and the rapid shrinking of the world as a global village
through a contested homogenisation of social and cultural norms, these ideas seem, in culturespecific locations, and in specific historical conditionings, fairly and absurdly utopian. This
work strategically uses Judith Butler’s theoretical concept of the performative nature of doing
one’s gender, and Foucault’s conception of the emergence of discordant events that challenge
the existing hegemonic power in his analysis of discourse, to put forward an idea of flawed
bodies that is not entirely determined by the regulatory regimes, and, therefore, retains the
possibility of creating incoherence within the very structures of heteronormativity that
engender the attainability and signifiability of these variant corporealities. Foucault anticipates
the possibility of a particular event in a genealogical enquiry that exceeds its causes and
reverses the relationships of forces, so that the event can appropriate the denunciations to
eventually turn them against the powers that constitute the very possibility of the event. This
discordant emergence of the event, as he mentions in ‘Nietzsche, Genealogy, History’, makes
possible the ingress of the masked other.3 Butler conceives of performativity as the enactment
of a set of acts; some of them are deviations of the pre-assigned script that mark them as
subversive acts that spill over and overflow, unsettling and confusing the hegemonic
domination through their capacity to disrupt and disorganise the existing repressive norms and
regulations in order to reorganise and reconfigure the relationships of forces. Utilising these
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two theoretical conceptions, one can envisage the decisive manifestations of particular events,
those subversive performativities that produce the flawed bodies that refuse to conform to the
regulations set up by a discursive hegemonic power. But, can this specific emergence of such
events be considered as rebellions, emancipatory insurrections that have the power to
overthrow the dominant hegemony? To a certain extent, the answer could be affirmative,
politically speaking, as it could, with reiterative repetition congealing into a flawed
manifestation of corporeality that eventually solidifies into a normative assignation, become a
counterforce, a certain kind of reverse discourse, that challenges the dominant powers. But it
can only become another force in the endless play of forces. Thus, the flawed body has the
potential to disrupt the normative structure by proliferating the configurations of corporeal
attributes and assignations, while moving beyond the rigid binaries of structural limitations set
up by dominating juridical discourses, and, in time, has the capacity, theoretically and
politically, to overturn the regulatory regimes. But, again, it is not a liberatory potential, since
liberation cannot be seen in an exterior correlation with the perpetual play of relationships
between the forces, where newer configurations of forces emerge and re-emerge, unite, break
up, and posit enduring and everlasting challenge to other forces.
Foucault has introduced the term ‘technology’ to denote the discursive instruments with
which intelligible knowledge of social and cultural realities and the functional justification of
various social and cultural institutions are constructed, and his work focuses on the delineation
of complex relationships that exist between the technologies of discursive formations of
sexuality, power, and the body. In an essay written shortly before his death , Foucault referred
to the variety of ways knowledge is discursively produced in specific cultures, in specific
contexts, and in specific historical periods.4 There is, for example, the technology of production
of knowledge that permits the fabrication, transformation, and manipulation of discrete objects;
there is also the technology of sign systems that allows, and limits, the functional exchange
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and interpretation of signs, symbols, meanings, and signification; and then there is the
technology of power that determines the behaviours and attitudes of discrete individuals to
allocate them in different subject positions for domination, or subjecting them to comply with
the regulatory mechanism of hegemonic power. And, finally, there is the technology of the self
that, to a certain extent, permits the corporeal body through certain transformational and
manipulative operations or processes effecting on the very physicality of the bodies to allow
for a change in the corporeality, to allow for certain changes in ways of thoughts and conducts,
in short, to forge a certain sense of happiness and well-beings through these operations of
transformations, to attain certain kinds of what Foucault calls ‘purity, wisdom, perfection, or
immortality’. These technologies do not have univocal hegemonic power, and they do not
function separately; instead, they create a network of force relations that always aim for
domination, enmeshing the body in their powerful embrace of jurisdiction.
Judith Butler’s theoretical formulation of the constructional aspects of gender as
performative enactments of parodic acts has broadened and supplemented the theoretical
debates on gender criticism beyond the binary of the biological body and culturally inscripted
gender, past the notion of unproblematic cultural connotations on an inert, willing, and
malleable body to receive the marks and traces of cultural assignations, and, thus, her
problematisation of gendered subjectivity, agency, and gendered identity has opened up newer
