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that it is pomi ble to speak from a locarion above or beyond this
"pO"J\,ELLﬂ situcturing opposition. My own positicn; throughout this
text, is that of an anti-essentialist who wants to preserve (inboth senses
of the term: to maintain and to embalm) the category of essence. The
com}vhcamons and limitations as well as the possibilities and stratagems
of this contradicrory position will Lhope become clear as the sticcessive

r?aamgs of essentialisrn unfold. Perhaps it only needs final emphasizing
at this point that the pr o}ert of interrogating essence wherever we may
find it does not necessarily entail simultancously dismissing it. By the
e logic, to reach a dearer understanding of constructionism we
s:b egin by r»cognvmo and ceming to terms with its internal contra-

dim@m Simultaneously applying conce xtrated pressure to both sides
of the binarism will yie d a rath:

- different set of conclusions about
essentialism and constructionism than the peraIenr apprazsaic of these
pcgvdy invested rerms in critical discourse today, and it may offer a
possible means, not to bypass but to work through the many difficult,

seerningly irresolvable debates this particular polemic inevitably seems

to engender,
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of the prime motivations behind the production of this book is

T

sire to break or in some way to weaken the hold which the
2list/constructionist binarism has on feminist theory. It is my

ntia
conviction that the deadlock created by the iO"‘g*aLal nding controversy

over the issue of human essences (essential femininity, essential black-
ness, essential gayness . ..) has, on the one hand, encouraged more
careful attention to cultural and historical specificities where perhaps
we have hitherto been toc quick to universalize but, on the other hand,
foreclosed more ambitious investigations of specificity and difference
y{ostering a certain parancia around the perceived threat of essential-
. It could be said that the tension produced by the essentialist/
strucﬁonist debate is responsible for some of feminist theory’s
eatest insights, that is, the very tension is constitutive of the field of
erinist Lhcmy But it can alsc be maintained that this same dispute
has created the current imipasse in feminism, an nnpasse predicated on
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~ the difficulty of theorizing the aoc;al in relation to the natural, or the

theoretical in relation to the political. The very confusion over whether

“or not the eSS‘:‘ﬂtluhoL/COHStILLthH st tension is beneficial or detrimen-

tal to the health of feminisr irself overdetermined and constrained
by the terms of the opposition in question.
One needs, therefore, to tread cautiously when mapping the bound-

»-aries of this m\portant structuring debate for feminism. This chapter

will begin by identifying the two key positions which are largely respon-
sible for the current deadlock, and it will discuss some of the strengths

‘and weaknesses of each position. One of the main contentions of
: t}u's book is that essentialism, when held most under suspicion by

nStructionists, is ofTen ﬁffecuvdy doing its work elsewhere, under

o OU‘LCI guises, and sometimes laying the groundwork for its own critique.
~“ The bulk of the chap

‘ﬂalisn is esser Lllﬁl ial ¢

r'u th erefoLe address the way in which essen-
structionism, a point that powerfully
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be shown to be irreducible even in those
concerned with repudiating it.

ey

ssentizlism vs. Constructionism

Essentialism 1s classically defined as-a belief in true essence—that

which is most irreducible, unchanging, and therefore constitutive of a
given person or thing. This definition represents the traditional Aristo-
telian understanding of essence, the definition with the greatest amount
of currency in the history of Western metaphysics.' In feminist theory,
essentialism articulates itself in a variety of ways.and subtends a num-
ber of related assumptions. Most obviously, essentialism can be located
in appeals to a pure or original femininity, a female essence, cutside
the boundaries of the social and thereby untainted (though perhaps
reprassed) by a patriarchal order. It can also be read in the accounts
of universal female oppression, the assumption of a totalizing symbolic
systern which subjugates all women everywhere, throughout history
and across cultures. Further, essentialism underwrites claims for the
autonomy of a female voice and the potentiality of 2 feminine language
(notions which find their most sophisticated expression in the much
discussed concept of écriture féminine).” Essentialism emerges perhaps
most strongly within the very discourse of feminism, a discourse which
presumies upon the unity of its object of inquiry (women) even when
it is at pains to demonstrate the differences within this admittedly
generalizing and imprecise category.

Constructionism, articulated in opposition to essentialism and con-
cerned with its philosophical refutation, insists that essence is itself a
historical construction. Constructionists take the refusal of essence as
the inaugural moment of their own projects and proceed to demon-
strate the way previously assumed self-evident kinds (like “man” or
- “woman”) are in fact the effects of complicated discursive practices.

Anti-essentialists are engaged in interrogating the intricate and interlac-
ing processes which work together to produce all seemingly “natural”
or “given” objects. What is at stake for a constructionist are systems
of representations, social and material practices, laws of discourses,
- and ideological effects. In short, constructionists are concerned above

all with the production and organization of differences, and they there-

question the stability and impermeability of the essentialist/
constructionist binarism. To this end T will look closely at currently

two of the most important and influential theories of anti-essentialism; -
Lacanian psychoanalysis and Derridean deconstruction. In both cases
Lintend to demonstrate the way in which the logic of essentialism can

 discourses most explicitly
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might recognize that “man” and “woman® are produced across a
spectrum of discourses, the categories: “man” and “woman” scill re-

main constant. Some minimal point of commonality and continuity
necessitates 2t ledast the linguistic retention of these particular terms.
The same problem emerges with the sign “history” itself; for while a
‘constructionist might insist that we can only speak of histories (just as

