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CHAPTER | JUDITH BUTLER

The Question
of Social Transformation

S

It was a jarring moment, the moment in which I received this in-
vitation. Would I have to write some essays making plain the re-
lationship of my view of feminist theory to the question of social
transformation? In a way, the very question caught me by sur-
prise, since how could it be that anything called “feminist”

could not in advance have an inherent relationship to social _

transformation? After all, feminism is about the social transfor-
mation of gender relations, and we could probably all agree on
that, even if “gender” is not the preferred word for some. And
yet, the question that is posed to me and my colleagues is what
this relationship is. And so we are asked to make clear what we
already assume but which is not at all to be taken for granted.
Among us, we may imagine social transformation differently. We
may have our own ideas of the world as it would be, or should be,
transformed by feminism. We may have very different ideas of
what social transformation is, or what qualifies as a transforma-
tive exercise. But we must also have an idea of how theory re-
lates to the process of transformation: whether theory is itself a
transformative task or whether it has transformation as one of its
effects.

In what follows, I will argue that theory is itself transforma-
tive, so I will state that in advance. But you must also understand
that I do not think theory is sufficient for social and political
transformation. Something besides theorizing must take place:
interventions at social and political levels which involve actions,
sustained labor, and institutionalized practice, which are not
quite the same as the exercise of theory. But I would also add that
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in all of these practices, theory is presupposed. In the very act of
social transformation, we are all lay philosophers, presupposing a
vision of the world, of what is right, of what is just, of what is ab-
horrent, of what human action is and can be, of what constitutes
the necessary and sufficient conditions of life.

There are many questions that form the various foci of femi-
nist research, and I would not want to identify any dne of them
as the essential or defining one. I would say, however, that the
question of life is in some ways at the center of much feminist
theory and, in particular, feminist philosophy. The question

~ might be posed in various ways: What is the good life? How has

the good life been conceived such that women’s lives have not
been included in its conceptualization? What would the good life
be for women? But perhaps there is, prior to these questions, all
of which are important, another one: the question of survival it-
self. And when we consider what feminist thought might be in
relation to survival, a different set of questions emerge: Whose
life is counted as a life? Whose prerogative is it to live? How do
we decide when life begins and ends, and how do we weigh one
life against another? Under what conditions should life come
into being, and through what means!? Who cares for life as it
emerges, and who tends to the life of the child? Who cares for the
life of the mother, and of what value is that life ultimately? And
to what extent does gender—coherent gender—secure a life as
livable? What threat of death is delivered to those who do not
live gender according to its accepted norms?

That questions of life and death have always figured in femi-
nist thought means that feminism has always, to some extent
and in some way, been philosophical. That it asks how we orga-
nize life, how we accord it value, how we safeguard it against vi-
olence, how we compel the world and its institutions to inhabit
new values means that its philosophical pursuits are in some
sense at one with the aim of social transformation.

It would be easier if I could lay out for you what I think the
ideal relation berween genders should be, how gender should be
experienced, in what equality and justice in relation to gender
would consist. You would then know the norms that guide my
thinking, and you could judge whether or not I have achieved the
aims that [ have set for myself. But I will not be that easy to read.
And my difficulty will emerge not out of stubbornness or a will
to be obscure. It will emerge simply out of the double truth that
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we need norms in order to live, a.mli to live well, to
now in what direction to transform our su_::lal wml_d,lwe are
| lso constrained by norms in ways that sometimes do vio EI’E_& t{;
s and that, for reasons of social justice, we must urpp?lse. esri_
is perhaps a confusion here, since many will say tl}:at the opip: i
" tjon to violence must take place in the name of the norm, 1. r,n |
norm of nonviolence and respect, a norm that governs or cih :
: respect for life itself. But cnnsifier that normativity h{ais 113 |
" double meaning. On the one hand, it rc&-‘:lrs to the aims anuagpm
* rations that guide us, the precepts by which we are compelle
" act or speak to one another, the cnr:_:.moqur hetld pr_esuppos:]t::uat;s:
. by which we are oriented and which give direction to © £
" tions. On the other hand, normativity refgrs to the '31.0?&51? o
i normalization, the way that cermi_n norms, 1dea§, and; ea 51‘ r?m .
~ sway over embodied life and provyile coercive criteria for no o
#men” and “women.” And in this sn.?cund Seﬂse' we se?: 1"
norms are what govern intelligible” life, “real men an I?l ;
women, and that when we defy these norms, it 1S 11:111(: -:aIE
whether we are still living, or ought to be; whether our :vesl a; :
valuable, or can be made tﬁ be; whether our genders are real,

egarded as such.

HI;JT:,I :egrogd Enlightenment thinker willl Sil?ﬂpl}"_ sl:ja]._ne }tl;z;
head and say that if one objects to n-_:prmahzatmn, it is in
name of a different norm. But that critic wnulld allsn have to con-
sider what the relationship is between _:_}::_r_rmahzﬁmmjiﬂﬂ;rﬁa:
tivity. It may be that when we talk abnu!: w]_:lat binds us together
as humans—what forms of speech or thinking we SE':Ek remuriﬂ
to in an effort to find a common bond—we are, inevitably, seek-
ing recourse to socially instituted relations, ones thaihave beer;
formed over time and which give us a sensc of the commn;
only by excluding those lives that 1_:10 not fit the norm. Ln : 12
sense, we see the “norm” as that which binds us together, bu wf
also see that the norm creates unity only through a strategy o
exclusion. It will be necessary for us to think Fhrnugh this prob-
lem of the double nature of norms. But in this essay, I startkl?}r
asking about the kind of norms that govern g;ender, and to :‘115 in
particular how they constrain and enable hfe_, how th_ey emg-l
nate in advance what will and will not be a livable exmtﬁncej
proceed with this first task through a review of Gender Trouble,

I consider this theory of gender explicitly in terms of the questions

the text through which I originally offered my theory of gender.! =
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of violence, and the possible transformation of the scene of gen-
der violence into a future of social survival. Secondly, I consider

> this double nature of the norms, showing how we cannot do
without them, and how we do not have to assume that their form
is given or fixed. Indeed, even if we cannét do without them, it
will be seen that we also cannot accept them as they are. Ipuréue
this paradox toward the end of my remarks in order to elucidate
what I take to be the political stakes of feminist theory.