directions for gender criticism, queer politics, and philosophy. Engagement with the theoretical
notions of discourse, the corporeality of the body within discourse, the limited extent of
subversive parodic performativity that allows an agency which is conceived strategically and
politically to challenge the hegemonic dominance of heteronormativity however limited its
latitude of intervention might be, gives rise to the question that to what extent it is really
possible and worthwhile to conceptualise a will to theory that has the power of intervention
and intercession to subvert the hegemonic domination in such a limited and restricted fashion,
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because liberation or emancipation from within the grid of interlocking discourses is not an
option considering the impossibility of these counterforces acting against dominating
hegemonies from a position of exteriority. As Sara Salih points out, pondering on the question
of the eventual willy-nilly appropriation of any subversion within a dominating discourse,
leaving only the theoretical and political option of exposing the constructional nature of the
foundational categories of gender, body, sexuality, agency, and identity: ‘Should people
currently living on the margins of social structures campaign for assimilation or should they
continue to exist in a more critical and oblique, if a necessarily more painful, relation to the
institutions by which they are rejected but simultaneously constituted?’5
The abstract critical theories that try to problematise the notions of gender, body, and
sexuality have always been situated with a paradoxical and somewhat oppositional relationship
to the material realities of the real world. But however abstract and detached these critical
theories might seem to be, they must come to terms to a more practical engagement with the
social, cultural, and political realities around us. The envisioning of an agency and locating it
within the relational aspects of flawed subjectivities with an overt political aim to destabilise
the oppressive political domination invested with power for a radical intervention, however
rudimentary and restricted in its scope within hegemonic heteronormativity it seems to be,
might point a way out of this all-pervasive, powerful, and endless network of force fields by
suggesting that, even though sex, gender, sexuality, and the body are discursively constructed,
they are not entirely determined by discourses. The ab-normality imposed by hegemonic
regulations on the corporeal body to dis-figure it and mark it as a flawed body does not preclude
the theoretical and political possibilities of performative enactments of subversive acts, and,
through a gradual accretion of such perverse acts, in time, in different cultural and social
contexts, the flawed bodies can generate the will to theory and the political will to creatively
ratify a counterdiscourse that can challenge the contemporary hegemonic domination. Thus,
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the subjected body can performatively and creatively enact, within the relations of competing
force fields, subversive acts and deeds that not only dissolve restrictive binary formations but
also proliferate the possibilities of appropriating resistive and combative subject positions to
forge newer forms of relationships to be able to disrupt, and eventually exercise a certain extent
of manageability about, the discursive regulations and norms of hegemonic formations. As
Foucault pointed out in an interview, ‘We have to understand that with our desires, through our
desires, go new forms of relationships, new forms of love, new forms of creation […] [s]ex is
not a fatality: it’s a possibility for creative life’.6 He conceives of power relations, as opposed
to a juridical model of power, as a productive form of relationship. Power is omnipresent, and
where there is power there is also resistance, and this resistance is never in a position of
exteriority vis-à-vis power. In other words, the subjected bodies within an oppressive
hegemonic regime are always in a strategic relationship with existing modes of dominating
power. Thus, there are always possibilities to circumvent the strategic relations, to transform
those relations. ‘We cannot jump outside the situation, and there is no point where you are free
from all power relations. But you can always change it […] if there was no resistance, there
would be no power relations […] [s]o resistance comes first, and resistance remains superior
to the forces of the process; power relations are obliged to change with the resistance […] [it]
is the main word, the key word, in this dynamic’ (p.167). Resistance, therefore, is not a negation
of domination, but a creative engagement to change the oppressive structure of regulatory
regimes, and this creative force of resistance is generated within the relationships of the modes
of power that constitutes us and incorporates us.
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1. Dan Savage, Skipping Towards Gomorrah: The Seven Deadly Sins and the Pursuit of
Happiness in America (New York: Plume, 2002)
2. Quoted in Véronique Mottier, Sexuality (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), p. 124
3. Michel Foucault, ‘Nietzsche, Genealogy, History’, in Aesthetics: Essential Works of
Foucault 1954 – 1984, Volume 2, ed. James D Faubion (London: Penguin, 2000), pp. 380381
4. Michel Foucault, ‘Technologies of the Self’, in Technologies of the Self, A Seminar With
Michel Foucault, eds. Luther H Martin, Huck Gutman, and Patrick H Hutton (Amherst:
University of Massachusetts Press, 1988), pp. 16-49
5. Sara Salih, Judith Butler (London: Routledge, 2002), p. 138