ve can only speak of feminisms or deconstructionisms) the question

that remains unanswered is what motivates or dictates the continued -

semantic use of the term “histories”? This is just one of many instances
which suggest that essentialism is more entrenched in constructionism
than we previously thought. In my mind, it is diffcult to see how
constructionism can be constructionism without a fundamental depen-
dency upeon essentialism. : o S
Itis common practice in social constructionist argumentation to shift
from the singular to the plural in order to privilege heterogeneity and
to highlight important cultural and social differences. Thus, woman
becomes women, history becomes histories, feminism becomes femi-
nisms, and so on. While this maneuver does mark a break with unitary
conceptual categories (eternal woman, totalizing history, monolithic
feminism), the hasty attempts to pluralize do not operate as sufficient
defenses or safeguards against essentialism. The plural category
“women,” for instance, though conceptually signaling heterogeneity
nonetheless semantically marks a collectivity; constructed or not,
“women” still occupies the space of a linguistic unity. It is for this
reason that a statement like “American women are ¢’ ” is no less
essentializing than its formulation in the singular, “The American
woman is ‘x.” ” The essentialism at stake is not countered so much as
. displaced. 7
If essentialism is more entrenched in constructionist logic than we
previously acknowledged, if indeed there is no sure way to bracket off
and to contain essentialist maneuvers in anti-essentialist arguments,
then we must also simultaneously acknowledge that there is no essence
to essentialism, that essence as irreducible has been constructed to be
irreducible. Furthermore, if we can never securely displace essentialism,
then it becomes useful for analytical purposes to distinguish berween
‘kinds of essentialisms, as John Locke has done with his theory of “real”
versus “nominal” essence. Real essence connotes the Aristotelian un-
derstanding of essence as that which is most irreducible and unchariging
abouta thing; nominal essence signifies for Locke a view of essence as
merely a linguistic convenience, a classificatory fiction we need to
categorize and to label. Real essences are discovered by close empirical
observation; nominal essences are not “discovered” so much as as-
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The body is “always already” culturally mapped; it never exists in a
: puré or uncoded state. Now the strength of the constructionist positicn
ig.its ngorous insistence.on the productmn of social categories like “the
body” and its attention to systems of representation. But this strength
is not built on the grounds of essentialism’s demise, rather it works its
power by strategically deferring the encounter with escenrb, dzsp}acmg
it, i this case, onto the concept of sociality.
To say that the body is always already deeply embedded in 1he social
is not by any sure means to preclude essentialism. Essentialism is
embedded in the idea of the social and lodged in the problem of social
determination (and even, as L will later argue, directly implicated in
the deconstructionist turn of phrase “always already”). Too often,
constructionists presume that the category of the social automatically
escapes essentialism, in contradistinction to the way the category of
the natural is presupposed to be inevitably entrapped within-it.-But
there is no compelling reason to assume that the natural is, in essence,
essentialist and that the social is, in essence, constructionist. If we
are to intervene cffectively in the impasse created by the essentialist/
constructionist divide, it might be necessary to begin questioning the
constructionist assumption that nature and fixity go together (natu-
rally) just as sociality and change go together (naturally). In other
words, it may be time to ask whether essences can change and whether
constructions can be normative.
Lacanian Psychoanalysis
It has often been remarked that biclogical determinism and social
determinism are simply two sides of the same coin: both posit an utterly
- passive subject subordinated to the shaping influence of either nature
or culture, and both disregard the unsettling effects of the psyche.®
There is a sense in which social constructionism can be unveiled as
merely a form of sociological essentialism, a position predicated on the
assumption that the subject is, in essence, 2 social construction. It
may well be that at this particular histerical moment it has become
“imperative to retrieve the subject from a total subordination to social
determination. Perhaps that is why so many feminist theorists have
_turned to psychoanalysis as a more compelling, less essentializing ac-
count of the constructionist process. Psychoanalysis is in many ways
the dnti-essentialist discourse par excellerce in that sexual difference
is taken as something to be explained rather than assumed. But even

psychoanalysis cannot do its work w1th0ut making recourse to certain
essentialist assumptions. :
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: animpmtant point since, next to deconstruction, psychoanal-
enerally the discourse most strongly identified as- sutficiently
0 Lepudiate metaphysical idealism and its reliance upon essential-
Lacan refuses all treatments of the subject which take as self-
dent an essential, pre-given identity; he is more concerned with
isplacing the classical humanist subject by demonstrating the produc-
of the subject in language. 1 *Vhl have much more to say ?bout
can s semiotic decentering of the subject in subsequent chapters, but
‘W I am interested in whether an account of the subject baa d on
nage can fully detach itself { from the essentialist notions it claim
Jers;snently to disinherit. I locate three main areas where Laaan
cans heavily on essentialist underpinnings in order to advance an anti-
sscentialist argument: his emphasis on the speaking subject; his much
ftaided return to Freud; and, finally, his controversial theory of
oman. Each of these points will be addressed in turn, but first it is
imperative not to miss the point that constructionism is heavily in-
debted to Lacan for some of its greatest insights. Even a necessarily
sbbreviated account of Lacan’s sophisticated and complex theory of
the psyche will underscore the immense importance of his work for
social constructionists.
- Lacan’s contribution to constructionism emerges out of his revision
+f some key Freudian concepts. For Freud, the Oedipus complex is the
fundamental structure responSIbIe for the formation of sexual identity
in the child. But Lacan insists that while oedipal relations and the
" wmphcaLed processes of identification and desire they engender are
caucial to the child’s psychical development, the Oedipus complex
1ot a given but rather itself a problem to be elucidated through
?svchoanalyuc inquiry. According to Lacan, Freud “falsifies the con-
ception of the Oedipus complex from the start, by making it define as
natural, rather than normative, the predominance of the patemal fig-
re? (“Intervention on Transference,” Mitchell and Rose 1982, 63).
tOL Lacan the Oedipus complex is not biol Oglcaﬂy framed but symboli-
cally cast; in fact, it is a product of that order which Lacan labels “the
ymbohc.” More specifically, the Symbolic represents the order of
, xanguage which permits the child entry into subjectivity, into the realm
£ speech, law, and sociality. The Imaginary signifies the mother-child
yad which the Symbolic interrupts through the agency of the paternal
antion——the “Name-of-the-Father,” rather than the biological father
er se. Through this important shift from the father to the Name- -of-
'v,jFathcr, Lacan denaturalizes the Oed;pal structure which Freud
takes as universal, de-essentializes Freud’s theory of subject constitu-
ton by opening it up to the play. of language, symbel, and metaphor.
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-+ Asecond important point of revision which further positions Lacar
as more “truly " anti-essentialist than Freud pertains to the role of

, phaﬂus insexual differentiation: Hers, too, Lacan faults his pr‘édecessor

for failing to make the crucial distinction between anatomical organ
~ (the penis) and representational symbol (the phallus). Freud repeatedly.
- collapses the two, leaving himself vulnerable to charges of biologism
and essentialism. Lacan is more careful to separate therm, insisting that.
the phallus is not a fantasy, ot an object, and most especially netan
organ (the penis or the clitoris) (“The Meaning of the Phallus,” Mitchell

and Rose 1982, 79). The phallus is instead a signifier, a privileged
signifier of the Symbolic order which may point to the penis as the

most visible mark of sexual difference but nevertheless cannot be

reduced to it. This non-coincidence of phallus and penis is important

because “the relation of the subject to the phallus is set up regardless

of the anatomical difference berween the sexes” (“The Meaning of the

Phallus,” 76). In a sense; the phallas is prior to the penis; it is the
privileged mark through which both sexes accede to sexual identity by
a recognition and acceptance of castration.

