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    Chapter 1   
 Illdisciplined Gender: Nature/Culture 
and Transgressive Encounters       

       Jacob     Bull    

1.1            Introduction 

 I set out to critically engage with the concept transgressive encounters. Given the 
heritage and weighty presence of the term transgression in Feminist, Queer, Trans 
and Gender Studies debate, such a discussion would be a review of Gender Studies. 
From activism to texts, we can trace the multiple heritages, ties and examples of 
transgression within the broad category of gender research: the historical moments 
where particular forms of gendered power have been successfully challenged; rein-
terpreting, refracting and redirecting the production of knowledge; operating as a 
conduit between different academic disciplines; engaging issues outside of disci-
plinary domains; and subversive bodily acts and the fl eshy politics of everyday life; 
thinking and doing gender research is a transgressive act. I do not want to draw a 
line between academic debate and activism. Thinking is, after all, doing, and doing 
generates new knowledge as exemplifi ed by scholars such as Gayatri Spivak who 
have constantly crossed between ‘activism’ and ‘academic’ (see, e.g., Spivak  1999 ). 
This is not to suggest that all transgressions are similar but to emphasise how they 
share a common thread, providing critical perspectives and articulating different 
questions. Gender Studies has shifted across academic and disciplinary boundaries 
and occupied spaces in the borderlands between disciplines, on fringes, ‘inside’ and 
‘outside’ the academy as well as in dedicated research institutes and departments. In 
a description of ‘intellectual activism’, Patricia Hill Collins (2013) describes two 
core mechanisms by which lines are blurred between activism and the academy. 
These two mechanisms are ‘speaking truth to power’ and ‘speaking truth to people’. 
The contributions to this volume might sit most squarely in the former – they speak 

        J.   Bull      (*) 
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from within the academy, from a particular context, and they offer the experience of 
 doing  interdisciplinary research in particular  spaces . 

 This collection draws on work conducted in a particular context within the 
Swedish academic system, the Vetenskapsrådet (Swedish Science Council)-funded 
GenNa: Nature/Culture Boundaries and Transgressive Encounters research pro-
gramme (Vetenskapsrådet 2007–2011, Dnr: 2006–7267).  

1.2     The GenNa Programme: A Space for Doing 
Interdisciplinary Research 

 The Centre for Gender Research at Uppsala University aims at creating a space to 
promote lasting interdisciplinary encounters and networks across the borders 
between the cultural and natural sciences. By bridging the organisational and scien-
tifi c divides, the Centre has become a meeting place for researchers from different 
disciplinary backgrounds in a way that is unique in gender research. It has drawn 
together researchers with backgrounds in the natural, physical and medical sciences 
as well as from across the humanities and social sciences. The research programme 
‘Nature/Culture and Transgressive Encounters’ has been a key force in the creation 
of this space and such encounters. 

 The aim of the GenNa programme was to promote empirical investigations and 
theoretical refl ections on the way gender and gendered knowledge are produced in 
the borderland between the cultural and the natural sciences and in the knowledge- 
producing interactions between empirical research, theory and teaching. By situat-
ing feminist research in spaces between the humanities, social, natural, life and 
physical sciences, the Centre is exceptional. 

 The starting point for the GenNa programme was interdisciplinarity as it 
addressed contemporary questions and themes that are investigated and theorised 
within the humanities as well as the natural and social sciences. From this point of 
departure, the programme created a platform for interdisciplinary research, theory 
development and teaching engaging issues in the borderland between ‘nature’ and 
‘culture’. It developed new themes that transgressed disciplinary boundaries. 
Research groups focused on the relationship between gender and embodiment and 
the diffuse boundaries between humans and non-human animals, brought together 
Gender Studies and Physics and critically engaged with questions of pedagogy from 
a gender perspective. The GenNa programme therefore had a broad remit and 
engaged questions at the intersections of theory, policy and praxis. 

 The discussions that the GenNa programme initiated were transgressive as they 
crossed disciplinary divides of theory, method and subject matter. These ‘transgres-
sive encounters’ are of utmost importance if we are to engage fully in contemporary 
debates. Such debates might not be limited to the academy. By speaking to issues of 
gender and embodiment; by questioning the raced, classed, gendered and sexed 
defi nitions of ‘the human’ and offering more-than-human (after Whatmore  2002 ) 
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dimensions to our understandings of society; by scrutinising the gendered politics 
of Physics and the production of knowledge through Physics; and by interrogating 
the impact of gendered power on the spaces, content and experiences of science 
education, the programme fulfi ls Hill Collins’ demands for intellectual activism as 
it speaks truths to power. But as Hill Collins notes, the possibilities of performing 
this form of intellectual activism are often easiest from ‘within’ positions of power 
(2013, 39). The GenNa programme, as it has established the Centre for Gender 
Research as a leading European institution in gender research and as a partner in a 
strong international network of research, has offered an ideal space for the produc-
tion of such interdisciplinary work. But this position ‘within’ has also required 
compromises.  

1.3     Doing Interdisciplinarity 

 Canning et al. ( 2010 ) highlight the multiple risks to particular ways of doing science 
and research in interdisciplinary settings. In particular they highlight the risk of 
traditional hierarchical valuations of ‘scientifi c’ over social science or humanities 
perspectives limiting particular epistemologies to particular issues (p.147). This 
tension was constantly negotiated under the GenNa programme as the assumptions 
that the methodologies and traditions of the social sciences are only applicable to 
the ‘social’ or ‘cultural’ realm were constantly challenged. While Canning et al. 
critique the role of the social sciences and humanities within a predominantly sci-
ence arena, it has been suggested that similar resistance might be felt where those 
versed in the natural sciences move into areas previously dominated by other epis-
temologies, Gender Studies, for example (see Lykke  1996  for a discussion of the 
contested presence of feminist science studies in feminist debates). My point is that 
there is a lot at stake in doing Gender Studies in interdisciplinary settings. 

 Despite there being much at stake, interdisciplinarity and Gender Studies are in 
many ways intertwined, such that we might say interdisciplinarity is fundamental to 
Gender Studies. Lykke ( 2010 ) would go further. Lykke draws distinctions between 
multidisciplinarity which is constituted by collaborations between disciplines, 
interdisciplinarity which generates new combinations between existing disciplines 
and trans- or postdisciplinarity that aims to shape new fi elds of theorising (Lykke 
 2010 , 18). For Lykke, contemporary feminist 1  research as it offers ‘new modes of 
working’ is transdisciplinarity. The ‘modes of organisation’ that assimilate feminist 
research into the university structures, such as a centre for gender research, make it 
postdisciplinary. It is not however only the structures of institutions that shape inter- 
and transdisciplinary research; the subject matter of Gender Studies is active in this 
shift. 

 As the issues addressed in gender research cannot be limited to a single disci-
pline, method or critical lens, we might say that Gender Studies requires trans- and 

1   Lykke refers specifi cally to Feminist Studies. 
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interdisciplinarity. Moreover the situation in which Gender Studies is conducted is 
more often than not interdisciplinary if not always postdisciplinary. Although fund-
ing streams and university support in Sweden has led to the establishment of dedi-
cated departments and research centres, nationally and internationally gender 
research is often conducted by one or two individuals within more ‘traditional’ dis-
ciplinary departments. This situation effectively pushes gender researchers into 
multi- and interdisciplinary discussions (Allen and Kitch  1998 ). Gender researchers 
in such circumstances are constantly required to speak to the matters of disciplinary 
concern using the appropriate theoretical canon and methods, while also engaging 
with the discussions of gender researchers in other disciplines. I return to my earlier 
point – gender research in both theoretical and practical guises is transgressive. 

 Gender Studies has a long heritage of doing multi- and interdisciplinary work. 
This is not to suggest that Gender Studies has greater claim to interdisciplinarity, but 
that its heritage, its diverse methodologies originating in art, through literature and 
sociology to science studies and the sciences, position Gender Studies as an 
 ill disciplined creature; it does not have what Canning et al. ( 2010 ) call ‘disciplinary 
rigidity’ (p146). The rigidity described by Canning et al. ( 2010 ) stems from the 
history of particular disciplines operating through citational practices creating and 
conforming to particular canons, methods and areas of interest. In contrast Gender 
Studies with its roots in Women’s and Feminist Studies has a critical often explicitly 
non-normative scope and transformative or subversive potential. Gender Studies 
might be conceptualised as a lively knot of researchers, not tied to any one disci-
pline, but sharing multiple heritages, able to turn its gaze on any issue. However, 
while Gender Studies might be in a unique position regarding interdisciplinarity and 
it might not have the disciplinary rigidity of the traditional disciplines, Gender 
Studies is clearly not immune to the disciplinary effect. Whether the result of such 
pressures is always postdisciplinarity, I would like to leave open, focusing on the 
individuals with different disciplinary backgrounds and identities working within 
the setting of the GenNa programme at the Centre for Gender Research. 

 Like many other centres around the globe, the Centre for Gender Research is to 
a certain extent reliant on external recruitment. It draws together people from differ-
ent disciplinary backgrounds. The institution might be postdisciplinary, the work 
trans- or interdisciplinary, but the people doing the work often have disciplinary 
backgrounds, continue to speak in disciplinary settings and may return to ‘home’ 
disciplines following periods in Gender Studies departments. This embodied, prac-
tical and practised process of doing interdisciplinarity within the structures given by 
institutions such as funding bodies or universities deserves some scrutiny. 

 Transgressing disciplinary boundaries by individual researchers creates opportu-
nities to do exciting interdisciplinary work in new settings, but as gender research 
has shown, transgressions also constitute risks and compromises. As we develop the 
authority to speak to new debates, there is a risk of being considered less qualifi ed 
to speak in disciplinary contexts. This becomes most evident when considering the 
structures such as funding bodies and outlets for dissemination that are all shaped 
by disciplinary expectations. 
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 Lykke ( 2010 ) notes that the formalisation of gender research into autonomous 
institutions, such as the Centre for Gender Research, facilitates the negotiation of 
university or external funding by giving ‘grant status’ (2010, 17). This is in part why 
the Centre for Gender Research has been so successful. However individual 
researchers are committed to submitting applications to research councils or publi-
cations to journals with disciplinary heritages – disciplinary backgrounds guide 
reviewers and research committees. Disciplinary situatedness is understandable and 
maybe inevitable; however, it has implications. For example, within research grants 
or policy discussions, interdisciplinarity can be interpreted as individuals from dif-
ferent but closely related disciplines working together. This is not to dismiss such 
work but to recognise that there are structures that can limit the progressive poten-
tial of trans- and interdisciplinarity. 

 The prioritising of research councils along traditional divisions of science, social 
science, humanities and arts is on one level understandable. But it limits interdisci-
plinary discussions as particular epistemologies and matters of concern are divided 
up and ‘appropriate’ methodologies, methods and critical refrains are allocated to 
different disciplines. Myra Hird ( 2004 ) highlights the opportunities created for ‘sci-
entifi c’ and ‘social scientifi c’ knowledge where the divisions in matters of concern 
are blurred. In particular Hird emphasises the potentials of the ‘new materialist’ turn 
within feminism as we acknowledge that those from the social sciences and humani-
ties might also be interested in ‘things’, ‘matter’ and ‘objects’, rather than the ‘purely 
social’ that surrounds them (see also Holmberg  2005  and Braun and Whatmore 
 2010 ). Such discussions around the signifi cances of ‘matter’ and ‘the social’ be they 
new materialist or constructivist are precisely where interdisciplinarity needs to be. 

 Van Loon ( 2005 ) highlights how spaces of medical infection and contagion 
should not be only the domain of the medical sciences for the same reason that 
understandings of a nuclear power station should not be limited to nuclear physi-
cists. Nuclear power stations are as much a product of and an impact on societies, 
cultures and politics as they are of nuclear fi ssion (page 50). I read this as an articu-
lation of why we need interdisciplinarity and transdisciplinarity, and yet the disci-
plinary structures we inherit can resist such approaches. It is unusual for 
science-orientated funding bodies to fund social science or humanities perspectives 
(and vice versa). And while some forms of multidisciplinarity may have become de 
rigueur within scientifi c communities, discussions across the science/social science/
humanities spectrum that go beyond the ‘add and stir approach’ (or token social 
scientist) outlined by Canning et al. ( 2010 ) are rare. Gender Studies in general and 
the GenNa programme in particular is a space where such connections can occur. It 
offers an example of how to tread the lines between different funding bodies and 
facilitate discussions not only between disciplines but between natural, life, physi-
cal, social sciences, humanities and arts. 

 This is not to suggest that Gender Studies is exempt from the processes of disci-
plining; we teach core texts, we employ feminist informed methodologies, and there 
are constant negotiations about what is and is not Gender Studies. For example, ques-
tions are raised as to whether Post-Human and Animal Studies perspectives are rel-
evant to Gender Studies (for a discussion of the resistance to and relevance of Animal 
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Studies, see McHugh  2012 ). Such challenges are not limited to those responding to 
the questions animal presence raises; despite its transdisciplinary heritage, we are 
often called to justify our chosen theoretical perspectives. Moreover, the resistance 
by some feminist perspectives to queer and trans theory and bodies highlights how 
bodies, theories and approaches are included and excluded. For example, calls to 
unite behind key feminist goals such as critique of the patriarchy of capitalism (e.g., 
Fraser  2009 ,  2013 ) risk overlooking the powerful critiques that come from situations 
outside of the hegemonic feminism that Fraser speaks from (see Bahndar and Ferreira 
da Silva  2013 ). The interventions of feminist new materialisms (Hird  2004 ) and the 
critique thereof (Ahmed  2008 ) similarly illustrate how the subject matter of Gender 
Studies and the ways it engages with these matters is fi ercely debated. 

 Given the diversity of feminist work and the context within which research is 
conducted, a core question hangs over interdisciplinary work in ways it would not 
in disciplinary domains – ‘how can people work together when there is no common 
method?’ When interviews, texts or mass spectrometers are the things you work 
with, you do not need them to be explained to you in a funding grant or a research 
paper; when working in interdisciplinary settings, these methodologies and meth-
ods require discussion. In these discussions or in the necessary explications of what 
a mass spectrometer or a text  really  is, it becomes clear that interdisciplinarity is not 
only an adjective describing a particular form of research but a verb, something 
done, a method, a process, a performance. Gender Studies with its history of inter-
disciplinarity is used to multiple perspectives and methods, borrowing from differ-
ent disciplines, to address a diversity of issues. It is well versed in how diffi cult (and 
rewarding) it is to  do  interdisciplinarity. 

 This anthology offers some of the outputs, challenges and opportunities created 
in an interdisciplinary programme that was set up to engage multi-, inter- and trans-
disciplinary perspectives on issues at the intersections of nature and culture, sex and 
gender. These chapters are examples of what it is to  do  interdisciplinarity within this 
setting. With this in mind, many of the contributors use personal narratives woven 
through the discussions as a method. Other chapters do interdisciplinarity as they 
experiment with different styles of writing or bring together different theories or 
perspectives. The purpose of doing so in this context is to emphasise the labour done 
within multi-, inter- and transdisciplinary work that is not merely a ‘novelty’ that 
sits outside of disciplinary bounds, but a process, a doing, with situated knowledge 
and situated consequences, specifi c challenges and successes. This is not to suggest 
that work done in inter- and transdisciplinary settings is ‘more diffi cult’ than the 
work done within disciplinary settings but that it is a different kind of work. It is ill 
disciplined in that it transgresses disciplinary bounds while also responding to dis-
ciplinary heritages. 

 The contributions to this anthology refl ect the diversity in gender research; some 
chapters are informed by the natural and physical sciences and Science and 
Technology Studies and others by Post-Colonial theory, Animal Studies, Literary 
theory or Feminist Phenomenology. I would offer a broad umbrella that might 
defi ne Gender Studies as how individual bodies are positioned in relation to gen-
dered power and the impact of that orientation on the opportunities and experiences 
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of those individuals. However within this broad envelope, the different backgrounds 
of authors lead them to different areas of concern and different interpretations of 
what constitutes Gender Studies.  

1.4     Structure of the Volume 

 The volume consists of seven chapters, each drawing on different backgrounds and 
attending to different topics but all operating as examples of  doing  interdisciplinary 
Gender Studies. They document and explore the transgressions between different 
disciplinary heritages, theories and methods. The fi rst four take a more explicit fi rst- 
person narrative to explore what is at stake in doing interdisciplinary Gender 
Studies. They document the challenges, experiences and opportunities of doing 
work where Gender Studies intersects with different disciplines. Not limited to 
description, each chapter uses these situated accounts to develop theory and exem-
plify how Gender Studies can inform and be informed by different disciplinary heri-
tages. The following three chapters do not use explicit personal narratives rather 
they exemplify how Gender Studies perspectives can bring together different disci-
plinary heritages. Not so much implementing a predefi ned ‘gender perspective’ as 
using Gender Studies as a space where interdisciplinary conversations can occur. 

 The spatial element offers a further dynamic linking the chapters. Transgressive 
encounters require spaces to be enacted and equally the spaces they are conducted 
in shape the encounters. Each chapter either refl ects on how space, place and iden-
tity are active in the research process and/or creates ‘new’ spaces where ‘gender’ 
research encounters different debates. 

 Chapter two by Anita Hussénius, Kathryn Scantlebury, Kristina Andersson and 
Annica Gullberg introduces the concepts of  interstitial spaces  and  transgressive 
identities  to examine the boundaries of gender and feminist studies, science and 
education and discuss research practices and positions. Working at the intersection 
of Biology and Chemistry and Gender Studies, the authors provide examples of how 
 interstitial spaces  exist between and within boundaries offering possible sites within 
a defi ned context (a discipline, a practice, a culture) that may be occupied by an 
actor/agent working as a “carrier” of different cultural practices, knowledge and 
theories. The chapter uses  transgressive identities  as a theoretical description and 
understanding of research practices and positions. 

 In close conversation with the issues raised by the preceding chapter, Chapter 
three by Dagmar Lorenz-Meyer refl ects on the process of doing gender research 
within the setting of the physical sciences. By examining the mundane contact 
zones of presenting and discussing research fi ndings with former research partici-
pants, the chapter attends to spaces often considered outside of the research context 
but that constitute important spaces where gender research is done, communicated 
and contested. 

 Chapter four by Jacob Bull engages similar spaces by attending to how resis-
tance was expressed in different academic settings. Occupying a position between 
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Gender Studies, Animal Studies and Rural Development, the case described illus-
trates how it can be diffi cult to get interdisciplinary perspectives recognised even 
within these three seemingly interdisciplinary settings. The chapter goes on to dis-
cuss how these three traditions can benefi t one another and give better understand-
ings of the signifi cance of cows in our more-than-human social worlds. 

 The fi fth chapter in the volume also uses fi rst-person narrative to engage with 
historical and contemporary issues of colonialism in Sábmi, the traditional Saami 
lands covering parts of northern Sweden, Norway, Finland and Russia, focusing on 
historical exploitation for hydropower and contemporary mining developments in 
Sweden. The article also explores alternative ways of writing in academic debate as 
it introduces yoik (traditional Saami song/narrative) as a method for articulating 
some of that which is not always captured in more disciplined academic styles. 

 Chapter six by Jenny Björklund, Ingvil Hellstrand and Lisa Folkmarson Käll 
confronts the notion of intersectionality with its conditions of materiality and 
embodiment. Through analysis of two contemporary fi lms  Mammoth  by Lukas 
Moodysson (2009) and  Antichrist  by Lars von Trier (2009), the chapter underlines 
how lived embodiment constitutes the very site in which seemingly stable identity 
categories intersect and have the potential of being both reproduced and trans-
formed. This theoretical position brings to light bodies already marked by intersect-
ing strands of oppression and marginalisation and makes visible the intersectional 
embodiment of privileged and seemingly unmarked bodies – it marks the unmarked. 

 By examining the non-normative combinations of stamens and pistils in the 
descriptions and botanical classifi cations of Carolus Linnaeus, the penultimate 
chapter, written by Maja Bondestam, troubles the historical accounts that inform us 
of an era so clearly associated with binary thinking, the complementariness of gen-
ders and the establishment of a substantial two-sex model. By highlighting the queer 
dynamics in Linnaeus’ language and developing the gendered dynamics of the his-
tory of science, the chapter demonstrates how the critical lenses of History of 
Science and Gender Studies compliment one another. 

 The fi nal chapter in the volume by Fredrik Palm does Gender Studies by devel-
oping discussion of the theories of sexual difference offered by Judith Butler and 
Slavoj Žižek. By engaging these two authors, Palm develops gender theory and 
demonstrates how Gender Studies and social theory can constantly recombine. In a 
somewhat ironic twist, the chapter thus introduces the reader to a certain tendency 
in Butler’s work that makes it appear as too straight and as deprived of that original 
tension or queerness that characterises Žižek’s sexual difference. 

 Uppsala 2014     
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    Chapter 2   
 Interstitial Spaces: A Model for Transgressive 
Processes       

       Anita     Hussénius     ,     Kathryn     Scantlebury     ,     Kristina     Andersson     , 
and     Annica     Gullberg    

2.1            Point of Departure 

 Science education has its origin in the natural science disciplines, and although it 
has evolved into its own research fi eld, there is still a close connection between the 
two. Not surprisingly, scientists exert an infl uence on what science is of most impor-
tance to include in the science curriculum for those who learn and also for those 
who teach science. 1  Concepts, laws, and theories are commonly presented as rigid 
truths, compared to the way they are communicated and debated within the scien-
tifi c community itself, and thereby convey a stereotyped positivistic view of sci-
ence. Moreover, while the curriculum in school explicitly addresses the scientifi c 
phenomena and concepts, it also mediates an implicit message of a hierarchy of 

1   For example, in the United States, the “committee of ten” decided that high school students would 
fi rst study biology, followed by chemistry and then physics. Scientists in the nineteenth century 
introduced this “layer cake” approach to the curriculum which remains dominant in the twenty-
fi rst century (DeBoer  1991 ). 
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science practices and who can access and participate in that practice (Harding  1986 ; 
Lemke  1990 ). 

 For nearly four decades, feminists have critiqued the culture of science as a male 
preserve and this critique produced a new area of scholarship, namely, feminist sci-
ence studies. Scholars in feminist science studies have examined structures within 
science that have excluded, ostracized, and/or subordinated women. There is a need 
to establish rhetorical spaces for feminists and gender scholars and scientists and 
science educators to discuss and to collaborate on examining the culture of science 
and the cultures of humanities and social science from reversible perspectives to the 
mutual benefi t of all stakeholders. Scientists with feminist interests or perspectives 
and feminists with research interests in science have had limited engagement with 
each other, nor have they found what Code ( 1995 ) called the rhetorical space to 
engage in discussions, which could produce the research and theories to restructure 
and revise the disciplines from feminist perspectives. Work aiming to form, create, 
build, host, support, and strengthen such a research is an organizational challenge. 
It is not something that is accomplished “just like that” but is rather a continuous, 
ongoing process. To create encounters between researchers that are more than dis-
cussions in a physical space to which we bring our knowledges, experiences, cul-
tural prerequisites, and understandings, we need an awareness of existing boundaries. 
Such boundaries exist inside and outside academia and inside and outside our heads, 
bodies, and minds, boundaries that infl uence what we can achieve and that limit the 
development of new ideas and knowledge.  

2.2     Interstitial Spaces and Transgressive Identities 

 As scientists and science educators, we four have experiences of being part of, and 
working within, different disciplinary and organizational boundaries such as natural 
sciences, feminist and gender studies, teacher education, and compulsory school. In 
this chapter we use our experiences as researchers and teachers as the empirical data 
for autobiographies that are presented as a metalogue to discuss how we arrived to 
transdisciplinary research and theorize the “illdisciplined” nature of that work. In 
our chapter, we introduce the concept of  interstitial spaces , that is, imaginary spaces 
between and within boundaries – such as the boundaries of gender and feminist 
studies, science, and education – and further defi ne the concept of  transgressive 
identities  as a theoretical description and understanding of our research practices 
and positions. As an explanatory concept for the social settings that we operate in, 
interstitial spaces appeal to us because of the chemical interpretation of the term. 

 Scientifi c metaphors for elaborating with boundaries are not something new and 
have been used by Barad ( 2003 ), e.g., diffraction patterns from light as an image of 
“indefi nite nature of boundaries.” In the physical model of light, it has a duality 
inhabiting properties of being both particle and wave. This makes it (in our opinion) 
both useful and indistinct as a metaphor. Barad uses it to discuss “how matter comes 
to matter” (Barad  2003 ), and although there are similarities between interstitial 
spaces and Barad’s ( 2003 ) conceptualization of matter to discuss non-static 
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boundaries, the diffraction metaphor is limited for our purposes. A consequence of 
the existing model of light is that it is impossible that in one and the same experi-
mental setting, at one and the same time, study and observe both the wave and par-
ticle properties of light; it is an either-or situation. For our discussion of displacing 
and deconstruction of boundaries, we therefore introduce the use of another mate-
rial concept, which entails something else than the closed either-or situation. 
Interstitial spaces are possible sites within a defi ned context (a discipline, a practice, 
a culture) that are occupied by an actor/agent working as a “carrier” of different 
cultural practices, knowledge, and theories. A “carrier” can use the interstitial space 
to infl uence and challenge that context and thus loosen up boundaries. In a socio-
logical view of culture, structure and agency exist in a dialectical relationship. 
Structures impact the power of individuals to act (i.e., their agency), and conversely 
an individual acting as a “carrier” can impact structures. 

 In chemistry, interstices 2  are the gaps in solid matter that exist between atoms or 
molecules. Smaller atoms or molecules that are located within the interstices  change  
the chemical and physical properties of matter. An example is the introduction of 
elements as “impurities” into “pure” metals during the manufacturing process. The 
most common “impure” elements occurring in metals are hydrogen, carbon, nitro-
gen, and oxygen, which fi t between normal crystalline lattice locations. Another 
example is the softeners in plastics. During the polymerization process, smaller 
molecules (monomers) add to each other, forming long chains (plastics); other 
small molecules (softeners) are added to the reaction mixture but are not involved in 
the chemical reaction. The softeners are not bonded to the polymer molecules but 
become situated in the interstices between the polymeric chains and thereby result 
in a plastic with different properties than the same polymer without an added 
softener. 

 Interstitial space is a scientifi c concept that we have employed as an analytical 
metaphor to refl ect on our science experiences and to theorize how those experi-
ences could be generalized in other social settings. In this context, we use interstitial 
spaces as a theoretical construct to examine the power structures that infl uence and 
impact the disciplines. Interstitial spaces may exist within the context of a discipline 
or between disciplines. These spaces provide individuals the opportunity to experi-
ence and challenge the existing culture but also to acquire and develop new cultures 
and practices. As new knowledge is generated and utilized, it may become inte-
grated into the culture. Thus, interstitial spaces establish a context for transgressive 
identities to emerge so one can act in ways to transform and change the cultures of 
disciplines. 

 We have used Lykke’s ( 2010 ) examination of different approaches to cross- 
disciplinary research and her explanation of multi-, inter-, trans-, and post- 
disciplinarity research to defi ne our transgressive identities. Lykke ( 2010 ) describes 
the specifi c research states and their characteristics, for example, transdisciplinarity 
is the posing and exploring of research questions that do not belong within existing 
disciplines. Transdisciplinarity research generates new areas of inquiry and ways of 
generating knowledge that are not the sole purview of a traditional discipline. A 

2   Interstices are another name for interstitial spaces. 
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transgressive identity means being a “carrier” of some practices and perspectives 
that differ from those of a specifi c culture (which could be a discipline) and those 
belonging to this culture, although the “carrier” is also integrated into the culture. A 
“carrier” with a transgressive identity has an awareness and a critical perspective of 
the culture’s practices and characteristics that other participants may unconsciously 
accept as norms. At the same time, a transgressive identity places the “carrier” in a 
position of being “the other.” For example, Kumashiro ( 2000 ) uses the notion “the 
other” for marginalized groups in the society, i.e., that are other than the norm, when 
discussing anti-oppressive education. Since our use of “the other” is wider and does 
not necessarily relate to someone marginalized and/or oppressed, we instead choose 
“carrier” as a term for someone inhabiting non-majority/hegemonic positions. 

 A  transgressive identity  is a way for scholars to engage in both transdisciplinary 
research and scholarship while acting agentically to change the discipline. For 
example, a feminist scholar could challenge science’s patriarchal structures through 
repositioning the curriculum, changing pedagogical practices, or redefi ning science 
to be more inclusive. Furthermore, within education, a feminist scholar may fore-
front the importance of gender, while within gender studies, her/his challenge may 
look to change stereotypic views of science. A critical aspect of a feminist trans-
gressive identity is the incorporation of a political agenda to challenge and to change 
structures that oppress females within the disciplines. 

 The transgression of disciplinary boundaries by a “carrier” can cause chafi ng. 3  
For those  staying within  the discipline, the transgression represents a shift between 
two knowledge domains and may be perceived as a threat and a weakening of disci-
plinary positions. In a way, within discipline representatives are forced to refl ect on 
the relevance of claimed boundaries by the presence of this “carrier” in the intersti-
tial space. As an example, a feminist acting as a “carrier” can choose to occupy a 
space as a political act, thereby attempting to restructure existing orthodoxies. That 
is one dimension of the concept. In another dimension, these spaces are the sites 
where transgressive identities can emerge.  

2.3     Autobiography as a Methodology 

 In the following section, we use autobiography and metalogue to illustrate our femi-
nist awakenings and show how our experiences and transgressive identities in inter-
stitial spaces have shaped and defi ned our research interests and academic lives as 
feminist science educators. Science educators have used autobiography as a method 
to analyze the teaching and learning of science (Roth  2005 ). We use autobiographi-
cal data and a dialectical approach with historical refl ection and feminist theoretical 
underpinnings to refl ect on how our experiences in studying science in different 
disciplines and locations produced our transgressive identities. 

3   Chafi ng can cause irritation but is also an action that may smooth rough surfaces. 
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 Feminist science education studies engage scholars with diverse backgrounds 
and unique learning and career trajectories. Each of us has a scientifi c background 
in biology or chemistry. Two of us (Anita and Annica) have fi nal degrees in the sci-
ences, while Kristina and Kate have their fi nal degrees in science education. Anita 
and Annica had extended time as science researchers and transgressed to feminist 
science education research thereafter, using feminist theories to examine their per-
sonal experiences in the academy. In contrast, Kristina and Kate came into the fi eld 
via “women’s true profession,” that is, school teaching (Hoffman  2003 ). Through 
their experiences and choices, they transgressed into feminist science education 
studies in order to use feminist theories and methodology in their research. 