6. Michel Foucault, ‘Sex, Power, and the Politics of Identity’, in Ethics: Essential Works of
Foucault 1954 – 1984, Volume 1, ed. Paul Rabinow (London: Penguin, 2000), p. 163. B
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156

BIBLIOGRAPHY

BOOKS
Armstrong, Nancy and Leonard Tennenhouse. eds. The Ideology of Conduct: Essays in Literature and
the History of Sexuality. London: Methuen, 1987.
Audi, Robert. ed. The Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy, Second Edition. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1999.
Barthes, Roland. A Roland Barthes Reader. ed. Susan Sontag. London: Vintage, 2000
Bataille, Georges. The Unfinished System of Nonknowledge. ed. Stuart Kendall, trans. Michelle
Kendall and Stuart Kendall. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2001.
Bataille, Georges. On Nietzsche. trans. Bruce Boone. London: Continuum, 2004.
Beauvoir, Simone de. The Second Sex. New York: Vintage, 1973.
Beckett, Samuel. Endgame. London: Faber and Faber, 1958.
Benhabib, Seyla. Situating the Self: Gender, Community, and Postmodernism in Contemporary
Ethics. New York: Routledge, 1992.
Borges, Jorge Luis. The Book of Imaginary Beings. London: Vintage, 2002.
Borges, Jorge Luis. Selected Non-Fictions. New York: Penguin, 2000.
Burshell, G., C Gordon, and P H Miller, eds. The Foucault Effect: Studies in Governmentality. Hemel
Hempstead: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1991.
Butler, Judith. Subjects of Desire: Hegelian Reflections in Twentieth Century France. New York:
Columbia University Press, 1987
Butler, Judith. Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. London: Routledge, 1990,
2006.
Butler, Judith. Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of ‘Sex’. London: Routledge, 1993,
2011.

157

Butler, Judith. The Psychic Life of Power: Theories in Subjection. Stanford: Stanford University
Press, 1997
Butler, Judith. Excitable Speech: A Politics of the Performative. New York: Routledge, 1997.
Butler, Judith. What’s Left of Theory? New Work on the Politics of Theory. London: Routledge, 2000.
Carter, Angela. The Sadean Woman: An Exercise in Cultural History. London: Virago, 1979.
Chughtai, Ismat. Lifting the Veil: Selected Writings. trans. M Asaduddin. New Delhi: Penguin India,
2001, 2009.
Cixous, Hélène and Mireille Calle-Gruber. Rootprints: Memory and Life Writing. London: Routledge,
1997.
Clément, Catherine and Julia Kristeva. The Feminine and the Sacred. trans. Jane Marie Todd. New
York: Columbia University Press, 2001.
Davies, Bronwyn. ed. Judith Butler in Conversation: Analysing the Texts and Talk of Everyday Life.
London: Routledge, 2008.
Davis, Robert Con and Ronald Schleifer, eds. Contemporary Literary Criticism: Literary and
Cultural Studies. New York: Longman, 1998.
Deleuze, Gilles. Nietzsche and Philosophy. trans. Hugh Tomlinson. New York: Columbia University
Press, 1983.
Deleuze, Gilles. Foucault. ed. and trans. Seán Hand. London: Continuum, 2007.
Derrida, Jacques. Dissemination. trans. Barbara Johnson. London: Continuum, 2004.
Douglas, Mary. Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and Taboo. London:
Routledge, 1969, 2002.
Eagleton, Mary. Feminist Literary Criticism. New York: Longman, 1991.
Eco, Umberto. ed. On Beauty. London: Secker and Warburg, 2004.
Eco, Umberto. ed. On Ugliness. London: Harvill Secker, 2007.
Foucault, Michel. Madness and Civilisation: A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason. trans.
Richard Howard. London: Routledge, 1967, 2001.