Reflections on Gender Trouble

When I wrote Gender Trouble, 1 was eleven years younger than I
~am today, and I was without a job. I wrote it for a few friends of
mine, and I imagined maybe one or two hundred people might
_read it. I had two aims at the time: The first was to expose what I

- b s N Cly
— took to be a pervasive heterosexism in feminist theory; the sec-

ond was to try to imagine a world in which those who live at
some distance from gender norms, who live in the confusion of
gender norms, might still understand themselves not only as liv-
ing livable lives, but as deserving of a certain kind of recognition.
But let us be more honest than that. [ wanted Gender Trouble not
only to be understood and accorded dignity, according to some
humanist ideal, but to disturb—fundamentally—the way in
whlich feminist and social theory think of gender, to make it ex-
citing to understand something of the desire that gender trouble
is, the desire it solicits, the desire it conveys.

So let me consider these two points again, since they have
both changed in my mind and, as a result, compel me to rethink
the question of change.

In the first instance, feminist theory. What did I understand its
l'{eterusexism to be then, and how do I understand it now? At the
time, [ understood the theory of sexual difference to be a theory
of heterosexuality. And I also understood French feminism, with
ti_lf:_ exception of Monique Wittig, as perceiving cultural intelli-
gibility not only in terms of assuming the fundamental difference
between masculine and feminine, but of reproducing it. The the-
ory was derived from Lévi-Strauss, Lacan, and Saussure, and there
were various breaks with those masters which one could trace.
Julia Kristeva said that Lacan made no room for the semiotic, and
she insisted on offering that domain not only as a Suppleme;'lt to
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the symbolic, but as a way of undoing it. It was Héléne Cixous
who saw feminine writing as a way of making the sign travel in
ways that Lévi-Strauss could not imagine at the end of The Ele-
mentary Structures of Kinship. And Irigaray imagined the “goods
[women as male-perceived commodities] getting together,” and
even implicitly theorized a certain kind of homoerotic love
between women when those lips were all entangled and you
couldn’t tell the difference between the one and the other (and
where not being able to tell the difference was not equivalent to
“being the same”). The high at the time was to see that these
French feminists had entered into a region considered fundamen-
tal to language and culture, an assertion that language came into
being through sexual difference; that the speaking subject was
one who emerged in relation to the duality of the sexes; that cul-
ture, as outlined by Lévi-Strauss, was defined through the ex-
change of women; and that the difference between men and
women was instituted at the level of elementary exchange, an
exchange which forms the possibility of communication itself.

To understand the exhilaration of this theory for those who
were working within it, and for those who still do, one has to
understand the sea change which took place when feminist stud-
ies went from being the analysis of “images” of women in this or
that discipline or sphere of life to being an analysis of sexual dif-
ference at the foundation of cultural and human communicabil-
ity. Suddenly, we were fundamental. Suddenly, no human sci-
ence could proceed without us.

And not only were we fundamental, but we were changing
that foundation. There was a new writing, a new form of com-
municability, a challenge to the kinds of communicability which
were fully constrained by a patriarchal symbolic. And there were
also new ways for women as “goods” to get together: new, poetic
modes of alliance and cultural production. We had as it were the
outlines of the theory of patriarchy before us, and we were also
intervening in it, to produce new forms of intimacy, alliance, and
communicability which were outside of its terms, but were also
contesting its inevitability, its totalizing claim.

All well and good, but it did produce some problems for many
of us. In the first place, it seemed that the model of culture, in
both its patriarchal and feminist modes, assumed that there was
a constancy of sexual difference; but there were those of us for
whom gender trouble was the contestation of sexual difference
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itself. There were many who asked whether they were women—
some asked it in order to become included in the category, and
some asked it in order to find out whether there were alterna-
tives to being in the category. Denise Riley wrote that she did
not want to be exhausted by the category? but Cherrie Moraga
and others were also beginning to theorize butch-femme catego-
ries, which called into question whether the kinds of masculin-
ities at stake for a butch were always determined by an already
operative sexual difference, or whether they were calling sexual
difference into question.? And for a femme as well, was this a
femininity defined in relation to a masculinity already operative
in the culture, part of a normative structure which could not be
changed, or was this the challenge to that normative structure, a
challenge from within its most cherished terms? What happens
when terms such as butch and femme emerge not as simple cop-
ies of heterosexual masculinity and heterosexual femininity,
but as expropriations that expose the nonnecessary status of
their assumed meanings? Indeed, the point that Gender Trouble

made, and it is the point that is most widely cited {and will prob-

ably be on my tombstone one day) was that categories like butch
and femme are not copies of a more originary heterosexuality,

but show how the so-called originals—men and women within

the heterosexual framework—are similarly constructed and per-

formatively established. So the ostensible copy is not explained

through reference to an origin, but the origin is understood to be

as performative as the copy. Through performativity, dominant
and nondominant gender norms are equalized. But some of
those performative accomplishments claim the place of nature
or of symbolic necessity, and they do this only by occluding the
ways in which they are performatively established.

ey

I'll return to the theory of performativity in a moment, but for
now, let me explain how my account of this particular rift
between high structuralist feminist theory and poststructuralist
gender trouble has become reformulated for me.

In the first instance, you can see at work in my exposition of this
transition—the transition, one might say, from sexual difference to
gender trouble, or indeed, from sexual difference to queer theory—
that there is a slippage between sexual difference as a category
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which conditions the emergence into language and culmrf:,_ and
gender as a sociological concept figured as a norm. Sexual differ-
ence is not the same as the categories of “women” and “men.”
Women and men exist, we might say, as social norms, and they
are, I think, ways in which sexual difference has assumed content.
Many Lacanians, for instance, argued with me that sexual differ-
ence has only a formal character, that nothing follows from the
concept of sexual difference about the social roles or meanings
that gender might have. Indeed, some of them evacuate sexyal dif-
ference of every possible semantic meaning, allying it with the
structural possibility for semantics, but leaving it no proper or
necessary semantic content. Indeed, they even argue that the pos-
sibility of critique emerges when one comes to updcrstar_ld not
only how sexual difference has become concretized in certain CII.ZLI—
tural and social instances, but how it has become reduced to its in-
stance, which constitutes a fundamental mistake, a way of fore-
closing the fundamental openness of the distinction itself.

