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To perform a genealogy of queer theory need not require going in search of 
origins that legitimate and stabilize the field. “The search for descent is not 
the erecting of foundations,” Foucault writes, “on the contrary, it disturbs 
what was previously considered immobile; it fragments what was thought 
unified; it shows the heterogeneity of what was imagined consistent with 
itself.”1 Genealogy reveals the element of chance that allowed certain theo-
retical schools to become central to the field; it exposes the incommensu-
rable fractures between different theories within the field and, at times, 
within the work of a single theorist. Perhaps most excitingly, genealogy 
allows for the formation of new roots to the side of those canonized for 
“founding” a field. This chapter begins with a section on “Inception” that 
assesses the influence of three major figures through which the field was 
conceived – Judith Butler, Eve Sedgwick, and Michel Foucault – as well 
as psychoanalytic theory. Butler, Sedgwick, and Foucault demonstrate 
the element of chance in genealogy: They all wrote their most canonical 
queer theoretical texts before the inception of a field called “queer theory” 
and were retrospectively claimed (almost instantaneously in the case of 
Butler and Sedgwick) as founders. The first section asks what theoreti-
cal orientations each of these figures brought to the field of queer theory 
and how those orientations influenced later queer theorists. I understand 
“influence” in various ways – as self-conscious citation and intellectual 
debt, as largely uncited methods and habits of thought, and as critical 
divergence, in which the critique of a theorist generates a new body of 
work. The second section, “Alternate Genealogies,” focuses on queer 
theorists who self-consciously sought alternative intellectual roots for the 
field and claimed new founding figures, largely in a bid to center racial-
ized populations and/or geopolitical locations outside Europe and North 
America. This chapter leaves out many names and intellectual schools; 
in this short space, it cannot possibly give an exhaustive account of every 
“turn” in the history of queer inquiry or every important queer theorist. 

chapter 1

Genealogies of Queer Theory
Kadji Amin
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18 kadji amin

Its ambition, instead, is to simultaneously account for the generativity of 
particular theorists and theories – sometimes for critics whose political 
stakes and objects of study could not be more different – while leaving the 
field open to the claiming of new genealogies.

But first, a word about the intrinsic difficulty in defining queer theory 
or the field of Queer Studies to which it gave rise. It is worth remembering 
that queer theory emerged in the US academy during the 1990s as a theo-
retically oriented disruption of “normal business in the academy”2; it was 
never intended to found a field of study. Despite its anti-institutional ethos, 
queer theory was crucially informed by three aspects of the institutional 
context of the US academy during the 1990s. First, the “identity knowl-
edges” of Women’s Studies, Black Studies, Latino Studies, etc.3 – all of 
which emerged from social movements of the 1960s – had recently been 
institutionalized within the academy. This institutionalization sparked 
a series of critiques of the constitutive limitations of institutionalized, 
identity-based fields of study. Emerging at a moment when these critiques 
were hotly debated, queer theory did not seek to become an identity 
knowledge among others, nor did it demand institutionalization. To the 
contrary, it articulated a critique of settled identities and assumed a posture 
of resistance to institutionalization and academic disciplinarity. Queer 
theory’s most original move was to describe itself as a form of “subjectless 
critique” that, unlike the identity knowledges, could not be defined by its 
object of study.4 However, queer theory’s star-studded and intellectually 
dazzling debut quickly eclipsed and partially absorbed the still-emergent 
field of Gay and Lesbian Studies. The result was that queer theory became 
at once a sophisticated critique of identitarian knowledges emphatically 
not defined by the study of gays and lesbians, and it became one of the 
major sites for the study of (homo)sexuality and gender transgression in 
the US academy. This paradoxically identitarian anti-identitarianism 
remains a central tension within contemporary queer theory and Queer 
Studies. The second major way in which the state of the US academy 
shaped queer theory was the fact that the 1990s were the heyday of “high” 
theory in the humanities. Queer theory immediately and promiscuously 
pillaged the various forms of theory in ascent at that moment and put 
them into transformative contact with dissident sexualities. Finally, queer 
theory was initially housed primarily within English departments. When 
Queer Studies later solidified, it inherited from queer theory the following 
set of tensions: an antidisciplinary orientation emerging primarily from 
the disciplinary location of the humanities; an anti-identitarian ethos 
uneasily paired with an overall focus on dissident sexualities and LGBT 
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identities; and an institutionalization of humanities theories over objects, 
areas, periods, or methods that, paradoxically, had the effect of marginal-
izing certain objects, areas, periods, and methods. For these reasons, queer 
theory and Queer Studies remain hotly contested sites of inquiry. Given 
the fact that they were largely institutionalized through theory, rather than 
objects, a genealogy of the theories that inform queer theory seems like a 
good place to start.

Inception

Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity 
(1990) was written before the inception of queer theory as an antifounda-
tionalist feminist approach to “sex.”5 Specifically, it contributed to debates 
within feminist scholarship about how to conduct feminist inquiry while 
thoroughly critiquing all essentialisms, including those that ground the 
category “woman.” Gender Trouble’s import for queer theory was solidi-
fied by Butler’s famous use, toward the end, of the drag queen as the key 
figure that subversively reveals the performativity of all gender – that is, 
the fact that gender’s apparent solidity and binary structure are illusions 
derived from compelled and reiterated performances of gender ideals. 
Gender Trouble was hugely influential throughout the 1990s and early 
2000s, giving rise to a wave of scholarship analyzing the performativity of 
various forms of social identity and assessing the subversive potential of 
particular performative iterations.

Gender Trouble may still be the queer theoretical text most likely to 
be read by those situated outside the field; it is certainly the most-read 
work of queer theory in translation. Despite its continuing status as the 
exemplification of “queer theory,” it is no longer at the origin of current 
trends within the field. Butler’s influence has gone more underground. 
Her signature remains present within queer theory’s antifoundationalist 
and anti-identitarian bent: its deep suspicion of settled social and sexual 
identities. We might locate Butler’s legacy in the queer method, borrowed 
from poststructuralism, of unsettling and subverting binaries, and in the 
tendency to put more political weight on moments of slippage, fluidity, 
and subversion that call entire ontological systems into question than in 
the goal-oriented, intentional, and effective mobilization more conven-
tionally understood as “politics.” Nevertheless, in queer theory today, 
Butler’s profound antifoundationalism is as apt to pose a problem as to 
be seen as a resource. Butler may currently have the most citational life in 
those movements of thought directly opposed to the anti-essentialism of 
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which she is one of the most sophisticated exemplars: affect theory, new 
materialism, and transgender studies. The move, on a number of fronts, 
to take bodies, biology, materiality, and affect seriously, not as limitations, 
but as more vital and even more “queer” than the critique of essentialism 
could admit, is indebted to Butler in its very departure from the forms of 
suspicion she exemplifies.

Like Butler, Sedgwick published her landmark queer theoretical text, 
Epistemology of the Closet, in 1990, before the inception of the queer theory 
that the text was immediately taken up as exemplifying.6 Epistemology 
was written specifically as a work of “antihomophobic inquiry” within 
gay literary studies.7 Its “Introduction: Axiomatic” asserts that homo-
sexuality is crucial to a contradictory series of epistemological binaries 
foundational to Western modernity. This strong argument for the epis-
temological significance of homosexuality within something so grand as 
“Western modernity” was, undoubtedly, what catapulted Sedgwick to 
prominence within queer theory. However, Epistemology is also an exuber-
ant look at just how incoherent modern constructions of homosexuality 
actually are. This is one example of the unsystematizability of Sedgwick’s 
thought: it cannot be distilled into singular analytic or argument without 
doing violence to the textures and surprises of her writing as well as of 
her objects of study. For many queer scholars today, Epistemology’s objects 
of study are a negative reminder of the white and cisgender gay male, 
as well as canonical and literary origins of queer theory. Despite this, 
Sedgwick’s orientation toward unsystematizable complexity continues to 
prove a source of renewal to contemporary queer critics. This orientation 
has been carried forward by Sedgwick’s student, José Esteban Muñoz, 
and an entire cadre of queer and queer of color critics interested in the 
generativity of literature, performance, and art practices as sites of queer 
(of color) world-making, reparation, and alternatives. Sedgwick appeals 
to the desire to bypass or supplement strong theories with vast diagnostic 
power in favor of a multitude of “weak theories,” including affect theory, 
that stay close to the textures of the everyday.8

Foucault, on the other hand, exemplifies the “paranoid criticism” 
that Sedgwick critiques as dominant within politicized humanistic 
scholarship. He is the theorist of what have become three key terms 
within queer theory: sexuality, normativity, and biopolitics. His History of 
Sexuality: An Introduction (1976) identifies sexuality as a key switchpoint 
of modern biopower – a means of simultaneously disciplining the indi-
vidual body and controlling populations on the biological level of birth, 
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fertility, and death.9 Queer theory needed Foucault’s theoretical cachet to 
establish sexuality, not as some giggly, private joke, but as a consequential 
technology invested with the gravitas of modern biopower itself. Along 
with sexuality, Foucault influentially identified norms, normativity, and 
normation – based on the development of the nineteenth-century science 
of statistics and invention of the “population” as a statistical entity – as 
crucial modalities of modern power. Recently, Robyn Wiegman and 
Elizabeth Wilson have argued that “normativity” rather than sexuality 
occupies the definitional center of queer theory.10 As a form of “subjectless 
critique,” “queer” refers not to LGBT, but to whatever subverts, resists, 
or creates alternatives to various forms of normativity. They argue, how-
ever, that this shorthand definition of queer as antinormative is actually 
anti-Foucauldian, since, as a statistical average, the norm already contains 
and modulates all variations. Norms, in this statistical sense, cannot be 
opposed or resisted. Statistical norms, however, may be distinct from 
the forms of normalizing power that queer theorists seek to analyze and 
oppose.11 Regardless, critical reflection on the proliferation of binaries, 
within queer scholarship, that oppose a queer term to a normative one 
does seem warranted within the field, as does further work parsing and 
multiplying kinds of relations to normativity beyond opposition and resis-
tance. “Biopolitics,” along with “necropolitics,” Achille Mbembe’s term 
critically reorienting biopolitics toward the power to kill, is increasingly 
being centered by queer work on race, homonormativity, and geopolitics.12 
For such scholarship, biopolitics and necropolitics name racialized tech-
nologies of control over life and death within which sexuality is a key node. 
By foregrounding biopolitics and necropolitics, this body of scholarship 
reframes sexuality as a technology of race rather than as, in and of itself, a 
point of potential resistance to normativity.

Foucault famously premised his analysis of power on a critique of psy-
choanalysis and the “repressive hypothesis.” Nevertheless, in one of many 
interesting contradictions, Foucault’s position as one of queer theory’s 
major progenitors is matched by the prominence of psychoanalysis as a 
major strand of queer theory. This is partly because, along with poststruc-
turalism, psychoanalysis was a major form under which “high theory” 
circulated in the US academy during the emergence of queer theory in 
the 1990s. It is also because psychoanalysis offers one of the most com-
pelling modern accounts of sexuality and subjectivity. Queer theoreti-
cal engagements with psychoanalysis have been diverse, from Judith 
Butler’s theorization of how prohibited same-sex love is melancholically 
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incorporated as the gendered ego to Muñoz’s formulation of “disidenti-
fication” as a queer of color tactic for creatively reworking exclusionary 
dominant ideals.13 Queer theorists tend to read psychoanalysis against the 
grain – particularly given psychoanalysis’s colonialist inheritance, focus 
on bourgeois nuclear families in Europe, and emphasis on “normal” 
trajectories of gendered and sexual development. Perhaps most strikingly, 
queer theorists have used psychoanalytic accounts of jouissance and the 
death drive as resources to theorize the ways in which sex shatters subject-
hood, identity, relationality, and linear temporality. For Leo Bersani and 
Lee Edelman, queers bear the symbolic burden for the ways in which jou-
issance and the death drive, respectively, threaten subjectivity in general.14 
Both theorists have been critiqued for installing a presumptively white 
gay male subject at the heart of their theorizations of queer sexuality. This 
critique has itself generated queer of color scholarship that inhabits black 
sexual abjection and explores the ethical potential of the stereotype of the 
Asian American man as a bottom.15 A critically reworked version of psy-
choanalysis, in sum, has offered queer and queer of color critics a means 
of thinking through the possibilities of sex as a form of negativity and a 
means of shattering, debasing, and abjecting the self.