158

Foucault, Michel. The Archaeology of Knowledge. trans. A M Sheridan Smith. New York: Pantheon,
1972.
Foucault, Michel. The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences. London: Routledge,
2002.
Foucault, Michel. The Birth of the Clinic: An Archaeology of Medical Perception. trans. A M
Sheridan. London: Routledge, 1973, 2003.
Foucault, Michel. Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison. trans. Alan Sheridan. London:
Penguin, 1977, 1991.
Foucault, Michel. The History of Sexuality: An Introduction, Volume 1. trans. Robert Hurley. New
York: Vintage, 1978, 1990.
Foucault, Michel. The Use of Pleasure: The History of Sexuality, Volume 2. trans. Robert Hurley.
New York: Vintage, 1990.
Foucault, Michel. The Care of the Self: The History of Sexuality, Volume 3. trans. Robert Hurley. New
York: Vintage, 1986.
Foucault, Michel, ed. Herculine Barbin, Being the Recently Discovered Memoirs of a Nineteenth
Century Hermaphrodite. trans. Richard McDougall. New York: Vintage, 1980.
Foucault, Michel. Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews. ed. Colin Gordon. New York: Pantheon,
1980.
Foucault, Michel. Michel Foucault: Philosophy, Politics, Culture. ed. Lawrence Kritzman. London:
Routledge, 1988.
Foucault, Michel. Ethics: Essential Works of Foucault 1954 – 1984, Volume 1. ed. Paul Rabinow.
London: Penguin, 2000
Foucault, Michel. Aesthetics: Essential Works of Foucault 1954 – 1984, Volume 2. ed. James D
Faubion. London: Penguin, 2000.
Foucault, Michel. Power: Essential Works of Foucault 1954 – 1984, Volume 3. ed. James D Faubion.
London: Penguin, 2000.
Foucault, Michel. Foucault Live: Collected Interviews, 1961-1984. ed. Sylvère Lotringer, trans. Lysa
Hochroth and John Johnston. New York: Semiotext(e), 1989.

159

Friedan, Betty. The Feminine Mystique. London: Penguin, 2010.
Gatens, Moira. Imaginary Bodies: Ethics, Power, and Corporeality. London: Routledge, 1996.
Glover, David and Cora Kaplan. eds. Genders. London: Routledge, 2007.
Gopinath, Gayatri. Impossible Desires: Queer Diasporas and South Asian Public Cultures. Durham:
Duke University Press, 2005.
Greer, Germaine. The Female Eunuch. London: Harper, 2008.
Gutting, Garry. ed. The Cambridge Companion to Foucault, Second Edition. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2003.
Gutting, Gary. Foucault. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005.
Halberstam, Judith. Female Masculinity. North Carolina: Duke University Press, 1998.
Halperin, David. Saint Foucault: Towards a Gay Hagiography. Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1995.
Howarth, David. Discourse. London: Open University Press, 2002.
Hoy, David Couzens. ed. Foucault: A Critical Reader. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Blackwell
Publishers, 1986.
Irigaray, Luce. This Sex Which Is Not One. trans. Catherine Porter. Ithaca, New York: Cornell
University Press, 1992.
Irigaray, Luce. I Love to You: Sketch For A Felicity Within History. London: Routledge, 1996.
Irigaray, Luce. An Ethics of Sexual Difference. trans. Carolyn Burke and Gillian C Gill. London:
Continuum, 2004.
Kemp, Sandra and Judith Squires. eds. Feminisms. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997.
Klossowski, Pierre. Nietzsche and the Vicious Circle. trans. Daniel W Smith. London: Continuum,
2005.
Kristeva, Julia. Revolutions in Poetic Language. New York: Columbia University Press, 1984.
Kumar, Nita. ed. Women as Subjects: South Asian Histories. Kolkata: Stree, 1994.