There are a number of problems with Lacan’s penis/phallus distine-
tion which will be discussed here and at greater length in Chapter Four.
To the extent that the phallus risks continually conjuring up images of
the penis, that is, to the extent that the bar between these two terms
cannot be rigidly sustained, Lacan is never very far from the essential-
ism he so vigorously disclaims. It is true that the phallus is #ot the
penis in any simple wayj; as a signifier it operates as a sign in a signifying

_chain, a symbolic metaphor and not a natural fact of difference. Butit
is also true that this metaphor derives its power from the very object
it syrmbolizes; the phallus is pre-eminently a metaphor but it is also
metonymically close to the penis and derives much of its signifying
-importance from this by no means arbitrary relation. It is precisely
because a woman does not have a penis that her relation to the phallus,
the signifying order, the order of language and the law, is so compli-
cated and fraught with difficulties. The privileging of the phallus as
“transcendental signifier” (the signifier without a signified) has led to
charges that Lacan.is endorsing the phallocentrism he purports to
critique. Luce Irigaray and Jacques Derrida have both detected in Lacan
‘a perpetuation and strengthening of phallocentrism rather then its
undoing.” This charge in turn has led to counter-charges that Lacan’s
detractors have confused the messenger with the message; at least two
important, defenders of Lacan, Juliet Flower MacCannell and Ellie
Ragland-Sullivan, insist that Lacan is merely describing the effects of
a phallocentric logic and not prescribing or in any way deploying them
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subject constitution, and (in Lacan’s own words) it has taken as“self-
evident fact that it deals solely with words” (“Intervention on Transfer-

‘ence,” Mitchell and Rose 1982, 63).. s
This brings. us to the essentialism within Lacan’s overall aim to
return the institution of psychoanalysis to its authentic Freudian roots.
Lacan’s mission is to restore psychoanalysis to its essential truths, to

what is most radical and irreducible about it. I must disagree with

those commentators on Lacan who interpret his notion of a “retuirn to

Toame

Freud” as “merely a slogan.”'? Lacan’s goal is to reinstate the truth of
psychoanalysis, to recapture “the Freudian experience along authentic
lines” (“Agency of the Letter in the Unconscious or Reason Since
Freud” 1977, 171). The “return to Freud” may be in part 2 slogan (a
2 / =]
rallying cry to turn psychoanalysis away from the distorted humanist
LI
appropriations of Freud by object-relations theorists and other post

St -

Freudians) but it is also a symptom of Lacan’s own complicity with an.
unacknowledged humanism (a sign of a certain susceptibility to the
lure of meaning and Truth). In “The Freudian Thing; or the Meaning
of the Return to Freud in Psychoanalysis,” Lacan employs the logic of
the chiasmus to argue that “the meaning of a return to Freud is a return
to the meaning of Freud” (1977, 117). The “return to Freud” cannot
be easily divorced from the notions of authenticity, recuperation, and
truth-discourse which it repeatedly invokes. Perhaps it is this indisso-
ciability of the idea of return from the ideclogy of humanism which
compels Lacan to acknowledge, at the end of the English selection of
Ecrits, that it is humanism which marks the return of the repressed in
his own work: “I must admit that [ am partial to a certain form of
humanism, 2 humanism that. . . has a certain quality of candour about
it: “When the miner comes home, his wife rubs him down ... [ am
left defenceless against such things” (“The Subversion of the Subject
and the Dialectic of Desire in the Freudian Unconscious™ 1977, 324).
The choice of a working-class couple (a wife attending to the material
bodily needs of her miner-husband) to signal his “defencelessness” in
the face of lived experience is an unusual example for Lacan, who
generally makes few references in his work to class positions or material
relations. This tendency points to an important vestige of essentialism
in Lacan’s theory of subjectivity: the assumption that the subject is
raceless and classless. The Lacanian subject is a sexed subject first and
last; few allowances are made for the way in which other modes of
difference might complicate or even facilitate the account of identity
formation Lacan outlines along the axis of sex alone. Within the specific
realm of sexual differentiation, essentialism emerges most strongly in
Lacan’s very attempts to displace the essence of “woman.” Of real

adily admits his knowing ignorance.

has.

| ferpininitys

sl h ,
On the surface, Lacan
- caleulated effort to de-ess

ignif thin
-~ signify anyt

FRE DB, T

N . Y

i as nothing to $4Y»

s the miner’s wife, Lacan has nothing o sa,
: But 6f “woman’ a5 SIgH LAbS

: s we shall see, cannot

- ;‘ “ ) : 5
scerial women, such @
ially since women, 2
everything to s2¥ (especially since w’q =1
.+ “it” themselves).

woran and the riddle of

‘ i b the enigma of : e
Tn Seminar XX, devoted to e T ot it

L s S
Lacan tells us that woman, as's

under the banner of

’ i i cever - lines up i C
when any speaking being what e el e o

’ 1t 11 that
- women itis by being constituted as not ?‘i ththe e e
the pl Hlic function. It is this that defines the . i m;ﬂen—’wﬁh
e eecistly, « that The woman can only be wrt e
Tt ! o ¢ e
i 3 as The womman,
is no such thing Jhere
1, crossed through. There : g o e
1;:768‘; fg Si article stands for the aniversal. (“God and the J
the definite: ;

of Firé Woman,” Mitchell and Rose 1982, 144)

teal
WOILan pIEC}.SELY, excep

3

“The” in “The woman” 18 2

Riernal Woman, the myth

¥ iversals for Lacan

- £2lse universals for Lacam,

t —all are 1alse _
o WJOIH&YEE s of the “signifier which cannot
101 frores 2 i« :