Alternate Genealogies

Queer theory’s antidisciplinary stance has sometimes made it difficult to 
address the fact that the field has developed its own normativities and 
produced its own marginalizations. It is glaring, for instance, that the 
theorists, theories, areas, and objects of study taken up as “queer theory” 
during the field’s inception were white and Euro-North American. It can 
be less obvious, to those of us whose disciplinary training is in the human-
ities, that much of what is recognized as queer theory has predominantly 
emerged from humanities departments and prizes humanistic methods, 
theories, and habits of thought. As queer theory develops into Queer 
Studies – a more genuinely interdisciplinary field – it must reckon with 
the exclusions inherent in what have been claimed as its founding theo-
retical genealogies. Increasingly, scholars have been responding to these 
exclusions by seeking new theoretical precursors for their work, as well as 
rediscovering early queer theorists who have not always received credit as 
“founders” of the field.

Heather Love argues that midcentury deviance studies contrib-
uted to the inception of queer theory but was incorporated and largely 
forgotten, rather than being hailed as a founding genealogy.16 Social  
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scientists influenced by midcentury deviance studies, such as Esther 
Newton (1972) and Gayle Rubin (1984), conducted groundbreaking 
scholarship on sexual subcultures before the inception of queer theory 
and under institutionally difficult conditions.17 Although some of their 
insights were absorbed by subsequent queer theorists, the genealogy of 
their thought in deviance studies and the social sciences more broadly 
was largely cast aside. Love’s centering of deviance studies as a social sci-
entific genealogy of queer theory reveals the field’s occluded grounding 
in the critical humanities. Queer humanities scholarship is more likely to 
be classified as Queer Studies and as theory, whereas queer social science 
and historical scholarship is more likely to be classified as Sexuality or 
LGBT Studies and seen as contributing examples rather than theories. 
This disciplinary divide tends to reinforce the existing marginalization 
of work on the Asias, Latin America, and Africa in Queer Studies, given 
that much scholarship on sexuality in these areas is conducted within the 
social sciences, especially cultural anthropology. As a result, the existing 
sense that area studies scholarship, as well as scholarship conducted in 
non-European (and even non-English) languages is “specialized” and gen-
erative of examples rather than theories or epistemologies is compounded 
by the tendency to dismiss empirical methods as disciplinary, naïve, and 
uncritical.18 Could centering midcentury deviance studies indirectly spur 
a methodological opening of queer theory to scholarship on other geo-
graphical areas?

Queer of color critique was a theoretically diverse enterprise from the 
start. Among other intellectual traditions, Muñoz drew from utopian 
Marxism and Sedgwickian reparative reading, Roderick Ferguson from 
Marxism and the critique of sociology, and Chandan Reddy from legal 
studies and the critique of liberalism.19 Despite its intellectual heteroge-
neity, queer of color critique was drawn together at its inception by its 
explicit claiming of women of color feminism as its theoretical geneal-
ogy. Women of color feminism was the inspiration for two of queer of 
color critique’s lasting interventions: intersectionality and, relatedly, 
the expansion of “queer” to include heterosexual but nonheteronorma-
tive racial formations. “Intersectionality,” first theorized by legal scholar 
Kimberle Crenshaw, but present in prior US women of color thought, is 
an analytic that parses concatenated vectors of social power – including 
race, class, and gender – by centering figures, such as black women, who 
tend to fall through the cracks when a single mode of power is under 
analysis.20 Queer of color analysis contributes to this project by proposing, 
as Ferguson writes of Reddy’s work, “that racist practice articulates itself 
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generally as gender and sexual regulation, and that gender and sexual dif-
ferences variegate racial formations” and by centering racial formations 
for queer theorization.21 Hence, queer of color critique, along with work 
on queer diasporas, also necessarily articulates a critique of the unmarked 
white (and often, gay cisgender male) basis of certain queer theorizations. 
This critique has been deepened by queer native and disability scholarship, 
which reveals and seeks alternatives to the unacknowledged role of settler 
colonial and ableist logics, respectively, within queer theory. Queer of color 
critique’s second major intervention is the move to include heterosexual, 
but nonheteronormative racial formations within the purview of queer 
theorization. Queer of color critics argue that, because racialized cultures 
have been constituted as sexually aberrant and materially excluded from 
the achievements that define heteronormativity – including property 
ownership, citizenship, and/or self-sufficient nuclear family formations – 
racial formations are nonheteronormative and should occupy the center of 
intersectional queer theorizing.

Queer of color critique’s claiming of women of color feminism as 
its genealogy has lastingly transformed queer theorization. However, 
women of color feminism is not a unified or unproblematic genealogy 
for queer theory. As Sharon Holland has noted, the internal complexity 
and dissonance of black feminism – for instance, Audre Lorde’s suspi-
cion of BDSM and critique of pornography – was not engaged by early 
queer of color critique, though new work by scholars like Ariane Cruz 
is beginning to change this.22 Although the tensions between a version 
of feminism that prioritizes the issue of sexual violence against women 
and a version of queer theory that champions marginalized sexual prac-
tices and subjectivities have been well-explored, potential sites of discord 
between women of color feminism and its (largely celebratory) queer of 
color uptake have not received the same attention. One underexplored 
dissonance, for instance, is the fact that some versions of women of color 
feminism rely on a standpoint epistemology that prioritizes the mar-
ginalized knowledges of women of color, whereas the anti-identitarian, 
psychoanalytic, Foucauldian, and poststructuralist genealogies of queer 
theory all tend to cast doubt on the foundation of epistemic authority on 
identity.23

Queer of color critique is an entry point into an important question: 
What would vocabularies, epistemologies, and genealogies of queer theory 
look like that emerged from racialized cultures or marginalized geographic 
locations? E. Patrick Johnson’s use of the African American vernacular 
“quare,” Kale Fajardo’s Filipinization of “kweer,” and the Queer/Cuir/Cuyr 
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Americas Working Group’s hemispheric exchanges all work to provincialize 
“queer” and to reground queer epistemologies in marginalized locations.24 
Such a project is inspired by another intellectual genealogy – one which 
focuses on the hierarchies of power and scale that inform translation within 
the academy, provincializes particulars that accede to the status of universals 
(“queer” itself might be one such universal), and analyzes translocalizations 
of “global” vocabularies. This multisited intellectual genealogy has roots 
in postcolonial and area studies, comparative literature, and transnational 
and diasporic modes of analysis. Another approach is to mine “queer” 
itself for the racial and geopolitical histories it conceals. Gloria Anzaldúa’s 
“La Prieta” (1986) contains the first printed use of “queer” as a theoretical 
term evoking a sense of racialized/sexual Latina borderlands abjection.25 
Nevertheless, Anzaldúa is not regularly recognized as a founder of queer 
theory. Finally, as with queer of color critique’s claiming of women of 
color feminism, another strategy is to hail, as queer theorists, authors who 
were not intentionally writing as part of a queer theoretical tradition. As 
we have seen, Foucault, Butler, and Sedgwick all wrote their major queer 
theoretical texts before the inception of queer theory. These works were 
intended to contribute to other scholarly debates rather than to found a 
field, and their interventions were not, moreover, anchored by the term 
“queer.” Genealogy is always disparate; it indexes the work of chance as 
well as relations of power. What makes something a foundational queer 
text is the fact that it is taken up as such and used to found bodies of 
queer scholarship. Such a promiscuous understanding of genealogy might 
serve as an impetus to scholars seeking queer epistemologies in authors 
and geopolitical locations that have not, thus far, been central to queer 
theorization.

One stunningly successful example of a rerooting of queer theory in 
an alternate genealogy is recent queer and trans scholarship under the 
sign of what could be termed black antihumanism.26 This emergent 
body of scholarship is more likely to take up Frantz Fanon, Hortense 
Spillers, or Sylvia Wynter as its foundational theorists than Sedgwick, 
Butler, or Foucault.27 Moreover, it begins from a different ontological 
premise than queer of color critique. Black antihumanists center their 
queer and trans readings less on intersectional analysis than on the fun-
gibility, dehumanization, and ungendering of the black body under 
chattel slavery and, more broadly, within the Western metaphysical and 
medico-scientific tradition. Without a doubt, this body of work has  
successfully animated an alternative genealogy and a new theoretical 
lexicon for black queer and trans studies. In a striking departure from 
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most queer theorization to date, for instance, “normative” and “nonnor-
mative” are not necessarily anchoring concepts. For black antihumanists, 
the position of the slave is not that of a human bearing a nonnormative 
racialized sexuality or living in nonheteronormative social formations. 
Instead, the position of the slave is that of the nonhuman thing, the 
exchangeable commodity, and the border between the human and its 
animal others. As a result, the slave cannot be disciplined by normaliz-
ing power or counted among the statistical gradations of normative and 
nonnormative. Here, too, however, there are important disagreements –  
between Afro-pessimists who seek no horizon of future becoming and 
scholars who forecast the elaboration of new genres of the human; 
between thinkers who map the  relation between blackness and other 
modes of racial formation and those for whom blackness is a unique and 
incomparable ontology of race; and between theorists who root a new 
genealogy of queer and trans becoming in blackness and those for whom 
blackness is incommensurate with queer and transgender as versions, 
however nonnormative, of the human. These important debates are just 
beginning to get underway.

Conclusion

A genealogical approach demonstrates that queer theory has always been 
a promiscuous borrowing, reworking, and interested claiming of dispa-
rate theoretical traditions. As such, scholars might rework queer theory by 
rerooting it in its own forgotten genealogies as well as in alternate theo-
retical traditions. To say this is not, however, to claim that queer theory 
is infinitely mobile and open to redefinition. I have argued elsewhere that 
queer theory bears the trace of its discursive travels and of the intellec-
tual genealogies that have most repetitively defined it.28 These genealogies 
cannot simply be cast off, for they have come to shape some of the key 
sensibilities, methodological moves, and scholarly orientations of queer 
theory. If Queer Studies is to become a genuinely interdisciplinary field, it 
is critical to multiply its theoretical genealogies. However, this process of 
multiplication will inevitably give rise to both dissonances and resonances 
with the habits of thought and feeling that had previously shaped the 
field. Investigating the source of these dissonances and amplifying the 
resonances should be part of the work of claiming alternate theoretical 
genealogies for queer scholarship.
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QUEER AND NOW

A MOTIVE I think everyone who does gay and lesbian studies is haunted
by the suicides of adolescents. To us, the hard statistics come easily: that
queer teenagers are two to three times likelier to attempt suicide, and to
accomplish it, than others; that up to 30 percent of teen suicides are likely
to be gay or lesbian; that a third of lesbian and gay teenagers say they have
attempted suicide; that minority queer adolescents are at even more
extreme risk.1

The knowledge is indelible, but not astonishing, to anyone with a reason
to be attuned to the profligate way this culture has of denying and
despoiling queer energies and lives. I look at my adult friends and
colleagues doing lesbian and gay work, and I feel that the survival of each
one is a miracle. Everyone who survived has stories about how it was done

—an outgrown anguish
Remembered, as the Mile

Our panting Ankle barely passed—
When Night devoured the Road—
But we—stood whispering in the House—
And all we said—was “Saved”!

(as Dickinson has it).2 How to tell kids who are supposed never to learn
this, that, farther along, the road widens and the air brightens; that in the
big world there are worlds where it’s plausible, our demand to get used to it.

EPISTEMOLOGIES I’ve heard of many people who claim they’d as
soon their children were dead as gay. What it took me a long time to believe
is that these people are saying no more than the truth. They even speak for
others too delicate to use the cruel words. For there is all the evidence. The

1. Paul Gibson, “Gay Male and Lesbian Youth Suicide,” U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services, Report of the Secretary’s Task Force on Youth Suicide
(Washington, D.C., 1989), vol. 3, pp. 110–142.
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preponderance of school systems, public and parochial, where teachers are

fired, routinely, for so much as intimating the right to existence of queer

people, desires, activities, children. The routine denial to sexually active

adolescents, straight and gay, of the things they need—intelligible

information, support and respect, condoms—to protect themselves from

HIV transmission. (As a policy aimed at punishing young gay people with

death, this one is working: in San Francisco for instance, as many as 34

percent of the gay men under twenty-five being tested—and 54 percent of

the young black gay men—are now HIV infected.)
3

 The systematic

separation of children from queer adults; their systematic sequestration

from the truth about the lives, culture, and sustaining relations of adults

they know who may be queer. The complicity of parents, of teachers, of

clergy, even of the mental health professions in invalidating and hounding

kids who show gender-dissonant tastes, behavior, body language. In one

survey 26 percent of young gay men had been forced to leave home because

of conflicts with parents over their sexual identity;
4

 another report

concludes that young gays and lesbians, many of them throwaways,

comprise as many as a quarter of all homeless youth in the United States.
5

And adults’ systematic denial of these truths to ourselves. The statistics

on the triple incidence of suicide among lesbian and gay adolescents come

from a report prepared for the U.S. Department of Health and Human

Services in 1989; under congressional pressure, recommendations based

on this section of the report were never released. Under congressional pres

sure, in 1991 a survey of adolescent sexual behavior is defunded. Under the

threat of congressional pressure, support for all research on sexuality

suddenly (in the fall of 1991) dries up. Seemingly, this society wants its

children to know nothing; wants its queer children to conform or (and this

is not a figure of speech) die; and wants not to know that it is getting what

it wants.