So this is one way of answering me, and it comes from the for-
malist Lacanians, such as Joan Copjec, Charles Shepherdson, and
also Slavoj Zizek. But there is a stronger feminist argument that
implicitly or explicitly takes issue with the trajectory I have laid
out. And it is articulated perhaps most buoyantly and persua-
sively by Rosi Braidotti.* [ think the argument goes SD}'ﬂEthlﬂg
like this: We must maintain the framework of sexual difference
because it brings to the fore the continuing cultural and political
reality of patriarchal domination, because it reminds us that
whatever permutations of gender there may be, they do not fully
challenge the framework within which they take place, for that
framework persists at a symbolic level which is difﬁcultl to inter-
vene upon. Critics such as Carol Anne Tyler argue, fnlr instance,
that it will always be different for a woman to enter 1nt0‘trans—
gressive gender norms than it will be for 2 man, and that Gender
Trouble does not distinguish strongly enough between these very
different positions of power within society. :

Others suggest that the problem has to do with pﬂ}fﬂhDaI!alYSIS
and with the place and meaning of Oedipalization; the child en-
ters desire through triangulation, and whether or not there is a
heterosexual pair who are functioning as the parents, the child
will still locate a paternal and a maternal point of departure, and
this will have symbolic significance for the child and become the
structure through which desire is given form.
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In a sense, there are important alternatives to be thought
about together here. And I do not say that they should be recon-
ciled. It may be that they stand in a necessary tension to one an-
other—a necessary tension which now, structures the field of
feminist and queer theory—which, we might say, is an inevitable
tension, but which necessitates their dialogue as well. It is im-
portant to distinguish between theorists of sexual diffefence who
argue on biological grounds that the distinction between the
sexes is necessary (the German feminist Barbara Duden tends to
do this®) and those who argue that sexual difference is a funda-
mental nexus through which language and culture emerge (as do
the structuralists and non-gender-troubled poststructuralists).
But then there is a further distinction: There are those who find
the structuralist paradigm useful only because it charts the con-
tinuing power differential between men and women in society
and gives us a way of understanding how deeply it functions in
establishing the symbolic order in which we live. Among these
last, I think, there is a difference still between those who con-
sider this symbolic order inevitable, and thus ratity patriarchy as
an inevitable structure of culture, and those who think that sex-
ual difference is inevitable and fundamental but that its form as
patriarchal is contestable. Rosi Braidotti belongs to this last, and
you can see why it would be most probably her with whom I
have had useful conversations.

So it is when we try to understand whether sexual difference is
necessarily heterosexist. Is it? Again, it depends on which ver-
sion you accept: You can claim that Oedipalization presupposes
heterosexual parenting or a heterosexual symbolic that super-
sedes whatever parenting arrangement is at work, if any; or you
can hold that Oedipalization produces heterosexual desire and
that sexual difference is a function of Oedipalization—in either
case, it seems that the matter is closed. And there are those, such
as Juliet Mitchell, who continue to be troubled by the question.
If you recall, she is the one who, in Psychoanalysis and Femi-
nism, declared the patriarchal symbolic order not to be a change-
able set of rules but “primordial law."”s

I take the point that the sociological concepts of gender,
women, and men cannot be reducible to sexual difference. But I
worry still about how to understand sexual difference as the op-
eration of a symbolic order. What does it mean for such an order
to be symbolic rather than social? And what happens to the

i
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social-transformation task of feminist theory if we accept that
sexual difference is orchestrated and constrained at a symbolic
level? If it is symbolic, is it changeable? T ask Lacanians this
question and they tell me that changes in the symbolic take a
long, long time. I wonder how long I will have to wait. Or they
show me a few passages in what is called the Rome Discourse,
and I wonder if these passages are the ones to which we are sup-
posed to cling. And is it really true that sexual difference at the
symbolic level is without semantic content? Can it ever be? And
what if we have indeed done nothing more than abstracted the
social meaning of sexual difference and exalted it as a symbolic
and hence presocial structure? Is that a way of making sure that
sexual difference is beyond contestation?

You might wonder after all of this why I want to contest sex-
ual difference at all, so let me remind you: Gender Trouble starts
with the assumption that gender is complexly produced through
identificatory and performative practices, and that gender is not
as clear or as univocal as we are sometimes led to believe. I
wanted to combat forms of essentialism which claimed that gen-
der is a truth that is somehow there as a given, undeniable and
interior to the body, as a natural core. On the other hand, the the-
ory of sexual difference makes none of the claims that natural es-
sentialism does. These were the two different kinds of challenges
that Gender Trouble needed to meet. I see now that I needed to
separate the issues and I hope that I have begun to do that in my
subsequent work. But I still worry that the frameworks we com-
mit ourselves to, because they describe patriarchal domination,
may well recommit us to seeing that very domination as inevita-
ble. Is the symbolic eligible for social intervention? Does sexual
difference really remain Other to its instituted form, the domi-
nant one being heterosexuality itself? Let me turn now to the
question of what it was that I imagined, and what I now imagine,
and how the process of change, and the question of politics, has
changed.

Gender Trouble ends with a discussion of drag, and the final
chapter is in fact called “From Parody to Politics.” A number of
critics have scrutinized that chapter in order to find wherein lies
the transition: How do we get from parody to politics? There are
those who think that the text belittles politics, reducing it to par-
ody, while others claim that drag becomes a model for resistance
or for political intervention and participation more generally. So
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let us reconsider this controversial closing, a text I probably
wrote too quickly and whose future I did not anticipate at the
time.

Why drag? Well, there are biographical reasons, and you
might as well know that the only Way to describe me in my
younger years was as a bar dyke who spent her days reading
Hegel and her evenings, well, at the gay bar, which accasionally

. became a drag bar. So there I was, undergoing a cultural moment

in the midst of a social and political struggle. But I also experi-
enced in that moment a certain implicit theorization of gender:
It quickly dawned on me that some of these so-called men could
do the feminine turn much better than I ever could, ever wanted
to, ever would. And so I was confronted by what can only be
called the transferability of the attribute. Femininity, which I
understood never to have belonged to me anyway, clearly lay
elsewhere, and T have always been much happier being the audi-
ence to it than I could ever be as an embodiment of it. Indeed,
whether we follow the framework of sexual difference or of gen-
der trouble, I would hope that we would all remain committed
to the ideal that no one should be forcibly compelled to occupy a
gender norm that is experienced by that person as a violation.
And it is a violation, one that not only is there in the culture, as
an interpellation that you refuse only by accepting the conse-
quences—which can be your life—but also as a set of laws, as
criminal and psychiatric codes for which imprisonment or insti-
tutionalization are still possible options. Gender dysphoria can
still be used in many countries to deny you a job or to take away
your child. The consequences can be severe. It won't do to call
this “play” or “fun.” And I don't mean to say it is not sometimes
play, pleasure, fun, fantasy. I mean to say only that we continue
to live in a world in which you can risk serious disenfranchise-
ment and physical violence for the pleasure you seek, the fan-
tasy you embody, the gender you perform.

For the most part, | am known for the discussion that takes
place in about eight paragraphs of Gender Trouble, i.e., those on
drag performances and their subversive potential. I have been
criticized for reducing politics to drag performances and for
thinking that all drag performances are somehow subversive, |
have been asked, subversive of what? And is there more to poli-
tics and to gender than drag? I would like to take a moment to
clarify this view, and to clarify, in particular, how my current
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thinking on this issue has changed. Let me begin by offering a
few propositions to consider:

{A] What operates at the level of cultural fantasy is not finally
dissociable from the ways in which material life is organized.