¢he dubious efiof 3 ifier which 2

Lt Guite article “the” { God and the J an
et ’ thematical “woman (in
0 i : mat atical n

4). But 18 Lacan’s W &

' 16 Woman,” 144). . chematical TR o)
o eatl 1575 he describes woman 2 an QV g
“Seminer O 1. osical notion of woman ne $¢€

‘le_ss universalizing than the metaphysicat’? ot e
ot : ickly earsasa Ii c

o challenge? Essence qmddy‘ reappﬂ?g B8 e esence—

. . : £
taking: “There 15 1O such thing as o ot S
hav'mocf already risked the term, zﬂh}f thin e oman.” o
‘ e shei » («(3od and the Jouissance On < )
: Loaan : Or = - o
e e 4 B ent lize “wornan” 18 activated on the gro <
The project t© de-essentialize e O e double

P rOCESS ()E {1 ansgr egsil t.l 1€ 655@[1(:13-115 £/ COI!S"LY uCthIllS[
o g
)’

s erasure of the
entialize worat.

of Woman, Transc
held in place only b

gesture, the ver

[] eI neg khf: esse ce (3{ WO nan as Ot aﬂ the 5EIS E)Ilallus
| N (8] / k
1oy 3 5

COl-leS into Pla')‘. b.lt LICXLS fime as a way {O ¥ eep

sincion onee SE°% i ion that man takes
dmm‘iuﬁnn? ii1 plagc:° « js through the phaﬂic failcueogPttern el
1§11 ir 2. - ph son’ ,
F:Sselrtu'ansc*iption as all,” Lacan explams 10 A HOOWEd O e them-
oP L Rose 1 : ing beings are a s ;
se 19 0). All speaking DENGS a1 v e e
and Rose 11/ 82,‘ ‘15 ){ the not all, on the side of woxman.h‘ﬁu s
3 he side of the not i, side of WOmAD: s
selves on ‘E; Souissance, a jomssarnce be;onab e 15)4 N
b ica :clusi chem.
P “1)_’ soical women but not exclusive to them. b dt
Rty D o L ) also occupy the subject-post
2 t1 an) can als D iy
stics for Laca : et B
p mal’? l”nyx‘a{c‘c “there are men who are just as goo
114 .
woman”; mn 1act,

i G d nd. [kle ]O:’/’JSS&Z?’ICB Of /_.; 5.‘“/16 Q‘JOIH&IE 1“-‘; ). B\lE
dO@S hap e ( (618 a 5 3




importantly, the converse is not true for Lacan: n
Care allowred te fmaeiton o fee
‘are aliowe d o mscribe themselves on the s
- i PR :
men. -WL pe ises v/mcn give them more dire
unction.” Exclusion from tozal

~

trated woman, nor vl £ whi 2 b ]
trated woman, not the least of whzch isa mguiy problematized relation:
) ChkAG ia

L .

the Touissa g o
%é:ev‘;omssarfce of ]m w]omah ‘44) Speakin
jouissance b mn i i

7 ce - be /0“1@ the p“ahhs, Lacan can onAy conclv'«ae that mt is

COnLT < Taesl N " 7 ooy V
ontroversy, but little has been sazd of Lacan’s Uerhaas more veile
o . y

;S Onher, from Lh piace of the Otilez (some would
' of the Other). I read Lacan’s difficult and equivocal
Sf}‘qﬁ 1ot just as 2 mataot I £ 1 I, rocal

® ot just 3 strategic evocation of the laws of the Unconscious

1

wrbich i
(which is how it is usu aﬂy aderstood) but also, s wom s
Iso, since woman i

L.,L.,SLMM, jxe] Dfi CAOSGIC to the ”\JHLO"ASFXOUS as an auempt 0 approx i 7
ER P8 o

mate the speech-less, the not all, the elusive figure of Woman who
5@“301’1;11‘“5 Truth. Through the device of the quotation marks, Lacan
;m‘:"au}’ ass u’mes the voice of Woman/Truth in © ‘F eudian ’;I: ng’
(1977, esp. 121~ 23) But in a more general way, thr ugh the ev;;;we

Y

v
T

tat
Tha
ihe

nd ellipt £ !
and eili [/dc«? style which is his trademark, Lacan at‘empts to brin
woman to th i 1
vomat to the pomt of speec:u by apyroymﬂatmo the wmsl ng point
in his own speech. In his ¢h wory of woman as “not all,’ *w‘&‘: )
e i

o c‘\f
the essence of woma an as a ig exc i
N om § an enigmatic excess or remainder. In this

-t

By

iaCt, essence Gperates in Lacan as a lefiover classical

re-emerges in his theory of woman preczs;;jsgfc;jsrz Jlotnx: CE
whe escapes complete subjection to the Symbolic and its forma ch;
operations. In her inscription as not all (as Truth, lack, Other obl
God) woman becomes for Lacan the very reposzxory of esselnce e

Derridean Deconstruction
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Derrideanisms,” including the emphasis. upon u undecid~
d notions of contradiction and netelogerei“y :
o Woman ar kd 10 mie idability are, in fact, rather closely linked in De
‘nida’s work. This intimate association is most evident in qp,.zrs-( )78)'
where Derrida atrempts to come to grips with the questio “What is
1 inscription of womanin
cupies for Nietzsche the sitc of 2

" contradiction: she represents both truth and non- ~truth, distance and -

proxin my wisdom an (1 de ceit, authenticity and axmdi fion. But Der--
rida points out that woman can be none of these things, in essence,

since “there is no such ‘Ehi g 3s 2 Woman, as a [ h in itself of woman -

“in itself” (101). Like Lac De ida’s pm}ect is to displace the essence

“of woman, but also like L can, Derrida is actively engaged in the

( reaepioyfnent of esseatialism elsewhere. For Derrida, woman operates
as the very figure of undecidability. it is woman as undecidableva ‘mbEP' :