PROMISING, SMUGGLING, READING, OVERREADING This

history makes its mark on what, individually, we are and do. One set of

effects turns up in the irreducible multilayeredness and multiphasedness

of what queer survival means—since being a survivor on this scene is a

2. The Complete Poems of Emily Dickinson, ed. Thomas H.Johnson (Boston: Little,

Brown, 1960), poem 325, p. 154.

3. T.A.Kellogg et al., “Prevalence of HIV-I Among Homosexual and Bisexual Men

in the San Francisco Bay Area: Evidence of Infection Among Young Gay Men,”

Seventh International AIDS Conference Abstract Book, vol. 2 (Geneva, 1991) (W.C.

3010), p. 298.

4. G.Remafedi, “Male Homosexuality: The Adolescent’s Perspective,” unpublished

manuscript, Adolescent Health Program, University of Minnesota, 1985. Cited in

Gibson, “Gay Male and Lesbian Youth Suicide.”

5. Gibson, “Gay Male and Lesbian Youth Suicide,” pp. 113–15.
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matter of surviving into threat, stigma, the spiraling violence of gay- and
lesbian-bashing, and (in the AIDS emergency) the omnipresence of
somatic fear and wrenching loss. It is also to have survived into a moment
of unprecedented cultural richness, cohesion, and assertiveness for many
lesbian and gay adults. Survivors’ guilt, survivors’ glee, even survivors’
responsibility: powerfully as these are experienced, they are also more than
complicated by how permeable the identity “survivor” must be to the
undiminishing currents of risk, illness, mourning, and defiance.

Thus I’m uncomfortable generalizing about people who do queer writing
and teaching, even within literature; but some effects do seem widespread.
I think many adults (and I am among them) are trying, in our work, to keep
faith with vividly remembered promises made to ourselves in childhood:
promises to make invisible possibilities and desires visible; to make the
tacit things explicit; to smuggle queer representation in where it must be
smuggled and, with the relative freedom of adulthood, to challenge
queereradicating impulses frontally where they are to be so challenged.

I think that for many of us in childhood the ability to attach intently to
a few cultural objects, objects of high or popular culture or both, objects
whose meaning seemed mysterious, excessive, or oblique in relation to the
codes most readily available to us, became a prime resource for survival.
We needed for there to be sites where the meanings didn’t line up tidily
with each other, and we learned to invest those sites with fascination and
love. This can’t help coloring the adult relation to cultural texts and objects;
in fact, it’s almost hard for me to imagine another way of coming to care
enough about literature to give a lifetime to it. The demands on both the
text and the reader from so intent an attachment can be multiple, even
paradoxical. For me, a kind of formalism, a visceral near-identification
with the writing I cared for, at the level of sentence structure, metrical
pattern, rhyme, was one way of trying to appropriate what seemed the
numinous and resistant power of the chosen objects. Education made it
easy to accumulate tools for this particular formalist project, because the
texts that magnetized me happened to be novels and poems; it’s impressed
me deeply the way others of my generation and since seem to have invented
for themselves, in the spontaneity of great need, the tools for a formalist
apprehension of other less prestigious, more ubiquitous kinds of text:
genre movies, advertising, comic strips.

For me, this strong formalist investment didn’t imply (as formalism is
generally taken to imply) an evacuation of interest from the passional, the
imagistic, the ethical dimensions of the texts, but quite the contrary: the
need I brought to books and poems was hardly to be circumscribed, and I
felt I knew I would have to struggle to wrest from them sustaining news of
the world, ideas, myself, and (in various senses) my kind. The reading
practice founded on such basic demands and intuitions had necessarily to
run against the grain of the most patent available formulae for young
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people’s reading and life—against the grain, often, of the most accessible
voices even in the texts themselves. At any rate, becoming a perverse reader
was never a matter of my condescension to texts, rather of the surplus
charge of my trust in them to remain powerful, refractory, and exemplary.
And this doesn’t seem an unusual way for ardent reading to function in
relation to queer experience.

WHITE NIGHTS The first lesbian and gay studies class I taught was
in the English Department at Amherst College in 1986. I thought I knew
which five or six students (mostly queer) would show up, and I designed
the course, with them in mind, as a seminar that would meet one evening
a week, at my house. The first evening sixty-five students showed up—a
majority of them, straight-identified.

Having taught a number of these courses by now, I know enough to
expect to lose plenty of sleep over each of them. The level of accumulated
urgency, the immediacy of the demand that students bring to them, is
jolting. In most of their courses students have, unfortunately, learned to
relinquish the expectation that the course material will address them where
they live and with material they can hold palpably accountable; in gay/
lesbian courses, though, such expectations seem to rebound, clamorous
and unchastened, in all their rawness. Especially considering the history
of denegation that most queer students bring with them to college, the
vitality of their demand is a precious resource. Most often during a
semester everyone will spend some time angry at everybody else. It doesn’t
surprise me when straight and gay students, or women and men students,
or religious and nonreligious students have bones to pick with each other
or with me. What has surprised me more is how divisive issues of
methodology and disciplinarity are: the single most controversial thing in
several undergraduate classes has been that they were literature courses,
that the path to every issue we discussed simply had to take the arduous
defile through textual interpretation.

Furthermore, it was instructive to me in that class at Amherst that a great
many students, students who defined themselves as nongay, were incensed
when (in an interview in the student newspaper) I told the story of the
course’s genesis. What outraged them was the mere notation that I had
designed the course evisioning an enrollment of mostly lesbian and gay
students. Their sense of entitlement as straight-defined students was so
strong that they considered it an inalienable right to have all kinds of
different lives, histories, cultures unfolded as if anthropologically in
formats specifically designed—designed from the ground up—for
maximum legibility to themselves: they felt they shouldn’t so much as have
to slow down the Mercedes to read the historical markers on the battlefield.
That it was a field where the actual survival of other people in the class
might at the very moment be at stake—where, indeed, in a variety of ways
so might their own be—was hard to make notable to them among the
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permitted assumptions of their liberal arts education. Yet the same
education was being used so differently by students who brought to it
sharper needs, more supple epistemological frameworks.

CHRISTMAS EFFECTS What’s “queer”? Here’s one tram of thought
about it. The depressing thing about the Christmas season—isn’t it? —is
that it’s the time when all the institutions are speaking with one voice. The
Church says what the Church says. But the State says the same thing: maybe
not (in some ways it hardly matters) in the language of theology, but in the
language the State talks: legal holidays, long school hiatus, special postage
stamps, and all. And the language of commerce more than chimes in, as
consumer purchasing is organized ever more narrowly around the final
weeks of the calendar year, the Dow Jones aquiver over Americans’
“holiday mood.” The media, in turn, fall in triumphally behind the
Christmas phalanx: ad-swollen magazines have oozing turkeys on the
cover, while for the news industry every question turns into the Christmas
question—Will hostages be free for Christmas? What did that flash flood
or mass murder (umpty-ump people killed and maimed) do to those
families’ Christmas? And meanwhile, the pairing “families/Christmas”
becomes increasingly tautological, as families more and more constitute
themselves according to  the schedule, and in the endlessly iterated image,
of the holiday itself constituted in the image of “the” family.

The thing hasn’t, finally, so much to do with propaganda for Christianity
as with propaganda for Christmas itself. They all—religion, state, capital,
ideology, domesticity, the discourses of power and legitimacy—line up with
each other so neatly once a year, and the monolith so created is a thing one
can come to view with unhappy eyes. What if instead there were a practice
of valuing the ways in which meanings and institutions can be at loose ends
with each other? What if the richest junctures weren’t the ones where
everything means the same thing? Think of that entity “the family,” an
impacted social space in which all of the following are meant to line up
perfectly with each other:

a surname
a sexual dyad
a legal unit based on state-regulated marriage
a circuit of blood relationships
a system of companionship and succor
a building
a proscenium between “private” and “public”
an economic unit of earning and taxation
the prime site of economic consumption
the prime site of cultural consumption
a mechanism to produce, care for, and acculturate children
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a mechanism for accumulating material goods over several

generations

a daily routine

a unit in a community of worship

a site of patriotic formation

and of course the list could go on. Looking at my own life, I see that—

probably like most people—I have valued and pursued these various

elements of family identity to quite differing degrees (e.g., no use at all for

worship, much need of companionship). But what’s been consistent in this

particular life is an interest in not letting very many of these dimensions

line up directly with each other at one time. I see it’s been a ruling intuition

for me that the most productive strategy (intellectually, emotionally) might

be, whenever possible, to disarticulate them one from another, to

disengage them—the bonds of blood, of law, of habitation, of privacy, of

companionship and succor—from the lockstep of their unanimity in the

system called “family.”

Or think of all the elements that are condensed in the notion of sexual 

identity, something that the common sense of our time presents as a

unitary category. Yet, exerting any pressure at all on “sexual identity,” you

see that its elements include

your biological (e.g., chromosomal) sex, male or female;

your self-perceived gender assignment, male or female (supposed

to be the same as your biological sex);

the preponderance of your traits of personality and appearance,

masculine or feminine (supposed to correspond to your sex and

gender);

the biological sex of your preferred partner;

the gender assignment of your preferred partner (supposed to be

the same as her/his biological sex);

the masculinity or femininity of your preferred partner (supposed

to be the opposite6 of your own);

your self-perception as gay or straight (supposed to correspond to

whether your preferred partner is your sex or the opposite);

your preferred partner’s self-perception as gay or straight

(supposed to be the same as yours);

your procreative choice (supposed to be yes if straight, no if gay);

your preferred sexual act(s) (supposed to be insertive if you are

male or masculine, receptive if you are female or feminine);

your most eroticized sexual organs (supposed to correspond to the

procreative capabilities of your sex, and to your insertive/receptive

assignment);
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your sexual fantasies (supposed to be highly congruent with your
sexual practice, but stronger in intensity);

your main locus of emotional bonds (supposed to reside in your
preferred sexual partner);

your enjoyment of power in sexual relations (supposed to be low if
you are female or feminine, high if male or masculine);

the people from whom you learn about your own gender and sex
(supposed to correspond to yourself in both respects);

your community of cultural and political identification (supposed
to correspond to your own identity);

and—again—many more. Even this list is remarkable for the silent
presumptions it has to make about a given person’s sexuality,
presumptions that are true only to varying degrees, and for many people
not true at all: that everyone “has a sexuality,” for instance, and that it is
implicated with each person’s sense of overall identity in similar ways; that
each person’s most characteristic erotic expression will be oriented toward
another person and not autoerotic; that if it is alloerotic, it will be oriented
toward a single partner or kind of partner at a time; that its orientation will
not change over time.7 Normatively, as the parenthetical prescriptions in
the list above suggest, it should be possible to deduce anybody’s entire set
of specs from the initial datum of biological sex alone—if one adds only the
normative assumption that “the biological sex of your preferred partner”
will be the opposite of one’s own. With or without that heterosexist
assumption, though, what’s striking is the number and difference of the
dimensions that “sexual identity” is supposed to organize into a seamless
and univocal whole.

And if it doesn’t?
That’s one of the things that “queer” can refer to: the open mesh of

possibilities, gaps, overlaps, dissonances and resonances, lapses and
excesses of meaning when the constituent elements of anyone’s gender, of
anyone’s sexuality aren’t made (or can’t be made) to signify monolithically.
The experimental linguistic, epistemological, representational, political
adventures attaching to the very many of us who may at times be moved
to describe ourselves as (among many other possibilities) pushy femmes,

6. The binary calculus I’m describing here depends on the notion that the male and
female sexes are each other’s “opposites,” but I do want to register a specific
demurral against that bit of easy common sense. Under no matter what cultural
construction, women and men are more like each other than chalk is like cheese,
than ratiocination is like raisins, than up is like down, or than 1 is like 0. The
biological, psychological, and cognitive attributes of men overlap with those of
women by vastly more than they differ from them.
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radical faeries, fantasists, drags, clones, leatherfolk, ladies in tuxedoes,
feminist women or feminist men, masturbators, bulldaggers, divas, Snap!
queens, butch bottoms, storytellers, transsexuals, aunties, wannabes,
lesbian-identified men or lesbians who sleep with men, or…people able to
relish, learn from, or identify with such.

Again, “queer” can mean something different: a lot of the way I have
used it so far in this dossier is to denote, almost simply, same-sex sexual
object choice, lesbian or gay, whether or not it is organized around multiple
criss-crossings of definitional lines. And given the historical and
contemporary force of the prohibitions against every same-sex sexual
expression, for anyone to disavow those meanings, or to displace them
from the term’s definitional center, would be to dematerialize any
possibility of queerness itself.

