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P r e f a c e

Bubble Fairies

Tip-toeing across the stage, they embody angelic fem ininity...w ide eyed,
with glistening wings and pointy toes they enchant the ebullient
audience as they send beautiful bubbles drifting their way.
For an enraptured moment the world is encased in the
protective skin o f the bubbles until they dissipate
into an air o f reality.

Aaah...
for a moment in that bubble...!

At the age of six I received, along with a dozen or so other Bubble Fairies, a Golden
Diploma for outstanding performance in ballet. Twenty-three years later the memory of
sequenced wings, homemade tutus and satin shoes, along with the chance to magically blow
bubbles across a spotlit stage, is lodged in a bitter-sweet place. I can still feel the pride exuding
from the parents watching their darling daughters, and can hear the unanimous gasp from the
audience, “Oh, how cute!”. That tiny tutu still hangs in my closet, and with a sense of disparity I
wonder how it ever encased my body. But, that little fairy, so eager to delight the world with her
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bubbles, became immured in a bubble herself. Its invisible membrane grew feverishly over her
body, embalming her as it desired. Every night she kneeled to say her prayers, and every day she
did exactly as any Bubble Fairy would do.
Renegotiating Body Boundaries is an embodiment of my own interactions with
body/bodies, my own fears and uncertainties, my own discoveries and my own desires. It is a
stubborn refusal to accept certain implications of the categorical arenas in which I have
found/placed myself. It is a work that questions how one can immaterially dwell in a tangible
space, and an interrogation into the disincamateness of bodiliness. Simultaneously it reflects an
unyielding desire not to simply throw out all of these arenas, but to pick at their very bones, and
to suck on their marrow in an attempt to taste some sweetness. Some of these arenas have been
the patriarchal and racist South African society in which I grew up, the Western Christian
Tradition in which I found myself, the Western Philosophical Agenda in which I unwittingly
placed myself, and the Contemporary Artworld in which I consciously stand. Each of these
“spaces” (and others) have interacted on/with my body in various ways and for varying periods of
time. Like circus arenas, they have set up gigs, tricks and contortions, turning life into exhibition
and performance into life. While they have mapped themselves onto my body, and dis-located
my body, there are still other sites that have not been unearthed, sites where my body dwells. In
an attempt to uncover some o f those sites, I have produced an art show, Unzipped, which is
referred to in Appendix A.
As a whole I see this body o f work as a kind of testament to the Bubble Fairy: She no
longer kneels every night to say her prayers, and during the day she does things that a Bubble
Fairy would never do.
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Bodies of the New Millenium
May Not Stand Up

“Will the Real Body Please Stand Up?”
Allucquere Rosanne Stone

To stand up means to identify oneself, to stand up and be counted. It is to acknowledge
that one is in or out, categorized or uncategorized. It suggests a desire to be seen by the one who
does the choosing, as if simply by standing up you become the chosen. It is like the Evangelical
dictum that raising your hand or rising from your seat saves you from the outside: Hell. Stand up
and be counted. Claim you are real, even if you know you are not.
We approach the new millenium not knowing if we want to be counted, skeptical of the
one who does the counting, and rightly so. We approach the new millenium not knowing what is
real - understandably so. And yet, as we approach the new millenium we still hear the chorus
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“Will the Real Body Please Stand Up?” and some who sing that chorus continue to believe that
the real body does exist - it is the body that they define as real. Others sing the chorus as a
lament, mourning the fact that the real body no longer exists, although, once upon a time, it really
did. Using it as the title of her essay, Stone sings this chorus like a nursery rhyme, a truth that
admittedly never existed, but one that might instill some values nevertheless. Will the real body
please stand up? Bodies of the new millenium may not stand up.
Recently there seems to have been an upsurge in an interdisciplinary interest in the body.
The body has become the contested site from which much exploration is done in many different
fields, and it seems as if some are using the body in an attempt to grasp at one last moment of
certainty. But the body is no reservoir for certainty. It has an insidious habit of eluding our
theoretical and categorical impositions as we try to pin it down, but inevitably fail to do so.
Stone argues in her essay “Will the Real Body Please Stand Up?” that the category of
nature functions differently in the twentieth century than it did in the past, and suggests that
nature, another co-construct o f culture, has become,
... nothing more (or less) than an ordering factor - a construct by means of which we
attempt to keep technology visible as something separate from our “natural” selves and our
everyday lives. In other words, the category “nature”, rather than referring to any object or
category in the world, is a strategy for maintaining boundaries for political and economic
ends, and thus making meaning1.

Throughout this thesis I will argue that all categories purporting to bodies such as gender, race
and humanness itself, need to be renegotiated in the twentieth century, and certainly as we move
into a new millenium. I will also question what the import would be of an acceptance that these
categories are mere boundary-maintaining strategies. If these boundaries were transgressed, how
would embodiment be redefined? How would the memories of the old strategies relate to new
strategies? Does a forgetting o f category strategies necessarily mean a forgetting of bodies?
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While Stone reminds us that forgetting the body could be seen as an old Cartesian trick, she also
notes that Donna Haraway sees forgetting as a potentially powerful strategy. However, as a
specific tactic, the act o f forgetting is precisely an act, an act that paints utopic pictures of
obliterated violence, but which still eats, sleeps and breathes among this violence. In her
mythological visions Donna Haraway uses the imagery of the vampire to re-examine body
boundaries.

Vampires: Vectors of Category Transformations

Just fitting things into categories relies on the
fundamentally human experience o f embodiment.

Christine Battersby,
Her Body/Her Boundaries: Gender and the Metaphysics o f Containment"

The vampire is the one who pollutes lineages on the wedding night; the one who effects category
transformations by illegitimate passages o f substance; the one who drinks and infuses blood in a
paradigmatic act o f infecting whatever poses as pure; the one that eschews sun worship and does its work
at night; the one who is undead, unnatural, and perversely incorruptible.

Donna Haraway,
Modest Witness(a)Second Millenium.FemaleMan©Meets OncoMouse™

The vampire is the unnatural one that threatens human embodiment as it pierces the skin,
that which contains the body, and it sucks at the very marrow of life: blood. As it crosses that
skin-border, it draws the inside out, desecrating the pure and the pedigreed, destroying not only
lineage, but origin itself The vampire has no origin. Its birth name is long forgotten and its birth
date never was. It is neither human nor beast, but stands as the epitome of the in-between.
However, lest we too easily condemn its violations of body, community and history, Haraway
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reminds us just who the vampire is:
...the figure of the Jew accused of the blood crime of polluting the wellsprings of
European germ plasm and bringing both bodily plague and national decay, or ... the
figure o f the diseased prostitute, or the gender pervert, or the aliens or the travelers of all
sorts who cast doubt on the certainties o f the self identical and well-rooted ones who
have natural rights and stable homes. The vampires are the immigrants, the dislocated
ones, accused of sucking the blood o f the rightful possessors of the land and o f raping
the virgin who must embody the purity o f race and culture.2

It is precisely because of violence and displacement that the vampire is needed. Far from
innocent itself, its transgression of certain borders “pollutes” the pretences of purity and
perfection, pretences that ultimately suck away more life force than any vampire could hope for.
The vampire, as a figure of resistance, wards off categories that threaten to displace, dislocate
and disarrange. Marginalized to such a degree that it cannot be seen by day, it comes out at night
to gnaw away at the walls that are built around the center, the strong and the secure.
It is the body that the vampire attacks, perhaps because the body is most harmed by
categorical impositions, and it is the site of the skin that locates the assault, that registers the
transgression. The skin is thought to contain the body, to define all spatial existence: “Everything
is either inside a container or out of it”3. And it is skin, human skin, that is wrapped around our
categories, protecting them, restraining them and keeping them pure, sanitary and undiluted. By
piercing the skin the vampire punctures the creeds of the category-custodians, creeds that reckon
bodies to be male or female, black or white, natural or unnatural, and as such, creeds that easily
castigate and chide. Examining these creeds requires an understanding that categories themselves
are constructed strategies, strategies that have political, economic and social aims and that, more
often than not, are on the side of power rather than justice.

Skin and Blood: Agitators of Old Frontiers
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The body has often been treated as a frontier to be explored, conquered and tamed. With
great imperialist aspirations sixteenth century colonizers plotted geographical maps of new
territories to be subjugated by naming regions after female body parts. Hills became breasts to
mount and dark caves became vaginal pits to delve into in an attempt to unlock the abstruse
mysteries concealed within.4 Just as much blood was shed in the literal vanquishing of
geographical frontiers, a metaphorical blood seeps through the pervious skin of the categorical
frontiers that attempt to fence in bodies according to predominantly masculinist and Western
aspirations. This time, however, the lost blood creates new life as it drains insidious body
categories that parasitically feed off the body. Instead a para site is created - a neighboring site
where other bodies can dwell (even if in the margins) until those parameters too are revised5.
Where cultural inscriptions are etched onto the body they eventually begin to fade, as, unlike a
metal etching plate, flesh has the unique ability to renew itself. Its skin grows over the grooves
that were believed to be indelible, and rather than a permanently marked surface the body
becomes a palimpsest, a surface which is rewritten century after century. It is important,
however, not to take the palimpsest body as a tabula rasa, but rather to recognize the body’s
active, regenerative forces. Similarly, when one theorizes about the body, it is important not to
strive for theoretical closure, as, no sooner than these theories are neatly packaged, will new
growth begin, leaving them as irritating, but ultimately paralyzed splinters under the skin. Body
theory, then, has to be self-conscious and reflexive, it has to be willing to bleed, to sweat, to shed
and to grow. It has to learn how to breathe with the body, as it will never breathe for the body.
Throughout my thesis I will attempt to peel away the layers of “nature” that glutinously
cleave to bodies in the form of categorical impositions. In Chapter 1 I will explore the categorical
creeds of gender that have been too easily ordained and that have been specifically injurious to

5

Introduction

women. Using Judith Butler’s theory of performativity I will question the notions of essence and
origin, arguing that “male” and “female” are constructed strategies that need to be denaturalized
and exposed as having perfomative status. I will explore ways of rendering gender as
performative and will use the French philosopher, Luce Irigaray to describe a methodology of
double parody that plays with gender stereotypes only to dispel them. I will then compare
Irigaray’s methodology to that o f American photographer and artist Cindy Sherman who, through
highly constructed imagery, parodies the idea of an original and, as such, presents the prosthetic
truth of body boundaries. Chapter 2 takes a closer look at body boundaries, specifically at skin as
a border between the inside and outside, and as that which attempts to contain body fluids.
Referring to the works of German bom, now American sculptor Kiki Smith, I will observe some
of the ambiguities of bodies such as a simultaneous vulnerability and regenerative power, and
will question how these relate to the abject. I will argue, through Julia Kristeva’s psychoanalytic
theory of abjection, that discussions of body fluids can begin to seep through the forts of rational,
masculinist attempts to turn gender constructs into impervious, irresoluble structures. While
blood has been used in a gender specific way to deem women as unclean and inferior through the
act of menstruation, Kiki Smith uses blood in a less gender-specific fashion to show that all
bodies are both fragile and forceful. She uses blood as a subversive substance that parodies and
corrupts our notions of good/bad, clean/unclean, and proper/improper.
Similarly blood has been used metaphorically to construct notions of race and, as such,
some races have been reckoned good, clean and proper while others have been reckoned bad,
unclean and improper. In Chapter 3 I will examine race as a constructed belief and will raise
questions surrounding the deconstruction of this belief: Should the notion of race be abolished
even if it is believed to be a constructed category? How can race be deconstructed without further
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harming those who have been oppressed by racial atrocities, and who has the right to begin the
process of deconstruction and renegotiation? I will argue that the renegotiation o f body
boundaries in terms of race is, at this stage, a generally more sensitive issue than that of gender,
simply because race as a constructed category is currently a less accepted notion than gender as a
constructed category6. Using the specific context of South Africa I will look at the ways that
racial bodies have been represented in art. Raising the question of contextual social responsibility
I will argue that attempts to deconstruct race in South Africa are perhaps premature, and are
being bestowed by the wrong group of people, that is, the historically privileged race. I will
suggest that the parody used to achieve this deconstruction comes closer to a parasitic parody,
rather than a parody that creates a neighborly para site.
By suggesting that gender and race are socially constructed categories I am suggesting
that there is no essence to being male or female, just as there is no essence to being black or
white. This brings me to a further question that begs to be asked in the light of new technological
aspirations at the dawn o f a new millenium: What is the essence of being human and do the
borders between human and machine, for example, also need to be renegotiated? In Chapter 4 1
will question the status o f the category “human” itself in an era where the cyborg is more
common than we like to think or admit. Using Donna Haraway’s utopic myth of a cyborgian
future without gender or race, I will explore the effects of technology on our bodies. How do our
virtual bodies, identities and selves relate to our “real” bodies, identities and selves? Can
technology be at all useful in our everyday construction of our selves? In exploring the difference
between “virtuality” and “reality” I will argue, on the one hand, that the border between the two
spheres is actually quite blurred. However, on the other hand, I will argue that there still remains
a gap between the two that can be paralleled to the gap between theory and praxis. This brings
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me back to the question of theorizing about the construction o f gender and race. Just as we ask
how our bodies in everyday life relate to bodies in technological constructs, we need to ask how
our bodies in everyday life relate to body theory. Can technology help us to relate the two or will
it inevitably widen the gap? I will explore these questions further by looking at the use of the
body and technology by two performance artists Stelarc and Orlan. I will suggest that Stelarc’s
use of technology attempts to render the human body as obsolete in its utopic vision and desire,
while Orlan’s use of technology actually parodies this utopic vision and as such subverts certain
impositions that have been placed on our bodies.

Renegotiation: Hosting a Para Site
In this project of renegotiating body boundaries parody is used by the theorists I refer to,
the artists I use, as well as by myself. As these renegotiations continue into the twenty first
century, my concern is that the parody, as well as other strategies that are used, will not
parasitically feed off bodies, but will rather create para sites where lived bodies can rest and
dwell. The task of renegotiation is not only a difficult one, but a tiresome one too, and sites of
rest need to be made available along the way. A deconstruction of categories such as gender, race
and humanness cannot occur overnight, nor will it occur at the same pace for everyone.
Throughout the process then, different people and cultures will reach different stages at different
times and, as such, what is needed is different neighborly sites, contextual social responsibility as
well as a mythical vision that is flexible in its perception of renegotiation. Only then will our
lived bodies be honored as we struggle through the perplexing process of boundary bargaining.
In Erring Mark C. Taylor describes deconstruction as an irrevocably marginal and
necessarily parasitic discourse as it relies on the continuing existence of its host. As such,
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deconstructive writing is always, “paradoxical, double, duplicitous, excentric, improper... errant.
Calling into question the very notion of propriety, the language of deconstruction can posses no
t

n

final or proper meaning. It remains transitional” . While there is an inevitable, gluttonous
feeding off the host body (similar to an Hegelian Master/Slave dialectic), my hope is that,
through renegotiation, erring and yet hospitable beings might play host to other bodies that need
a para site, no matter how transitional, paradoxical or wavering it might be. Instead of having
unwelcome guests lodged under the skin, such sites might earnestly provide lodging for the
wandering and the lost, a place of rest where bodies do not need to be counted.

“Will the Real Body Please Stand Up?”
As we proceed into the new millenium real bodies may not stand up. Not because they are
being policed and are not allowed to be counted, but rather because they may simply not exist.
We may no longer know if they are real or not. We may no longer know what it means to be real.
This is where renegotiation begins.
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1Allucquere Rosanne Stone, "Will the Real Body Please Stand Up?" Internet version, pl3
2 Donna Haraway, Modest Witness@.Second Millenium. FemaleMan© Meets OncoMouse™. p215.
3 Lakoff, George, Women. Fire and Dangerous Things, cited in Battersby, p31.
4 See, for example, Anne McClintock’s description of King Solomon’s Caves in Imperial Leather: Race. Gender and
Sexuality in the Colonial Contest.
5 Mark C. Taylor makes this distinction between parasite and para-site in his book Erring: A Postmodern A/theology.
Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1984.
6 This, o f course, does not mean than many don’t still resist gender as a constructed category, nor does it necessarily
mean that gender will win the race, so to speak, o f the deconstruction o f categorical impositions. The reason I
suggest that the deconstruction o f gender is further ahead than the deconstruction o f race is that (as a gross
generalization) western feminism has already gone through the stage o f arguing for an essence that emphasizes
particularities and differences. (Of course, as I will discuss in Chapter 3, the challenge that western feminism now
faces is how to resist imposing its “achievements” onto other cultures). However, racial theory (again as a gross
generalization) is still at the point where it is beneficial to argue for the maintenance o f “essential” differences due to
numerous imperialist hangovers.
7 Mark C. Taylor, Erring: A Postmodern A/theology. plO.
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Chapter

1

Performative Bodies:
The Parodic Parody of
Luce Irigaray and Cindy Sherman

Introduction
Just as bodily surfaces are enacted as the natural,
so these surfaces can become the site o f a dissonant
and denaturalized performance that reveals the
performative status o f the natural itself.

Judith Butler, Gender Trouble

In Gender Trouble Butler rigorously questions the notion of a body prior to discourse that
is rendered as a passive medium and is signified by an external cultural inscription. She argues
that such a notion has Christian and Cartesian precedents which discriminate against the
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materiality of the body. By using the example of drag, Butler describes the performative body as
that which does not just parody an original, but which parodies the very idea of an original:
The notion o f gender parody defended here does not assume that there is an original
which such parodic identities imitate. Indeed, the parody is o f the very notion of an
original; just as the psychoanalytic notion o f gender identification is constituted by a
fantasy o f a fantasy, the transfiguration o f an Other who is always already a “figure”
in that double sense, so gender parody reveals that the original identity after which
gender fashions itself is an imitation without an original.1

This double parody is very important in the interpretation of Luce Irigaray’s philosophy as well
as Cindy Sherman’s photography2. Both Irigaray and Sherman have, I submit, used performative
bodies in their underlying methodologies, and both have, in many ways, been misunderstood
precisely because of this deployment. They call for readings which radically shake up the
relationship between the “imitation” and the “original,” and which complicate the notion of
referentiality. In this chapter I will lay out the methodologies of Irigaray and Sherman in relation
to Butler’s performative body and, in so doing, will attempt to show how these methodologies
help to renegotiate body boundaries and to question the categorical imposition of gender.
Perhaps the most significant aspect of Irigaray’s methodology is her use of mimesis.
While a fair amount has been published on this subject, it is, I submit, important to understand
her mimesis in terms of Butler’s performativity, an understanding that pushes Irigaray’s mimesis
beyond masquerade and beyond the mimetic realignment of the original and the natural. Irigaray
deploys a mimesis that is extremely seductive, and which, as such, exposes her to enormous risk.
By taking the risk o f being interpreted and labeled as essentialist Irigaray pushes beyond the
Essentialist/Constructivist construct with her performative, vulvamorphic logic. Dispelling the
notions of either-or, same or opposite, Irigrary denies a body prior to discourse. Her
vulvamorphic body materializes itself, producing a resilience that matters. A good example of

12

Performative Bodies

Irigaray’s resilience and renegotiation is her reappropriation of Platonic chora, where she
unsettles any reference to origin and nature. Not only does Irigaray parody this Platonic origin,
but she also parodies the very notion of an origin.
Cindy Sherman also parodies the concept of an essentially female body and even of an
essentially human body. Her performative bodies stubbornly refuse to be connected to an origin
and, as such, she produces a corporeal resistance where her body/bodies exceed the limits of
essentialism versus constructivism, inside versus outside, and original versus imitation.

Irigaray’s Methodological Use O f Mimetic Bodies

Seduction at Play

Philosophical m astery... cannot simply be approached head on,
nor simply within the realm o f the philosophical itself.
Thus it was necessary to deploy other languages...
so that something o f the feminine as the limit o f
the philosophical might finally be heard.

Irigaray, This Sex Which Is Not One

Seldom has any philosopher critiqued “philosophical mastery” with such creative
complexity, such nimbleness and such sensuality, as has Irigaray. Not only does she deploy other
“languages”, but indeed other roles and faces as well. Believing the head-on approach to be
futile, she “romances the philosophers”3 of the Western Philosophical Tradition. She seduces
them and plays at being the “philosopher’s wife”4. However, never tying the nuptial knot, she
admits to doing all that is left open to her, that is, “to have a fling”5. In her critique she exposes
the tendencies of male philosophers to romance themselves in a mastubatory act, an act that
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hardly leads to fecundity. While male philosophers have posited themselves as the leading
characters o f the Western Philosophical Drama, Irigaray plays at/with these leading characters,
often blurring the distinction between “playing”, or the doubling of “playing at playing”. While
she willingly meets male philosophers on their own ground, she never allows them, or herself, to
stand on solid ground, as she continuously destabilizes any attempts at a fixed philosophical
position. It is in the gaps, the lacunae of the philosophical discourse that Irigaray implants her
subversive behavior, behavior that invites a multiplicity of knowledge where rational-conceptual
knowing is no longer valorized. It is in these gaps that she proposes to, “turn everything upside
down, inside out, back to front. Rock it with radical convulsion”6. It is in these gaps that Irigaray
tantalizes the philosopher and the reader with her seductive outcry.

Mimicry’s Outcry
Irigaray’s mimicry is an outcry in different ways. On the one hand it is a literal crying out,
a clamor which, in its upheaval, “amounts to a collective repossession by women of the images
and representations o f “Woman” as they have been coded in language, culture, science,
knowledge, and discourse and consequently internalized in the heart, mind, body, and lived
experience of women”7. Her mimicry is a textual and political strategy that calls for
countergenealogies, genealogies of new bodies and materializing fleshes. On the other hand, it is
also an outcry, in that it disavows the notion of an “origin” to genealogies. Rather than a
genealogy that begins at one point but which goes in a different direction, Irigaray calls for a
performative genealogy whose “origin” is performative itself. As such, her mimicry becomes an
outcry even to many women, who, feeling the seduction of Irigaray’s mimicry, simultaneously
flinch in the face of multiple risks: the risk of decentralization with the decoding of what has
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become so internalized; the risk of producing a countergenealogy without one “origin”, and the
risk o f being swallowed up by precisely what one sets out to expose.
Both in crying out and in simultaneously producing an outcry, Irigaray takes on languages
and voices that effectively cannot be hers, but instead of taking over these voices she points
towards a disruptive mimetic moment where the space of the other/s is temporarily occupiable.
In This Sex Which Is Not One, Irigaray describes her own strategy of mimesis:
One must assume the feminine role deliberately. Which means already to convert a form of
subordination into an affirmation, and thus to begin to thwart it... To play with mimesis is
thus, for a woman, to try to recover the place o f her exploitation by discourse, without
allowing herself to be simply reduced to it. It means to resubmit herself - in as much as she
is on the side o f the “perceptible”, o f “matter” - to “ideas”, in particular to ideas about
herself that are elaborated in/by a masculine logic, but so as to make “visible”, by effect of
playful repetition, what was supposed to remain invisible: the cover up of the possible
operation o f the feminine in language. It also means to “unveil” the fact that, if women are
such good mimics, it is because they are not simply resorbed in this function. They also
remain elsewhere8.

While mimesis in Irigaray has generally been understood as a parodic mode of discourse
designed to deconstruct misogyny, Naomi Schor suggests that there is another aspect to this
notoriously polysemic term which comes close to Derridian paleonymy: “the occasional
maintenance of the old name in order to launch a new concept”9. This mimesis, unlike the “old”
mimesis of many feminisms often referred to as masquerade, calls for a, “transvaluation rather
than a repudiation o f the discourse of misogyny”10, a much riskier business according to Schor. It
lies beyond masquerade, and recalling the original Platonic mimesis that pertains to a doubling, it
tries to emerge from within, rather than just indicate a reversal. It goes beyond a deconstructive
reading of phallocentricism, and does more than denaturalize and expose phallocentricism. Schor
refers to this mimesis as a positivity, a joyful reappropriation which, according to Elizabeth
Weed, allows Schor to breathe scandal back into Irigaray". Such positivity is scandalous in that
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it spells essentialism, at least in the old-style antiessentialism debate. So Schor tantalizes this old
debate as she flirts with it momentarily before she dispels it. The celebratory positivity of
Irigaray’s mimesis, however, is not a positivity in phallomorphic terms. Rather it is a playful,
slippery positivity that slips between ones fingers before it can be surveyed.
It is extremely important to keep Irigaray’s strategies in mind, and it is precisely when her
strategies have not been taken seriously or have not been understood, that she is quickly accused
of an essentialism that subordinates women and rules out homosexuality. In her book, This Sex
Which Is Not One, Irigaray specifically refers to the female sex and woman as multiple, and,
playing on Irigaray’s title, Schor’s essay, “This Essentialism Which Is Not One”, refers to
“essentialism” as multiple. As Schor argues, antiessentialism essentializes essentialism, by
positing a singular essentialism, an essence of essentialism. She suggests that, “If we are to move
beyond the sterile conflict over essentialism, we must begin by deessentializing essentialism, for,
no more than deconstruction, essentialism is not one” . In order to read Irigaray it is vitally
important not to get caught up in what is loosely termed the biological, and more importantly not
to take this “biological” as a confirmed biological absolute. As Jane Gallop admits in Thinkinp
Through the Body, one is very easily seduced by Irigaray’s “anatomical reference”, but, instead
of being seduced into an essentialist reading, Gallop very poignantly discloses Irigaray’s
language o f biological essentialism as a rhetorical strategy, a strategy which plays with the
performativity of her bodies.

Vulvamorphic Mimesis
In her chapter, “Lip Service”, Gallop warns us not to take Irigaray too literally by pointing
out that the sex which is one - male and the singular penis - does not refer literally to the penis,
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but rather to the phallomorphic conception of male genitals which is a unitary perception. (Note
that there is no talk of testicles - plural). She argues that Irigaray uses anatomical reference to
expose a phallomorphic logic, and to throw light on a multiple vulvomorphic logic, which,
similarly, is not predestined by anatomy, but is already a symbolic interpretation o f that anatomy.
What Irigaray is doing then, is constructing anatomy. She is creating a body through a poiesis.
This does not, however, mean that there are no extratextual bodies, for, in order to perceive the
effect of the construction, “real”, but still multiple bodies, are inevitably referred to outside of the
text. Irigaray herself makes this connection between female sexuality and modem textuality as
she writes, “Thus woman does not have one sex...Her sexuality, always at least double, is plural
still. Like culture wants to be now? Like texts are written now?”13.
One might nevertheless wonder at the seemingly contradictory notion o f a construction
that has an extratextual reference, of a postmodern poetics that has a referential gesture, but it is
precisely this contradiction, argues Gallop, that makes it possible to glimpse a way out:
Modernity generally couples plurality with the credo that language is nonreferentail.
Polyvalence makes it impossible to know what a sign refers to, in any simple way. In
Irigaray’s text, however, a referential illusion stubbornly clings to plurality. And
illusory though it might be - since this is only a texture o f signifiers, as slippeiy as any
- the effect of this illusion is to point the reader outside the text, extending the
(post)modemist gesture to a realm considered to be at the antipodes of culture, the
female genitals. 14

In Irigaray’s body poetics, she describes the female body and female genitalia as
manifold, rather than fitting into the phallo-logic of either-or, same or opposite. The female
genitals are neither just a clitoris (phallic-same), or just a vagina (phallic-opposite), or just a
receptacle (castrated hole), just as the pleasure derived from one does not have to be mutually
exclusive of any other/s. Instead, Irigaray goes beyond this either-or and plays on the idea of the
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already plural labia - the lips that are always touching and always kissing. If one were to take this
anatomical reference too literally, one would certainly be confused by Irigaray’s “inscription of
female autoeroticism”, as Gallop calls it. For, the two lips, labia majora and labia minora, are
not generally recognized as autoerotic simply by always touching. In “Lip Service”, Gallop
submits that one should hold onto a troubled referentiality, as a simple, untroubled referentiality
is not only unpoetic, but ultimately politically conservative,
... because it cannot recognize that the reality to which it appeals is a traditional
ideological construction, whether one terms it phallomorphic, or metaphysical. Chbourgeois, or something else. The politics of experience is inevitably a conservative
politics, for it cannot help but conserve traditional ideological constructs which are not
recognized as such but are taken for ‘real’15.