160

Larsson, Stieg. The Girl Who Played With Fire. London: Quercus, 2010.
Lauretis, Teresa de. Technologies of Gender: Essays on Theory, Film, and Fiction. Bloomington,
Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1987
Leitch, Vincent B. ed. The Norton Anthology of Theory and Criticism. New York: W W Norton and
Company, 2001.
Lyon, David. Postmodernity. London: Open University Press, 2002.
Magnus, Berndt and Kathleen M Higgins. eds. The Cambridge Companion to Nietzsche. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1996.
Majumdar, Kamal Kumar. Galpasamagra. Kolkata: Ananda Publishers Private Limited, 1990, 1992.
Menon, Nivedita. Gender and Politics in India. New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1999
Millett, Kate. Sexual Politics. New York: Columbia University Press, 1970, 2016.
Mills, Sara and Lynne Pearce. eds. Feminist Readings/Feminists Reading. London: Prentice Hall,
1996.
Mitchell, Mark., ed. The Penguin Book of International Gay Writing. London: Viking Penguin, 1995.
Moi, Toril. Sexual/Textual Politics: Feminist Literary Theory. London: Routledge, 1985.
Mottier, Véronique. Sexuality. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008.
My Secret Life: An Erotic Diary of Victorian London. New York: Penguin Random House, 2007.
Naphy, William. Born to be Gay: A History of Homosexuality. Gloucestershire: Tempus, 2004.
Nietzsche, Friedrich. Beyond Good and Evil. In Basic Writings of Nietzsche, ed. and trans. Walter
Kaufman, pp. 179-435. New York: Modern Library Edition, 2000.
Nietzsche, Friedrich. On the Genealogy of Morals. In Basic Writings of Nietzsche, ed. and trans.
Walter Kaufman, pp. 437-599. New York: Modern Library Edition, 2000
Nietzsche, Friedrich. Basic Writings of Nietzsche. ed. and trans. Walter Kaufman. New York: Modern
Library Edition, 2000
Nietzsche, Friedrich. The Gay Science. trans. Walter Kaufman. New York: Random House, 1974.

161

Niranjana, Seemanthini. Gender and Space: Femininity, Sexualisation, and the Female Body. New
Delhi: Sage, 2001.
Nye, Robert A. ed. Sexuality. New York: Oxford University Press, 1999.
Oakley, Ann and Juliet Mitchell. eds. Who’s Afraid of Feminism? Seeing Through the Backlash. New
York: The New Press, 1997.
Pearson, Keith Ansell. Nietzsche. London: Granta Books, 2005.
Plato. Republic. trans. Desmond Lee. London: Penguin, 1987.
Plato. The Symposium. trans. Christopher Gill. London: Penguin, 1999
Richardson, Diane. Rethinking Sexuality. London: Sage, 2000.
Ricoeur, Paul. Freud and Philosophy: An Essay on Interpretation. trans. Denis Savage. New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1970, 2008.
Ricoeur, Paul. The Conflicts of Interpretations: Essays in Hermeneutics. ed. Don Ihde. London:
Continuum, 2004.
Rivkin, Julie and Michael Ryan. eds. Literary Theory: An Anthology. Cambridge, Massachusetts:
Blackwell Publishers, 1998.
Rooney, Ellen. ed. The Cambridge Companion to Feminist Literary Theory. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2006.
Salih, Sara. Judith Butler. London: Routledge, 2002.
Salih, Sara and Judith Butler. eds. The Judith Butler Reader. New Jersey: Wiley Blackwell, 2004.
Sangari, Kumkum and Sudesh Vaid. eds. Recasting Women: Essays in Colonial History. New Delhi:
Kali For Women, 1989.
Savage, Dan. Skipping Towards Gomorrah: The Seven Deadly Sins and the Pursuit of Happiness in
America. New York: Plume, 2002.
Sedgwick, Eve Kosofsky. Between Men: English Literature and Homosocial Desire. New York:
Columbia University Press, 1987.
Sedgwick, Eve Kosofsky. Epistemology of the Closet. London: University of California Press, 1990,
2008.