 Using a metalogue, our chapter will examine how feminist perspectives interpret 
our lived experiences in science and science education and how those perspectives 
and experiences provide direction for us as feminist science educators. Metalogue 
allows us to keep our individual voices and perspectives; although we are all white 
middle-class women, we have had different science and science education experi-
ences (Roth and Tobin  2004 ). Figure  2.1  provides an overview of the trajectories of 
our feminist awakenings. The two parallel lines in the fi gure illustrate a career bar-
rier that moved a career direction from one area into another. This fi gure and its 
implications are further explained below in the section  Feminist Awakenings: 
Similarities and Themes. 

  Fig. 2.1    Trajectories toward a feminist awakening       
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2.4        Feminist Awakenings and Emerging Transgressive 
Identities 

 An awakening (e.g., a feminist awakening) might occur when moving from one 
local setting to another and looking at the old setting with eyes of an outsider but 
with an insider’s knowledge. An awakening might also occur by a single event or by 
the sum of several events without a physical or philosophical movement from one 
setting to another. An awakening has occurred when one sees previously hidden 
patterns, structures, norms, and/or power relations. Our feminist awakening(s) came 
at different chronological stages of our lives, but a common trigger was the observa-
tion that in society, and particularly in science, women were treated differently from 
men. 

2.4.1     Kristina 

 My mother came from a middle-class family in a small town, where my grand-
mother ran her own business, a fl ower shop. My grandmother often pointed out that 
she was the fi rst in her family to have a lower school certifi cate. 4  My mother also 
took that certifi cate and then studied for nursing. My father grew up in a village. He 
had a working-class background, with a mother who stayed at home but who had a 
dream of becoming a teacher. She was very supportive and encouraged my father to 
take a high school exam through distance adult education (Hermods). He then stud-
ied to become a pediatrician. According to socioeconomic conditions, my sister and 
I were brought up in an upper middle-class family, but my father’s working-class 
background was always very visible in different contexts such as when I met my 
father’s side of the family and how my father talked about his family. 

 My parents repeatedly presented three strong narratives that infl uenced my ado-
lescence. First, our mother expressed one’s right to voice opinions regardless of 
your position in society or at work. This was very much in contrast to my grand-
mother’s idea. When my mother studied nursing, she publically challenged the pro-
fessor in front of the doctors and nurses; my grandmother stated that she should not 
rebel against authorities! However, my mother never adapted to the hierarchal order 
at the hospital where the physicians had a higher status and rank compared to the 
nurses. The second narrative was my father’s pride in his working-class background 
and the advantage of having one foot in that environment and the other in the acad-
emy. The third strong narrative was that our family and its individual members were 
special. My grandmother often pointed out that her daughters were special and so 
did my mother. Throughout my upbringing, the “mantra” that my sister and I were 
very special and unique made me feel comfortable in being different or an outsider 

4   Realexamen in Swedish. 
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in school. For my parents it was also important that my sister and I received a good 
education to establish our economic independence. Our family assumed that we 
would attend university and that I would follow in my father’s footsteps and become 
a physician. 

 Because I intended to become a physician, I made a great effort in school. I liked 
school and was interested in theoretical subjects. I needed top grades in every sub-
ject (a mean value of 5.0) for admittance into the medical training program. But 
when I fi nished upper secondary school, I failed the required score by 0.15 points. 
This forced me to reconsider my career path; I was very interested in nature and 
chose to study biology.  

2.4.2     Kathryn (Kate) 

 My identity as a scientist started in high school; I attended Cabra Dominican 
College, a Catholic girls’ school in Australia. The nuns who ran this school had 
decided that an academic career was important for “their girls.” My mother argued 
against my enrollment at Cabra because I would not learn useful skills such as typ-
ing and shorthand but languages (French and Latin), music, art, math, science, 
English, and social studies. From starting school, I had consistently been the top 
student in my grade. In later years, when I had established myself as a feminist 
researcher, my father and I talked about the upbringing my sister and I had and the 
life experiences that had led me to become a feminist researcher and a scientist. My 
father had left school at 14 for an apprenticeship; his father (my father was two 
when his mother died) had taught him that a measure of good parenting was “that 
your children should end up better than you.” The nun who taught me when I was 
11 and 12 years of age, Sister Mary Callista, had told my father I was smart and she 
expected him to make sure I “went far.” By this she meant I should complete high 
school (which neither my parents nor sister did) and attend university. My fi rst les-
son in power was that my father insisted I enroll at Cabra, even though from my 
mother’s perspective when typing and shorthand left the curriculum, the nuns no 
longer provided a useful education. 

 My interest in chemistry began when I learned how the macro properties of mat-
ter are explained by micro interactions between atoms and molecules. The idea that 
people, who had never “seen” an atom or an electron, could explain why matter 
acted in certain ways and predict what would occur in different physical conditions 
fascinated me. Further, that an exchange of electrons and sharing or a different rear-
rangement of atoms could change the matter’s properties excited me.  
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2.4.3     Anita 

 When I was 14, I had my fi rst experience in studying chemistry. It was love at fi rst 
sight. I had a strong feeling that this was “my subject”; this was what I wanted to 
dedicate my life to. Afterward, I have often wondered what it was that gave me that 
feeling, why I felt such a strong “identifi cation” with, and to, chemistry. There is no 
simple answer, but I can see some important factors. One is my background; no one 
in my family, before me, had a higher education. When I grew up, most of my fam-
ily and relatives had only completed “folkskola” (i.e., 6 years in elementary school) 
or less than that. At an early age I became aware that I wanted to “become” some-
thing else, that I wanted a different kind of life than the one that marked my child-
hood. My childhood was hard, and my fi rst awakening came too early. By the age 
of ten, I had assumed several adult responsibilities. My desire to attain a different 
and higher status than the one my family held became a major driving force. The 
high status of science, the image of science as being abstract and diffi cult, attracted 
me, and I saw this knowledge domain as a pathway to a better life. 

 In the 1970s, during adolescence, I protested against the Vietnam War and was 
part of the political left movement. In that context, my working-class background 
afforded me “high status”; yet, the movement had contempt for both academia and 
people with upper-class status. I felt at home in the left movement with such a 
strong sense of belonging that it took over my wish to become “something else,” 
and at an age of 18, I had dropped out of high school and started working at a sheet 
metal, welding, and machine factory. Being one among others in political solidarity, 
striving for better life conditions at a national and international level was more 
important than my individualistic strivings to climb a socioeconomic ladder. 
However, after several years of industrial work, I resumed my studies, completed 
high school, continued studying chemistry and mathematics at the university, and 
attained a PhD in organic chemistry. Thereafter, I remained in the academy.  

2.4.4     Annica 

 The beginning of the 1980s was a time of transition, not only for me personally 
leaving my home in a typical factory town to study in the university city of Uppsala, 
but also for Swedish society. The plush dresses of the 1970s were changed to yuppie 
suits; ideas about collective solidarity faded away and instead grew an individualis-
tic “do-it-yourself” culture. My interest in nature led to my participation in the envi-
ronmental movement as an active fi eld biologist and a strong opponent of nuclear 
power. I chose biology because of my curiosity about nature, and I decided to study 
courses in molecular genetics. I found it very exciting to see how DNA was repli-
cated and transcribed and how the environment both inside and outside the organ-
ism could affect gene expression. 
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 When my undergraduate studies were complete, I engaged in a project to develop 
a vaccine against a severe diarrhea-causing virus that resulted in a high rate of infant 
mortality in less economically developed countries. In reality, the work itself was 
more basic research and had very little to do with the “glorious words” of the grant 
applications “to reduce infant mortality.” After a while, I realized that if the research 
funds expended to produce a vaccine against the virus instead were used to purify 
the water that people drank, the number of viral infections would drastically reduce 
along with other kinds of diarrhea caused by intestinal bacteria. The development of 
the vaccine would mainly benefi t the Western tourists, who could afford vaccina-
tions. This aspect was not discussed within the faculty since the implicit aim was to 
attain research funding to further the researchers’ careers. When I became aware of 
this, I began to question the project as well as the academy, since the diarrhea virus 
project was just one example of how most research projects worked. 

 The way the applications were designed contrasted sharply with the existing 
research culture. There was often competition between individual scientists, and the 
researchers often had personal feuds. Strong norms governed for how a successful 
PhD student/researcher should act, such as demonstrating devotion to your research 
by working in the laboratory throughout the day and during the evenings and week-
ends. You gained status with the research group by strolling in at lunch and boasting 
about the results you obtained at two o’clock in the morning. The results were unim-
portant, but rather the time when they were produced indicated you were a genuine 
scientist, devoted to your research. I was the only woman in the research group, and 
although I was not treated badly, I did not feel that I really belonged. I decided not 
to apply for graduate studies and instead started a teacher training program.  

2.4.5     Kate 

 I remember a critical incident from the time as a high school student studying chem-
istry. Our assistant principal, Sister Helen, had a doctorate in chemistry, but she did 
not teach us. The nuns had hired a middle-aged man who had experience as an 
industrial chemist. He could not teach and his response if we asked questions was to 
call us stupid. Six of us intended to take the public exams in chemistry, physics, and 
mathematics, and we were considered the brightest students of the school. I knew I 
was not stupid. The grades we attained on subject-specifi c exams determined our 
acceptance into university and which programs of study we could qualify for, such 
as medicine, science, or economics. 

 My fi rst feminist act was to challenge the chemistry teacher about his refusal to 
conduct the required labs (laboratory work). My subordination toward the teacher 
resulted in a confrontation between myself, the principal (another nun), and Sister 
Helen. The situation was resolved when Sister Helen offered to tutor those of us 
willing to spend extra time outside of the chemistry class. The principal would not 
allow me, or any of the other girls, to disrespect the teacher by not attending his 
lectures. The teacher was furious that the nuns had offered us a compromise. He 
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never taught lab, and in later years as a chemistry teacher, I refl ected with horror that 
I did all of the required labs, outside of school hours, without any adult supervision 
or anyone else in the laboratory. I refused to allow that man to destroy my fascina-
tion with chemistry.  

2.4.6     Kristina 

 I became aware of the gender order during my university studies. I noticed that the 
teachers treated students differently according to our sexes. What male students said 
and discussed was paid more attention to, and taken more seriously, than statements 
from female students. After completing my bachelor’s degree in microbiology, I 
wanted other experiences. My feminist awakening had begun and I chose to live an 
alternative lifestyle. I moved to a house in the countryside with three other women 
and a child. There were no employment opportunities for a microbiologist in the 
area so I taught at a secondary school. I lived in the countryside for about 10 years, 
working as a secondary school teacher in science and mathematics. Gender and 
equity were always important issues in my teaching. But I wanted an intellectual 
challenge, and more knowledge about teaching and learning, so I returned to the 
university to study for a teaching degree. After several years, I accepted a position 
as a lecturer at the University of Gävle in the teacher education program. When I 
commenced my PhD studies in science education, because of my feminist stance, I 
formulated research questions around gender perspectives in science education. It 
became possible for me to explicitly combine feminism with my profession.  

2.4.7     Anita 

 Looking back, the years working in the metal industry were crucial for my feminist 
awakening, although at that time, “class” was more important. When I worked at 
SKF in Gothenburg and made holders for ball bearings, a Swedish metal industry’s 
ranking and valuation of people, their employees, was shown in a ridiculous way: 
the largest holders were made by Swedish men, while immigrant women produced 
the smallest holders. There was an unspoken myth that the work needed strong men 
to move the heavy, large holders. But cranes were used to lift the heavy holders, and 
one’s personal strength was not a factor. The workers had to wait for the holders to 
turn in the lathe, and thus the men had an easy work pace, fewer numbers of piece-
work, and the best-paid jobs. Immigrant men had the next best position, both in 
terms of payment and work rate. The Swedish women produced and managed 
smaller holders that were stacked on a heavy cast-iron bar and then fi xed onto the 
lathe while balancing on one hand. This was a physically demanding job with a high 
risk of musculoskeletal injuries. Immigrant women completed the dirtiest, most 
monotonous work, with a high work rate and the lowest pay. Such observations 
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became my fi rst experience of a hierarchy of superiority and subordination based on 
gender and ethnicity. At that time gender equality was not an issue on my political 
agenda, but these experiences became the foundation for something yet to come; it 
made me sensitive to hierarchies and the way people were valued.  

2.4.8     Kate 

 At my university, all qualifi ed students enrolled into fi rst year of science and one 
studied chemistry, physics, algebra, calculus, and another subject. The decision to 
major in a science discipline was not made until the second year. There were over 
100 science students in my fi rst year and ten of us were female. I was the only 
female in my chemistry and physics labs and in the math tutorial section. All the 
laboratory assistants and tutors were men. All of us were white. One of the fi rst 
chemistry topics taught was hybridization theory and the symmetry of molecules. I 
struggled to understand the theory and had diffi culty with picturing, rotating, and 
manipulating two-dimensional images of three-dimensional molecules. Thirty years 
later, my recollection is that the tutor spent most of the laboratory time helping me 
because I did not understand. I lost confi dence in my ability to learn, in part because 
the 11 male students in my section quickly completed the labs, declared they under-
stood everything, and left me alone with the tutor. I decided to assess whether I 
should remain at university after I completed my fi rst term exams. If I did not pass, 
I would leave. I did not discuss my situation with anyone. Our exam grades were 
listed publically on a notice board in the main foyer of the department; I was one of 
fi ve students who had passed the exam with an “A.” All of the men in my laboratory 
section had failed. After 5 years of single-sex schooling, studying with girls who 
would voice their concerns and “failure” to understand theories, concepts, and 
ideas, I had assumed that when the men in my lab section declared they understood 
the material, they did. I learned a valuable lesson about masculine bravado and 
exaggeration.  

2.4.9     Annica 

 While working as a high school teacher, I received an offer to continue as a graduate 
student at the Department of Genetics at the Uppsala University, where they recently 
had begun to use molecular genetic methods (e.g., DNA isolation and sequencing) 
to answer questions in ecology, zoology, and conservation. This was a different 
department to where I had worked before and I was excited to use the methods I had 
learnt in my undergraduate education. I studied the genetics of endangered species 
and my dissertation focused on one of Sweden’s threatened and fragmented species, 
the sand lizard. 
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 The Department of Genetics partly remained in the spirit of the lone researcher 
who year in, year out isolated herself/himself in experiments. There was also an 
underlying masculine hierarchy that was primarily maintained by the department 
chair. For example, I did not get funding for a conference because I had a baby, 
while my male peer received funding although he had three small children. However, 
I applied for funds by myself from external funding agencies and received grants 
covering both the conference trip and access to the institution’s best computer. 
Furthermore, I had no access to the same social networks as my male colleagues. I 
had hunting training but was never asked to join their hunting party. 

 When I subsequently analyze my story using feminist criticism, I can see two 
“cultures” that were in confl ict with my own acquired vision: (1) the reductionist 
culture that was dominating in molecular biology and (2) the masculine career men-
tality. I recognize the reductionist approach focusing on genes and the DNA level as 
described by the biologist Lynda Birke ( 2000 :138–141). There was a high status in 
mastering the different methods to analyze DNA. But my peers viewed my research 
in cloning and sequencing an RNA virus, instead of DNA as genetic material, as 
odd. However, other researchers valued my knowledge of different DNA methods, 
and I was offered a graduate student position at the Department of Genetics. My 
colleagues illustrated what Haraway ( 1997 ) described as the faith in DNA as “the 
master molecule” and researchers having a “gene fetishism.” According to Birke 
( 2000 ), the reductionist way of working in biology won legitimacy during the 1900s 
rather than descriptive research methods because the biologist viewed the reduc-
tionist approach as more scientifi c with its experimental approach and physico-
chemical explanations. 

 I realized that there was a discrepancy between the “world saving” research 
questions in applications for funding and the actual studies researchers performed 
in the molecular genetics laboratory. The studies were incredibly narrow, fi nanced 
with justifi cations such as reducing infant mortality or solving the riddle of cancer, 
but in practice these research issues were more complex and involved many aspects 
other than biology. These research directions refl ected Tauber’s ( 1994 ) view that the 
experimental power of a reductionist approach had driven the study of biological 
phenomena into a genetic and molecular level, and in “the process of establishing 
its hegemony, the holistic basis of an earlier biology was lost” (p. 54). 

 The second point is the hegemonic research culture that existed, which was 
expressed by the acquired status of dedicated scientists by doing “cool experiments” 
on nights and weekends. The message was that research should come fi rst, and if 
you had children, you were disloyal to the research culture. Evelyn Fox Keller 
( 1985 ) writes that this culture scares away many women, because it means that they 
indirectly have to choose between a research career and children. This “choice” 
should be just as diffi cult for men as for women, but as long as women have, or are 
expected to have, the primarily responsibility for children and family life, this 
choice is more obvious for women. And if you choose both a career and a family, 
the research expectations will impact you. Although I was published in highly 
ranked journals (such as  Nature ), it was assumed I would fi nish my career in 
research after I completed my dissertation. No one discussed with me postdoc 
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opportunities or further research plans. I was convinced that I did not fi t as a 
researcher because I did not have sharp elbows and because I was not ready to for-
sake my children (which I thought I must do). During this time as a student and 
graduate student, I did not immediately think of myself as a feminist. Although I 
repeatedly noticed a male superiority, when I came in contact with feminist theory 
and other women who discussed these structures, I became more aware of how 
these structures shaped the laboratory context. Using feminist criticism as a tool for 
analysis, it became clear to me that men and women’s opportunity to gain legiti-
macy varied in both everyday contexts as well as in the scientifi c research 
community.  

2.4.10     Anita 

 I recognize Annica’s description of the hegemonic research culture and the discrep-
ancy between formulations in applications and the enacted research. But when I was 
a part of it, I did not question it. The main goal was to increase scientifi c knowledge 
and that justifi ed almost all practices. My fi rst work experiences in industry opened 
my eyes and gave me insights about inequality and how class and ethnicity affected 
the opportunities for infl uence and success. In retrospect I consider myself as blind 
in the academic environment, driven by a desire to become something more than my 
working-class background. But my “tunnel vision” prevented me from seeing the 
problems in and the negative consequences of research science. I believed success 
in science was related to meritocracy and I ignored other issues. I learned the sci-
ence university culture, I acclimated myself to the jargon, I made an effort to be part 
of it, and it became a part of me. My desire to belong in science and be included in 
the academic chemistry environment meant that I kept within the boundaries that 
“defi ned” this environment, implicitly as well as explicitly – I did nothing and 
thought nothing that went beyond what was expected. I learned the norm, unaware 
that it was a norm, I became part of the norm, and I conveyed the norm to others. 
The “practicing scientist” described by Isabelle Stengers (with reference to Thomas 
Kuhn) in  The Invention of Modern Science  (Stengers  2000 ) matches well with me – 
she/he

  is not characterized by critical mind and lucid rationality. Scientists do what they have 
learnt to do. They treat the phenomena that seem to be the concern of their discipline in 
accordance of a “paradigm” – which is both a practical and theoretical model – which 
seems obvious to them, and in relation to which they have little distance. (p. 4) 

   It is diffi cult to detect the norm that you are a part of. For me it was a slow awak-
ening, a struggle against my own resistance. After several years experience in lead-
ership positions, including being the only woman among more than 20 department 
heads in the Faculty of Science and Technology, I no longer could ignore the differ-
ent working and social conditions that existed, and still exist, depending on whether 
you are male or female, to succeed and be successful in the academy. I came across 
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examples where men in leading positions failed their missions, were criticized, and 
did not get extended appointments. But they did not get “stapled” with their failures. 
Nor did failing impact their long-term career prospects. After some years, their 
failures were disregarded and the men returned to the same or other high leadership 
positions. Women, who were exposed to criticism, legitimate or not, did not have 
the same opportunities. Their “failures” were stapled to them and were not forgot-
ten, and they did not get a second chance.  

2.4.11     Kate 

 After I completed an honors degree in chemistry, I pursued employment as a chem-
ist; one company told me they would have hired me because I was more qualifi ed, 
but the other candidate was married and his wife was expecting a child, so he 
“needed” the position. This was another experience that “pushed” me toward femi-
nism. I needed employment and teaching was a viable option. I completed a Diploma 
of Education and attained a teaching certifi cate. During my second year of teaching, 
the vice principal encouraged me to pursue a master in science education, and I 
enrolled part time at Curtin University’s Science and Math Education Centre 
(SMEC). I recalled being the only female in my chemistry program, and there were 
only a few women in the master program. Although I had one full year of education 
courses, I did not have a female professor in that time. I began to ask why and 
assumed that the number of women in science, and chemistry in particular, would 
have increased during the decade I had started high school (1971) to when I began 
my master degree. In Australia during the mid-1980s, there had been no discernible 
increase in the percentage of women in science, especially chemistry. I began to 
read feminist critiques of science and education. Jane Butler Kahle came to SMEC 
on a sabbatical leave and she was the fi rst female professor I studied with. Jane 
supervised my master’s research and I followed her back to the United States to 
complete my doctoral studies. Further elements of my transgressive identity 
emerged for me at this time. I looked then, as I do now, toward Jane as a role model 
in how one challenges the system, the way things are done, and to question why. 

 My doctoral program afforded me the time to develop knowledge and skills in 
science education, gender, and feminist studies. My fi rst university appointment at 
the University of Maine provided me with the opportunity to develop as a feminist 
scholar. My transgressive identity continued to emerge with my next appointment as 
an assistant professor in chemistry and biochemistry. I have described elsewhere 
that others constructed me as a “snake in the nest,” and at times I have experienced 
“being in a snake’s nest” (Scantlebury  2005 ). I did not expect to succeed (i.e., get 
tenure) in the chemistry department. Consequentially and for over 20 years, I have 
resided in an interstitial space within my department and afforded the status and the 
power associated with being in a science, rather than education, department. I have 
limited power within my department, but my transgressive identity in part reminds 
my predominantly male colleagues of feminist ideals.  
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2.4.12     Kristina 

 At the University of Gävle, I worked in a “pure” science department. However, the 
senior lecturers in biology were engaged in teacher education, and they showed an 
interest in my science education research. My science education knowledge 
improved the department’s credentials in teacher education. Some colleagues also 
wanted to know more about my gender/feminist research. Therefore, in my biology 
department, a gender perspective gradually became “an aspect working within 
interstices” that infl uenced my colleagues and their view of science and science 
education. For example, they requested my input when writing new course curricu-
lum. Perhaps this interest and encouragement depends on how the people in our 
group defi ne ourselves as a “we” according to our similar background in biology. 

 The situation at the Centre for Gender Research is more complicated. At the 
center, I have experienced a more competitive atmosphere compared to the biology 
department because of how researchers position themselves in relation to each 
other. An assumption is that the center’s environment would be open to discussions 
around feminism and gender. However, until recently, I was uncomfortable asking 
colleagues at the center theoretical questions. Instead of fi nding a safe, intellectual 
home, I was aware that asking questions about various theoretical frameworks 
might show my lack of knowledge in these areas. I did not feel as if my colleagues 
would help me develop that knowledge and understanding but rather viewed me as 
lacking intellectual rigor. In this milieu, as in other areas in the academy, educa-
tional research has low status, and I felt that others at the center did not value and 
appreciate my knowledge and expertise.  

2.4.13     Anita 

 The years as head of the chemistry department broadened my competence. At an 
unconscious level, these experiences on a leading position opened my mind to doing 
“something else” and thereby prepared me for other opportunities. When an offer 
came across my path, I left the chemistry department and the old, famous, big uni-
versity for a department consisting of several different disciplines at a smaller uni-
versity college. The move also resulted in a change of research direction, from 
physical organic chemistry to science education. That meant a move from “pure” 
science to education research, from a high-status domain to an area considerably 
less valued in the academic hierarchy. However, I stayed connected to my alma 
mater and moved gradually back after a period of 5–10 years, not to my old depart-
ment but to the Centre for Gender Research in the Faculty of Arts. Upon moving 
from one academic domain to another, I could feel (physically and mentally) the 
difference in status between certain disciplines, expressed in various ways in differ-
ent contexts and, for example, refl ected in the way I was treated by other scholars. 
Although I do not want to do it, in specifi c situations I consciously use my science 
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background to position myself and create legitimacy. This legitimacy gives me a 
different platform to act from than when I decline to take such a positioning. In a 
similar way, I can recognize how others position themselves, often by diminishing 
those with another disciplinary background. This positioning is not necessarily the 
“sharp elbows” that Annica describes, but rather I interpret it as an expression and 
acting caused by other’s low self-confi dence. I think it is the culture of a research 
environment that determines if, and to what extent, this kind of positioning occurs. 
A “transgressive identity change” requires one to cope with existing outside the 
main culture and supports of the discipline. A research environment that supports 
and encourages inter-/transdisciplinary collaborations has the potential to be a more 
“comfortable” interstitial space in a hierarchical, competition-driven academia.  

2.4.14     Kate 

 My identity is as a science, not chemistry, educator and/or a teacher educator, and 
feminism is central in my professional and personal life. For over 30 years, femi-
nism, and being a feminist, has been a core aspect of my identity. Although the word 
and terms have had negative constructions in academic and popular press, a feminist 
perspective was, and is, how I view the world. There are times, depending on con-
text, when I consciously choose not to raise a feminist question, perspective, or 
comment, but I refl ect upon my professional and personal life through a feminist 
lens. I have never worked in a culture that foregrounded gender in an explicit and 
ongoing manner. The Centre for Gender Research’s researchers conduct their stud-
ies on a wide range of topics using diverse methodologies. When I geographically 
locate in Uppsala, the conversations, ideas, and intellectual discussions enable me 
to deepen my knowledge about gender and feminism, re-vision and reconceptualize 
my academic life, and be “pushed back to strength.” Because when I physically 
leave the center, I interact with others who never consider how gender and feminism 
impact their lives.   

2.5     Feminist Awakenings: Similarities and Themes 

 The metalogues articulated in this chapter illustrate our different trajectories toward 
a feminist awakening and the emergences of various transgressive identities. These 
are summarized in Fig.  2.1 . Kristina and Annica expected to continue their educa-
tion past the years of compulsory schooling. Kristina inherited from her parents a 
view that education was a pathway to establishing one’s personal independence and 
a responsibility for one’s self. Both Annica and Kristina had highly educated par-
ents who expected their children to achieve academically. Anita and Kate came 
from families with a pronounced or silent expectation that after compulsory educa-
tion, the next stage of one’s life was paid employment. Annica and Anita’s feminist 
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awakening came later in their lives; for Kristina and Kate, their feminist views 
began earlier, possibly in part because they also both grew up in “all-female” set-
tings with one or both parents interested in their education achievements. Kate’s 
setting personal academic goals began at high school where the nuns changed the 
school curriculum from one that offered training for secretarial positions, teaching, 
or nursing to a curriculum that placed importance on academic rigor and success in 
intellectual subjects. And we all experienced high status associated with studying 
and excelling at science and mathematics at high school. 

 Throughout our careers, we have experienced what Valian ( 1998 ) has termed 
“microinequities,” which over time can build up into a cumulative disadvantage. For 
example, Annica’s experiences of not having a proactive mentor and being isolated 
from the social networking of the research group and the assumption that her chil-
dren were an indication that she was not serious about her science career translated 
into her not being offered postdoctoral opportunities or fi scal support to attend con-
ferences. Microinequities occur at an individual level but have impact on a struc-
tural level. Anita engaged in, and with, science for most of her career and academic 
life. But when she moved into leadership positions within the academy, very quickly 
she noticed a difference in how women and men were evaluated. She noted that men 
could fail and make major mistakes, yet continue in leadership roles, women were 
not allowed to make mistakes. For Annica and Anita, the feminist awakening 
occurred after a series of microinequities that at the time they had not recognized; 
however, when looking back through a feminist analytical lens, these instances 
became evident. 

 Kristina and Kate encountered different barriers (in Fig.  2.1  represented by two 
parallel lines cutting the arrow) that moved their career direction from “research 
science” into science education. For Kristina, studying biology instead of medicine 
sent her on a different pathway. Kate was unsuccessful in attaining a position as a 
chemist. Her working-class background propelled her to seek employment, and 
then, as now, teaching offered a fl exibility that other careers did not. Teaching also 
offered Kristina fl exibility in establishing her fi nancial and personal independence. 

 Kristina and Kate entered the academy through teaching and engaging with 
research in science education. Along with their science credentials, they had also 
merged feminism into their identities and used feminist theories to critique science 
education. Annica left teaching to study science at the doctoral level. However, the 
barriers raised by her male mentors and peers moved her back to a teaching posi-
tion, albeit at a university rather than a high school. 

 Looking at our individual trajectories from a retrospective perspective through 
the theoretical lens developed in this chapter, we have been situated in interstitial 
spaces several times during our different careers. Initially, when we began studying 
science, one could argue that we were outsiders; science practices and culture were 
inherently masculine, but to varying degrees, we observed that culture and learned 
to survive and in some cases succeed. We did not consciously understand our fi rst 
interstitial space, the setting of being female in an inherently masculine setting. 
However, over time we experienced a “chafi ng” which resulted in a transition from 
science toward education. This transition implied looking at the world through a 
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new grid – to learn social science’s research theories, frameworks, and techniques. 
Again, we were on the outside of a culture and had to learn its practices. Moreover, 
a big challenge has been to interact with colleagues who do not value research in 
education, and those colleagues are from the sciences as well as the humanities.  

2.6     Taking a Feminist Science Education Stance 

 A feminist identity has various facets, but at its core is a focus on how power impacts 
the lives of girls and women. The historical lack of women in science, science’s 
continued masculine image, and the characterization of women with words such as 
emotional, caring, and subjective that were viewed as the antithesis of science (e.g., 
rational, objective, and logical) were all part of the circumstances and context that 
contributed to a transgressive identity for each of us. As subordinated entities with 
the disciplines of biology and chemistry, we developed situated knowledge about 
the culture of science. We noted the changes in our agency and status during and 
after our transitions from one discipline to another and began asking questions 
about the patterns we observed within the disciplines. However, the choice to move 
into working and conducting research in education placed us in a lower status posi-
tion within interdisciplinarity context of gender research. Further, in science educa-
tion research, a focus on gender and/or feminist issues is perceived as of limited 
value. As discussed elsewhere, science education research is dominated by ques-
tions that examine participants’ ability to learn scientifi c concepts, and only a small 
percentage of published peer-reviewed research focuses on questions about gender 
(Hussénius et al.  2013a ; Scantlebury and Martin  2010 ). 