{B) When one performance of gender is considered real and an-
other false, or when one presentation of gender is considered
authentic and another fake, then we can conclude that a cer-
tain ontology of gender is conditioning these judgments, one
that is also put into crisis by the performance of gender in such
a way that these judgments are not easily made or become im-
possible to make.

{C)} The point to emphasize here is not that drag is subversive
of gender norms, but that we live with received notions of re-
_ality and accountsef entelogy which are implicit and deter-

mine what kinds of bodies and sexualities will be considered

real and true, and what kinds will not.

| Li il

(D] This differential effect of ontological presuppositions on
the embodied life of individuals has consequential effects. And
what|dragcan point out is that (1] this set of ontological pre-
suppositions is at work and 2] it is open to rearticulation. 1

The guestion of who and what is considered real and true is ap-
parently a question of knowledge. But it is also, as Foucault
makes plain, a question of power. Having or bearing “truth” and
“reality” is an enormously powerful prerogative within the so-
cial world—one way in which power dissimulates as ontology.
According to Foucault, one of the first tasks of critique is to dis-
cern the relation “between mechanisms of coercion and ele-
ments of knowledge.”” Here we are confronted with the limits of
what is knowable, limits which exercise a certain force but are
not grounded in any necessity, limits which one interrogates
only at a risk to one’s secure and available ontology: “|N]othing
can exist as an element of knowledge if, on the one hand, it . . .
does not conform to a set of rules and constraints characteristic,
for example, of a given type of scientific discourse in a given pe-
riod, and if, on the other hand, it does not possess the effects of
coercion or simply the incentives peculiar to what is scientif-

e ically validated or simply rational or simply generally accepted, -
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etc.” (52). Knowledge and power are not finally separable, but
work together to establish a set of subtle and explicit criteria for
thinking about the world: “It is therefore not a matter of describ-
ing what knowledge is and what power is and how one would re-
press the other or how the other would®abuse the one, but rather,
a nexus of knowledge-power has to be described so that we can
grasp what constitutes the acceptability of a system"” f52-53).

If we consider this relation of knowledge and power in relation
to gender, it seems we are compelled to ask how gender is orga-
nized such that it comes to function as a presupposition about
how the world is structured. So, there is no merely epistemologi-
cal approach to gender, no simple way to ask, what are women's
ways of knowing? or what might it mean to know women? On
the contrary, the ways in which women are said to “know" or to
“be known” are already orchestrated by power precisely at that
moment in which the terms of “acceptable” categorization are
instituted.

In Foucault’s view, the critic thus has a double task: to show
how knowledge and power work to constitute a more or less
systematic way of ordering the world with its own “conditions of
acceptability of a system,” but also “to follow the breaking
points which indicate its emergence.” So it will not be enough to
isolate and identify the peculiar nexus of power and knowledge
that gives rise to the field of intelligible things, but one must also
track the way in which that field meets its breaking point, the
moments of its discontinuities, the sites where it fails to consti-
tute the intelligibility it promises. What this means is that one
looks for both the conditions by which the object field is consti-
tuted and the limits of those conditions, the moment at which
they point up their contingency and their transformability. In
Foucault’s terms, “schematically speaking, we have perpetual
mobility, essential fragility or rather the complex interplay
between what replicates the same process and what transforms
it"” (58).

What this means for gender, then, is that it is important not

S only to understand how the terms of gender are instituted, natu-
ralized, established as presuppositional, but to trace the mo-
ments at which the binary system of gender is disputed and chal-

" lenged, where the coherence of the categories are put into
question, where the very social life of gender turns out to be
malleable and transformable.
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The turn to drag performance was, in part, a way to think
about not only how gender is performed, but how it is resi, gnified,
and what the collective terms are by which its resignification
can and does take place. Drag performers, for instance, tend to
live in communities, and there are strong ritual bonds, such as
those we see in the film Paris I's Burning, which make us aware
of the resignification of social bonds that gender minorities can
forge. Thus, we are talking about a cultural life of fantasy that
not only organizes the material conditions of life, but also pro-
duces sustaining bonds of community, which offers recognition
and works to ward off violence, racism, homophobia, trans-
phobia. We see this threat of violence, and it tells us something
about what is fundamental to the culture in which they live, a
culture which is not radically distinct from the one in which
many of us live, a culture which is not one, singular, even though
it is not the same as that in which any of us probably live. But
there is a reason we understand it, if we do; there is a reason that

Paris Is Burning has achieved notoriety in mainstream chan-’

nels—because its beauty, its tragedy, its pathos, its bravery, its
pleasure has a way of crossing cultural boundaries; because wha?t
also crosses those boundaries, and not always in the same way, 1s
the threat of violence, the threat of poverty, the struggle to sur-
vive. And here it is important to note that the struggle to survive
is not really separable from the cultural life of fantasy. It is part of
it. Fantasy is what allows us to imagine ourselves and others oth-
erwise. Fantasy is what establishes the possible in excess of the
real; it points elsewhere, and when it is embodied, it brings the
elsewhere home. And this brings me back to the question of poli-
tics. How is it that drag or, indeed, much more than drag, trans-
gender itself, enters into the political field? It does this, I would
suggest, by not only making us question what is real, and what
has to be, but by so doing, showing us how contemporary notions
of reality can be questioned and new modes of reality instituted.
And it shows that we can do this in our very embodiment and as
a consequence of being a body that is in the mode of becoming. In
becoming otherwise, it exceeds the norm, reworks the norm, and
makes us see how realities to which we thought we were con-
fined are not written in stone. We should not underestimate
what the thought of the possible does for those who have survi-
val as a burning question.

So this is one way in which the matter is and continues to be



L]
I4 WOMEN AND SOCTAL TRANSFORMATION

political. But there is something more, since what the example of
drag sought to do was to make us question the means by which
reality is made, and to consider the way in which being called

——~ "real” or “not real” can be not only a meaps of social control, but

dehumanizing violence. Indeed, I would put it this way: To be
called not real, and to have that label institutionalized as a form
of differential treatment is to become the Other against which
the human is measured. It is the unhuman, the beyond the
human, the less than human, the other side of the border which
secures the human in its ostensible reality. To be called a copy, to
be called not real, is thus one way in which one can be oppressed.
But consider that it is more fundamental than that. For, to be op-
pressed means that you already exist as a subject of some kind,
you are there as the visible and oppressed Other for the master
subject, as a possible or potential subject. But to be not real is
something else again. To be oppressed you must at least be intel-
ligible. To find that you are fundamentally unintelligible (indeed,
that the laws of culture and of language find you to be an impos-
sibility] is to have not vet achieved access to the human, to find
yourself speaking but that your language is hollow, as if you were
human but with the sense that you are not, to find that no recog-
nition is forthcoming because the norms by which recognition
takes place are not in your favor.