" who displaces the rigid dualisms of Western metaphysics: “The ques-

tion of the woman suspends the decidable opposition of true and nur— :

true and inaugurates the epochal regime of quotation marks whichisto

be enforced fok v ery concept beﬁongmo to the system of philosophical

- decidability” (107). Woman, in short, is yet another figure:for différ-
bl 2 ;

arice, the mechanisn 1wmch undoes and disables £ umoloclcal d@qdami-,
ity? (111). But more than this, she is the non- -place whlch centers
- deconstruction’s own marginal status in philosophical discourse. When.
'G"yatxi Spivak ‘dem: ies the p henomenon of woman’s “double dis- -

t” in deconstruction, she is referring to the tendency of decon-

placement
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structio un
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@mpmca,, universal, and unconditionally valid” (448). Husseri be- -
lieved that by Lemevmg essence from the emp rical realm of natural
cience and Lercatmv it in the universal realm of pure ingp he was
wchievipg a radical break with metaphysics. Essence, in this early twen-
cth-century phenomenclogical Vtew is not something that lies behind
s that which is mosL,seff-eundeﬂi and-
a triangle if the sum

£

a given thing, but rather essence s
sei f-given about that L‘mng- a figure is, in essence,
i 0 degrees. In Husserlian pheﬂomeno"ogy’,
cn operates as the basis of epistemology,

tly takes on the p"o‘» ectto d'spiace phenomenclogical

Derrida exp i citly tak
eral of his early works, includin g Speech and Pi’ﬂenomena '

(1967b)," and his aim is what we have now conﬂe to see as characteristi-
cally Derridean: “to see the phenomeno}ag:c& critique of metapnysaas
: vithin the history of metaphysical assurance”

omeualegy is rooted in the
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Because transcendental phen

12’s tactic is to apply enough naiy ical pressure
to the concept of self-evidence to pry open phen nomenology’s aeepiy
rooted investmenuts with metapn}rs ¢cs. To the extent that Husserls
work aspires to be a science of essence, phcr’om nology Lmezges not

.

most ra dical subversion but as its most su
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a5 meta DLVSlC
Phenor Ae*lolog Derrida shows, seeks not on

reinscription.
serve the central place of essence in metaphysics, it also seeks to return
metaphysics to its OWn essence—its eSSence as “first philosophy.” Der-
temology of essences is a particularly

i

rida’s critique of Husserl’s epi“

persuasive one, for he convinci ngly demonstrates that essemes, as
Husser] understands them, are pre-cultural and atemporal and there-
12

fore inescapab i,f OﬂtOxoglfa}.
et another twist of the metaphysical screw, decons
ain its pLosccf to undo the normative operations of phe-

ﬂomenﬂ essences by activating the “philosopheme” of essence und g

other, less obvious guises. Essence manifests itself in deconstruction in
that most pcrvaswe, most rerognxzabAL of Derridean phrases, “always
*Thisphrasemarksaph enomenoiogical carry-
lﬂsm which other-

truction itself

already” (toujoursdéja).’
over in Derrida’s work, a point of refuge for »ss\,rL

wise, in deconstruction, comes 80 consistendy under attack. It is my

belief that “always already” fr equcm. appears 2t those points where

Derrida wishes to put t‘“rc brakes on the anaiysz 1 progress and to

make 2 turn in another direction. Occurrences of “always already” (or

sometimes its abbreviated form “always”) function as stop mg 15 that

alert us to some of Derrida’s central asswnpuvus——ﬁ)‘ examde, his
i “Ruacisi’s Last Word” that the name “apartheid”




Sesd Gf Lsserce

merely the “last word” butr also the first
apartheid always been the ar rchival recor d ofth
€ controversy and déoa v “xich has
iece on apartheid rests heavily on t

:‘:T)

W, Y gt 1 1
When Derrida asks, “Hasn’t ¢ apartheid always been the

c FlVd; fe-
cord of the u ?
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en the grounds ﬂ“
¢ merely substitured
always”—in other words,

e, who have taken the contested word out of

n pei i
?;Lc again you mistake the most evident meaning of my question. Ir /
i¢ not concern the use of the word &y the Nationalist Leg;me butits

use valye in the world, “its notoriety and currency overseas.” 7 as you
< 7 3 g )
5O Lighu} put it. The word “always’ in my text referred ¢ to this

atter here for disagreement, Bur I

noto Leg and there is little m
said that apartheid has “Jv ys " been the fiteral “w

the Mationalist re egime. And ! find
@ 1. e
always” out of ; my sentence (*

Inever
atchword” within
the way you m:mag)c to slip the
o g but hasn’t apartheid always been the
uval record of the unname able?”) and into youl (-
apcfnhezd Aas not always been the ‘watchword’ of
regime”) to be less than honest. To be honest, you would have
had to quote the whole sentence in which I myself spPaE" o; (ji c
“watchword” as such. (“But, beyond . . . [Cpen Letter “OVA; 5 o
Clintock and Rob Nixon]” 1986, ioO) oo

the term
u.e Ndkluﬂaust

No one can turn a criticism back upon his opponent no e de wterously
and more dramatically than Derrida, and yet 1 am compelied to wonder
why Derrida thinks his use of the term “always” is more “self-evident”.
than Nixon and M.cClintock’s; there is a not so subtle presum ptﬂ@ﬁ
here that Nixon and Mm,hmvc“ have bastardized the term “always”
by reading it historically, wmuoiady “lit e:a‘iy” ~—suilied its purer met-
Jyhorlcai ndeed metaphysical, connotations with less sophisticated
materialist trappings.

1

Pulbul

A danger implicit in d he ready appiic mon of the 'xogic of z“owjows
déja is the temptation to rely upon the “always axrﬂauy elf-evident
“nature” of “always air ady The fact that * mways aueaa] a
phrase that has been so r duy appropn i {and on ogcasmn pafo-
died) in academic circles immediately casts spmon on its efficacy. Ar

the present moment, “always axread‘y has such wide currency amongst

+,

poststructuralists and non-poststructuralists alike that it has lost much
of the rhetorical pcrv er and energy which characterizes its appearances
in Derrida’s work. Consider Houston Baker’s otherwise sugzgestive
discussion of the biues as “the multiplex enabling script in which Afro-
Ametican cultural discourse is inscribed” (1984, 4). In Blues, Ideoiogy,
and A /‘7’0—/%:7"@7:'54 Litercture: A Vernacular Theory (1984), Baker
identifies the blues as the central uope in Afro-American cult ure, but

=g

.