 Our transgressive identities as feminists, scientists, and science educators inter-
sect and thereby infl uence the choice and direction of research studies. For example, 
we have chosen a feministic intervention stance to provide prospective teachers 
with tools to connect them with science and science teaching in a nonhierarchical 
way. This has been accomplished with two different, but not independent, 
approaches, where the scientifi c content of the courses was expanded and supple-
mented. One approach was to introduce gender theories as a way to examine power 
through Harding’s and Hirdman’s theories of gender order (Harding  1986 ; Hirdman 
 1990 ), which includes attention to gender constituted at different levels in society. 
Another approach was to problematize the view of science as an enterprise with 
objective knowledge claims by examining science as a culture of subjective values. 
Explicitly making the students aware of the science culture became for many of 
them a form of confi rmation of their own experiences and feelings in relation to the 
subjects during school. In essays and at seminars, several had testifi ed that they felt 
stupid, especially in physics and chemistry classes, resulting in a low self-esteem 
and a negative attitude toward science. When they managed to catch sight of the 
culture of the science disciplines, they were able to put these feelings outside them-
selves, giving them a platform for a different approach to the subjects that could 
strengthen them in their role as future teachers. This knowledge can thus empower 
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students and help them to transform and make science education more inclusive 
(Hussénius et al.  2013a ,  b ).  

2.7     Interstitial Spaces: A Chafi ng Borderland 

 In the academic world, individuals, groups, or entire organizational units can be a 
“carrier” occupying an interstitial space within an otherwise well-defi ned (disci-
pline) environment or culture. Just as in the chemical sense of the term (interstitial 
space), this “carrier” can affect the properties and activities in this specifi c environ-
ment. The effect can be a positive and/or negative experience and embrace or pro-
mote resistance. In a positive experience, the “carrier” can be included and contribute 
to changes in the culture and the production of new culture. Or a “carrier” could 
experience negative consequences and be outmaneuvered or ostracized, rendering 
her/him powerless. Interstitial spaces, and those who are in an interstitial space, can 
be regarded as a chafi ng borderland. 

 The interstices that we, the authors of this chapter, operate in as feminists, scien-
tists, and educators have provided us the opportunity to develop our transgressive 
identities and also offer critiques of science education. Within one interstitial space, 
we bring the feminist perspective to science or science education; in another space, 
we problematize education from our scientifi c experiences. Within both “main-
stream” disciplines, some people view our knowledge and use of feminist theories 
and research as threatening. In other settings, the cultural capital and the power that 
we have attained through our science credentials are viewed as intimidating. 
However, as we move between the fi elds of science, gender, and feminist studies 
and education, other’s view of our identities and our views of identity may change. 
The experiences and knowledge we have acquired through our various transgressive 
identities have provided us with the expertise to challenge power structures and 
view an interstitial space as one that can strengthen or weaken structures. Moreover, 
the transgressive identities provide us with the agency to change those structures. 

 Our transgressive identities also emerge when we have changed our physical 
location(s) for conducting research, both as scientists and science educators. For 
example, when located in a science department and conducting gender research, we 
exist in an interstitial space within the science discipline that can cause chafi ng to 
our colleagues and students. Kristina has experienced a chafi ng borderland during 
her employment at a science department where her gender-oriented research in sci-
ence education infl uenced her science colleagues, as well as a new course curricu-
lum. She chafed and that resulted in a change. In a similar way, Kate with her 
feminist agenda has infl uenced her science colleagues at the University of 
Delaware – they are aware of her presence and that infl uences their actions. When 
we operate in environments dominated by humanities and/or social scientists as in a 
gender research environment, it is our scientifi c background that can chafe and that 
puts us in an interstitial space. 
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 Applying the concept of transgressive identities to organizational units, what 
Lykke ( 2010 ) calls transgressive research fi elds, becomes something more than 
establishing opportunities for dialog beyond boundaries. A transgressive fi eld has a 
potential to become an interstitial space within academia, which can chafe the uni-
versity and be a melting pot for new transgressive research.     

   References 

      Barad, K. (2003). Posthumanist performativity: Toward an understanding of how matter comes to 
matter.  Signs, 28 , 801–832.  

     Birke, L. (2000).  Feminism and the biological body . Trenton, NJ: Rutgers University Press.  
   Code, L. (1995).  Rhetorical spaces: Essays on gendered locations . London: Routledge.  
    DeBoer, G. (1991).  A history of ideas in science education. Implications for practice . New York: 

Teachers College Press.  
    Haraway, D. (1997).  Modest_Witness@Second_Millenium.FemaleMan_Meets_OncoMouse . 

London: Routledge.  
     Harding, S. (1986).  The science question in feminism . Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.  
   Hirdman, Y. (1990). Genussystemet. In SOU 1990:44,  Demokrati och makt i Sverige . [Swedish 

Government Offi cial Report, SOU 1990:44 Democracy and Power in Sweden] Stockholm.  
    Hoffman, N. (2003).  Women’s true profession . New York: Harvard Education Press.  
     Hussénius, A., Scantlebury, K., Andersson, K., & Gullberg, A. (2013a). Ignoring half the sky: A 

feminist critique of science education’s knowledge society. In N. Mansour & R. Wegerif (Eds.), 
 Science education for diversity in knowledge society  (pp. 301–316). New York: Springer.  

    Hussénius, A., Andersson, K., & Gullberg, A. (2013b). Integrated gender teaching – Within subject 
courses in teacher education. In A. Lundberg & A. Werner (Eds.),  Gender studies education 
and pedagogy  (pp. 19–23). Gothenburg: Swedish Secretariat for Gender Research.  

    Keller, E. F. (1985).  Refl ections on gender and science . New Haven: Yale University Press.  
    Kumashiro, K. K. (2000). Toward a theory of anti-oppressive education.  Review of Educational 

Research, 70 , 25–53.  
    Lemke, J. (1990).  Talking science: Language, learning, and values . Norwood, NJ: Alex.  
      Lykke, N. (2010).  Feminist studies. A guide to intersectional theory methodology, and writing . 

London: Routledge.  
    Roth, W.-M. (Ed.). (2005).  Auto/biography and auto/ethnography: Praxis of research method . 

Rotterdam: Sense Publishers.  
   Roth, W.-M., & Tobin, K. (2004). Co-generative dialoguing and metaloguing: Refl exivity of pro-

cesses and genres.  Forum Qualitative Sozialforschung/Forum: Qualitative Social Research, 5 . 
Retrieved from   http://www.qualitative-research.net/index.php/fqs/article/view/560    .  

    Scantlebury, K. (2005). A snake in the nest or in a snake’s nest: Peer review for a female science 
educator. In W.-M. Roth (Ed.),  Auto/biography and auto/ethnography: Praxis of research 
method  (pp. 331–338). Rotterdam: Sense Publishers.  

    Scantlebury, K., & Martin, S. (2010). How does she know? Re-envisioning conceptual change 
from feminist perspectives. In W.-M. Roth (Ed.),  Re/structuring science education: Reuniting 
sociological and psychological perspectives  (pp. 173–186). New York: Springer.  

    Stengers, I. (2000).  The invention of modern science . Minneapolis, MN: The University of 
Minnesota Press.  

    Tauber, A. I. (1994).  The immune self: Theory or metaphor?  Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press.  

    Valian, V. (1998).  Why so slow? The advancement of women . Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.    

A. Hussénius et al.

http://www.qualitative-research.net/index.php/fqs/article/view/560


31© Springer International Publishing Switzerland 2016 
J. Bull, M. Fahlgren (eds.), Illdisciplined Gender, Crossroads of Knowledge, 
DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-15272-1_3

    Chapter 3   
 Failed Encounters or the Challenges 
of Rendering Gender a Matter of Concern       

       Dagmar     Lorenz-Meyer    

3.1            Introduction 

 A key ambition of the Gender and Physics (GenPhys) group in the GenNa pro-
gramme has been to generate, explore and conceptualise the contact zones between 
the physical sciences, science and technology studies and gender studies. 1  Initially 
developed for the analysis of (post)colonial encounters, contact zones refer to 
‘social spaces where disparate cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other, 
often in highly asymmetrical relations of domination and subordination’ (Pratt 
 1992 : 4). Its component term contact is derived from Latin  contingere  (from com- 
‘together’ + tangere ‘to touch’) and emphasises the relationality of ‘touching 
together’, being moved, rubbing up against one another and other improvisational 
dimensions by which ‘subjects are constituted in and by their relations to each 
other’ (ibid: 7). In academic research cultures, the subjects relationally constituted 
in encounters include researchers and matters of concern. 

1   Teaching encounters at departments of physics included the course  Physics and Gender  ( http://
www.fysik.su.se/~sararyd/fog/Kursinformation-Fysik-och-genus.pdf ) and the  International 
Summer School: Diversity in the Cultures of Physics  ( http://www.physik.fu-berlin.de/einrichtun-
gen/ag/ag-scheich/projekte/archiv_summer_school/index.html ). Research encounters included the 
two international symposia:  Interferometric Investigations of Physical Knowledges and Gender in 
the Making  (2011) and Materialities and  (Dis)embodiments of Naturecultures  (2012) that we co-
organised at the Centre for Gender Research as well as individual research projects by the group 
members. On this basis an interdisciplinary reader develops the notion of interference to bring into 
conversation heretofore dispersed texts that explore the situated interactions of gender and physics 
in the making. Here the physical phenomena of propagation, diffraction, resonance and refraction 
are used to conceptualise the histories, epistemologies, cultures and knowledge transfers of phys-
ics and gender. 
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 Gender, as part of the embodied practices through which researchers are differ-
ently (per)formed in such encounters and as an analytical focus on the production of 
sexual difference, has been one ‘participant’ in making particular contact zones in 
research and teaching encounters. As a topic of conversation, it has instigated con-
cern and collaboration but also unease and ‘miscomprehension, incomprehension…
[and] absolute heterogeneity of meaning’ (Pratt  1991 : 37) that I will explore in this 
chapter. 

 A series of negative replies from prominent science and technology studies 
scholars in response to invitations to participate in the symposium ‘Interferometric 
Investigations of Physical Knowledges and Gender in the Making’ illustrated how 
gender can also become a hindrance for constituting contact zones. As one profes-
sor explained his declination of our invitation:

  Certain issues are clear – probably even too clear – about the gender dimensions of [the 
topic we asked him to address]. Women complain about being denied authorship in large 
collaborative publications, or to see their contribution reduced… historians of early modern 
copyright have documented not just actual exclusion from authorship but even legally 
defi ning the author as male. But because, sadly, exclusion and bias is what one can easily 
guess whenever gender in involved, that might not be a very interesting paper to hear (or 
write). (Professor, email 13.10.2010) 

 What made an engagement with gender superfl uous, boring and ultimately irrel-
evant in this response was its assumed predictability and monotony; gender was 
fi gured as a known entity, a ‘matter of fact’ rather than a diverse ‘matter of concern’ 
(Latour  2004 ) that was heterogeneously assembled in different practices. As Latour 
has argued, while in both matters of facts and matters of concern a ‘number of 
 things  … participate in the gathering of an object’ (Latour  2004 : 235), in matters of 
facts these mediations and practicalities are stabilised, taken for granted and ren-
dered invisible. In matters of concern by contrast, their diversity, multiplicity and 
contentions come to the fore – response and responsibility are called forth. 

 The inability to render gender/genderings a matter of concern had particularly 
struck me after presenting research fi ndings to physical scientists who had partici-
pated in an earlier ethnographic study on gender and knowledge making in a 
renowned research Institute in the Czech Republic. The presentation that I had 
given together with Marcela Linková (Institute of Sociology of the Academy of 
Sciences of the Czech Republic) in 2010 had embedded investigations of gender, 
multiculturality and science-society relations within a discussion of the Institute’s 
institutional transformation geared towards enhancing scientifi c excellence. 2  By 
drawing attention to ‘neglected things’ (Puig de la Bellacasa  2011 ), we had hoped 
to generate concern, engagement and accountability, while the participating scien-
tists appeared to refuse many of the stories and interpretations we offered. 

2   The research that we reported on had been conducted as part of the project ‘Knowledge, 
Institutions and Gender: An East-West Comparative Study’ (KNOWING) that explored epistemic 
contexts and cultures in the natural and social sciences in fi ve European countries. For more infor-
mation, see  www.knowing.soc.cas.cz . 
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 This chapter revisits this failed encounter. It takes up the question of how some 
of my interventions in the seminar may have inadvertently co-produced unconcern 
with gender and lack of responsibility. What resources and opportunities does this 
failure imply for telling stories about gender differently so that they open new 
 availabilities (Despret  2004 ) – rather than telling a different story? How might gen-
der become a matter of concern when feminist researchers may also be invested in 
rendering gender orderings a matter of fact in contact zones where they are rou-
tinely rendered irrelevant? Empirically, I will draw on different materials: our invi-
tation letter, my lecture slides and the tape-recorded seminar discussion as well as 
fi eldnotes on responses I had received immediately after the seminar. That is, I will 
retrospectively analyse the assemblage of things, slides and voices that made up this 
particular encounter. 

 I begin the reanalysis by briefl y describing the conditions of possibilities for this 
event and our expectations. In the following two sections, I explore in more detail 
the numbers, narratives and theoretical perspectives that I had used in the seminar 
to provoke engagement with gender and the responses of seminar participants. I 
then go on to contrast the apparent unconcern for gender with a part of the seminar 
discussion where participants were moved to articulate their implications in rela-
tions of power and accountability. The conclusion discusses some implications for 
enhancing contact and responsibility for acting with gender.  

3.2     The Seminar 

 The presentation entitled ‘Opportunities and perils in the pursuit of scientifi c excel-
lence’ built on prior fi eldwork that Marcela Linková and I had conducted in differ-
ent laboratories between 2006 and 2008. Specifi cally it responded to the interest of 
our busy research participants in an  oral  presentation of some of our fi ndings, not a 
written report. An announcement of the lecture was mediated by a senior laboratory 
leader who had distributed our invitation letter on an internal mailing list and in the 
seminar acted as chair. In an accompanying email, he had advertised the event as the 
presentation by a team of sociologists about results of ‘an interesting experiment, 
where we turned from the subjects of scientifi c inquiry to its objects’ (laboratory 
leader, email 12.7.2010). Referring to the restructuring of the Institute that had 
taken place during our research, our fi ndings on the ‘transformation of the Institute 
and its gendered aspects’ were expected to be ‘very critical’ and to generate an 
‘interesting and lively discussion. Not to be missed!’ (ibid.). 

 While the email expressed interest in a collegial cross-disciplinary encounter, the 
expectation that our presentation would be ‘critical’ and lead to ‘lively’ discussion 
signalled the anticipation of dissent. This expectation may have arisen from the 
awareness that during our fi eldwork, we had heard a wide range of grievances and 
criticism about the restructuring as well as doubts whether gender relations really 
were relevant in academic research (institutions). The wording also began to sug-
gest that the self-reference of having been ‘objects’ of research did not express 
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concern or discomfort of being ‘objectifi ed’ so much as denoting the object’s ability 
‘to object to what is told about them’ (Latour  2000 : 115). 

 The seminar took place in the Institute’s conference room where participants 
were seated around a large table. Although some of our key informants had since 
left the institution and others had sent last minute apologies, the seminar turned out 
to be well attended with around 35–40 participants, ranging from the Institute’s vice 
director to postdoctoral researchers and PhD students and including laboratory lead-
ers and senior scientists as well as another social scientist who participated in the 
KNOWING research (see footnote 2). 

 In our introductory remarks, Marcela and I had repudiated the mode of criticism. 
We suggested that ‘rather than being critical, we want to discuss some of the chal-
lenges of the course [the Institute] has taken in the last few years and see whether 
there may be things that would help [it] further on its path towards major interna-
tional scientifi c recognition’ (lecture transcript). As we had discussed in planning 
the seminar, our intention had been to open up what we felt had been obfuscated by 
the narrow focus on enacting scientifi c excellence primarily as maximising ‘out-
puts’ in terms of publications in high-impact factor journals, international patents or 
business ventures. What could it mean to attend to issues such as gender equality or 
science-society relations as an integral part of excellence at an Institute that was 
fi nancially and academically well endowed and considered a national success story? 
In other words, we fi gured that if conventional endeavours to pursue excellence met 
with things that could embody distinction but were seemingly excluded from its 
remit, new ‘interference patterns’ (Haraway  1997 ) might emerge. 3  The last lecture 
slide identifi ed tensions between a defi cit model of science-society relations and a 
broader engagement with social actors, between the increasing number of interna-
tionally mobile early-stage researchers and the decreasing number of permanent 
positions and between care and enterprise in laboratory organisation and their gen-
derings as three areas of concern for launching the seminar discussion.  

3.3     Mobilising Gender Stories and Statistics 

 Gender relations in research were explored more explicitly in the second part of the 
talk. Here, I had assembled statistics and stories about gender from documents, 
fi eldnotes and interviews on PowerPoint slides as crucial collaborators intended to 
engage listeners affectively and refl exively and to incite concern and responsibility 
with respect to how gender had materialised in specifi c relations. I started this part 
with a fi eldnote on a humorous if adversarial encounter. The fi eldnote fl agged the 
issue of a gendered division of labour and participation. It helped me to put up for 

3   As Law has argued referring to Haraway’s notion of interference, ‘some things are endlessly 
produced and are very real. Others are not. Interference takes the form of enacting realities, tropes 
in speech and action, that will make a difference in the confi gurations of the real’ (Law  2004a : 4). 
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exploration some of the ways in which gender relations were naturalised, laughed 
off and declared a non-issue.

  I’m invited to attend a 90th birthday party at the Institute: a joint event of a scientist turning 
60 and his junior colleague turning 30. When I go to congratulate an older scientist asks, 
was I not the one doing research on women in science? When I nod, he laughs and says: 
‘What’s there to discuss? Look at him (and he turns to his junior colleague), he has two 
children and his wife stays home with the kids – what’s there to discuss? Otherwise he 
could not have children!’ (Fieldnote, lecture slide) 

   In one sense the presentation that followed constituted a considered response to 
the rhetorical question ‘what’s there to discuss?’ Here, I will re-examine how I had 
thematised these concerns. In the lecture, I had used the episode to discuss how 
gender relations were constituted as oppositional through work responsibilities in a 
way that rendered male scientists’ work orientations and women’s childcare respon-
sibilities as normal, natural and unremarkable. I also pointed out that this naturalisa-
tion corresponded to the absence of gender equality policies at institutional and 
national level, practices that had distinguished some of the research institutions 
studied in the KNOWING partner countries. 

 While this casual shrugging off had been one response to encountering gender 
(embodied in the fi eldworker) that I wanted to address, in hindsight I think that 
opening with this encounter and accompanying commentary unrefl ectingly per-
formed distance and difference between researcher and research participants, pre-
senter and listeners. Specifi cally it enacted a mode of lecturing and critique where 
the facts appeared to be established. As Law ( 2004b : 3) states: ‘Critique enacts a 
world that poses itself as a contrast, another possibility, an escape’, in this instance 
that women and men could participate equally if the values and institutional prac-
tices were set right. 

 In order to further establish unequal participation as an issue that mattered at the 
Institute and beyond, I presented descriptive statistics on the gendered distribution 
of academic positions in Europe. Based on European education statistics (Eurostat), 
the so-called scissor diagram illustrates the distribution of women and men in dif-
ferent academic positions, ranging from undergraduate students to ‘grade A’ posi-
tions (usually full professors) across all disciplines. Two separate graphs show that 
in 2006 (similarly to 2010), more women than men were undergraduate students, 
but at the level of PhD studies, the proportion of men rises and increases up to a 
representation of 82% men to 18% women in the highest academic grade (89% men 
to 11% women in science and engineering) (European Commission  2009 ,  2012 ). 

 Acknowledging that these highly aggregated fi gures level out differences 
between disciplines and countries and therefore are merely indicative of an over- 
representation of male scientists in higher academic positions, 4  I had used the dia-
gram as a starting point for introducing the theoretical perspective of gender studies 
as one that asks how such distributions come about. As I put it in the lecture:

4   A disaggregation of Eurostat data by countries shows that the percentage of women in grade A 
positions continues to be highest in countries and sectors where wages, resources and prestige are 
lowest. In 2010 these were the higher education sectors in Romania, Latvia and Croatia. 
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  In Gender Studies we do not stay with the idea that there are biological women and biologi-
cal men and you get those patterns just because women are not ambitious enough. Our data 
clearly shows that at the beginning of the career men and women have the  same  aspirations 
of doing a career in science […] Gender as a social scientifi c concept does not mean 
women – it is developed to contest the naturalisation of sexual difference, the idea it’s 
innate identities that are expressed in those kinds of statistics, and it’s an interest in examin-
ing power and inequality, looking at how leadership or the imagination of the scientist get 
associated with masculinity, how sexual difference becomes  institutionalised …’ (Lecture 
transcript) 

   There are a range of problems with mobilising ‘the political power of statistical 
representation’ (Lawson  1995 ) to render the institutional materialisation of gender 
differences a matter of fact – and gender studies a legitimate tradition of enquiry – 
and then playing on the potential of statistics to provoke questions about how these 
categories and patterns are generated to transform them into a matter of concern. To 
start with the obvious: statistics such as Eurostat defi ne gender as sex category 
(West and Zimmerman  1987 ). They count what kinds of academic positions are 
occupied by individuals already formed and identifi ed as male or female at one 
point in time. This common-sense representation makes it counter-intuitive to pose 
the prior question of how categories of masculine and feminine get produced and 
co-constituted in particular practices in ways that may or may not coincide with 
sexed bodies. Furthermore, by connecting the different participation counts for men 
and for women along the axis of progressive academic positions, the diagram repro-
duces what the European Commission ( 2012 : 100) continues to call ‘a typical aca-
demic career’, i.e. the linear progression from undergraduate to full professor. As 
we had pointed out earlier in the lecture, given the shortages of group leader posi-
tions, this career is achievable for only a very small proportion of academics. Even 
when representing the over-representation of men in higher academic ranks, the 
diagram makes it hard to challenge the normality and indeed the masculinity of this 
ideal fi ction of career. 

 In retrospect, my well-intended introduction of what a gender studies’ perspec-
tive does underplayed the indeterminacy and tensions of gender as an analytical 
category and knowledge object that neither maps onto sex (category) nor is com-
pletely independent of the sexed body (e.g. Moore  2004 ). Emphasising the distinc-
tion between sex and gender, I presented gender as a delimited sociocultural 
object – even when I posited ‘that gender of course is messy, it’s incoherent, we 
have a range of masculinities and femininities that we see [in different practices], 
because gender does not exist purely as such, it always intersects with age, with 
culture…’ (lecture transcript). In other words, claims that gender was not about 
‘biological women and men’ sat uneasily with the illustrative character of the scis-
sors diagram that confi ned concerns about the ‘masculinisation’ of science to the 
unequal distribution of men and women in higher academic positions. 

 In the event, the attending scientists did not contest the gender statistics. But they 
did contest my casual passing over biology and mobilised their own ‘facts of nature’ 
to explain the gendered distribution of positions – at least in private. After the semi-
nar, the researcher cited in the introductory episode (‘what’s there to discuss?’) told 
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me that he had taken a picture of the slide during the lecture and rhetorically asserted 
that ‘had not evolution shown that females always tended the cubs?’ (fi eldnote, 
17.7.2010), and the seminar chair cited his observation that two female colleagues 
at the Institute had not acted on his suggestion to apply for a lab leadership position 
as evidence for the fact that lab leaders needed to be ‘alpha males’ and women 
 overall lacked the testosterone to lead the laboratory as a successful enterprise 
(ibid.). These reactions were so unexpected that I was speechless. 

 My attempts to enlist statistical data and a gender studies’ perspective to estab-
lish and problematise the gendered patterning of academic positions in the seminar 
thus appeared to provoke the reassertion of gender as a solid biological matter of 
fact – albeit not publically in a way that the diversity of sex and reproduction in 
nonhuman species (Hird  2009 ) or the role of affect and hormones as emergent 
forces in running a laboratory (Lorenz-Meyer  2014 ) could have become a matter of 
discussion in the seminar. Circumscribing and disciplining gender as a social con-
struct, and the posture of knowing in advance how gender played out organisation-
ally, brought forth a solidifi cation of both gender and science rather than movements 
and joint explorations in the contact zone.  

3.4     Narratives of (Un)concern 

 In order to bring out the multiplicity of gendering practices at the Institute, the lec-
ture had juxtaposed different actor narratives. For example, I placed the understand-
ing that ‘the major problem is not discrimination against female scientists – it’s a 
lack of places in nurseries and kindergartens’ (lab leader, email 15.4. 2006) that 
located causes and responsibilities for the absence of women in leadership positions 
fi rmly in other social institutions alongside an account that spoke about how gender 
distinctions materialised through personal and institutional inaction  within  science.

  I think it’s not that the professor decides “I will not support you because you are a woman”. 
I don’t think that they are realizing it somehow but they don’t consider women, they do not 
even get the idea that a woman could also be a leader. … The [prestigious] Purkyně fellow-
ship so far was never awarded to a woman. And at least I personally do not believe that there 
wouldn’t be a single woman who would be worth receiving such support. But this is because 
the institute has to suggest somebody for the stipend. This is for me the explanation. 
Because there are many good women. I know many receivers of Purkyně who have a much 
worse record than me. But nobody ever suggested me […] They think “We have to get this 
man. He is very successful and he has a family so he has to have enough money”. […] But 
they never think about some woman who may not even be married. So these are two things 
which mean that she basically does not need that much money (laughs). And if she would 
have a family she would not be useful as a scientist (laughs). (Interview, lecture slide) 

   This account of a senior scientist working on a part-time contract talks about the 
gendering effects of silence, inaction and lack of support in science inferred from 
the gendered patternings of grant awards (as well as personal experience of how in 
contrast to her male colleagues her own advancement had never been discussed in 
the lab). It shifts the focus away from the provision of childcare to homosocial prac-
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tices within scientist communities. Age, juniority, marital status and perceived sex 
category are described to intersect in ways that produce gender difference in career 
advancement. But in contrast to other stories of gendering practices such as my 
(essentialist!) formulation that women in the lab often played down ‘their’ feminin-
ity – which instantly was contested by questions ‘how did you measured that?’ and 
by pointing to impracticalities of ‘dressing up’ in the lab – this account was met 
with indifference in the seminar: it did not trigger other, confi rming or contesting 
accounts; it did not appear to unsettle the persuasive association of women with 
embodied motherhood – in fact, it did not appear to resonate with or activate the 
experiences of those present. In Pratt’s terms, the narrative remained 
incomprehensible. 

 This impression of unconcern was condensed when junior researchers approached 
me after the seminar and wanted to know why I thought that women did not become 
lab leaders, and a woman who was just starting out exclaimed: ‘I don’t believe I 
could not be lab leader if I wanted to!’ (fi eldnote, 17.7.2010). The account also 
contradicted the conviction of group leaders that ‘you recognise talent when you 
meet it’ (seminar chair, ibid.), which implied that the academy was in principle 
meritocratic. Refl ecting on the ‘robust clinging to a meritocratic explanation’ in the 
face of confl icting evidence, Scully ( 2002 : 400) has suggested that ‘if we begin to 
doubt that the university is a meritocracy, then redistribution might be required, and 
that is a frightening unknown’ (ibid.). Thus, drawing attention to previously invisi-
ble and taken-for-granted genderings can be profoundly unsettling: it puts ideas and 
identities on the line, particularly perhaps when scientists at the Institute actively 
struggled for the institution of meritocracy through consequential research assess-
ment (Linková and Stöckelová  2012 ) or when their personal living arrangements 
were at stake and ‘they would have to ask questions about what their wives were 
doing at home’ (Claudia Born, pers. com; 19.7.2010). Hence, questions of gender 
are passed over. 

 Gender was also constituted in the seminar encounter in ways that delegitimised 
accounts such as the one cited above. The comment of a senior scientist that ‘per-
haps it’s a pity’ that no male researchers had participated in the observational 
research clearly suggested that our embodied presence as female researchers and 
presenters, combined with relative juniority, and in my case foreignness, was read 
as a defi cit if not an outright bias. 

 Methodologically, one diffi culty with juxtaposing actor accounts that contradict 
each other is that the presenter orchestrates these different ‘voices’. I had done this 
rather explicitly by headers that linked the narratives to the notion of ‘hypervisibil-
ity of childcare’ and ‘invisible discrimination’, respectively. In retrospect, I think 
that these notions too quickly and unambiguously attempted to prefi gure ways of 
reading/listening. Different readings of these stories could have been sought. 
Juxtaposing narratives ought not to be limited to two (Keller  1987 ), and the pre-
senter might benefi t from becoming a ‘care-taker,… somebody interested in [the 
system’s] becoming’ (Despret  2004 : 124) rather than a judge or master. As with the 
introductory episode, I now feel the presentation could have benefi tted from a 
greater variety of accounts that commented on and refi gured each other: the highly 
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successful male lab leader who had actively shared in childcare and planned to take 
paternity leave, the concern of the seminar chair that placing his students in other 
laboratories felt like ‘marrying off my daughters’ and the characterisation of experi-
mental practices as women’s work – such practices and accounts interfered with the 
idea(l) of a 12-h day, an uninterrupted, (child)care-free career and a testosterone- 
driven risk-taking masculinity as the sole ingredient for running a laboratory.  

3.5     Acting with Contestations 

 The failure to respond to gender orderings does not mean that scientists were uncon-
cerned with power and accountability in science and unresponsive to our interven-
tions. For example, the seminar chair had described the fact that often at Czech 
universities ‘people of merit are not in the positions of power’ (seminar transcript) 
as a key motivator for instituting stringent quantitative research assessment at public 
research institutions. Such measures were seen as routes to undo the earlier political 
legacy where leadership and access to resources were conditional on affi liation to 
the communist party. This ethos and optimism was in tension with our fi ndings that 
assessment regimes had led researchers to ‘change the topics of their research to go 
where the funding is’ (seminar transcript).

