Introduction: Acting in Concert

he essays included here represent some of my most recent work

on gender and sexuality focusing on the question of what it
might mean to undo restrictively normative conceptions of sexual and
gendered life. Equally, however, the essays are about the experience of
becoming undone in both good and bad ways. Sometimes a normative
conception of gender can undo one’s personhood, undermining the
capacity to persevere in a livable life. Other times, the experience of a
normative restriction becoming undone can undo a prior conception
of who one is only to inaugurate a relatively newer one that has greater
livability as its aim.

If gender is a kind of a doing, an incessant activity performed, in
part, without one’s knowing and without one’s willing, it is not for
that reason automatic or mechanical. On the contrary, it is a practice
of improvisation within a scene of constraint. Moreover, one does not
“do” one’s gender alone. One is always “doing” with or for another,
even if the other is only imaginary. What I call my “own” gender
appears perhaps at times as somethmg that’ I author or mdeed own.

Bur the terms that make up one’s own gender are, from the start out-

~ “Although being a certain gender does not 1mply that one wsll desire
a certain way, there is nevertheless a desire that is constitutive of gender
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2 Undoing Gender

itself and, as a result, no quick or easy way to separate the life of
gender from the life of desire. What does gender want? To speak in
this way may seem strange, but it becomes less so when we realize that

thé social norms that constitute our existence carry desires that do not

originate with our Ea::msmm personhood. ﬂ:m matter is made more

“zomplex by the fact that the _viability of our E&Smc& ‘personhood is

fundamentally dependent on these social norms.
T The Hegelian_tradition links desire with recognition, claiming that

desire is always a desire for recognition and that it is only through the

experience of recognition that any of us becomes constituted as socially
~viable beings. That view has its allure and its truth, but it also misses
a couple of important points. The terms by which we are recognized
as human are socially articulated and changeable. And sometimes the
very terms that confer “humanness” on some individuals are those that
deprive certain other individuals of the possibility of achieving that status,
producing a differential between the human and the less-than-human.
These norms have far-reaching consequences for how we understand
the mode! of the human entitled to rights or included in the partici-
patory sphere of political deliberation. The human is understood differ-
entially depending on its race, the legibility of that race, its morphology,
the recognizability of that morphology, its sex, the perceptual verifia-
bility of that sex, its ethnicity, the categorical understanding of that
ethnicity. Certain humans are recognized as less than human, and that
form of qualified recognition does not lead to a viable life. Certain
humans are not recognized as human at all, and that leads to yet
another order of unlivable life. If part of what desire wants is to gain
recognition, then gender, insofar as it is animated by desire, will want
recognition as well. But if the schemes of recognition that are avail-
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able to us are those that “undo” the E conferring recognition,

or “undo” the person by withholding recognition,-then recognition

vnnoammw“mhmbmlmoﬁnmbwé?oﬁwm_.EEmsm &monnwnm:%wﬂomsnnm
This means that to the extent that desire is implicated in social norms,
it is bound up with the question of power and with the problem of
who qualifies as the recognizably human and who does not.

If I am a certain gender, will I still be regarded as part of the human?
Will the “human” expand to include me in its reach? If I desire in

certain ways, will I be able to live? Will there be a place for my life,
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and will it be recognizable to the others upon whom I depend for social
existence? ‘
There are advantages to remaining less than intelligible, if intelligi-
bility is understood as that which is produced as a consequence of
recognition according to prevailing social norms. Indeed, if my options
are loathsome, if I have no desire to be recognized within a certain set
of norms, then it follows that my sense of survival depends upon escap-
ing the clutch of those norms by which recognition is conferred. It may
well be that my sense of social belonging is impaired by the distance
I take, but surely that estrangement is preferable to gaining a sense of
: intelligibility by virtue of norms that will only do me in from another
direction. Indeed, the capacity to develop a critical relation to these
norms presupposes a distance from them, an ability to suspend or defer
the need for them, even as there is a desire for norms that might let
one live. The critical relation depends as well on a capacity, invariably
. collective, to articulate an alternative, minority version of sustaining
.. norms or ideals that enable me to act. If I am someone who cannot
be without doing, then the conditions of my doing are, in part, the
conditions of my existence. If my doing is dependent on what is done
to me or, rather, the ways in which I am done by norms, then the pos-
sibility of my persistence as an “I” depends upon my being able to do
something with what is done with me. This does not mean that I can
remake the world so that I become its maker. That fantasy of godlike
power only refuses the ways we are constituted, invariably and from
the start, by what is before us and outside of us. My agency does not
consist in denying this condition of my constitution, If 1 have any
agency, it is opened up by the fact that I am constituted by a social
world I never chose. That my agency is riven with paradox does not
ean it _is impossible. It means only that paradox is the condition of

its possibility. : —
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As a result, the “I” that I am finds itself at once constituted by
norms and dependent on them but also endeavors to live in ways that
maintain a critical and transformative relation to them. This is not easy, \K/T
because the “I” becomes, to a certain extent unknowable, threatened |
with unviability, with becoming undone altogether, when it no longer \_ﬁ
incorporates the norm in such a way that makes this “I” fully recog- L\

nizable. There is a certain departure from the human that takes place
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4 Undoing Gender