exactly why the blues h re come to function as the primary “script”
of Afro-American literature is by no means clear. Just when we expect
an explanadon from ;‘_‘5&;(\,1 on his choice of the blues, he tells us that
“they are what Jacques Derrida might describe as the ‘always already’
of Afro-American culture” (4). But why the blues? Why not, as at leas
one other critic of Afro-American culture has wondered “spzrima

bx‘&ss, bollers, work songs . . . or ;”zv" (Tracy 1985, 100)? Or why
nm, for that matter, an ezfpmcswe culrural form o;hef than music?
Baker’s invocation of “a iw‘sys au dy” is a smprisu 1g moment i1 a

ot

5
2

context which clearly demands historicization; while the specificity of
the blues genre is LxE,orous;y histori 1zed ta Ba‘ker s text, the choice of
the blues (as the very quintessence of Afro-American expressive calture)
curiously is not. The danger (2 nd the usefulness) of “always already”
is that it émplies ess "qcs, it hints at an irreducible core that requires no
further mesngauc 1. In so éom , it frequently puts a stop to analysis,
often at an argum s most ¢ritical point.
5 3 3,9 <

[

In Derrida’s work “always already” operates as something of
i s anaiysis at 2 crucial stage, but it also shifx
and moves us along in another direction, much lik

ne of Baker’s railway roundhouses. It is
technique which deliberately frustrates closure and keeps meaning i
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Far from vcx/x ag on “monoliths” or “bulky hor mogeneities,” 1 con-
stantly emphasize heteroge nexty, ‘contradictions, tensions, and uneven
development. “Contradiction” is the most frequently occurring word

in my text. (165)

By my count (since we scem 1o be engaged in a numbers game here),
the most frequently occurrir ng word \no n?} in da s “Rac sm’s

a
sy p»omaticaﬂy erased by contrama‘on and is this not Nixon
and iv*cvl intock’s point in the end? “Contradiction” emerges as the

x o
“always alceady” of deconstruction, its irreducible inner core without
which it could not do its work. It is essential to deconsiry c :on, and as

rr‘
}-w ot

such it runs the risk of reification and soli 5 cation, a poin
s clscwhere to be fully aware of (“Différ ance,” for exaz

et here he does not hesitate to summon centramctxon $ 11:“;%3?'3141 le
silence his critics. After ¢ iting the many i stanfcs in which
of contradiction in “Racism’s Last Word,” Derrida writes,
a sign of monolithic thin kmg and a preéelence for
‘uis will surely have been the first time 1 ] nave met with
nd 1 fear you deserve it more than I do” (165).
Derrida ho’d mirror up to his detractors an ;eﬂecLs their charges
of “monolithic tqumg and “homogeneity” back to them, unwilling
to recognize any possible contradictions within his own discourse,
ing only (in surprisingly unDerridean fashion) to treat contradic-

3 1

hematic level and not on 2 deeper textual level.
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The risk of essence ma ay have to be taken”

Despite the uncertainty and COHfUSiO‘"l surrounding the sign “es-
sence,” more than one influential theorist has advocated that pe haps
we cannot do without recourse to 1n€c§ ibilities. One thinks o S-‘“—
phen Heath’s by now famous suggesti n, ‘the risk of essence may have
to be taken” (“Difference” 1978, 99). it is pos Sl‘l‘d\fllk"“lSL femmists
Who seem most intrigued by this cuh to risk essence. Alice Jardine, for
example, finds Ste}men Heath’s proclamation (later echmec by Gayatri

SA,,').V’IK/ t\, be “one of the most Lhougm—.)mvokmg statements of recent
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date” (“Men in Feminism: Odor di Uomo Or Compagnons de Route?”

n jazdmc and Smith 1 987, 58). But not all poststructuralist ferninis
are as comf{ortable with the prospect of re-opening theory’s Pandora’s
5 1 5.

PR

box of ess enaausm. Peggy Kamuf warns that calls to risk essentialism
may 1 the end ' S i 1

How is one suppmea tou d erstand essence as a risk to be run when
itis by definition the non-accidental and therefore hardly the apt term
to represent danger or rxs‘\? O uy over against and. in impatient-

reaction to the deconstruction of the subject can “essence” be made

o sound excitingly dangerous and the phrase “the "isE: of essence”
1 seem to Ol{ﬁx such an anyeal‘nv invitation. . .. “Go for it,” the
phrase incites. “If you fall into ‘essence,’ you can always say it was

an accident.” {(“Femmeninism,” in Jardine and Smith 1987, 96)

S

In Kamuf’s min d, 1s:<‘ng essence is real Ey no risk at all; it is merely a
clever way of preserving the metaphysical safety net should we lose
our balance walking the perilous tightrope of deconstruction.

But the call o zs’:\ essence is not mereiy an “lmpatient reaction”
to deconstruction (though it might indeed be this in certain speciﬁc

instances); it can also operate as a de co*lsuwctlomm strategy. “Is not
strategy itself the real risk?” Derrida asks in his seminar on feminism

(“Women in the Bechive,” in jan.me d Smith 1987, 192). To the
dewns;ructiomsf strategy of any kind is a risk because its effec cts, its

outcome, are always unpredictable and and cidable. Depending on the
hxstoucaE moment and the cultural context, 2 strategy can be “radically
revolutionary or deconstructive” or it can be °© ‘dangerously reactive”
(193). What is risky is giving up the security—and the fantasy——m
occupying a single suo;ect position and instead occupying two places
atonce. In a Word, “we have to negotiate” (202). For an example of
this particular notion of “risk” we can turn to Derrida’s owWn attempts
Deak as woman. Ior a male subject to speak as woman can
- de-essentializing; the tran i

is a social s space which any sexed subiect can ﬁ“} But bpcause 'errida
never specifies which woman he speaks as (a French bourgeois woman,
an Anglo-Americzn lesbian, and so on), the st strategy to speak as woman
is simuitaneously re-e sentéaiizmg. The risk lies in the difficult negotia-

tion between these apparently cont radictory effects.
frmust be pointed out here that the conmuct:orxs strategy of specify-
ing more precisely these sub-categories of ¢ Womaﬂ doesnotnecessarily
prcc:uc’eﬂs@m dism. “French bourgeois woman” or “Anglo-American
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iﬁsbian, while crucially emphasizing in their very specificity that

«VOmau & is by no means a monolithic category, nonetheless reinscribe
el

ways an effective counter to essentialism if itsucceeds only in fragment-
ing the subje ctinto ﬂu,up}ﬂ identities, each with its own self-contained,
f-referential essence. The constructionist impulse to specify, rather
than deﬁnmveiy counteract mg essentialism, often simply redeploys it
tnrough the very stategy { historicization, rerouting and disoersing it
through a number of m;aopohtlcai units or sub-categorical classifica-
tions, each presupposing its own unique interior composition or meta-
p‘nysxcai core.