  Chair: Is it  really  so that impact factor assessment and striving for publications is changing 
the scientifi c subject? Are we doing research differently because we know that next 
February {inaudible: there will be} this chart of an impact factor per person per year? 

 Male junior lab leader: It could infl uence the long-term direction you are heading in. If 
there is something that looks hot, maybe you try a few things … you are also looking at 
what is hot and gets attention, no? 

 Chair: What is hot is attractive because it’s interesting but I do not change {inaudible: I 
would be ashamed} I do what I think is interesting […] So, is this really so? 

 Female senior scientist: Partially yes. Like I would be really interested in doing simula-
tions that are important for atmospheric systems but there is  much  more funding in the 
biological sciences, and it forces me to also do simulations of biological systems. 

 Chair: Well this is funding not assessment 
 Female senior scientist: Also, because it is more diffi cult to get funding, so it’s more 

diffi cult to get published in this area, so I  need  to look at different areas as well. 
 Female vice director: … I want to join [the chair] and say that there is a pressure for 

assessment but I would still say most of us just do the science because of their interest. 
(Seminar transcript) 

   What is noteworthy in this encounter is that in contrast to discussions about gen-
der, research participants engage and disagree with each other, here about the asser-
tion that research interests were unaffected by external assessment. It was those who 
did not occupy senior group leader positions who challenged the autonomy of sci-
ence and articulated how their research practices were infl uenced by what is consid-
ered competitive, fundable and publishable and entangled with relations of power. 
These relations became tangible and articulated when researchers felt their own 
rooms of manoeuvre restricted. 
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 The intervention by one of our coresearchers to also look at ‘how editors of 
major journals make very questionable choices about what they publish or not in 
order to keep their Impact Factor’ (seminar transcript) activated a range of experi-
ences related to participants’ memberships in editorial boards and their role as 
 readers and reviewers of how the yardstick of IF to measure excellence was subject 
to manipulations rather than the quality of published papers. In the statement con-
cluding the discussion, the chair issued a targeted call for accountability.

  OK, we could talk about impact factor forever. A very important topic would be how major 
journals actually  shape  the way science is being done and what’s being done, the power of 
these guys is  incredible  and it’s actually not accounted for.  These  people decide what is 
excellence, what is science, what is hot and what’s worth to be funded. (Seminar 
transcript) 

   At this point the experience that research is infl uenced by editorial and funding 
decisions appears to be a matter of fact. The call for accountability was directed at 
unaccountable editors of high-IF journals who allegedly establish the criteria for 
what counts as good science, although it notably remains unclear how (and to 
whom) accountability should be rendered. Crucially this move draws a boundary 
between ‘innocent scientists’ and ‘powerful editors’ that obfuscates the variegated 
contacts and roles that senior lab leaders have as editors, reviewers and mentors in 
networks of publishing and hiring/promotion where by their own accounts they ‘see 
quality when they meet it’ and trust the recommendations of esteemed colleagues. 

 What openings or resources might this adversarial encounter about the embed-
dedness of knowledge making in relations of power and the delimited call for 
accountability offer for rendering gender a matter of concern? While we did not 
manage to do this here, the encounter points to the possibilities of drawing out and 
further explores tensions and ambivalences around research practices and the ways 
these are differently assessed by different actors. A fruitful approach to examining 
the ecologies of gender and excellence could jointly explore the interrelations 
between the frustrations and calls for accountability of those who are centrally 
located in science, namely, research group leaders, with those who fi nd themselves 
outside of the standards and norms in more marginalised locations (Star  1991 ).  

3.6     Conclusion 

 In this chapter I have revisited the mundane contact zone of presenting and discuss-
ing research fi ndings with former research participants outside of my own epistemic 
communities. Even though such presentations are often encounters in and through 
which researchers hope to make a difference in particular confi gurations in the fi eld 
(Wareing and Sabri  2013 ), they are rarely accounted for by researchers and funders 
(Gunaratnam  2007 ) or explored as contact zones in their own right. In the event 
examined here, research participants were interested in the fi ndings but also refused, 
ignored or were disbelieving of the ways in which I had identifi ed gender in 
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day-to- day practices, practices that created differences that mattered. Contrary to 
my expressed intention, this contact zone did not appear to generate ‘something 
unexpected, … something not ruled by the logic of the reproduction of the same’ 
(Haraway  2008 : 223) and build on ‘pre-ordained notions of participation’ (Manning 
 2011 ). The refusal had prompted the question of how stories about gender might be 
told differently so that (research) bodies become moved, interested and engaged 
(Despret  2004 ; Haraway  2008 ) and a matter of concern. 

 A re-examination of the ways in which I had mobilised – and disciplined – sto-
ries, theoretical orientations and statistics in order to contest the invisibility and 
irrelevance of gender point to at least three manoeuvres which in light of partici-
pants’ responses appear inadequate for rendering gender a matter of concern. First, 
in presenting gender studies’ theoretical orientation and my empirical material, I 
had emphasised gender as a sociocultural construct and passed over issues of biol-
ogy that after the event some of the participants articulated as central explanatory 
constructs. Failing to admit nature and biology as topics of discussion forestalled a 
nuanced exploration of interactions of sex and gender, for example, about the ways 
in which affects and hormones are not simply given but were generated in particular 
relations such as encountering peer review (Lorenz-Meyer  2014 ). 

 Second, in mobilising statistics and stories, I had omitted a discussion of the 
particular technologies through which gender was rendered visible, knowable or 
tangible in particular instances and that cannot be abstracted from what gender ‘is’ 
in those situations. Gender statistics, for example, make sex classifi cations salient 
categories that can be counted and thereby effectively materialise one version of 
gender as sex category; fi eld observations that femininities were played down in the 
laboratory had failed to moot how our own embodiment as researchers had turned 
attention to taken-for-granted bodily practices and their effects. Third, the impulse 
to focus on ‘fi ndings’ at the expense of practicalities by which objects become 
knowable had obscured the very movement and method of my inquiry in which 
genderings had to be gathered and carefully assembled in their particular renderings 
and effects in the fi eld. In other words, even though I had attempted to work from 
tensions within and between statistical representations and actors’ accounts, I had 
often performed commentary rather than describing multiple ontologies and offer-
ing for joint exploration how different practices aligned, clashed or got neutralised. 

 Making the hybridities, entanglements and practicalities of gender explicit and 
taking care that potential allies – male coresearchers, dissident research partici-
pants – participate in contact zones of discussing research interventions has reso-
nances with Hirschauer and Mol’s call ( 1995 : 380) to ‘do contingency in writing’ 
(and presenting!). These authors have proposed to stage the concerns and the ques-
tions of many actors in ways that ‘do not seek to control what they achieve. Perhaps 
[the stories we tell] will move the world only if they themselves are also moving’ 
(ibid). 

 In a similar vein, Ahmed ( 2002 : 145) reminds us that opening an encounter up is 
also failing to grasp it. We can never fully know what effects our intervention may 
(yet) have, not least because a research presentation is part of the multiple interven-
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tions of fi eldwork as well as other dissemination practices. Neither can we know in 
advance who our allies may be. For example, when the fi rst woman professor was 
appointed to the Institute’s international advisory board in 2010, I was told that it 
was the lab leader who had ruled out the possibility of women’s discrimination and 
at the seminar had been cast as the embodiment of the quintessential ‘alpha male’ 
who insisted on the nomination of female candidates. Echoing our emphasis on 
challenges of multiculturality and science/society relations, the Institute’s mission 
now includes a pledge to ‘create an inspiring, multicultural, friendly, and at the 
same time competitive environment for the professional growth of scientifi c employ-
ees [and to] cooperate, [be] open, and widely communicate with the public, media, 
and schools’. Gender equality, however, continues to remain absent as stated intent. 
At the time of writing, this was evident in a new tender for junior group leaders. 
Accompanied by a neatly ordered picture of an attractive white woman scientist 
smilingly holding up a fl ask of turquoise fl uid and a white male scientist in lab coat, 
tie and protective glasses looking over her shoulder, the call explicitly ‘encour-
aged… applications from non-Czech scientists’ as the Institute ‘aims to enhance its 
character as an international research centre’. Juxtaposing the happy imagery of 
partnership and its implicit hierarchies with the lively messiness of science and 
gender is an ongoing task for as Haraway ( 2008 ) has emphasised building contact 
zones is not a one-off event: it requires training, response and sustained 
interaction.     
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    Chapter 4   
 Images of Cows, Stories of Gender       

       Jacob     Bull    

4.1            Incongruous Cows, Clumsy Conversations 

 Shortly after beginning a project on the role of animals on the construction of rural 
identities, I gave a terrible presentation of my new topic. Hoping to get feedback, 
from a range of gender scholars on what I thought was an exciting new theme, I 
blundered from point to point, not through lack of preparation, but as a result of the 
realisation as I presented the material of a chain of incongruity, ignorance and inop-
portunity which emerged and operated in a loop positioning me and my work fur-
ther and further ‘out of place’. My topic, material, theoretical approach and delivery 
were all in tension with that of my audience. I am not accepting full responsibility 
for the incongruity, nor suggesting that the response was hostile; the presentation 
triggered some interesting discussions. However, the feeling I was left with was that 
animal studies were beyond the remit of gender studies and how animals are active 
in the creation of gendered identities (in this case masculinities) was irrelevant or 
counterproductive to the development of gender studies. This was the fi rst time that 
I had had to justify animal studies within gender studies. It was not the last; I am 
constantly having to make that argument. 

 Shortly after this failure to present some of the meetings between gender studies 
and animal studies, I found myself in a group meeting again discussing my cow 
project. This time the setting was animal studies, but my project once more gener-
ated unintended tensions. This incongruity was a result of opinions that any project, 
which attends to agricultural animals and does not have as its expressed motive a 
desire to end such systems of exploitation, is incompatible with the wider agenda of 
animal studies. I should note that this is not the view held across animal studies, but 
it is indicative of a divide between ‘animal studies’ and ‘critical animal studies’. My 
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failure to express my position carefully enough again created a confl ict that could 
have been avoided or reduced. The enduring refl ection however was that there may 
not be room for cattle within animal studies. 

 A third failure (and the last one I want to discuss here) occurred when I attended 
a conference aimed at rural development within the Nordic Region. Here I pre-
sented my material in the setting of a session on animals in rural development and 
combined my animal studies approach with gender perspectives to suggest how 
images in artifi cial insemination catalogues for the dairy industry constructed par-
ticular ideas about animals and how these shaped and were shaped by rural gender 
relations. The response was mixed, but there was a strong sentiment of disbelief and 
vociferous challenges to the relevancy of my approach, topic and fi ndings. I was 
later to discover that for some rural development studies, a ‘gender perspective’ 
goes no further than asking whether the paper owner of the farm is a man or a 
woman. 

 What I want to do in this chapter is to some extent make amends for some of my 
earlier blunders and highlight how animal studies relate to gender studies and how 
animals and gender perspectives might contribute to narratives and practices of rural 
development. To achieve this I will give an example of how gender studies negotiate 
its boundaries, how it unsettles (other) disciplinary cartographies and how this 
 illdisciplined character shapes individual researchers and projects. To achieve these 
goals I will discuss the images from trade magazines for the dairy industry – in 
particular images from the sales catalogues from the artifi cial insemination industry. 
The images in these catalogues, as they are used to sell the material of certain bodies 
(sperm) with the promise of changing the bodies of others (cows) in order to alter 
the productivity (milk) of the farm, offer a neat illustration of how these different 
dynamics of gender, animals and society fi t together. The chapter begins by laying 
out the connections between animal studies and gender research; it then moves into 
the way that cows presented commodifi es the female body and fi ts uncomfortably 
with the narratives of farming as a caretaking practice. The third section, by examin-
ing the way that bulls are presented in the same catalogues, highlights how the 
masculinities (as opposed to feminities) of agriculture are tied in with ideas of 
nation and rurality. As I centre the cattle in the analysis and draw in perspectives on 
rural gender relations, I highlight how notions of rural gender relations get played 
out with cattle and have implications for cattle. By following this route I demon-
strate how issues of rural development require a more dynamic, multispecies under-
standing of rural socialities.  

4.2     Making Connections: Animals and Gender Studies 

 Carl von Linné, in his treatise documenting differences between species, describes 
‘humanlike’ creatures thus:
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     ANTROPOMORPHA. Dentes primores utrinque quator, aut nulli  
  HOMO. Nosce te ipsum.  
  Homo variae:

   Europaeus albus  
  Americanus rubescens  
  Asiaticus fuscus  

  Africanus niger (von Linne  1740 :34)       

 His description, once he gets past the reference to teeth, defi nes Homo with the 
phrase  know thyself  (Nosce te ipsum). Humanity in this description does not need 
(or at least Linne fails to offer) further defi nition. While this phrase connects to an 
ancient Greek and then Roman proverb warning against conceitedness, that it 
appeared on anatomical drawings and treatises of the time (Schupbach  1982 ) 
emphasises the literal meaning of the phrase. Humanity, therefore, is not a descrip-
tion but an imperative – and one legible only to those who would and could read 
Linne’s treatise. He goes on to classify four variants of humanity based on skin 
colour and continental location. This categorisation was made more explicitly hier-
archical by Blumenbach (Gould  1996 ). Thus, race and class are at the very core of 
Linne’s defi nition of the human. This, according to Agamben, is an example of the 
anthropological machine. For Agamben, the anthropological machine is the process 
by which the human is defi ned from positions where the defi nition of the human is 
already presupposed (Agamben  2004 ). Such defi nitions follow the tautological rea-
soning epitomised by the Linnaean defi nition. We could make the gender issues 
embedded in the anthropological machine more apparent by shifting from Anthro 
(or Antro) to Andro – ‘manlike’ – and connect to the question of gender directly. 
Indeed Butler ( 2004 ) highlights how questions of gender and defi nitions of human 
nature are always intertwined:

  Gender likewise fi gures as a precondition for the production and maintenance of legible 
humanity. [And that] for the human to be human, it must relate to what is nonhuman, to 
what is outside itself but continuous with itself by virtue of an interimplication in life.  
 (Butler  2004 :11/2) 

 Butler continues, drawing on work that has critiqued the anthropocentricism of 
academic enquiry, to suggest that defi nitions of gender are always in an ‘interimpli-
cation’ with (more-than-human) life. The violent category of human is, ideologi-
cally, historically and practically contingent on a ‘non-humanity’. Indeed we can 
follow feminist scholars to suggest that species ought to be included in intersec-
tional analysis (Bryld and Lykke  2000 ) as we examine how issues of race, class, 
gender, ability, sexuality (for example) and species intersect. 

 Moving beyond the ideological or grand narratives, animals are involved in 
human negotiations of identity. In agriculture particular species defi ne identities as 
farmers get categorised and perform different forms of farming (dairy, hill sheep, 
intensive chicken) according to species. Equally, in hunt cultures the presence of 
particular species, such as the otter or fox in capacities as ‘vermin’, ‘predator’ or 
‘quarry’, facilitates the creation of ‘moral landscapes’ through which certain prac-
tices are legitimised (Matless et al  2005 ). Furthermore, animals are also given more 
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active roles (rather than oppositional) in the understanding of space, place and 
 identity. Animals can become inherently bound up with national identities (Potts 
and White  2008 ) and crucial in the performance of diaspora identities (Jerolmack 
 2007 ). Furthermore, particular animal species can be instrumental in the co-con-
struction of collective identities (Fortwangler  2009 ). Work such as that by Sanders 
( 2003 ) discusses the way that people identify individual animal characters, and this 
is given further personal resonance in the interaction between pet and owner (see, 
e.g. Fox  2006 ). What is evident from all of these accounts is that animals can be 
considered as active agents in the defi nition of identities. The gendered nature of 
these processes is made obvious when we consider the terms such as ‘crazy cat 
lady’, ‘horse girl’ or ‘dog person’. 

 While animals are always present in ideological terms and are often crucial in 
the articulations of identities, they are also materially present in human lives. They 
are caught up in systems of production and consumption which render they bodies 
as food or clothing (see, e.g. Donovan and Adams  2007 ). Furthermore, the process-
ing of food to energy within the ‘human’ body is reliant on a diverse range of 
microbes that occupy the human gut. Further, the way that genetic material passes 
between species (human induced and otherwise) both historically and in contempo-
rary science and agriculture binds us to the more-than-human in profound ways (see 
Holmberg and Ideland ( 2010 ) for a greater discussion of dilemmas and silences 
around transgenic animals). Medicines that prolong human life are tested on ani-
mals, pig valves appear in human hearts, animal derived blood products, hormones 
and tissues mesh with human bodies (See for example Folker et al.  2009 ). Animals 
also pose threats to human lives as demonstrated by the intimate intertwinings of 
prions, human and animal bodies as played out through the BSE crisis in the UK 
(Whatmore  2002 ) or the challenges posed by external parasites and the diseases 
they carry (Hatley  2011 ). Thus, animals are actors in the processes by which human 
health and well-being are secured and challenged (Hinchliffe and Bingham  2008 ). 
Equally, industries, transport systems and homes are built around animal power and 
presence (Fox and Walsh  2011 ), and animals, as they are bound up with religious 
practices, are both sacred and profane dependent on context (Redmalm  2013 ). 
Animals drive conservation agendas and indicate environmental quality (Bull 
 2011 ), but they also disrupt human processes, for example, the presence of particu-
lar species preventing or defi ning how urban development might proceed (Hinchliffe 
and Whatmore  2006 ). Thus human cultures, bodies and societies are not built with-
out animals, but on animals, with animals and because of animals. 

 While all of these spaces and processes by which animals are materially present, 
such as the home or the laboratory are implicitly gendered, gender dynamics also 
play out between bodies. While human bodies cannot escape the infl uence of gender 
and therefore all interactions between humans and other species are inherently gen-
dered, interactions can be explicitly gendered in the medical or scientifi c arenas or 
within agriculture, its female bodies, their products and reproductive capacities 
which are exploited in order to produce eggs and milk for human food. And follow-
ing similar lines, Donna Haraway ( 2012 ) recounts how interspecies webs connected 
horses, pharmaceutical companies and middle-aged women through the production 
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of HRT treatments. In all of these issues, it becomes evident that there are gendered 
histories that transcend species boundaries, histories that impact on the lives of indi-
viduals and shape bodies and modes of relating. What follows through this chapter 
is an analysis of how these histories are continually negotiated between species and 
through species difference.  

4.3     Phenomenal Udders and Perfect Hip Scores 

 Cattle are sold in straws, in thin tubes of frozen sperm. The bulls from which these 
straws are taken are sold through a range of fi rms and are presented in particular 
ways. The catalogues use a combination of images, quantifi ed characteristics and 
qualitative descriptions that highlight the ‘desirable’ traits or qualities of the par-
ticular bull, carving up bodies and making inheritable characteristics (see also 
Grassini  2005 ). But they also offer personal accounts from farmers who have used 
this bull before. In the catalogues a bull is often given an entire page with a typical 
page including the bull’s name and its various identifi cation codes (both HBN and 
in the Genus Breeding Ltd. catalogue number 1 ) along with one or two images of the 
progeny from that bull. Alongside the images are a series of quotations from farm-
ers who have used the bull’s genetic material in their herd. These operate as qualita-
tive summaries or accounts of their personal experiences with the offspring of the 
bull. Beneath this, there is a series of charts and diagrams that express the quantifi ed 
measures as deviations from a standard. 

 This dual approach of describing fi tness – i.e. the quantifi ed and subjective (or 
qualitative approach) – refl ects wider trends as agriculture becomes a space where 
the sometimes competing discourses of scientifi c productivity and ‘traditional’, 
localised knowledge combine (Holloway and Morris  2012 ). The scientifi c connec-
tion with industrial agriculture is clear in the statistical expression of a cow’s fi tness 
as deviations from a norm. However, while AI catalogues demonstrate one way that 
forms of scientifi c knowledge shape contemporary agriculture, it does not defi ne 
dairy farming as different forms of scientifi c knowledge combine with personal 
experience and local knowledge. For example, Coldwell ( 2007 ) has shown that the 
increased recognition of farmers as environmental managers has altered the role and 
expectations of the farmer from manual work to sustainability-sensitive business 
values. In slight contrast, Riley and Harvey ( 2007 : 404) identify ‘how current [farm-
ing] practices are underpinned by a cumulative understanding that often stretches 
back over many generations’. The importance of this ‘genealogical knowledge’ 
(ibid) is demonstrated in these catalogues, by the use of personal experience in the 
sales material of the cattle. This suggests that while statistics offer much for the 

1   Unfortunately Genus Breeding Ltd. has not given permission to reprint images from their cata-
logues. However, their catalogues are available online and the specifi c images are available from 
the author. 
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decisions regarding bull choice for a herd, the practised and practical eye that can 
judge an ‘excellent cow’ as informative as the quantifi ed scores for hips or legs. 

 Turning to the quantifi ed scores which measure cattle, there are two levels of 
quantitative data – the measurements of, for example, fat or protein content of the 
milk or the quantity of milk produced by the offspring of these bulls and quantifi ed 
assessments of the quality of, for example, legs, rump width or teat placement. 
These scales seem to offer a means of standardising the form of a cow with zero 
being ‘breed average for the population’. The offspring of these bulls scaled relative 
to this ‘standard’ and are part of a scientifi c tradition that translates animals and 
animality to facts and fi gures. These quantifi ed standards are then depicted either in 
the qualitative descriptions or in symbols. There are symbols that indicate sires that 
produce offspring that are well adapted to grassland systems, have high fertility and 
produce fertile daughters or whose offspring produce milk that is good for cheese 
making. These symbols are accompanied by a short description. For example a 
diamond with the letters RSG above indicate ‘Diamond sires are ‘Rock Solid’ 
[another symbol/standard] bulls with over 1000 milking daughters. Therefore rec-
ognising sires with outstanding Second Crop success and ensuring genetic accu-
racy’ (Genus ABS Breeding Catalogues 2009/2010). An image of a calf ‘Identifi es 
sires within the Genus ABS stud with the easiest Calving Ease ratings based on 
hundreds of observations. Calving Ease sires enable cows to get off to the best pos-
sible start after calving’ (Genus ABS Breeding Catalogues 2009/2010). These sym-
bols, however, are not standardised across different companies and so what 
constitutes high ‘calving ease’ ratings differs between catalogues. This ‘ease’ ranges 
from the stress caused to the parent, to the likelihood of live offspring from the fi rst 
pregnancy, to ‘unassisted calving’. Importantly, this lack of standardisation and 
transparency requires farmers to understand the complexity of such scales. By 
assuming knowledge it also belies the genealogical knowledge and the ‘practised 
eye’ that allows farmers to assess calving ease or indeed body scores. In light of this 
complexity, these quantitative measures are simultaneously less than scientifi c and 
more than science. That is to say that they constitute a hybrid knowledge between 
science and genealogical knowledge which undermines scientifi c validity but also 
strengthens understandings by blurring the boundaries between local, personal, cul-
tural and scientifi c knowledge (after Bear  2006 ). 

 Having identifi ed the hybrid knowledge required and presented in the facts and 
fi gures of the quantifi ed and qualitative assessment of cattle, I want to now turn to 
the way that cattle are presented and represented in the images of these catalogues 
and the narrative about animals, rurality and identity which they depict. 

 First, it should be observed that these catalogues are selling the genetics of male 
cattle. Despite this, female cattle are used to sell this genetic material. Through this 
use, the genetic infl uence of the female genes in the calves is silenced. Or rather, 
while it is acknowledged as important, it is passive. The sale of the genetic material 
of male cows by using offspring fails to recognise the genetic infl uence of female 
parent. It fails to recognise that more than 50 % of the genetic material of both the 
illustrative cattle and the future (on-farm) offspring is provided by the female cow. 
Therefore, the male cow is seen as a mechanism to improve the farm and the 
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 productivity and as having a potent agency that can improve a herd, whereas the 
female cow is constructed as fi xed. This attitude connects to a much longer dis-
course that identifi es how ideas about ‘nature’ are associated with female subjectivi-
ties, facilitating and refl ecting masculine dominance of both women and nature 
(see, e.g. Merchant  1989 ). This makes some practical sense that the individual bull 
and his genetics have the possibility of changing the genetic makeup of the herd 
considerably as his genetics are ‘mated’ with the cows in the herd. Indeed Holloway 
et al. ( 2011 ) demonstrate how farmers make judgements about the inheritable char-
acteristics of the potential bull in relation to the herd in an effort to ‘improve the 
genetics’ of the herd with the addition of ‘better genetics’ from the AI catalogues 
(pages 534/541). What is incongruous in this process of selection is that it is the 
female bodies of cattle that are most affected by the coordinates of industrial agri-
culture. Calving ease, milk production and hip scores all affect the dairy cow more 
than the bull(ock). Furthermore, just as Brandth ( 2006 ) identifi es with regard to the 
gender division of labour on farm, these images continue to code the domestic, 
everyday and routine tasks of the farm life as female with the active and ‘defi ning’ 
activities of agriculture as male. 

 The passivity of the cows is illustrated by the cover of the Genus Breeding Ltd. 
Spring 2010 catalogue for dairy cattle. It shows fi ve cows in a fi eld. The cows are in 
a perfect line, each of uniform height and similar stature. They are all facing away 
from the camera, with their heads down. The udders of each cow are clearly dis-
played; they are full and swollen and once more uniform. Of those heads that are 
visible, all are wearing a halter, and the numerical marks that identify each animal 
are obvious on the rumps of most of them. The tails are well groomed; indeed the 
entire cow is clean and immaculate; these are  ideal  cows; one might suggest they 
are commodifi ed cows. 

 The commodifi cation of animals in production is not a new issue, 2  but this com-
modifi cation is also symbolic of rural gender relations. Carol J. Adams in her book 
 The Pornography of Meat  ( 2003 ) demonstrates the ways in which depictions of 
animals in a range of media and for a range of purposes explicitly or implicitly draw 
on pornographic images. While it cannot be considered that such relationships are 
straightforward and unidirectional, the images in artifi cial insemination catalogues, 
either intentionally or unintentionally, draw on similar themes. In a similar way to 
how much (heterosexual) pornography emphasises a passive, available, submissive 
and objectifi ed female subjectivity and her genitalia, the images in these catalogues 
prioritise the reproductive organs of the cow. They highlight the passivity and the 
seemingly uncontentious appropriation of the (re)productive capacity of female 
subjectivities into the systems of production that are farming. If we follow Adams 
argument, the images objectify the cow, commodify the bovine body and operate in 

2   Haraway ( 2008 ) highlights the zoonotic implications of H5N1 in global systems of production 
and consumption. Equally Stassart and Whatmore ( 2003 ) identify how food scares highlight the 
‘metabolic intimacies’ between species and animal agency in bridging trust between systems of 
production and consumption. 
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a mutually referential relationship with pornography, communicating heterosexual 
male hegemony. 

 The picture from the Skånesemin catalogue (Fig.  4.1 , above) appears above the 
caption ‘tänk ben – och mjölk’ (think legs – and milk). This image along with the 
cover of the Genus catalogue can easily be read in line with these sexualised themes. 
The passive posture; the clearly displayed, full udders; and the careful grooming, 
with tails swept out of the way, combine the reproductive and productive role of the 
cow – the human (male) dominance of the animal. This is how the female cow is 
depicted in these catalogues. In over 100 pages of the 2009/2010 season catalogues, 
each with up to 12 pictures per page, we only face seven female cows head on (they 
are all either facing away or are sideways), three of these images are on the cata-
logue covers. This normalises the passive, objectifi ed and commodifi ed positioning 
of the female cow and her body.

   It must be observed that this positioning of the female cow is not synonymous 
with thinking of them as sexual objects (see Adams  2003 : 14); thus, the viewing of 
female cattle in these images is not to be equated with erotic desire for cattle. Indeed 
there are practical reasons why cows are depicted in these ways. Within dairy farm-
ing cows are kept precisely for their reproductive capabilities, and it is the udders 
that the farmer will encounter on a daily basis. Hip scores and risk of mastitis are 
crucial to the well-being of the cow and the functioning of the farm, productivity 
and the daily interaction between farmer and cow. However, depicting cattle in this 
way goes beyond the functional; these images are expected to be read in a particular 

  Fig. 4.1    ‘Think legs and 
milk’       
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way, part of which reducing the female cow to a faceless reproductive object and is 
in tension with some aspects of the practices of animal caretaking. 

 Within the practices of selecting breeding animals, Holloway et al. ( 2011 ) note 
how there are complex relations that require farmers to make decisions about indi-
vidual animals, the herd and the farm. These decisions are combined economic, 
welfare and aesthetic judgements that position the farm and the animals within the 
systems of production and also within the wider expectations of breed standards or 
the national herd. These decisions have traditionally existed within the frameworks 
of genealogical knowledge as mentioned above, but as Grassini ( 2007 ) and Holloway 
and Morris ( 2012 ) highlight, the shift towards increased emphasis on genetics has 
brought this genealogical knowledge in tension with the contemporary technolo-
gies. These tensions are not simple ‘traditional’ versus ‘genetics’ systems but com-
plex interrelations where groups and individuals invest in different ‘truths’ at 
different moments (Holloway and Morris  2012 :71). The paradox that generates 
these tensions can be mapped onto the representations in the catalogues as practical 
need to assess udder form results in a focus on udders (or hip scores or teat place-
ment) to the exclusion of an appreciation of the wider embodied context between 
udder and cow, cow and farm and cow and farmer. 