162

Smart, Barry. Michel Foucault. London: Routledge, 2002.
Tazi, Nadia. Keywords: Identity. New Delhi: Sage India, 2004.
Vance, Carol. ed. Pleasure and Danger. London: Routledge, 1997.
Vanita, Ruth and Saleem Kidwai. eds. Same-Sex Love in India: A Literary History. New Delhi:
Penguin Random House India, 2008.
White, Edmund. ed. The Faber Book of Gay Short Fiction. London: Faber and Faber, 1991.
Wilde, Oscar. The Picture of Dorian Gray. New York: W W Norton and Company, 1988.
Williams, Susan and Richard Glynn Jones, eds. The Penguin Book of Erotic Stories by Women.
London: Penguin, 2012.
Young, R. ed. Untying the Text: A Post-Structuralist Reader. London: Routledge, 1981.
Žižek, Slavoj. Event. London: Penguin, 2014.

ARTICLES
Aladjem, Terry K. ‘The Philosopher’s Prism: Foucault, Feminism, and Critique’. Political Theory,
Volume 19, No. 2 (May, 1991): pp. 277-291. Sage Publications.
Asaduddin, M. ‘Alone on Slippery Terrain: Ismat Chughtai and Her Fiction’. Indian Literature,
Volume 36, No. 5 (157), Accents on Women’s Writing (September: October, 1993): pp. 76-89.
Sahitya Akademi.
Banerjee, Nirmala. ‘Working Women in Colonial Bengal: Modernisation and Marginalisation’. In
Recasting Women: Essays in Colonial History, eds. Kumkum Sangari and Sudesh Vaid, pp. 269-301.
New Delhi: Kali For Women, 1989.
Behler, Ernst. ‘Nietzsche in the Twentieth Century’. In The Cambridge Companion to Nietzsche, eds.
Berndt Magnus and Kathleen M Higgins, pp. 281-322. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1996.
Benhabib, Seyla. ‘Subjectivity, Historiography, and Politics: Reflections on the
“Feminism/Postmodernism Exchange”. In Feminist Contentions: A Philosophical Exchange, eds.
Seyla Benhabib, Judith Butler, Drucilla Cornell, and Nancy Fraser. New York: Routledge, 1995.

163

Butler, Judith. ‘Variations on Sex and Gender: Beauvoir, Wittig, Foucault’. In Contemporary Literary
Criticism: Literary and Cultural Studies, eds. Robert Con Davis and Ronald Schleifer, pp. 612-623.
New York: Longman, 1998.
Butler, Judith. ‘Against Proper Objects’. differences, Volume 6, More Gender Trouble: Feminism
Meets Queer Theory (Summer-Fall 1994): pp. 1-26. Indiana University Press.
Butler, Judith and Thomas Dumm. ‘Giving Away, Giving Over: A Coversation With Judith Butler’.
The Massachusetts Review, Volume 49, No. 1/2 (Spring-Summer, 2008): pp. 95-105. The
Massachusetts Review Inc.
Butler, Judith. ‘Sex and Gender in Simone de Beauvoir’s Second Sex’. Yale French Studies, No. 72,
Simone de Beauvoir: Witness to a Century (1986): pp. 35-49. Yale University Press.
Butler, Judith. ‘Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and
Feminist Theory’. Theatre Journal, Volume 40, No. 4 (December, 1988): pp. 519-531. The John
Hopkins University Press.
Butler, Judith. ‘Foucault and the Paradox of Bodily Inscriptions’. The Journal of Philosophy, Volume
86, No. 11 (November, 1989): pp. 601-607. The Journal of Philosophy Inc.
Chughtai, Ismat. ‘Mahfil Interviews Ismat Chughtai’. Mahfil, Volume 8, No. 2/3 (Summer – Fall,
1972): pp. 169-188. Asian Studies Centre, Michigan State University.
Cixous, Hélène. ‘The Laugh of the Medusa’. In The Norton Anthology of Theory and Criticism, ed.
Vincent B Leitch, trans. Keith Cohen and Paula Cohen, pp. 2039-2056. New York: W W Norton and
Company, 2001.
Cixous, Hélène. ‘Sorties’. In Feminisms, eds. Sandra Kemp and Judith Squires, trans. Betsy Wing, pp.
231-235. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997.
Felski, Rita. ‘Feminism, Postmodernism, and the Critique of Modernity’. Cultural Critique, No. 13,
The Construction of Gender and Modes of Social Division (Autumn, 1989): pp. 33-56. University of
Minnesota Press.
Foucault, Michel. ‘Nietzsche, Genealogy, History’. In Aesthetics: Essential Works of Foucault 1954 –
1984, Volume 2, ed. James D Faubion, pp. 369-391. London: Penguin, 2000.
Foucault, Michel. ‘Politics and the Study of Discourse’. In The Foucault Effect: Studies in
Governmentality, eds. G Burshell, C Gordon, and P H Miller. Hemel Hempstead: Harvester
Wheatsheaf, 1991.