By hanging onto a troubled referentiality, then, Irigaray circumvents essentialist
accusations and allows the body, her constructed, poetic body to continuously cross the borders
of preconceived body notions. She gives this body its own resilience, which allows it to subvert
traditional ideological constructs that are taken as “real”. Instead of being posited as mere matter,
she allows this body to matter and allows its resilience to materialize. In the next section I will
discuss Judith Butler’s materialization of matter, which is, I submit, a necessary underpinning of
Irigaray’s bodies. I will then use the example of chora to show how Irigrary frees it from its
metaphysical lodgings, allowing it to occupy a different place with different political aims.

Resilience that Matters
I deliberately refer here to Judith Butler’s book, Bodies that Matter, because the
connotations that she explores seem to resonate with my concept of the resilient body. By
referring to bodies that matter, Butler refers to bodies that actually materialize, and, she argues, it
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is precisely this principle o f materialization that “matters” to bodies. To allow for this
materialization which can open up a genealogy of matter or a genealogy o f flesh, one has to
disturb what matters to irreducible concepts of matter. Butler constantly questions why we
presume materiality and constructedness to necessarily be oppositional notions:
I want to ask how and why materiality has become a sign o f irreducibility, that is,
how is it that the materiality o f sex is understood as that which only bears cultural
constructions and, therefore, cannot be a construction? What is the status o f this
exclusion? ... What occupies this site o f unconstructed materiality?16

Instead of seeing the body as always posited, always prior and always signified, Butler sees
“irreducible” materiality as already constructed through a problematic gendered matrix. She
argues that if the body, which is signified as prior to signification is actually an effect of that
signification, then the claim that signs are mimetic of bodies is refuted. Instead she suggests that
the body is productive, constitutive and even performative. This performative body picks up on
the powers of creation that come through in Butler’s reading of the Greek word for matter, hyle
and the Latin word for matter, materia. Hyle refers to the wood or timber out of which various
cultural constructions are made, but it also refers to a principle of origin, a development and a
teleology. Both hyle and materia are in some sense temporalized, as they possess the ability to go
beyond their point of origin and recreate themselves.
This performative body materializes itself, producing new genealogies of flesh. Butler
proposes, then, a “return to the notion of matter, not as site, but as a process of materialization
that stabilizes over time to produce the effect of boundary, fixity, and surface we call matter”17.
In positing this “fixity” as an effect, rather than a concrete verity, Butler opens up greater
possibilities for resilience that matters. This resilience matters to bodies precisely in its ability to
materialize itself. Its pliability and elasticity is more than just the ability to jump back to its
original position/state, more than a stretched elastic band being able to spring back into shape
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when released. Rather it is a resilience that has the potential to change form, to spring “back” to a
new position, a new state/status. Elizabeth Grosz captures this notion so well in her title, Volatile
Bodies, as volatility implies a fleetiness, a temporality where the original state is not to be
resumed. It implies an unstable, erratic body that continually threatens to evaporate or explode.
This resilience that matters becomes a volcanic resilience, a volcanic body that not only threatens
to erupt and to cause possible destruction, but also holds the potential for rejuvenation and new
growth with the spilling o f its volcanic ash, the spilling of a new fertility. Perhaps one can speak,
then, o f volcanic matter. Matter which, in its performativity, seems to be stable ground upon
which one can walk, but which veils the many cracks and substances beneath its surface/s. It is
these cracks that, one day, will cause an eruption, not only of the matter itself, but of our
preconceived notions o f what that might be, and it is this eruption that can rejuvenate not only
our preconceptions o f matter, but matter itself. Irigaray takes up this materializing, volcanic
matter of exuberance in her discussion of chora, shaking up founding notions of femininity as
well as female corporeality.

Reappropriating Chora
In Irigaray’s performative reading of chora she plays on and goes beyond Plato’s chora,
which regulates women to the position of support or the precondition of the masculine. Plato
suggests that, “We may indeed use the metaphor of birth and compare the receptacle to the
mother, the model to the father, and what they produce between them to the offspring”18. He sets
up the Perfect World of Reason against the imperfect world of materiality, and tries to use chora
as an intermediary category whose function is to explain the passage from the Perfect to the
imperfect, from Form to reality, from the Original to the copy. This chora, however, becomes
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impossible to characterize, as its quality is to be without a quality, and it is eternally open to the
specificity o f whatever concrete it brings into existence. Plato describes this chora as,
“.. .invisible and formless, all-embracing, possessed in a most puzzling way of intelligibility, yet
very hard to grasp”1 . In order for matter to be a copy of Form (albeit an imperfect copy), it has to
depend on the minimalized contributions of the chora (receptacle/nurse/mother) in the genesis of
becoming. Chora is only allowed to anonymously support, surround and incubate, and is not
allowed to leave any trace o f its imprint, or identity, forcing it into a position of being identityless. Elizabeth Grosz describes Plato’s chora as follows:
Neither something nor yet nothing, chora is the condition for the genesis of the material
world, the screen onto which is projected the image of the changeless Forms, the space onto
which the Form’s duplicate or copy is cast, providing the point o f entry, as it were, into
material existence. The material object is not simply produced by the Form(s), but also
resembles the original, a copy whose powers of verisimilitude depend upon the neutrality,
the blandness, the lack of specific attributes o f its “nursemaid”.

Such a chora produces a founding concept o f femininity, which is completely disconnected from
women and female corporeality. Plato finds no need to acknowledge the incubator, leaving it
disembodied with no self-possession and no identity. It has to support all materiality, but has no
materiality of its own. It brings being into becoming, and yet it is neither being, nor has any
potential for becoming. Plato’s chora is a non-mappable space. According to Grosz, Irigaray
displays a feminist reading of chora, which reappropriates its maternal dimension. It also
couterposes the Derridean reading and use of Platonic chora which, in attempting to keep chora
within a general “deconstructive reading”, merely allows chora to become a term to disturb the
logos of text, similar to Derrida’s other terms “trace”, “supplement”, “remainder” etc.
For Irigaray the remnant of the feminine survives in the inscriptional space, the specular
surface, and it is this inscriptional space that appears in Plato’s Timaeus as receptacle

21

Performative Bodies

(hypodoche) or chora. According to Plato this chora has to remain changeless: she “must always
be the same, for inasmuch as she always receives all things, she never departs at all from her own
nature (dynamis) and never, in any way, assumes a form (eilephes) like that of any thing which
enters into her.. .”20. While chora’s function, then, is to receive, it can be no proper shape and is
not actually a body. It is not allowed to resemble the form: “There is a prohibition on
resemblance (mimeta), which is to say that this nature cannot be said to be like either the eternal
Forms or their material, sensible, or imaginary copies”21. Chora, then, has no “nature” itself, and
therefore, according to Plato, we cannot even know it by analogy or metaphor, as this would
presuppose a likeness between that nature and a human form. Derrida, for example, agrees with
this and goes on to suggest that the chora cannot be collapsed into association with the feminine,
whereas Kristeva does allow for a collapse between the chora and the feminine. Irigaray,
however, seems to agree with Derrida, but does, I suggest, go further than this in her mimicry
where she plays at playing, producing a type of double mimesis. Not only does she parody the
“nature” of the form that matter is to imitate, but she parody’s the very concept of an original and
an imitation. Butler projects the thoughts that might be behind Irigaray’s writing when she says,
I

will not be a poor copy in your system, but I will resemble you nevertheless by miming

the textual passages through which you construct your system and showing that what
cannot enter it is already inside it (as its necessary outside), and I will mime and repeat
the gestures o f your operation until this emergence of the outside within the system calls
into question its systematic closure and it pretension to be self-grounding.22

Through mimesis and through a continual citing o f Plato, Irigaray gets beyond this prohibition on
resemblance, but, simultaneously, she refuses the very notion of resemblance as copy. As Butler
continues,
This is citation, not as enslavement or simple reiteration o f the original, but as an
insubordination that appears to take place within the very terms o f the original, and
that calls into question the power o f origination that Plato appears to claim for
himself Her miming has the effect o f repeating the origin only to displace that origin
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as an origin.23

So by displacing Plato’s displacement of the maternal, Irigaray shows, in the example of the
chora, that the origin is a mere effect, thereby presenting her bodies as performative. Through
her methodology she shakes up the relationship between the “original” and the “imitation”,
allowing the resilience o f her bodies to come through and to free themselves from their
prescribed metaphysical lodgings. In the next section I will argue that it is a similar
methodology that photographer Cindy Sherman deploys, as she too, uses a double parody to
question the very idea of an origin in the multiple characters that she takes on.

Cindy Sherman’s Methodological Use Of Performative Bodies
Butler’s parodic, performative body which complicates the relationship of the copy to the
original, does, I submit, provide a springboard for a successful interpretation of Cindy Sherman’s
photographs. While it is almost exclusively accepted that Sherman’s photographs are, in one way
or another, about performance, they are less widely accepted as performative. Butler’s
interrogation into the “originality” of the “original” plays an important role in Sherman’s
relationship to the “original”. Cindy Sherman has a number of different series of photographs
which have been categorized by Rosalind Krauss and others as the Film Stills (Untitled), the
Rear Screen Projections, the Centerfolds, the Fashion Series, the Fairy Tales, Disaster Series,
History Portraits and the Sex Pictures. While Sherman appears in most of her own works, she
does not produce self-portraits. In fact she has argued that she does not see herself in the
photographs at all. Instead she takes on a multitude of other identities, which Herbert Muschamp
sees as a protest against,

. .a restrictive quota that would insist, One self per person, please”24.

However, based on Sherman’s own response I think she goes further than Muschamp’s
suggestion: instead o f just taking on multiple selves, she seems to transform into other characters
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to the point that no self remains at all.

The Woman I Know: Cindy Sherman’s Film Stills
Her earliest series o f photographs Film Stills (Untitled), 1977-1980, have generally been
interpreted as a masquerade o f femininity found in classic film noir o f the 1950s and 1960s. This
series consists o f sixty-nine black and white photographs where Sherman herself takes on the
roles of different women: the voluptuous librarian, Untitled Film Still #13, 1978 [Fig.l], the
nervous career woman, Untitled Film Still #23, 1978 [Fig.2], the innocent girl next door, Untitled
Film Still #47, 1979 [Fig.3], the board, but sexy housewife, Untitled Film Still # 3 ,1979 [Fig.4],
the unfortunate victim of domestic violence, Untitled Film Still #30, 1979 [Fig.5], the selfabsorbed woman posing in front of the mirror, Untitled Film Still #2, 1977 [Fig.6], or the lady of
leisure without a care in the world, Untitled Film Still #9, 1978 [Fig.7]. In each picture there is
the suggestion of a story which has momentarily been frozen, and, of course, in describing the
pictures as I have above, I have taken the liberty to fill in my own version of the story. Often
there is the suggestion o f another character in the story that stands just outside the picture frame,
producing a sense o f anxiety or self-consciousness in many of the pictures. Each of these
characters are being watched by other characters who are themselves being watched. Most
viewers look at these works with a sense of recognition, a recognition that plays itself out on two
levels. On one level many viewers “recognize” the enacted code of “femininity”, be it in
themselves or in someone else, and on the other level many viewers claim to “recognize” the
movie from which the scene comes. In one way or another each of the women become The
Woman I Know. A sense of deja-vu is often experienced: It is a scene from a movie I once saw, it
is a scene from my own life that I once experienced. Many early critics went as far as to actually
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name some of the movies and roles that Sherman enacted.
As Rosalind Krauss argues, such criticism relies too heavily on the discovery of a single
signified:
Almost all o f this criticism is a rush to the signified: I don’t mean all the incredibly
dumb articles written by male critics; I mean that written by most feminist critics too.
It sees her work in terms of the characters of the film stills, the start, even the
actresses, the various types o f abused women. Almost none o f these critics imagines
that Cindy Sherman is an artist who constructs those images - that the signified might
be a function o f how she in fact constructs them.25

In other words, many people take Sherman’s works as a parodic masquerade, a mocking
imitation which has an original. They presume that the constructed film still derives from an
original movie, and that it mocks the constructed femininity therein as deviation from the female
nature. However, if one were to interpret the women in Sherman’s photographs as performative
bodies, there would be no original movies, just as there would be no original femaleness. The
question of fabrication becomes very important in Sherman’s work as she not only copies a film
still which is already an enacted copy of life, but she pretends to copy of film still (which is
already an enacted copy o f life) which does not exist. What does this say about masquerade and
mimicry, for, to disguise or mask something, implies the assumption that there is something to
disguise, there is a “reality” to hide? In Butler’s reading of Lacan and women’s inevitable
masquerading o f the Phallus, she presents two more complicated forms of masquerade, which
can have seemingly reverse effects. On the one hand Butler suggests that masquerade can reduce
all “being” to a form o f appearance, if, indeed, the “being”, the ontological specification of the
Phallus is masquerade. However, on the other hand she submits that, “...masquerade suggests
that there is a “being” or ontological specification of femininity prior to the masquerade, a
• •
•
,
feminine desire or demand that is masked and capable of disclosure...” . While Butler does
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claim that these two possibilities of masquerade are not necessarily mutually exclusive, it seems
as if her emphasis on fabrication would render the former consequence of masquerade as more
probable. However, Suiter’s own concept of performativity goes much further than masquerade,
and similarly, I agree with Rosalind Krauss who argues that Sherman, too, goes beyond mere
masquerade. In terms of the fabrication of essence and identity Butler asserts the following:
According to the understanding o f identification as an enacted fantasy or incorporation,
however, it is clear that coherence is desired, wished for, idealized, and that this
idealization is an effect o f a corporeal signification. In other words, acts, gestures, and
desire produce the effect on an internal core or substance but produce this on the
surface o f the body, through the play o f signifying absences that suggest, but never
reveal, the organizing principle o f identity as a cause. Such acts, gestures, enactments,
generally construed, are performative in the sense that the essence or identity that they
otherwise purport to express are fabrications manufactured and sustained through
corporeal signs and other discursive means.27

The idea of fabrication becomes more explicit in Sherman’s series of History Portraits where the
“essence” or “identity” that she pretends to refer to is displayed more visibly as a fabrication than
in the Film Stills (Untitled). However, as we shall see, a phallocentric logic still prevails in the
hunt for an original source.

The Master Copy: Cindy Sherman’s History Portraits
[T]here is a subversive laughter in the pastiche-effect o f
parodic practices in which the original, the authentic,
and the real are them selves constituted as effects.

Judith Butler, Gender Trouble.

Sherman’s series of history portraits is a good example of her use of pastiche and her
relationship to the “original”. She produced thirty-five portraits of historical figures during the
period of 1988-1990, many of which are “recognizable” as people previously represented in
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“High Art” paintings made by the “Great Masters” Nattier, David, Ingres, Raphael and others.
Untitled #216, 1989, [Fig.8] is thought to be a copy of the French painter Jean Fouquet’s
“Madonna of Melus”, and it is believed that the Madonna has been modeled on Agnes Sorel,
Charles VII’s favorite mistress. In the photograph Sherman portrays herself as a Madonna/mother
figure who holds her child at an excessively safe distance from her protruding, and obviously
prosthetic breast, while, as Angela Smith claims, “her jouissant gaze is directed down and away
from the child”28. Smith reads the image as a parody of maternal threat/distance/jouissance that
works to display the way in which phantasmatic and misogynist notions of motherhood have
constructed the maternal body, including the breast, in a way that revolves around the (male)
child rather than the mother herself. According to Sachiko Osaki, Sherman mocks what was
considered to be ideal beauty o f the time:
Sherman makes particular note of this anatomical ignorance o f the female body as
seen in French late medieval paintings, fully emphasizing the globular, almost
grapefruit-like breast, and thus successfully exposes the historical reality o f the
unnatural distortion o f the female body. 29

In other portraits it seems as if Sherman has cited exact poses from the original paintings, such as
the painting of Raphael’s lover, “La Forarina”. In Osaki’s essay, “Cindy Sherman’s History
Portraits”, he initially points out that the “originals” that Sherman chose are not particularly
famous or well known works, and that they are therefore intended for an advanced audience with
an excellent knowledge o f art history. He cites Arthur C. Danto to support this claim: “By
contrast the implied audience for the old master portrait has gone to college, studied art history,
traveled to Paris and Rome, has eaten sushi, can buy fresh pasta at the supermarket”30. Osaki
goes on to add that because Sherman does not choose particularly famous paintings to “copy”,
there is, “extremely little parody o f the source work in Sherman’s works”. This, he says, is
because, in her case,
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...the majority o f viewers do not have a clear image of the referenced source work, and
the process o f comparing her work with the source work is thus difficult. It goes without
saying that parody works through the act of being able to compare the imitated with the
imitation. Thus the more famous the source work, the more universal the sense of
parody, the higher the effect.31

He then refers to the absurd statement by Danto that even the great art historian Robert
Rosenblum was only able to identify the sources for five of the thirty-five History Portraits, as if
sending out the “experts” to hunt down the “source” were an effectual assignment.
Although Osaki later admits that he fell into Sherman’s snare, his initial ideas regarding
the search for the original source that Sherman “copied”, is extremely problematic, and relates
back to Butler’s notion o f performativity versus mere performance. Just as Butler’s performative
body parodies the very concept o f an original source, so do Cindy Sherman’s History Portraits
parody the concept of the original portrait embedded in History. Realizing that his initial reading
rushed to a single signified, Osaki ends his essay by suggesting that Sherman does not actually
copy any original, but rather that she produces a simulation, and he refers to this as Simulation
Art. By doing so, he does not, I believe, go far enough in dispelling the notion of an original, for,
a simulation still implies the idea o f imitation and duplication. Sherman’s work is far more
radical than that; it is productive and constitutive as it unsettles the “original” picture, the
“original” self and the “original” body. Like Irigaray, she plays at playing and, using a
vulvamorphic logic she holds onto an incredibly irresolute referentiality. She reconceptualizes
identity as an effect, as something that is produced and generated, realizing the impossibility of
embodying the “real” or the “natural”, as these ontological locales are essentially uninhabitable.
In her latest series, the Sex Pictures, Sherman takes the phantasmatic construction of the “real”
into the realm of the sexual, where the “sexually factic” operates on the level of cultural
inscription. She also pushes the notion of fabrication further as prosthetic devises almost
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completely replace the “real” body.

The Prosthetic Truth: Cindy Sherman’s Sex Pictures
The “real” and the “sexually factic” are phantasmatic
constructs - illusions o f substance - that bodies are compelled
to approximate, but never can. What, then, enables the exposure o f the
rift between the phantasmatic and the real whereby the
real admits itself as phantasmatic?

Judith Butler, Gender Trouble

In this series produced in 1992, Sherman pushes the artificial and the inscripted surface to
the foreground, as she uses mannequins, medical models of body parts and prosthetics to
construct her bodies, which perform the indecent, the licentious and the taboo. (See Untitled
#250, 1992 [Fig.9], Untitled #263, 1992 [FiglO], and Untitled #264,1992 [Fig. 11]). Among this
collection is a mannequin from a medical supplier known as “Patient Michael” which has
anatomically accurate, interchangeable male and female genitals. After witnessing the intentional
display of (plastic) sexual organs, gaping holes and obscene juxtapositions, as well as the ruthless
display of dismemberment, the viewer is left with a sense of discomfort, perplexity and revolt,
but perhaps, too, with an uncanny sense of fascination. While Sherman produces a spectacle of
menacing artificial flesh, she infuses desire with dread and dis-ease, and, according to Jan
Avgikos, situates the work more insistently in the locale of horror than of erotica32. What does
this move to prosthetic flesh do to our reading of the body/bodies, and, similarly, what does it do
to our defining of the pornographic? In these works Sherman goes one step further in parodying
the very concept of the original, the essence of the human body. While the more explicit use of
fabrication might suggest a less complicated relationship of the “copy” to the “original” in the
sense that one might presume that the attempt to imitate the “real” must be diminished, it does,
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on the other hand, push further the question of fabrication in terms of the original, and more
specifically in this case, the fabrication of desire and sexuality. As Amelia Arenas asserts in her
essay “Afraid of the Dark”,

. .if these obviously artificial things manage to scare us, it is

because our sexual experience of what is “real” is intricately bound up with what we make up”33.
It could then be precisely the artificiality o f these bodies that allows us to see visions of our
unspeakable imaginings as we recognize the artificial in our fantasies.
In Untitled #258, 1992, [Fig. 12] a (female?) mannequin lies face down with her buttocks
in the air exposing a deep cavity as anus and vagina merge into one engulfing, swallowing
cavern. Some critics, such as Angela Smith, describe this work as engaging with the Lacanian
dictum of Woman as Lack, which thus:
...circulates around these motifs of lack, literalizing the phantasmatic construction of
Woman as simultaneously, on the one hand, the Masquerade that seeks to signify the
power o f the Phallus that she cannot possess, thus affirming the power o f Man, and, on
the other hand, the threat as gaping hole, of the encroachment o f nothingness, death,
decay, on the ostensibly unified self.34

My reading of this image, however, is closer to Nick Chapman’s reading where the mannequin is
neither necessarily female, nor heterosexual. Chapman suggests that while the image could be a
pun on Woman’s lack, there are no overt markers of gender that allow, or even compel the
viewers to construct the gender and sexual orientation of the image themselves:
The image engages the complex interplay of gender with sexuality, as well as perhaps
foregrounding the sexuality of the viewer, since the vacancy o f the hole might be filled in,
or “fleshed out”, differently depending on the gender and sexual orientation of the viewer.
A gay male viewer might readily identify the figure as male and the hole as an anus,
forcing us to consider the role o f gender and sexual-object choice determining our readings
o f these images.35

Not only does Sherman set up transverse distinctions between male and female, but also
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between inside and outside, and between active and passive. She forces the viewer into an active
construction o f the sexual scene as the camera’s angle and the mannequin’s position implicate
the viewer as potential penetrator and partner. As Chapman suggests, Sherman therefore mimics
hard core pornography’s efforts to include the viewer in its scenario. Not only does Sherman
parody the construction of gender, and, as an example might parody the construction of Woman
as Lack, but she also parodies the very concept of an outside itself. There is no outside beyond
her “representative” constructions that is any more “real” or “true” than the plastic surfaces of her
prosthetic dummies or the dark holes that disrupt these surfaces. Her performative bodies play
with this “outside”, just as they play with the “original” and the “real”, and they no longer feel
compelled to approximate the illusions of substance that surround sexually phantasmatic
constructs.

Conclusion

“Will the Real Body Please Stand Up?”

Through the methodological use of parodic parody both Irigaray and Sherman have
renegotiated the long-standing boundary between male and female by parodying the concept of
original maleness or original femaleness. This does not, however, mean that a utopic vision of
deconstructed gender can necessarily be experienced in everyday life. For one, many still
embrace the concept of gender as a natural biological fact and, as such, stereotypical gender
expectations continue to plague both men and women, and continue to discriminate against most
women. For another, renegotiation is still in process. In the future new ways will be found to talk
about sexual bodies, and, while “definitions” and “categories” carry an inevitable violence in that
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they create an in/out situation, hopefully our new ways of talking about bodies and sexuality will
be less harmful and less definitive.

The real female or male body of the new millenium may not stand up.
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Chapter

2

Pervious Bodies:
Skin Slippage in Kiki Smith 9s Sculpture

Introduction
When failure, mortality, catastrophe, noise, unpredictability, loss of control,
contingency and the nonorganic become the predominant components
of the body, that means that a major redefinition of subjectivity
is at stake, a redefinition that seeks to shift the concept of
the subject as pure presence towards a concept of the subject as
container and content, sealed and permeable, solid and liquid,
presence and absence, pattern and randomness.
Christine Ross, “Body Noise ”

A body can only be simultaneously container and content, sealed and permeable, solid
and liquid, presence and absence when slippage occurs at the skin-border. Such slippage calls for
a renegotiation of body boundaries that takes seriously abjection and exuberance in relation to
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pervious bodies and pervious constructions of categories. In an essay on Kiki Smith and Julia
Kristeva’s psychoanalytic theory of abjection, Christine Ross claims that the contemporary body
is home to a crisis of modem subjectivity where the excessive body is out of control. However,
the key to this lack of control, says Ross, is not its inevitability, but its subversiveness, not its
appearance of failed normalization, but its productive performativity.
At first glance Smith’s bodies appear to be in states of anxiety, unease and distress where
excruciating pain is often located in the skin, or lack thereof. The skin o f her bodies has often
been severed from the bone revealing repugnant, gaping flesh. No longer can this “failed” skin
contain its insides as blood, feces, tears, semen and mucous escape their custodial coverings,
rendering bodies as fragmented and betrayed. Her bodies wince and writhe in torment. As omens
of upheaval they seem to serve as a warning that something has gravely gone awry, and, as such,
they tempt the viewer to abscond. However, once the initial response of horror and trepidation
has shuddered through the viewer’s body, other signals start to emerge. A tender attractiveness
metaphorically draws in the viewer’s hand for an involuntary, momentary caress. Smith’s bodies
are touched but untouchable, seen but unseeable, experienced but inexperiencable, and, as Ross
suggests, they render ecstatic what is usually recessive.1
It is this excessiveness that posits Smith’s bodies as images of resistance where they
exceed the limits and boundaries imposed on them from constructed notions of societal norms
and values. As figures of abjection, it is important not to read these works without sensitivity to
the ambivalence o f the abject itself. Just as the abject is simultaneously repulsive and protective,
horrific and necessary, so too are Smith’s bodies simultaneously vulnerable and powerful, barren
and life-affirming. In this chapter I will examine the ambivalence of the abject in relation to body
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fluids, and will show how important it is to allow such ambivalence to bleed into interpretations
of Smith’s work and into an understanding of body resistance to categorical intrusions. I will
begin by exploring some o f the arenas that Smith resists and show how her resistance is more
composite than brash, more intriguing than obvious. I will then take a closer look at certain
theoretical issues behind the abject and the idea of body fluids as a form of resistance. Finally I
will explore Smith’s representations of fluid bodies which dramatically redefine the role of skin
and the relationship to an “outside”. As such her bodies are not just failed, empty shrouds paying
homage to their loss, but are indeed also liberated, empowered and excessive beings.

Body Abject/ Abject Bodies
The Abject: Disturbing Order
The excessiveness of Kiki Smith’s bodies relates to Kristeva’s, “exorbitant outside or
inside” , the always beyond which looms as continual threat where meaning collapses. The abject
(in psychoanalytic terms) is the first oral loathing where the child refuses the mother’s food in
order to abandon the child-mother dyad so that the child can become a subject, but it continues
beyond that too, haunting the “frontiers of identity, constantly threatening to destroy the subject’s
oneness” . Despite this continual threat, it is important to realize that Kristeva posits the abject
as a safeguard, as that which shows one what must be permanently thrust aside in order to live. In
loathing food or waste the spasms and vomiting protect, turning one away from defilement and
muck. It is also important to note that this reaction against defilement and muck is not a reaction
against actual dirt, but rather a reaction to disorder: “It is thus not lack of cleanliness or health
that causes abjection but what disturbs identity, system, order. What does not respect borders,
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positions, rules. The in-between, the ambiguous, the composite”4. It is this type of ambivalence
that Ross pinpoints as the heart of Kiki Smith’s work: “The representation of the body brings into
play the simultaneous coexistence of opposites that go beyond the simple presentation of
opposing polarities, like the fragment and the whole, order and disorder, vulnerability and
imperturbability, invitation and rejection. Everything takes place as though the meaning of the
body can only really be grasped from this series of paradoxes”5. Smith’s abject bodies and body
fragments are radically in-between, ambiguous and composite, and they certainly pay little
respect to the borders, positions and rules of modem, Western codes of acceptability. It is
precisely in the irresolute disruption of order that Kiki Smith’s works heave, spew and spit in the
face of identity and selfhood outlined by structures of power.