 In reference to farming, work on embodied rural identities has identifi ed how the 
bodies of farmers are defi ned through labour as they are shaped by the performances 
required by farming. Brandth ( 2006 ) highlights the connection between the body of 
farmers and the output of the farm. The ability of the farmer to perform activities 
associated with farming is crucial to the productivity of the farm. Moreover, the 
farm and the labour it requires have an impact on the health and well-being of the 
farmer (Brandth  2006 :19). Equally it is recognised that bodies are relational and 
thus are situated within a wider discourse which codes particular activities as (in)
appropriate for male and female bodies. Therefore, bodies become sites where the 
ideas and ideals of rural life can be created, reinforced or contested (Saugeres  2002 ). 
Continuing this theme, Brandth ( 2006 ) also identifi es how discourses of farming 
engage with issues around emotional attachment to place but also rely on a strong 
idea about the individual body, the lonely farmer. Moreover she goes on to identify 
how ‘working with animals is corporeal work and contains aspects of care work and 
emotional work’ [emphasis added] (Brandth  2006 : 20). Peter et al. also describe 
how farmers talk about animal caretaking as ‘humbling’ as the animals are ‘trouble-
some’ ( 2000 : 227). By troublesome they mean that they do not fi t so easily into the 
discourse of domination that is clearer in analysis of crop production. I would sug-
gest, however, that such narratives do not negate masculine domination, indeed as 
Merchant ( 1989 ) shows that there has been a long tradition of subjugating nature 
and animals through the systems of colonialism, capitalism and science. Thus, not-
ing that animals are ‘troublesome’ or ‘humbling’ does not negate the processes of 
domination. What I am suggesting, therefore, is that male, female and animal bod-
ies are sites which are inherent to patriarchal gender ideologies [and] contribute to 
reinforce and legitimate unequal gender relations of production in farming (Saugeres 
 2002 : 643). However, I would agree with Peter et al. to suggest that the masculini-
ties of agriculture are an impediment to development ( 2000 :216), and recognising 
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that the routines and daily life of animal caretaking involves sensitive, emotional 
and embodied practices and knowledge offers new, more sensitive and sustainable 
routes for agriculture. The images in AI catalogues construct and perpetuate par-
ticular agendas which obscure the embodied knowledge of farming and the encoun-
ter with animals as part of animal caretaking.  

4.4     Rurality and the Beast: Placing Rural Masculinity 
and Bulls 

 The contrast between depictions of female cows and male cows in these catalogues 
is marked. In the 2009/2010 season catalogues, we never see a male cow from the 
rear; they are always shot from the side or are facing the camera. Thus, whereas 
female cows have udders, bulls have faces and names. These bulls are named in 
ways that emphasise agency and dynamism – names such as Solo, Dynamite and 
Rancher (Genus Friesian Directory 2009/2010). These names connect to the hyper- 
masculine construction of rural masculinity, emphasising individuality and progress 
and connecting grand narratives of masculinity such as the cowboy and the pioneer. 
Given this idea of dynamism, set against the passive and domestic setting of female 
cows, and coupled with ideas that position the bull as ‘half of the herd’, through this 
section I want to show how the gendered bodies of animals are used to create ideas 
of nation and rurality. Through this I want to contrast how different bodies are con-
nected to different spaces. Whereas female cows are constructed as sites of farm 
based productivity, the ‘dynamism of bulls’ works at farm, regional and national 
levels. 

 Two images taken from the covers of the Genus catalogues illustrate how animal 
bodies, landscape and nationality are combined in nationalistic narratives. The 
cover of the Cornerstone Breeding Club magazine shows the image of a bull that has 
been draped with the Union Flag and superimposed on to the iconic English land-
scape of Stonehenge. The cover of the 2009 Dairy Directory sets the bull against a 
landscape that, while not containing the same signifi cance of Stonehenge, is still 
rich in symbolism of Englishness with green rolling fi elds, distant hills and dry 
stone walls. In both images there is little which indicates that these are part of con-
temporary industrial agriculture. Rather they create an air of timelessness, thereby 
positioning the Holstein-Freisian as the ‘natural’ ‘British’ cow and naturalising 
black-and-white dairy farming. Potts and White ( 2008 ) show that animals and their 
use become imbibed with notions of national identity, and I would suggest that the 
Holstein-Fresian expresses a very particular set of ideals and ideas about human- 
animal relations favouring productivity and profi tability. In this regard the Holstein- 
Fresian is a very ‘white’ cow as it is connected to particular spaces and refl ects very 
western, indeed Anglo-Saxon, ideas about the use of animals and their role in sys-
tems of production. Thus, the identity work that these breeds are doing is to assert 
and reaffi rm a white ethnicity on rural space. 
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 The draping of the fl ag across the back of the animal is at some level a recogni-
tion of the cultural signifi cance of the animal, if not necessarily a recognition of it 
as a cultural product. In tension with this, the bulls are presented in ways that draw 
on the ‘wildness’ of the animal and use the rural space to emphasise these charac-
teristics. The bulls in these images are unbounded, unfettered and unlimited. 
Combined with the absence of any domestic space, this constructs the male cow as 
wilder, freer, more ‘natural’ and less domesticated than their female counterparts. 
The bulls are presented in ways that emphasise muscular strength (see Fig.  4.2 ). 
The strength, the stoicism of the bull and the ‘wildness’ of the bull refl ect wider 
social imaginings. 3  

 These catalogues are drawing on the perceived wildness of the beast, but are also 
a demonstration of its domestication – human production has domesticated every 
aspect of the cow’s lifecycle including its reproductive capabilities (see also Adams 
 2003 : 147). The cover of Skånesemin catalogue states ‘you always draw the longest 
straw’ (Drar du alltid det långsta stråt). This statement highlights the removal of 
chance and emphasises the human control over the reproductive capacities of non-
human animals. Thus, AI catalogues represent competing processes as they con-
struct the ‘wildness’ of the bull and also the human control of this ‘wildness’. How 
then is this dual discourse of domestication and wildness managed in the 
catalogues? 

 Throughout the catalogues, the bull is placed in the rural setting. In this instance, 
the landscape is not a mute external fi eld across which we scribe human meaning; it 
is an active agent in the defi nition of identities. Consequentially, the ideas of rurality 
are active in the construction of animality and maleness. The above image (Fig.  4.2 ) 
shows a Swedish Red Bull photographed in a fi eld. The image is a standard side-on 
shot, but on closer inspection, the forelegs seem to fl oat and the shadow ceases mid-
way across the picture. This cow has either been overlaid onto the picture of the 
rural landscape, or the item that the bull is standing on (a common technique to 
better display the profi le of the bull) has been edited out as it is in tension with the 
rurality of the fi eld and hedgerow. Thus, ‘the rural’ space is playing an active role in 
the defi nition of the animality of the bull and the maleness of the bull.

   These animals therefore are ‘rural animals’ and the superimposing of them on 
rural landscapes is accepted. The editing out of whatever (more obviously human- 
made) structure the bull is standing on is understandable. It permits the musculature 
of the shoulder to be better displayed and levels the back of the animal, but it does 
not refl ect the lived realities of cattle; it does not refl ect the way that an animal 
moves; and by positioning the bull in a rural space without explicit references to 
technology, contemporary culture and domesticity, it does not refl ect the spaces in 

3   See, for example, Garry Marvin’s interesting account of  Being Human in the Bullfi ght  ( 2007 ) that 
identifi es the signifi cance of the battle between  nature  and culture  within  the  corrida  (both the 
bullfi ght itself and the arena). The victory of the matador over the bull is indicative of the conquest 
of intelligence over strength (Page 203) and the cultured, restrained urban over the unruly and wild 
rural space, a conquest made all the more signifi cant through the bringing of the wild bull into the 
urban space where the  corrida  is located (page 199). 
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which bulls fi nd themselves. The farm and the spaces in which these animals are 
kept can be relatively confi ned. For example, DEFRA guidelines for permanent 
quarters for bulls should not be less than 48 m 2  (Defra  2003 ). But these themes are 
not only refl ecting social imaginings of the bull as a wild beast, or the human domi-
nation of nature, they are also refl ecting rural gender relations and perpetuating 
discourses of gender stereotypes. 

 The positioning of the bull in the rural space permits ideas about rurality and 
animality to infuse one another. Buller ( 2004 ) suggests that ‘rare breeds go beyond 
gene pool conservation; rusticity, albeit ‘recreated’, is held to bring society closer to 
a natural history’. Holstein-Friesians and Swedish Red Cattle are not rare breeds, 
but as the above images show, they are caught up with systems of authenticity that 
connect cultures of nature and cultures of rurality to the presence of iconic animals. 
This permits all of the ideas about the wild and remote rurality to emphasise ideas 
about animal identities. Furthermore, it positions them in dialogue with human 
identities. Thus, as David Bell has shown how particular rural spaces are active in 
the construction and performance of rural masculinities ( 2007 ), so too are rural 
masculinities and ideas about nation are played out through and with the bodies of 
particular animals.  

4.5     Gender, Animals and Rural Development 

 As I mentioned in the introduction, when I’ve presented this work to rural develop-
ment audiences, there has been strong resistance to what and how I talk about these 
issues. There is a reticence to see these images as gendered and a fl at refusal that 

  Fig. 4.2    Stora Hallebo, Skånesemins tjurkatalo, 2009, page 21       

 

J. Bull



57

they involve intertextual references with pornography. Conversely when I present 
this to an audience familiar with gender research, these images get described as 
‘cow porn’, and it is regularly observed that I ‘did not need to work hard at my 
analysis’. This polar response – seeing the images on one hand as clearly gendered 
and sexualised and on the other a denial of these themes – emphasises how more-
than- human perspectives add to the discussions on both sides of this divide. I have 
through the chapter mentioned how gender studies and animal studies rub up against 
one another, and I’ve highlighted how the simple reading of these images as pornog-
raphy fail to recognise the complex practices of caretaking involved in contempo-
rary dairy farming. In this fi nal section, I want to deal with the denial I’ve encountered 
in presenting this work to a rural development audience. 

 Through the examples offered here, I have continued work such as that by Birke 
( 2002 ) to take gender studies beyond the humanist framework and examine how 
animals are both mirrors of rural gender relations and active in them. The fi rst aspect 
that of mirroring is demonstrated by how ideas about masculinities and femininities 
get transferred onto the cattle. The way that the cows are marketed in these cata-
logues mirrors very stereotypical ideas and ideals about masculinity and feminin-
ity – they demonstrate the way that gender and sexuality (human and bovine) get 
tied up with sex, nation and rurality. At the same time, the cattle and their bodies are 
active in the construction of rural masculinities and feminities; it is through bodies 
that these stories are made. 

 The way that the issues around male fi tness, rurality and technology are negoti-
ated through the image of the Swedish Red Bull illustrates how bodies, space and 
discourse are in dialogue with one another. The musculature of the body is empha-
sised by the rural space and omission of technology; the bull is made more mascu-
line by the rural space and the masculinities of the rural (beyond cattle) are 
re-inscribed. My point here is that the relationship between discourses of gender is 
not merely scribed onto the bodies of cattle but that bodies, space and discourse 
form a loop where ideas about masculinity inform performances of rural space, 
which shapes the bodies of cows which re-inscribes stereotypical imaginings of 
(rural) masculinities. 4  Thus, each aspect of the ideas of masculinities and rural space 
confi rms and emphasises the other as discourse is played out with bodies in space. 
This is beyond cattle mirroring rural gender relations but an inclusion of nonhuman 
bodies in the performance and defi nition of rural masculinities and femininities. 

 Holloway and Morris ( 2008 ) offer an interesting discussion of how genetic mark-
ers such as those discussed in this chapter have become increasingly dominant 
within the breeding of livestock in the UK. The way that AI catalogues promote 
‘genetic indicators’ raises questions about the relationship between genetics and the 
corporeal – ‘They seem to be present in the animal body but also become in some 
ways ‘just’ information’ ( 2008 : 1718). This dual status of the genetic connects to 
Haraway’s discussion on how ‘the gene’ is not a thing (a discrete knowable object) 
but a ‘knot in a fi eld of relation of relatedness. It’s a material-semiotic entity; a 

4   Equally the direction is not important bodies that defi ne spaces which shape discourse, which 
defi nes bodies. 
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 concretisation that locates (in the mapping sense of locates) and substantialises 
inheritance’ (Haraway and Goodeve  1998 :94 emphasis original). I agree with 
Holloway and Morris ( 2008 ) when they suggest that the genetic industry is impact-
ing on the animal breeding practices, particularly as it attempts to locate and concre-
tise the abstract notions of productivity in the increasingly specifi c sites – i.e. in 
bodies, sperm and genes. However, this chapter has attempted to discuss how gen-
der dynamics are also tied into this material-semiotic knot. 

 Material such as that offered by the artifi cial insemination catalogues discussed 
here is part of a wider discourse that creates and perpetuates ‘traditional’ gender 
relations in rural space. The implications for rural society are at least twofold. First, 
the maintenance of traditional social structures limits the advent of new perspec-
tives, approaches and techniques thereby reducing agriculture and rural society abil-
ity to reach environmentally, socially and economically sustainable futures. This is 
exemplifi ed by work such as that by Nördström-Källström ( 2008 ) that highlights 
how hyper-masculine ideas have implications for individual farmers as narratives of 
the individual, lonely, tough farmer continue to push people into situations where 
they believe they should be able to cope on their own – having implications for 
mental and physical well-being. Thus, gender perspectives highlight how human- 
animal encounters have implications at both social and individual levels. The sec-
ond implication is more corporeal. 

 As the discussion of the presentation of female cattle in the AI catalogues shows, 
not only that animal bodies are sites where rural gender relations are negotiated, 
working with animal bodies (as opposed to plants) becomes a way for gender ste-
reotypes to be challenged. Working with animals is undeniably corporeal work 
involving practices of care and as such challenge the unidirectional power relations 
suggested of agriculture (see also Holmberg ( 2011 ) for a discussion of similar issues 
in relation to animals in the laboratory setting). As mentioned above, however, 
acknowledging the diffi culty of and corporeality of human-animal encounters does 
not necessarily negate the systems of oppression; it does, however, emphasise that 
the affect/emotional embodied nature of rural work and societies needs to be recog-
nised. What this chapter suggests is that this attention to the embodied nature of 
relations should not stop at the human. 

 Holloway and Morris ( 2008 ) also identify how the fi xing of particular traits in 
genes and therefore as inheritable and expressed in the herd have impacts for the 
animals involved – breeding for particular carcass weights changes the bodies of 
animals; breeding for resistance to particular diseases may undermine immunologi-
cal robustness against other disease strains. This wider consequence of corporal 
dynamic of inherited trait breeding is often overlooked. Similarly the denial by the 
rural development sector of the gendered narratives embedded in and created by the 
images in AI catalogues fails to comprehend the embodied consequences of the 
material-semiotic knots created by the images. These conservative narratives of 
rural gender relations not only have impacts for rural societies and overlook the 
embodied and emotional dynamics of animal caretaking, they also have impacts for 
the animals themselves. 

J. Bull



59

 Firstly, the reliance on AI as the mode of reproduction for cattle in the dairy 
industry (see Wilmot ( 2007 ) for a review of the development of these technologies) 
to the point that the organic sector also permits AI though it rejects other violent 
procedures (Soil Association  2011 ) demonstrates that there are few animals within 
the coordinates of dairy agriculture who reproduce without such interventions in 
their sexuality (see Adams ( 2003 ), McHugh ( 2011 ) and Rudy ( 2012 ) for further 
discussion of the issue of human interventions in animal sexualities). Given the 
prevalence of AI within Western dairy industry, and not forgetting that the dairy 
industry is based around the appropriation of the reproductive capacities of cattle, 
the larger point becomes the way that ideas about inheritable traits shape the bodies 
of male and female cows differently. 

 As mentioned earlier, traits such as calving ease are poorly defi ned in the indus-
try; teat position and length, udder strength and size, milk production or fat or pro-
tein content of milk affect cow (not bull) bodies. Thus, welfare questions become 
questions of gender, and the narratives within these photographs as they draw on 
stereotypic notions of masculinity and femininity emphasise the active role of bulls, 
and the passive role of cows hides the gendered and embodied impacts of the 
emphasis on inherited trait breeding schemes. On one hand, the way that such indi-
cators of ‘improvement’ pay attention to issues such as teat placement and mastitis 
incidence or udder strength recognises the gendered dynamics within welfare; how-
ever, as they are part of the drive towards productivity, they also emphasise how 
certain bodies bear the burden of productivity. 

 Thus, through this chapter as I connect animal studies and gender studies and 
relate it to rural development, I have illustrated how advancements might be made 
by making connections between different interdisciplinary settings. By including 
animals into our analysis of the gendered spaces of dairy farming, we get a better 
idea of how gendered rural identities are created and performed in more-than-human 
socialities. What it also shows is that as we engage with questions about rural devel-
opment and building ‘sustainable rural futures’, a gender perspective fl ags up new 
directions for rural societies and animal welfare. As we attempt to understand rural 
gender dynamics and rural development, we must also consider them as more-than- 
human socialities.     
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    Chapter 5   
 TechnoVisions of a Sámi Cyborg: Reclaiming 
Sámi Body-, Land-, and Waterscapes After 
a Century of Colonial Exploitations in Sábme       

       May-Britt     Öhman    

5.1           Hear the Ulldevis vuolle! 

  Ulldevis vuolle    Ulldevisá vuolle (Lule Sámi)  
  I yoik the Ulldevis    Juojgasta   v   dal  
  To the sound of reindeer bells    Ulldevisá vuolev  
  And the grunt of the reindeer calves    Mija máttarádjáj älloednama  
  About our ancestors’ reindeer grazing lands    Ulldevisá lágo  
  About the willows where the reindeer clean    Juojgadav dal  
  their antlers at fall    Aktan biellojienajn  
  At Ulldevis –where the heritage from the ancestors ,   Ja ruovgadin gåjt áldo ja miese  
  Where the Sarvvá (male reindeer)    Ulldevisá allegietj’ guolldobårij nann’  

 “Sábme” is the Lule Sámi word for the territory of the Sámi people. This territory stretches over 
four nation states, Norway, Sweden, Finland, and Russia. Part of the territory is also known as 
“Lapland” in English or “Lappland” in Swedish. I don’t use “Lapland” because for me, and many 
other Sámi, it is a colonial naming of our territory and “Lapp” is a derogatory name for Sámi per-
sons. “Lappland” was also a geographical denomination of a specifi c territory – one out of the 25 
Swedish “ landskap ” traditional provinces. These traditional provinces have long ceased to serve 
any administrative function. Sweden is now divided into a number of administrative regions called 
“ län .” “Lappland” covered parts of inland Norrbotten and Västerbotten, whereas Sábme covers a 
much larger area including fi ve of the counties – Västernorrland, Jämtland, Gävleborg, 
Västerbotten, and Norrbotten – collectively known as “Norrland” (see Hägerstrand and Sporrong 
 1993 : 95; Lundholm  1993 : 132, and Lundmark  2008 ). The North Sámi word “Sápmi” is more well 
known and more commonly used than “Sábme”; however, I prefer to use the Lule Sámi word as 
this is the language that has been used in my family of Lule Sámi origin. There are nine different 
Sámi languages. In Sweden, the three major Sámi languages are North Sámi, Lule Sámi, and South 
Sámi (Sarivaara et al.  2013 ). 

        M.-B.   Öhman      (*) 
  Centre for Gender Research ,  Uppsala University ,   Uppsala ,  Sweden   
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  With their branched antlers still    Máttarádjáj sáhko  
  Gives us reindeer happiness (good fortune)    Mija njoallos áldo  
  And still we hear the voice of the Vátjav (female 
reindeer)  

  Tjaládi gåjt tjavtjan  

  And the grunt of the reindeer calves    Ulldevisá årdåjn ja rådojn  
  On the lands around the birches at Ulldevis    Guoljodi gåjt sarvvá ájn Ulldevisá nann’  
  May the big horned at Ulldevis    Ja giellamoajve guoddi  
  Ornament the land around the birches    ádjáj guottses vuorbev  
  At Ulldevis    Ma dievddi jalggis lágojt Ulldevisá nann’  
 Mattias Kuoljok/Apmut Ivar Kuoljok  Mattias Kuoljok/Apmut Ivar Kuoljok 

   I start by asking the reader to hear the  vuolle  1  “Ulldevis” by Mattias Kuoljok, yoiked 
by his son Apmut Ivar Kuoljok. 2  The Sámi tradition of yoiking can be described as 
the creation of a picture, expressed in phrases and song. The yoik is a personal and 
collective empowerment, and, at the same time, it is an embodied storytelling (Cocq 
 2008 ; Stoor  2007 ). Yoiking is a way of narrating history, present-time, and future 
while rejecting any attempt to objectify. Therefore, yoiking may be considered to be 
challenging the currently prevailing Hi-Story – the notion of history within which 
colonizers document and record stories (Öhman and Wyld  2014 ; Battiste  2000 ). 
Johan Turi, the fi rst Sámi author to have published a book about Sámi life in Sámi 
language, states that 3 :

  Sámi singing is called yoiking. It is a practice for recalling other people. Some are recalled 
with hate, and some with love, and some are recalled with sorrow. And sometimes such 
songs concern lands or animals, the wolf, and the reindeer, or wild reindeer. (Turi  2011  
[1910]: 161 ) 

 In the Ulldevis vuolle, Kuoljok is yoiking a landscape, and he yoiks his vision, of 
reindeer happiness, a prosperous future – a  TechnoVision. TechnoVisions  are our 
individual human visions – our understandings of the past and present and our 
dreams of futures, which we communicate in different media to our fellow humans. 
This specifi c vuolle and TechnoVision was made known to me by Apmut Ivar 
Kuoljok, who approached me after I presented my postdoctoral research at the Ájtte 
museum during the Jokkmokk Winter market in February 2009. Since then we have 

1   “Yoik” means “to sing” and “vuolle” is the song/narrative. As Stoor ( 2007 :20) explains: “The 
term vuolle,  vuolle ,  vuelie  and  luohti  all means the same thing, it is yoik melodies which can have 
text content, but does not necessarily have that.” 
2   This yoik was made by Mattias Kuoljok (1897–1965). See Kuoljok Lind et al.  2004  as well as the 
CD by Kuoljok ( 2005 ). It can also be listened to on Spotify. The text is translated from Swedish to 
English by the author. The Lule Sámi language version above is provided by Apmut Ivar Kuoljok, 
the son of Mattias Kuoljok, and language-edited by Karin Tuolja in 2012. A yoik seldom remains 
the exactly the same but is developed and the person yoiking it may add his or her own perspec-
tives. This is also the case with this yoik. 
3   Johan Turi was the fi rst Sámi to publish a book written in his mother tongue, North Sámi, about 
Sámi from a Sámi perspective. The book has been translated into several languages and is consid-
ered an important document of the situation of the Sámi in Scandinavia at this time (see also Cocq 
 2008 :17). 
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stayed in touch. Jokkmokk is a town and a municipality located in Sábme, by the 
Lule River. Jokkmokk is home to me. My family has lived in this area for as long as 
anyone can remember and for as long as there are records. I stay in Jokkmokk sev-
eral times per year, for both research and for personal journey into my own history 
as well as visiting my mother’s family home (Öhman  2010a ). Each time I return to 
Jokkmokk, I visit Apmut Ivar and his wife Sonja, and we share what is happening 
in our lives. I opted to start with this vuolle to Ulldevis, the Lule Sámi vuolle by 
Apmut Ivar’s father Mattias where he tells of the reindeer grazing lands at a particu-
lar spot – a place where the reindeer calves are born in spring and early summer, 
before their migration towards the mountains. On the political map, they migrate 
towards the Swedish State border and on into Norway. The vuolle tells of the con-
nection to this specifi c location, where the ancestors also passed, and of the impor-
tance of this place for the well-being of the humans following their ancestors and 
the reindeer. 

 Kuoljok’s vuolle is simultaneously a place, land, sovereignty, and memory 
expressed in an ancient and still very much alive Sámi tradition. To me, listening to 
Apmut Ivar’s vuolle fulfi lls several of the purposes of yoik, the collective empower-
ment – it makes me feel strengthened; I feel the land and the waters – I rejoice and 
feel that I stand stronger as I am made to remember important parts of the history 
about my own river valley. 

 This article is my yoik. Yoiking is my inspiration and method. I construct my 
yoik with other people’s narratives, yoiks, and stories – consisting of verbal com-
munications as well as documents, books from both inside and outside academia, 
complimented with my own personal experiences and memories from my time as a 
student, PhD student, scholar, and Sámi activist. I draw in particular on my research 
since 2008 focusing on the Lule River valley and the inhabitants from different 
aspects. Some of this work is described in Öhman ( 2010a ). 4  My sources are inter-
views, participatory observations, and personal communications, both in person and 
in the cyberspace. I have made interviews and I also keep a log book with entries 
since June 2008. I have organized three workshops in Jokkmokk, April, May, and 
July 2013, to which local people attend to discuss different aspects on mining. As 
part of the participatory observations, I have been present in social media, to a 
major part in different Facebook groups. From late 2011 onwards, these groups 
have become signifi cant means both for mobilizing local resistance against mining 
in Jokkmokk and offering general discussions about mining. I have been communi-
cating via Facebook, both with persons questioning and opposing mining exploita-
tions and persons promoting mining, since summer 2012. This communication has 
taken place both on the open groups, on a daily basis, and in personal direct exchange 
when visiting Jokkmokk and during the workshops. In particular I have been 
involved in the Facebook group “Inga gruvor i Jokkmokk” (No Mines in Jokkmokk) 

4   When I started my PhD research in January 1999, I also started looking into the Lule River, study-
ing the hydropower exploitation in this river, my home river, fi rst as a way to understand hydro-
power plants better and later on I started drawing some parallels to the exploitations in Tanzania. 
See Öhman and Sandström 2004 and my PhD Thesis, Öhman  2007 . 
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set up November 30, 2011, by Tor Lundberg Tuorda. In July 2013, the group trans-
ferred to “Gruvfritt Jokkmokk” (Mine Free Jokkmokk). I joined the “Inga gruvor” 
group on July 11, 2012. Another Facebook group that I have been part of is “Gruva 
i Jokkmokk Ja eller Nej” – Mine in Jokkmokk Yes or No – where the majority of the 
participants writing are pro-mining. I joined in September 2012 and left in July 
2013. Since then, more people who are against mining have started writing there. 
Both groups are “open,” meaning that their content is open to view even without 
being a member of the group, although it requires membership of Facebook. When 
I entered these groups, I presented myself and my background, both as a researcher 
and also my family background and relationship to Jokkmokk. I explained that I am 
a researcher and that I would make use of discussions and interactions within my 
ongoing research work. I made my position regarding mining in Jokkmokk clear, 
stating that as an expert on issues around dam safety, I consider it very risky to place 
an open-pit mine next to an already regulated river and that I do not think that what-
ever can be gained in terms of local employment opportunities during 20–40 years 
can make up for extreme risks for water pollution and dam failures (June 8, 2013). 

 I have aimed to work in a decolonizing manner in my approach, both on Facebook 
and in personal encounters. Among others, within in my discussions both on 
Facebook and within personal encounters, I have entered aspects and historical facts 
of colonization and the impacts on the local livelihood, on the interpretation of 
industrial exploitation, and how different understanding of industrialization – colo-
nization – have resulted in an escalation of confl icts. I have also attempted at dis-
cussing ways to heal from these confl icts, instead of further fuelling of those. 

 In this chapter, I draw on my personal experience, my memories, and my connec-
tion to the places in the Lule River valley and Jokkmokk, in particular, in an ego- 
histoire inspired methodology. This includes drawing on my insights and 
understandings as a Sámi person and scholar. Not many years of my life have passed 
without me spending at least a week in Jokkmokk. In 1999, when I started my doc-
toral thesis, I started coming here more often. Since 2008 I have been spending 
about 2–3 months per year in the area. My research on both hydropower regulations 
and on my own family history and Sámi heritage has become part of my everyday 
life. This in combination with the everyday Facebook interactions that further 
blurred the boundaries between my life as a researcher and the rest of my life. 

 The ego-histoire approach, as suggested by Nora ( 1989 ), asks the historian to 
look back at themselves and to write the self into their work. Nora’s ( 1989 ) work of 
“lieux de mémoire” – sites of memory – forms part of my approach, as the idea that 
memories, history, are always connected to places and contexts and fi t with the 
indigenous connection to land. This methodology pairs well with the Sami tradition 
of Yoiking. 

 Yoik is a verbal art, mixing spoken word and songs (Stoor  2007 ). My yoik is in 
this case written words – as I adapt to the academic format with references – but 
there are moments when the academic style limits expression. I then recall other’s 
yoik songs or spill out my words that are sung. My own personal parts of yoiksong 
should be read as me shouting, humming, or whispering. These parts appear in ital-
ics, without reference. 
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 This yoik was born out of my frustrations over the losses of memory, history, 
language, territories, and waters – losses that I and my fellow Sámi face. My frustra-
tion is both over these losses and also the continued way Sámi people are made 
invisible within the current Swedish, Fenno-Scandinavian, European, and also 
International academic systems. During my 12 years of schooling in the 1970s and 
1980s, Sami history was never even mentioned. In the 1990s, as an undergraduate 
university student, I was never introduced to any studies, not even one single article, 
paper, or lecture, about Sámi history within any of my university courses. Today, 
having received my PhD and working within the academic system, when I talk with 
colleagues, friends, and family, I realize that almost nothing has changed. 

 Despite the recognition of us, the Sámi, as an indigenous people by the Swedish 
Parliament in 1977 and the establishment of the Swedish Sámi Parliament in 1993 
(and similar developments in the neighboring states of Norway and Finland), we are 
still made invisible – invisibilized. 5  Our history, culture, languages, and traditions 
are to a large extent erased from academia, from the books of the whole school 
system, within museums, as well as from the society in general. In the few excep-
tional cases when Sámi history is displayed, we are commonly framed as either 
victims or the  other : as exotic human beings whose traditions are about to disappear. 
We are described as a vanishing culture, in ways similar to many other indigenous 
peoples in colonized territories around the world. 6  

 The current situation of invisibilization and othering of the Sámi and our history, 
tradition, and culture in Sweden (and in the other Fenno-Scandinavian Nation 
States) contributes to the creation of highly problematic epistemological contexts. 
The absence of Sámi history, culture, and tradition from education at all levels and 
being reduced to museum objects, victims, or exoticized lead to the lack of under-
standing of Sámi cultures and livelihoods, a void in understanding and an actual 
possibility for state representatives of ignoring the importance of the connections to 
the animals, lands, and waters (see, e.g., Kuokkanen ( 2007  and  2008)  and Svalastog 
( 2014 )). This invisibilization supports a continued and even increased colonial 
exploitation of Sámi traditional territories as well as of us Sámi as a people. The 
exploitation includes an increased number of concessions for mining explorations, 
the expansion of already established mines, ongoing and planned wind power devel-

5   I use the term “invisibilization” as a direct translation from the Swedish word “osynliggörande” – 
which means the act of making someone invisible. In the Scandinavian academic context, “osyn-
liggörande” is commonly applied within discussions and analyses of gendered power 
structures – referring to a phenomenon where social and economic activities performed by women 
are being neglected or made invisible, declared unimportant, or even ridiculed (Ås  1979 ). 
Invisibilization has been used by several other scholars in similar discussions on Nation States 
vis-a-vis indigenous peoples and ethnic minorities. For instance, drawing on Skutnabb-Kangas 
( 2000 : 354), Haig ( 2003 :123) defi nes the concept as follows: “‘Invisibilisation’ is the deliberate 
removal, or concealment, of the overt signs of the existence a particular culture, with the aim of 
rendering that culture invisible. It is part of the logic of invisibilisation that the policy and its 
implementation remain covert, because overt formulation would mean increased visibility.” See 
also Öhman  (2007 : 52 ff). 
6   There is a quite extensive body of literature available engaging these issues, I would recommend 
Fur ( 2008 ), Ojala ( 2009 ), O’Brien ( 2010 ), Ledman ( 2012 ), and TallBear ( 2013 ). 
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opments, and the expansion of military testing and training areas. These activities 
affect the livelihoods of the local inhabitants in terms of relationship to the land- and 
waterscapes, with direct impacts on, for example, water quality or a risk of contami-
nation of the surrounding area with toxic metals. These activities also impact on the 
identities of the inhabitants and their relationships, to each other as well as to the 
land- and waterscapes. To indigenous peoples – and speaking for Sámi in particu-
lar – the links between land and identity are strong. The concept “indigenous peo-
ples” in its current understanding refers to the attachment to a territory, colonized/
dominated by outsiders. 7  This is indeed true for the Sámi; our cultures and identities 
are destroyed and erased along with the landscapes and waterscapes that constitute 
a major part of Sámi livelihood (see, e.g., Beach  1997 ; Battiste  2000 ; Martin  2003 ; 
Åhrén  2008 ; Kuokkanen  2008 ; Byrd  2011 ). 