There is an important distinction to be made, 1 would submit, be-
tween “dep ‘oymg” or “activating” essentialism and “falling into” or
“lapsing into” essentialism. “Falling into” or “lapsing into” implies
that essentialism is inherently reactionafv—-inevitabiy and inescapably
a problem or a mistake.” “Dcslo/xm7 or “activating,” on the other
hand, implies that essentialism may have some strategic or interven-
ticnary value. W ha‘t [ am suggesting is that the political investments of
the sign “essence” are predicated on the subject’s complex positioning
in a particular social field, and that the appraisal of this investment
depends not on any interior values intrinsic to the sign itself but rather

on the shifting and determinative discursive relations which produced
it. As subsequent c‘maters will more forcefully suggest, the radicality
or conservatism of essentialism depends, to a significant degree, on who
is utilizing it, bow it is deployed, and where its effects are concentrated.
It is important not to forget t‘ at essence is a sign, and as such
historically contingent and constantly subject to change and to redefi-
nition. Historically, we have never been very confident of the definition
of essence, nor have we been very certain that the deﬁ“:;tm 1 of essence
is to be the definitional. Even the essence/accident dis tinction, the
inaugural moment of Western metaphysics, is by no means a stabie or
secure binarism. The entire history of metaphysics can be read as an
interminable pursuit of the essence of essence, mo tivas ted by the anxiety

that essence may well be accidental, cha ngmg, and unknowable. Essen-

tialism is not, and has rarely been, monolithically coded. Certainly it
5 Yy

is difficult to identify a single philosopmr whose work does not attempt
to account for the question of essentialist in some way; the repeated
attempts by these phil osop hers to fix or to define essence suggest that
essence is a slippery and elusive category, and that the sign itself does
not remaln stationary or uniform.

The deconstruction of essentialism, rather than putting essence to
rest, simply raises the discussion to a more sophisticated level, leaps

t logic at the very level of historicism. Historicism is not -
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the analysis up to another higher register, above all, keeps the sign of
essence in play, even if (indeed because) it is continually held under
crasure. Constructionists, then, need to be wary of too quickly crying
“essentialism.” Perhaps the most dangerous problem for anti-essential-
ists is to see the category of essence as “always akeady” knowable, as-
immediately apparent and namra‘ly transparent. Similarly, we need to
beware of the kendei cy to “naturalize” the category of the natural, w0
sce this category, to t as obvious and immediately perceptible as su
Essen’ciahsm may be at once more intractable and more Arrecupembie
than we thought; it nﬂ” be essential to our thinking while at the
same time there is nothing qu,.uesse*xﬁ 1” about it. To insist that
essentialisin is always and everywhere rbacmonaiy is, for the construc-
tionist, to buy into essentialisz in the very act of making the charge;
it is to act as if essentialism has an essence.
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Stephen Heath (1978), Alice Jardine (1987), Naomi Schor (1987), and Gayatri
Spivak (1987) have all endorsed a rengdred consideration of essentialism.

Teresa de Lauretis, for example, hps at different times articulated both these posi-
fions. See “Feminist Srudies/Critical Studies: Issues, Terms, and Contexts,” in
Feminist Studies/ Critical Studies (1986,2) and The Technologies of Gender: Essays
on Theory, Film, and Fiction (1987, 10).

A comprehensive discussion of the essencefaccident distinction is elaborated in
Book Z of Aristoue’s Metaphysics. For a history of the phﬂosophic&l concept of
essentialism, readers might wish to consult DeGrood (1976} or Rorty (1979).

See, for example, Hélene Cixous’s contribution © The Newly Born Woman (1986).

{ want to emphasize here that most ferninist theorists are, in fact, both essentialists
and constructionists. E. Ann Kaplan, who often takes the essentialist/anti-essential-
ist distinction as a primary organizational frame in her discussions of film and
relevision criticism, has identified four “types” of ferninism: bourgeois feminisra,
Marxist feminisim, cadical feminism, and poststrucmralist ferninism (1987, 216).
The fArst three types—bourgeois, Marxist, and radical—aplan categorizes under
che rubric “essentialist”; the fourth type~poststrucrur3]ist—-she Jabels “anti-essen-
datist.” T would submit ¢hat the division here is much too simplistic 1o be useful:
it sees all poststructuralist ferninists as anti-essentialists and all other feminists as
essentialists. Such a schema cannot adequately account, for example, for the work
of Luce Irigaray,a poststrucmralist Dérridean who many consider to be an essential-
ist; nor can it account for a theorist like Monique Wittig who appears fall
into at least two of Kaplan’s essentialist categories, Marxist feminism and radical
ferministn, and yet who identifies herself as a committed social constructicnist. We
must be extremely wary of using the constructionist/essentialist opposition as 3
taxonomic device for elaborating oversimplified and deceptive rypologies (another
powerful argument t0 be made in favor of working 1 subvert, rather than reify,
this particularly pervasive dualism).




4 I am reminded of that curi i i : 7
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Tho?{ Aiio% s Sexual/Textual Politics provides a particularly good example of how.
this locution can be used to dismiss entire schools of feminist thought—in Mot's -
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« LRI, SN 1. P
”skgccgnd Ifmphgs orders, gradations, types of “nature.” It further impli
“kinds” of nature may be cl ides n ¢ .
Kinds” ofh c:‘y be closer to the ideal or prototype than others—
e may be m ? tha iali
ome v ore “natura Vthm others. Essentialism here crumbles’y
weight of its own self-contradiction and opens the door to viewing o
! - Y¥ 4. —h
social construct, 2 production of language. T

For example, the nominal es: e’ i e
“that com%’ple’x idea the wairz ;?gesf:ni?liﬁzﬁ: ‘jefa{\logte“example} ,
th A : for, , for instance a body v
of a cestain weight, malleable, fusible, and fixed”; its real essence w uld
constitution of the insensible parts of that body, on which tl}o;e 1 IOkr
the other properties of gold depend” (Locke 1690, 13.6) Lod?e adiuc.lc o
‘z]cr;us nominal essence in numerous passages of An Essa;j Co;zcern:;f?b
Py -, . . 3
4zfrsLmdz,zg, the most important of which are 2.31; 3.3; 3.6; 3.10;%.