164

Foucault, Michel. ‘Nietzsche, Freud, Marx. In Aesthetics: Essential Works of Foucault 1954 – 1984,
Volume 2, ed. James D Faubion, pp. 269-278. London: Penguin, 2000.
Foucault, Michel. ‘Sex, Power, and the Politics of Identity’. In Ethics: Essential Works of Foucault
1954 – 1984, Volume 1, ed. Paul Rabinow, pp. 163-173. London: Penguin, 2000.
Foucault, Michel. ‘The Subject and Power’. In Power: Essential Works of Foucault 1954 – 1984,
Volume 3, ed. James D Faubion, pp. 326-348. London: Penguin, 2000.
Foucault, Michel. ‘The Political Technology of Individuals’. In Power: Essential Works of Foucault
1954 – 1984, Volume 3, ed. James D Faubion, pp. 403-417. London: Penguin, 2000.
Foucault, Michel. ‘Truth and Power’. In Power: Essential Works of Foucault 1954 – 1984, Volume 3,
ed. James D Faubion, pp. 111-133. London: Penguin, 2000.
Foucault, Michel. ‘Space, Knowledge, and Power’. In Power: Essential Works of Foucault 1954 –
1984, Volume 3, ed. James D Faubion, pp. 349-364. London: Penguin, 2000.
Foucault, Michel. ‘Technologies of the Self’. In Technologies of the Self, A Seminar With Michel
Foucault, eds. Luther H Martin, Huck Gutman, and Patrick H Hutton. Amherst: University of
Massachusetts Press, 1988.
Foucault, Michel. ‘The Order of Discourse’. In Untying the Text: A Post-Structuralist Reader, ed. R
Young. London: Routledge, 1981.
Foucault, Michel. ‘The Birth of Biopolitics’. In Ethics: Essential Works of Foucault 1954 – 1984,
Volume 2, ed. Paul Rabinow, pp. 73-79. London: Penguin, 2000.
Foucault, Michel and Anthony M Nazzaro. ‘History, Discourse, and Discontinuity’. Salmagundi, No.
20, Psychological Man: Approaches to an Emergent Social Type (Summer – Fall, 1972): pp. 225-248.
Skidmore College.
Foucault, Michel. ‘Erotics’. trans. Robert Hurley. October, Volume 33 (Summer, 1985): pp. 3-30. The
MIT Press.
Foucault, Michel. ‘About the Beginning of the Hermeneutics of the Self: Two Lectures at
Dartmouth’. Political Theory, Volume 21, No. 2 (May, 1993): pp. 198-227. Sage Publications.
Foucault, Michel. ‘Polemic: Monstrocities in Criticism’. Diacritics, Volume 1, No. 1 (Autumn, 1971):
pp. 57-60. The John Hopkins University Press.