Kiki Smith’s Disruption of Order
The three “orders” that Smith chums up the most are the edicts of the Catholic Church, its
related masculinist search for the Holy Grail of Chastity and the mandates of modem, Western
medicine, and she does so with an amazing simultaneity of sanctity and sacrilege. Her works
have often been associated with the Catholic traditions of relic worship where miniature models
of artificial body parts are hung in churches and dedicated to Mary or saints in the hope of
healing. Smith herself mentions that,
One reference for the body parts is the reliquary. And the fluids I refer to - blood, milk
and tears - are made holy in Catholicism. And, of course, once I started making
sculptures o f whole bodies rather than just insides, my main models were dolls and
religious statues.6

Walking through one of Kiki Smith’s artshows is like going through the Stations of the Cross,
but instead of the Passion one witnesses a narrative of the human body as one encounters relics
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of ears, hands, feet, wombs and intestines. Like the Passion one finds death as well as new life,
spilled blood as well as the promise of newness implicit in wombs, sperm and placentas. Smith
also draws on what she calls the “pagan side” of Catholicism where medallions are worn to ward
off evil, candles are lit for the dead, and money is placed on religious statues in an attempt to buy
divine intervention.
In a review of the exhibition, “This is my body, this is my blood7”, Lucy R. Lippard sets
the American socio-political context in which Smith’s work is situated:
As racism, anti-Semitism, and homophobia ooze through the cracks in the disintegrating
global structures, as artists often desperately seek their places among the ruins and the
sprouts, and as the US Supreme Court hypocritically confirms a woman’s right to her
body and makes it impossible for most women to exercise that right, the theme [of the art
show] is all too timely.8

Similarly Eleanor Heartney discusses how Pat Buchanan, the far right, and Christian
fundamentalists, so often criticize artists who portray the body and bodily functions. In pointing
out that most of these artists have ties to Catholicism, she asks whether there is something about
the Catholic perspective that, “pushes certain artists toward the corporeal and the transgressive”.
She states that, “a stress on the physical body has long been a key element in Catholicism”9.
Rather than the typical Protestant idea of transcending the body in order to obtain access to the
divine, in Catholicism the human body is regarded as the vessel of divine spirit. Other objects
can also be receptacles for the divine and as such Smith says, “I’m an idol worshipper. I believe
objects hold power, that they retain the energy you put into making them. That’s why I’m an
artist”10. She also expresses her love for forms of religion: “I like churches. I don’t like dogma
but I like the physical and psychological spaces created, spaces for meditation and introspection.
I’d like to make church interiors, create all the different things. A nondenominational chapel -
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but with blood and guts”11. Smith’s friend Jane Dickson adds that, “Catholicism is a major key
to her [Smith’s] work. She has a baroque love of opulence and luxury and she’s interested in the
mortification of the flesh. She’s fascinated by jewels but also by decay”12.
Inordinate decay is breathed upon with prayers of healing, and yet one wonders if it is
healing, after all, that is being prayed for. Instead of the delicate fragrance of a rose being offered
to the Virgin Mary, Smith’s Rosary, 1995 adorns beautifully carved miniature ears curled up in
an act of silence. What type of Madonna is represented by a dismembered ear rather than a rose?
What Virgin is awarded with her own mutant flesh? Perhaps one who is originally denied her
own flesh. In Sexes and Genealogies Luce Irigaray refers to a Virgin Mary being denied her own
flesh in the Catholic Church:
Let us not wait for the god Phallus to give us his grace. The god Phallus, indeed, because even
though many people go around saying God is dead, few would question the fact that the Phallus is
alive and well. And don’t many o f the bearers o f the said phallus walk around today claiming to
be gods no less? They are everywhere, even... in the holy Roman Catholic Church where the
Holy Father the Pope believes it right to forbid us once again: contraception, abortion,
extramarital relations, homosexuality etc. And yet when the minister of that one and only God,
that God-Father, pronounces the words o f the Eucharist: “This is my body, this is my blood,”
according to the rite that celebrates the sharing o f food and that has been ours for centuries,
perhaps we might remind him that he would not be there if our body and our blood had not given
him life, love, spirit. And that he is also serving us up, we women-mothers, on his communion
plate.13

In an appeal against imposed chastity, Smith’s Virgin Mary, 1992 [Fig. 13] portrays a
completely skinned woman with naked, unguarded musculature. She stands with her arms at her
sides, palms up in a gesture o f simultaneous welcome and submission, with the veins on her arms
highlighted in silver. As a skinned and unguarded self, one would imagine her body to be seeping
and leaking uncontrollably, a typically “Female” quality designated by the impervious notions of
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masculinity. However, while her raw, unprotected flesh threatens to dissolve into chaos, it does
not. Instead of an irrepressible seepage, the flesh is held together by an invisible membrane that
keeps it in order, thus radically redefining the role of skin which is traditionally seen as container
and protector. Rather than enhancing the notion of Female as the incorrigible, random sex, the
Virgin holds herself together against all odds. Skinned, her body is “purely” permeable, and yet
the masculinist nightmares of the menacing, pervious body do not manifest themselves. This
latter-day mutant, as Ross calls her, resists the unruly fluidity foreseen of her kind as Woman,
and also resists being worshiped for a compassion that stripped her of her flesh. The Catholic
Church, as well as various masculinist ideals have held the Virgin up as an unattainable goal
where being deemed as the Guardian of Chastity has resulted in a neutered flesh.
While Smith certainly does, at times, explore the specifically female body in terms of
freeing it from the shackles of Western medicine and religious ideals, it is important to see her
work as more encompassing than a feminist agenda. As Louise Dompierre, former Curator of
The Power Plant, suggests, “Smith poses the human body as a site of re-definition”14. Instead of
excluding either sex, Smith explores, with compassion as well as with dread, the vulnerabilities
of humanity in general. In an Irigarayan fashion she posits both sexes as fluid and solid,
vulnerable and recalcitrant, fragile and strong. In an exhibition review for Art in America Eleanor
Heartney describes Smith as being,
...fascinated with the body, its fluids and its biological processes, but she does not
claim this as an essentially female response. Nor is she interested in recuperating
unappreciated female crafts. And the hints of violence and malignancy or dangerous
mysteries in her work are not designated to inflame the gender wars. As a result, Smith
escapes the didactic tendency that mars so much self-consciously feminist work.
Instead she strives for a visual poetry that unites the corporeal realm with the tangible.15

However, Smith’s work is also, in many ways, deeply personal. While it is not merely
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autobiographical it does stem from her personal experience of being female, the experience of
illness in the family and of losing her sister to AIDS, and her own experiences of birth and
growth. Apparently as a child she had the persistent notion that she had been stillborn, and
describes some o f her work as, “trying to get bom, trying to be there”16. In a humorous manner
she describes her own take on what being female means to her: “To me it’s much more scary to
be a girl in public that to talk about a digestive system. They both have so much meaning in your
life, but I’ve been punished more for being a girl than I’ve been punished for having a digestive
system”17. Perhaps, as a result, it is femininity that repulses Smith more than the abject:
It’s fimny, for different people, what comes up as frightening - where you get scared,
what’s scary to you about letting people know about you...You know, making these sort
of shit and piss and vomiting bodies I can handle, but making those kind o f femme
butterfly/flower pictures - I’m frightened o f it - It’s the internalized self-cultural hatred
of feminine stuff18.

Kiki Smith not only resists the inscriptions of religion, medical ideologies and gender
biases, but she displays a recalcitrant renegotiation of boundaries in the way that she fashions her
resistance. As such she not only represents the abject, but she uses the qualities of the abject in
her portrayals making her methods as complex as her subject matter. In this next section I will
explore the abject in further detail in preparation for a more complex reading of Smith’s works.

Fluidity as Resistance: Demythologizing Semen

Julia Kristeva: Polluting and Non-Polluting Fluids
In Volatile Bodies Elizabeth Grosz argues that socially recognized and validated
representations of female sexuality posit woman as inferior and dependent on her superior
“counterpart” - man, and that woman’s corporeality is inscribed as a mode of seepage. This
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oozing, drooling and flowing formlessness lacks a sense of order as it all too easily crosses into
the forbidden locales of danger, vulnerability and the socially unacceptable. It is this concept of
disorder and derangement that Mary Douglas calls the dirty and the impure; that which cannot
and should not be incorporated into mandated systems. However, in society this impurity has
developed into concepts way beyond mere lack of order and is more readily described as defiled,
unsanitary, indecent and base - words not unfamiliar to talk o f female corporeality. The most
obvious example of this is the association o f menstruation with shame and filth and the
inevitable bind to motherhood. As Grosz demonstrates, sperm in male puberty is regarded as a
sign o f glorious pleasures to come, whereas menstrual blood in female puberty is far from a
pleasurable experience. I still have a clear memory of arguing, as a young girl, with a schoolmate
who insisted she could not go to swimming class because she was “sick”. Although I attempted
to convince her that menstruating did not mean you were ill, she stubbornly clung to this idea of
dis-ease and shame, a notion commonly shared in our society.
According to Grosz, Kristeva tends to buy into this notion o f menstrual blood being
shameful as she distinguishes between polluting fluids and nonpolluting fluids, with menstrual
blood being, to her, a fluid o f defilement. The defiling fluids, for Kristeva, are those that elicit
reactions of abjection: excrement and menstrual blood. Semen however, is considered a
nondefiling substance:
While they always relate to corporeal orifices as to so many landmarks parcelingconstituting the body’s territory, polluting objects fall, schematically, into two types:
excremental and menstrual. Neither tears nor sperm, for instance, although they belong
to borders o f the body, have any polluting effect.19

Even if, in referring to menstrual blood, Kristeva refers to that which dismantles structured order
rather than being an inherent dirt, she still seems to buy into a phallocentric logic which favors
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paternity over maternity and which collapses the categories of woman, female and mother.

Luce Irigaray’s Parody of Female Fluidity
Irigaray, I submit, does not fall into the same trap as Kristeva, but rather successfully
demythologizes semen. In keeping with my argument in chapter one that Irigaray “plays at
playing” as she seemingly posits an essentialism, only to break through with a vulvamorphic
multiplicity, she seems to use a similar tactic in her talk of fluidity. While, at first, it might
appear that Irigaray postulates that Female equals Fluid and Male equals Solid, it later becomes
evident that through parody she posits both female and male as simultaneously fluid and solid.
She suggests that it is man’s fear of assimilation that causes him to see woman as the “shapeless
flux that dampens, soaks, floods, channels, electrifies, lights up the apartness in the blaze of the
embrace”20. Just as the male has been associated with culture and time, and the female with nature
and space, so have the labels solid and fluid been allocated to the male and female respectively.
According to Irigaray the male is not only sexually associated with hardness, but also strives for
solidity and a univocally framed shape as he draws up plans, defines his outlines, and calculates his
proportions. He has to protect himself from the “indecent”: woman, who is associated with blood,
milk, tears, waves, air, fire and light. Within this framework, the feminine poses a continual threat.
Her fluidity threatens to “deform, propagate, evaporate, consume him, to flow out of him and into
another who cannot be easily held onto. The “subject” identifies himself with/in an almost material
consistency that finds everything flowing abhorrent” 21 The abhorrence of the fluid is that it defies
so much that the male seeks: if the maternal-feminine is fluidity, she cannot be grasped, she is no
longer a container to be filled, and she is no dwelling place for man. She seeps around, under and
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through the walls, between the cracks and across the threshold. As a liquid self, she is never
assimilated into maleness. She demolishes the citadels that the male erects and renames his world
in terms of,
curl(s), helix(es), diagonal(s), spiral(s), roll(s), twirl(s), revolution(s), pirouette(s). Speculation
whirls around faster and faster as it pierces, bores, drills into a volume that is supposed to be
solid still. Covered with a hard shell that must be fractured, trepanned, split open, explored in
its hidden heart.22

As she splits open this hard shell Irigaray notes that, even sexually, the male, too, is fluid. It is
interesting that despite this obvious connection to fluidity, males have for so long been associated
with that which is hard, erect and upright. By parodying female fluidity Irigaray demythologizes
semen’s association with the ephemeral in an attempt to escape female incorrigibility. A look at
Aristotle’s ideas regarding semen will provide some insight into the masculinist rejection of
fluidity.

Aristotle’s Mythology of Semen
For Aristotle semen is the vehicle through which the form of the father is actively
transmitted, whereas the mother is mere passive matter providing blood, and milk. This form
determines the identity and characteristics of the child, which means that if a female child is
bom, there must be an inevitable weakness as it fails to emulate the (male) form. It is interesting
to note that, fitting in with his philosophy of forms, Aristotle posits semen as matterless. Closer
to the soul and movement (kinesis), the form of the father is transmitted to the child without any
substance of sperm entering the embryo. In Generation of Animals Aristotle describes the male
as an agent who produces without providing any physical qualities:
The female always provides the material, the male provides that which fashions the
material into shape; this, in our view, is the specific characteristic o f each of the sexes:
this is what it means to be male or female. Hence, necessity requires that the female
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should provide the physical part, a quantity of material, but not that the male should do
so, since necessity does not require that the tools should reside in the product that is
being made, nor that the agent that uses them should do so.23

What does this say about the corporeality of semen, and the corporeality of males? While
Aristotle obviously favors the male as superior, he posits semen as nonexistent in bodily terms.
He argues that men only produce semen because of their heat and their size (there are very tiny
insects that do not emit semen), and that this semen is actually a compound o f water, hot air and
breath (pneuma). Such semen is so weightless, so purified and so ethereal that it almost vanishes
and, o f course, could never be frozen.
Even though this pneuma is impalpable it is still not absolute immateriality, not mere
dunamis (force) as Aristotle claims, but must have a corporeal aspect to it, a somatodes. While
this bodily aspect of semen threatens to undermine Aristotle’s patrilinear theory, he attempts to
argue it away by suggesting that the semen “body” flies away and dissolves, making way for
biological purity:
Consider now the corporeal part o f the semen... This corporeal part of the semen, being
fluid and watery, dissolves and evaporates; and as that account should not always be
trying to detect it leaving the female externally, or to find it as an ingredient o f the fetus
when that has set and taken shape, any more than we should expect to trace the fig juice
that sets and curdles milk. The fig juice undergoes a change; it does not remain as a part
o f the bulk that is set and curdles.24

Aristotle was not the only one to denote such ethereal semen. Pythagoras sustained that
semen was a drop of the brain containing a hot vapor that was the source of the embryo’s soul
and sensitivity, and Plato believed that seminal fluid was a foam that flowed from the brain to the
penis through the spinal column. It is not surprising then, that biologists have come up with some
rather eccentric terms for aura seminalis: seminal spirit, fetid particles, alcalescent vapor,
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ethereal fire and pungent atmosphere.

Elizabeth Grosz: Pulling Back the Sheath
In Volatile Bodies Elizabeth Grosz attempts to demythologize such eccentricity and the
enigma of the underrepresented particularities of the male body. As she argues, these
particularities have been hidden under a sheath of universality associated with the masculine,
accounting for the lack of literature on male sexual fluids. Questioning this lack she asks:
Could the reduction o f men’s body fluids to the by-products o f pleasure and raw
materials o f reproduction, along with men’s refusal to acknowledge the effects o f flows
that move through various parts o f the body and from the inside out, have to do with
men’s attempt to distance themselves from the very kind of corporeality uncontrollable, excessive, expansive, disruptive, irrational - they have attributed to
women?25

Certainly my above mention of Aristotle would support this idea that men have attempted to flee
from the corporeality they impose on women, and in so doing they have come up with some
rather outrageous ideas. Through an act of dis-stancing, men have pronounced themselves as
being in control, not only of themselves, but having control over women as well. Somehow the
incorrigible orgasm and ejaculation are forgotten, “its fluidity, its potential seepage, the element
in it that is uncontrollable, its spread, its formlessness, is perpetually displaced in discourse onto
its properties, its capacity to fertilize, to father, to produce an object”26. It is almost as if men
deny their own pleasure and ecstasy (being outside of one’s body), or, rather take it so for
granted, that their power is seen not through their own pleasure, but through their almighty ability
to pleasure women. Grosz explores this phenomena with Linda William’s analysis of hard core
pornography where the “money shot” becomes a (bastardized) representation of the woman’s
pleasure rather than any representation of the man’s pleasure, (This does, of course, only work
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within the heterosexual parameters of pornography).
An example of this presumed ability to pleasure another can be found in an artwork by
South African artist Kendell Geers, Title Withheld (Hustler)27 1993-4 [Fig. 14] which consists of
semen on a found object. The found object is a pornographic centerfold from the Hustler
magazine called Hustler’s Honey where a luscious and completely hairless women passively lies
on her back with legs sprawled out as she parts her own vagina in expectation of penetration and
passion. With her head thrown back in ecstasy, her eyes shut and her pouting lips already pursed
in rapture, she knows that what is to come is her ultimate (and only) true form of pleasure. The
inevitable question is how the artist changes (if at all) this pornographic image by presenting it as
stained with semen. (It is unclear as to whose semen this might be, but judging from the dates of
this artwork my guess would be that the object was not actually found with the semen already on
it.) While I am unsure what the artist’s intention might have been, I read the stains of the semen
as an intensification of this pleasure projection for power. The semen, rather than representing
simple male sexual pleasure, represents a pleasure of prowess which is dependent on the
projection of pleasure onto a women who is constructed as one who needs him as an agent or
source for her “own” pleasure. Such a need to force “pleasure” onto another in order to
experience your own pleasure is mastubatory logic to say the least. In interpreting this work I
would like to believe (in search of Geers’ own integrity) that Geers attempts to subvert the
Hustler Honey in some way, but I fail to see any evidence of that. Rather, I am reminded by this
work that the artist is glaringly male (a shift in interpretation would be inevitable if the artist
were female as it would complicate the source of the semen), and a male who, in Amelia Jones’
terms, dis/plays the phallus.28 Perhaps Geers pretends to, or even attempts to pull back the sheath
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of masculine universality, but, in doing so, he does, I submit, merely sharpen the blade of the tool
protected by this “unmovable” and “necessary” sheath.
Besides being the protective covering for a knife, a sheath also refers to a condom, the
very thing that contains male fluidity. In a similar vein to the concept of women as fluid and men
as solid, women have been deemed the guardians of health in the AIDS discourse, where they are
targeted as the ones to “remember the condom” in heterosexual activity. It is ironic that the queen
of fluidity, uncontrollable leakage and, by implication, filth, should be reckoned the guardian of
the king’s leaks too. Is this to protect her from him, or him from her?
By pulling back the sheath of masculinist universality, Luce Irigaray and Elizabeth Grosz
undercut Aristotelian mythologies of semen that still pervade, in more subtle ways of course, in
the writings of, for example, Julia Kristeva. As I will point out in the next section, many art
critics commenting on Kiki Smith’s portrayal of body fluids, also distinguish between polluting
and non-polluting fluids along gender lines. However, I will argue that Smith successfully
demythologizes the association of gender specific body fluids with gender specific constructs that
devalue the female body and unashamedly valorize the male body.

Skin Slippage in Kiki Smith’s Sculptures

Smith’s Gender Slippage of Fluid Bodies
Our bodies have been broken apart bit by bit and need a lot of healing;
our whole society is very fragmented. Everything is split, and is
presented as dichotomies - male/female, body/mind and those splits need mending.
Kiki Smith, “Projects 24 ” brochure.
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One of the many ways that Smith demythologizes gender impositions in terms of body
fluids, is to dissociate body fluids from specific gendered stereotypes. As such she is still able
to hold onto her own experience as a woman without relegating male and female to opposing
poles. In one of her earlier representations of bodily fluids, Untitled, 1986 [Fig. 15] Smith
detaches fluidity from sexual difference, where she lines up twelve bottles that represent
twelve different bodily fluids. In one version the watercooler bottles are mirrored so, rather
than seeing the insides of the bottle, just your own reflection would be visible if you
attempted to peer into them. In another version the glass is completely clear and it is therefore
quite evident that the bottles are empty. The only way that the fluids are represented is
through the Gothic lettering which relates the fluids to ancient theory o f humors. The sweat,
urine, oil, semen, blood, diarrhea, vomit, saliva, tears, milk, pus and mucus come across as
something clinically contained, rather than creating any feelings of repulsion or abjection.
However, even textually the work crosses the borders of the private and the public. As
Christopher Lyon suggests,
...all our little daily acts o f secretion had suddenly become enormously public,
forcing us to own up to our bodily effluvia instead of furtively carrying it in a vial,
blowing it into a handkerchief, or pissing it in darkness into a toilet. Imagine
coming across a watercooler full of semen in the office corridor.29

Unlike Lyon I do not think that these bottles necessarily lead one to imagine coming across their
contents in the office hallway, as it is certainly one of Smith’s more detached works with way
less corporeal connection than some of her later works. However, when Smith’s representation
does become far more visceral, she does not suddenly become exclusively sexually specific, as
some critics seem to suggest. I disagree with Jeff Rian who claims that Smith’s, “...lacerated or
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excreting bodies render women as the bearers of emotional duress”. He goes on to say that, “her
political agenda positions the female body as a biological servomechanism for the irascible
patriarchy”30.1 do not read Smith’s work as a deliberation of a particular political agenda, nor do
I see her labeling patriarchy as irascible. Rather she touches on broader issues of humanity such
as complex power relations that go way beyond a mere female/male distinction, and issues of
safety, vulnerability, abjection, separateness, victimization, death, survival, resistance, growth,
relatedness and rebirth which again are not prohibitive to either sex.
In Tale, 1992 [Fig. 16] and Bloodpool, 1992 [Fig. 17] Smith does use life-size female
figures to portray pervious bodies that fail in their ability to contain their insides. In Tale a naked
woman crawls on her hands a knees leaving a trace (tail) of feces behind her, unable to control
the excreting functions of her own body, and in Bloodpool another woman lies curled up in a
fetal position, hugging her raw flesh as she is immersed in a pool of her own blood. While the
female is generally associated with blood more than the male, there is no indication here that it is
sexually specific blood (that is, menstrual blood) that is causing the problem. Rather, the
woman’s back has been stripped bare to the point that her spinal column is exposed, an injury
which would certainly procure much bleeding. In an interview with Robin Winters, Smith herself
talks about the loss of control o f the body:
Most of the functions o f the body are hidden or separated from society, like sex or bowel
movement. Not eating - intake - is still public. So much is separated from our consciousness
or in our consciousness; we separate our bodies from our lives. But when people are dying,
they lose control o f their bodies. That loss o f function can seem humiliating and frightening.
But, on the other hand, you can look at it as a kind of liberation of the body. It seems like a
nice metaphor - a way to think about the social - that people lose control despite the many
agendas of different ideologies in society, which are trying to control body(ies). Medicine,
religion, law etc. Just thinking about control - who has control of the body? Do you? - it’s
kind o f schizophrenic, to be separated from the body. Does the mind have control of the body?
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Does the soul?31

Surely these two female figures, then, cannot be a mere representation of female vulnerability
and emotional duress as Smith refers to such loss of control as a liberation worth celebration.
Christopher Lyon seems to miss this coexistence of pain and liberation, humiliation and
celebration in his description o f Bloodpool: “In viewing this suffering creature we are chastened
by the knowledge that a shattered body is the vessel for a shattered spirit”32.
The fact that both of these sculptures are female probably has more to do with the fact
that Smith uses dolls and Madonna statues as models, than any sexually specific statement.
Although I do not wish to go so far as to suggest that sexual difference is completely
insignificant to Smith, (as there is evidence that her perspective is personally female), I do think
that Smith avoids being bound by sexual specificity in her exploration of the human body. As
such I read her work in an Irigarayan framework where sexual specificity is rearranged and
played with in a multifarious manner. In terms of the history of medicine and medical
illustrations I doubt if Smith would want to obliterate difference entirely. As Christopher Lyon
asserts,
Anatomical drawing is historically inimical to the representation o f difference, and
though suppression o f difference is obviously useful to a doctor engaged in recognizing
and diagnosing abnormality, the consignment of difference to the realm o f the
pathological has had alarming consequences in the social arena.

Although I will show later that Lyon’s reading of Untided (Sperm) is quite reductionistic, here he
implies that Smith substitutes the unitary norm with a concept of “multitude”.
An example of an implied “multitude” can be found in her work Bloodline, 1994 where
Smith lines up one hundred “pools” o f blood on the floor; a work that heralds inherent
contradictions. Instead of running uncontrollably each “pool” of blood, made from glass, is
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neatly packaged and held together by an “invisible membrane”. Instead of a random displacement
the blood is arranged in a neat, linear sequence. While the concept of blood invokes the feminine
the title insinuates the patriarchal accounts of genealogy and lineage. As Irigaray suggests,
We live in accordance with exclusively male genealogical systems. Our societies, made
up half by men, half by women, stem from two genealogies and not one: mothers daughters and fathers - sons (not to mention crossed genealogies: mothers - sons, fathers
- daughters). Patriarchal power is organized by submitting one genealogy to the
other...Through incredible neglect and disregard, patriarchal traditions have wiped out
traces o f mother-daughter genealogies.33

For a long time it was believed that the form of the father, rather than the mother, was passed on
to the child, and therefore it was the male lineage that counted. In Bloodline Smith seems to take
this belief and play it against the idea of uncontrollable female menstrual seepage, in a way that
posits the notions of both lineage and blood as multiple variables that cannot be simplistically
allocated to either male or female. Why should the female be associated with “negative” blood
and the male with “positive” blood? Multiplicity is also implied in the number of bloodpools
(one hundred - a century in time value) and in the fact that the forms of pools are not all the
same. In terms o f genealogy each blood pool could represent a difference - different genes,
personalities and appearances received from different sources.
In all four o f these works {Bottles, Tale, Bloodpool and Bloodline) Kiki Smith hints at a
gender slippage in terms of the association of body fluids. She refuses to impose categorical
stereotypes onto her bodies, and, instead, plays with gender specific associations so as to subvert
the distinction between polluting and non-polluting fluids in her portrayal of semen and tears.