If gender is performative, then it follows that reality is itself
produced as an effect of the performance, that although there are
norms which govern what will and will not be real, what will
and will not be intelligible, they are called into question and re-
iterated at the moment in which performativity begins its cita-
tional practice. One surely cites norms that already exist, but
these norms can be significantly deterritorialized through the
citation. And they can be exposed as nonnatural and nonneces-
sary when they take place in a context and through an embody-
ing that defies normative expectation. What this means is that
through the practice of gender performativity, we not only see
how the norms that govern reality are cited, but we also see one
of the mechanisms by which reality is reproduced and altered in
the course of that reproduction. The point of drag is not simply
to produce a pleasurable and subversive spectacle, but to allegor-
ize the spectacular and consequential ways in which reality is
both reproduced and contested. And this has consequences for
how gender presentations are criminalized and pathologized,
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how subjects who cross gender risk imprisonment and institu-
tionalization, why violence against transgendered subjects is
not recognized as violence, why it is sometimes inflicted by the
very states which should be offering such subjects protection
from violence.

I take this to be essential to politics, and, in ending this sec-
tion, [ will try to say why. ] am sometimes asked the following
guestion: So what if new forms of gender are possible; how does
this affect the ways that we live, the concrete needs of the
human community? And how are we to distinguish between
forms of gender possibility whi-::h are valuable and those which

___;ng.a. Ilﬁ_w_fulu_te,fﬂtgﬁndﬂta_whmh do not yet exist, The gen-

ders I have in mind have existed for a long time, but they have
not been admitted into the terms which govern reality. So itis a
question of developing, within law, within psychiatry, within so-
cial and literary theory, a new legitimating lexicon for the gender
complexity we have always been living. Because the norms gov-
erning reality have not admitted these forms to be real, we will,
of necessity, call them new. But I hope we will laugh knowingly
when and if we do. And if we think that this is a theory of mere
indulgence, then consider that the necessary background for gen-
der trouble is the question of survival, the question of how to
create a world in which those who understand their gender and
their desire to be nonnormative can live and thrive not only
without the threat of violence from the outside, but without the
pervasive sense of their own unreality, which can and has led to
suicide, i.e., self-destructiveness and literal suicide. Lastly, I
would ask what place the thinking of the possible has within po-
litical theorizing. One can object and say, ah, but you are trying
only to make gender complexity possible, but that does not tell

- us which forms are good or bad—it does not supply the measure,

the gauge, the norm. And that is right. It does not supply the
measure, the gauge, the norm. But there is a normative aspira-
tion here, and it has to do with the ability to live and breathe and
move, and would no doubt belong somewhere in what is called a

: ~ philosophy of freedom. The thought of a possible life is an indul-

gence only for those who already know themselves to be pos-
sible. For those who are still looking to become possible, pos-

- sibility is a necessity.

Let me offer a story here, before moving on to consider the
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double character of norms. As you probably know, there is a new
and important movement of individuals who are opposing cor-
rective genital surgery of infants. Approximately 2—3 % of infants
in the world population per year are born with genitals which are

_not readily identifiable as male or ferffale. They may be mixed;

" they may be indeterminate. A recent case highlights the sr:nmai
vulnerability that intersexed people endure. In a hegvily publi-
cized case in the United St States, a young boy who lost his penis in
a botched surgery was raised as a girl and lived uneasily with his
feminine gender for most of his early vears. At school, he still
had the impulse to stand while urinating, even though he did not
have a penis, and in the bathrooms, the girls, who noticed this,
threatened to kill him if he continued to do that. We have to
wonder about this threat of violence. Where does it come from?
What is so terrible for those who see this act that they are in-
spired to threaten violence and death? What is its purpose? And
how might it be transformed?

The desire to kill someone for not conforming to the gender
norm by which he or she is “supposed” to live suggests that life
itself requires this norm, and that to be and live outside it is to
court death. The person who threatens this violence emerges
from the anxious and rigid belief that a sense of - of world and of self

__will be radically undermined if such a being, uncategorizable, is
permitted to live within the social world. The negation, through
violence, of that body is a vain effort to restore order, to renew
the social world on the basis of intelligible gender, and to refuse
the challenge to rethink that world as something other than natu-
ral or necessary. This is not far removed from the threat of death
or murder of transsexuals in various countries, and of gay men
who read “feminine” or gay women who read “masculine.” I can
give you many graphic examples, and they are widespread—
sometimes countered by police, sometimes aided and abetted by
police;® sometimes denounced by governments and international
agencies, sometimes not included as legible or “real” crimes
against humanity by those very institutions.

But if we oppose this violence, then we do so in the name of
what? What is the alternative to this violence! And for what
transformation of the social world do I call if we understand this
violence to emerge from a profound desire to keep the order of bi-
nary gender natural or necessary, to make of it a structure, either
natural, cultural, or both, which no “human” can oppose and
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still remain human? If someone opposes these norms, not just by
having a point of view about them, but incorporating this opposi-
tion into the body and a corporeal style which is legible, then it
seems that violence emerges precisely as the demand to counter
that opposition. But this is not a simple difference in points of
view. To counter that opposition by violence is to say, effectively,
that this body, this challenge, to an accepted version of the world
is and shall be unthinkable. It is an effort to expunge what ren-
ders the gendered order of intelligibility contingent, frail, and
open to fundamental transformation.

So the ethical task that emerges in light of such an analysis is:
How might we encounter the difference that calls our grids of in-
telligibility into question without trying to kill or foreclose the
challenge that the difference delivers? What might it mean to
learn to live in the anxiety of that challenge, to feel the surety of
one's epistemological and ontological anchor go, but to be will-
ing, in the name of the human, to allow the human to become
something other than what it is traditionally assumed to bel
This means that we must learn to live, and to embrace, the de-
struction and rearticulation of the human in the name of a more
capacious and, finally, less violent world, not to know in advance
what precise form our humanness will take, but to be open to its
permutations, in the name of nonviolence. Emmanuel Levinas
has taught us, wisely, that the question to be posed is simple but
unanswerable: “Who are vou?"® The violent response to the
Other knows that it does not know, and does not want to not
know. It wants to shore up what it takes for granted and expunge
what threatens it with not knowing, what forces it to reconsider
the presuppositions of its world and their contingency and malle-
ability. The nonviolent response lives with its not knowing in
the face of the Other, since sustaining the bond which the ques-
tion opens to is finally more valuable than having a surety in ad-
vance about what defines the human and what its future life will
most likely be.