 As a Sámi scholar, I am a witness as to how the majority of research projects on 
Sámi-related issues are being pursued by non-Sámi scholars (see, for instance, 
Svalastog ( 2014 )). I am concerned how the majority of knowledge is produced 
about Sámi and Sábme by outsiders and that at the same time it is diffi cult for peo-
ple to claim Sámi identities and operate within academia. I have met scholars who 
identify as Sámi, but do not publicly claim Sámi heritage. My understanding from 
the conversations I have had with people in a similar position to myself is that peo-
ple consider claiming Sámi identity to be unbenefi cial (at best) or even detrimental 
to their academic careers. Indeed to claim Sámi identity is both a personally painful 
and diffi cult task as one’s intentions in publically claiming a Sámi identity may be 
questioned by both the Swedish academic community and the Sámi community 
(Åhrén  2008 ). Like our fellow indigenous peoples, we, the Sámi People, need to 
struggle to make our voices heard and to empower ourselves to do this reclaiming. 

 Whenever I am in academic contexts, I mention my Sámi background. Whenever 
I talk of Sámi history and the losses of lands and waters, I feel as though I am pass-
ing on a secret or a reality that is not supposed to exist. In these instances, I feel that 
I am disturbing a set order and that my presence is making others, the normal 
Swedes/Europeans, uncomfortable. Or, as a fellow indigenous woman who is 
Native American put it at the National Women’s Studies Association in 2010, “we 

7   During the more forty-year history of indigenous issues at the United Nations (UN), considerable 
thinking and debate have been devoted to the question of defi nition of “indigenous peoples.” 
However, no defi nition has ever been adopted by any UN-system body. One of the most cited 
descriptions of the concept of the indigenous was provided by Jose R. Martinez Cobo, the Special 
Rapporteur of the Sub-Commission on Prevention of Discrimination and Protection of Minorities, 
in the Study on the Problem of Discrimination against Indigenous Populations: “Indigenous com-
munities, peoples and nations are those which, having a historical continuity with pre-invasion and 
pre-colonial societies that developed on their territories, consider themselves distinct from other 
sectors of the societies now prevailing on those territories, or parts of them. They form at present 
non-dominant sectors of society and are determined to preserve, develop and transmit to future 
generations their ancestral territories, and their ethnic identity, as the basis of their continued exis-
tence as peoples, in accordance with their own cultural patterns, social institutions and legal 
system”(Martínez Cobo  1987 :379). 
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have no business breathing” (Öhman  2010b ). 8  As indigenous peoples, we’re not 
even supposed to be alive, to be there – to be here – claiming space and air with our 
bodies. As Sámi, we’re supposed to vanish, to disappear, and to die. Or we are sup-
posed to become Swedish and accept a supposedly Swedish culture 9  and ways of 
thinking, writing, and living. 

 Sharing this experience with most indigenous peoples around the world, I, as 
others before me, fi nd that feminist research may serve as a remedy for healing. The 
Australian aboriginal scholar Bronwyn Fredericks states:

  I argue that Aboriginal women need to defi ne what empowerment might mean to them-
selves and I suggest re-empowerment as an act of Aboriginal women’s healing and resis-
tance to the on-going processes and impacts of colonization. (Fredericks  2010 :546) 

   Being an aboriginal – indigenous – Sámi, I work towards fi nding my own defi ni-
tions of what empowerment might mean to me. I work with re-empowering myself 
for my healing and my own resistance work. I fi nd that the feminist research fi eld is 
a good platform to start the work for us Sámi (women and men) to make our voices 
heard while empowering ourselves to dare do this reclaiming. But, and there is a 
huge but, feminist research needs to be informed by indigenous studies and imple-
ment decolonizing methodologies, to be useful to Sámi and other indigenous peo-
ples. Today, we, the Sámi – as many other indigenous peoples – fi nd ourselves in a 
state of crisis. For a long time, our Sámi cultures, our bodies, and our history have 
been and currently are under heavy attack by the Nation States that we have been 
colonized by. We need to reclaim our space, including academic spaces. We need to 
combine feminist research with decolonizing methodologies. 

 I listen to another indigenous sister, New Zealand Maori scholar Linda Tuhivai 
Smith ( 1999 :97–98), who states in her book “Decolonizing Methodologies: 
Research and Indigenous Peoples” what decolonizing is about. For her, decoloniza-
tion is a process of recovering from fragmentation – putting ourselves back as whole 
persons – as well as about re-centering indigenous identities as a whole:

  While the West might be experiencing fragmentation, the process of fragmentation known 
under its older guise as colonization is well known to indigenous peoples. Fragmentation is 
not an indigenous project, it is some-thing we are recovering from. While shifts are occur-
ring in the ways in which indigenous peoples put ourselves back together again, the greater 
project is about re-centering indigenous identities on a larger scale … Decolonization, once 
viewed as the formal process of handing over the instruments of government, is now recog-
nized as a long-term process involving the bureaucratic, cultural, linguistic and psychologi-
cal divesting of colonial power. (Tuhivai Smith  1999 :97–98) 

8   This is a quote from a presentation at NWSA, National Women’s Studies Association, annual 
meeting, Atlanta, November 2010 (in Öhman  2010b ). When I heard this statement, it was over-
whelming to the point that I did not take note of the name of the woman stating it. This statement 
and the way it was said, in gesture and almost whispering, has haunted me ever since. 
9   In  Försvenskningen av Sverige  (The Swedifi cation of Sweden), three professors of ethnology, 
Ehn et al. ( 1993 ), analyze the elements that constitute a perceived Swedishness and how this iden-
tity has developed within different spheres of the Swedish nation state during the twentieth cen-
tury. A similar analysis on how school children have been educated to become part of the Swedish 
national identity is made by Anne-Li Lindgren ( 2002 ). 
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   The greater project, thus, is to not just recover but to re-center my own indige-
nous identity. It is my task to involve bureaucratic, cultural, linguistic, and psycho-
logical institutions and divest them of colonial power. What this means for me in 
practice, I do not really know yet. I am in the process of establishing my defi nitions 
and my methods. However, I consider writing this chapter in the form of a yoik as 
an attempt to break out from a very narrow academic framework of writing that does 
not lend itself to the situations I want to express. It is to write in a way appropriate 
to speak about the Sámi and our history, to explain to those who have not encoun-
tered these issues before, and also to write in a way that empowers me and hopefully 
also other Sámi persons. I want to reimagine the struggles faced by Sami people in 
academic discourse. I want to challenge that discourse, mold it in ways that allow 
me to articulate the histories so often neglected, and bring different modes of expres-
sion to the fore. Writing my yoik in these pages, to blend writing styles and move 
between traditions, is to express how Sami ways of understanding landscape and 
waterscapes respond to the bureaucratic, cultural, and linguistic pressures of colo-
nial power. To yoik through academic texts is to demonstrate how Sámi understand-
ings of landscape are only ever partially captured and fragmented through systems 
of governance and how those same systems of governance draw out the very 
excesses they do not articulate as “profi ts.” My essay therefore is a cyborg, a blend-
ing of traditions, an impure product of messy relations tied in ways that make the 
issues faced by Sami people visible in ways that “pure” forms can never express. As 
such it expresses what I feel, experience, and live, and signifi cantly, it yoiks the 
complexities facing those who currently live in Sábme. 

 My academic context is the fi eld of “history of science and technology” and, 
more particularly, feminist technoscience. I realize that postcolonial feminists, as 
well as indigenous feminists, are bringing forward important points and challenging 
the white Western feminist’s mainstream and exclusive ideology. Yet, indigenous 
peoples all around the world seem to be connected by one factor – we all belong to 
territories under attack by modern Nation States (see, e.g., Laula  1904 ; Battiste 
 2000 ; Kuokkanen  2008 ; Fredericks  2010 ). We all share a recent history of – and 
ongoing – massive industrial colonization, and feminist technoscience approaches 
seem to carry appropriate tools to deal with this traumatic situation. Feminist tech-
noscience methodologies are close to indigenous methodologies as they reject the 
idea of scientifi c “objectivity.” 

 Feminist technoscience and postcolonial work along with humanimal studies, 
queer feminism, feminism, and disability studies all challenge the arguments of 
 disembodied objectivity  and argue for bringing back of the very physical bodies of 
the researchers themselves into academic research. In this respect, the “cyborg” in 
the title of this chapter, therefore, refers to Donna Haraway’s cyborg metaphor in 
her Cyborg Manifesto ( 1991a ). I draw on this cyborg in the various aspects as dis-
cussed in the text, seeing us humans as cybernetic organisms, the blurred boundar-
ies between fi ction and fact which we continuously negotiate, and that we are always 
partial – scientifi c objectivity is but a myth. The Cyborg Haraway articulates high-
light the need for reassembling ourselves and our identities:
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  A cyborg is a cybernetic organism, a hybrid of machine and organism, a creature of social 
reality as well as a creature of fi ction. Social reality is lived social relations, our most impor-
tant political construction, a world-changing fi ction. The international women’s movements 
have constructed ‘women’s experience’, as well as uncovered or discovered this crucial 
collective object. This experience is a fi ction and fact of the most crucial, political kind. 
Liberation rests on the construction of the consciousness, the imaginative apprehension, of 
oppression, and so of possibility. (Haraway  1991a : 149) 

   The cyborg is resolutely committed to partiality, irony, intimacy, and perversity. It is 
oppositional, utopian, and completely without innocence. […]Nature and culture are 
reworked; the one can no longer be the resource for appropriation or incorporation by the 
other. The relationships for forming wholes from parts, including those of polarity and 
hierarchical domination, are at issue in the cyborg world. (Haraway  1991a : 151) 

   The cyborg that Donna Haraway envisions supports and gives me comfort in my 
attempts at integrating my thoughts, to reassemble my identities – the embodied 
attachments to the past, the present, the future, the land- and waterscapes, our sto-
ries and memories, animals, and technological artifacts. In Haraway’s Cyborg 
Manifesto, I fi nd the support to, as a scholar, be partial, ironic, and intimate. I feel 
the support to escape the annoying and rigid dualisms found in academic writing 
and to dare resort to what Haraway refers to as heteroglossia:

  Cyborg imagery can suggest a way out of the maze of dualisms in which we have explained 
our bodies and our tools to ourselves. This is a dream not of a common language, but of a 
powerful infi del heteroglossia. (Haraway  1991a : 181) 

   I fi nd an escape from the dualisms and a way to argue how important it is that 
I – May-Britt – tell my history through my yoik method. It does matter whose bod-
ies provide the stories and in what languages they are told. Colonialism matters, 
indigeneity matters, bodies matter, landscapes and waterscapes matter. My Sámi 
body, with all its aspects, matters. Donna Haraway wrote the Cyborg Manifesto as 
a means to engage feminists in technoscience, to challenge technology and science 
from within. My chapter has a similar objective, one of making feminists of all 
kinds see us, the indigenous, and for us indigenous feminists to engage, so as to 
challenge technoscience from within. The idea of seeing us humans as cyborgs, 
interconnected with humans, nature, and machines, speaks to me. Being part of 
machines and machinery, science, and technology is a quality not often understood 
as “indigenous.” Indigenous peoples are more often associated with nature and ani-
mals, as being part of the landscape. Yet just as, all indigenous peoples, all humans, 
we the Sámi are closely connected to machines and machinery, science, and 
technology. 

 Technoscience can be used both for destruction and liberation. Consequences of 
technology can be both positive and negative. “Technology” is often considered to 
be related to large-scale machines, such as hydropower plants. However, reindeer 
herding, fi shery, duodji (Sámi handicraft), and living off what is available in the 
water- and landscapes are advanced technologies. To be able to contribute to a 
change, to restore identities, to save our landscapes and waterscapes, this needs to 
be recognized and I argue for a change from within. I opt to do this my way, the 
Sámi yoik way,  my own  Sámi yoik way. Yoiking TechnoVisions. 
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  With these words I go on; I yoik you the story about Sámi people. I, remembering 
and recalling places, people and events with both love and pain at the same time, 
yoik my call for an academic – an activist – struggle for survival and change. I yoik 
Sábme, and for the reclaiming of our bodies, landscapes, waterscapes, history and 
right to a future.  

  Hear my vuolle!   

5.2     The Colonization of Sábme 

 The territory of the Sámi, called Sábme, stretches across the borders of Sweden, 
Norway, Finland, and Russia, as illustrated above in Fig.  5.1 . As the Sámi author 
Johan Turi ( 2011  [1910], 161) states, “maybe we were actually always here.” Sábme 
has been inhabited by the Sámi for as long as any human can remember. Although 
there is currently a specifi c region in the North – the current reindeer herding graz-
ing lands – that is considered to be Sábme, the Sámi have lived all over and have 
traded for centuries with what is now called the Fenno-Scandinavian region 
(Zachrisson  1997 ). Defi ning the fi rst human inhabitants in this region has become a 
controversial political issue, where archaeologists are called to provide testimonies 
in courts over disputes of current traditional land rights between Sámi reindeer 
herders and other local inhabitants (Ojala  2009 ). I, along with others (some of them 

  Fig. 5.1    Sábme (Sápmi) as seen from the North Pole. Map available at the website of the Sámi 
Parliament in Kiruna/Giron, Sweden. Illustration: Pär-Joel Utsi/Nils-Gustav Labba (Source:   www.
samer.se    )       
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currently beyond their physical bodies), 10  argue that we’ve been here since time 
immemorial, probably even surviving the last ice age on what is currently called the 
Scandinavian Peninsula (Turi  2011  [1910]; Cleve von Euler  1936 ). Current archeo-
logical fi ndings give evidence that we, the Sámi people, have been here at least since 
the last ice age (Zachrisson  2005 ; Ojala  2009 : 134–137).

   When the modern Nation States formed from the sixteenth century and onwards, 
Sweden and the neighboring States colonized Sábme, the State borders were demar-
cated, and the Sámi people were divided, becoming citizens of different Nation 
States (see Kvist  1994 ; Sörlin  2002 ; Lantto  2010 ; Lundmark  2008 ). Patrik Lantto, 
professor in history at the Centre for Sámi Studies at Umeå University, describes 
this process:

  The partitioning of the territory between the states, the structuring of reality captured in 
maps and political rhetoric, changed the social and economic reality of the Sami as well as 
the Sami themselves; from simply being Sami to being Norwegian, Swedish, Finnish or 
Russian Sami. Citizenship had become a tool for a stronger control and eventual assimila-
tion of the Sami. (Lantto  2010 : 553) 

   From this time onwards, we, the Sámi People, have been subjected to coloniza-
tion. This colonization has included destruction of both lands and waters, destruc-
tion of reindeer grazing lands, and a destruction of our cultural identity through, 
among other State-led policies, the removal of children from their families into 
boarding schools and intentional destruction of our Sámi cultural expression such as 
yoiking and our language. 

 Tove Skutnabb-Kangas ( 2000 ) describes the impositions on cultural expression 
as linguistic genocide or linguicide. Given that language is part of a human bodily 
expression, the connection she makes to genocide is understandable. In the early 
twentieth century, a “Lap should be Lap” policy was introduced in Sweden. This 
policy categorized Sámi People using racist stereotypes, with descriptions of the 
Sámi as savage and close to nature, reinforced by legislation and State practices. For 
example, in 1913, the Swedish Parliament implemented legislation informed by 
racist ideals to keep the “genuine” Sámi in a perceived natural state and seeking to 
avoid turning them into “bad Swedes” and created compulsory nomadic schools 
(Lundmark  2008 ). The goal of the nomadic schools was to keep Sámi children from 
tasting the modern life. The clergyman in Karesuando, Vitalis Karnell, one of the 
experts in the State Commission preparing for the reform, stated in 1906:

  When the Laps start establishing associations and having their own journal, when they start 
educating themselves, then they are fi nished as Laps and they become the most miserable 
persons one can imagine. […] Do promote the Laps in all ways, make them moral, sober 
and somewhat educated humans, but don’t let them sip at the cup of civilisation in other 

10   With “beyond their physical bodies,” I mean that they have passed on, they are no longer walking 
in their human bodies on this earth but that their thoughts, ideas, and writings are still part of what 
inform my understandings. 
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things, it will in any case only be a sipping, but it will not and never will bring a blessing. 
The Lap should remain Lap. (Karnell 1906, quoted in Lundmark  2008 : 139) 11  

   In addition to the school reforms, other segregation policies were also intro-
duced. Sámi people who were not nomadic reindeer herders were to become Swedes 
and preferably end their tending of reindeer. Their children were to go to the 
Swedish schools, in “real” houses with heating, while the nomadic Sámi children 
were only permitted to attend schools in tents or in school buildings constructed to 
resemble the  goathie , or  lavvo , the traditional Sámi tent used in migrations 12  
(Mörkenstam  1999 ; Lundmark  2002a ). Through the Swedish State policy of 
“Swedifi cation,” people like my family – forest Sámi owning reindeer but also prac-
ticing agriculture – were to be transformed into  Modern Swedes . Becoming a Swede 
meant giving up the reindeer herding (and the owning of reindeer), renounce the 
Sámi language, and not wear Sámi traditional clothing (see Sörlin  2002 ; Lundmark 
 2002a ). The legislation shaped living with reindeer into a gendered politics of 
belonging, tying together people, place, and reindeer through marriage. For instance, 
with the reindeer herding law of 1928, reindeer-owning Sámi women who married 
a non-Sámi-categorized man lost their rights to reindeer ownership, while a 
Swedish-categorized 13  woman marrying a Sámi reindeer-owning man got these 
rights in addition to rights of hunting and fi shing (Amft  2002 ; Åhrén  2008 ). 

 These specifi c policies were part of wider events, actions, and racist oppressions. 
What follows is a summary of some of the state-sanctioned aggression towards 
Sámi people. The list includes both specifi c events and the more general conse-
quences of different policies.

•    The theft of territories by administrative measures, turning lands owned by Sámi 
into State property during the late nineteenth century (Kvist  1994 ; Lundmark 
 2008 ).  

•   Sámi being recruited as forced labor for mining projects in the seventeenth cen-
tury. In Alkavare, Kedkevare, Nasafjäll Sámi in large numbers. Corporal punish-
ment, such as fl ogging, beating, and also being dragged in water, possibly under 
the ice of frozen lakes in wintertime, could be used as punishment for disobedi-
ence (Kvist  1994 ; Sörlin  2002 : 78; Lundmark  2008 ).  

11   Translation from Swedish by M-B Öhman. 
12   “Goathie” is in North Sámi, “gåetie” in Lule Sámi, and “kåta” in Swedish. Also the word “lavvo” 
or “lávvu” is used in Sámi. As with the tipis of the First Nation people of the Great Plains, the 
construction style of the goathie/lavvo differed between groups and according to purpose. 
13   Within the Swedish state, censuses have been made since 1749, initially being made every year. 
From 1860, they were made every tenth year. Ethnic categorizations were introduced in the mid-
nineteenth century, starting with describing the Sámi as a “foreign tribe.” Five years later, the 
Tornedalen Finns were similarly categorized, and within two decades, groups such as Roma and 
Jewish people were distinguished separately. Thus, in the census entry for each person, there 
would be a box for any ethnicity other than Swedish. If the person was considered to be Swedish, 
the box was left empty. This system was in practice up to the Second World War (see, e.g., Elenius 
 2001 : 267). 
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•   Forced dislocations – for example, of North Sámi from Karesuando southwards, 
after the dissolution of the union with Norway in 1905 – disrupting the ways of 
life of both the receiving Sámi communities and the displaced Sámi communities 
and thereby creating never-ending confl icts between these two groups of Sámi 
(Kvist  1994 ; Udtja Lasse  2010 ; Marainen  1996 ; Lantto  2010 ; Ekerlid  2013 ). 
Moreover, illegal (by International law standards) State-border-based reindeer- 
grazing conventions between Sweden and Norway disrupted traditional reindeer, 
and thus Sámi, migration routes (Udtja Lasse  2010 ).  

•   Numerous different laws creating sharp categorizations between Swedes and 
Sámi according to reindeer-owning rights, ultimately resulting in confl icts and 
court processes over land rights and compensations between relatives. A feature 
of these  Reindeer Grazing Acts , as pointed out by ethnology professor Hugh 
Beach ( 1997 ) and Sámi scholar of Ethnology Dr. Christina Åhrén ( 2008 ), was 
the beginning of a series of fractional divisions of the Sámi, leading to a situation 
of confl icts between different groups – the main dividing line being between 
those that own reindeer and those that do not own reindeer. The fi rst  Reindeer 
Grazing Act of 1886  limited reindeer grazing, hunting, and fi shing rights to 
reindeer- herding Sámi. These rights were restricted under the  Reindeer Grazing 
Acts of 1928  and  1971 , and the Sámi rights of herding, fi shing, and hunting were 
thereafter considered privileges granted by a benevolent State (Beach  1997 ; 
Borchert  2001 ; Åhrén  2008 ; Silversparf  2014 ).  

•   Hydropower exploitations, which have turned most of the major river courses 
in Sábme into staircases, with reservoirs and dry beds, also making the now 
regulated water courses and lakes more dangerous both for humans and ani-
mals (Öhman  2007  and Öhman  2015 ). Åsa Össbo in her doctoral dissertation – 
which is the fi rst major academic work analyzing the history of hydropower 
exploitations in Sábme from a postcolonial perspective – summarizes the 
consequences:

  The transformed landscape aggravated reindeer herding as grazing grounds, migration 
routes, settlements and, areas for collecting berries and shoe-hay were inundated. Fishing 
became a harsh and unsafe activity, the catch often deteriorated both in quality and quantity. 
Cultural landscapes disappeared or changed, and new methods for land-use affected rein-
deer herding and the complementing livelihoods. (Össbo  2014 : 261) 

•      Destruction of reindeer-grazing lands, water quality, and landscapes that serve as 
mental resting places. State-sponsored clear-fell forestry leaving a barren, logged 
area rather than applying forestry practice which leaves the forest with all its 
ecological, cultural, emotional, and personal signifi cance for the inhabitants, 
human and nonhuman, to enjoy (see, e.g., Sörlin ( 2002 ); Sandström and Widmark 
( 2007 ); Lindkvist et al. ( 2009 ); Mikaelsson  2012 ).  

•   Recently wind farms have been developed across Sábme. They constitute yet 
another major intrusion in reindeer-grazing lands, where the quest for renewable 
resources is falsely considered unproblematic. For further discussion on this 
topic, see, for example, Sasvari and Beach ( 2011 ), Helldin et al. ( 2012 ), and 
Berglund ( 2013 ).  
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•   During the 1950 and 1960s, the Swedish Military conducted tests to simulate the 
blast of a nuclear bomb. Sweden ceased the nuclear bomb development in the 
1960s. The military presence however continues through domestic military train-
ing grounds and an open invitation to foreign military to train in Sábme (see, e.g., 
Sommarström  1991 ; Jonter  2001 ; Sörlin and Wormbs  2010 ; Wallerius  2011 ; 
Öhman and Mikaelsson  2014 ; Thunqvist  2014 ). In 2001 the Vidsel Test Range 
(controlled by the government  Administration for Defense Material  (Försvarets 
Materielverk,  FMV )) and the Esrange Space Centre (owned by the State owned 
Swedish Space Corporation,  SSC ) were combined into the North European 
Aerospace Test range (NEAT). It is the largest land base test area in Europe, 
located on the Swedish side of Sábme. On their websites, the state-owned com-
panies invite foreign customers to test their military equipment in “restricted air 
and ground space” with “no population” ( FMV ). SSC welcomes both domestic 
and foreign customers with the following words: “With 24,000 km 2  restricted 
airspace and 3,300 km 2  restricted ground space we provide this unique vast 
restricted overland airspace to our customers. The terrain is varying and consists 
of forests, fi elds, bogs, lakes, hills and low mountains” ( SSC ). Tests are per-
formed throughout the year, often with short notice for the people living in the 
area to evacuate (Öhman and Mikaelsson  2014 ).  

•   A State-supported policy for the protection of predators, which thrive in reindeer- 
herding areas, where the hunting of these predators by Sámi reindeer herders 
leads to prosecution and whereas compensations for the loss of reindeer due to 
these predators do not cover the actual losses (Beach  1997 ; Jonsson et al.  2012 ).  

•   From 1913 to 1962, Sámi children were separated from the families and taken to 
specifi c residential/boarding schools, where the use of Sámi language was pro-
hibited by law (see, e.g., Henrysson and Flodin  1992 ; Kuokkanen  2003 ; 
Lundmark  2008 ).  

•   Current mining ventures are disrupting reindeer-grazing lands, poisoning water 
resources, endangering nearby high-risk dams, and thereby risking the health 
and lives of thousands of local inhabitants (Lawrence  2009 ; Lundberg Tuorda 
 2014 ; Persson and Öhman  2014 ; Öhman et al.  2013 ).  

•   From the end of the 1600s until the 1900s, representatives of the Swedish State 
Church – the Church of Sweden – destroyed Sámi traditional cultural and reli-
gious practices, by banning the yoik and religious practices and  noaidis  (sha-
mans), and also devastated Sámi sacred sites and drums (see Rydving  1993 ; 
Kuokkanen  2003 ; Granqvist  2004 ; Virdi Kroik  2007 ). In 2006, the Church of 
Sweden published an inquiry regarding the historical and current relationship 
between the Church of Sweden and the Sámi, in which the authors recognized 
the participation in the colonization of the Sámi and suggested among other rec-
ommendations that an apology was made (Ekström and Schött  2006 ). No apol-
ogy has so far been issued by the highest representatives of the Church of 
Sweden. Sámi traditional religious practices are not offi cially condemned by the 
church but neither are they accepted by all representatives (Svenska Kyrkan 
 2012 ).  
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•   Since the 1600s, Sámi human remains (and also important Sámi cultural and 
religious artifacts) have been collected by representatives of Swedish institutions 
and museums. The Swedish Sámi Parliament demanded in 2007 that the Sámi 
human remains be returned and reburied in their respective areas of origin 
( Västerbottens Museum ). By 2014, despite years of discussions and the identifi -
cation of more human remains, this request has not been granted (Enoksson 
 2007 ; Ojala  2009 ; Heikki  2011 ). Furthermore in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century, research on Sámi (and also ethnic minority groups such as 
Jewish people and Roma people) in Sweden was pursued with an in particularly 
open racist ideology. The Sámi were othered through skull and body measure-
ments and photographic documentation. For this “research,” Sámi human 
remains, skulls and skeletons, were plundered from graveyards. In 1922 the 
Swedish Parliament, Riksdagen, passed a law setting up the National Institute of 
Racial Biology, the fi rst national institute of its kind in the world, in Uppsala. 
The aim of this institute was to procure “genuine” skulls of the Sámi race as 
material for the racial biological research (Ojala  2009 :242; Lundmark  2002b ). 
The Institute was not closed until 1958 (Hagerman  2006 ). This is a painful – and 
suppressed – part of Sámi history, which only now starts to be discussed from a 
Sámi perspective by the artist Katarina Pirak Sikku, in her exhibition named 
“Nammaláphán” (Pirak Sikku  2014 ). The photographs for the Institute of Racial 
Biology are still available to the public on request at the Uppsala University 
library. The photos – although not the nude photos – are currently being digi-
talized and also posted online on the Uppsala University library website and can 
be delivered upon request to anyone in digital version or as photo within 5–10 
working days ( Uppsala Universitetsbibliotek ).    

 Piling up these atrocities, crimes, and abuses is a painful task. I would rather not 
have it in this chapter at all. It hurts to write about it. Many Sámi already know about 
these events. Being reminded, and at the same time witnessing how the colonization 
is currently reinforced, brings about feelings of hopelessness and devastation. I feel 
the consequences of these events and aggressions on Sámi livelihood and culture in 
my own body. It is a cacophony of feelings of anger, shame, sadness, and 
vindictiveness. 

 The cacophony of feelings is not only mine; members from my Sámi network 
who know I am working on this chapter ask me to mention the suicides among Sámi 
people and the reindeer herders in particular. It is an issue which has been given 
more attention recently through studies and through very recent tragic events as 
young Sámi reindeer herders give up, not being able to stand the pressures. The 
fi ndings in a recent report present it crudely:

  Severe circumstances and experience of ethnicity-related bad treatment seems to contribute 
to increased levels of suicidal plans and attempts in subgroups of Sami. (Omma et al.  2013 ) 

    To me this is not just colonization. I feel that what has happened and continues 
to happen is genocide. But I need to strengthen myself, to not fall into despair. I 
listen to Lovisa, a young Sámi artist. So I ask you to listen with me to the song and 
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yoik by Lovisa Negga, in Lule Sámi, Mihá ja Gievrra – Proud and Strong: Gut 
duosstel álggusittjat, Ja bälos gieladimev, Ane dal gielav, divna tjoavdá dån – You 
feel insignifi cant but will last forever, The one who dares say something, Will defend 
the mute, So use your voice, and free us all….(Negga  2013  ) . 