At the same time, a lot of the most exciting recent work around “queer”
 spins the term outward along dimensions that can’t be subsumed under
gender and sexuality at all: the ways that race, ethnicity, postcolonial
nationality criss-cross with these and other identity-constituting,
identityfracturing discourses, for example. Intellectuals and artists of color
whose sexual self-definition includes “queer”—I think of an Isaac Julien,
a Gloria Anzaldúa, a Richard Fung—are using the leverage of “queer” to do
a new kind of justice to the fractal intricacies of language, skin, migration,
state. Thereby, the gravity (I mean the gravitas, the meaning, but also the
center  of gravity) of the term “queer” itself deepens and shifts.

Another telling representational effect. A word so fraught as “queer” is—
fraught with so many social and personal histories of exclusion, violence,
defiance, excitement—never can only denote; nor even can it only connote;
a part of its experimental force as a speech act is the way in which it
dramatizes locutionary position itself. Anyone’s use of “queer” about
themselves means differently from their use of it about someone else. This
is true (as it might also be true of “lesbian” or “gay”) because of the violently
different connotative evaluations that seem to cluster around the category.
But “gay” and “lesbian” still present themselves (however delusively) as
objective, empirical categories governed by empirical rules of evidence
(however contested). “Queer” seems to hinge much more radically and
explicitly on a person’s undertaking particular, performative acts of
experimental self-perception and filiation. A hypothesis worth making
explicit: that there are important senses in which “queer” can signify only
when attached to the first person. One possible corollary: that what it takes
—all it takes—to make the description “queer” a true one is the impulsion
to use it in the first person.

7. A related list that amplifies some of the issues raised in this one appears in the
introduction to Epistemology of the Closet, pp. 25–26.
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‘‘People are now coming out of the closet on the word empire,’’ said the

conservative columnist Charles Krauthammer. ‘‘The fact is no coun-

try has been as dominant culturally, economically, technologically

and militarily in the history of the world since the Roman Empire.’’

The metaphor of coming out is striking, part of a broader trend of

appropriating the language of progressive movements in the service

of empire. How outrageous to apply the language of gay pride to a

military power that demands that its soldiers stay in the closet.—Amy

Kaplan, ‘‘Violent Belongings and the Question of Empire Today’’

introduction:

homonationalism and biopolitics

Both Krauthammer and his critic, the American studies scholar Amy Kap-
lan, highlight the confluence of American sexuality and politics.∞ The com-
ing out metaphor, which Kaplan later states is invoked incessantly by U.S.
neocons to elaborate a burgeoning ease with the notion of the United States
as an empire, is striking not only for its appropriative dissemination, but for
what the appropriation indexes. On the one hand, the convergence marks a
cultural moment of national inclusion for homosexuality, alluding to a par-
ticular kind of parallel possibility for the liberated nation and the liberated
queer. This sanctioning of the lingua franca of gay liberation hints that the
liberation of American empire from its closets—an empire already known
but concealed—will and should result in pride, a proud American empire. In
this incisive piece, Kaplan astutely points to the necessary elisions of Kraut-
hammer’s pronouncement, but unfortunately enacts another e√acement of
her own. From a glance at the demographics, one could deduce that those
most likely to be forced into closeting by the ‘‘Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell’’ policy,
given their disproportionate percentage of enlistment in the U.S. military,
are men and women of color.≤ Thus, any a≈nity with nonnormative sexual
subjects the nation might unconsciously intimate is vigilantly circum-
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2 introduction

scribed by a ‘‘military power that demands that its soldiers stay in the
closet.’’ This proviso is implicitly racially inflected, demarcating the least
welcome entrants into this national revelation of pride to be queer people
of color. Moreover, in this reclamation of exceptionalism, both Krautham-
mer and Kaplan execute a troubling a≈rmation of the teleological invest-
ments in ‘‘closeting’’ and ‘‘coming out’’ narratives that have long been cri-
tiqued by poststructuralist theorists for the privileged (white) gay, lesbian,
and queer liberal subjects they inscribe and validate.

National recognition and inclusion, here signaled as the annexation of
homosexual jargon, is contingent upon the segregation and disqualification
of racial and sexual others from the national imaginary. At work in this
dynamic is a form of sexual exceptionalism—the emergence of national
homosexuality, what I term ‘‘homonationalism’’—that corresponds with
the coming out of the exceptionalism of American empire. Further, this
brand of homosexuality operates as a regulatory script not only of norma-
tive gayness, queerness, or homosexuality, but also of the racial and na-
tional norms that reinforce these sexual subjects. There is a commitment to
the global dominant ascendancy of whiteness that is implicated in the
propagation of the United States as empire as well as the alliance between
this propagation and this brand of homosexuality. The fleeting sanctioning
of a national homosexual subject is possible, not only through the prolifera-
tion of sexual-racial subjects who invariably fall out of its narrow terms of
acceptability, as others have argued, but more significantly, through the
simultaneous engendering and disavowal of populations of sexual-racial oth-
ers who need not apply.

In what follows I explore these three imbricated manifestations—sexual
exceptionalism, queer as regulatory, and the ascendancy of whiteness—and
their relations to the production of terrorist and citizen bodies. My goal is
to present a dexterous portrait, signaling attentiveness to how, why, and
where these threads bump into each other and where they weave together,
resisting a mechanistic explanatory device that may cover all the bases. In
the case of what I term ‘‘U.S. sexual exceptionalism,’’ a narrative claiming
the successful management of life in regard to a people, what is noteworthy
is that an exceptional form of national heteronormativity is now joined by
an exceptional form of national homonormativity, in other words, homona-
tionalism. Collectively, they continue or extend the project of U.S. national-
ism and imperial expansion endemic to the war on terror. The terms of
degeneracy have shifted such that homosexuality is no longer a priori ex-
cluded from nationalist formations. I unearth the forms of regulation im-
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homonationalism and biopolitics 3

plicit in notions of queer subjects that are transcendent, secular, or other-
wise exemplary as resistant, and open up the question of queer re/produc-
tion and regeneration and its contribution to the project of the optimiza-
tion of life. The ascendancy of whiteness is a description of biopolitics
pro√ered by Rey Chow, who links the violence of liberal deployments of
diversity and multiculturalism to the ‘‘valorization of life’’ alibi that then
allows for rampant exploitation of the very subjects included in discourses
of diversity in the first instance. I elucidate how these three approaches to
the study of sexuality, taken together, suggest a trenchant rereading of
biopolitics with regard to queerness as well as the intractability of queer-
ness from biopolitical arrangements of life and death.

U.S. Sexual Exceptionalism

One mapping of the folding of homosexuals into the reproductive valoriza-
tion of living—technologies of life—includes the contemporary emergence
of ‘‘sexually exceptional’’ U.S. citizens, both heterosexual and otherwise, a
formation I term ‘‘U.S. sexual exceptionalism.’’ Exceptionalism paradox-
ically signals distinction from (to be unlike, dissimilar) as well as excellence
(imminence, superiority), suggesting a departure from yet mastery of linear
teleologies of progress. Exception refers both to particular discourses that
repetitively produce the United States as an exceptional nation-state and
Giorgio Agamben’s theorization of the sanctioned and naturalized dis-
regard of the limits of state juridical and political power through times of
state crisis, a ‘‘state of exception’’ that is used to justify the extreme mea-
sures of the state.≥ In this project, this double play of exception speaks to
Muslim and Sikh ‘‘terrorist’’ corporealities as well as to homosexual pa-
triots. The ‘‘sexual torture scandal’’ at Abu Ghraib is an instructive example
of the interplay between exception and exceptionalism whereby the de-
ferred death of one population recedes as the securitization and valoriza-
tion of the life of another population triumphs in its shadow. This double
deployment of exception and exceptionalism works to turn the negative
valence of torture into the positive register of the valorization of (Ameri-
can) life, that is, torture in the name of the maximization and optimization
of life.

As the U.S. nation-state produces narratives of exception through the war
on terror, it must temporarily suspend its heteronormative imagined com-
munity to consolidate national sentiment and consensus through the recog-
nition and incorporation of some, though not all or most, homosexual
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4 introduction

subjects. The fantasy of the permanence of this suspension is what drives
the production of exceptionalism, a narrative that is historically and politi-
cally wedded to the formation of the U.S. nation-state. Thus, the exception
and the exceptional work in tandem; the state of exception haunts the
proliferation of exceptional national subjects, in a similar vein to the Derri-
dean hauntology in which the ghosts, the absent presences, infuse ontology
with a di√erence.∂

Through the transnational production of terrorist corporealities, homo-
sexual subjects who have limited legal rights within the U.S. civil context
gain significant representational currency when situated within the global
scene of the war on terror. Taking the position that heterosexuality is a
necessary constitutive factor of national identity, the ‘‘outlaw’’ status of
homosexual subjects in relation to the state has been a long-standing theo-
retical interest of feminist, postcolonial, and queer theorists. This outlaw
status is mediated through the rise during the 1980s and 1990s of the gay con-
sumer, pursued by marketers who claimed that childless homosexuals had
enormous disposable incomes, as well as through legislative gains in civil
rights, such as the widely celebrated 2003 overturning of sodomy laws ren-
dered in the Lawrence and Garner v. Texas decision. By underscoring circuits
of homosexual nationalism, I note that some homosexual subjects are com-
plicit with heterosexual nationalist formations rather than inherently or
automatically excluded from or opposed to them. Further, a more pernicious
inhabitation of homosexual sexual exceptionalism occurs through stagings
of U.S. nationalism via a praxis of sexual othering, one that exceptionalizes
the identities of U.S. homosexualities vis-à-vis Orientalist constructions of
‘‘Muslim sexuality.’’ This discourse functions through transnational dis-
placements that suture spaces of cultural citizenship in the United States for
homosexual subjects as they concurrently secure nationalist interests glob-
ally. In some instances these narratives are explicit, as in the aftermath of the
release of the Abu Ghraib photos, where the claims to exceptionalism reso-
nated on many planes for U.S. citizen-subjects: morally, sexually, culturally,
‘‘patriotically.’’ This imbrication of American exceptionalism is increasingly
marked through or aided by certain homosexual bodies, which is to say,
through homonationalism.

What is nascent is not the notion of exceptionalism, nor of a gender
exceptionalism that has dominated the history of western feminist theoret-
ical production and activism. Current forms of exceptionalism work or are
furthered by attaching themselves to, or being attached by, nonheterosexual,
homonormative subjects. Exceptionalism is used not to mark a break with

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/chapter-pdf/638055/9780822390442-001.pdf by guest on 07 January 2025

89



homonationalism and biopolitics 5

historical trajectories or a claim about the emergence of singular newness.
Rather, exceptionalism gestures to narratives of excellence, excellent na-
tionalism, a process whereby a national population comes to believe in its
own superiority and its own singularity, ‘‘stuck,’’ as Sara Ahmed would say,
to various subjects.∑ Discourses of American exceptionalism are embedded
in the history of U.S. nation-state formation, from early immigration narra-
tives to cold war ideologies to the rise of the age of terrorism. These narra-
tives about the centrality of exceptionalism to the formation of the United
States imply that indoctrination à la exceptionalism is part of the disciplin-
ing of the American citizen (as it may be to any nationalist foundation).∏

Debates about American exceptionalism have typically mobilized criteria as
far ranging as artistic expression, aesthetic production (literary and cul-
tural), social and political life, immigration history, liberal democracy, and
industrialization and patterns of capitalism, among others.π However, dis-
cussions of American exceptionalism rarely take up issues of gender and
sexuality. While for the past forty years scholars have been interrogating
feminist practices and theorizations that explicitly or implicitly foster the
consolidation of U.S. nationalism in its wake, a growing cohort is now
examining queer practices and theorizations for similar tendencies. Forms
of U.S. gender and (hetero)sexual exceptionalism from purportedly progres-
sive spaces have surfaced through feminist constructions of ‘‘other’’ women,
especially via the composite of the ‘‘third world woman.’’∫