Norms and Normativity: A Double Bind
Normativity sometimes does mean social norms, or more partic-

ularly, the normalizing effects of social norms, as is the focus of
cultural theory (e.g., that of Michael Warner and Lauren Berlant). -
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For Habermasians, it carries a quite different valence, signifying
the domain of justificatory practices and referring always to the
question of grounding. I very much accept the thesis of Frangois
Ewald that social norms are not reduclhle to law or, indeed, to
Law (in a Lacanian sense). ;

For Ewald, norms emerge as part of the sociological effort to
approximate averages, to calculate what most people do under
so-called normal circumstances. They are implicit ideals or no-
tions which inform common practices of normalcy. Ewald
makes clear that a norm is not the same as a rule or a law.10 A
norm operates within social practices as the implicit standard of
normalization. Although a norm may be analytically separable
from the practices in which it is embedded, it may prove to be re-
calcitrant to any effort to decontextualize its operation. Norms
may or may not be explicit, and when they operate as the nor-
malizing principle in social practice, they usually remain im-
plicit, difficult to read, discernible most clearly and dramatically
in the effects that they produce.

For gender to be a norm suggests that it is always and only tenu-
ously embodied by any particular social actor. The norm governs
the social intelligibility of action, but it is not the same as the ac-
tion that it governs. The norm appears to be indifferent to the ac-
tions that it governs, by which I mean only that the norm ap-
pears to have a status and effect that is independent of the
actions governed by the norm. The norm governs intelligibility
and allows for certain kinds of practices and action to become
recognizable, imposing a grid of legibility onto the social and de-
fining the parameters of what will and will not appear within its
domain. The question of what it is to be outside the norm poses a
paradox, for if the norm renders the social field intelligible, i.e.,
normalizes that field for us, then to be outside the norm is in
some sense to still be defined in relation to it: To be not guite
masculine or not guite feminine is still to be understood exclu-
sively in terms of one's relationship to the quite masculine and
the quite feminine.

To claim that gender is a norm is not quite the same as saying
that there are normative views of femininity and masculinity,
even though there clearly are such nurmarive Views. Gender is not

is the aﬂﬂﬂ{éﬁﬁ__b?,‘fhub._thﬁ production and m:-r_r_rlal@at_l_qn of
mascl.lliﬁgmi _feminine take place along with the interstitial
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forms of hormonal, chromosomal, psychic, and performative em-
bodiment which gender assumes. To assume that gender always
and exclusively means “the matrix of the ‘masculine’ and
‘ferninine’ " is precisely to miss the critical point that the produc-
tion of that coherent binary is contingent, that it comes at a cost,
and that those permutations of gender that do not fit the binary are
as much a part of gender as its most normative instance. To con-
flate the definition of gender with its normative expression is in-

“advertently to reconsolidate the power of the norm to constrain
‘the definition of gender. Gender is the mechanism by which no-

tions of masculine and feminine are produced and naturalized, but
" gender might very well be the apparatus by which such terms are

dcmnstrum—d_ Li_e_p_s_g_t;gmhzed Indef:::l it may be that the very
that very installation, that the 1nstallat1::nn is, as it were, defini-
tionally incomplete. To keep the term “gender” apart from both
masculinity and femininity is to safeguard a theoretical perspec-
tive by which one might offer an account of how the binary of
masculine and feminine comes to exhaust the semantic field of

: gender. Whether one refers to “gender trouble” or “gender blend-

ing," “transgender” or “cross-gender,” one is already suggesting
that gender has a way of moving beyond that naturalized binary.
The conflation of gender with masculine/feminine, man/woman,
male/female thus performs the very naturalization that the notion
of gender is meant to forestall.

Thus, a restrictive discourse on gender that insists on the bi-

. nary of “man” and “woman” as the exclusive way to understand

the gender field performs a regulatory operation of power, natu-

: ralizing the hegemonic instance, foreclosing the thinkability of
- 1ts disruption.

For Ewald, a norm operates as an ideal point; indeed, as an
elaboration of what Foucault, in the first volume of The History
of Sexuality, termed “a regulatory ideal.”!! It is the point of ref-

. €rence, implicit, abstract, and speculative, by which human ac-
- Hvity orients itself and which, in turn, supplies human activity

with its sense of givenness and intelligibility. This sense of the
norm is clearly quite different from what is meant by “norma-

. tive” philosophy or, indeed, a “normative” account of social

theory.
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understanding for social actors and speakers: “Participants, in
claiming validity for their utterances, strive to reach an under-
standing with one another about something in the world. . . . The
everyday use of language does not turn exclusively or even pri-
marily on its representational (or fact®tating) fanctions: here all
the functions of language and language-world relations come
into play, so that the spectrum of validity claims takes in more
than truth claims.”12 He goes on to explain that “in explicating
the meaning of linguistic expressions and the validity of state-
ments, we touch on idealizations that are connected with the
medium of language” (17). He makes clear that without these
idealizations at the heart of language, we would not have the re-
sources by which to orient ourselves to disparate kinds of claims
made by any number of social actors. Indeed, the presumption of
a common set of idealizations is what gives our action order,
what orders it in advance, and what we take into account as we
:EEk to order ourselves in relation to one another and a common
ture:

With the concept of communicative action, which hrings in mutual
understanding as a mechanism of action coordination, the counterfac-
tual presuppositions of actors who orient their action to validity
claims also acquire immediate relevance for the construction and
preservation of social orders; for these orders exist through the recog-
nition of normative validity claims. {17, my emphasis)

Here we can see that norms, which orient action toward the
common good and belong to an “ideal” sphere, are not precisely
social in Ewald’s sense. They do not belong to variable social or-
ders, and they are not, in Foucault’s sense, a set of “regulatory
ideals” and, hence, part of the ideal life of social power. On the
contrary, they function as part of a reasoning process which con-
ditions any and every social order and gives that order its coher-
ence. We know, though, that Habermas would not accept the
“ordered” characteristic of any social order as a necessary good.
Some orders clearly ought to be disrupted, and for good reason.
Indeed, the order of gender intelligibility may well qualify as one
such order. But do we have a way to distinguish here between the
function of the norm as socially integrative and the value of “in-
tegration” under oppressive social conditions? In other words, is
there not an inherently conservative function of the norm when
it is said to preserve order? What if the very order is exclusionary
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or violent! We might respond, with Habermas, that violence goes
against the normative idealizations functioning, implicitly, in
everyday language. But if the norm is socially integrative, then
how will it actually work to break up a social “order” purchased
and maintained through violent means? Is the norm part of such
a social order, or is it “social” only in a hypothetical sense, part
of an “order” which is not instantiated in the social world as it is
lived and negotiated?