Currently, the subje inati
curre Y, ¢ DL?;ccts of agency, change, and determination are beginn
ceive more careful consideration, especially from sodial constructionists

mind, one of Fhe maost irflprc‘:ssive attempts to come to grips with this difficulrs
of problems is Paul Smith’s Discerning the Subject (1988). o

o € Bar Trret i Ted -
;egeWOCo;. Fan Tutt” in Irigaray 1977a, and “Le Facteur de la Vérité” in'De
220N ) y

See MacCannell 1986, chaprer one, and Ragland-Sullivan 1986, chapter &

As we mig rida critici i
s '\,’;L might edxpect, Derrida criticizes Lacan’s adherence to the metaphy
rivilege accorded riti i i E o
liacan’a o to speech over writing. Idealism, Derrida argues, is lodged
o s empg asis on logos as phoné, on the truth of the spoken word, on
rivileging of voice s izat Srité
56) ging oice and the vocalizable (see “Le Facteur de la Vérité” 1930, 4
7 v

Benvent {enned i .
1 e.xfmto and Kennedy (1986, 10). These writers are correct to point out that
most if not all psychoanalysts presume to have access to the “real” Freud; however,
i . ta . . . . > ’ : -
n a project as rigorously anti-essentialist as Lacan’s, the rerention of this mythology

.
of the true Freud cannot be so easily dismissed—it must be explained.

N ‘ ‘ :
(I)ther e;rly mt?rro)gamgns of phenomenology can be found in Derrida’s introdues k
tion to Husserl's L' Origine de la géométrie (1962); “Form and Meaning: ANow

7
)

on the Phenomenology of Language” i i :
gy of Language” (1972b); and “‘Genesis and Structure’ ano o

Phenomenoclogy” (1967¢).

DCI‘ﬁd‘ also )I'O\"d articu incisi ritiq 5 G S1g ‘:’
1da al 1des a 193¢ 1 fsi :
P 1 Iarly ncisive critique of hUSbefl,S th(.OfY of s1gr

Aia science, phenomenology is biind to its own medium, its own status as discourss: - .
wha —evi i G
} t is selfi ex»xdenvt in Husseﬂ’s work, and therefore outside the realm of his

phenomenological investigation, is precisely the materiality of Iénguagﬁ and the’

historicity of the sign.

T h £ \‘\ ay 3 3 3 I ‘
5 o
oug (< [~ £ [0Q associate th 1§ parase with Defflda it has 1 {aCt) 2

Z.ctenacd phxlos.ophxcal history. One can detect its recurrence in the works of such
isparate theorists as Husser, Heidegger, Althusser, and Lacan. For Derrida’s

liscussion of Feide > i s :
discussion of Heidegger's use of “always already,” see “The Ends of Man,” 1972b,

124-25.

case, to discredit “Anglo-American” inism i i Teici i
, \nglo-American” feminism. Mot’s sweeping criticism of wifers

Tar. Scholes’s project to
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rse as Elaine Showalter, Myia Jehlen, Annette Kolodny, Sandra Gilbert, and
Gubar consists mainly in mapping out in. detail the points in which their
ces “slip into” essentialism and therefore “ einscribe patriarchal humanism.”
an ostensibly anti-essentialist critique can onily be built on the grounds of the
assurnptions that essentialism is, in essence, “patriarchal” and that “patriarchal
imism” has an essence which is inherently, incvitably reactiondry.

7 Reading Like a Feminist

“save the referent,” see «Reference and Differefce” in
Textual Power: Literary Theory and the Teaching of English (86-110)./

See Paul Smith, “Men in Ferninism: Men and Feminist Theory” (33-—3}3{ Stephen
Faath, “Men in Feminism: Men and Feminist Theory” (41-46); Gary MNelson,
“3fen, Ferinism: The Materiality of Discourse” (153—72); and Rosi Braidott,
<Tryv: or With My Brains and Your Looks” {233-41), all in]/rdinr: and Smith

Tor a more detailed reading of the constitution of the sexed/subject, see Lacan’s
Le Mirror Stage” in Ecrits (1-7)-

—— - - o —~
or a summary statement of the collective’s theoretical p;&smons, see Guha (1984,

wivi).
For this critique of essentialism in the Subaltern Studies group, se¢ especially pp.

ﬁ;uz-zm

The phrase is Naomi Schor’s: “what is it to fay that the discourse of sexual

indifference/pure difference is not the last oy /(less triumphantly) the latest ruse

of phallocentrism?” (1987, 109). This is implicitly a critique of Foucault’s anti-
cssentialism, suggesting that both essentialist and anti-essentialism can have reac-

gonary effects. /

/

Schor’s helpful definition of “reading Aouble” as reading both for and beyond

" Gifference can be found in “Reading ouble: Sand’s Difference” (1936b, 250}

Spivak insists hers is metely 2 reac}fng strategy and not a comprehensive theory.
The distincion she makes betwegn these two notions is not entirely clear: is it
passible to employ a reading st%tegy outside a larger theoretical framework?

7 . 4. . T
3 Monique Withig's Anti-essentialist Materialism
/

1 am reminded of Mubarmed Ali’s comment on the ERA: “some professions
shouldn’t be open to worden because they can’thandle certain jobs, like construction
work. Lesbians, maybg, but not women.” Cited in Alice Walker's Breaking Chains
and Fncouraging Lifg” (1983, 287).
Chodoraw does méke the point that most women are heterosexual because the
development of ifidustrial capitalism has made primary relationships with women
- “rare” and “tufned women (and men) increasingly and exclusively to conjugal
family relationfhips for emotional support and love” (200). This thinking stands
~in sharp contradiction to recent gay theory which holds thatitis precisely industrial
* capitalism which’ creates the new social and sexual relations necessary for the
formation of a gay or lesbian idendty. 1 will retun to this important point in

- Chapter Six.