Inderpal Grewal, for example, argues against the naturalization of hu-
man rights frames by feminists, noting that the United States routinely
positions itself ‘‘as the site for authoritative condemnation’’ of human
rights abuses elsewhere, ignoring such abuses within its borders. Grewal
alludes to the American exceptionalism that is now requisite common sense
for many feminisms within U.S. public cultures: ‘‘Moral superiority has
become part of emergent global feminism, constructing American women
as saviors and rescuers of the ‘oppressed women.’ ’’Ω The recent embrace of
the case of Afghani and Iraqi women and Muslim women in general by
western feminists has generated many forms of U.S. gender exceptionalism.
Gender exceptionalism works as a missionary discourse to rescue Muslim
women from their oppressive male counterparts. It also works to suggest
that, in contrast to women in the United States, Muslim women are, at the
end of the day, unsavable. More insidiously, these discourses of exceptional-
ism allude to the unsalvageable nature of Muslim women even by their own
feminists, positioning the American feminist as the feminist subject par
excellence.∞≠
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One pertinent example is culled from the interactions of the Revolution-
ary Association of the Women of Afghanistan (rawa) with the Feminist
Majority Foundation, which ended with an accusation of appropriation and
erasure of rawa’s e√orts by the foundation. A letter written on April 20,
2002 condemns the foundation’s representation of its handiwork as having
‘‘a foremost role in ‘freeing’ Afghan women’’ while failing to mention
rawa’s twenty-five-year presence in Afghanistan (indeed, failing to men-
tion rawa at all), as if it had ‘‘single-handedly freed the women of Afghani-
stan from an oppression that started and ended with the Taliban.’’ Calling
the Feminist Majority Foundation ‘‘hegemonic, U.S.-centric, ego driven,
corporate feminism,’’ rawa notes that it has ‘‘a longer history than the
Feminist Majority can claim’’ and cites multiple instances of the founda-
tion’s erasure of rawa’s political organizing. rawa also berates the Feminist
Majority for its omission of the abuse of women by the Northern Alliance,
atrocities that at times were more egregious than those committed by the
Taliban, stating that ‘‘the Feminist Majority, in their push for U.S. political
and economic power, are being careful not to anger the political powers in
the U.S.’’∞∞

The ranks of ‘‘hegemonic U.S.-centric’’ feminists enamored with the
plight of Afghan women under Taliban rule included the Feminist Majority
Foundation, which had launched ‘‘Our Campaign to Stop Gender Apart-
heid in Afghanistan’’ in 1996.∞≤ This campaign arguably led to commodity
fetishes such as Eve Ensler’s v-Day benefit with her ‘‘tribute to Afghan
women,’’ a monologue entitled ‘‘Under the Burqa’’ performed by Oprah
Winfrey at New York City’s largest arena, Madison Square Garden, to a
sold-out audience in February 2001.∞≥ The event also promoted the pur-
chase, in remembrance of Afghan women, of a ‘‘burqa swatch,’’ meant to be
worn on one’s lapel to demonstrate solidarity with Afghan women through
the appropriation of a ‘‘Muslim’’ garment. While these forms of celebrity
feminism might provide us momentary sardonic amusement, they are an
integral part of U.S. feminist public cultures and should not be mistaken as
trivial. Their agendas are quite conducive to that of serious liberal feminists
in the United States such as those in the ranks of the Feminist Majority, and
in the age of professionalized feminism these purportedly divergent circuits
divulge their imbrication through various modes of commodification.
These feminists, having already foregrounded Islamic fundamentalism as
the single greatest violent threat to women, were perfectly poised to capital-
ize on the missionary discourses that reverberated after the events of Sep-
tember 11. Despite their active stance against the invasion of Afghanistan,
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they were caught in a complicitous narrative of U.S. exceptionalism in
regard to the removal of the Taliban.∞∂ As Drucilla Cornell notes, the silence
of the Feminist Majority Foundation on the replacement of the Taliban by
the Northern Alliance ‘‘forces us to question whether the humanitarian-
intervention discourse of the U.S. government was not a particularly cyn-
ical e√ort to enlist U.S. feminists in an attempt to circumscribe the defini-
tion of what constitutes human rights violations—to turn the Feminist
Majority into an ideological prop that delegitimizes the political need for
redressing human-rights violations.’’ Cornell basically implies that main-
stream U.S. feminists traded rawa’s stance against punitive state laws pen-
alizing women who refuse to wear the burqa (but not against women wear-
ing burqas, an important distinction) for the celebratory media spectacle of
unveiling rampant in the U.S. media after the ‘‘successful’’ invasion of Af-
ghanistan.∞∑ Under the burqa indeed. But as a final comment, it is worth
heeding Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s observation, ‘‘We will see, every
time, the narrative of class mobility.’’ Complicating any indigenous posi-
tioning of rawa, she writes, ‘‘It is the emergence of [the] middle class that
creates the possibility for the kind of feminist struggle that gives us a rawa.
And this middle class, the agent of human rights all over the world, is
altogether distant from the subaltern classes in ‘their own culture,’ episte-
mically.’’∞∏ Despite rawa’s feud with the Feminist Majority, invariably they
remain complicit with a displacement of other Afghan women’s organiza-
tions that cannot so easily enter the global feminist stage. Spivak’s caution
is a reminder that the dominant reception of feminist discourses on Muslim
women is a tokenistic liberal apology that often leaves uninterrogated a
west/Islam binary.

With the United States currently positioning itself as the technologically
exceptional global counterterrorism expert, American exceptionalism feeds
o√ of other exceptionalisms, particularly that of Israel, its close ally in the
Middle East. The exceptional national security issues of Israel, and the long-
term ‘‘existential’’ threat it faces because of its sense of being ‘‘entangled in
a conflict of unparalleled dimensions,’’ for example, proceeds thus: ‘‘excep-
tional vulnerability’’ results in ‘‘exceptional security needs,’’ the risks of
which are then alleviated and purportedly conquered by ‘‘exceptional coun-
terterrorism technologies.’’∞π In this collusion of American and Israeli state
interests, defined through a joint oppositional posture toward Muslims,
narratives of victimhood ironically suture rather than deflate, contradict, or
nullify claims to exceptionalism. In other words, the Israeli nation-state
finds itself continuously embroiled in a cycle of perceived exceptional
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threats of violence that demand exceptional uses of force against the Pales-
tinian population, which is currently mirrored by U.S. government o≈cials’
public declarations of possible terror risks that are used to compel U.S.
citizens to support the war on terror.

Reflecting upon contemporary debates about the United States as em-
pire, Amy Kaplan notes, ‘‘The idea of empire has always paradoxically
entailed a sense of spatial and temporal limits, a narrative of rising and
falling, which U.S. exceptionalism has long kept at bay.’’ Later, she states,
‘‘The denial and disavowal of empire has long served as the ideological
cornerstone of U.S. imperialism and a key component of American excep-
tionalism.’’∞∫ Thus, for Kaplan the distancing of exceptionalism from em-
pire achieves somewhat contradictory twofold results: the superior United
States is not subject to empire’s shortcomings, as the apparatus of empire is
unstable and ultimately empires fall; and the United States creates the
impression that empire is beyond the pale of its own morally upright be-
havior, such that all violences of the state are seen, in some moral, cultural,
or political fashion as anything but the violence of empire. U.S. exceptional-
ism hangs on a narrative of transcendence, which places the United States
above empire in these two respects, a project that is aided by what Do-
menico Losurdo names as ‘‘the fundamental tendency to transform the
Judeo-Christian tradition into a sort of national religion that consecrates
the exceptionalism of American people and the sacred mission with which
they are entrusted (‘Manifest Destiny’).’’∞Ω Kaplan, claiming that current
narratives of empire ‘‘take American exceptionalism to new heights,’’ ar-
gues that a concurrent ‘‘paradoxical claim to uniqueness and universality’’
are coterminous in that ‘‘they share a teleological narrative of inevitability’’
that posits America as the arbiter of appropriate ethics, human rights, and
democratic behavior while exempting itself without hesitation from such
universalizing mandates.≤≠

Whether one agrees that American exceptionalism has attained ‘‘new
heights,’’ Kaplan’s analysis perfectly illustrates the intractability of state of
exception discourses from those of exceptionalism. Laying claim to unique-
ness (exception = singularity) and universality (exceptional = bequeathing
teleological narrative) is not quite as paradoxical as Kaplan insists, for the
state of exception is deemed necessary in order to restore, protect, and
maintain the status quo, the normative ordering that then allows the United
States to hail its purported universality. The indispensability of the United
States is thus sutured through the naturalized conjunction of singularity
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and telos, the paradox withered away.≤∞ State of exception discourses ra-
tionalize egregious violence in the name of the preservation of a way of life
and those privileged to live it. Giorgio Agamben, noting that biopolitics
continually seeks to redefine the boundaries between life and death, writes,
‘‘The state of exception is neither external nor internal to the juridical
order, and the problem of defining it concerns precisely a threshold, or a
zone of indi√erence, where inside and outside do not exclude each other
but rather blur with each other.’’≤≤ The temporality of exception is one that
seeks to conceal itself; the frenzied mode of emergency is an alibi for the
quiet certitude of a slowly normativized working paradigm of liberal demo-
cratic government, an alibi necessary to disavow its linkages to totalitarian
governments. The state of exception thus works to hide or even deny itself
in order to further its expanse, its presence and e≈cacy, surfacing only
momentarily and with enough gumption to further legitimize the occupa-
tion of more terrain. Agamben likens the externally internal space of the
state of exception to a Möbius strip: at the moment it is cast outside it
becomes the inside.≤≥ In the state of exception, the exception insidiously
becomes the rule, and the exceptional is normalized as a regulatory ideal or
frame; the exceptional is the excellence that exceeds the parameters of
proper subjecthood and, by doing so, redefines these parameters to then
normativize and render invisible (yet transparent) its own excellence or
singularity.

Sexual exceptionalism also works by glossing over its own policing of the
boundaries of acceptable gender, racial, and class formations. That is,
homosexual sexual exceptionalism does not necessarily contradict or un-
dermine heterosexual sexual exceptionalism; in actuality it may support
forms of heteronormativity and the class, racial, and citizenship privileges
they require. The historical and contemporaneous production of an emer-
gent normativity, homonormativity, ties the recognition of homosexual
subjects, both legally and representationally, to the national and trans-
national political agendas of U.S. imperialism. Homonormativity can be
read as a formation complicit with and invited into the biopolitical valor-
ization of life in its inhabitation and reproduction of heteronormative
norms. One prime mechanism of sexual exceptionalism is mobilized by
discourses of sexual repression—a contemporary version of Foucault’s re-
pressive hypothesis—that are generative of a bio- and geopolitical global
mapping of sexual cultural norms. Unraveling discourses of U.S. sexual
exceptionalism is vital to critiques of U.S. practices of empire (most of

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/chapter-pdf/638055/9780822390442-001.pdf by guest on 07 January 2025

94



10 introduction

which only intermittently take up questions of gender and rarely sexuality)
and to the expansion of queerness beyond narrowly conceptualized frames
that foreground sexual identity and sexual acts.

Given that our contemporary political climate of U.S. nationalism relies so
heavily on homophobic demonization of sexual others, the argument that
homosexuality is included within and contributes positively to the optimi-
zation of life is perhaps a seemingly counterintuitive stance. Nonetheless, it
is imperative that we continue to read the racial, gender, class, and national
dimensions of these vilifying mechanisms. So I proceed with two caveats.
First, to aver that some or certain homosexual bodies signify homonorma-
tive nationalism—homonationalism—is in no way intended to deny, dimin-
ish, or disavow the daily violences of discrimination, physical and sexual
assault, familial ostracism, economic disadvantage, and lack of social and
legal legitimacy that sexual others must regularly endure; in short, most
queers, whether as subjects or populations, still hover amid regimes of
deferred or outright death. What I am working through in this text are the
manifold trajectories of racialization and un-nationalization of sexual others
that foster the conditions of possibility for such violent relegation to death.
The spectral resistances to gay marriage, gay adoptive and parental rights,
‘‘Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell’’ policies, and the privatization of sexuality entail that
the protection of life granted through national belonging is a precarious
invitation at best. Second, there is no organic unity or cohesion among
homonationalisms; these are partial, fragmentary, uneven formations, im-
plicated in the pendular momentum of inclusion and exclusion, some dis-
sipating as quickly as they appear. Thus, the cost of being folded into life
might be quite steep, both for the subjects who are interpellated by or aspire
to the tight inclusiveness of homonormativity o√ered in this moment, and
for those who decline or are declined entry due to the undesirability of their
race, ethnicity, religion, class, national origin, age, or bodily ability. It also
may be the case, as Barry D. Adams argues, that the United States is excep-
tional only to the degree to which, globally speaking, it is unexceptional,
another angle that stresses the contingency of any welcome of queer life. In
terms of legal recognition of gay and lesbian relationships, Adams notes
ironically that to some extent the United States lags behind most European
countries, as well as Canada, Brazil, Colombia, New Zealand, Australia, and
South Africa—a ‘‘backwardness’’ that the United States often ascribes to
others in comparison to itself.≤∂ We can also say that the United States has
investments in being exceptionally heteronormative even as it claims to be
exceptionally tolerant of (homosexual) di√erence. But Adams’s reliance on
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In April 2015, with the publication of the English translation of her first novel, Sphinx, 
the French novelist Anne Garréta became accessible for the first time to an Anglophone 
readership. When it was first published in 1986, this love story, which tells of the tragic 
encounter between a nameless young theology student turned DJ and A***, an African 
American cabaret dancer, erupted onto the French literary scene. The novel astonished 
its readers through the virtuosic feat of keeping its protagonists’ genders completely 
indeterminable—Garréta, then a twenty-three-year-old normalienne, had scrubbed the 
French text of all marks of gender.1 Critics, both then and now, have marveled at this 
complete erasure of gender, even as they have overlooked Garréta’s other treatment of 
difference—the emphasis on racial difference that accompanies her systematic efface-
ment of sexual difference in the novel. 
	 The love story is traditionally understood as requiring difference, in the broadest 
sense of the term, given that the whole point is that love joins two (or more) individu-
als. In Garréta’s iteration of the love story, however, she erases sexual difference and 
presents race as the difference that love can then reconcile or traverse: her love story 
features the relationship between a white European and a black American. This raises 
the question of why erasing sexual difference should either produce or expose racial 
difference when the novel was written to express the principle of “fuck difference,” as 
Garréta shared with me in a March 2013 interview in Paris.2 While the difference Gar-
réta denounces is sexual difference, which she considers to be fetishized dogma, and not 
racial difference, it seems inconsistent and politically incoherent to decry one form of 
fetishized difference while promoting another when the problem surrounding differ-
ence is precisely the process by which it assumes the status of a concept around which 
an entire social order can be organized. I see this statement as applying more broadly to 
all fetishized difference that has been solidified into identity even if the original state-
ment was narrower in its scope. Accordingly, a careful examination of what may be read 
as a caricatural treatment of racial difference will show that Garréta’s seeming instru-
mentalization and exploitation of race for the purposes of destroying sex, or gender, are 
actually consonant with what I see as her larger project of writing against difference 
tout court, an investment that we can trace to the major influence of the French writer 
and theorist Monique Wittig on her own writing and thought. In other words, if Garréta 
seems to build up racial difference in Sphinx, it is only to tear it down after having shown 
how such difference is built up through language in the first place. 