By

If the Habermasian point is that we cannot hope to live in con-
sensus oOr in common orientation without assuming such
norms, my question is whether the “common” in this instance
is not instituted precisely through the production of what is un-
common, what is outside the common, what disrupts it from
within, what poses a challenge to its integrity. What is the value
of the “common”? And do we need to know that, despite our dif-
ferences, we are all oriented toward the same conception of ra-
tional deliberation and justification? Or do we need to know pre-
cisely that the “common” is no longer there for us, if it ever was,
and that the capacious and self-limiting approach to difference is
not only the task of cultural translation in this day of multicul-
turalism, but the most important way to nonviolence?

The point is not to apply social norms to lived social in-
stances, to order and define them (as Foucault has criticized), nor
is it to find justificatory mechanisms for the grounding of social
norms that are extrasocial (even as they operate under the name
of the “social”). There are times when both of these activities do
and must take place: We level judgments against criminals for il-
legal acts and so subject them to a normalizing procedure; we
consider our grounds for action in collective contexts and try to
find modes of deliberation and reflection about which we can
agree. But neither of these is all we do with norms. Through re-
course to norms, the sphere of the humanly intelligible is
circumscribed, and this circumscription is consequential for any
ethics and any conception of social transformation. We might
teel that we must know the fundamentals of the human in order
to act in such a way that we preserve and promote human life as
we know it. But what if the very categories of the human have
excluded those who should be operating within its terms, who do
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not accept the modes of reasoning and justifying “validity
claims” that have been proffered by Western forms of rational-
ism? Have we ever yet known the “human”? And what might it
take to approach that knowing? Should we be wary of knowing it
too soon or of any final or definitive knowing? If we take the field
of the human for granted, then we fail to think critically—and
ethically—about the consequential ways that the human is pro-
duced, reproduced, deproduced. This latter inquiry does not ex-
haust the field of ethics, but I cannot imagine a “responsible”
ethics or theory of social transformation operating without it.

Let me suggest here by way of a closing discussion to this
essay that the necessity of keeping our notion of the “human”
open to a future articulation is essential to the project of interna-
tional human rights discourse and politics. We see this time and
again when the very notion of the human is presupposed; it is de-
fined in advance, and in terms which are distinctively Western,
very often American, and therefore parochial. The paradox
emerges that the "human” at issue in human rights is already
known, already defined, and yet is supposed to be the ground for
a set of rights and obligations that are international. How we
move from the local to the international is a major question for
international politics, but it takes a specific form for interna-
tional feminism. And I suggest that an anti-imperialist or at least
nonimperialist conception of international human rights must
call into question what is meant by human, and learn from the
various ways and means by which it is defined across cultural ve-
nues. This means that local conceptions of what is human or, in-
deed, of what the basic conditions and needs of human life are
must be subjected to reinterpretation, since there are historical
and cultural circumstances in which “human” is defined differ-
ently, and its basic needs and, hence, basic entitlements are also
defined differently.

I do not mean to offer a reductively relativist argument. I think
that a reductive relativism would say that we cannot speak of the
human or of international human rights, since there are only and
always local and provisional understandings of these terms, and
that the generalizations themselves do violence to the specificity
of the meanings in question. This is not my view. We are com-
pelled to speak of the human, and of the international, and to
find out in particular how “human rights” do and do not work in
favor of women, of what “women” are and what they are not. But
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to speak in this way, and to call for social transformations in the
name of women, we must also be part of a eritical democratic
project, one which understands that the category of “human”
has been used differentially and with exclusionary aims, that not
all humans have been included within its terms, that the cate-
gory of “women” has been used differentially and with exclu-
sionary aims, and that not all women have been included within
its terms, and that women have not been fully incorporated into
the human, and that both categories are still in process, under
way and unfulfilled. This means that we must follow a double
path in politics: We must use this language, and use it to assert
an entitlement to conditions of life in ways that are sensitive to
the question of gender, and we must also subject our very catego-
ries to critical scrutiny, find out the limits of their inclusivity,
the presuppositions they include, the ways in which they must
be expanded to encompass the diversity of what it is to be human
and gendered. When the UN conference at Beljing met a few
years ago and we heard there a discourse on “women’s human
rights,” the term struck many people as paradoxical. But think
about what this term, coined by Charlotte Bunch, actually says.
It says that the “human” is contingent, that it has in the past and
continues in the present to define a variable and restricted popu-
lation, which may or may not include women. It says that
women have their own set of human rights, that what “human”
comes to mean when we think about the humanness of women
is perhaps different than what “human” has meant when it has
functioned as presumptively male. It also says that these terms
are defined variably, in relation to one another. And we could cer-
tainly make a similar argument about race. Which populations
have qualified as the “human” and which have not? What is the
history of this category? Where are we in its history at this time?

I would suggest that in this last process, we can rearticulate or
resignify the basic categories of ontology—of being human, of
being gendered—only to the extent that we submit ourselves to a
process of cultural translation. And the point here is not to as-
similate foreign or unfamiliar notions of gender or humanness
into our own, as if it were simply a matter of incorporation. It is
also a process of yielding our most fundamental categories, that
is, of seeing how and why they yield to a rupture and a resignifi-
cation when they encounter what is unknown, or not yet known.
It is crucial to recognize that the notion of the “human” will be
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built only over time in and by the process of a cultural transla-
tion that is not between two languages that stay self-enclosed,
distinct, unified. But rather, translation will compel each lan-
guage to change in order to apprehend the other, and this appre-
hension, at the limit of what is familiar and parochial, will be the
occasion of both an ethical and a social transformation.

There are questions about the strategy of resignification as
politics. One might well say that politicians on either the right or
the left can use this strategy. And we can surely see how “multi-
culturalism” and “globalization” have their right-wing and left-
wing variants. In the United States, the word “compassionate”
has been recently linked to conservativism, which strikes many
of us as an abomination of resignification. One can point out,
with full justification, that National Socialism was a resignifica-
tion of socialism. And that would be right. So it seems clear that
resignification alone is not sufficient as a descriptor of politics.
One can argue both that the Nazis appropriated power by turning
the language and concerns of democracy against democracy and
that the Haitian revolutionaries appropriated power by using the
terms of democracy against the slave-owning powers that would
deny it for blacks. And so the work of appropriation can be used
by either the right or the left, and there are no necessarily salu-
tary ethical consequences inherent to it. There is the queer ap-
propriation of “queer,” the rap/hip-hop appropriation of racist
discourse, the left-wing appropriation of an anti-big government
discourse, and on and on. Appropriation by itself leads to a my-
riad of consequences, some of which we might embrace and
some of which we might abhor.