  I draw on Sámi traditions, on my akku – my foremothers (Hirvonen   2008  ; Wuolab  
 2004  ) – to talk back, talking back to the Empire; I am talking back and claiming 
space, memory, place, sovereignty, waters, land, my body and belonging. I breathe. 
I collect strength to go on. Proud and Strong!   

5.3     Cyborg Identities 

 This article draws on my personal experiences and insights and relates to my life as 
being in the body of what, on the surface, may seem to be a stereotypic Swedish 
woman – blonde, blue eyed, white skin, and with a typical Swedish name. Since 
childhood I was trained in a positivist tradition, as the Swedish State had wanted 
when they took the reindeer-herding rights away from my family; I was trained to 
be a  Modern Swede . I believed I was  Swedish!  However, there were so many strange 
silences, voids that I couldn’t understand. When I, at the age of 42, embarked on a 
new research project, I was thrown into old, but at the same time completely new, 
body-, dream-, land-, and waterscapes. I was suddenly Sámi (Lundby  2010 ). The 
silences became understandable. I also discovered that I share this experience with 
many other Sámi women and men of different ages. 

 When I received funds from the Swedish Research Council for a postdoctoral 
scholar position with the title “Situated perspectives on the hydropower exploitation 
in Sápmi” and had the opportunity to be affi liated with the Centre for Gender 
Research and the GenNa program, not only did I embark upon a journey into a 
totally new-to-me research fi eld but also found myself on a both unexpected and 
rather confusing journey into  me  – my physical appearance, memories, and my own 
history (Öhman  2010a ). Learning new knowledge about my family history and 
about my physical appearance being recognized as stereotypical Sámi, I realized 
that the “other,” the “indigenous” is me (LaRocque  2010 ). This insight has come to 
change my whole perception of science studies and of history production and I feel 
obliged, as a scholar, to work to fi nd other ways of producing, writing, and teaching. 
I feel obliged to fi nd a way that brings out voices that are silenced, to fi nd my own 
voice. This is also a process of healing for me. I wish to share it with other Sámi and 
indigenous persons with similar experiences, to help us all heal and to, following 
Tuhivai Smith ( 1999 ), re-center our indigenous identities. 

 I do not stand alone in this work. I am trained within the discipline of history of 
Science and Technology, a discipline within which there are much earlier works 
challenging what I refer to as “Hi-Story.” That is, the High-Story, the history of the 
winners, the colonizers, the settlers, and the ones getting the benefi ts, which proves 
that technology and science is never innocent (Winner  1980 ; Hecht  1998 ). Among 
others, Michael Adas ( 1989 ) has shown that the illusion of Western technological 
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superiority is one of the fundamental parts of the justifi cation for paternalistic “civi-
lizing” missions, as well as the rapid spread of European hegemony. Yet, most his-
tory of science and technology work is strangely disembodied and detached. I am 
trained to write as if history doesn’t matter, as if it isn’t personal. But how can it not 
be personal? Here, feminist scholarly work comes to the rescue, and in particular 
the work of feminist technoscience pioneers such as Evelyn Fox Keller ( 1982 ), 
Vandana Shiva ( 1988 ,  1993 ) Donna Haraway ( 1991a ,  b ), Sandra Harding ( 1991 ), 
Lena Trojer ( 1990 ), Christina Mörtberg ( 1997 ), Birgitta Rydhagen ( 1999 ), and 
Kimberly TallBear ( 2003 ,  2012 ,  2013 ). 

 To me, the inclusion of indigenous voices – Sámi in general and Sámi women in 
particular – is indispensable. Having been subject to severe oppression, violence, 
and linguicide, we Sámi people even forget our own history and deny our memory. 
This process of forgetting and denial is a result of the internalization of the colonial 
practices of ridicule and shame. How could I have grown up without knowing I was 
Sámi? Why did no one tell me about this until I was 42 years old (Öhman  2010b )? 
And why do I share this experience with so many other Sámi persons? How should 
I deal with all of this, without breaking myself? What academic frameworks are 
available to me to formulate my own questions and responses? 

 My approach is to take a step further, to develop a further understanding that 
includes my own indigenous perspectives, my indigenous feminist technoscience 
perspectives, while elaborating on decolonizing methodologies. My approach also 
includes attempting to provide a space for regeneration and healing for myself and 
others. In this work, I am much strengthened by all the support I have received, from 
colleagues, friends, research funders, and supporters within the Sámi society and 
my academic environments. 14  I am also strengthened by my encounters with fellow 
indigenous scholars from around the world, for example, from the United States, 
Kimberly TallBear ( 2003 ,  2012 ,  2013 ), who is also combining feminist technosci-
ence and indigenous work; from Australia, Frances Wyld, who is working with 
storytelling as methodology (Wyld  2011a ,  b , and  c ); and from Japan, Kaori Arai 
( 2012 ), who is working with her own history in the context of her grandfathers’ 
resistance against hydropower exploitations. Although not within the fi eld of indig-
enous studies but writing and analyzing from within her own body with a disability, 
Minae Inahara’s ( 2006 ) excellent work on phenomenological perspectives on living 
with cerebral palsy in a society where the norm and consequently desire is “able- 
bodiedness” is truly inspiring and helpful in my own quest to understand what colo-
nization and oppression has done to me, my body, and other Sámi persons, in terms 
of our self-shaming and self-hatred. 

 I am also much encouraged by the two Sámi female activists that paved the way 
for early Sámi resistance at the beginning of the twentieth century: Elsa Laula 
Renberg (1877–1931) and Karin Stenberg (1884–1969) (see Laula ( 1904 ), Stenberg 
and Lindholm ( 1920 ), Hirvonen ( 2008 ), Stoor ( 2011 )) whose lives and texts I think 
should be, but to this day still aren’t, part of the Gender Studies undergraduate cur-

14   There are too many people to mention here, unfortunately only a few of you will be mentioned 
in this article. But I thank you all for your warm support and encouragements along my way. 
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riculum at Swedish universities. Another great inspiration is Professor Louise 
Bäckman, a South Sámi woman born in 1926 in Dearna/Tärna, professor  emerita  of 
Science of Religion. Bäckman was one of the founders of the Stockholm Sámi asso-
ciation in 1947. At the age 85, she is still active as a researcher and mentor for 
young researchers. 

 Inspired and encouraged, I set out for a quest for my own voice. Through the 
blending of feminist technoscience, storytelling (Öhman and Wyld  2014 ; Martin 
 2003 ), ego-histoire (Nora  1989 ; Öhman and Wyld  2014 ), and embodied and lived 
experiences – a corporeality (Inahara  2006 ) and the Sámi tradition of yoiking – I 
create a space for my version of the production of history: 

  I write my Sámi Cyborg TechnoVisions, reclaiming my body-, water-, and land-
scape, while at the same time challenging and encouraging you, the reader. You and 
others, whether Sámi or non-Sámi, indigenous or nonindigenous, academic schol-
ars or not, I challenge and encourage you to show your own subjectivity within your 
own writings and representations.  

  I challenge the normative Sweden, expressed in the name of the Nation State 
where I reside and of which I am a citizen; Sverige – the word itself means in 
Swedish “the kingdom of the Svear”  . Even within the name of the country of which 
I am a citizen, I am made invisible. At each moment I mention the name of the nation 
where I live, I am complicit in the derision and neglect of Sábme and the Sámi 
People. My people and my territory are not even part of the name of the Swedish 
State. I challenge the current normative Hi-Story, the story that has been told by the 
winners at the cost of erasing the voices of Sámi.  

  Hear my story!   

5.4     Challenging Hi-Story: Dreams of Bright Futures 

 When I visited Jokkmokk in February 2012 and met Apmut Ivar and his wife Sonja 
Kuoljok, the existence of an ongoing struggle over life and death, over colliding 
TechnoVisions became very apparent to me. Something is theatening the future 
prospect of reindeer happiness. There is a threat to Ulldevis, the whole Jokkmokk 
region, and the Lule River. The cultural, mental, and physical well-being of the 
reindeer and the reindeer herders, as well as others, is at stake. Apmut Ivar asked me 
if I was going to participate in the demonstration against mining explorations in 
Jokkmokk, which was to take place the following Saturday. I too am a part of this 
river, the Lule River, in Lule Sámi language named Julevädno. These new events of 
mining explorations touched me deeply. I was scared. Finding out about this threat, 
I realized I love this place, more than I knew. Yet I ended up not going to the dem-
onstration; something made me stay away. Maybe it was that I preferred to pretend 
this new threat did not exist, that there would never be any mining. If I don’t see it, 
it is not happening…not just yet. 

 But no matter how hard I try to avoid it, I fi nd myself confronted with the reality. 
In my research, within my activism in Sámi associations, it kept coming back, and 
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now I fi nd myself in the midst of the struggle, as Sámi, as scholar, as activist, and as 
a human. Today there are numerous mining explorations going on within the bor-
ders of the Jokkmokk municipality, as well as in many other places within Sábme. 
Mining prospecting is occurring in the midst of the reindeer migration routes and 
grazing lands, and next to two high-risk hydropower dams situated on the Julevädno 
River, which is the source of drinking water for the entire Julevädno Valley 
(Lawrence  2009 ; Lundberg Tuorda  2014 ; Persson and Öhman  2014 ; Öhman et al. 
 2013 ). In Jokkmokk, some representatives of the municipality, the political party in 
power, and a number of inhabitants seem to be in favor of these plans, dreaming 
about upcoming job opportunities for the unemployed. 

 On the Internet, I fi nd a “detailed mineral report from Ultevis (Ulldevis)” 
(Mindat.org  2013 ), available for any company interested in investing in mining 
explorations in Sábme. The Geological Survey of Sweden, a State authority estab-
lished in 1858 to support the mining exploitations of the “Northern Colony” 15 …
 Norrland- the Northern Land, the colony, as viewed from Stockholm, from the midst 
of the Svea-rike kingdom of Svear, Sverige…  readily provides maps for any inter-
ested company desiring to prospect (SGU  2012 ). At the same time, Swedish legisla-
tion states that prospecting, including activities such as drilling in search of uranium, 
nickel, copper, iron ore, and any other mineral of interest, is permitted to any inter-
ested foreign company. Even if the local municipality is against any future mining 
exploitation and uses its Swedish law-based right to veto to prevent future mining, 
prospecting is allowed. But prospecting ventures can go on for up to 3 years or more 
and are destructive to nature, water, and even to tourism, which is a very important 
source of income to the municipalities in Sábme as well as elsewhere in Sweden 
(see SFS  1991 ; Andersson et al.  2012 ; Persson and Öhman  2014 ). 

 I recognize these dreams of job opportunities: these visions of a shining bright 
future through large-scale technological projects. They are a part of my own history 
and of the history and present-day of my county, Norrbotten. The iron ore, the rail-
way, the steel factory, and the hydropower: a  megasystem , as the historian of tech-
nology Staffan Hansson ( 2006 ), has named it. The visions are so strong that you can 
feel them in your chest as you breath – a promise of happiness. I talk to people in 
Jokkmokk. I fi nd that the state of excitement over the possibilities of mining among 
the proponents is almost possible to touch with my hand. It’s in their eyes, in their 
gestures. In Jokkmokk, September 2012, as I spend time doing participatory obser-
vations, I engaged several conversations on the issue, for example:

  Anna asked me a question that made me explain that I am a researcher. So she sat down and 
we started discussing the mining plans. She said is in favour of it. I asked why. She answered 
“Well then there will be an upsurge”, and showed with her arms in an upwards movement. 
(Öhman logbook, September 2012) 

   I name the sensations I see in people TechnoHappiness. Feeling happy due to the 
prospects of technology, machines coming in. In Jokkmokk, I witness TechnoVisions 

15   Axel Oxenstierna, 1583–1654, count, royal advisor in 1609. Chancellor of Sweden 1612–1654 
is accredited to have stated “Norrland is our India,” meaning that the north of Sweden was to be 
considered a colony to use for resource extractions (Bäärnhielm  1976 ; Larsson  2013 ). 
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of a prosperous future based on the sole factor of the establishment of a mine, the 
use of  big  machines. 

 In the archives of the Jokkmokk municipality, I have seen the traces of the other 
dreams – the earlier TechnoHappiness. From 1910 and onwards the Julevädno River 
was “shackled” by the Swedish State hydroelectric developments (Öhman  2007 ; 
Öhman  2015 ). I recognize the grandiose futuristic TechnoVisions, of more than half 
a century ago. Like the French dreams of grandeur through nuclear power and colo-
nization (Hecht  1998 ), Sweden used the north – the North Land, Norrland – as its 
very own colony (Bäärnhielm  1976 ; Broberg  1982 ; Eriksson  1982 ; Sörlin  1988 , 
 2002 ; Mörkenstam  1999 ; Lindgren  2002 ; Granqvist  2004 ; Lundmark  2008 ). In 
1956 Åke Rusck, who was the General Manager of the State Power Board, expressed 
his TechnoHappiness dreams about hydropower exploitation in Sábme. He chanted 
a story of how the State Power Board fi rst entered the “pure wilderness” to build the 
fi rst hydropower station in Porjus, how much electricity the Julevädno, when fully 
“harnessed,” would produce. And not with one word did he mention Sámi culture 
and traditions. In the reprint of the speech, published under the title “A 20-year 
program for 2 billion” in the book with a caption suggestive of “progress”  The 
Earth, the Forest, the Iron Ore, the Hydro Power in the Norrbotten of Tomorrow , the 
construction of the Messaure Dam on the Julevädno is pictured together with a sev-
enfold image of the Cheops pyramid in Egypt (Rusck  1956 : 214; Öhman  2007 ). 

 The fantastic futuristic visions – comparing Messaure with the splendor of the 
ancient Pharaohs – the almost impossible construction actually coming true: the 
engineers would recreate Cheop’s pyramid, not once but seven times! 16  But the 
techno dreams of progress were undermined from the start. Messaure was built at 
the cost of putting the whole Julevädno River valley at risk; a disastrous sinkhole 
threatened the dam’s very existence, appearing just after the dam had been con-
structed and fi lled with water (Bartsch  1999 ). 

 Now what about the dreams of a shining bright future, of happiness, and prosper-
ity for Jokkmokk? Four years after the speech by Rusck, the number of inhabitants 
(by 1960) was  11 533  ( Demografi ska Databasen ;  SCB ). I’d like you to read the 
number, slowly, preferably you should read it out loud, as this number has become 
very important. Exceeding the seemingly magical number of 10 000 inhabitants is 
of importance for an inland municipality in Sweden. Given that Sweden is relatively 
sparsely populated, much signifi cance is placed on municipalities achieving city 
status. There was a strong feeling that in the 1960s Jokkmokk was on the way to 
achieving this status. Indeed the memories of a time with many inhabitants have 
become an important component in the current TechnoHappiness discourse about 
progress in Jokkmokk. This was at the height of construction works for hydropower. 
However, only 10 years later, as the construction work reduced, the population 
diminished by one third. Over the years, the decline has continued as the dreams 
and acts of the hydropower construction era faded away. Since the parliament deci-

16   In a discussion of the design ideals of Messaure, Sörlin and Nordlund describe how “the work of 
Erik Lundberg, who declared the cuts and sears of nature to be true and rational” (Sörlin and 
Nordlund  2003 :308). 
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sion in 1993 to protect our last free-fl owing major rivers, there are no more new 
constructions of large-scale hydropower in Sweden (Öhman  2007 :63), and the con-
trol over the power plants and dams was left to a handful of staff and subcontractors. 
By the start of 2012, the registered human population in Jokkmokk municipality 
was just 5000, the same level as it was in 1910, before the grandiose era of hydro-
power constructions ( Demografi ska Databasen ;  SCB ). 

 Today, the discourse in Jokkmokk circles around this perceived loss of inhabit-
ants, as a sign of underdevelopment and of stagnation. An example which sums 
much of the discussion was made by the political leader of Jokkmokk municipality, 
Stefan Andersson of the Social democrats, who wrote in a debate article in the 
national newspaper Aftonbladet, on the 25th of September 2013 about this quest for 
population increase as a good reason for being positive to mines in Jokkmokk:

  We in the political majority of Jokkmokk have decided to be in favour of an establishment 
[of mines](…). The reason for this is the economic injection it would give both to local and 
regional business. It would bring a large amount of new job opportunities, the possibility for 
population growth and a possibility for our children and youth to stay in our fantastic 
municipality if they wish to. […] The highest priority for the municipality is population 
growth. (Andersson  2013 ) 17  

   The Jokkmokk municipality is not rich in monetary terms. The population is cur-
rently declining, as young people move away in search of job opportunities. This 
happens despite the fact that its artery, the Julevädno River, is the most productive 
river in the whole of Sweden in terms of electricity and, therefore the most profi t-
able. Throughout the twentieth century, starting from 1910, the Julevädno River was 
converted from a free-fl owing river into an energy-producing factory. Today the 
river contains a staircase of 16 regulation reservoirs with attached power plants, a 
total installed capacity of 4350 MW, and an annual output – in normal years – of up 
to 14 or 15 TWh. The system produces up to a fi fth of Swedish hydropower, totaling 
around 65 TWh/year, and up to 10% of the total of Sweden-produced electricity 
which is around 150 TWh/year (Vattenfall/Nordlund  2008 :3; Hansson  1994 ; Öhman 
 2007 ; Lindholm  2011 ). 18  The State power company Vattenfall boasts on their web-
site: the Lule River/Julevädno is “producing enough electricity to bring light to the 
whole of Sweden, 24 hours a day, 365 days per year” (Vattenfall/Nordlund  2008 :2). 
The bright and prosperous future described by Rusck apparently did arrive. However, 

17   [Swedish: “Vi i den politiska majoriteten i Jokkmokk har ställt oss positiva till en etablering, 
något vi var mycket tydliga med till väljarna långt före valet 2010. Anledningen till vårt ställning-
stagande är den ekonomiska injektion det skulle ge både lokalt och regionalt näringsliv. Det skulle 
ge en stor mängd arbetstillfällen, möjlighet till befolkningsökning och möjlighet för våra barn och 
ungdomar att kunna bo kvar i vår fantastiska kommun om de vill. […] Det högst prioriterade målet 
i kommunen är befolkningstillväxt.”] 
18   Electricity production in Sweden is based on equal parts of hydropower and nuclear power up to 
90 %, with the nuclear power functioning as a stable base and the hydropower being easier to regu-
late corresponding to the different needs over the seasons. 
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the prosperity didn’t stay in Jokkmokk. The profi t, as well as the electricity, is trans-
ferred far away through the transmission wires. 19  

 The way that the “profi ts” from the river disappears from the region is problem-
atic for those who live there. Norway has a different system of return to each munic-
ipality which returns several billion back (FSV  2013 ) to local municipalities. With 
a similar system as in Norway, Jokkmokk could receive around SEK 550 million – 
per year (Eriksson  2013 ). The Association for Hydropower Municipalities, made up 
of representatives from the 34 municipalities located in Sábme with hydropower 
stations, has attempted to challenge the losses made (FSV  2013 ). However, the 
municipality of Jokkmokk is no longer a member of this association. The leadership 
of the municipality now dream of a new investment, the mine. I interpret this as a 
response of already colonized people. I feel the experiences of the arrival of hydro-
electric power to the region offer a warning for these new dreams of TechnoHappiness. 

 Remembering and storytelling are important methods of decolonization (Tuhiwai 
Smith  1999 , 146). But how do we remember when our parents have chosen to for-
get, because of the pain of the loss? What stories to tell? 

 Today, even the memory of how productive the Lule River/Julevädno once was 
in terms of salmon has been erased. When I grew up, what Julevädno was to me was 
a producer of electricity. But while electricity and profi t now fl ows away from the 
region, a different wealth once followed the river. So let me yoik the memory to you, 
a story of spearfi shing salmon from my very own stretch 20  of the Julevädno, a story 
that came to me after having started to delve into my Sámi history:

  Lars Johan Andersson tells the story: “I was spearfi shing in the calm waters in the year 
1906, it was the beginning of the spearfi shing season, around the 12th of  August . First, I 
caught a 20 kilo salmon; then I found another big fi sh. The fi rst stab I made to the second 
fi sh hit over its back, but the salmon was so big that the spear could not enter beneath its 
spine. Johan Stenman was rowing, and as he turned the boat I tried to push the salmon along 
the bottom of the river towards the land; I did this as much as the forces of both myself and 
the salmon allowed for. As we arrived to shallow water I climbed out of the boat, put my 
right hand into the salmon’s gills, and managed with great effort to lift it onto the boat. The 
salmon immediately fought loose from the spear, and, as it was about to escape out of the 
boat, Johan hit the fi sh directly on the head with a log. It was the biggest salmon I’ve ever 

19   Vattenfall annually pays around 24–26 million SEK to the municipality of Jokkmokk, in some-
thing called “bygdemedel,” which translates to “countryside funds.” Jokkmokk and other munici-
palities which are affected by hydropower regulations receive these funds as compensation, and 
the funds are supposed to be used for development within the municipality. However, in compari-
son to the actual profi t that is made from Julevädno’s annual production of 15Twh, this amount is 
extremely little. 
20   I refer to this stretch of the river – a limited spot of a couple of kilometers – as my own because 
of several reasons. First, this area, a so-called homestead has been owned by my family since the 
1850s, and by inheritance, it was also my own, coowned with other family members, for a couple 
of years. Second, it is the stretch of the river where I have spent a lot of time, since childhood, and 
to which I keep coming back. Finally, I rarely meet any one else when I come here. I can spend 
hours without meeting one other person here. To me it feels like “my own” stretch, full of memo-
ries of my own and of my ancestors. 
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seen. It weighed 33 kilos, and that considering that it must have lost weight since it had 
come all the way from the sea.” (Ullenius  1932 : 8) 21  

   This salmon fi shing adventure is but one story out of many from my stretch of the 
river, Unna Julevädno, one of the many collected by J G Ullenius, a retired teacher, 
born in Jokkmokk in 1868, in the early 1930s on behalf of the Norrbotten county 
local heritage association (Ullenius  1932 :1). Although living from what nature pro-
vides is not an easy life, my family has lived here since time immemorial. We sur-
vived, lived, and prospered here on ancestral lands, our indigenous lands. Today 
when I visit this place, there is no possibility of spearfi shing salmon; there are no 
longer any salmon available at all. The Julevädno is regulated; the salmon are 
blocked from their migration from the sea. When I wish to eat salmon, I have to buy 
it from the food shop; it comes in small packages, frozen, cultivated and imported, 
and carried on trucks from Norway. I opt to reclaim the memory that once Julevädno 
was a salmon rich river, and I acknowledge the hope among local people, and my 
relatives, that the river can live again (Personal communications Nilsson  2008 ; 
Lundberg Tuorda  2013 ).  

5.5     Challenging Hi-Story: The Presence and Absence 
of Sámi in Society and Academia 

 I didn’t learn about my Sámi history in school and today Sámi history is not a part 
of curricula in schools. Some efforts are being made to change this; however, there 
is still much to do to prevent the erasure of the Sámi history within all educational 
levels, including academic research and teaching (Svalastog  2014 ). History of sci-
ence and technology is not better than any other academic discipline in this regard. 
What has surprised me is how little space the now expanding fi eld of Gender 
Research and the teaching of gender studies have made for indigenous and Sámi 
cultures and even less for those voices speaking for themselves. Within gender stud-
ies in Sweden, undergraduate students encounter Black feminists and postcolonial 
feminists from both the global south and the global north. Yet there is little or no 
literature made available within undergraduate courses in regard to indigenous per-
spectives or Sámi studies at the institutions and centers for gender research in 
Sweden. 22  While there have been only two doctoral dissertations published regard-
ing Sámi and gender issues in Sweden within the last decade (Ledman  2012  and 
Amft  2002 ) and one ongoing doctoral dissertation project focusing on “Sami con-
tributions to feminism as a social movement and theoretical tradition” at Lund 

21   Translated from Swedish by May-Britt Öhman. 
22   This was a pilot study. I went through all literature lists of gender studies for the undergraduate 
courses at the universities of Umeå, Luleå, Stockholm, and Lund for 2012 available online by 
August 8, 2012. I looked at the titles and authors of books and chapters. As I am familiar with Sámi 
literature, as well as gender studies literature, it was quite easy for me to confi rm the void of Sámi 
authors and texts that in particular deal with issues of Sami history, culture, and traditions. 
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University Centre for Gender Studies (Knobblock  2012 ), there is more related 
research going on in the Norwegian and Finnish settings (Ledman  2012 : 20–26; 
Hirvonen  2007 ,  2008 ; Kuokkanen  2006 ,  2012 ; Stordahl  1990 ,  2003 ). Yet, there 
must be very many students at our universities who are Sámi or who would be able 
to claim Sámi identity if they were informed about their family history. I only got to 
know about my Sámi heritage at the age of 42, from a relative, as I started research 
on my own river and the Sámi living there (Öhman  2010a ), and I have understood 
that similar things happened to other scholars, once they’ve started researching 
Sámi culture and history; older family members tell them about their Sámi heritage. 
Among other examples, Anna-Lill Ledman, who wrote her doctoral thesis on Sámi 
women in media (Ledman  2012 ), told me how, while working on her thesis at the 
age of 35, she was told of her Sámi heritage by close family and relatives (Ledman, 
pers. comm.  2013 ).  

5.6     Reclaiming Our Body-, Land-, and Waterscapes 
through Academic Research 

 Finding a voice of one’s own, as a Sámi, is indeed a matter of life and death; of 
cultural, physical, and mental well-being; and of survival. Being both Sámi and an 
academic scholar of today is, despite many efforts by earlier and contemporary 
Sámi scholars, a huge challenge. There is a risk of becoming academically and per-
sonally split (see, e.g., Fanon  1952 ; Battiste  2000 ; LaRocque  2010 ; Wyld  2011a ). I 
am angered and feel terribly uneasy when I hear the ridiculing of Sámi traditions, 
appearances, or the falsely low number of Sámi persons in Sweden, which are all 
popular themes in dominant media (Sarri  2012 ; Silversparf  2014 ). Is my reaction 
abnormal? Or is it a normal reaction to an abnormal situation of colonization and 
repression? 

 Academic research performed by outsiders on the Sámi peoples began in the 
seventeenth century, with the ethnological work of the political scientist, Johannes 
Schefferus. Schefferus was followed by the famous non-Sámi Carolus Linnæus 
(Tunón  2012 ; Stoor  2008 ). The stories and narratives might not always be degrading 
nor diminishing, but they are still from the “outside.” They are stories told about the 
“others.” Even a Sámi intellectual, such as my ancestor Nicolaus Lundius, who was 
a student in Uppsala in the 1670, may be found writing about themselves as the 
other, highlighting our exotic differences and recreating existing stories told to per-
sons from the outside (Lundius  1905  [1674]; Rydström  2007 ). 

 This issue of insider-outsider perspectives on Sámi culture, economy, and life 
has been discussed within the Sámi community at least since early twentieth cen-
tury (Stoor  2007 ). Among others, the author and activist Karin Stenberg claimed 
that there was extensive research in regards to Sámi but that the views of the research 
“object” – the Sámi – were always distorted (Stenberg and Lindholm  1920 ; Stoor 
 2007 ). The Sámi scholar Israel Ruong (PhD in 1943) stated in 1981 that the  majority 
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of research about the Sámi People and their culture and economy has been per-
formed by non-Sámi persons. Ruong explained that there is a need for Sámi 
individuals to take control over the research and formulate research questions 
(Ruong  1991 ; Stoor  2007 ). In 1974 Keskitalo presented the paper “Research as an 
Inter-Ethnic Relation,” which the Sámi scholar of Sámi Studies Krister Stoor ( 2007 ) 
describes in his PhD dissertation as the start of the internal Sámi discussion on the 
inside-outside perspective on academic research (Stoor  2007 ; Keskitalo  1994 ). 
Sámi scholar and professor of religion Louise Bäckman’s work, starting with her 
dissertation in 1975, also engages in this debate (Bäckman  1975 ; Bäckman and 
Hultkrantz  1985 ) as does Nils Jernsletten in his ( 1978 ) article on Sámi yoik. Thus, 
several attempts have been made by Sámi scholars to go forward, challenging the 
objectifi cation, the othering. Today, there are more Sámi scholars – at least scholars 
who openly declare themselves as Sámi – active within the Swedish academic set-
ting. Yet, there remains a lot of hard work to do. 

 To resist this, we need to deal with our individual and collective memories of 
colonization and racial biology by recognizing the traces of this history in contem-
porary society. We need to deal with the fact that there are many Sámi persons that 
still either opt to hide their Sámi background or live in a situation where their Sámi 
ancestry and family history has been hidden to them. The wounds are still open. 
Sámi persons, just like me, who are researchers, are dealing with these stories both 
personally and within our own research contexts. It is a matter of decolonizing, 
although it is a slow and painful process. 

 Our challenge is to work for the development of new research methodologies, 
ways of writing within an academic setting as well as the teaching of history that 
can provide us and others in similar positions – other Sámi scholars – with tools to 
formulate and respond to relevant research questions for Sámi people and individu-
als. We must continue to challenge the power of what is commonly considered 
“objective scientifi c research” (Haraway  1991a ,  b ; Harding  1991 ). We need to work 
with decolonizing methodologies, as suggested by Martin ( 2003 ), Tuhivai Smith 
( 1999 ), and Battiste ( 2000 ). 