>> Language and Resistance

Michel Foucault has taught us that discourse has the power to create identity. His La 
Volonté de savoir (The History of Sexuality: An Introduction), the first volume of his 
unfinished Histoire de la sexualité, argues that the homosexual did not exist as such until 
the category of the homosexual was created by sexologists and began to circulate in 
discourse. This and other identity categories were thus effects of discourse rather than 
its cause. Thanks in large part to feminist and queer theories informed by Foucault’s 
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insights, the idea that identity is discursively constructed with nothing natural about it 
is now commonplace. While we are quick to recognize the force of discourse, it is not so 
clear how it comes to have that force—the power to ossify difference and create catego-
ries such as sex and race. Discourse is language that has been fixed into a function. But 
how does language become discourse? And how does it become fixed?
	 As a mode of writing that programmatically claims to reflect the world it describes, 
literary realism often does little to strip discourse down to language in a way that would 
allow readers to question the gendered norms that have become thoroughly embedded 
into social practice.3 In the conventional realist novel, language only exists in an already 
socialized form and is thus unfit to do the work that Wittig describes in Le Chantier lit-
téraire (The literary workshop), her posthumously published ars poetica, of stripping 
words of the social significations that have sedimented onto them. Language must be 
stripped of the history of its social usage, thus allowing words to return to their pure 
materiality, to language in its raw, pre-signifying state, before it has been mobilized 
around some ideological or conceptual purpose.4 Wittig calls for teasing language apart 
from discourse in order to tap into the radical political potential to be found in turning 

to language, rather than discourse, as a site 
for new meaning. Precisely for this rea-
son, Garréta, like Wittig before her, treats 
the experimental (as opposed to the con-
ventional) novel as a cultural form where 
discourse and language can be played 
against each other. The self-awareness 
of the experimental novel’s literary lan-
guage calls attention to the materiality of 
language.5 Because the novel must also 
reference the world outside itself in order 
to make good on its promise of a textual 
simulation of lived reality, or a textual 
experience of an unlived reality, it also 
calls attention to itself as discourse. This 
double function gives the novel an advan-
tage over theoretical texts as the means for 
working with, on, and against language to 
work against identity and the difference 

that founds it.6 It is the novel that has the potential to effect change, reader by reader, 
by undoing those categories that seem to make sense of reality and order the world in a 
necessary way. In short, it is the novel, and not theory, that functions as a Trojan horse, 
the figure Wittig uses to explain how a literary text “can operate as a war machine upon 
its epoch,” an epoch marked then, in the 1980s, as it is now, by difference.7

	 Garréta sees herself writing “after” Wittig in a double sense—after Wittig chronologi-
cally and after her in the sense of deriving inspiration from Wittig’s writing: 

It is the novel that has the potential to 
effect change, reader by reader, by 
undoing those categories that seem to 
make sense of reality and order the world 
in a necessary way. In short, it is the novel, 
and not theory, that functions as a Trojan 
horse, the figure Wittig uses to explain  
how a literary text “can operate as a war 
machine upon its epoch.” 
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Monique Wittig is an extremely important writer to me. In a way, she made it possible for me 
to write my first novel, Sphinx, which attempted to take literally what she means when she 
says that it is necessary to eliminate and destroy the mark of gender in language, and that this 
can only happen through exercising language itself. 

I thus have a debt that is not a debt but that obligates me nonetheless—it isn’t that I owe 
something to Monique Wittig, but that she opened up a possibility for me. So it is important 
to me that I continue to pass on something that I think she offered to me, that I have not 
found except in her. I am absolutely committed to this.8

In her homage to Wittig, Garréta offers up a paradoxical characterization of her debt as 
“not a debt,” but something that still has the weight of obligation, even if she does not 
think of the obligation in terms of owing, but of compelling possibility. In this, Garréta 
reconceptualizes debt as something that no longer puts the debtor in a position of hav-
ing to give up something of herself in proportion to the value of what she has received, 
giving the creditor influence over the debtor. Garréta understands her debt to Wittig as 
a liberating possibility that is conceived of in terms of something that can be passed on 
to others to do with as they please. Her obligation does not mean hewing to Wittig’s way 
of experiencing this possibility; rather, it obligates Garréta to become Garréta. This debt 
demands creativity rather than conformity. 
	 Garréta’s obligation is to do something with this possibility of using language to undo 
difference, to attempt to free others from the categories of identity that are embedded in 
language—and that are made of and by language. As Wittig explains, rather than having 
language do things to you, you must begin doing things to language: 

The ontological farce that consists of trying to divide a being in language by imposing a 
mark on her, the conceptual maneuver that wrests away from marked individuals what right-
fully belongs to them—language—must cease. It is necessary to destroy gender entirely. This 
endeavor can be entirely accomplished through the use of language.9

The same language that genders women and marks them as particular can also 
destroy that mark of particularity, provided one knows how to make it do so. Wit-
tig uses the lesbian subject to displace the universal male subject implied by the 
unmarked term through her work on pronouns as we see in her revisions of various 
literary genres: in L’Opoponax (1964), Wittig exploits the indeterminate nature of the 
pronoun on to dismantle the gendered bildungsroman and universalize a young les-
bian’s point of view. She reworks the epic in Les Guérillères (1969) by expanding the 
feminine third person plural elles to represent all humanity instead of the specificity 
of groups of women. Reworking lyric love poetry in Le Corps lesbien (1973, The Les-
bian Body), she works upon and breaks down the je and tu to establish a relationship of 
intersubjectivity and interlocution that is based on an absolute reciprocity and inter-
changeability between the first- and second-person pronouns that are normally dis-
tinct. In Brouillon pour un dictionnaire des amantes (1976, Lesbian Peoples: Material 
for a Dictionary) and Virgile, non (1985, Across the Acheron), she defamiliarizes such  
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familiar texts as Dante’s Divine Comedy and the standard dictionary by overturning their  
androcentric perspectives. 
	 Through these works, Wittig demonstrates that genre as literary genre has been built 
on genre as gender. Garréta similarly defamiliarizes genre by taking the traditional love 
story, the seemingly ageless articulation of heterosexual desire, and removing gender 
from the equation. She works with the possibility opened up by Wittig and makes it 
hers by replacing Wittig’s lesbianized subject with her own project of rendering the sub-
ject indeterminable and undifferentiated. But, as we will see, Garréta experiments not 
only with sex but also with race, and the project of indeterminability is brought to bear 
on both categories. It is precisely Garréta’s experimentation with sex and race—where 
the first is somewhat expected when it comes to deconstructing difference through lan-
guage, while the latter is unexpected—that makes the novel so important. Let us turn 
now to Sphinx to see the kind of work Garréta does on and to language—work that shows 
race to be as unnatural a category as sex and makes the text’s racial differentiation ulti-
mately serve her project of indifferentiation and indeterminacy. 

>> A Racist Sphinx?

Sphinx was written and published well before Garréta was inducted into the Oulipo in 
200110 and before she became known in academic circles for her familiarity with Ameri-
can approaches to queer and gender studies. Nonetheless, Sphinx anticipates what was 
to become Garréta’s expressed investment in writing within the constraints for which 
the Oulipo is known, and it exposes the discursive formation of identities that would 
become a key insight of queer theory. 
	 Garréta’s future intellectual positions are already apparent in Sphinx. The language 
of the novel does away with sexual difference by refusing to reveal the sexes of the pro-
tagonists. The reader is given no clues as to whether the relationship is between two 
men, two women, or a man and a woman. Were she writing in English, she would be 
writing a novel without using he or she, him or her. In French, subject pronouns, adjec-
tives, compound past tense verbs, and direct object pronouns can all indicate gender, so 
Garréta carefully avoids these parts of speech and privileges the infinitive, imperfect, 
and preterit passé simple over compound tenses, indirect objects over direct objects, and 
impersonal, passive constructions in place of the gendered subject pronouns il and elle. 
	 If the result is surprising in English translation, it is even more so in French. Writ-
ing against what seems to be the naturally gendered grain of French, Garréta also 
resists the naturalness of bodies and their sexed nature. This carefully wrought with-
holding of deterministic language exposes the constructed nature of identity, or what 
Judith Butler describes as performative identity,11 a notion that would be popularized 
by queer theory. It seems hardly a coincidence that A***—who calls to mind Josephine 
Baker, another African American cabaret dancer who was a master of turning identity 
into a performance on her Parisian stages—and the narrator, as a DJ, both inhabit the 
novel as part of the performance industry. From the very beginning, Garréta keeps her  
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protagonists’ identities indeterminate when it comes to their sex and sexuality, thus set-
ting her readers up to think of identity as something performed, not something fixed that 
can be ascertained. 
	 Garréta refuses to let her protagonists’ bodies bear the mark of sexual difference. 
A sexual encounter would be the ultimate occasion for either ascertaining sexual  
difference, in the case of heterosexual encounters, or for disavowing it, as in the case of 
homosexual ones.12 In Sphinx, however, the body remains stubbornly illegible in terms 
of its sex: 

J’ai dans la bouche, encore, le goût d’une peau, de la sueur sur cette peau. Contre mes mains 
l’impression tactile que me firent et cette peau et le modelé de cette chair. . . . Je ne saurais 
raconter précisément ce qui advint, non plus que décrire ou même faire mention de ce que 
je fis ou de ce dont je fus l’objet. . . . Sexes mêlés, je ne sus plus rien distinguer.13

I have in my mouth, still, the taste of skin, of the sweat on that skin; against my hands, the 
tactile impression of skin and the shape of that flesh. . . . I don’t know how to recount precisely 
what happened, or how to describe or even attest to what I did, what was done to me. . . . Our 
sexes mingled, I no longer knew how to tell anything apart.14

The sexed nature of bodies in sexual encounters is occluded by treating the body as 
unspecific skin, flesh, and sweat, and by disregarding genital specificity to articulate 
instead the confused nature of the coupling. Illegible in terms of its sex, the indetermi-
nate and protean body can reflect whatever the reader desires it to be. The title Sphinx 
evokes this indeterminacy by referencing the impossibility of knowing, or in this case, 
the impossibility of figuring (out) the body and giving it an identity. Falling into an iden-
titarian trap, reviewers have tended to read the relationship in Sphinx as heterosexual 
or homosexual depending on their own sensibilities. Finding it difficult to suspend cer-
tainty and commit to indeterminacy, they have assumed there must be some form of 
sexual difference (or identity) that Garréta had intended to write into being.15 
	 This striking feat of her sustained refusal of sexed bodies is accompanied by a less 
spectacular, perhaps, but equally significant recoding of the bodies in question in terms 
of race. The novel identifies the narrator as white and A*** as black: “J’appris qu’une 
peau noire telle celle de A*** exigeait un maquillage d’une toute autre teinte et d’un 
tout autre dessin qu’une peau blanche” (I learned that black skin like A***’s demands 
makeup of a completely different hue and variety than white skin) (22; 9). In the absence 
of sexual difference, racial difference is introduced, as if bodies still have to be differenti-
ated one way or another for their connection to be meaningful. In Sphinx, A***’s black 
body signals both racial difference and cultural difference. A*** is not simply given a 
black body as a black iteration of the French citizen. The character is not French or 
Francophone but foreign, which, in this context, means American. A*** and the narrator 
therefore have different languages as well as different skin tones, and they come from 
different places. While removing sexual difference, then, Garréta has nonetheless dou-
bled difference. She has inscribed the bodies of both A*** and the narrator with race, a  
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difference embedded in a narrative of biological essentialism that translates greater or 
lesser levels of melanin and pigment into the concepts of blackness or whiteness. She has 
also inscribed their bodies with the purely cultural difference of nationality. A body does 
not announce its Frenchness any more than it announces its Americanness, but in Sphinx 
Garréta has tied this cultural difference to racial difference. However, these categories of 
identity do not carry equal semiotic weight in the novel. 
	 In the second half of the novel, the cultural difference manifest in the language and 
customs of A***’s American family, which stands in for black America at large, assumes 
principal importance. Once they become lovers, the narrator and A*** go to Harlem and 
then visit A***’s extended family somewhere in either Long Island or New Jersey. The 
narrator describes the experience of conversing and eating soul food with this family as 
a profound experience of feeling at home: 

Il me semblait être là chez moi, tant ils surent me donner l’impression d’appartenir à leur 
famille, oubliant sans effort la différence de race, de couleur, de civilisation, de classe et tout 
ce que l’on voudra bien pointer et accentuer parmi les traits possibles d’altérité. Il me semblait 
avoir toujours entendu cette langue qu’ils parlaient entre eux, avoir depuis toujours mangé de 
cette même nourriture qu’ils m’offrirent. 