165

Foucault, Michel and James O’Higgins. ‘Sexual Choice, Sexual Act: An Interview With Michel
Foucault’. Salmagundi, No. 58/59 (Fall 1982 - Winter 1983): pp. 10-24. Skidmore College.
Foucault, Michel. ‘The Subject and Power’. Critical Inquiry, Volume 8, No. 4 (Summer, 1982): pp.
777-795. The University of Chicago Press.
Grosz, Elizabeth and Pheng Cheah. ‘The Future of Sexual Difference: An Interview With Judith
Butler and Drucilla Cornell’. Diacritics, Volume 28, No. 1, Irigaray and the Political Future of
Sexual Difference (Spring, 1998): pp. 19-42. The John Hopkins University Press.
Halberstam, Judith. Masculinity Without Men: Annamarie Jagose interviews Judith Halberstam,
University of Colorado, Genders 1998-2013, accessed at:
https://www.colorado.edu/gendersarchive1998-2013/1999/04/01/masculinity-without-menannamarie-jagose-interviews-judith-halberstam-about-her-latest, on 03.01.2019
Halperin, David M. ‘Forgetting Foucault: Acts, Identities, and the History of Sexuality’.
Representations, No. 63 (Summer, 1998): pp. 93-120. University of California Press.
Halperin, David M. ‘Bringing Out Michel Foucault’. Salmagundi, No. 97 (Winter, 1993): pp. 69-93.
Skidmore College.
Irigaray, Luce. ‘The Other: Woman’. In Feminisms, eds. Sandra Kemp and Judith Squires, pp. 308315. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997.
Magnus, Berndt and Kathleen M Higgins. ‘Nietzsche’s Works and Their Themes’. In The Cambridge
Companion to Nietzsche, eds. Berndt Magnus and Kathleen M Higgins, pp. 21-68. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1996.
Magnus, Kathy Dow. ‘The Unaccountable Subject: Judith Butler and the Social Conditions of
Intersubjective Agency’. Hypatia, Volume 21, No. 2 (Spring 2006): pp. 81-103. Wiley Blackwell
Publishers.
Martin, Biddy. ‘Extraordinary Homosexuals and the Fear of Being Ordinary’. differences, Volume 6,
More Gender Trouble: Feminism Meets Queer Theory (Summer-Fall 1994): pp. 100-125. Indiana
University Press.
Martin, Biddy. ‘Feminism, Criticism, and Foucault’. New German Critique, No 27, Women Writers
and Critics (Autumn, 1982): pp. 3-30. Duke University Press.

166

Mitra, Indrani. ‘ “There is no sin in our love”: Homoerotic Desire in the Stories of Two Muslim
Women Writers’. Tulsa Studies in Women’s Litearture, Volume 29, No. 2 (Fall, 2010): pp. 311-329.
University of Tulsa.
Nicholson, Linda. ‘Feminism and the Politics of Postmodernism’. boundary 2, Volume 19, No. 2,
Feminism and Postmodernism (Summer, 1992): pp. 53-69. Duke University Press.
Nietzsche, Friedrich. ‘On Truth and Lying in a Non-moral Sense’. In The Norton Anthology of Theory
and Criticism, ed. Vincent B Leitch, trans. Ronald Speirs, pp. 874-884. New York: W W Norton and
Company, 2001.
Rich, Adrienne. ‘Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence’. In The Norton Anthology of
Theory and Criticism, ed. Vincent B Leitch, pp. 1762-1780. New York: W W Norton and Company,
2001.
Rubin, Gayle. ‘Thinking Sex: Notes for a Radical Theory of the Politics of Sexuality’. In Pleasure
and Danger, ed. Carol Vance. London: Routledge, 1997.
Schoene, Bertholde. ‘Queer Politics, Queer Theory, and the Future of “Identity”: Spiralling Out of
Culture’. In The Cambridge Companion to Feminist Literary Theory, ed. Ellen Rooney, pp. 283-302.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006
Schrift, Alan D. ‘Nietzsche’s French Legacy’. In The Cambridge Companion to Nietzsche, eds.
Berndt Magnus and Kathleen M Higgins, pp. 323-355. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1996.
Thapan, Meenakshi. ‘Gender, Body, and Everyday Life’. Social Scientist, Volume 23, No. 7/9 (JulySeptember, 1995): pp. 32-58. Social Scientist.
Tuhkanen, Mikko. ‘Performativity and Becoming’. Cultural Critique, No. 72 (Spring, 2009): pp. 135. University of Minnesota Press.
Wittig, Monique. ‘One is Not Born a Woman’. In The Straight Mind. Hemel Hempstead: Harvester
Wheatsheaf, 1992.

167