But if resignification does work in the service of radical demo-
cratic politics, how might it work? I want to suggest here that as
we extend the realm of universality, becoming more knowing
about what justice implies and providing for greater possibilities
of “life”—which itself is a term contested by both reactionaries
and progressives—we need to assume that our already estab-
lished conventions regarding what is human, what is universal,
what the meaning and substance of international politics might
be, are not sufficient. For the purposes of a radical democratic
transformation, we need to know that our fundamental catego-
ries can and must be expanded, to become more inclusive and
more responsive to the full range of cultural populations. This
does not mean that a social engineer plots at a distance how best

Butler | The Question of Social Transformation 25

to include evervone in his or her category. It means that the cate-
gory itself must be subjected to a multiple resignification, that it
must emerge anew as a result of the cultural translations it
undergoes.

What moves me politically is the moment in which a sub-
ject—a person, a collective—asserts a right or entitlement to a
livable life when no such prior authorization exists, when no
clearly enabling convention is in place. One might hesitate and
say, but there are fascists who invoke rights for which there are
no prior entitlements. It cannot be a good thing to invoke rights
or entitlements to what one considers a “livable life” if that very
life is based on racism or misogyny or violence or exclusion. And
I would, of course, agree with this last. A better example to con-
sider is when, prior to the overthrow of apartheid, some black
South Africans arrived at the polling booths ready to vote. There
was then, at that time, no prior authorization for their vote. They
simply arrived. They performatively invoked the right to vote
even when there was no prior authorization, no enabling conven-
tion in place. On the other hand, we might say that Hitler also in-
voked rights to a certain kind of life for which there was no con-
stitutional or legal precedent, local or international. But there is
a distinction between these two invocations, and it is crucial to
my argument.

In both of these cases, the subjects in question invoked rights
to which they were not entitled by existing law, though in both
cases, existing law had international and local versions which
were not fully compatible with one another. Those who opposed
apartheid were not restricted to existing convention (although
they were, clearly, invoking and citing international convention
against local convention|. The emergence of fascism in Ger-
many, as well as that of constitutional government in postwar
Germany, was also not limited to existing convention. These po-
litical phenomena involved innovation. But that does not answer
the question of which action is right to pursue, Which innova-
tion has value and which does not? The norms that we would
consult to answer this question cannot themselves be derived
from resignification. They have to be derived from a radical dem-
ocratic theory and practice, and so resignification has to be con-
textualized in that way. One must make substantive decisions
about what will lead to a less violent future and a more inclusive
Population, what will help to fulfill the claims of universality
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and justice that we seek to understand in their cultural specific-
ity and social meaning. It will then be crucial to ask: What forms
of community have been created, and through what violences
and exclusions? Hitler sought to 1nten51fy the violence of racism
and exclusion, while the anti-aparthefd movement sought to
counter them. And that would be the basis on which I would
condemn the one and condone the other. The task of a radical
democratic theory and practice will thus be to ask what re-
sources it must have in order to bring into the human commu-
nity those humans who have not been considered part of the rec-
ognizably human, thus extending to previously disenfranchised
communities the norms that sustain viable life.

So I have concluded it seems with such a call to extend the
norms. Let me consider as a final gesture, then, the relation
between norms and life, since that has been crucial to my in-
quiry thus far. The question of life is a political one, although
perhaps not exclusively so. The question of the “right to life” has
affected the debates on the legalization of abortion. Feminists
who are in favor of abortion rights have been called “anti-life,"
and they have responded by asking, whose life? And when does
“life” begin? If you were to canvass feminists internationally on
the question of what life is or, perhaps more simply, when life be-
gins, you would get many different views. And that is why, con-
sidered internationally, not all women’s movements are united
on this question. There is the question of when “life” begins, and
then the question of when “human” life begins, or when the hu-
manity of the human begins. Who knows? Who is equipped or
entitled to know? Whose knowledge holds sway and functions as
power here? Feminists have argued that the life of the mother
should be equally important as that of the fetus—then it is a
question of one life versus another. They have argued that every
child should be wanted and have a chance at a livable life, and
they have also argued that there are conditions for life that must
first be met: The mother must be well; there must be certainty
that the child will be well fed; and there must be some chance of
a future, of a viable and enduring future, since a human being
with no futurity loses its humanness and stands a chance of los-
ing its life as well. Here we see the term “life” functioning both
within feminism and between feminism and its opponents, as a
site of contest, an unsettled term, whose various meanings are
being proliferated and debated in different ways in the context of
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different nation-states with different religious and philosophical
conceptions. Indeed, some of my opponents may well argue that
if one takes as a paramount value the “extension of norms that
support viable life,” it might follow, depending on your defini-
tions, that the “unborn child” should be valued above all. This is
not my view, and not my conclusion.

My argument against this conclusion has to do with the very
use of “life,” as if we know what it means, what it requires, what
it demands. When we ask what makes a life livable, we are ask-
ing about certain normative conditions that must be fulfilled for
life to becume l].fe And 80 thLI’L are at least two. qenses _E_f life!
another which preexists to establish minimum Qnﬂmhu& fﬂI a
livable life.’3 And this implies not that we can disregard the for-

“mer in favor of the latter, but that we must ask, as we did about

gender violence, what humans require in order to maintain and
reproduce the conditions of their own livability. And what are
our politics such that we are, in whatever way is possible, both
conceptualizing the possibility of the livable life and arranging
for its institutional support?

There will always be disagreement about what this means,
and those who claim that a single political direction is necessi-
tated by virtue of this commitment will be mistaken. But this is
only because to live is to live politically, in relation to power, in
relation to others, in the act of assuming responsibility for a col-
lective future. To assume responsibility for a future is not to
know its direction fully in advance, since the future, especially
the future with and for others, requires a certain openness and
unknowingness. And it also implies that a certain agonism and
contestation will and must be in play. It must be in play for poli-
tics to become democratic. Democracy does not speak in unison;
its tunes are dissonant, and necessarily so. It is not a predictable
process; it must be undergone, like a passion must be undergone.
It may also be that life itself becomes foreclosed when the right
way is decided in advance, when we impose what is right for
everyone without finding a way to enter into community, and to
discover there the “right” in the midst of cultural translation. It
may be that what is “right” and what is “good” consist in staying
open to the tensions that beset the most fundamental categories
we require, to know unknowingness at the core of what we
know, and what we need, and to recognize the sign of life—and
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its prospects—in the contestations which are ours to undergo

with one another. :
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