Smith’s Slippage of Polluting and Non-Polluting Fluids
At first glance it would seem as if Smith also categorizes semen and tears together as
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non-polluting fluids as does Kristeva. She has two works, one called Untitled (Sperm), 19881990 [Fig. 18] and the other called Tears, 1994. Both works are made out of the same medium,
that is, transparent, cut glass. The vitreous quality of these works seems to imply a clearness
associated with washing, cleansing and purity. However, there are many other things to take into
consideration when viewing each of these works. In an essay entitled “Separation Anxiety”
Helaine Posner describes Kiki Smith as a “...visceral feminist. She is intimately involved with
the “lowly” parts of the human anatomy - internal organs, bodily fluids, and isolated limbs”34.
She then goes on to describe the sperm work which, “swimming” on a black background, is, she
says, Smith’s most vivid portrayal of bodily fluids. An important thing that Posner notes is that
each little sperm (there are about two hundred all together) has been individually fondled and
imprinted with the artist’s own fingerprints. While Posner suggests that this makes each glass
sperm as individual as an actual sperm carrying its specific genetic code, she does not mention
any significance that the individuality is created by the female imprints rather than the
uniqueness of the sperm itself The fingerprinted sperm could be read as a play on the
Aristotelian notion that the male actively determines the identity and characteristics of the child,
whereas the female stands by passively and leaves no “imprint” on the child.
It is interesting, however, to see how most art critics have responded to this work. In a
review for Artforum Colin Gardner suggests that the circular configuration of spermatozoa on the
rubber mat is a reduction o f the, “randomness of fertilizing sperm (an apt metaphor for bounteous
becoming) to a rigidly sterile formal arrangement. Smith thus allows Being to overcome
Becoming, an unfortunate pecking order for an ostensible discourse of the ephemeral body”35.
Gardner’s choice o f words is very telling. To suggest that sperm is an apt metaphor for bounteous
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becoming implies not only an abundance of sperm (the possibility of impotence being
disregarded), but also an inevitable, generative virility in male reproduction. Is it because the
(female) artist has made the sperm, left her imprint, and arranged them, that the work suddenly
becomes rigidly sterile and formal? Does the presence of the female render prolific male fertility
sterile? Strangely Gardner seems to suggest that Smith now wields phallocentric power and
control as she creates an unfortunate pecking order (with the sperm being pecked on), in her
pretence of exploring the ephemeral body. First of all it is questionable whether Smith represents
the body as ephemeral to begin with. Although she portrays the body as fleeting, as in temporary
and mortal, she emphasizes the excruciating pain of the body’s here and now, a pain that is
tolerated over time and does not instantaneously flitter away. Gardner’s desire for an ephemeral
body with regards to sperm is reminiscent of Aristotle’s incorporeal semen where the semen
“body” flies away and dissolves into male purity, and it is not unlike the ethereal fire, alcalescent
vapor and seminal spirit o f past biologists.
Christopher Lyon notes that the fact that the sperm are displayed on the floor makes them
extremely vulnerable, and he adds that he finds the work, “a little disturbing, like a huge family
of translucent snakes...” . He also suggests that the associations we have with sperm, such as
romance, AIDS, abortion etc., is, “more weight, perhaps, than these fragile and lovely forms can
bear.. .”37. He is quick to reassure himself that this artwork is not about any “heavy” or gross
association (as the sperm are too lovely for that) by reminding himself, and us, that once in an
interview Smith referred to sperm as a wonderful life force. (He is not the only critic to keep
bringing this up). Dispelling his initial feeling of disturbance, Lyon ends his article with the
commiseration that this artwork represents the, “powerfully affirmative response to the body that
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is the core of her [Smith’s] art”. Surely if the core of this particular work were simply to be
powerfully affirmative, Smith would have picked the sperm up off the floor and mounted them
on a little pedestal where no one could accidentally have trodden on them. Why is it that the
reading of this work is so often reductionistic? The core of this piece, and in fact of all of Smith’s
works, is far more complex and multiple than “pure” affirmation, just as it is more complex than
“pure” vulnerability and devastation. Even when Smith’s Virgin Mary is skinned to the bone she
is still resistant, just as when her sperm piece is affirming it is still vulnerable and defenseless. To
read her work as any less complex would be to misunderstand the concept of abjection itself,
which is simultaneously threatening and protective, repulsive and necessary. Her representation
of sperm and tears is neither exclusively polluting nor exclusively non-polluting.
In another work called Tears Come, 1991, Smith has made a mobile of tears cut out of
handmade paper and attached onto little wire frames. Colin Gardner notes how, in this particular
show, they are accompanied by a series of drawings, which highlight droplets squirting from
breasts, vaginas, penises and eyes. He claims that this association of the mobile with the
drawings sexualizes the “tears” in a way that the “come” of the title could be read as “cum”. Why
is it that when Smith is representing sperm Gardner sees a rigidly sterile, formal arrangement, but
when she is not necessarily representing sperm he tries to associate the cleansing tears with
sperm? Is it because he persistently couples sperm with tears in an attempt to render ejaculation
as a process of purification and distillation as if an acknowledgment of refinement in the male
role of reproduction follows? While he criticizes Untitled (Sperm) for being part of an ostensible
discourse of the ephemeral body, he now criticizes Tears Come for being too ephemeral:
“Shortchanged conceptually and viscerally, we are forced to focus instead on the ephemerality of

56

Pervious Bodies

the materials, their oriental delicacy - in short their objectness”38. Gardner’s reading is
remarkably inconsistent for such a short review. Susan Stroops’ reading of Kiki Smith in the
catalogue Unfolding the Body, seems to be far more composite as she reads Smith’s bodies as
de-erotocized in their multiplicity of meanings: “ .. .Smith’s de-eroticized representations of the
naked body and bodily fluids neither victimize, seduce nor exclude either sex. Rather, Smith
secures in our collective conscious a female experience in the creative process as
multidimensional and meaningful” .
Just as Smith renders blood in a multiple, non-stereotypical manner, she always portrays
semen as neither a polluting nor a non-polluting fluid. Rather, it is simultaneously life affirming
and vulnerable. Similarly, the categories that Smith works with are presented with slippage, as if
the skin that divides the true categories is more pervious than might have been expected. Her
body fluids are not necessarily sexually specific, and even when they are (such as semen) they do
not carry with them ideologically loaded stereotypes. With pervious skin she allows for slippage
between male and female, polluting and non-polluting fluids and, as I will show in the next
section, between the inside and the outside.

Smith’s Slippage of Inside and Outside
In so many of Smith’s works she examines the concept of skin, often without actually
representing skin itself. As already mentioned in relation to the Virgin Mary, Smith radically
redefines the role o f skin: rather than being that which contains and protects its insides it is also
that which can release and liberate its insides. Smith’s bodies are virtually never represented with
the social inscriptions of clothes and adornments, as if through shedding such inscriptions she
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resists societal desires to control the body. However, as Smith sheds the body’s skin as well, she
goes one step further in challenging the interplay of messages that society, politics, medicine and
religion try to inscribe onto the body’s surface. As fragile as skin might be, it is heavily laden
with associations of race, status, beauty, age, health, sexuality and erotogenic intensity in an
attempt to impose onto the body societal norms, values and behaviors. One only has to explore
the online magazines such as “Body Play” (A zine for those who view their bodies as living
canvas to decorate and living clay to sculpt), “Flesh Canvas”, “Body Modification Ezine”, “Skin
Two” and “Inkshow.com Tattoo Ezine” to realize the level of constructed inscriptive imports
onto the skin. As Elizabeth Grosz suggests these skin inscriptions,
...mark the body as a public, collective, social category, in modes of inclusion or
membership; they form maps o f social needs, requirements and excesses. The body and its
privileged zones of sensation, reception and projection are coded by objects, categories,
affiliations, lineages, which engender and make real the subject’s social, sexual, familial,
marital, or economic position or identity within a social hierarchy. Unlike messages to be
deciphered, they are more like a map correlating social positions with corporeal
intensities.40

By peeling back the skin Smith raises numerous questions regarding control: How do social
inscriptions of skin control the body as well as the subject? How does the skin, itself, control the
functions of the body? How do we view such ideological notions of control, and how could and
should (if at all) such loaded layering be peeled away?
The materials that Smith chooses often relate to the tactileness of the body itself in quite
remarkable ways. Wax, as we know from its use in wax museums, closely resembles flesh, and
different types of papers reveal skin-like qualities. Smith has a series of paper sculptures where
fragile, translucent paper is molded into figures of mere skin, devoid of insides. They are like
empty funeral shrouds or the leftovers of a snake’s shedding of its skin, only its weightless forms
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are distinctly human and often female. It is as if the abject (without its protective side) has
rampaged the bodies and drained them of all fluids and viscera, leaving only the failed, outer
covering to hover around aimlessly as it mourns its loss. However, I reject such a negative
reading, which leads to interpretations such as that of Jeff Rian who claims that these paper
sculptures portray “women’s vulnerabilities”.41 These shrouds have not failed if their function
were never to contain, and their weightlessness, instead of being seen as a result of a loss, could
be seen as a buoyant liberation where the loss of control over bodily functions reflects a shedding
of constructed societal control over the body and subject.
These sculptures pose interesting questions about the relationship between the inside and
the outside, and specifically about the skin as a boundary between the two. Smith, who trained as
an emergency technician at one stage, explains her interest of bodies in trauma: “It is physically
very beautiful to look at the exposure of their insides and outsides at the same time"42. She seems
to be interested in deliberately confusing the inside and outside, and redefining the skin’s role as a
border. A border limits, defines and separates, whereas skin allows sweat, odor, air and oils to be
released and to merge with the outside. Counter to our beliefs, our bodies are constantly falling
beyond the parameters we impose on them, and as such they touch the untouchable all the time.
The concept of touch becomes interesting when the borders between the inside and outside are
obscured. When two bodies touch, what part of the body is doing the touching? Where does the
one body end and the other body begin? In a society so dominated by the visual, touching has
been relegated to the margins of the senses. Irigaray suggests that although the visual dominates in
the west, touch is actually the most fundamental of all the senses, and as such should be
reinstated:
...we are brought back to the sense that underlies all the other four senses, that exists and
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insists in all of them, our first sense and the one that constitutes all our living space, all our
environment; the sense o f touch. This is the sense that travels with us from the time of our
material conception to the height o f our celestial grace, lightness, or glory. We have to
return to touch if we are to comprehend where touch became frozen in its passage from the
most elemental to the most sophisticated part o f its evolution. This will mean that we need
to stay both firm and mobile in our cathexes, always faithful, that is, to the dimension of
touch...Everything is given to us by means of touch, a mediation that is continually
forgotten...Surely man favors the visual because it marks his exit from the life in the
womb? His victory over the maternal power and his opportunity to overcome the mother
whom he experiences as amorphous, formless, a pit, a chasm in which he risks losing his
form.43

While Smith’s paper sculptures might visually seem to portray lack in their emptiness and
sparseness, their visceral textures, in all their richness, beg to be touched.
Although Smith does not present an overtly feminist agenda, she does seem to hint at
specifically female relationships to the inside and outside in some of her works. Untitled (Paper
Sculpture o f Woman and Baby Hanging), 1989 [Fig. 19] represents the bottom half of a woman
who hangs precariously in the air with an umbilical cord and baby hanging down from her. The
paper/skin encasing is hollow, and the baby that was enshrouded by this skin just a moment ago
now hangs midair. Just as Irigaray associates touching as the primordial sense with a baby in its
womb, one could read this work as a play on touch/connection and separateness/disconnection in
relation to the inside and outside. This, of course, ties in with the notion o f the abject, as, in the
original psychoanalytic moment the abject is necessary to separate the child from the mother in
order to avoid fusion and to allow the subject to come into its own being. Due to the ideological
and political encumbrances that our society associates with maternity and which it uses to
subordinate women, this work should be read in a more complex way than just being an image of
loss, vulnerability and emptiness. Instead, I like to interpret it together with an earlier work,
Womb, 1985 [Fig.20]. The bronze womb, which opens and closes, reveals a vacant, hollow space
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that would generally administer the notions of barrenness, and infertility on the part of the woman
rather than impotence or sterility on the part of the man. However, considering Smith’s attention
to exposing exterior desires to control the body, it seems more likely that this work liberates
women from an automatic alliance with their uteruses and the accompanying socio-political
baggage. Although I do not wish to posit these two works as exclusively affirmative and
empowering, my point is that they should not be read as exclusively vulnerable and barren. As
Schleifer suggests, these sculptures remind one of what is, “constantly being made new all the
time”, and this regeneration, “gives people a sense of the possibility for change in their lives, to let
go of things that don’t work for them”44. Once again a complex interplay of themes contributes
towards the significance o f Smith’s work.

Conclusion
“Will the Real Body Please Stand Up?”

It is through her complexity and ambiguity that Kiki Smith renegotiates what we might
call the “real body”, as well as what we might call the typical male or female body. The female
body has been more closely associated with the abject due to the constructed sense of horror
brought on by its supposedly repulsive fluidity, uncontrollability and unsanitary makeup. Kiki
Smith, however, shakes up our association of the abject: it is no longer just the female body or
the abject body that is posited as abject, but the supposedly controlled and contained body of the
(white) male is abject as well. It too leaks, loses control and is vulnerable, just at it too is life
affirming as it takes heed to the positive side of the abject. As Smith peels away the skin-border
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between gendered categories, she also peels away the skin from our notions of the “real” and the
“contained”.

Real, contained bodies of the new millenium may not stand up.
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Chapter

3

Pedigree Bodies:
Wearing the Skin of the Other

Introduction
The “non-white”1 body has been typically posited as abject: a body that falls beyond the
parameters of “normal” social order. Similarly it has been declared “non-pedigree” as it
supposedly falls outside o f acceptable genealogical constructs. Donna Haraway describes race as
an “inherently dubious notion” that is about the “purity of lineage; the legitimacy of passage; and
the drama of inheritance of bodies, properties and stories”2. It is that which, like nature, haunts
us. It is a notion where “no one is sure of their ground, if there is a ground”3, and as such, even
para sites are continuously slipping. While it is important to renegotiate the boundaries of the
abject in terms of race, it is imperative to take seriously the degree to which racial categorization
has been engrained in our society, and has thus become a lived experience, whether good or bad.
As such, the renegotiation of racial boundaries becomes remarkably intricate and has to be
executed with extreme care.
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In this chapter I will begin with Donna Haraway’s deliberately “universal” and “utopic”
idea that race, as a product of biological discourse, is a mere construct that can be renegotiated
into non-existence. I will then work step by step away from the “universal” and towards the
particular, from general racial theory to specific situations where racial distinctions have deeply
impacted society. Naomi Zack, for example, theorizes about race by examining the particularly
American situation where the one-drop rule came into being at the time of slavery. This
discussion on “racially specific” blood connects with the “gender-specific” blood discussed in the
previous chapter in relation to the abject. Just as body fluids are ideologically mythologized into
hierarchical constructs o f gender, so are body fluids mythologized into hierarchical constructs of
race. However, the attempts to demythologize such constructs have led to a lot of bad blood,
especially as the West insistently tries to import its racial theories into other societies.
In Western art, for example, racial myths have resulted in peculiar representations of
black bodies, especially the black female body that is doubly fetishized and exoticized. In the
second part of this chapter I will look specifically at the South African situation where artists are
“wearing the skin of the other” in an attempt to renegotiate the boundaries of racial bodies. I will
argue that, in this particular context, such attempts to deconstruct race tend towards a parasitic
feeding off of oppressed bodies, and that a socially responsible deconstruction needs to be
administered. I will also argue that the art criticism of the parasitical “wearing of the other’s
skin”, is gendered criticism that, in turn, feeds off the gendered other. The question, “Who has
the right to speak for whom?” needs to be applied to art criticism as well as to visual imagery.
Instead o f the violent accusations that are occurring in this discourse, para sites need to be
created where the unique inception of race and gender in current South African society can dwell
without sucking the blood and very life out of other bodies.4
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Donna Haraway: Mace within a Constructed Biological Discourse

Like nature, race has much to answer for; and the tab is still running for both categories.
Race, like nature, is at the heart o f stories about the origins and purposes o f the nation...
Race is a peculiar kind o f object o f knowledge and practice.
The meanings o f the word are unstable and protean;
the status o f the word’s referent has wobbled - and still wobbles from being considered real and rooted in the natural,
physical body to being considered illusory and
utterly socially constructed.

Donna Haraway,
Modest Witness(a)Second Millenium.FemaleMan©Meets OncoMouse™

In Modest Witness(a)Second Millenium.FemaleMan©Meets OncoMouse™ Haraway refers to
race as a, “fracturing trauma in the body politic of the nation...”, the trauma o f the particular5.
Although she calls race a particular of “biology”, she is very specific about what this biology is
not. While race, sex and nature are all products of biological discourse, biology is not the body
itself but rather a discourse about the body: “Biology is not a culture-free universal discourse... it
has considerable cultural, economic, and technical power to establish what will count as nature
throughout the planet Earth”6. As such it is rooted in specific histories, practices, languages and
peoples. Haraway asserts that,
Biologists are not ventriloquists speaking for the Earth itself and all its
inhabitants, reporting on what organic life really is in all its evolved diversity
and DNA-soaked order. No natural object-world speaks its metaphor-free and
story-free truth through the sober objectivity of the culture-free and so universal
science.7
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Instead, the world is drenched in narratives and myths where every assertion is a perspective
poised precariously on unstable ground. “Biology”, Haraway adds, “does not reach back into the
mists o f time, to Aristotle or beyond. It is, rather, a complex web of semiotic-material practices
that emerged over the past 200 years or so, beginning in “the West” and traveling globally.
Biology emerged in the midst of major inventions and reworkings of categories of nation, family,
type, civility, species, sex, humanity, nature, and race.”8 If these categories can indeed be seen as
interventions or (politically and economically loaded) strategies, then it is litde wonder that, for
many of the first decades o f the twentieth century, race mixing was considered a “venereal
disease of the social body”, producing a defiled lineage that was as diseased as lesbians,
sodomites, Jews, overeducated women, prostitutes, criminals, mastubators or alcoholics9.
Haraway argues that miscegenation (at least in her context o f the United States) is still a national
racist synonym for infection, contamination and perversion, and that this “defiled lineage” is
supposedly passed on through blood.10 Rather than a DNA-soaked order of genealogical
acceptability, race is drenched in a misinformed mythology of blood that betrays all bodies as it
categorizes them into “pedigree” and “non-pedigree”.

Bloodline: Racial Construction and the One-Drop Rule
The role of blood in racial construction is examined in detail in Naomi Zack’s essay
“Mixed Black and White Race and Public Policy”, where she exposes the American myth of the
one-drop rule.11 Like Haraway, Zack posits race as a social construct that has no general genetic
marker:
There are genes associated with particular physical traits that have been socially
designated as racial traits, but no gene for white race, black race, Asian race, or any
other race has been scientifically identified during the centuries on which the modem
idea o f race has been in circulation.12
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So called racial genes that designate the traits of skin colour, hair texture and other physical
qualities, are mere traits that have been socially constructed into categories of race. Ironically, the
one-drop rule could leave an American classified as black with more “racial genes” of a “white”
person than an American actually classified as white.
While both Haraway and Zack problematize what we should do with the socially
constructed notion of race (and I will deal with this later), it is important to first explore some of
the historical and social violations that led to these constructed categorizations. In order to
maintain its perceived “human birthright of freedom” the white American population imposed
the notion of race onto the “Negro” slaves and posited them as essentially other and essentially
inferior. Furthermore, in order to maintain ownership of their slaves’ offspring, the slave owners
had to “prove” that the offspring were “Negroes” and, seeing as many o f these children were
fathered by white slave owners themselves (through rape), the one-drop rule had to be invented.
As Zack writes,
The large-scale miscegenation of the slave population due to generations of sexual
exploitation o f female slaves by free whites, as well as intraracial miscegenation within the
“n”egro population, resulted in an otherwise embarrassing number o f “whiter” slave
offspring, who, if they were not automatically designated as “n”egroes, because only negroes
could be enslaved, would have presented disastrous loss o f capital for the slave economy.13

Zack points out the irony that slave children were conveniently racially determined by their
mothers rather than their fathers, even though this went against the laws and customs that
supported patriarchal decent in all other matters of lineage and property. Somehow the
discrimination on the part o f those in power (white males) was not itself as powerfully allencompassing as they had hoped it might be. Similarly, this act of discrimination was taken out
of the hands of the arbitrators when, during the Harlem Renaissance, prominent mixed-race black
spokesmen celebrated the one-drop rule with the vision that they could eventually obliterate the
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white race. There is little questioning then as to why the American government only dropped the
anti-miscegenation laws as late as 1967.
While Zack gives a detailed account of the historical development of the construction of
race (at least in an American society), she very emphatically points out the difference between
racial construction (and hence the possibility of racial obliteration) as policy/theory versus racial
experience as fact. Although she clearly asserts in principle that race is, in Haraway’s words,
utterly socially constructed, she suggests that “in fact” such an assertion would not be socially
responsible:
I would like to stay on the level that all notions o f race are fictions, but I don’t think that it
is yet feasible at this time in American culture. Therefore, I am provisionally going to go
along with the fiction that there are such things as black and white race, as a basis on
which to consider the ongoing one-drop rule from the standpoint o f an individual of
mixed black and white race.14

She sees this as social responsibility precisely because the myth of racial construction is so much
a part of American culture that a sudden attempt to obliterate it could have enormous backlashes
for the victims of oppression. As she warns us, “Tigers have to be dismounted with great care”15.
While Zack does not wish to ignore her belief in the social construction of race, she argues that it
will take time for “fictitious” cultural realities to be changed, and that it will also raise enormous
questions as to how new configurations would be practiced and lived out. These questions are
being continuously raised in everyday life as racial theory rubs up against lived experiences in
frequently painful ways. In the next section I will explore the relationship between “fictitious”
racial constructions and lived racial experiences, and will use the example of Western feminism
being imposed onto “Third World”16 societies to show how problematic this relationship is. In
many African societies, and certainly in South African society, a battle is being waged over the
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black female body, often with little regard for the lived experiences of the black women
themselves.

Bad Blood: Western Feminism in the “Third World”
Unfortunately an example of the tiger not only being dismounted too quickly, but also
having its stripes pilfered, is the often homogenizing strategies of many Western feminists who
have attempted to join hands with their African sisters with little consideration o f cultural, racial
and other differences, regardless of how constructed or “natural” these differences might be. As
Kirsten Holst Petersen asserts, “.. .universal sisterhood is not a given biological condition”17, and
she poses the question whether the fight for female equality or the fight against Western
colonialism should take precedence. Implicitly regarding race, economics and class as less
important than sexual difference, many Western feminists have constructed a reductionistic
notion of difference that Chandra Talpade Mohanty calls “Third World Difference”, which
colonizes the complexities of Third World women of different class, religious, cultural and racial
backgrounds. She asserts that,
The assumption o f women as an already constituted, coherent group with identical
interests and desires, regardless o f class, ethnic or racial location or contradictions,
implies a notion o f gender or sexual difference or even patriarchy (as male
dominance - men as a correspondingly coherent group) which can be applied
universally and cross-culturally”18.

As Talpade Mohanty argues, such homogenous notions lead to an “average third world woman”
where her gender is read as “sexually constrained”, and “third world” is read as “ignorant, poor,
uneducated, tradition-bound, domestic, family-oriented and victimized”. In contrast the (implicit)
self-representation of Western feminists is read as educated, modem and being in control of
one’s own body and sexuality. A clear distinction is formed between Western feminists who use
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re-presentations of women in the third world, and who use seZ/'-representations of themselves.
Such a distinction is inevitably based on a privileging of a particular group of women. Talpade
Mohanty argues that sisterhood should not be based merely on gender, because that does not take
seriously racial constructions that radically effect gender constructions:
The homogeneity o f women as a group is produced not on the basis o f biological essentials,
but rather on the basis o f secondary sociological and anthropological universals. Thus, for
instance, in any given piece o f feminist analysis, women are characterized as a singular group
on the basis o f shared oppression. What binds women together is a sociological notion of
“sameness” o f their oppression.... This results in an assumption o f women as an alwaysalready constituted group, one which has been labeled “powerless”, “exploited”, “sexually
harassed”, etc., by feminist scientific, economic, legal and sociological discourses. (Notice
that this is quite similar to sexist discourse labeling women weak, emotional, having math
anxiety, etc.).19

This deeply complicates the issues of authenticity. Who has the right to speak for whom,
and to what degree does “authenticity” have to be taken, before violence is abated? How are
certain particularities weighed against other particularities, and on whose scale? These are a few
of the many questions relevant to the South African situation where the authenticity to speak and
to artistically represent are currently highly contested issues. I will focus specifically on visual
representations of the black body in South African art, exploring the complicated inception of
race and gender. Even if, as I do believe, both race and gender are utterly socially constructed
notions, I will use the example of South African society to show that social responsibility
demands a “fictitious” assumption to be upheld, at least temporarily. In “Feminism and the
Colonial Body” Kadiatu Kanneh claims that, “The battle over the Black Third World woman’s
body is staged as a battle between First World feminists and Black Third World men”20. In terms
of the representation of the black female body in South African art, such a statement is not only
entirely true, but the situation is in fact even further impacted by the fact that the battle is also
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fought by black men living in the First World, white First World men and white men living in the
Third World. Unfortunately the only voice not heard is the voice of the South African black
woman herself.
It is hence with trepidation that I continue with this analysis as a white South African
woman currently residing in a First World country who aligns herself with certain Western
feminist notions. Even though one of the ideas that I uphold theoretically is the construction of
both gender and race, I am aware of the problems this presents for myself and others in our own
lived experiences. There are certain contradictions at play and certainly a lot is at stake. If, as a
feminist, I argue, as I did in chapter 1, that there is no original femaleness, I have to ask how this
will eventually impact my feminism. The last thing I want as a feminist, at this stage, is for a man
to argue that, because gender is socially constructed, we ought to obliterate differences between
male and female and as such, obliterate my need for any feminism. My objection would be based
on the fact that there are still deep discriminations that compel me to need those differences, at
least for now, even if I acknowledge them as constructed differences. In precisely the same way it
would be audacious for me, as a white (and hence privileged) South African to now suggest that
there is no longer a need for racial differences to be recognized because they were all
constructions to begin with. My timing would be glaringly inappropriate in the light of such a
recent birth of the so-called post-Apartheid South Africa, where affirmative action, for example,
is just beginning to reap some benefits for those who had been oppressed for so long.
The South African context is particularly intricate in terms of gender relations due to
extreme imbalances of power that were set up under the old Apartheid regime. Race and gender are
perplexingly wrapped together and need to be looked at in continual relation to each other. There is
no doubt that the collective South African memory is a distinctly masculanized one. The gender
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bias of Afrikanerdom, for example, is evident in the Broederbond (the Brotherhood) which makes
Afrikaner Nationalism synonymous to white male interests. Recently the Broederbond admitted
“colored” Afrikaners, but all women are omitted to this day. A gender and racial division has
prevailed on a national scale whereby white men were seen to embody all political and economic
agency. This has put white South African women in a peculiar position of being both colonizer and
colonized, and has put black South African women in the position of being doubly disavowed.
Within the African National Congress it seems as if women’s resistance and political agency was
formed from below. For the first thirty years of the organization’s existence women were excluded
from full membership and could only become “auxiliary members” as wives of male members,
even though they had no right to vote. For years the Nationalist government believed that the key to
forcing black men to provide them with cheap labor, was to cripple all black women. When, in
1913, the state imposed passes on black women to prevent them from migrating into the cities,
hundreds of women marched into Bloemfontein to throw their passes in the faces of the authorities
who, needless to say, arrested and imprisoned them. As Anna McClintock asserts in Imperial
Leather, “Women’s insurgence alarmed both the state and not a few African men”. 21 Such dogged
determination to regain their dignity gave birth to the Bantu Women’s League of the African
National Congress, and eventually in 1943 women were granted full status in the ANC. In 1956
these women, now numbered in thousands, marched on Pretoria again protesting the pass system. In
a call for, “land redistribution; worker benefits and union rights; housing and food subsidies; the
abolition of child labor; universal education; the right to vote; and equal rights with men on
property, marriage and child custody”22, the Women’s Charter was formed. It is seldom noted,
however, that this charter was the direct progenitor of the Freedom Charter we know today.
With their gender struggles being so intricately intertwined with the liberation struggle, for
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decades African women were reluctant to talk about women’s emancipation outside of political
struggle. As McClintock argues, African women were, particularly during the 1960s and 1970s,
skeptical (and rightly so) of a feminism that they viewed as only a middle class, white fem inism ^
but that in recent years a transformational African discourse on feminism has emerged. In 1990 the
National Executive of the ANC issued a statement on the emancipation of women which declared
that all, “laws, customs, traditions and practices which discriminate against women shall be held to
be unconstitutional”23. As McClintock caustically adds, “I f the ANC remains faithful to this
document, virtually all existing practices in South Africa’s legal, political and social life will be
rendered unconstitutional”24. A few months later leaders from the ANC Women’s Section returned
to South Africa from exile with the statement that, “Feminism has been misinterpreted in most third
world countries... there is nothing wrong with feminism. It is as progressive or reactionary as
nationalism. Nationalism can be reactionary or progressive. We have not got rid of nationalism.
And with feminism it is the same”25. Of course a privileged feminism which disavows the
disempowered is imperialist in concept and action, but to denounce all feminisms as imperialist,
“erases from memory the long histories of women’s resistance to local and imperialist
patriarchies.. .Moreover, if all feminisms are derided as a pathology of the West, there is a very real
danger that Western feminism will remain hegemonic.. .Instead, women of color are calling for the
right to fashion feminism to suit their own worlds”26.
Unfortunately the need for women to fashion feminism to suit their own situations is
often overlooked, and indeed, even when it is accomplished, the outcome is often ignored.
Explorations of the female body in South African art are causing much friction both nationally
and internationally, and it is an issue that is too often treated in extremely reductionistic ways.
However, before I discuss specific examples of such art, I will first refer to some general
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problems in representing the black female body in art.