Et les vieilles mammas noires riaient de plaisir à me voir manifester un tel appétit. A***, qui 
toujours me vit, à l’endroit des nourritures terrestres, faire montre d’ennui ou d’indifférence, 
s’étonnait et se réjouissait. Il semblait que j’oubliais de dépérir, que je goûtais enfin à la vie, 
que j’y mordais sans l’entremâcher de paroles, propos de table qui, en Europe assez générale-
ment et en France en particulier, constituent la substance essentielle des dîners. (88)

I felt at home there, so much did they make me feel like a part of their family, effortlessly 
forgetting our differences in race, color, culture, class—everything that one might cite as 
possible traits of alterity. It was as if the language they were speaking and the food they were 
cooking had always been familiar to me.

And the old black mommas laughed with delight to see that I had such an appetite. A***, 
who was used to seeing me bored or indifferent when faced with earthly sustenance, was 
astonished and overjoyed. It seemed that I was forgetting to waste away, that I was finally 
tasting life, that I was biting into it without words getting in the way, those tableside conver-
sations that, in Europe generally and France in particular, constitute the essential substance 
of meals. (63) 

Here, Garréta’s narrator figures the alterity of African Americanness as able to do away 
with all alterity. Black America’s culture and dialect—which the narrator finds as familiar 
as French—is the means of forgetting or transcending alterity and tasting the freedom to 
be oneself regardless of color, creed, class, etc. The narrator casts black language as natu-
rally resistant to difference in a way that French is not. I contend that it is no accident 
or contradiction that in her attempt to erase difference, Garréta, through her narrator, 
appears to shore up African American difference as somehow exemplary and salvific. 
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	 This turn toward black America shifts the focus away from biological expressions 
of racial difference, emphasizing instead cultural and especially linguistic expressions. 
Indeed, it would appear that Garréta has bundled the biological with the cultural in 
order to approach the question of racial difference through language and, in this way, 
to insist that this other difference, like sexual difference, also be approached in terms 
of language. Where Garréta deploys language as a means to undo sexual difference in 
French, the narrator privileges black language as the site where the desire for hybridity, 
for a fluid identity liberated from the strictures of fixed difference, is best realized. In the 
description of eating soul food with A***’s family, what comes to the fore is not the dif-
ference between cuisines so much as the difference in languages. For the narrator, meals 
centered around soul food do not require the sort of conversation, that is, language, 
that a French meal does; in the narrator’s telling, conversation around the French din-
ner table invariably diminishes one’s appetite for life. The primary difference between 
the two cultures represented by the pair of lovers is thus linguistic, and language will 
consequently be the means of turning the categorical oppressiveness of French, and its 
embedded difference, against itself. 
	 However, one has to question Garréta’s use of a caricatural image of black America  
in a novel dedicated to blurring identity and destroying the foundational difference of 
identity categories. Why does she perpetuate any stereotypes of racial alterity, even if 
to combat other stereotypes? Indeed, Garréta’s use of a worn-out stereotype such as the 
“old black momma,” uncomfortably close to the mammy figure, would seem to legitimate 
an unquestionably crude form of difference. This is especially remarkable coming from a 
feminist who uncompromisingly rejects the notion of essential difference. Garréta’s call 
to “fuck difference” is most powerful if it is not a watered-down version of feminism that 
objects to one form of difference but tolerates another. 
	 It is completely possible that Garréta’s anti-difference ethos, which aspires to the 
universal in the absoluteness of its declaration, in fact depends on a fetishization and 
instrumentalization of blackness—universalism, as we know all too well, often turns out 
to be an oppressive, supremacist particularism. It may be that Sphinx is in fact very much 
a text of its time: the 1980s was a moment when the inconsistencies and racist blind spots 
of second-wave feminism—i.e., “white” feminism—became all too apparent (as seen in 
the necessary critique performed by intersectionality).16 It is possible that Garréta’s anti-
difference ethos has itself evolved over the decades from one that targeted gender and 
sexuality at the expense of race to one that is more explicitly anti-racist.17 All these inter-
pretations are possible, but I intend to posit another one, which makes Sphinx politically 
potent today, so that the novel is not simply an artifact of less enlightened times. 
	 From an apparent fetishization of blackness, coupled with the caricatures and ste-
reotypes that pop up throughout the novel, it would be easy to cast Garréta as a writer 
insensitive to matters of race, but such a reading conflates Garréta with the narrator. 
Given that Garréta is undeniably behind the scrubbing of gender difference in the novel, 
it is tempting to confuse Garréta with the narrator and, when it comes to race, attri-
bute that same intentionality to Garréta rather than to the problematic character of the 

This content downloaded from 
�������������89.86.65.172 on Wed, 29 Mar 2023 06:31:36 UTC�������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms 152



12	 DIACRITICS >> 2017 >> 45.1

narrator. If I insist on distinguishing between Garréta and her narrator—as I did in my 
discussion of the family dinner—to attribute the problematic treatment of race to the 
latter, it is not merely to perform a recuperative reading of or apology for Garréta. On a 
number of fronts, I believe it makes the most sense and results in the most productive 
reading to distinguish Garréta’s narrator from Garréta herself. First, if we take seriously 
Garréta’s debt to Wittig, it is logical to treat the novel as a hollow text, a Trojan horse, 
instead of adopting the perhaps more obvious reading, in which Garréta’s twenty-three-
year-old self ’s feminist politics turn out to be not particularly developed, as evinced by 

a deeply problematic conceptualization 
of race. This reading, which requires no 
interpretation because of its obviousness, 
turns the text into a solid rather than a 
hollow object. Second, the less facile read-
ing, beyond being consonant with the Wit-
tigian mode of writing a literary text as a 
Trojan horse that contains something very 
different than what its equine form prom-
ises, integrates Sphinx with the rest of 
Garréta’s corpus, which can be described 
as radically anti-identitarian and anti-
differentialist.18 Garréta’s first novel can 
thus be read alongside and with the nov-
els that follow rather than as a one-off that 
does not belong with the rest of her liter-
ary production. And last, Garréta’s entire 
corpus demonstrates that she is anything 

but an easy or transparent writer. Her novels are meticulously constructed, and reading 
them requires work—they are not beach reading, easily consumed.19 A simplistic reading 
of Sphinx—without the necessary labor to attend to Garréta’s own labor in creating the 
novel—will miss the revelation that the novel is anything but racist: it grapples directly 
with the problem of racism in order to enjoin the reader to dismantle both racial differ-
ence and sexual difference.
	 Before proceeding with an analysis of the complex construction of Garréta’s decon-
structive work, I want to first address the enormous riskiness of Garréta’s Trojan horse 
venture. I am making a case for seeing Garréta’s deployment and construction of racial 
difference as a means to tear it down, but such a reading requires labor. Returning to 
the astounding blindness to race that Sphinx’s readers have demonstrated, the critical 
reception I mentioned at the beginning of this article is a perfect example of what hap-
pens when you don’t read laboriously. Instead of a powerful “fuck difference” ethos that  
articulates a radical political vision of a new sociality unordered and unfettered by any 
form of difference, an effortless reading may lead to a celebration of the dissolution of 
sexual difference at the cost of tacit acceptance of racial difference, and not just any 

If we take seriously Garréta’s debt to 
Wittig, it is logical to treat the novel as  
a hollow text, a Trojan horse, instead of 
adopting the perhaps more obvious 
reading, in which Garréta’s twenty-three-
year-old self ’s feminist politics turn out to 
be not particularly developed, as evinced 
by a deeply problematic conceptualization 
of race. 
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racial difference, but a racist one. In other words, this reading results in a “white femi-
nist” text that does more harm than good in promoting the idea that some invidious 
forms of difference must be tolerated for the sake of abolishing another. These are the 
high stakes of Garréta’s novel, and we can certainly debate whether or not it’s worth the 
risk. In what follows, I will show what happens if we do put in the work to activate the 
Trojan horse of Sphinx.

>> The Labors of Sphinx

To read Sphinx laboriously is to read Garréta’s deployment of racial stereotypes critically 
as the means of ironically calling attention to the way the narrator turns cultural differ-
ences into natural differences as they are attached to certain bodies. Following this line 
of thinking, we could say that Garréta uses fiction in much the same way Étienne Balibar 
uses political theory, to argue that “biological or genetic naturalism is not the only means 
of naturalizing human behaviour and social affinities. . . . [C]ulture can also function like 
a nature, and it can in particular function as a way of locking individuals and groups a 
priori into a genealogy, into a determination that is immutable and intangible in origin.”20 
	 In other words, Garréta’s apparent investment in racial difference is an ironic one, 
and the reinforcement of racial difference that accompanies the radical destruction of 
sexual difference serves as a decoy for difference that reveals itself as hollowed out. This 
irony, which is hardly obvious or self-evident, can be seen in the narrator’s description 
of black American dialect: 

L’anglais que je parle a gardé les stigmates de cette fréquentation presque exclusive des 
Noirs. Imperceptiblement, des expressions, des incorrections caractéristiques de leur parler 
se sont glissées dans le tissu de langue académique qu’on m’avait enseignée au lycée. Cela, 
depuis, m’a été un trouble dans mes conversations: cette langue que je parle est un hybride 
monstrueux; j’ai mêlé Oxford et Harlem, Byron et le gospel. (89)

My English still bears the stigmata of keeping company almost exclusively with black people. 
Imperceptibly, the expressions and characteristic improprieties of their speech slipped into 
the tissue of the academic English I had been taught in high school. This has disrupted my 
conversations: the language I speak is a monstrous hybrid, mingling Oxford and Harlem, 
Byron and gospel. (64)