A~ .
" in order to start the process of remaking the human. I may feel that

without some recognizability I cannot live. But I may also feel that the
terms by which I am recognized make life unlivable. This is the junc-
ture from which critique emerges, where critique is understood as an
interrogation of the terms by which life is constrained in order to open
up the possibility of different modes of living; in other words, not to
celebrate difference as such but to establish more inclusive conditions
for mv&ﬁﬂ.mmm and maintaining life that resists models of assimilation.
r —"The essays in this text are efforts to relate the problematics of gen-

PRSP

er and sexuality to the tasks of persistence and survival. My own

%\ thinking has been influenced by the “New Gender Politics™ that has
emerged in recent years, a combination of movements concerned with
transgender, transsexuality, intersex, and their complex relations to
feminist and queer theory.” T believe, however, that it would be a mis-
take to subscribe to a progressive notion of history in which various
frameworks are understood to succeed and supplant one another.
There is no story to be told about how one moves from feminist to
queer to trans. The reason there is no story to be told is that none of
these stories are the past; these stories are continuing to happen in
simultaneous and overlapping ways as we tell them. They happen, in
part, through the complex ways they are taken up by each of these
movements and theoretical practices.

Consider the intersex opposition to the widespread practice of per-
forming coercive surgery on infants and children with sexually inde-
terminate or hermaphroditic anatomy in the name of normalizing these
bodies. This movement offers a critical perspective on the version of
the “human” that requires ideal morphologies and the constraining of
bodily norms. The intersex community’s resistance to coercive surgery
moreover calls for an understanding that infants with intersexed con-
ditions are part of the continuum of human morphology and ought to
be treated with the presumption that their lives are and will be not
only livable, but also occasions for flourishing. The norms that gov-
ern idealized human anatomy thus work to produce a differential sense
of who is human and who is not, which lives are livable, and which
are not. This differential works for a wide range of disabilities as well
(although another norm is at work for invisible disabilities).

A concurrent operation of gender norms can be seen in the DSM IV’
Gender Identity Disorder diagnosis. This diagnosis that has, for the
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most part, taken over the role of monitoring signs of incipient homo-
sexuality in children assumes that “gender dysphoria” is a psycholog-
ical disorder simply because someone of a given gender manifests
attributes of another gender or a desire to live as another gender. This
imposes a model of coherent gendered life that demeans the complex
ways in which gendered lives are crafted and lived. The diagnosis,
however, is crucial for many individuals who seek insurance support
for sex reassignment surgery or treatment, or who seek a legal change
in status. As a result, the diagnostic means by which transsexuality is
attributed implies a pathologization, but undergoing that pathologiz-
ing process constitutes one of the important ways in which the desire
to change one’s sex might be satisfied. The critical question thus
becomes, how might the world be reorganized so that this conflict can
be ameliorated?

The recent efforts to promote lesbian and gay marriage also pro-
mote a norm that threatens to render illegitimate and abject those
sexual arrangements that do not comply with the marriage norm in
either its existing or its revisable form. At the same time, the homo-
phobic objections to lesbian and gay marriage expand out through the
culture to affect all queer lives. One critical question thus becomes,

‘norm as the exclusive or most highly valued social arrangement. for

E Similarly, efforts to establish bonds of kinship that
are not based on a marriage tie become nearly illegible and unviable
when marriage sets the terms for kinship, and kinship itself is collapsed
into “family.” The enduring social ties that constitute viable kinship
in communities of sexual minorities are threatened with becoming
unrecognizable and unviable as long as the marriage bond is the exclu-
sive way in which both sexuality and kinship are organized. A critical
relation to this norm involves disarticulating those rights and obliga-
tions currently attendant upon marriage so that marriage might remain
a symbolic exercise for those who choose to engage in it, but the rights
and obligations of kinship may take any number of other forms. What
reorganization of sexual norms would be necessary for those who live
sexually and affectively outside the marriage bond or in kin relations
to the side of marriage either to be legally and culturally recognized
for the endurance and importance of their intimate ties or, equally
important, to be free of the need for recognition of this kind?

how does one oppose the homophobia without embracing the marriage.
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