Artistic Representation of the Black Female Body
In an essay entitled, “Coloured Nude: Fetishization, Disguise, Dichotomy”, Charmaine
Nelson, argues that the black female body in art faces a double fetishization: “Black women are
neither simply women nor are they simply black, rather their sex and race are inextricably bound
together, combining to situate them as the ultimate “other” to the centred white male
heterosexual subject within colonial discourse.” 27 Nelson uses the example of a Canadian
painting done in the 1930s of a black female nude to demonstrate how art critics and the public
treated the bodies o f black and white women extremely differently. White female nudes in
painting were facing much censorship at the time, whereas the black female nude was considered
to be more acceptable - she did not have to be patemalistically protected by the white male
because she was already seen as the uncontrollable, obscene body that had an insatiable,
animalistic sexual drive. What was deemed pornographic and offensive to the white body was
seen as essential and natural to the black body. So the black woman not only lacked a phallic
maleness but she also lacked Eurocentrically defined categories of womanhood too. As such, she
was considered to be simultaneously non-man, non-phallus, non-woman and non-white.
Defined by what she is not, her side of the border between self and other therefore
consists of mere negation. The border between the self and other is set up in the process of
abjection, as a necessary protection from falling into the beyond, outside the limits of humanness.
Lynda Nead suggests how this protection occurs with white female nudes: “...one of the
principle goals... has been the containment and regulation of the female sexual body... to seal
orfices and to prevent marginal matter from transgressing the boundary dividing the inside of the
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body and the outside, the self from the space of the other”28. If the black nude has no self to
protect from the other then she not only forfeits the protective qualities of the abject, but she
becomes the abject herself. Her sexuality is perceived as boundless, beyond the limits of
humanness, pathological and sublime in the sense of being uncontrollable and limitless.
Perceived as the pathological beyond there is no possible threat of the black woman
maintaining any phallic power, whereas the threat is still thought to exist in the white woman.
This is why virtually all paintings o f white female nudes (until recently) have represented the
body as devoid o f pubic or underarm hair. While pubic hair could hide the lack o f a penis, a
hairless pubic area emphasizes the lack and so in turn emphasizes a submission and a resignation
to being the weaker sex. Most black nudes, however, are represented with hair, not only
representing supposed animalistic tendencies, but also representing the complete lack of threat to
the phallic male due to her already negated self. Whereas, in most white nudes, head hair is
fetishized to replace the hairless pubic area with long, flowing locks, this is not common or even
possible with most black women. Again Eurocentric categorizations of sexuality are violently
imposed on the black body.
Nelson gives two other examples of how black and white female nudes are differentiated
in painting. The white female nude is traditionally either portrayed as a sleeping (and hence
passive) muse, or she is disguised in allegory or myth. With her eyes closed the sleeping (or even
dead) muse is, by implication, unaware of her bodily presence and as such does not know that
she is being watched. She is therefore not considered to be culpable in the voyeuristic gaze. By
supposedly protecting her, the male producer of the image protects himself by cloaking the entire
scenario in a guise of innocence. In the late nineteenth century a sickly, weak woman was
romanticized, as it deemed the man the protector and guardian of the so-called invalid and as
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such validated his masculine achievement of shielding those in need of care. Women who were
healthy, vigorous and active were considered improper and unfeminine, so many women stayed
out o f the sun and lounged around in order to look pallor and feeble. This “cult of invalidism”
was orchestrated to make the man feel powerful and in control, and, as Bram Dijkstra suggests,
this was taken to such a ludicrous degree that men would fantasize about women being in the
ultimate state o f passivity - dead. According to Dijkstra, “.. .death as the ideal state of
submissive womanhood had become such a staple of that later nineteenth-century imagination
that many males could barely look upon a sleeping woman without imagining her to be
90

virtuously dead” . Ironically this “cult of invalidism” was a distinct privilege of the wealthy. It
was a luxury to have the choice to stay indoors, to not work and to refrain from eating for wholly
aesthetic reasons.
If white women were not portrayed as sleeping or dead muses, then they were disguised
with allegory or myth. As Charmaine Nelson argues, the black female nude needed no disguise as
“Her disguise was the colour of her skin”30. Her “blackness” was used as a marker o f difference
and inferiority, which meant that her body and her sexuality did not need to be enshrouded in
innocence. She was already perverted and necessarily active in her perversion so that the voyeur,
once again, could be vindicated in his act of looking. She solicited the male gaze, and was
therefore responsible for the overtly sexual representation of her own body! The only time that
black women were represented allegorically was when they were framed as slaves, thus
relegating their bodies to the marketplace, a literal economy of the flesh that almost inevitably
involved rape. As Lisa Gail Collins points out, this degrading economy of the flesh resulted in a
“self-imposed invisibility” where in America, for example, art produced by African-Americans
avoided portrayal of the black female nude throughout the nineteenth century and it only
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(tentatively) became a “permissible subject” once again in the twentieth century.

The Black Body in Contemporary South African Art

Exoticizing the Other
In looking at various spins on feminism in South Africa it becomes quite evident that the
portrayal of the body is eminently problematic. Not only did an odious patriarchy volunteer itself as
the guardian of the body, but deep-seated, conservative religious convictions put a “godly” stamp
on any restrictions of the representation of the body. Women have suffered enormously as their own
bodies and representations thereof have been confined to the “sacrosanct” domain of men.
An example in South African history of the degradation of the black female body is the
extremely derogatory exoticization of the Khoikhoi woman Saartjie Baartman. The theatrical oil
pastel Dora and the Other Woman [Fig.21] rendered by white South African artist Penny Siopis in
1988, takes us back to the memories of two women who suffered the “colonization” of their bodies.
Siopis enters her own stage setting and plays the role of Dora, a young Viennese woman who was
sent by her father to Freud for the treatment of “hysteria”. Her so called hysteria was diagnosed
when a suicide note was found, but her father, of course, did not associate her condition with the
fact that he was willing to trade her off as an appeasement with his mistress’ husband - “give me
your wife and you can have my daughter”31. Dora, then, became not only an object of study for
Freud’s misogynist theories, but also an object of exchange for her own father’s sexual dealings.
While Siopis/Dora enshrouds her body with the classical drapery of a Venus, she embraces the
memory of the South African Khoikhoi woman, Saartjie Baartman, derogatorily known as the
“Hottentot Venus”, images of whom are pinned to the drapery. During the eighteenth and
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nineteenth centuries colonists to South Africa made numerous “anthropological” studies of the
“abnormal” anatomical features of black women, such as San, Khoikhoi, Xhosa and Zulu women.
These bodies were not only publicly scrutinized in “anthropological” terms, but were also
surreptitiously used as sexual titillation imbuing the stereotypical correlation of the black body with
an unbridled and insatiable sexual appetite. It was believed that Khoikhoi women had an enlarged
flap of skin that hung from their genitalia which was quite different from that of European women.
Known as the “Hottentot Apron” this feature became the study of many drawings, which, in the
name of “science” were not recognized as explicit and debasing objectifications of an abused other.
Another typical feature of San and Khoikhoi women was a distended buttocks, which, by the
nineteenth century had become such a sensationalized myth of sexuality that women were shipped
to Europe and callously flaunted at freak shows and circuses. In 1810 Saartjie Baartman suffered
such fate when Alexander Dunlop promised her a fortune if she accompanied him to London to
“exhibit” herself. [A similar situation can be seen in an nineteenth century engraving, Fig.22]. After
years of being gazed upon in London, Bath and Paris she died with no fortune and her body parts
were preserved and exhibited at the Musee de l’Homme in Paris.
Although, one and a half centuries later, the memory of Saartjie Baartman is certainly
disquieting, one wonders if the essence of such an event has really changed even though new
configurations of society might feign well-disposed betterment. By bringing together Baartman’s
experience of 1810, Dora’s experience of 1901 and her own experience as a 1980s South African
woman, Siopis suggests a continuation in the ways that women have been and still are being
treated. Although Siopis represents the ways that South African women have suffered under a
rigidly patriarchal society, this representation is particularly complicated as it has to take into
account both gender discrimination and racial discrimination, which immediately puts different

80

Pedigree Bodies

women in different playing fields.
A furious debate emerged in South Africa in 1996 when an artwork that purportedly ignored
racial discrimination in favor of gender discrimination, raised important questions about the
country’s censorship laws. In August of that year a South African national newspaper, The Mail and
Guardian, published a photograph of an award-winning artwork made by a third-year, white female
student Kaolin Thompson. The artwork, Useful Objects, [Fig.23] is a ceramic ashtray resembling a
vagina that holds a half-smoked Gauloise Blonde cigarette. African National Congress MP, Baleka
Kgositsile, was outraged at The Mail and Guardian’s publication as she claimed that the vagina
was racially specific and therefore degrading to black women. (The artist claims that the work is not
meant to be racially specific). Kgositsile then wrote her own article in The Star entitled “Poor taste
must not pose as art”. She concluded that, “If need be, legislation must protect our people from
degradation that is likely to continue in the name of trying to keep up with some arbitrary artistic
ideals not set by the majority but those affected by these academic debates”32. Calling for new
censorship laws that would go further than the Publications Act of the apartheid era (which always
excluded newspapers), Kgositsile sparked off an intense discussion about censorship in the New
South Africa, an already sore point in most memories of the old South Africa. Many feared that
new censorship laws would result in a clamping down similar to that of the old apartheid system,
and artist Penny Siopis argued that, “Given South Africa’s history, particularly, we need to be
critical and not fall back on any form of censorship”33. Parliamentary affairs manager for the South
African Institute for Race Relations, Colin Douglas, added, “Once you give the government the
power to censor one thing they have the ability to censor another. The kind of societal reasons for
censorship cited by Kgositsile sound ominously like those of the National Party when they were in
power”34.
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Certainly the apartheid regime’s attempt to preserve identity through the censorship of the
media, books, and films, should be remembered and heeded as a warning to potential dictatorial
activity. One the one hand, Useful Objects could be read merely as a comment on the way women’s
bodies have been literally perceived as useful objects. However, when read as racially specific it
becomes a problematic sweeping gesture of feminism that does not remember the stories of
individual women who underwent immense pain due to the color of their skin. Only when we listen
to these stories will we be able to re-member the multiple South African histories as well as
multiple feminisms. Only then will we be able to reconstruct what has, by racism and patriarchy,
been unmercifully dismembered. Feminist art will continue to be a contentious point in South
Africa as intricate gender and race relations are worked out, and a regenerative space needs to be
cleared for this particular context irrespective of so called global gestures of feminism and art.

The Deconstruction of Race: Wearing the Skin of an Other
Recently in South African art there has been a trend that seems to presume that this
regenerative space has already been cleared, and that global gestures are up for grabs no matter
what their import on South African people. Many protagonists and antagonists to this position have,
I will argue, been somewhat reductionistic in their handling of these issues and as such the debates
have degenerated into a slue of simplistic slogans and a socially irresponsible pastiche of theories.
Not only have various women pitted different feminisms against each other, but various men have
tried to control these arguments in ways that prevent women’s stories (even if conflicting), from
being told. Lying at the bottom of these issues is the question of authenticity, which in turn raises a
number of other questions: Who has the right to speak for whom? Should these “rights” be formed
along the borders of race, gender, profession or anything else? How would these categorical
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“rights” be prioritized, and who should do the prioritizing?
At the beginning of this chapter I argued that race is theoretically an utterly socially
constructed notion and I referred to Donna Haraway’s argument that biology itself is not the body,
but rather a discourse about the body, and an ideologically loaded discourse at that. I also argued
that, in tune with Naomi Zack, theories of social construction cannot suddenly be imposed on a
culture which has not only accepted these constructions as actual fact, but have also, subsequently,
oppressed a large group of people on the basis of that “fact”. In an attempt to complicate some of
the reductionistic arguments about South African art and the surrounding issues of authenticity,
Candice Breitz also uses Donna Haraway’s theories in her essay “Towards Cyber-creativity in postapartheid South Africa (From Identification to affinity)”. Breitz argues against an identifiably
national South African art that would be, she claims, clearly reductive, and instead calls for a
“cyber-creativity structured by complex affinities, where contradictions can co-exist rather than be
co-opted into totalising and perfect wholes”35. Like Haraway she wants to use the cyborg as a
metaphor of affinity, an interconnection that does not rely on a blood bond, but can counteract our
notions of identification. Breitz writes,
Donna Haraway is among many contemporary writers who have suggested that our reality
is a socially constructed fiction which has political ramifications. She suggests that it is
impossible to find a purely constituted being within this fiction. This holds true for the
South African context. A “white South African” must constitute her identity through her
experience o f being “non-black”. A South African artist attempting to deal with her
“African heritage” must constitute herself according to what it is to be “non-African”.
Given the complex interplay of seemingly distinctive possibilities in the formation of
subjectivity, Haraway suggests that we should adopt a cyborg as a “...fiction mapping our
bodily and social reality and as an imaginative resource suggesting some very fruitful
couplings””35.

Breitz does not, I suggest, take the political ramifications that Haraway refers to seriously enough.
While I agree with Brietz (via Haraway) that a “white South African” is a socially constructed
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notion that inevitably excludes other identifying information from its formalization, I disagree with
Breitz that this “white South African” has had to constitute her identity through her experience of
being “non-black”. Precisely due to political ramifications the privileged “race” of white South
Africans has never had to form its identity through the notion of being “non-black”. However, as I
argued earlier, the black female self has been defined as non-phallus, non-male, non-white and nonacceptable-woman, and as such has had to live with a negated self. Negation of self of that kind is
never required from the group of people in a position of power.
Breitz admits that Haraway’s metaphor of the cyborg does not enable us to heal the
cleavages which exist in South African identity, and yet she seems satisfied with the alternative that
it does allow for the co-existence of affinities. She argues that the cyborg cannot refer to a myth of
original unity in order to develop its future aspirations, as if a true process of healing in South
African would require a return to some kind of natural origin of so-called harmony. As Breitz
continues,
To think in terms of essentialist categories (like Afrocentricism and Eurocentricism or
black and white), is to accept the ideological prejudices by which these categories are
tainted. Undeniably, these categories are written on our bodies and into our experience such
that they cannot simply be theorised away. Nevertheless, we can refuse to accept the
ideology which clings to them. In allowing these categories to interact, to fuse and to blur,
we can challenge the ideologies which would like to keep them neat and coherent...
Identification can only be experienced at the expense of accepting essential difference.37

While on some levels I theoretically agree with Breitz, when I apply what she says to a specifically
South African situation warning signals immediately light up in my head. The scenario reads as
follows: The group in a position of power (white South Africans) think in terms of “essentialist
categories” and categorize all South Africans into White, Indian, Colored and Black (in that
hierarchical order). Inordinate oppression is carried out on the basis o f such “essentialist
categories” without attention being paid to the “ideological prejudices by which these categories are
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tainted”. Precisely because of oppression these categories, which Breitz claims are written on our
bodies, are, I assert, far more deeply incised into the skin of those who were tortured and killed in
the name of these socially constructed categories. Nevertheless, when the group in a position of
power is suddenly in a position of radically diminished power (as the New South Africa continues
to work towards a New Democracy), that same group decides on behalf of everyone else that, after
all, these categories are only socially constructed, and as such they should be fused, blurred and
challenged.
As I view this situation it constitutes yet another manipulative move (whether conscious or
subconscious) against black South Africans. While I am fascinated with and agree with much of
Donna Haraway’s ideas I am troubled with the way it is being simplistically imported into a
specifically South African situation. Using Naomi Zack’s analogy, perhaps it is not time to
dismount this tiger at all. If the tiger is being ridden by both oppressor and oppressed, then surely
the most socially responsible reaction is to let those who have been mauled by the tiger the most
decide when it is safe to dismount.
As I examine some of the specific works in contemporary South African art that represent
“racial bodies” in potentially problematic ways, I will also argue that the critical responses to this
art are wrought with their own problems too. There are two artists that I will discuss here, both
young, white South African women working in what can be loosely termed as the genre of feminist
art. These artists Minette Vari and Candice Breitz have been heavily criticized by both black and
white males for violently imposing their voices onto the silence of black South African women in
the name of a (“late in the day”) sisterhood. In my analysis I hope to complicate this simplistic
pro/con debate which has divided the South African art scene (and its international contestants) into
distinct camps ready for battle over a subject who is, ironically, left out of the play.
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Minette Vari questions our constructions of what is “real” as she attempts to peel away the
surfaces of racial and sexual stereotypes. In making “subtle” surface shifts in her artworks she
claims that History, after all, is also a succession of quiet subtle shifts. An example of this method
is a postcard, Zulu, 1995 [Fig.24], which portrays a group of bare-breasted Zulu women in
traditional dress who pose with large smiles next to the neatly arranged implements of their daily
chores. However, by shifting a certain reality Vari grafts38 her own features onto one of the women
and then sells this manipulated version of the postcard along with all the originals. While this type
of postcard (in its original form and perhaps even more so in its adjusted form) stands as the
epitome of tourist appropriation, immediate questions about the relationship between tourism and
colonialism beg to be asked, as well as questions about Vari’s relationship to the black female
women. Vari argues that she is reconstructing different realities by dropping visual “clues” to this
“Shifting, liquid semblance of meaning”39, but it is questionable as to how many tourists who buy
her modified postcard will pick up her clue, let alone find any meaningful interpretation of it.
Where such work becomes problematic is in the fact that these so-called skin surface shifts in
History and “reality” are far from skin deep in the lived experiences of, for example, Zulu women
in South Africa.
Again picking up on the ideas of tourism, souvenirs and the exoticization of the black body
in curio stores, Vari (superimposes a computer image of her own body onto a wooden figurine of
an African women in the typical pose of balancing a clay pot on her head [Fig.25]. In cyberspace
the two “races” of these women merge in an offbeat questioning of racial authenticity, identity and
origin. This African Cyborg sports stereotypically large lips and broad nostrils, with bluish/greenish
eyes and distinctly fair skin. Is it possible for the colonized body of the souvenir to be subverted on
a cyberpalette, or is the imposition of a white female body simply a third level of fetishization of the
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black female figure? In Self Portrait I and H, 1995 [Fig.26 and Fig.27], Vari took photographs of
her own body and then digitally darkened her skin and adjusted her features in order to, once again,
change her race. While Williamson and Jamal claim that her poses were “as removed from being
sexually provocative as she could manage”, and that in the final image she looked like a “young
animal at bay”40, the sexual nature of these images, the “animalistic” poses and the changed racial
features all combine into works that I read as extremely problematic. In both images her legs are
widespread, although she coyly covers her genitalia with her upper body and arms, and she stares
directly, and in fact quite piercingly, at the viewer. The viewer, I might add, was constituted by
more than the informed visitor to the gallery, when the image was sprawled across a billboard for
the Pretoria Art Museum. What the everyday person on their way to work would probably see is, in
the manner of my earlier description, a black female nude who actively solicits the sexual gaze for
the pleasure of her own desire. Vari however, argues, that these works are precisely about the way
that images are read, and claims that her concern is to,

. .uncover the secure social position in

portrayals of identity and race, I present a self-portrait, but I am not the black woman in the image.
My work is an inquiry into the mechanics which contribute to the establishment and reinforcement
of identity”41. While the desire to uncover the social position in portrayals of identity and race could
certainly be an engaging, critical practice, it is a practice fraught with complications at this stage in
South African society and as such requires rigorous attention to social responsibility. I read Vari’s
Self Portraits as uncovering certain portrayals of her own identity and race (partly due to their titles
as self portraits), but her portrayal of the black woman (who Vari claims is “another” woman)
unfortunately seems to comply with stereotypical portrayals of the black female body.
While I do find Vari’s images problematic and would argue that more thought needs to be
put into contextual social responsibility, at the same time the critical analyses that I read of her work
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are far from socially or academically responsible themselves. In an essay entitled “Visual Pleasure:
A Brief Reflection on the Work of Contemporary African Women”, Olu Oguibe (an artist, theorist,
critic and curator from Nigerian who now lives in Florida), places Vari into the camp of young,
white, South African women who, he claims have pathological, violent and racist intent. For a
critic/theorist who, in his paper, allegedly calls for a more sensitive understanding and portrayal of
the other which respects human dignity and allows the other to speak for herself, his self-righteous
display of bravado is alarmingly splattered with Modernist assumptions as to the intent and
psychical makeup of the artists at his prey. Phrases like, “this pathological determination”, “the
violent effects and intent”, “there is no doubt that...”, “the intent is always to...”, “precise nature of
the artist’s process”, “evident psychotic impulse”, and “it is an art of hatred and violence”42, not
only pollute a paper that otherwise has a few meaningful moments, but also comes across as
overbearingly Modernist without, however, the subtlety of Modernist deceptions.
Oguibe suggests that with Vari (as opposed to another artist I will later discuss) we do not
find hate necessarily, but rather a racial disregard and license. He writes that,
...though Vari proclaims a desire to identify with the black women, for her the black
woman is not human; she is a dispensable accessory, a body to be appropriated toward
fulfillment of that desire....It [Vari’s image] neither empowers the women that it figures,
nor does it empathize with them. Instead it objectifies them, and cannibalizes them.43

While I agree with Oguibe that these images are not empowering to black women (specifically, or
though not exclusively, in their South African context), I would not go as far as to say that she
thinks the black woman is not human and so she therefore cannibalizes her. I do not find any
evidence of this in either of these images.
The pitch of Oguibe’s criticism goes up a notch when he discusses the works of Candice
Breitz, a South African artist now living in New York. Once again I find both the images and the
criticism problematic. In a series of photographic images called Rainbow Series Breitz pastes
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together different body parts taken from both black and white women. The images portraying the
white women show pornographic objectification of the female nude, whereas the images portraying
the black women are tourist-type postcards that objectify the colonized body. Breitz juxtaposes the
two images with collage, creating a new female body that literally maps out an inception of race and
gender. This inception is, I suggest, more complicated than Breitz’s images reveal, especially seeing
as the title, Rainbow Series, makes a direct reference to contemporary South African society, and as
such, implicates South African history. In Vice-out, 1996 [Fig28], the top half of the figure is a
young African woman who’s broad, carefree smile depicts the sweetness and innocence that the
tourist expects to see, while the bottom half of the figure is a pair of white legs, crouching and
sprawled open to display the genitalia while precariously balancing on a pair of stilettos. The
juxtaposition is quite glaring, especially when one notices that the new woman now has three
hands. Exactly what Breitz is trying to unravel is hard to tell, although she seems to be drawing a
correlation between the two women’s experiences: both have been violated and both are portrayed
as if they comply with this violation. So far Breitz’s work raises poignant questions about
women’s bodies at the hands of patriarchal and imperialistic aspirations for power and authority.
However, there is a further question that Breitz does not seem to address, and that is what the
relationship might be between the white woman who, although suffers at the hands of patriarchy,
is simultaneously one of the colonizers who colonized the black woman. In other words, Breitz
explores the fetishization of each of these women’s bodies without taking into account the
double fetishization of the black woman (who is simultaneously non-phallus, non-male, non
white and non-acceptable-woman), nor the white woman’s implicated compliance therein. In
Vice-out the artist has splashed or dripped white-out over the image as if, in connection with the
title, to exorcise the violent debauchery that has been displayed against these two women.
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Oguibe, however, has a far more “radical” reading of Breitz’s work. He claims that Breitz
displays a “pathological determination to undress black women and to force them, as it were, into
a state o f pornographic complicity and availability even in disregard of cultural reservations or
their protestations”44. He continues to write that this works displays evidence that these white
women are trying to obtain the same license to black women’s bodies that have traditionally been
exercised by men, and that they are therefore fortifying the construction of black women as
abject. What is most disturbing to hear from an art critic is the extremely literal correlation he
imports onto the use of materials and symbolism, especially in the late twentieth century when
these methods are hardly uncommon. Oguibe argues that Breitz’s use of collage suggests her
personal hatred towards black women because she literally tears the women apart (by tearing the
paper) and thus objectifies their bodies. He also argues that she desires to literally white-out the
black woman’s subjectivity because she splashes her images with white-out. Such a literal
reading would at least be acceptable if Oguibe said something like, “I read a certain violence in
the tearing of paper....”, but to claim, in absolute terms, that he knows the artist’s intent and
emotional state through her medium is inexcusably irresponsible critique. This is what he says
about Breitz, who he pronounces has “indeterminate talent”, while he analyzes her “precise
nature” of artistic process:
...she does not merely hide the women’s identities, she does so vigorously and almost
compulsively mutilating their faces, by scratching out their eyes. Here a psychoanalytic
reading o f process is perhaps very necessary: how may we interpret such gesture of
calculated physical infliction? Why does the artist elect a private and pathological ritual
of mutilation in the form of scratching out eyes, or the alternative political ritual of
symbolic obliteration in the form of whiting out - an act so particularly loaded with racial
and historical significance - to the conventional option o f neatly taping over the eyes that
we associate with sensitivity in the media? How serious may we take claims o f feminist
centering o f black women in the work o f an artist who methodically indulges in processes
that so uncannily ritualize the symbolic violation and mutilation of women’s bodies, and
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so potently parallel historical violence against people in her country? How does the
artist’s claim o f constructing feminist critique obliterate the evident psychotic impulse in
her methods and the fact that rather than constitute a critique, her art and its methods
exhibit a barely hidden colonialist inclination to destroy and erase; that whiting out black
women’s eyes visually and symbolically resonates with a desire for ethnic cleansing?
How does an act that immediately bring to our minds the Caucasian policy in Australia
and Tasmania at the beginning of the 20th century o f “whiting out” the natives or “fucking
them white”, possibly constitute itself into a critique or an empowering feminist art? To
the service o f what agenda may we freely call feminism? Breitz’s art is not a critique of
hatred and violence: it is an art of hatred and violence.

Lest I fall into sloppy criticism myself, I will refrain from further analysis of Oguibe’s above
comment on Breitz’s work and turn to Okwui Enwezor, who does on occasion echo Oguibe’s
“style” of criticism, but generally holds to a more sober critique. In a catalogue essay entitled
“Reframing the black subject: Ideology and fantasy in contemporary South African art”, Enwezor
begins his discussion of the black subject in relation to the theories of Franz Fanon and Julia
Kristeva. He argues that the black body has traditionally been portrayed as abject, that which
Kristeva defines as what, “disturbs identity, system, ruler. What does not respect borders,
positions, rules”45, and adds that it is precisely the South African Rainbow that is currently doing
the disturbing and transgressing. In the midst o f this disturbance Enwezor suggests that there is a
new struggle over the body and that the meaning of identity in post-apartheid South Africa relies
on having control over the “representational intentionality of the body politic”46. As a result he
asserts that South African art has become an “ideological battle... over the control of the black
body, its frame of analysis.. .”47, and suggests that due to white South Africans being unmoored
from their position of security, it is white artists who are fighting most vehemently to win this
battle. He goes on to suggest that black artists have retracted from representations of the black
body:
While this attention, which grew out o f the need to state the white liberal conscience in a
fragile post-apartheid culture, persists, conversely African artists have adopted contrary
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attitude towards the selfsame body. There is very little usage of that figure in their work.
Instead we encounter it as a suppressed presence abstracted and exorbitantly coded with
the semiotic speech detoumement, a kind o f shift o f emphasis from its representational
“realness” to a metaphorical search for its lost form.48

This sounds very similar to the “self imposed invisibility” that Lisa Gail Collins suggests
happened with regard to the black female nude in African-American art, and is something that
should surely be taken into consideration by white South African artists. Enwezor’s response to
this phenomena is to suggest that “the less anxiously repeated the image, the better opportunity to
find an ethical ground to use its index as a form of discursive address, for a radical revision, as
well as to unsettle the apparatus o f power which employs it for a structurally codified narrative of
dysfunction”49.1 agree wholeheartedly with Enwezor that the image of the black body needs to
be used with great caution (which might mean less frequently) and that an ethical ground needs
to be found from which this image can be radically revised. However, I assert that similarly an
ethical ground needs to be found from which to theorize about this image, and unfortunately I
find neither Enwezor’s nor Oguibe’s critiques to be particularly ethically grounded, even though
they certainly do have some poignant points to make. Surely slanderous remarks that the artists
are intentionally racist and violent suggest that these theorists fall, unwittingly, into their own
traps.