Garréta here doles out the clichés: of course black American English is riddled with 
ungrammatical variations on standard English, of which the most correct iteration is 
to be found at Oxford; of course the most obviously black idiom is gospel music, and 
it goes without saying that Harlem is the purest iteration of black American culture. 
This characterization is disturbing in its racial insensitivity and caricatural treatment of 
American black culture, but I would argue that Garréta does so in order to parody facile 
caricatures, rather than to reproduce them uncritically. 
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	 The obvious reading of Garréta that takes this passage at face value reproduces a 
fetishistic view of blackness. Black American language—the sign that turns racial dif-
ference into cultural difference and naturalizes the distinction between them—is the  
guarantor of hybridity and subversion. It undoes English by undermining the correctness 
of white, Anglo-Saxon, Puritan English. According to this reading, Garréta’s grounding 
of the novel’s anti-difference enterprise in an essential black language is a concession 
made in the name of eliminating sexual difference, the seemingly universal difference 
that cuts through other differences such as race and class. The marginal status of black 
English leads directly to the fetishization of black culture and desire for the black body. 
Following this logic, the narrator sees in blackness the perfect medium for being able to 
break up fixed categories of identity, but the price for such destabilization is the fixing 
of blackness. 
	 While the French language fixes difference with its gendered grammar, black Afri-
can American language counteracts that fixity through soul. The narrator claims: “Mon 
Amérique à moi est noire: sa musique, ses voix, sa nourriture. Noires, il y a un terme 
pour cela, soul: soul music, soul food” (My America is black: the music, the voices, the 
food. These black things have a name, soul: soul music, soul food) (87; 62). Black culture, 
refracted through soul, provides Garréta with the possibility of a language that is not 
beholden to the subordinating logic of French. Blackness comes to stand in for an iden-
tity that is more American than the soulless, sanitized Americanness of what the narra-
tor describes as “l’Amérique blanche, anglo-saxonne et puritaine” (white, Anglo-Saxon, 
Puritan America) (87; 62). Black Americanness consequently permits a greater distance 
from French and from France, whose “universal” citizen is configured as white, hetero-
sexual, and male. By contrast, black skin, black language, and black culture exemplify 
a language that offers a promised land of freedom and equality. The narrator’s desire 
for a differently racialized body is not so much the desire for a different kind of body 
as it is the desire for a language and culture less dependent on difference than French 
language and culture. Black language provides a model for what Garréta is trying to do 
with French, that is, to undo its gendered and gendering operations. While this racializ-
ing might be positive in its valence of a certain black superiority, it remains grounded in 
an essentializing difference. One form of difference is swapped out for another, and we 
wind up right where we began, stuck in difference.
	 The true allegory of Sphinx is not the allegory of black alterity as a difference that 
might create more fluid ways of being human; it is an allegory of the invidiousness of all 
forms of difference. To read Sphinx laboriously, to read it as a complex text, we have to 
reject the narrator’s reading of race as the allegorical production of a better kind of alter-
ity. Rather than be taken in by a difference that promises to transcend other differences, 
Garréta rejects racial difference as the lure that would lead the reader back into the trap 
of difference. Garréta’s polarized stereotypes and the caricatures they form offer parodic 
representations of black language that are not meant to be swallowed whole, taken as 
they are. A necessary condition of the Trojan horse is that it resembles closely enough 
the object it claims to be—a statue of a horse, in the Trojans’ case, a racist and reductive 
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rendering of blackness, in Garréta’s—in order to be let inside the city walls (the reader’s 
mind) to launch its attack. That is, for Garréta to reject racial difference as the lure that 
would lead the reader back into the trap of difference, it must first be able to pass as an 
alluring difference. 
	 Garréta’s attention to the language of black difference, which assumes a more impor-
tant role than black skin, points to the crucial role language plays in creating and reify-
ing forms of difference. When she places language that eliminates sexual difference in 
relation to language that shores up racial difference, Garréta exposes the equally con-
structed nature of these differences. By bundling racial difference with cultural differ-
ence, she shows how easy it is for us to slide from the cultural, to the biological, to the 
essential. The social order has primed us to identify difference and then compels us to 
perform it. Once the reader sees Garréta’s 
use of stereotypes for what it is, it becomes 
difficult if not impossible to accept her 
construction of blackness. This leads us 
to examine the tendency to bundle differ-
ences, as if we could impute a more complex identity to individuals by doing so. Why, 
she forces us to ask, must we insist on transforming bodies into signs? According to this 
reading, in distinction to her narrator, Garréta is saying that bodies are not simply meant 
to be read and identified so much as to be lived in. In a Foucauldian gesture, she invites 
us to consider her novel as the site for new “bodies and pleasures.”21

	 Garréta challenges her reader to resist the instrumentalization of bodies that occurs 
when we inscribe them with difference through signifiers of identity. Rather than giving 
us access to richer, fuller subjectivity, difference deadens our subjectivity, quite literally, 
in Sphinx: A*** dies tragically, as does A***’s mother, and with them, the kinship struc-
ture based on the redemptive difference ironically described in Sphinx, and the salvific 
relationality it contained. In a nod to the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century novels 
that are Garréta’s academic specialty, she ends this novel by also murdering her narrator, 
as if to say that the narrator must pay for the knowledge that may have been gained.22 
Reading Garréta, the early modern specialist, with these eighteenth-century heroines 
in mind, her killing both the narrator and the narrator’s love object can be read as a 
repudiation of knowledge and a warning against the kind of misleading knowledge that 
identity, founded in difference, is mistakenly thought to provide. Both race and gender 
exemplify such a promise of knowledge, where a person is knowable or known, where 
being identifiably something makes one identifiably someone. In Sphinx, the spectacular 
removal of gender and the display of race work together simultaneously to make clear 
the extent to which we, as socialized subjects, equate knowledge with identity. Indeter-
minacy, as enacted in the novel, is preferable to the fatal determinacy of presuming to 
know. For the anti-identitarian Garréta, literature is the site of not knowing rather than 
the site of revelation. 
	 We can also view the death of the narrator as an inevitable consequence of a writerly 
commitment to a certain vision of the aesthetics of literature, which is what Jacques  

Why, she forces us to ask, must we insist  
on transforming bodies into signs?
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Rancière argues in his essay, “Why Emma Bovary Had to Be Killed.”23 In Rancière’s analy-
sis of the relationship between Flaubert and Emma, Emma must die because she betrays 
the novelist’s aesthetic by trying to translate the pure sensations captured by literature 
into a concretely pretty, pedestrian life. Because Emma tries to concretize the aesthetic 
experience she finds in literature and incorporate it into her life by buying trinkets, fur-
niture, and dresses, thereby missing the point of literature, she must be killed to teach 
the reader a lesson about literature. In Garréta’s case, the aesthetic stakes concern dif-
ference, not literariness. Garréta’s narrator’s death reprises Emma’s death at Flaubert’s 
hands, insofar as it serves as a warning to the reader. The narrator of Sphinx is shown 
to be invested in the aesthetics of difference, retaining racial difference in the narra-
tive despite getting rid of sexual difference. In this, the narrator betrays Garréta’s liter-
ary vision of freeing experience and sensation from the identitarian categories through 
which they are understood and processed, and has to be killed. 

>> New Forms

Perhaps it is no coincidence that Garréta, like Wittig, chooses a sculptural figure as her 
operative metaphor: the mythical sphinx is best known to us through its sculptural rep-
resentations, and the Trojan horse was able to function as a war machine because it was 
received as a wooden sculpture, as a work with aesthetic qualities. Existing in three 
dimensions, the sculpture’s form and materiality are apprehended immediately, while 
the medium, be it stone, or wood, or metal, is recognized as raw material, or “matériau 
brut” as Wittig puts it, that has been worked.24 With a title associated with the sculptural, 
Garréta insists on the importance of form for literature, an idea foundational to Wittig’s 
theorization of the literary text as a Trojan horse, a war machine that “pulverize[s] the 
old forms and formal conventions.”25 Wittig’s logic and literary practice manifest her 
conviction that the pulverization of old forms and formal conventions can lead to the 
pulverization of social forms and conventions as well. This vision of a political literature 
is distinct from so-called committed literature for its attention to literary form and its 
drive to work on language in innovative ways: for Wittig, the use of language is itself an 
eminently political act, and literary work on language, or aesthetic work, has a political 
dimension. This coming together of the political with the aesthetic, or literary, can be 
seen in Sphinx, in Garréta’s work against difference and in her stance of “fuck differ-
ence.” Garréta’s mobilization of the novel to engage in literary formal experimentation 
that does this political work of dismantling identity follows Wittig’s interpretation of 
Marcel Proust. 
	 Wittig characterizes À la recherche du temps perdu (In Search of Lost Time) as a Trojan 
horse that infiltrated a straight Parisian society and homosexualized it; the act of read-
ing forced Proust’s readers to acknowledge that despite themselves, the novel was con-
stituting a homosexual subject as undeniably real. In order to read the Recherche, they 
had to assume Proust’s homosexual point of view as their own and enter fully into the 
work’s homosexualized textual reality. Through literature, Proust was able to alter the 
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terms through which an entire social order viewed itself, making the straight world and 
the straight mind interpellated by Proust no longer quite so straight.26 If Proust had this 
effect, Wittig maintains, it is only because he used his artistry to universalize his particu-
lar, homosexual point of view and present it so that it could take the place traditionally 
occupied by the universal straight white male. Wittig explains what it took for Proust to 
get his Trojan horse past the walls of Parisian society: 

History, I believe, intervenes at the individual and subjective level and manifests itself in the 
particular point of view of the writer. It is then one of the most vital and strategic parts of 
the writer’s task to universalize this point of view. But to carry out a literary work one must 
be modest and know that being gay or anything else is not enough. For reality cannot be 
directly transferred from the consciousness to the book. The universalization of each point 
of view demands a particular attention to the formal elements that can be open to his-
tory, such as themes, subjects of narratives, as well as the global form of the work. It is the  
attempted universalization of the point of view that turns or does not turn a literary work into 
a war machine.27	

For Wittig, the literary work emerges through the particularity of the writer’s point of view. 
For the work to shape the world, however, to “operate as a war machine upon its epoch,” it 
cannot stay particularized: the literary work must open up onto something larger. 
	 Ultimately, Garréta’s novelistic experiment in indeterminability operates more as a 
Trojan horse than as a sphinx, which serves as the guardian of thresholds, determining 
who can or cannot pass. Instead of drawing in certain readers and ignoring and blocking 
others, Garréta’s literary language constructs the novel as a universalizing war machine. 
Rather than homosexualize the reader, as Proust does, or lesbianize the reader, as Wittig 
does, Garréta’s novel confronts the reader 
with an indeterminable identity. At first, 
there appears to be a difference to rally 
around—racial difference—but that dif-
ference functions as a Trojan horse. Just 
as the original Trojan horse is a sculpture 
that announces its facture, its materiality, 
Garréta’s novelistic Trojan horse shows 
that it is made of language. If Garréta dem-
onstrates that language creates difference as it becomes discourse, she then asserts that 
discourse, and hence difference, can be returned to language by destroying sexual dif-
ference and hollowing out racial difference. In doing so, she gestures toward a Wittigian 
universalism that sees literary language as the means by which the writer might “tear 
open the closely woven material of the commonplaces, and . . . continually prevent their 
organization into a system of compulsory meaning.”28

	 Sphinx rejects the idea of insurmountable difference or differences and supersedes 
individual identity in order to create new forms of indeterminacy that address every-
one and no one in particular. As Wittig sees it, if a novel is to have political impact and  

Rather than homosexualize the reader, as 
Proust does, or lesbianize the reader, as 
Wittig does, Garréta’s novel confronts the 
reader with an indeterminable identity. 
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staying power as literature, it must be able to speak to all readers: it cannot screen read-
ers for whatever configuration of differences would constitute an ideal reader—it cannot 
be a gay novel, or a feminine novel, or a black novel. For Garréta, as for Wittig, this uni-
versalization is able to come about in the novel precisely as it permits readers to reenact 
the writer’s task of separating language from discourse. Through the act of reading a 
Trojan horse, the reader is able to break open the particular categories discourse creates 
and circulates, to access language as language, in all its potential. Sphinx invites us to dis-
allow identity as a valid concept despite how costly it may be to do so. It overdetermines 
racial identity to show the reader that the inability to determine identity is preferable to 
fixing it.
	 I want to end by returning to the scene where Garréta stages a sexual encounter while 
refusing sexual difference. In this dark novel of loss and punishment, where the protago-
nists’ sexual indeterminateness is not able to eradicate the sexed and raced nature of 
society, that scene stands out as a rare, utopian suspension of the compulsory difference 
of the social order. As the narrator describes the combining of bodies, seeking to recall 
the feeling of indeterminate flesh against indeterminate flesh, not only is sexual differ-
ence refused, but—so subtle as to be easily overlooked—racial difference disappears as 
well.29 In this sexual encounter where the narrator and A*** are rendered equal, where 
both act and are acted upon (“ce que je fis . . . ce dont je fus l’objet”), Garréta, who first 
evokes the protagonists’ skins in racialized terms, refrains from doing so in describing 
this contact of black skin against white skin. This places the scene firmly under the sign 
of “fuck difference,” driven by a vision where race, far from being fetishized or reified, is 
also to be dismantled. 
	 This scene gives us a glimpse of a world in which we do not consent to difference, 
where we are able to experience and encounter an other without structuring that expe-
rience through readymade concepts. Where Foucault’s utopian gesture in The History of 
Sexuality imagined bodies and pleasures that operate outside the “austere monarchy of 
sex,”30 Garréta’s is even more expansive, envisioning the overthrow of that other austere 
monarchy, the monarchy of race. The hope is that we will not consent to be subjects of 
a monarchy that does not serve us and instead refuse familiar scripts for identities that 
limit us to a predetermined set of possibilities. Just as Foucault does not offer a blueprint 
for how to overthrow the monarchy of sex, Garréta does not offer instructions for how 
to overthrow sex and race. She instead creates a horizon of possibility and shows us that 
however we get there, if we ever get there, it will have to be through language, through 
working to break down and let go of the well-worn language that has made us who we 
are so that we might become who we’ve never been. 
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