Gendered Criticism
There are two things that I find obtrusively absent in both Enwezor’s and Oguibe’s
essays. The first is the lack of critique of white South African males who employ the black body
in a manner that should surely be read as problematic according to their own analyses, and the
second, the most unfortunate omission, is the lack of space given to the black female subject
herself. Enwezor’s essay seems to address the black male subject, as his language is in the
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masculine throughout, and yet his actual critique of South African art is predominantly limited to
white female artists producing images of both black and white women. I find it very extremely
suggestive that he neglects to critique South African male artists when these males (especially
those who happen to be white) jump on Enwezor and Oguibe’s bandwagon to criticize the likes
of Breitz and Vari. I therefore take the liberty to fill in this gap and briefly discuss artworks by a
few South Africa men who also employ the black body in ways that are, I assert, just as
problematic.
In Sue Williamson’s introduction to Art in South Africa: the future present (the most
visually comprehensive book on contemporary South African art), she explains how many artists
have moved from a mode o f political resistance (the topic of her previous book on South African
art) to vigorous investigations of “more interesting cultural identities - trying on each other’s
skin, as it were - developing performances, using more materials and technologies, and pulling
out ethnographic materials - often the “scientific” rationale for apartheid - out of museum
storerooms and subjecting them to a revisionist scrutiny”50. While this book presents South
African art without much critical analysis of it, it is precisely this trying on of each other’s skin
that Williamson and Ahraf write about that gets under the skin of Oguibe and Enwezor, and
rightly so. Williamson does later suggest that perhaps at times the center uses the margins to
revitalize its own art and its own position at the center, although her “center” seems to refer more
to New York and Cologne than to white South Africa. Next to the comment about trying on each
other’s skin, Williamson and Ashraf have placed an image which South African sculptor Brett
Murray used for the invitation o f his 1996 show entitled “White Boy Sings the Blues” [Fig.29].
The image is a photograph of the artist as a six-year-old Zulu child draped in darkened skin, and
traditional loincloth and jewelry.
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Murray’s own sculptural works follow suit in their explorations of cultural crossovers and
the pastiche of traditional African images and Western capitalist images. In Buy and Sell, 1996
[Fig30], Murray portrays the head of “Little Black Sambo”, a politically incorrect figure due to
its derogatory connotations towards black people, with the Shell logo pasted onto its head, or,
you could say, implanted in his brain. The logo is bordered with coins alluding to capitalist
indulgences and to the fact that “Shell is once again on every politically correct person’s
blacklist”51. Williamson and Ashraf suggest that Murray not only takes a swipe at Shell, but also
at political correctness itself with the use of “Little Black Sambo”. It seems quite evident that
Murray is associating capitalist extravagance with race in a South African context, especially
when one considers his own comment that “Everything’s changed, but nothing’s changed, save
the colour of the fat cats tooling around the cities in the BMWs”52. Williamson and Ashraf also
suggest that Murray takes a swipe at Africa itself with the work entitled Africa, 1993 [Fig.31],
which portrays a traditional African sculpture bordered with the frenzied face of the North
American icon Bart Simpson. Murray continues this theme in two other works, Rich Boy, 1995
[Fig32] and Identity, 1995 [Fig33]. Rich Boy is the well-known Richie Rich who has been
converted into a black boy with clumsy stereotypes. In one hand he clutches a bag full of dollars
(not Rands) and the other hand is held out in a gesture of asking for more. Identity represents a
traditional Zulu warrior with shield, spear and “knopkerrie” made out of black metal, but his
head has been replaced with a large, plastic yellow dot with the generic cartoon smile of Western
capitalist advertising.
If one were to take Enwezor and Oguibe’s critiques of Breitz and Vari seriously, then
Murray’s work would surely have to be interpreted as a violent manifestation to keep the black
subject in a position of the abject especially in relation to Neo-colonial economics. Murray’s use
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of the traditional and exoticized black figure as well as his curio store finding, draw a strong
parallel with both Vari and Breitz’s work. Going along with Oguibe’s literal use of materials and
methods, Murray’s Zulu Warrior would have to be read as cruelly decapitated and forced into
complicit prostituting of itself (in global economic terms) without consent. Truth, 1994 [Fig34],
an image o f two African faces with large white holes negating their features and partially
covering their eyes would surely have to be read as a “whiting out” or “fucking white” of their
black subjectivity. Such a reading is, of course, unduly simplified, even though some of these
images are indeed still problematic.
Another example of an artist referencing the colonial photographs of African people is an
untitled work by Hentie van der Merwe. His image is a silhouette of a topless figure (its gender is
ambiguous) who balances a small airplane on its head reminiscent of a traditional African
carrying a bundle, clay pot, or basket on his or her head [Fig.35]. Van der Merwe’s works are
often commentaries on AIDS and, as he says, “Although I mourn the deaths of thousands already
lost to the epidemic, I will nevertheless go on to celebrate the friendship and sex that happens
between men as one o f the most beautiful things in life and enjoy those moments with friends
and lovers that make life worth living”53. In this particular artwork the bright red silhouetted
figure, and the literal use of pins and painkillers allude to blood and disease. The pins,
intertwined with thread, map the outline of the body almost like the territorial markings of real
maps. While Williamson and Ashraf read this as a desire to escape this earth (hence the airplane)
although we are pinned to it, there are other possible readings. The pins that mark the border of
the body may refer to a desire for impervious skin that controls our bodily fluids and as such
prevents the transmission of certain diseases. They could also be read as a desire to keep “the
diseased” within geographical boundaries which, together with the reference to the traditional
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African figure, could allude to the myth that many diseases (including AIDS) come from Africa.
In other words there is the potential for Hentie van der Merwe’s works to be interpreted as subtly
racist, although this is not necessarily the case, the point being that the work of Vari and Breitz is
being interpreted on a different scale.
In 1995 Wayne Barker produced an installation work for the Scurvy show called The
World is Flat. Scurvy [Fig.36], which took place in the Cape Town Castle, alluded to the
“multinational” Dutch East India Company (VOC) that used Cape Town as its halfway mark on
its imperialist trips in the seventeenth century. The stop was necessary for the sailors who,
without a refurbishing o f the fresh vegetable supply would end up dying of scurvy before their
destination was reached. This imperialist fort of the first colonizers was then turned into the
haven for the South African Defense Force (read as white, racist Force) in the twentieth century.
By exhibiting their works on site Barker and other artists attempted to subvert the loaded
references to apartheid colonial domination. In The World is Flat Barker piled up two hundred
army uniforms around a world map made out of green glass bottles. A neon VOC logo shone at
the tip of the Cape o f Good Hope. When the Scurvy show moved to Johannesburg Barker hired a
black domestic worker to iron all the uniforms before he bundled them up with the VOC logo
[Fig. 37]. The domestic worker was photographed and appears next to the artworks in Williamson
and A shraf s book, and as such her actions become performative and her image becomes an
artistic representation. In response to Candice Breitz’s work Enwezor claimed that a friend of his
(a black woman) commented at the exhibition that she was ashamed of her body and asked, “Is
this the way they still see us?”. Enwezor, presuming the “they” to be gender specific (ie. female),
adds, “To understand this comment, it is important to note that white women metaphorically
sodomized and pomographized black women by using their bodies as functional objects of
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labour, as domestic workers, as maids and wet nurses”54. Although Barker’s use of the black
women to iron all the army uniforms (labour for white males55) supposedly has an ironic twist, it
is quite foreseeable that a black women would ask the same question in response this work, “Is
this the way they still see us?”. Barker’s work could be interpreted as a “white fantasy” (in
Enwezor’s terms) to keep the black South African woman in a position of subservience and
economic dependence. My point is not to justify the use of the black female figure in any of these
works or to marshal the interpretation thereof, but is rather to indicate the implicate gender bias
in both Enwezor and Oguibe’s criticism that puts enormous energy into the “violent” works of
white women and pays no attention to potentially violent works by white men. Instead these two
critics camp out with the likes o f Kendell Geers, a white South African male who has elected
himself as, not only the guardian of all South African art, but also the voice of every fragment of
the rainbow.
In an essay entitled “Altered States: The Art o f Kendell Geers” Enwezor suddenly plays a
different tune on his interpretive keyboard. He presents Geers as a genius that was victimized as
an artist by political sanctions and who, in his paradoxical position as white, Afrikaner, African
and South African artist, “excites the moment”56. Unlike the reductionistic readings that both
Enwezor and Oguibe offer for Candice Breitz and Minette Vari, Enwezor offers two possibilities
for the interpretation of Geers’ work: “.. .one a visceral setting which gives the viewer a kind of
adrenaline rush of excitement; and aesthetic experience that places one at a site of recognition,
yet giving off an aura o f impenetrability. The other possibility is one of extreme coldness, a
mnemonic disruption that borders on repulsion”57. While Geers’ work obviously does excite
Enwezor, any trace o f aloofness is read as his genius, as he is an artist that has come to “occupy a
central axis in the mercurial South African art world”, and has “built a critical oeuvre that is
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filled with brilliance, uncanny moments, and yet is difficult to classify”58. However, what is most
alarming to the observant art critic is that in Enwezor’s critique the “male” version of some of
Breitz and Vari’s methods is taken far more seriously, it is implicitly given the benefit of any
doubt and is, in fact, labeled (in the style of a Modernist hangover) as genius.
When a recent exhibition of South African artists in Berlin excluded a piece that Geers
made to deliberately question the curator’s political correctness, he then submitted a work that
consisted of a postcard o f half naked Ndebele women, Title Withheld (Kunst Kapital Kultur,
Kitsch), 1996, in an attempt to subvert the curatorial process that had rejected his previous
submission. As Enwezor says, these types of postcards are “usually sold in tourist shops and
manufactured in abundance in South Africa to replicate the assumed authenticity o f its “native”
inhabitants”59. According to Enwezor, Geers successfully uses this work to mock and to subvert
the “curatorial shortcomings evident in working simplistically with ethnicity as the prime basis of
any cultural project”60. In fact, so successful is Geer’s conspiracy and brazen recontextualization,
that his use of the naked African women triumphantly subverts another artist’s use of naked
African women - the video work of an artist who happens to be female and who, unlike Geers,
had her original submission accepted for the exhibition! While Enwezor indicates that the image
submitted by Geers is a clever artistic mockery of a curatorial foible, he calls Sheila Meintjies’
video work that incorporated similar images of African women as that which “slipped into the
exhibition as a pseudo-liberal, humanist document masquerading as art”61. It seems strange that
one work can so easily be ruled as genius, while the other is so quickly disregarded as not even
being art. It is also strange that Geers, in his genius of humor and sarcasm, always acts as if he
has the right to have the last laugh (at the expense of others), and yet Enwezor refers to him as
the type of artist that is often “cavalierly chopped off at the knees, or is allowed limited sanction
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to speak” . Perhaps his only “genius” is in the silencing of others.
In chapter 3 I discussed a work by Geers called Title Withheld (Hustler), 1993-4, in
relation to body fluids and mythologies surrounding semen. While I expressed a hope that the
artist were attempting to subvert the pornographic image, I suggested that probably it ended up
being a mere intensification of pleasure projection for masculine power, following Linda
William’s analyses of hard core pornography63. What I find to be extremely disturbing is
Enwezor’s analysis of this piece; an analysis that I read as recklessly and discriminatorily
gendered. He suggests that Geers does not try to use shock tactic (a tactic that could be read as an
attempt to subvert), but rather that he merely notes “the comic presence of a defaced icon; the
graffitied wall (imagine the number of sperm-encrusted Marilyn Monroes; the classical image of
young Caucasian juvenile desire in the fifties)”. After all, says Enwezor, with his Duchampian
hyperbolism and appropriation, Geers only “wants to have fun as an artist”64. This pornographic
image splattered with sperm is “art as fun house”65. Such art criticism is an insult to women,
especially when it comes from a male critic who, in other essays, tries to “protect” the female
body from the “intentional abuse” o f female artists.
Both Oguibe and Enwezor’s critique of South African art is horribly gendered, even if
they do have some poignant remarks to make about the representation of the black body. They
blatantly apply double standards to artists along gender lines and then label anyone who
questions them as racist. What is most unfortunate about this is that the loudest voices heard are
male (regardless of race) while the black female subject that they are supposedly protecting is
barely heard. If the question of whom has the right to speak for whom is so crucial in a current
South African context (and I think it is) then surely the serious critic should be acutely aware of
her/his own location (and this includes gender, class, profession etc., as well as race); should be

99

Pedigree Bodies

consistent in her/his manner o f critique, and should stop to listen for the voice of the other they
are apparently defending. Only then will an ethical space be cleared for regenerative imaging of
the black body, and indeed, of all bodies. Only then can we take seriously the harm that has been
done in the construction of difference in terms of both race and gender.

Conclusion
Throughout this chapter I have pointed towards enormous problems that have arisen due
to discriminatory hangovers as well as earnest attempts to renegotiate the borders that initially led
to such discrimination. In such a context it certainly seems unwise to take the theoretical
deconstruction of race too seriously or literally. All sorts of bodies are being used as hosts rather
than being given sites o f rest and regeneration. It is too dangerous to dismount the tiger right
now. Sadly though, those who ride the tiger might just devour each other first. To represent the
body at its inception of race and gender is such a fragile and precarious endeavor that selfimposed invisibility becomes quite tempting. It is hard to stand up when the fear of so much
danger lies in wait.

“Will the Real Body Please Stand Up?

The real black or white body of the new millenium may not stand up. Not because “black” and
“white” will have been successfully deconstructed, but rather because in the processes of
renegotiation so many bodies are being wounded, and so many are being told they have no right
to stand up. Renegotiation ought to continue for a very long time.
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Chapter

4

Posthuman_ upload@extend. com:
The Body as Clickable Icon

Introduction
B y the late twentieth century, our time, a mythic time,
w e are all chimeras, theorized and fabricated hybrids
o f machine and organisms; in short, w e are cyborgs.
The cyborg is our ontology; it gives us our politics.
Donna H arraway, A M anifesto o f Cyborgs.

Within the next thirty years the fear that w e may not be able
to distinguish real humans from replicas w ill no longer
just be science fiction... Our children’s generation
could very w ell be the last generation o f
“pure” humans.
Jeffrey Deitch, P o st Human.
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As we approach the new millennium there is considerable contest about the
categorization o f humans in the light of impending technological impositions. Until recently real
life (RL) has thought to be completely separate from virtual reality (VR), in that one can travel
from one sphere to the other without a “cross-pollination” of effects. However, as the sun sets on
our definitions o f reality and hence our definitions of real life, the new dawn brings with it a
cyborgian deconstruction o f the borders that kept “human”, “machine” and “animal” so neatly
apart. Questions regarding selves, identities and bodies are desperately being mulled over in the
fear that “post-human” necessarily means “post-self’, “post-identity” and “post-body”. As post
human bodies are uploaded into techno-affinities, we can similarly ask whether bodies will be
nothing more than technological extensions, mere electronic sites stamped with a company’s
proprietorship, sites that are manipulated at will with a mere click of a button. In this chapter I
will examine the categorical transformation from “human” (as a traditional definition) to “post
human” (as a regenerative definition), and will question the social and ethical implications that
such a move might have for living bodies. If, as Donna Haraway argues, we should take pleasure
in the confusion o f boundaries as well as responsibility in their construction, what are the gains
of confusing the boundaries between humans and machines, and how might reconstructions
remain ethically and socially responsible towards our selves, our beings and our bodies, as well
as other selves, beings and bodies?
In Life on the Screen: Identity and the Age of the Internet. Sherry Turkle points out that
the discourse on the relationship between humans and technology is currently being divided into
three categories: utopian, utilitarian and apocalyptic1. It seems strange, however, that such
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categories are being adhered to in a discourse that, at times, is itself occupied with the
deconstruction o f categories. Perhaps there is a lesson to be learned as we evidently continue to
define, compartmentalize and order our world: As we attempt to deconstruct categories at the end
of this millennium, we will inevitably impose new categories, no matter how we disguise this
imposition. At the end o f the twenty-first century future generations will have the task of
dismantling the very categories we currently create, and, quite possibly, they will be alarmed at
the pain our categories cause them. As we renegotiate body boundaries we can only hope that our
new boundaries and new categories will be more respectful to bodies, selves and identities than
they have been in the past, even though the ways that such respect is manifested might differ
radically from the past.
Throughout this chapter I will argue against an utopian/utilitarian/apocalyptic approach,
where a definite choice has to be made between categories, and will rather suggest a utopianutilitarian-apocalyptic approach, where each category bleeds into the others and helps to create a
more complex, cyborgian constitution. Aware of the inevitabilities and problems surrounding
categorization, I will discuss two performance artists and will playfully, but deliberately
categorize them: one as a utopian proponent for new technologies (Stelarc), and the other as a
utilitarian who parodies the utopian view (Orlan). However I will argue that their work has
certain downfalls when it comes to renegotiating body boundaries and, instead, will argue for a
cyborgian crossover o f the utopian, utilitarian and apocalyptic that addresses both the gap
between RL and VR as well as the overlaps between the two. Anything simpler than the utopianutilitarian-apocalyptic (UUA) cyborg will, at this stage of the development of techno-theory, fall
into a reductionistic mode of theorization rather than strive for a multifaceted and composite
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techno-theory.2

Cyborgs Enter One By One.
Unlike the biblical story of the flood where the animals and humans entered two by two,
one male and one female in order to preserve their species, cyborg mythology has no “species” to
preserve. While the flood served as a cleansing of evil so as to return to a state of innocence and
to re-inhabit the earth, the cyborg has no original innocence. In her ironic political myth, “A
Manifesto o f Cyborgs”, Donna Haraway suggests that cyborgs already inhabit Earth, meandering
along the corridors o f medical institutions and military bases, not to mention many other
unsuspecting, and even domestic spaces3. In terms of the Western Myth of Origin, the cyborg has
no origin and as such does not depend on an original unity out o f which difference must be
produced, an act that Harraway argues generates escalating violence. If the cyborg has any type of
“origin” at all, it is immediately subversive of that source. While it is the illegitimate offspring of
militarism and patriarchal capitalism, “illegitimate offspring are often exceedingly unfaithful to
their origins. Their fathers, after all, are not essential”4.
Haraway claims that her myth is about transgressed boundaries, and while she celebrates
such transgression, she also soberly hints at possible perils that might play this border-crossing
game too. With Evolution Theory she claims that the border between human and animal was
transgressed, and that now the borders between human and machine, and physical and non
physical are being disregarded as well. However she warns us that, “our machines are
disturbingly lively, and we ourselves frighteningly inert”, and that the danger with cyborgs today
in politics is precisely their invisibility: “People are nowhere near so fluid, being both material
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and opaque. Cyborgs are ether, quintessence”5. Mind, body and tool have never been on such
intimate terms, and the “boundary-maintaining images of base and superstructure, public and
private, material and ideal never seemed more feeble”6.
Despite the enormous risks involved in living with/as cyborgs, Haraway argues that their
oppositional, contradictory “personalities” of resistance are in many ways more than we could
hope for in our socio-political environments where our identities are just as contradictory and
partial. She argues that, “There is no drive in cyborgs to produce total theory, but there is an
intimate experience of boundaries, their construction and deconstruction”7. As entities of
resistance, cyborgs become extremely useful in Haraway’s political myth as they can, “.. .suggest
a way out of the maze o f dualisms in which we have explained our bodies and our tools to
ourselves”8. Such resistance has the potential to be directed towards social healing in the light of
oppression based on gender as well as other social constructions: “We have all been injured,
profoundly. We require regeneration, not rebirth, and the possibilities for our reconstitution
include the utopian dream o f the hope for a monstrous world without gender”9.
Harraway suggests that the tools for cyborg resistance are writing, the power of literacy
and story telling:
Cyborg writing is about the power to survive not on the basis o f original innocence, but
on the basis o f seizing the tools to mark the world that marked them as other. The tools
are often stories, retold stories, versions that reverse and displace the hierarchical
dualisms o f naturalized identities. In retelling origin stories, cyborg authors subvert the
central myths of Western culture. We have all been colonized by those origin myths,
with their longing of fulfillment in apocalypse.10

Such writing can liberate the marginal and the dispossessed from their prescribed positions of the
underprivileged, and can challenge a difference that has, rather than permitted true difference,
determined groups of sameness in the guise of difference. Such difference categorizes identities
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based upon origin myths that leave little room for fluidity or transgression, and Haraway asserts
that it is a mere fabrication of colonial power and will:
With the hard-won recognition of their social and historical constitution, gender, race,
and class cannot provide the basis for belief in “essential” unity. There is nothing about
being “female” that naturally binds women. There is not even such a state as “being”
female, itself a highly complex category constructed in contested scientific discourses
and other social practices. Gender, race or class consciousness is an achievement forced
on us by the terrible historical experience o f the contradictory social realities of
patriarchy, colonialism, racism and capitalism.11

According to Harraway many feminisms have also prescribed differences that have, indeed,
obliterated difference in their homogenization of the term Women as being women of a particular
class or race. However, the call for a post-gender, post-race, post-class cyborg affinity12
undermines the claims for an organic or natural standpoint such as the epistemological strategies
of many feminisms, not to mention many other “isms” that flow though our circuits. On the other
hand, trying to avoid a lapse into a boundless difference that ignores the task of forging
connections, Haraway advises that, “some differences are playful; some are poles of world
historical systems o f domination. Epistemology is about knowing the difference”13. She seems to
imply, however, that there is no completely innocent difference, which would make it, I submit,
epistemologically impossible to truly know the difference. Perhaps it is here that we should
accept a cyborgian resistance to certainty, and lean towards a celebration of the loss of innocence,
the loss of unity and the loss of wholeness. Perhaps only then can we truly honour difference
without relying on a so-called original and innocent difference.

Cyberfeminism/Cyborgian Feminism - Is there a Difference?
In an attempt to deal with the issue of difference in relation to cyberfeminism, and to
complicate the jump from technophobia to technophilia, Rosi Braidotti wrote a paper entitled
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“Cyberfeminism with a Difference”. She views cyberfeminism as believing that violent
differences could eventually be abolished through new technologies, and in response she argues
that, on the other hand, technologies could actually increase these differences as well as their
violence. She attempts to create a cyberfeminism that recognizes these “bad” differences and
maintains the “good” differences, or, in Haraway’s terms, she attempts to epistemologically
“know the difference”. In this next section I will argue that Braidotti’s “cyberfeminism with a
difference” comes close to my proposal of the crossover between the utopian, utilitarian and
apocalyptic approaches - the UUA cyborg which, in terms of feminism, could be called
cyborgian feminism.
Braidotti begins by claiming a certain distance from the utopian and apocalyptic positions
and as such implicitly suggests a utilitarian approach. She wishes not to align herself with the,
“euphoria of mainstream postmodernists who seize advanced technology and especially cyber
space as the possibility for multiple and polymorphous reembodiments”, nor with the, “many
prophets of doom who mourn the decline of classical humanism”14. However, she does not
entirely reject these two positions, but cautiously allows them to impact her own assertions
regarding embodiment. Under the sub-heading “Post-human Bodies” she argues that today’s
discussions on embodiment rarely refer to bodies in terms of biological essences, but rather in
terms of a crossroad of forces and inscriptions. She suggests that, “Ever since the efforts by the
poststructuralist generation to rethink a non-essentialized embodied self, we should all have
grown accustomed to the loss of ontological security that accompanies the decline of the
naturalistic paradigm” 15. Instead she sees the focus of the new problem to be the question of
“how to re-adjust our politics to this shift”16, a utilitarian concern. Unlike the seemingly utopian
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vision of Haraway (albeit through the lenses of an ironic political myth) Braidotti suggests that a
re-adjustment to this shift away from a naturalistic paradigm could never wipe out racism or
sexism. In fact she goes further to argue that an increase in the use of technology will, indeed,
expand the gender gap. She argues that,
.. .while computer technology seems to promise a world beyond gender differences, the
gender gap grows wider...There is strong indication... that the shifting of conventional
boundaries between sexes and the proliferation of all kinds of differences through the
new technologies will not be nearly as liberating as the cyber-artists and internet addicts
would want us to believe.17

However, it is at such a point that I prefer Harraway’s model of the illegitimate cyborg rejecting
its Father and its masculinist origins, as it allows for more subversion than Braidotti seems to
find feasible. Contrary to her suggestion, recent studies indicate that in younger generations the
1 Q

use of computers is beginning to narrow the gender gap.
While I disagree with Braidotti’s suggestion that the gender gap will necessarily widen,
her response to this problem is certainly one that I do agree with. She encourages women to,
... use technology to disengage our collective imagination from the phallus and its
accessory values: money, exclusion and domination, nationalism, iconic femininity
and systematic violence... Nowadays, women have to undertake the dance through
cyberspace, if only to make sure that the joy-sticks o f the cyberspace cowboys will
not reproduce univocal phallicity under the mask o f multiplicity.. . 19

By taking up the masculinist joysticks of cyberspace, Braidotti’s form of subversion seems
quite similar to that of Irigaray. Comparable to Irigaray’s vulvamorphic mimesis Braidotti
calls for a renegotiation of gender, race and class boundaries that relies on complexity,
multiplicity and simultaneity, a mimetic repetition that attempts to assimilate the old before
it moves into a new order. Like Irigaray, her assimilation of the past is playful and
subversive as it seduces the old into invigorating newness. Instead of a metaphysics Braidotti
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proposes a metabolism, a “new embodied becoming, a shift of perspective which allows
individuals to set their pace and rate of change while moving towards workable social forms
of consensus to readjust our culture to these shifts and changes”20. Such a metabolism or
embodied becoming relates to the para sites I referred to in Chapter 3, the neighborly sites
where individuals can rest on their unique journeys of cultural change. It is along this
journey and at these sites that Braidotti proposes a cultivation of “collectively negotiated
Dionysian laughter” and a “culture o f joy and affirmation”21.
Such amorous laughter is often found in cyberfeminism while more traditional
feminisms are often (unduly) criticized for their lack of humor22. While most traditional
feminisms see technology as sexist, masculinist and primarily disembodied, cyberfeminists
generally hold a more utopian outlook such as Sadie Plant who argues that the Internet is a
quintessentially female technology. Firstly, she suggests, such networking implies that
technology is out of control in the sense that the traditional male quest for control and
domination can no longer be pursued, and secondly many values of the Internet seem to imitate
typically female values such as the free exchange of information, the undermining of hierarchy
and the nurturing aspects of virtual communities.23 While some of these qualities of the Internet
might indeed resonate with certain constructed notions of femininity, one would have to believe
in a “quintessential female” before one could talk about quintessential female technology. This
would, I submit, repudiate the basic assumptions of cyberfeminism. On the other hand, however,
one should not rule out an Irigarayian mimetic repetition in Sadie Plant’s statement where
referring to “quintessentially female characteristics” could be a deliberate and playful move to
consume the old, to metabolize and absorb it as a source of revitalization. Similarly, perhaps

113

Posthuman_upload@extend.com

Braidotti falls for too straightforward a reading when she suggests that cyber-artists and Internet
addicts regard technology as solely liberating. On the contrary, most cyberfeminists are very
much aware o f the risks involved and yet are still able to incorporate these into very ratifying
techno-experiences for women.
Nancy Patterson, for example, cyberfeminist and media artist, asserts that the two key
things for the empowerment of women in the field of new electronic media are demystification
and appropriation. As such she attempts to not only address the problematic origins and their
lingering effects, but also affirms a strategy o f empowerment and subversion:
Without celebrating the military-industrial complex responsible for the origin and
development of these new technologies, what alternatives are left for women who are not
satisfied with the roles which patriarchal culture have designated? Certainly not the
association o f the feminine with nature... It is no longer possible or desirable for women
to capitulate and retreat to this position. The progress of new electronic technologies will
leave them in the dust.24

In answer to her question as to what alternatives are left open to women, Patterson suggests that
cyberfeminism has the potential to reconstruct a new political identity and poetic without relying
on a logic and language o f exclusion and domination. While admitting that issues of class,
economics, gender, race, nationality, and personality are all driven, whether we like it or not, by
new electronic technologies, she claims that cyberfeminism rejects carefully constructed
differences which label people according to gender, race, sexual-orientation etc., often in quite
harmful ways. She believes that the issue is not “whether a woman can be accurately described
as a lesbian-separatist, pacifist, woman of colour, but rather, whether we can recognize and
address the personal and political impact which new electronic technologies and media have on
daily life” . Cyberfeminism also rejects the seemingly inevitability of new technologies to
manipulate and define our experiences and to maintain specific cultural, political and personal
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stereotypes. While technology has traditionally represented a “magic circle” from which women
have been excluded, Paterson asserts that “women are increasingly successful in breaking
through and stepping inside the circle”26, and, once in the circle, she implies that women might
often be more proficient than the masculinst techno-priests, due to their already-learned ability
to world- and body-travel27:
Women have always, by virtue or necessity, been adept at free fall, grounding themselves
in personal physical experience. This skill will serve well as we venture into other
dimensions and back home again. However skilled we become at navigating these spaces
and temporarily leaving our bodies behind, it is doubtful that we will ever achieve
immortality.28

Cyberfeminism/Cyborgian Feminism: Is there a Difference?

While the general perception of cyberfeminism is that it leans irrationally and heavily on
a utopian approach, my perception o f many forms of cyberfeminism is that they are actually
quite close to a cyborgian feminism that takes seriously all three approaches, even if it does have
a preference for one or another. Most cyberfeminisms that are read as excessive and extravagant
are, I submit, often misread in terms o f their possible mimetic repetition, their parody and their
play. However, if there is a difference between cyberfeminism and cyborgian feminism, I would
suggest that cyborgian feminism pays a bit more attention to the affinity between the utopian,
utilitarian and apocalyptic positions. It is the “middle road”, the utilitarian approach which is
often underplayed, not because it is never taken into consideration, but rather because the fear of
taking an extreme often results in the utopian and apocalyptic approaches being the center of
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most discussions. Put differently, a cyborgian feminism might place more emphasis on the
difference between differences, the difference between theoretical differences and body and
memory differences. A cyborgian feminism is then perhaps one way to take seriously the issues
of self, identity and body without falling into an apocalyptic and parochial rejection of
technology or a naive valorization o f technology. As Braidotti suggests the focus of oun
questioning should be how to re-adjust our politics to the shift of our ontological and cultural
paradigms. This, I submit, should be the focus of a UUA affinity so that the parasitical pitfalls
that were discussed in Chapter 3 can be minimized and averted as much as possible. In this next
section I will look more closely at the issues of self, identity and body and will try to do so with
an UUA affinity in mind.

Virtuality: A Space of Slippage for Multiple Selves.

“At a certain point, traditional categories for sorting out seem inadequate”.
Sherry Turkle

In Life on the Screen: Identity in the Age of the Internet. Sherry Turkle attempts to
complicate techno-theory by using, in my terms, a cyborgian approach o f a UUA affinity which
leans towards a utilitarian view of selves and identities. With the fluidity of such an affinity, she
argues that our traditional categorizations are profoundly inadequate for discussions on
identities, selves, authenticity and morality. She argues that the slippage between real life and
virtual reality is far greater than we might suspect, and that, as such, we are in need of a
radically new moral discourse. She also suggests that virtuality could be regarded as a
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transitional space for us to explore our newly discovered multiplicities, constructions and
inordinate states of flux, and argues that the Internet is comprised as such a space: “The Internet
has become a significant social laboratory for experimenting with the constructions and
reconstructions of self that characterize postmodern life”29.
In her book Turkle uses the example of MUD’s (Multi-User Dungeons) as well as
extensive empirically based data to explain the creations of our postmodern selves and
identities. MUD’s are cybergames that are named after the board game “Dungeons and
Dragons”, where the dungeon in high-tech culture has continued to connote a virtual place as
MUD’s become a new kind of social reality, a virtual community. Now being used by a
generation that never played Dungeons and Dragons, MUD’s are being called Muti-User
Domains or Multi-User Dimensions, still organized around the metaphor of interconnecting
physical spaces. In MlJDding you create your own character and have your own agency unlike
regular computer games. All users browse and access the same database, and they can have real
time effects on other players who are simultaneously online. As Turkle argues, “MUD’s imply
difference, multiplicity, and fragmentation. Such an experience of identity contradicts the Latin
root of the word, idem, meaning “the same”. .. Traditional ideas about identity have been tied to
a notion o f authenticity that such virtual experiences actively subvert... the self is not only
•5A

decentered but multiplied without limit” .
Slippage occurs between persona on the game and the self, multiple personae merge to
comprise what the individual thinks as her or his authentic self. With such slippage Turkle
argues that MUDding obscures the boundary between virtual reality and real life: “Traditional
role-playing games, the kind that take place in physical space with participants “face to face”,
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are psychologically evocative. MUD’s are even more so because they further blur the line
between game and real life, usually referred to in cyberspace as RL”31. For example, many
MUDers play with virtual cross-dressing and gender-bending and have virtual sex. However,
where this “play” becomes problematic is when virtual rape or virtual murder occurs. (In
MUDding you can get to know another character that is online with you, and through certain
commands you can say or do anything to that character, even rape or kill it). This raises new
questions about virtuality, morality and social responsibility. Does a cyber-affair constitute
infidelity? Is infidelity in the head or body? Is it the desire or the action that counts? Where does
the body end and the mind begin? Is MUD rape, then, a crime against he mind? As Turkle
asserts the status of these “fantasies-in-action” in cyberspace is unclear: “Although they involve
other people and are no longer pure fantasy, they are not “in the world”. Their boundary status
offers new possibilities. TinySex and virtual gender-bending are part o f the larger story of
people using virtual spaces to construct identity”32.
The irony of cybersex is that one can never be sure that your partner is who or what you
think they are, which emphasizes the constructed nature of this “fantasy-in-action”. For
example, lots o f men pretend to be women in order to have fake lesbian cybersex with women
and all sorts of other possibilities and combinations can be, and are, imagined and acted out.
Turkle suggests that today most cyber-users are no longer shocked by online gender-bending,
but, she adds, what disturbs us is when the shifting norms of the virtual world bleed into real
life. She gives the example of a man who pretended to be a woman in order to have online
lesbian sex with other women, and through many conversations gained the trust of a lot of
women. He then set up some of these women with his male friend (himself in real life) and
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ended up having real affairs with a few of them. In other words he used a constructed female
persona online to pimp for him in real life. Some of the questions that Turkle suggests we need
to ask are: “What is the nature of my relationships? What are the limits of my responsibility?
And even more basic: Who and what am I? What is the connection between my virtual and
physical bodies? And is it different in different cyberspaces?”33.
Such online experimentation, although it can be dangerous, does not necessarily
constitute a lack o f wellfare and health, for, as Turkle suggests, “Every era constructs its own
metaphors for psychological well-being. Not so long ago, stability was socially valued and
culturally reinforced... In our time, health is described in terms of fluidity rather than stability,
What matters most now is the ability to adapt and change - to new jobs, new career directions,
new gender roles, new technologies”34. An example of such a metaphor in our time is the
computer window. No longer an architectural structure that clearly divides inside from outside
the window allows multiple views, simultaneity and coexistence.35 Similarly the Web metaphor
for home, the homepage, is no longer stable, centered, grounded and foundational. Instead,
much like our “home” identities, it shifts, tunnels and interweaves with others until its “self’ is
inevitably lost. If, as Turkle suggests, our constructs of “identity” and “well-being” have
changed over time, then surely it would make sense to suggest that our constructs of “being” and
“human” have also changed? If technology has contributed to these changes of “identity” and
“well-being”, which, as Turkle says, are not necessarily bad changes, then surely a shift in the
boundary between human and technology is not necessarily bad either. However, one of the
greatest fears that have to be addressed is the fear that technology will render us completely
disembodied, that “post-human” will inevitably mean “post-body”. As the borders between

119

Posth uman_u pload @extend.com

technology and bodies are being renegotiated, are we forgetting certain social and ethical
responsibilities to ourselves and others?

The Body as Clickable Icon: Man or Mouse?
I argued earlier that a cyborgian feminism would take seriously the affinity between a
utopian, utilitarian and apocalyptic view of technology and, as such, would emphasize the
difference between differences, the difference between theoretical differences, and body and
memory differences. Cyborgian feminism would then have to, I propose, take seriously the role
of the human body in relation to technology and cyborg affinities. As cyberartist and theorist
Simon Penny suggests in “The Virtualization of Art Practice: Body Knowledge and the
Engineering Worldview” that the “notion that the body is “obsolete” has inexplicably become
particularly fashionable in cybercultural circles”36. He goes on to say that,
This desire to transcend the body via the technology of the day is to my mind not only
peculiar, but much less futuristic than contemporary adherents would imagine. The
privileging o f “mind” over “body”, the abstract over the concrete, is a strong, continuous
thread in Western philosophy, from Christian Neo-Platonism to Descartes and beyond.37

If such a trend is so consistent and continuous with ideas of disembodiment in Western
philosophy, then Penny’s question, “Where and when did the desire to transcend the body
become identified with “technology”?” is a pertinent one. In other words, at what point did the
iconic, favoured body become the one accessed through a computer icon, with a mere click of a
button? The typical form of an icon, as in an admired and idolized figure, is a rock star or some
other kind of star. In Asia a group of teenage girls were asked to describe their ideal female
singer in such detail that every inch of her body was covered. A computer composite was made
of this “perfect star”, she was given a name, and she is now hero-worshipped liked any other star,
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except she does not even exist. She is only a click of a button. As Penny says, the phrase “man or
mouse?” takes on a whole new meaning.
In response to the cyberrhetoric that attempts to render the body as obsolete, Simon Penny
argues that such an attempt is based on a false assumption and, as such, will never succeed. This
assumption is that the “mind” and “body” are separate entities to begin with. Instead he argues
for what he calls a seemingly absurd proposition: “that ‘mind’ does not exist, that ‘mind’ is
nothing but a linguistic construction, a concept. The assumption of the existence of something
called ‘mind’ has led to the building of an entire conceptual and linguistic edifice”38. In other
words, to assume that the mind is separate from the body and that it is located in the brain is
inaccurate. The computer, however, is based on this false dichotomy and as such ignores other
ways of knowing that are incompatible with it, such as bodily ways of knowing. As a cyberartist,
Penny questions what happens to artist’s ways of knowing, for example, the bodily intelligence
of a painter, and argues that bodily monoculture destroys “cognitive diversity, the complex
ecology of body-knowledge”39. He asserts that cyberrhetoric that places the physical in bondage
is typically loaded with catch-phrases like “freedom” and “liberation”. Accordingly I view the
rhetoric that he refers to as the same cyberrhetoric that I refer to (via Turkle) as the utopian view
of technology. Perhaps the greatest proponent of this view in terms of artistic practice is the
performance artist Stelarc, who is currently living in Australia. In the following section I will
discuss Stelarc’s work and will argue that by embracing the utopian view of technology he
perpetuates Western philosophy’s dualistic disembodiment, even though he suggests that he does
not work within a Cartesian dualism. As such I see Stelarc’s work as antithetical to the values of
what I call cyborgian feminism.
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Stelarc: An Utopian View of Technology

The Body as Host for Techno-Matter
Stelarc manipulates the body in such a way that it transgresses the borders of
“respectability” propped up by the pious guardians of the flesh. In the past Stelarc explored the
limitations of the human body, coming to the conclusion that the body is not very efficient or
durable. Its survival perimeters are very slim, and our capabilities are hindered by the very fact
that we possess bodies. Since then Stelarc has tried to augment the capabilities of the body by
attaching prosthetics to it such as the Third Hand performances [Fig.38], and most recently by
interfacing the body with computer technology. While he admits that it might be the height of
technological folly to consider the body as obsolete in form and function, he quickly adds that it
might also be the height of human realizations:
For it is only when the body becomes aware of its present position that it can map its postevolutionary strategies. It is no longer a matter of perpetuating the human species by
REPRODUCTION, but o f enhancing male-female intercourse by human-machine
interface. THE BODY IS OBSOLETE. We are at the end o f philosophy and human
physiology. Human thought recedes into the human past.

Stelarc treats the body as object rather than subject - not an object of desire, but an object
for designing. As an object the body can be amplified and accelerated, attaining planetary-escape
velocity. It becomes a post-evolutionary projectile, departing and diversifying in form and
function. He claims that technology fundamentally transforms the nature of human existence.
With fertilization now occurring outside of the womb, “THERE WILL TECHNICALLY BE NO
BIRTH” and if the body can be redesigned in a modular fashion to facilitate the replacement of
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malfunctioning parts, then “TECHNICALLY THERE WOULD BE NO REASON FOR
DEATH”40 Death, therefore, would not have to authenticate existence. What kind of body are we
then left with, if any body at all - an inert, incongruous and anguished shell? Stelarc answers in
the affirmative:
Technology pacifies the body and the world, and disconnects the body from many of its
functions. DISTRAUGHT' AND DISCONNECTED, THE BODY CAN ONLY RESORT
TO INTERFACE AND SYMBIOSIS. The body may not yet surrender its autonomy but
certainly its mobility. The body plugged into a machine network needs to be pacified. In
fact, to function in the future and to truly achieve a hybrid symbiosis the body will need to
be increasingly anaesthetized. The ideal body would be hollow, hard and dehydrated.41

Stelarc’s solution to creating this vacuous, dry and impenetrable body/shell is to redesign
the surface of the skin. If we could invent synthetic skin which could absorb oxygen directly and
could efficiently convert light into chemical nutrients we could eliminate many redundant organs
and create a hollow body which would be a better host for technological components. In other
words, the matter of our bodies could effectively be removed and replaced with techno-matter.
As such, I view Stelarc’s proposition as the epitome of what I call a parasitical feeding off the
body. Not only does he allow the body to become a host, but he goes to extreme lengths to turn
the body into a host and to create the parasite itself. Earlier in this chapter I compared my
neighborly or para sites to Rosi Braidotti’s “metabolism”, where an embodied being subversively
and regeneratively digests the old, but does so at its own pace. However, a body that is nothing
but host, can no longer partake of any normative form of digestion or metabolism. It no longer
assimilates what is put inside it for its own survival, but rather functions purely to ensure the
survival o f its insides, its parasite. This, I submit, would be the kind of “post-human” that we
ought to be afraid of - one that is truly “post-self’, “post-identity” and “post-body”. Strangely
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though, while Stelarc argues for a post-body “human”, he insists that he does not adhere to a
Cartesian mind/body split. If this is, indeed, the case, then surely his proposal is significantly
worse than a disembodied dualism.
Stelarc asserts that the mind is a “sense operating in a world, of navigating through
space, o f force-feedback, o f tactile sensitivity, of position and orientation, of listening, of
scanning..,.42. In an interview with Mark Waugh for BLACK ICE he again says, “.. .I’m not
talking about the body in a Cartesian/Platonic split of body and mind. When I speak of the body
as I have been doing, that’s the total “behaviours repertoire” of this creature. As I consider
mental phenomena as part o f those processes and as inextricable processes, there is no reason to
separate them”43. However, even if he were correct in saying that he does not buy into a
Cartesian mind/body split, this would only make his aspirations increasingly disembodied as he
attempts to turn the total “behaviours repertoire” into an obsolete being, or rather, object.

Art as Parasite
Stelarc’s performance “Hollow Body/Hollow Space” or “Stomach Sculpture” [Fig.39]44
attempted to create such a host out of his own body. In this case the technology that invaded the
body functioned not as a prosthetic replacement, but rather as an aesthetic adornment: “One no
longer looks at art, nor performs as art, but contains art. The body becomes a host, not for a self
or a soul, but simply for a sculpture”45. Once Stelarc’s stomach had been emptied he swallowed a
small metal capsule, which could open and close and had self-illuminating and sound emitting
functions. The capsule was connected to a control box outside of the body so that the beeping,
flashing sculpture could be opened and closed inside the stomach. A video probe was used to
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document the process or “art happening”, but it was only partially successful. Although an
endoscope was used to suck out excess stomach fluid, saliva remained a problem and the probes
had to be hastily removed on several occasions. Since then Stelarc has designed other sculptures
to be swallowed, and has discovered that a medication can be taken to avoid the excess o f fluids
which would allow what he calls the soft, vulnerable environment of the stomach to be more
clearly captured on video. However, this medication would cause amnesia and he would have no
recollection of the insertion.
The role of memory, or the lack thereof, has important implications for Stelarc’s work,
especially in the relationship between the body and images. The body has a hard time keeping up
with the images we are able to produce and the fact that the body stores memories of these
images often results in relentless anxiety. Images are immortal, bodies are ephemeral, and as
Stelarc suggests, "THE BODY NOW PERFORMS BEST AS ITS IMAGE”46. What would it
mean for a body in virtual reality to no longer be immersed in genetic memory, but to be
reconfigured in the electromagnetic field of the circuit? In virtual reality the borders between
male/female, human/machine, time/space can easily be transgressed. As the self becomes situated
beyond the skin, Stelarc argues that this does not result in a disconnecting or a splitting of the
self, but rather in an “EXTRUDING OF AWARENESS”.

A Nervous System of Global Hookups
Such “extruding of awareness” was attempted in the performance “Parasite: An Event for
Invaded and Involuntary Body” [Fig. 40,41 and 42]47, where the significance of memory, desire
and intention were explored. Stelarc’s body was wired into the Net and activated by remote
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agents so that his body was no longer grounded in individuality but in the multiplicity of the
remote agents that it hosted. As his body moved to the ebb and flow of the Net, intention and
action collapsed - his body acted without expectation, producing movements without memory.
As such, “the cyborged body entered a symbiotic/parasitic connection with information. Images
gathered from the internet are mapped onto the body and by a muscular stimulation system, the
body becomes a reactive node in an extended nervous system”48.
Describing his experience of doing a performance with a virtual body Stelarc explains
that his interest was in generating interactivity with a virtual entity, with a phantom body that
could mimic your movements:
When my left arm jerked up and down involuntarily the virtual camera view o f the
virtual body changed from low views o f the body to high views of the body. Or moving
my third hand 90 degrees produced a 360-degree scan of the virtual body, a rotating
body. We also mapped breath to body, my breathing made the virtual body pulse. This
virtual body had this kind o f animated breath-like vibration to it.49

However, there are many questions that this performance raises. Is it truly possible for a body to
continually act with neither recollection nor desire? Can a body act without emotion? What is a
body that relies on communal intelligence rather than its own intelligence? Does a body that
responds to global hookups rather than to an internal nervous system necessarily eliminate recall
as if in a zone o f total erasure? By collaboration between remote bodies the body is allowed to
transgress its usual island of flesh and become part of a shifting structure of prosthetic humans
attaching and detaching, disengaging and coalescing into and out of a spectrum of individual
bodily states. It is interesting to note that, although this work is entitled “Parasite” it is described
more in terms o f a mutual parasitical action, or even an interconnection between the body and the
technology. The relationship described is called “symbiotic/parasitic” which implies that a
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cooperative synergy has been created, and at times the body is described as the parasite feeding
o ff the extended, external and virtual nervous system50. However, any synergy that might be
created is involuntary, and unintentional - hardly a cooperative interconnection.
Such performances with global hookups mark a significant move in Stelarc’s work from
the physical body to a virtual body. In much earlier works he literally hooked up his body by
inserting large meat hooks into his flesh to see how long he could be suspended by his skin
[Fig.43]. While such a piece explores issues relating to pain and the physical body, Stelarc has
subsequently departed from pain in his belief that technology could render the body as painless.
While there remains a certain fascination in Stelarc’s work, it seems to me that he has lost his
nerve, the nerve to positively and materially incorporate the physical body into his technological
aspirations. While this does not necessarily mean that I respect his more literal hookups as good
art, his desire to replace the body’s nervous system with global hookups does, I submit, reveal
his own nervousness and apprehension about embodiment itself. As such I posit him as an avid
proponent for the utopian view of technology where pain, suffering and discomfort become
mere pie in the sky. This marks a stark contrast to Orlan’s work where pain becomes an integral
part of her parody.

Orlan: Parodying the Utopian View of Technology

A Cyber-Muse in Stitches

Maximize/Minimize, Open/Close, Restore/Move: The Iconic Flesh of the Nineties.
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There is a cyber-muse currently called Orlan, perhaps named after the synthetic fiber
called Orion. One day she will solicit an advertising agency to come up with a new name. Then
she will contract a lawyer to petition the Republic to accept her new name, new identity and new
face. As performance artist, multimedia artist and carnal artist, Orlan literally sculpts her own
body to create new self-portraits, or rather appropriated portraits from Muses gone by. Part
Diana, part Psyche, part Europa, part Venus, part Mona Lisa, part Orlan: Beast or babe?
Derisively reminiscent of the ancient Greek artist Zeuxis who produced portraits by selecting
different body parts of beautiful women in order to create the perfect representation of idealized
female beauty, Orlan chooses each female archetype for a particular quality rather than look. The
goddess Diana is chosen for her aggressive refusal to submit to men, the Mona Lisa for her
androgynous mystery, which purportedly covers a self-portrait of Leonardo himself.
Since 1990 Orlan has gone through a series of operations/performances or interventions
(from the French word for operation) to transform her flesh [See Fig. 44, 45, 46]. Each surgical
burlesque is turned into a theatrical moment [See Fig.47] where surgeons are dressed by famous
couturiers, the room is decorated with computer-generated cyber-muses, plastic fruit and flowers,
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and crucifixes, all sanitized literally, but not metaphorically. Once the operation begins an
African male stripper or a classical Indian dancer lays on the entertainment, while Orlan reads
from specific texts, always beginning with the Lacanian psychoanalytic text, The Dress:
Skin is deceiving...in life, one only has one’s skin...there is a bad exchange in human
relations because one never is what one has... I have the skin of an angle but I am a
jackal... the skin o f a crocodile, but I am a poodle, the skin of a black person but I am
white, the skin o f a woman, but I am a man; I never have the skin o f what I am. There is
no exception to the rule because I am never what I have.

Each performance is individually titled: “Carnal Act”, “Identity Change”, “Initiation
Ritual”, “This Is My Body, This Is My Software”, “I have Given My Body To Art”, “Successful
Operation(s)”, “Body/Status”, and “Identity Alterity”. Orlan claims her most important work to
be the seventh operation, performed for the first time by a feminist plastic surgeon in New York,
Dr. Marjorie Cramer. (It is always hard for Orlan to find a surgeon willing to transform her,
either because they find it unethical, too extreme or because, as she claims, the male surgeons
want to keep her “cute” rather then make her unflattering). This performance, which took place
in 1993 and was based on the theme of Omnipresence, was broadcast live by satellite from the
Sandra Gehring Gallery in New York, to the Pompidou Centre in Paris, the McLuhan Centre in
Toronto, the Multi-Media Centre in Banff, and a dozen other sites that could be contacted by
means of interactive transmission [See Fig.48]. Spectators all around the world could interact
with the performance by addressing questions to the numbed, but talking body strewn across the
operating table in a manner shamanistically irreverent of the pillars of Western medicine. Orlan
is very determined to stay awake for all her operations so that she can actively orchestrate their
proceedings, but, of course, this means she has to forfeit the comfort of a general anesthetic for
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an epidural block, which requires a spinal injection. Each injection requires utter precision and
runs the risk of paralyzing the “patient” if off mark, and apparently with each operation, the risk
increases.
Copious questioning always surrounds Orlan’s work as viewers and readers often tend to
criticize, but not without aroused or puzzled intrigue. Is this Art? Is Orlan committed artist or
“committed” crank? Is she feminist or anti-feminist? Does she subvert society or is she ensnared
in its trap? Is she human or posthuman, real or plastic? Is Orlan priestess of carnal liberation or
mere plunderer o f flesh? And, as we deliberate over the demise of art, society and life, Orlan
assuredly rakes in large sums of money for future operations by selling photographs, videos, and
even vestiges of her own flesh and blood in her struggle against “the innate, the inexorable, the
programmed, Nature, DNA,... and God”51. Orlan claims that art should deal with issues of
resistance, that its only justification is to change the world:
It must challenge our a prioris, disrupt our thoughts; it is outside our norms, outside
the law, against bourgeois order; it is not there to cradle us, to reinforce our comfort,
to serve up again what we already know. It must take risks, at the risk of not being
immediately accepted or acceptable. It is deviant, and in itself a social project.... Art
is not decoration for apartments, since we already have stuff for that: aquariums,
plants, curtains and furniture.

Instead of garnishing our present lives Orlan claims to raise the awareness of the status of the
body in our society and its evolution in future generations through increased use of technology
and genetic manipulations. In order to answer the question as to whether or not Orlan’s
art/performance/theatre is successfully resistant and subversive, I will first take a look at the
discourse of cosmetic surgery in order to get a sense of the ideological constructs involved.

Stitching: Man’s Work on the Cutting Edge
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While the issue of beauty has been discussed endlessly by many feminists, cosmetic
surgery and its possible meanings in society have been less frequently addressed, especially when
the possible meaning might be feminist liberation. It is only recently that feminists have started to
suggest, albeit tentatively, that the cosmetic surgery industry is not necessarily debilitating to
women, and could, in fact, be read as a symbol of their freedom to choose the definition o f their
own bodies and appearances, especially in a post-human era where “natural” beauty is not the
only beauty available to women. This issue is extremely complicated as the layers of ideology
run so deeply and it becomes even more complicated when it is faced with a response like that of
Orlan.
There is little doubt that this lucrative industry is not only indirectly (and at times very
directly) oiled by masculinist aspirations, but it is also lining the pockets of predominantly male
surgeons. Ironically it is males, this time, with needle and thread in hand, and instead of darning
the men’s socks they are darning the “flaws” in women’s bodies52. Historically, so-called
cosmetic surgery was associated with the belief that the female body was inferior, deformed and
unclean, a belief that pervaded even the most sophisticated medical theories. Such “deformities”
were particularly prevalent when it came to sexuality, as female sexuality could not be allowed to
be as enjoyable, active and gratifying as male sexuality. In Nineteenth Century Britain and the
United States, clitoridectomies were performed on women who masturbated, showed pronounced
sexual behaviour or had a large clitoris. The desire for clitoral stimulation had to be “cured”
incase this reduced reliance on male penetration for enjoyment. This meant that not only were
modes of desire enforced on women, but also sexual orientation.
The Twentieth Century, however, has not proved to be much different. In 1989 Dr. James
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Bunt, a prominent gynecologist in Ohio, lost his license after numerous patients eventually filed a
suit against him for malpractice. He had performed what he called “love surgery” on women
without their consent while they were in hospital for another surgical process that supposedly
decreased pain during childbirth. He realigned their vaginas and removed some skin from their
clitorises in order to reduce clitoral pleasure, but when confronted, he claimed that he was trying
to increase their pleasure (that is, male defined pleasure of penetration). While most cosmetic
surgery today is not as overtly violating of women’s bodies, it still predominantly adheres to
“values” created by men. Small breasts, for example, have been defined by plastic surgeons as a
deformity, and books such as Aesthetic Surgery of the Breast (1990), which is edited only by
male surgeons, describes the perfect breast in such detail that its exact geometric calculations,
size, position, nipple placement and proportions are revealed.
What are the possibilities, if any, for women to seize plastic surgery for themselves and
not allow it to be dominated by men? To begin with, plastic surgery destabilizes the notion of a
natural body (the linchpin o f gender constructions) and, as such, the body could possibly become
a site for action and protest. While, at this time, the potential of such protest seems fragile at best,
it at least steers us away from a homogenizing feminist approach to cosmetic surgery. As Kathy
Davis argues in “Remaking the She-Devil: A Critical Look at Feminist Approaches to Beauty”,
one can not criticize such surgery without undermining every women that has opted for it. These
days television talk shows are filled with women describing the process they went through to
make an informed decision about cosmetic surgery, and their feelings of liberation and
independence as a result.
Kathryn Pauly Morgan, however, is a little more skeptical about so called choice,
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liberation and independence, and she illustrates this with three paradoxes in her essay “Women
and the Knife: Cosmetic Surgery and the Colonization of Women’s Bodies”. The first paradox
she calls the “choice of conformity”, and argues that “what looks like an optimal situation of
reflection, deliberation, and self-creating choice often signals conformity at a deeper level”53.
Most women, she says, who want breast enlargements ask for “Bo Derek” breasts, many Jewish
women request nose reductions so that they can “pass” as Aryan, adolescent Asian girls want
their eyes “Westernized”, and many black women want to lighten their skin. “What is being
created in all these instances”, argues Morgan, “is not simply beautiful bodies and faces, but
white, Western, Anglo-Saxon bodies in a racist, anti-Semitic context”54.
The second paradox she discusses is “liberation into colonization” where the ideological
manipulation of technology has been used to the “disadvantage and destruction of some aspect of
women’s integrity”55. Women’s bodies are seen more and more as mere potential, raw material
to be transformed, manipulated, and recreated, or, as Morgan suggests, colonized. In the third
paradox, “coerced voluntariness and the technological imperative”, Morgan asserts that
ideological camouflage distorts terms such as “elective”56 and “cosmetic”. She argues that the
word “elective” conceals the fact that it is becoming increasingly more difficult for women to say
no to cosmetic surgery due to the rapid normalization thereof57, and that the word “cosmetic” is
misleading as the results are in fact non-cosmetic as they are permanent, irreversible, painful, and
often very dangerous. While, previously, women who “elected” cosmetic surgery were viewed as
the ones with a disturbed gender identity or low self-esteem, it is now women who refuse such
technological “improvements” who are stigmatized (even by some health-care professionals) as
being unliberated and not caring about their appearance.58
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What I particularly like about Morgan’s essay is her proposal of two plausible responses
to this trend, which I find extremely helpful in the discussion of Orlan’s work. She suggests that
the “response of refusal” and the “response of appropriation” are both credible responses,
although she does refer to them as utopian in nature. What she means by utopian is simply that
these subversive acts are unlikely to occur on a large scale, which differs from the utopian views
o f technology discussed above where certain technological aspirations are posited as potential
“saviors o f the world”. As such I will use Morgan’s “response of appropriation” to discuss
Orlan’s work, and will still argue that Orlan’s art can be read as a parody of the utopic view of
technology.
While the response of refusal is certainly the easier of the two responses, Morgan
suggests that it is still unlikely to have a great impact due to the momentum of the ideological
construct it is up against. The response of appropriation, however, is far more radical if actually
carried out. Such a response views the womanly/technologized body as a,
...site for feminist action through transformation, appropriation, parody and protest.
This response grows out o f that historical and often radical feminist tradition that
regards deliberate mimicry, alternative valorization, hyperbolic appropriation, street
theatre, counterguerrilla tactics, destabilization, and redeployment as legitimate
feminist politics.59

Morgan compares this to Judith Butler’s “Femininity Politics” and “Gender Performatives”
where there is potential for parody and protest, but where parody does not necessarily translate
into subversion, as there is always the possibility of it becoming absorbed and domesticated by
its adversary.
Morgan goes on to suggest two possible ways that appropriation may take place in this
particular context. The first suggestion is to revalorize the domain of the “ugly” and all that is
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associated with it. “Although”, she says, “one might argue that the notion of the “ugly” is
parasitic on that of “beauty”, this is not entirely true since the ugly is also contrasted with the
plain and the ordinary, so that we are not even at the outset constrained by binary oppositions”60.
In my terms, even if the word “ugly” is partially parasitic of the word “beautiful”, the parody that
is being proposed does not parasitically feed off the bodies it is trying to liberate, but instead
creates para sites where women can define appearances on their own terms.
To actually use the technology of cosmetic surgery to valorize what our society sees as
“ugly” is quite a drastic step, and one that most people would be deeply suspicious of. Would
such a choice of “self-mutilation” not be seen as too radical? Morgan, however, has a sobering
response:
If we cringe from contemplating this alternative, this may, in fact, testify (so to speak) to
the hold that the beauty imperative has on our imagination and our bodies. If we recoil
from this lived alteration o f the contours o f our bodies and regard it as “mutilation,” then
so, too, ought we to shrink from contemplation o f the cosmetic surgeons who de-skin
and alter contours of women’s bodies so that we become more and more athletic or
emancipated (depending on what’s in vogue) mannequins with large breasts in the shop
window o f modem patriarchal culture. In what sense are these not equivalent
mutilations?61

Such a move, she argues, would destabilize our notions of “beauty” and “expose its
technologically and culturally constitutive origin and its political consequences”62. The fact that
most people would see such appropriation as either too radical or simply insane, suggests that our
society views our notions of beauty and ugliness as fairly stable. Why else would someone make
permanent alterations to their body? Ironically though, we pay tribute to the fluidity of the
extremely unstable fashion industry, unstable in terms of its constant and deliberate flux.
The second performative protest that Morgan suggests could appropriate the cosmetic
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surgery industry is to play on its comodification. Her example is a porodic “Beautiful Body
Boutique” which could sell containers of freeze-dried fat cells for fat implantation; “body
configuration” software for computers; sewing kits with needles, knives and painkillers; “skinVelcro”; attachable breasts and body aromas. Of course, as Morgan suggests, such “refusal and
revolt exact a high price”, but it is, I submit, a price that Orlan is prepared to pay, and one that
she is often criticized for.

A Stitch in the Side: Dionysian Parody of Pain
There has been ample discussion on how to read, define and categorize Orlan’s art and as
Jill O’Bryan indicates, this discussion has generally been polarized between “feminist” and
“mysogynist”63. It is, I submit, our desire to neatly compartmentalize that sets up such a binary
opposition, an opposition that pays little attention to the multi-layered nature of Orlan’s work.
However, as these layers are peeled back we get the sense of composite meanings that interlock
in the metaphor of the stitch. Stitching is traditionally associated with the domestic female task of
creating and then mending clothing, o f rectifying defects so as to extend the life span of
garments. It becomes less mundane when a man holds the needle - a surgeon’s stitch has more
profound impact and it is real lives that are extended.64 My reading of Orlan’s art is that she
works with a double-edged needle: She is not only left with a stitch in her side (literal pain), but
she is also left in stitches, where a Dionysian laughter helps to heal the wounds. (One of the
photographs from the Omnipresence performance has been entitled Laughter o f pleasure by
looking at my opened body, 1993, Fig.49]. However, my reading of the general critique of
Orlan’s work is that few have ears for Dionysian laughter, for layers as complex and playful as
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the actual computer composites she uses to weave herself into the lives of muses gone by. While
it is hard to hear the laughter when the morbidity of her work is constantly emphasized, it is
important to remember just what kind of laughter Dionysian laughter is. It is not a laughter of
carefree joy and innocence. Rather it is an amorous laughter of revelry, flagellant in flavor and
dauntless in suffering. It is the laughter of song, music, dance and drama, of power, erotica,
perversity and desire. It is a laughter o f obsession, a laughter of power. It is a laughter that falls
on deaf ears when parody is overlooked,
Orlan’s Dionysian parody of pain can be read, I submit, as a radical destabilization of
power in terms o f plastic surgery. This does not mean that she is against plastic surgery per se,
but rather that she is against the “values” that have been imposed on women’s bodies by men for
so long. In the same vein as Morgan’s “response of appropriation” she opts for anti-normative
modes of acceptable appearance (an enlarged nose and an almost extraterrestrial bump on her
forehead). She has also set up her own parodic “Beautiful Body Boutique” where she sells relics
from her surgery. I read her work as a parody of the utopian view of technology where the body
attempts to transcend all pain and as such is rendered obsolete. Similarly, this does not mean that
she is against technology per se, but rather that she is against masculinist technological
aspirations that parasitically feed off the female body.

Conclusion
In the Introduction to this chapter I suggested that “posthuman” could actually be seen as
a regenerative category in its move away from traditional ways of thinking about the human
body. Although it might seem, at first, that Stelarc and Orlan are similar in their extreme use of
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bodies, I have argued that there are radical differences between their work. What makes Stelarc’s
“posthuman” body effete, is his desire to power over the body to the point that he can control its
mortality. Orlan, however, subverts the power that society wields over our bodies and, as such,
comes much closer to regeneration. By providing a contrasting reading of Stelarc and Orlan’s
work, I have suggested that a move away from the traditional category of human does not count
as a regenerative move in and of itself. Rather, there are times and situations where
“regenerative” might, in fact, be a harmful imposition, an attempt to define what it believes to be
the real body.

“Will the Real Body Please Stand Up?”

As we approach the new millenium, the human body as we know it today may not stand up.
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1 This is how Sherry Turkle describes these three categories: “Utilitarian writers emphasize the practical side o f the
new way of life. Apocalyptic writers warn us of increasing social and personal fragmentation, more widespread
surveillance, and loss o f direct knowledge of the world. To date, however, the utopian approaches have dominated
the field. They share the technological optimism that has dominated post-war culture, an optimism captured in the
advertising slogans of my youth: “Better living through chemistry”, “Progress is our most important product””.
Sherry Turkle, Life on the Screen. pp231-2.
2 It is important to emphasize that I am only proposing this “at this stage of the development of techno-theory.”
When a discourse is in its early stages it is particularly important to allow space for the fluidity o f categories without
coming down too definitively. Such fluidity means that the constitution of the discourse can change over time, and
that some aspects o f its makeup can be accentuated over others. As such, one could still propose, for example, a
utopic view of techno-theory, but should, I suggest, at least take other views into consideration to see how they play
out against your proposal. This is the way that I read Donna Haraway. She seems to stand behind the utopic view,
but not without implicitly considering how the utilitarian and apocalyptic views might have a sobering effect on her
work.
3 While we tend to think of cyborgs as the monstrous couplings of human and machine that we see in Science Fiction
movies and read about in Science Fiction books, it is important to remember the subtle form that a cyborg can take in
our everyday lives. Basically a cyborg is any coupling o f an organism with an inanimate object. As such a person
with a pacemaker or a prosthetic limb is technically a cyborg.
4 Haraway, Donna, “A Manifesto o f Cyborgs”, pi 93.
The Internet was originally a small military network of four computers called ARPANET, which was designed to
research the feasibility o f creating a decentralized system of communication that could survive a nuclear attack.
5 Ibid. 195.
6 Ibid. 207
7 Haraway, “A Manifesto for Cyborgs” in Feminism/Postmodernism p223.
8 Ibid, 223.
9 Ibid, 223. While, based on an earlier description of categorizations of the discourse, it would seem as if Haraway
would fall under the utopic response to technology, I submit that this is not entirely the case. It is important to read
Haraway’s ironic political myth precisely as an ironic political myth, and to realize the strategies involved. It seems
to be quite evident in her work that she is also concerned with utilitarian issues regarding the employment of new
technologies in our societies, especially when it comes to discrimination against women and people of colour.
However, she seems to hold out this utopic myth, almost like a carrot before our noses, assuming that we will go
through the bodily experience of taking each step through the everyday mud and dirt before we can even smell her

10 Ibid. 217
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11 Ibid. 197,
12 Haraway uses the term affinity to refer to a bonding or an interconnection that does not rely on blood relations.
13 Ibid, 203.
14 Rosi Braidotti. “Cyberfeminism with a Difference”, Internet Version, p2.
15 Ibid., p3.
16 Ibid.
17 Ibid., p9.
18 For example a Maclean’s article, “Cyber-Sorority” points towards a change in the gender gap with regards to the
use o f the Internet: “While the Web has grown explosively over the past two years to its current level of at least 40
million users, women have - until recently - been slower than men to join the stampede. (Only two years ago, some
pollsters estimated the ratio of men to women users as 9:1). New research by American polling firm Yankelovich
Partners found that, in the United States, women now make up 49 per cent of Internet users”. (Patrichia Chisholm,
Macleans, November 18, 1996, p53).
19 Braidotti, pi land 13.
20 Ibid., p i2.
21 Ibid., p i3.
Irigaray also uses the subversive powers of a Dionysian laughter in her feminist re-reading of Diotima and Socrates
in “Sorcerer Love: A Reading o f Plato, Symposium, “Diotima’s Speech””, An Ethics o f Sexual Difference.

pp20-

33. See also my paper, “Rumble in the Ranks: Laughter as a Subversive Tool In A Question o f Silence", where I
relate Irigaray’s strategy to a general feminist strategy in both philosophy and film.
22 I say “unduly” because it is so often those who discriminate against women in the form of jokes who are the first to
point out a supposed lack o f humor. Again, see my discussion in “Rumble in the Ranks” where I analyze Marleen
Gorris’s film “A Question o f Silence”. This film is an example of an extreme and as such metaphoric response to an
accusation of having no sense o f humor, where a Dionysion and cathartic laughter radically subverts the actions of
the perpetrator and liberates the women who had been discriminated against.
23 An example of such a virtual community was created by media artist Jin-me Yoon at the Vancouver Artspeak
Gallery. Her show, “Imagining Communities”, was an exploration of the displacement and construction of identity in
the Korean Diaspora with a specific look at women. In an attempt to subvert the masculinist and militaristic origins
o f the Internet she replaces the image o f the “superhighway” with that of the “bojagi”, the soft, colourful pieces of
silk cloth used by many Korean women to protect everyday objects in transportation. The installation was
accompanied by an Internet component which invited women all over the world to join this virtual community for a
period of up to six months and to “deposit their memories about ancestors, common enemies, images o f a country
lost, words of a fading mother tongue; all are the raw material, from which to construct diasporic subjectivities and
communities”. (Review by Caterina Pizanias in C Magazine for International Contemporary Art, Issue #51,
October/December 1996, p50). The comments deposited on the Internet where then shared with a gallery audience at
the closing reception where the bojagi were unwrapped.
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24 Paterson, Nancy, “Cyberfeminism”, Internet, gopher://echronve.com/OQ/Cul/Cvber/paterson. p i.
25 Peterson, p2.
26 Paterson, p3.
27 See Maria Lugones’ essay “Playfulness, “World”-Travelling, and Loving Perception” in Hypatia 2, 2 (Summer
1897), pp3-19.
28 Paterson, p3.
29 Sherry Turkle, Life on the Screen: Identity in the A ge o f th e Internet, p i 80.
30 Ibid, p i 85.
31 Ibid, p i 86.

32 Ibid. p226.
33 Ibid, p231.
34 Ibid, p255.
35 It is interesting to note how the window has been used in visual art. In From the Centre: Feminist Essays on
Women’s Art. Lucy R. Lippard describes how, as an art critic, she found an uncanny repetition of “window imagery”
in women’s art. However, it is important to remember the social context o f feminist art at the time. During the 60’s
and early 70’s women artists were questioning whether or not there was such as thing as “woman’s art” and
“woman’s imagery” (windows, inner spaces, flowering vaginas etc.). This was, I submit, a very valid and important
question considering the enormous discrimination against women artists at the time. While today, I would argue that
there is no such thing as “woman’s art” (as in a category that implies an essentialism), I can think of a few reasons
why constructed notions o f femaleness could result in an “uncanny” repetition of imagery such as windows. (When
the term “woman” is de-essentialized such repetition is no longer viewed as uncanny). For example, for a woman
who works as a housewife and therefore spends so much time confined in her own home, the window becomes a
significant metaphor for the border between domestic site and professional site, private site and public site. A large
window could become significant in reducing feelings of the claustrophobia o f being cooped up in the house all day.
In my own artwork I use many wooden windows as frames, but this does not, I submit, say anything about me as a
woman. Rather, they are a practical and cheap alternative to expensive frames, and I also have a fascination with
architecture, a typically male domain.
36 Simon Penny. “The Virtualization o f Art Practice: Body Knowledge and the Engineering Worldview”, Art
Journal. Fall 1997, p31.
37 Ibid.

38 Ibid., p34.
39 Ibid., p35.
40 Stelarc, Official Stelarc Site:
41 Stelarc, Official Site
42 Ib id , p 10.

43 BLACK ICE Interview, Mark Waugh,
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44 Stomach Sculpture was performed at the Fifth Australian Sculpture Triennale, Melbourne, 1993.
45 Ibid.
46 Ibid.
47 Parasite was first performed for Virtual World orchestra in Glasgow and has also been performed for the Arts
Electronica Festival, The Studio o f Creative Inquiry, Carnegie Mellon University, at the Wood Street Galleries in
Pittsburgh and for Festival Atlantica in Lisbon.
48 Parasite Performance - Arts Electronica 1997 website: httD://www.ietai.mcg.gla.ac.uk/Stelarc/index.htinl- pi.
49 Zora News Interview, http://www.tO.or.at/Stelarc/interviewO 1.htm. pp 10-11.
50 See the abstract proposal o f Arts Electronica Festival, 1997, at http://www.ietai.mcg.gla.ac.uk/Stelarc/inriey.html
51 Orlan, Internet, http://www.baskerville.it/NetMag/G Orlan.html. p8.
52 Of course it is not exclusively women who are opting for plastic surgery, but even at the turn of the century when
the cosmetic fix is so common, patients (or should I say clients) are still made up o f about 60% women.
53 Kathryn Pauly Morgan. “Women and the Knife: Cosmetic Surgery and the Colonization o f Women’s Bodies”,
Hypatia. 6:3, p36.
54 Ibid.
55 Ibid., p38.
56 Elective cosmetic surgery distinguishes surgery for “beauty purposes” from cosmetic surgery that might be done
after an accident or some medical problem.
57 Morgan claims that in just one year the number of breast enlargements has risen by 32%, eye tucks have increased
31%, nose jobs 30%, facelifts 39%, and liposuction and other forms o f “body contouring” have become the most
popular form o f cosmetic surgery. (Morgan, p43). Since she takes these statistics from “New Bodies for Sale”, which
was written in 1985, one can image how these statistics might have changed by 1998.
58 It is important to realize how women’s appearances are so closely linked to success in the work force. Certainly
when women first began to enter the work force, many men had no qualms about equating women’s success with
their looks. (After all, if a woman did succeed, it could not be because she was as intelligent or capable as men).
While things might be different on the surface (women can charge men for sexual harassment for inappropriately
commenting on their looks in the work place), the link between success and appearance is still very prevalent. For
example, the area that many young women work (often starting as high school summer jobs, but later becoming more
permanent) is retail. Because the female body is already so abused in terms o f selling products, we do not, as a
society, seem to be particularly disturbed by the fact that virtually all women and young girls in retail fit a particular
body type and appearance. (And it is usually a male boss who tells them how to dress and look). Now that cosmetic
surgery is becoming more and more normalized, women are expected to “take control” of themselves in the work
force, and not only dress for success but surgically transform themselves for success.
59 Morgan, p44.
60 Ibid., p45.
61 Ibid., p46.
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62 Ibid.
63 Jill O’Bryan. “Saint Orlan Faces Reincarnation”, Art Journal. Winter 1997, p52.
64 O f course there are, especially these days, female surgeons, but traditionally the medical profession has been
divided into female care-givers and nurses (an extension of their tasks in the home) and male professionals such as
doctors, specialists and surgeons.
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Our bodies are constantly being categorized,
often by self-imposed guardians of the human
flesh who lead us to believe that these categories
are im m utably sacred. However, the body has an
insidious habit of eluding our theoretical,
institutional and categorical impositions. Cultural
inscriptions that are etched onto the body
eventually begin to fade. Unlike a metal etching
plate, flesh has the unique ability to renew itself
Its skin grows over the grooves that were believed
to be indelible, and rather than a permanently
m arked surface, new growth leaves these
im positions as irritating, but ultimately paralyzed
splinters under the skin.
UNZIPPED is an exploration of the body that
questions cultural constructions that inform our
notions of gender and race. Depending on the
context, zippers can relate to the body in different
ways. They can suggest a covering up of the
body (modesty, shame, vulnerability or
im perfection) or an exposing of the body (comfort,
freedom, sensuality or eroticism). The familiar
gesture of zipping up the mouth refers to a
silencing, a stifling of expression. By unzipping
the categories of gender and race I hope to open
up the body to
new possibilities
and new ways
of living in the
world.

Untitled, 1998
(Detail) Wood,
brass, nails,
shells and stone
“H o w ca n o u r ‘n a tu r a l’ b o d ie s b e r e im a g in e d a n d r e liv e d - in w a ys th a t tr a n s fo r m th e re la tio n s
o f s a m e a n d d iffe r e n t, s e l f a n d o th er, in n e r a n d
ou ter, r e c o g n itio n a n d m is r e c o g n itio n in to
g u id in g m a p s f o r in a p p r o p r ia te /d o th e rs? A n d
in e s c a p a b ly th e s e r e fig u r in g s m u s t a c k n o w le d g e
th e p e r m a n e n t c o n d itio n o f o u r fr a g ility , m o r ta lity
a n d f i n i t u d e ’'
(D o n n a H a r a w a y , 1991)

The fragility of the body is seared onto the
memories of most South Africans and others that
live in cultures of extreme violence. W oven into
these artworks are fragments of such a culture as
well as the dis-location of immigration.
With the prevalence of racism and sexism in South
Africa the female body and the so-called non-white
body are deemed abject as they threaten the
borders of the dominant ideological order.
Masculinist, imperialist aspirations also assumed
these bodies to be unclean, which resulted in a
colonial fetishization of products that not only
cleansed “defiled" bodies, but also conquered
their ‘‘natural" state of barbarity.

The allusions to bodies in this exhibition parody
such parasitic deceptions, but also revel in
subversive possibilities for these bodies.
The human body is a resilient site of
performativity that evades the intrusions and
restraints of those who guard the flesh.
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U n zipped is an exploration o f the body that questions cultural constructions that inform our notions o f gender an d race.
F3laying o n the am biguity o f opening or closing, zippers allude to a covering up o f the body (modesty, sham e, vulnerability or
im perfection) or an exposing o f the body (com fort, freedom , sensuality or eroticism ). U nzipped also refers to th e b o d y ’s
rela tio n sh ip to technology, as digital images o f bodies w ere accessed though a zip drive. By unzipping body categ o ries 1
hope to create a site w here the body is no longer stilled or silenced, but can rather dw ell w ithout the intrusions o f selfch am p io n ed guardians o f the flesh.

Immorality Act, 1908. Details
Digital photographs on wood

Im m o ra lity A ct refers to the South A frican laws o f 1927 and 1950, w hich m ade it
illegal for different races to m arry or even have sexual relations. In an act o f gross
injustice th e governm ent took it upon itself to supposedly protect the body, and
allow ed an absurd construction o f “m orality” to be determ ined by a prejudiced
categorization o f hum an beings. On an intim ate level Im m orality A ct is a
d iscordant realization that, in my lifetim e, my own act o f love could have been
in terp reted as a punishable act

Ivory relates issues o f cleanliness to the colonial fetishization o f
soap and other cleaning products, a concept that still exists in our
society, albeit in m ore subtle forms. Both the female body and the
Ivory 1998. Details
D igital photographs

so-called non-w hite body w ere deem ed im pure and, as such, were

soap, w ood

viewed as a threat to dom inant ideological aspirations, with the
telling name, Ivory, pertaining to im perialist acts o f ethnic clean s
ing. The carved soaps, displayed in a hierarchical fashion, can also
be read as television screens, parodying the stereotypical bodyt>pes o f soap operas.

O u r b o d ies are profoundly im pacted by the ways we are
b rought u p to think about bodies, and to view stereotypes as
staple. M afuta (m y little fat one) is a Swahili name that 1
earned as a baby in Kenya. In such a context M afuta is
en dearing, but when used to refer to a grown woman in our
society, it takes on overtly charged connotations.

Mafuta
(M y little fa t one),
1998 D etail
Wood, string,
black-eye peas

F R E E Z E f o r 29 ye a rs is a thaw ing o f these body memories.
T he pink, “ fem inine” bow s on the dress parody constructions
o f femininity, ln South A frican society racism and sexism are
m ixed to construct notions o f fem ininity and beauty regarding
th e co lo u r o f hair. As a result blonde hair is not only valor
ized but also the butt o f m any “dum b-blonde” jokes. Each
Z iploc b ag is filled with either d o ll’s hair (B arbie blonde),
“ natural” hum an hair o r dyed hum an hair. By defrosting these
categ o rical stereotypes, this w ork also questions the relevance
o f the “ n atural” body itself .

FREEZE fo r 29 years,
1998
Ziploc bags, human hair,
d o ll's hair.

This interrogation o f the "natural" is continued in three w orks
that play on body-types displayed in cartoons. T he absurdity o f
cliched gender roles becom es quite evident when the w ords said
by m ale characters are sw apped w ith th e w ords said by fem ale
characters

Suddenly robust S u p erh ero es are w him pering,

begging for forgiveness or g oing on shop p in g sprees, w hile
tearful w om en are aggressively th reaten in g to destroy the w orld
A lthough hum orous, these body p rescriptions are prevalent
I/Milled, (Superpill), 1998. Details
Wood, bottles, sm arties a n d paper

in our ow n society, as show n by a w ork that relates the S up erh ero to
the current frenzy about im potence and the Superpill, Viagra.

On a universal level Holy, Holy, H oly represents a violated body-space w h ere the
relationship betw een the body and the chair is severely com prom ised. O n a m ore
personal level it relates to a terrorist attack on a church in South Africa, h ig h 
lighting religion as a kernel in the political arena o f that country. The o b sessiv e
repetition o f gluing the nails to the chair echoes the repetition o f flashbacks
following such an experience. The significance o f the nails are in the absurd
attention to detail, where nails im planted in a hand-grenade som ehow seem m ore
cruel than the autom atic w eapon or the grenade itself.

Holy, Holy, Holy, 1998 Details.
Wooden chair, nails

The am biguity o f opening o r closing, silencing or unsilencing, is sim ilar to the am biguity o f
ab jection, w here the abject repulses as w ell as protects. In psychoanalytical term s the
abject is th e first oral loathing w here the child rejects the m other's food in order to
b ecom e its own subject. A s an orifice, the m outh has significant ties to the abject, and is
a lso considered to be the m ost active site o f bacteria

Sanitaris L im ited plays on our fear

o f the a b jec t and our desire to close o ff body openings in order to control its incorrigible
flow s
Sanitaris Limited, 1998

Details.

Wood and digital photographs

Icon, 1998. Details Digital photographs on wood, glasses

Icon is an inquiry into ihe undue em phasis on the visual in term s o f constructed sexuality
in our society. T he iconic status o f the female breast is visually used as a com m odity in
an inordinately consum erist culture.

Untitled, 1998 Detail Lino and grease

Untitled, 1998. Detail Lino and grease.

A num ber o f w orks in this show probe into the discourse o f m odem , Western m edicine, focusing specifically on the way
it has m is/treated the fem ale body. M edical draw ings and diagram s are typically analytical, unem otional and ex trem ely
dry (in the sense o f being both boring, and literally dehydrated). By distancing them selves from certain uncontrollable
functions, body odours and body w etness, these draw ings obliterate difference into a blur o f neutrality. H ow ever, at close
exam ination it becom es apparent that such “neutrality” is far from indeterm inate, but rather reflects the gendered outlook
o f the Fathers o f M edicine.

In these artw orks I have used m aterials that contradict the
antiseptic feel o f m edical diagram s. I have carved images out
o f lino, and have then filled the grooves with grease. G rease
is not only associated w ith m asculine tasks, but it also has a
strong odour and it never com pletely dries. By covering the
grease w ith a film o f varnish, I have trapped a w etness into

Untitled, 1998. Detail.
H'ood, resin, string.

th e w orks.

Untitled, 1998. Detail.
Resin and surgical
staples

T h e representation o f scars exposes the vulnerability o f our bodies and also obscures the gender roles so prevalent in the
m edical profession. D om estic sew ing has always been the dom ain o f women, and yet the stitching o f flesh is typically the
dom ain o f men. V isually scars, stitches and zippers all have strong connections.

T h e tw o professions I dream t o f pursuing as a child were m edicine and entom ology, and 1 spent hours capturing insects,
classifying and displaying them. W hat strikes me now is the sim ilarity betw een the tw o fields. Both rely on observation,
surveillance, detailed recording and labelling. Suborder is a play on these sim ilarities, and it specifically pinpoints the
m etaphorical capturing and anaesthetizing o f fem ale sexual organs. O nce again categorization becom es a w ay to transfix
the hum an body.

Suborder, 1998 Details. Pencil and paint on wood.