 A major theme of the decolonizing methodologies discussed by all three scholars 
is self-presentation, introducing oneself to the readers, to the ones we interview, and 
to those we wish to interact with. Martin explains: “The protocol for introducing 
one’s self to other Indigenous people is to provide information about one’s cultural 
location, so that connection can be made on political, cultural and social grounds 
and relations established” (Martin  2003 ). Karen Martin explains that in providing 
such details, she claims and declares her geneaology, her ancestry, as well as her 
position as a researcher and author. She continues: “The purpose is to locate myself 
fi rstly as an Aboriginal person and then as a researcher. As a researcher, this clearly 
presents the assumptions upon which my research is formulated and conducted. 
This also allows others to locate me and determine the types of relations that might 
exist. So, in providing these details, I am also identifying, defi ning and describing 
the elements of Indigenist research” (Martin  2003 : 204). My aim is that this chapter 
works as such a self-presentation of myself as Sámi, my relational contexts, and my 
intentions as a scholar. 
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 Tuhivai Smith speaks of 25 indigenous projects which may be formulated as 
decolonizing methodologies. Apart from the method of storytelling which is also 
described by Martin, the one most relevant to this chapter is “remembering.” Tuhivai 
Smith writes:

  The remembering of a people relates not so much to an idealized remembering of a golden 
past but more specifi cally to the remembering of a painful past and, importantly, people’s 
responses to that pain. […] This form of remembering is painful because it involves remem-
bering not just what colonization was about but what being dehumanized meant for our own 
cultural practices. Both healing and transformation become crucial strategies in any 
approach which asks a community to remember what they may have decided unconsciously 
or consciously to forget. (Tuhiwai Smith  1999 : 146) 

   All three scholars each speak about the role of  healing . Working as a scholar, 
applying a decolonizing methodology, is to work with healing of our indigenous 
communities through different methods, always having the healing in mind. I work 
with the creation of our own TechnoVisions, my Sámi Cyborg TechnoVisions, to 
claim dreams and visions that benefi t us as a people, as well as myself and others as 
individuals.  

5.7     Yoiking the TechnoVisions of a Sámi Cyborg 

 While working on this article, the struggle at Gállok (Kallak), a planned mining site 
on an island in the Little Lule River, in Jokkmokk, became a major issue of confl ict 
and debate. During the summer of 2013, a protest camp at Gállok was established 
and occupied from beginning of July until early October. Confrontations took place 
with the police as protesters constructed blockades to stop the prospecting company 
from accessing the test mining site. The existing confl ict between people, both Sámi 
and non-Sámi, wishing to preserve Jokkmokk from further industrial colonization 
and those, also both Sámi and non-Sámi, who envision TechnoHappiness in the 
form of new industrial establishments escalated further. I followed and participated 
in the debates, in cyberspace in social media, as well as visiting and contributing to 
the protest camp, participating in and speaking at demonstrations (Fig.  5.2 ), orga-
nizing workshops and seminars, and also presenting papers about different aspects 
of the mining prospecting (e.g., Öhman et al.  2013 ). I am involved and I am indeed 
partial. I have chosen a perspective, where I consider the current industrial exploita-
tion of Sábme as colonization and destruction of our cultures and traditions, which 
threaten to erase us and our way of life. However, I see aspects that require further 
analysis. The TechnoVisions of pasts, presents, futures – whether yoiked by Mattias 
Kuoljok, his son Apmut Ivar, or sung by representatives of the State Power Company 
or mining industries – are all about happiness and prosperity. Yet, these TechnoVisions 
collide in a brutal way; these visions cannot be fulfi lled at the same time, at least not 
on the same piece of land. One of them either has had to make way, or will have to 
make way, for the other. In the case of hydropower exploitation, the reindeer 
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herding, the fi shery, as well as many other aspects of Sámi culture were severely 
affected. We did survive, we do survive, but we are indeed traumatized and scarred. 
For many Sámi, the current struggle against mining companies is yet another strug-
gle for survival, for the continuation of Sámi cultures and traditions, of reindeer 
herding.

   For others, both Sámi and non-Sámi local inhabitants in Jokkmokk, the dreams 
of prosperous futures are fi lled with big machines. I challenge the history writers to 
analyze and write  these  histories to aim at understanding what is at the core of these 
confl icts. I challenge the history and social science teachers to highlight the confl ict-
ing TechnoVisions instead of making Sámi perspectives invisible (see also Fur 
 2008 ). To the analysis, I add the need of a context of decolonization, to understand 
what earlier colonization has done and how it affects us in the present. To under-
stand the desire for TechnoHappiness, the dreams of  big  machines, and why rein-
deer happiness is not considered equally important in the land of Sámi – but rather 
often, even by Sámi, referred to something of the past, maybe it is viewed as a 
remnant of our “primitive” past. 

  I am a Sámi cyborg; I am a multitude of identities, places, spaces; of the past, 
present, and the future; of human and nonhuman; and of nature, culture, and tech-
nology. I am the Julevädno. I am wired to the hydropower plants and the dams of 
the Julevädno, via the electric transmission lines, to the rest of Sweden, and to 

  Fig. 5.2    May-Britt Öhman speaking on issues of water and dams and risks at the November 17, 
2012, manifestation against the current Swedish mineral law and the mining exploitation destroy-
ing of lands and waters in Sábme and elsewhere, at Medborgarplatsen, Stockholm (Photo: Tor 
Lundberg Tuorda)       
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the neighboring countries, stabilizing your and my own safe electricity provision. I 
am the electricity providing your and my own modern life. I reclaim my traditions, 
my voice. I was trained in a positivist academic tradition, to write about the Sámi – 
about myself – as the other, as objects to be dissected, analyzed, understood, and 
explained. But I revolt and rebel. This is a scientifi c academic article of history. This 
is history of science and technology. This is feminist technoscience. This is Sámi 
history tradition. This is me, yoiking, calling, challenging, encouraging! We’re still 
here, and we will remain here. We are and will remain and be strong. We resist the 
destruction of our lands and waters. We reclaim our rivers, our waters, our lands, 
our stones, our mountains, trees, fl owers, our bodies. Our futures!  

 I end by inviting you to share the yoik song by the group Vajas, with lead singer 
Ande Somby. I opt for the version with the Isogaisa dance, choreographed by the 
Norwegian Sámi artist Elin Kåven, available on You Tube (Kåven and Vajas  2011 ; 
Vajas  2007 ). 23 

  Sparrow of the Wind 
 Wind Gossip Gossip Winds Wind Gossip Me the Storm Sparrow I am the Sparrow The 

Sparrow among sparrows Silence knocking Knocking Silence Silence knocking Me the 
Eagle of Silence I am the Eagle The Eagle among eagles Calm Needed Needed Calm Calm 
Needed Me the Whirlpool of Calmness I am the Whirlpool The Whirlpool among 
whirlpools… 

 Biekkaid Biellocizáš 
 Biekkii Bigget Bigget dat bekkii beaggims Ja beaggimis bekkii Biekkaid biellocizáš 

Han ledjen Nu ledjen nu cizáš Cizášiid cizáš Goalki goalkkui Golkumes goalkkui Nu goal-
kkui nu golkkui Goalkki goaskin Goaskin mun ledjen Nu ledjen nu goaskin Goaskimiid 
goaskin 

 Fertii fi rtet Firtet dat fertii Ja fertemis fertii Fierttuid fi eran Fieran mun ledjen Nu ledjen 
nu fi eran Fieraniid fi eran 
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    Chapter 6   
 Marking the Unmarked: Theorizing 
Intersectionality and Lived Embodiment 
Through  Mammoth  and  Antichrist        

       Jenny     Björklund     ,     Ingvil     Hellstrand     , and     Lisa     Folkmarson     Käll    

6.1            A Phenomenological Approach to Intersectionality 

 In 2009, two Scandinavian fi lms,  Mammoth  (Lukas Moodysson) and  Antichrist  
(Lars von Trier), both dealing with shifting power relations, were released. In this 
chapter, we take scenes from these two fi lms as our point of departure for discussing 
and developing the notion of intersectionality which is now well established within 
feminist and gender studies. Intersectionality provides a fruitful analytical frame-
work for understanding how power and privilege are at work in identity categories. 
However, as Kathy Davis ( 2008 ) has noted, due to the ways in which intersectional-
ity has traveled from its “original” US context, there is widespread confusion about 
how intersectionality, as a theoretical concept, should be used. Following Dorthe 
Staunæs’ ( 2003 ) call for a reconceptualization of intersectionality, this article aims 
to further discuss and develop intersectionality in relation to the ways in which cat-
egories of identity are inscribed as bodily markers and reinforced through embodi-
ment. In order to elaborate on this, we will take a different route than Staunæs’ 
Foucauldian reconceptualization and confront the notion of intersectionality with 
phenomenological writings on lived embodiment (de Beauvoir  2010 ; Heinämaa 
 2003 ; Merleau-Ponty  1962 ; Weiss  1999 ). 

        J.   Björklund      (*) 
  Centre for Gender Research ,  Uppsala University ,   Uppsala ,  Sweden   
 e-mail: jenny.bjorklund@gender.uu.se   

    I.   Hellstrand      
  Network for Gender Research ,  University of Stavanger ,   Stavanger ,  Norway   
 e-mail: ingvil.f.hellstrand@uis.no   

    L.  F.   Käll      
  Department of Ethnology, History of Religion and Gender Studies , 
 Stockholm University ,   Sweden   

  Centre for Dementia Research ,  Linköping University ,   Linköping ,  Sweden   
 e-mail: lisa.folkmarson.kall@liu.se  

mailto:jenny.bjorklund@gender.uu.se
mailto:ingvil.f.hellstrand@uis.no
mailto:lisa.folkmarson.kall@liu.se


100

 Lived embodiment is understood as a situation where markers of identity are 
inscribed and expressed, reinforced, and altered. It is produced precisely as the 
materialization of intersecting dimensions of identity formations. For our analysis, 
lived embodiment constitutes an alternative way of theorizing intersectionality, as 
the notion of the lived body bridges the traditional dualism between materiality and 
discourse. Therefore, it provides a fruitful path to approaching the conventional 
notion of intersectionality developed within gender theory. Within a strict frame-
work of gender theory, intersectionality traditionally relies on identity categories as 
discursive constructions. By thematizing lived embodiment, we avoid the pitfalls of 
a merely discursive understanding of the sex/gender distinction, which tends to 
leave the materiality of the body undertheorized (Moi  1999 ; Young  2002 ). 

 In order to bring together the notion of intersectionality with that of lived embodi-
ment, we will look at how intersectional power relations are displayed in scenes 
from  Mammoth  and  Antichrist . Signifi cantly, our analysis focuses on the ways in 
which lived embodiment, as relational and dynamic, inform an intersectional analy-
sis. By turning our attention to cultural representations, we seek to underline a dual 
conceptualization of embodiment: the material and physical body on the one hand 
and discursive identity categories on the other (Gatens  1996 ). For our analysis, this 
duality points to the ways in which representations in popular culture can be under-
stood as culturally and ideologically saturated imageries that both are produced and 
reproduce (normative) identity categories. This resonates with what Graham 
Dawson refers to as “cultural imaginaries” ( 1994 : 48–52). According to Dawson, 
cultural imaginaries are “those vast networks of interlinking discursive themes, 
images, motifs and narrative forms that are publicly available within a culture at any 
one time, and articulate its psychic and social dimensions” ( 1994 : 48). For our pur-
poses, cultural imaginaries serve as a way of conceptualizing the double bind 
between the lived body and discursive categorizations. 1  As such, these representa-
tions participate in the material conditions and sociocultural circumstances under 
which identity categorizations are structured and sustained. 

 Our main concern is to discuss and develop the notion of intersectionality, using 
scenes from the fi lms as a particular lens through which intersections of power and 
dominance are brought to light (and constituted) as embodied, relational, and 
dynamic. These two fi lms are particularly well suited since they so clearly deal with 
shifting power relations between what we identify as marked and unmarked bodies. 
More specifi cally, they highlight how the constitution of seemingly unmarked 
 bodies precisely as unmarked takes place through the marking of other bodies as 
different. The dynamic of marked and unmarked bodies brings to light how bodies 
are always already marked by intersecting strands of oppression and marginaliza-
tion. In addition it makes visible the intersectional embodiment of privileged and 
seemingly unmarked bodies, i.e., it marks the unmarked. 

 Further, the fi lms illustrate the fruitfulness of confronting the notion of intersec-
tionality with the notion of lived embodiment. In  Mammoth  power and privilege are 

1   Dual conceptualizations of the body are further developed by Ingvil Hellstrand (Hellstrand  2011 : 
13), particularly in relation to bodily representations in fi ction. 
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represented as relational and fl exible, yet fi xed by conventional identity categories of 
gender and race. In  Antichrist  power and privilege instead shift and change within a 
“closed circuit” of a white middle-class heterosexual couple in isolation, and the fi lm 
thus demonstrates how even hegemonic identity categories can become marked if we 
pay attention to lived embodiment. We are not aiming for a full analysis of either 
fi lm, but rather to highlight how intersectionality tied in with the notion of lived 
embodiment provides a fruitful framework for understanding power and privilege.  

6.2     Intersectionality and the Body: Why Lived 
Embodiment? 

 A main concern in relation to the analytical framework of intersectionality is, as 
already mentioned, the various ways in which it has traveled beyond its “original” 
US context. Coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw (Crenshaw  1989 : 139,  1991 : 1242–
1245), the term “intersectionality” gained prominence with Patricia Hill Collins’ 
development of the notion in her work on black feminism (Collins  2000 : 228, 299). 
While refl ecting an old concern within feminist theory, namely, how to account for 
differences of power and privilege between women, intersectionality in Crenshaw’s 
and Collins’ terms highlights intersections of race and gender as key for understand-
ing the marginalization of women of color in the USA. Further, other feminists of 
color argue that sociocultural patterns of oppression are bound together and shaped 
by intersecting power structures, relying also on for instance class, sexuality, ethnic-
ity, nationality, and age (Anzaldúa and Moraga  1981 ; Lorde  1984 ; Spivak  1988 ). 

 While theories of intersectionality have their roots in these feminist accounts of 
power imbalances, in a worldwide context, it is used to understand and bring to light 
the interweaving of a wide array of identity categorizations in various locations and 
situations. As such, it has proved to be a productive alternative to a single focus on 
gender which does not account for the structures of power and privilege based on 
implicit or explicit workings of other identity categorizations (Davis  2008 ; Gressgård 
 2008 ; Lykke  2005 ,  2006 ,  2010 ; McCall  2005 ; Søndergaard  2005 ). Some scholars 
have also brought to the fore that intersectionality can be a useful tool for under-
standing the power of privileged and hegemonic identities (Hearn  2011 ; Levine- 
Rasky  2011 ; Mattsson  2010 ; Staunæs  2003 ). 

 Within the fi eld of intersectionality theory, a few attempts have been made to 
theorize embodied aspects (Hearn  2011 ; Jensen and Elg  2010 ; Villa  2011 ). Outside 
of the fi eld of intersectionality studies, important contributions have been made to 
theorize the relevance of the body for identity categories, such as race/ethnicity, 
sexuality, and functionality, but these are not primarily focused on the intersections 
of identity categories (e.g., Ahmed  2006 ; Garland-Thomson  1997 ; hooks  1992 ; 
Weiss  1999 ). In relation specifi cally to visual representation, Richard Dyer ( 1997 ) 
interrogates the signifi cance of embodiment in the racial imagery of white people 
by white people. However, scholars in visual culture, such as Dyer, can be said to be 
more concerned with bodies as signifi ers or representations, not as material exis-
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tences (see also, for instance, de Lauretis  1987 ). While using cultural representa-
tions, our analysis goes beyond the idea of bodies as representation by also taking 
into account the concrete materiality of the bodies in intercorporeal situation. This 
entails that we consider not only the bodies as they are represented in the fi lms but 
also how these bodies have a material existence that form the ways in which the 
representation of them can be understood. 

 In feminist theoretical exploration of the body and embodiment, the phenomeno-
logical notion of the lived body (Leib, corps vécu) has taken on a signifi cant role. 
Feminist thinkers have mainly been drawn toward the potential of the notion of the 
lived body as a forceful disruption of the mind/body dualism which underlies theo-
ries of sexed bodies and gendered identities. As the growing number of feminist 
phenomenologists has shown, the notion of the lived body offers a productive way 
of rethinking sexual subjectivity and identities beyond the stifl ing sex/gender para-
digm (Heinämaa  1999 ,  2003 ; Käll  2009b ; Weiss  1999 ; Young  2002 ). 

 A phenomenological understanding of the lived body puts focus on the body as 
being a necessary condition of possibility for experience, understanding, and knowl-
edge. As de Beauvoir writes, “it is not the body-object described by scientists that 
exists concretely but the body lived by the subject” ( 2010 : 49). The body is not fi rst 
and foremost an object of knowledge but is rather the foundation of all objects, 
including bodies, as well as of all objective categorization of bodies as bodies of 
different kinds (Heinämaa  1997 : 291; Käll  2009b ). This account raises questions of 
how to understand the relation between the body as it conditions how it is catego-
rized and ascribed a specifi c identity and the body as an object marked by this iden-
tity. The ways in which bodies are categorized and objectifi ed are implicated in the 
ways they condition this very categorization. As such, different strands of identity 
such as sex, gender, race, ethnicity, sexuality, age, and ability are lived out and inter-
sect in singular embodied existences while also being identifi ed as specifi c and 
separate on the basis of how they are embodied. 

 We argue that the signifi cance of the body and embodiment cannot be over-
looked when theorizing and taking seriously the notion of intersectionality in under-
standing formations of identity. Dynamic and shifting intersectional crossing points 
are always embodied in concrete singular lives. Recognizing the body as founda-
tional in processes of categorization, but not reducible to the categories it founds, is 
imperative for our project of embodying intersectionality. The notion of lived 
embodiment offers resources for understanding the body as simultaneously both 
object and subject. As object the body is the site for markers of identity providing 
grounds for identifi cation and group formation. As subject, it continuously escapes 
and resists the identity categories through which it is defi ned and spoken about, 
which restrict it but at the same time give it the freedom to speak and act from a 
specifi c position. 

 In accordance with Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s and Simone de Beauvoir’s respec-
tive developments of the phenomenological notion of the lived body, we understand 
the body in terms of an intercorporeal situation. Merleau-Ponty’s notion of 
 intercorporeality ( 1962 : 354,  1964 : 168,  1968 : 138–139) has been used to produc-
tively emphasize the dynamic social, cultural, and historical situatedness of singular 
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embodiment. 2  For de Beauvoir, the body is not a thing, rather “it is our grasp on the 
world and the outline for our projects” ( 2010 : 46). The ways bodies are situated in 
relation to each other and to already formed and established categories of identity 
shape the different ways in which they are made visible as well as invisible, marked 
as well as unmarked. The many interrelated and often confl icting identities of sin-
gular bodies are made meaningful as they are lived out and situated in relation to 
concrete and imaginary others. 3  While situatedness is universal to all bodies, the 
specifi c ways in which they are situated depend on the positioning of them as 
marked or unmarked. This in turn frames their different possibilities for agency, 
making certain potentialities of ways of living more or less probable.  

6.3     Negotiations of Embodied Power Relations:  Mammoth  
and  Antichrist  

 Both Moodysson’s  Mammoth  and von Trier’s  Antichrist  provide useful insights into 
how embodiment conditions and is conditioned by intersectional identity categories 
within structures of power.  Mammoth  raises questions concerning globalization, 
gendered and racialized inequalities, and capitalism. 4  For our analysis,  Mammoth  
deals specifi cally with intersectional markers of identity and how bodies are and 
become marked or unmarked in relation to one another. Therefore, we focus on 
characters and narrative development. The narrative takes place in three different 
locations, New York City, the Philippines, and Thailand, and is centered on a dual- 
career heterosexual couple, Ellen (Michelle Williams) and Leo (Gael García 
Bernal). They are married and live in New York City with their daughter Jackie 
(Sophie Nyweide) and Jackie’s nanny, Gloria (Marifa Necesito), who is in America 
in order to provide for her two sons left back home in the Philippines. When one of 
her sons gets hurt, Gloria decides that it is time to leave New York and go back to 
her family. With Ellen left in New York dealing with her demanding and time- 
consuming work as a surgeon and with feelings of inadequacy as a mother, Leo goes 
to Thailand on a business trip where he also meets the prostitute Cookie 
(Natthamokarn (Run) Srinikornchot). The narrative ends with Gloria leaving, Leo’s 
return, and a reestablishment of status quo. 

2   According to Merleau-Ponty, the intercorporeal being of bodies is the very condition and ground 
of their singularity. Lived bodies/embodied selves continuously emerge in mutual interrelation in 
what has been termed a process of selving and othering in which the boundaries between bodies 
are continuously drawn and redrawn (Käll  2009a ). See also Rosalyn Diprose ( 2002 ) and Gail 
Weiss ( 1999 ). 
3   See Moira Gatens for a discussion on how conceptualizations of the concrete, corporeal, and 
biological body rely on historically, culturally, and socially specifi c identity categories ( 1996 : 
8–10). 
4   For more detailed analyses of the fi lm’s representations of social and gender inequities, see Anna 
Westerståhl Stenport ( 2010 ) and Nilsson ( 2014 ). For a discussion of spatial and material dimen-
sions of the fi lm, see Björklund ( forthcoming ). 
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 In  Antichrist , the narrative also centers on a heterosexual couple represented by 
a He (Willem Dafoe) and a She (Charlotte Gainsbourg). As white and middle class, 
these two characters are interesting for our analysis precisely because they are, ini-
tially, seemingly unmarked bodies in relation to an intersectional analysis. This 
resonates with what Staunæs calls a “majority-inclusive approach” ( 2003 : 105), an 
approach describing how identity categories do not belong to certain actors, but 
rather how they are (re)produced and maintained in relation to other categories. We 
will show how privileged and seemingly unmarked identity categories reveal them-
selves as not actually unmarked when analyzed with a notion of intersectionality 
that takes lived embodiment into account. Therefore, with  Antichrist , we do a close 
reading of particular scenes where these aspects are brought to the fore. 

 Following the tragic death of their son, the couple takes time-out from their 
respective careers and retreats to their remote country house Eden. This retreat is 
intended to serve as a way of working through issues of grief that have caused the 
mother to suffer a nervous breakdown. Instead of fi nding a (masculinized) cure for 
(feminized) grief, the narrative turns into a struggle between the two protagonists, 
intertwined with traditional dichotomies of nature and culture, emotion, and ratio-
nality. In the end, She escapes from the country house, whereas He is literally (and 
in classic horror fi lm style) consumed by the root system of the surrounding woods 
coming to life. 

 While quite different, both fi lms display how relations of power are inscribed on 
singular bodies and how these bodies in turn are sites where intersectional identities 
are lived out and made manifest in intercorporeal exchange. The cultural imaginar-
ies invoked refl ect and reinforce the signifi cance of the lived body in an intersec-
tional analysis. Both  Mammoth  and  Antichrist  highlight how embodiment 
simultaneously conditions and is conditioned by intersectional identity categories 
within structures of power relations. By examining scenes and characters from the 
fi lms as local and minute representations of an intersecting matrix of embodied 
identities and systems of domination, we demonstrate how intersectional identities 
mark bodies in specifi c ways and how, as a consequence, embodiment is formed by 
and forms intercorporeality.  

6.4     Narratives of Late Modern Families: Relational Power 
between Characters in  Mammoth  

 In  Mammoth , the central character Ellen is embodied as a white, upper middle- 
class, heterosexual North-American woman. She is a professional surgeon in addi-
tion to being a wife and a (bad) mother. Through her profession Ellen is represented 
as an active subject who distances herself from other people’s bodies as objects, 
referencing the idea of scientifi c discourse as neutral. This distancing relies on the 
objectifi cation of the bodies she works on which in turn reinforces her role as a 
subject. However, drawing on the notion of lived embodiment, we contend that the 
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very foundation of her detached attitude is her own embodiment. Also, as both Dyer 
( 1997 ) and Ruth Frankenberg ( 1993 ) point out, part of the privilege of an unmarked 
body is their own understanding of themselves as unmarked. Nevertheless, the fact 
that her concrete work as a surgeon undeniably takes place in the fl esh, the encoun-
ter between Ellen and her patients brings out with clarity that all encounters between 
embodied subjects are fundamentally intercorporeal. 

 In contrast to Ellen, Gloria, the nanny, is embodied as a woman of color and 
working class and represents a different ethnicity and nationality. Although both 
Ellen’s and Gloria’s professions are care related and directed at other people, 
Gloria’s work is specifi cally directed at one person, namely, Ellen’s daughter Jackie. 
This results in two different embodied representations of care, refl ecting and rein-
forcing dominant cultural imaginaries. While Ellen comes across as a distanced, 
busy doctor, Gloria represents the caring mother fi gure, and this is emphasized in 
the narrative by the way Jackie responds to the two women. Because of the obvious 
racial and class issues involved in the capitalist economy of care (Hochschild  2003 ), 
Gloria’s body gets marked as Other. In relation to Gloria, Ellen embodies privileged 
identities, which underlines how privileged identities become invisible when con-
trasted with the Other’s subordinated position and marked body. 

 However, in relation to her husband Leo, Ellen’s body becomes visible and 
marked, particularly in the context of sexuality and parenthood. In their relation-
ship, Leo is the rational subject, while Ellen is characterized by her striving to 
embody liberated female sexuality and by her continuous failures in performing 
(good) motherhood. For example, when Ellen asks Leo if they have any porno mov-
ies at home, he responds that he threw them away in fear that Jackie might fi nd 
them. Here Ellen’s body becomes marked by sexuality, which within a Western 
framework of confl icting cultural imaginaries of femininity is incompatible with 
motherhood. She is thereby marked as a bad mother simply by being a sexual sub-
ject. Leo on the other hand stays unmarked and comes to embody the voice of rea-
son and good parenthood by not subjecting their daughter to the possibility of 
fi nding pornography in their home. Further, since Ellen is so devoted to her career, 
she is unable to live up to certain established identity categories of womanhood 
concerning mothering. Although Leo is as much parent as Ellen, his body is never 
limited by parenthood, thus representing conventional masculinity, or what R. W. 
Connell has referred to as “hegemonic masculinity” ( 2005 : 71–76). Although Leo’s 
last name is Vidales, referencing his Latino appearance and slight accent, he passes 
as white and North-American, particularly in Thailand. Interestingly, in Thailand he 
(perhaps paradoxically) embodies the rich white man. 

 When in Thailand, Leo suffers a crisis and strives to embody a new and less 
traditional/patriarchal masculinity. He distances himself from the sex-buying 
Western businessman culture represented by his colleague Bob. In fact, his need 
for a different masculinity results in Leo taking a break from the uncomfortable 
businessman life in Bangkok and going to a more remote place in Thailand. Aiming 
at a different mode of living, he refuses to check in to another expensive hotel and 
instead rents a cheap bungalow on the beach. He literally steps out of the privi-
leged position he fi nds restricting by attempting to embody a young backpacker, 
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for instance, through dressing his body in cheap clothes and by wearing a copy of 
the expensive watch he usually wears. However, he cannot escape the fact that he 
has money and therefore power, something that is illustrated by his paying the 
prostitute Cookie to go home and not sleep with any more men one night. Although 
not in the same apparent way that his colleague Bob buys women in Bangkok, Leo 
still winds up buying Cookie under the pretense of protecting her. As such, he 
maneuvers himself into a position of control over her body, and in the end, he does 
end up having sex with her. Eventually, the cultural imaginaries represented by 
Leo and Cookie are restricted by established intersectional identity categories gov-
erned by gendered and racialized imbalances. The stability of Leo’s privileges as a 
white, Western male illustrates Staunæs’ approach to intersectionality as “a pro-
cess of ‘doing’” ( 2003 : 102), in which the relationality between social categories 
of identity and the subject is brought to the fore. These imbalances allow him 
space to act within existing structures, while her limited space for taking action is 
kept in place. 

 This reading of  Mammoth  shows how embodiment is always situational, mean-
ing that the body is situation but is also in situation. Both Ellen and Leo represent 
shifting identities in relation to bodies marked as Other. In different ways, their 
relationships to Gloria and Cookie, respectively, illustrate how privileged identities 
become invisible and seemingly unmarked in intercorporeal exchange. In contrast, 
both Gloria and Cookie are third world women who rely on their bodies precisely as 
objectifi ed Others to support themselves. In the relationship of Ellen and Leo, how-
ever, the female body is marked as Other in spite of a range of other privileging 
categories of identity, and hegemonic masculinity remains invisible and disembod-
ied. The differentiating range of agency and power for different bodies illustrates 
clearly how embodiment is always intersectional.  

6.5     Scenes from a Marriage: Shifting Power Dynamics 
in  Antichrist  

 In the following section, we want to move on from the analysis of embodiment as 
intersectional identities in various social relations as portrayed in the narrative of 
 Mammoth  to an analysis that deals specifi cally with the body as intercorporeal situ-
ation in relation to only one other concrete body. How do power relations shift and 
change in a seemingly “closed circuit” dyad of a white middle-class heterosexual 
couple? Our purpose in discussing embodiments of hegemonic power is to make 
visible how power imbalances are reproduced and transformed in intercorporeal 
exchange even in privileged relationships between privileged subjects. Seeing white 
racial imagery precisely as white, and especially in cases where whiteness is not 
contrasted with other colors, offers a way, as Dyer argues, of dislodging whites from 
the unmatched powerful position of being “just human” (Dyer  1997 : 2) and thereby 
also enables a making visible of how other privileged categories of identity intersect 
with the specifi city of whiteness. 
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 The opening scene in  Antichrist  is a sex scene featuring the two protagonists’ 
naked bodies, where She is facing the camera and He is facing her with his back to 
the camera. He is moving his naked body/penis onto/into her, and She is partly look-
ing out into the camera/room and partly closing her eyes in a representation of 
pleasure. Their child moves into the camera frame and climbs onto the windowsill 
from where he falls slowly downwards together with drifting snowfl akes outside. 
The camera follows the child’s fall before returning to the mother, who partially 
observes the child’s movements, but refrains from acting in order to pursue her 
moment of pleasure. 

 In a mirrored sex scene that takes place near the couple’s retreat in the woods, a 
country house called Eden, the protagonists have sex up against a big tree. This 
outdoor scene relies on an allegory of the original relationship between Man and 
Woman in Western cultural imaginaries: the Garden of Eden. Again, they are naked, 
and She is facing the camera. He is moving his naked body, particularly the buttocks 
referencing the penile thrusts in the opening scene. She is in part looking out into 
the camera/forest and again partly closing her eyes in a representation of pleasure. 
She observes/imagines the forest coming alive: the roots of the tree become arms, 
and the soil becomes fl esh. 

 These two mirrored scenes are iconic in the sense that they exaggerate traditional 
cultural imaginaries connecting Woman and sexuality as unpredictable and danger-
ous, even fatal (Doane  1991 ; Vance  1984 ). At the same time, the representation is 
also one of Man as rational agent, much like the power imbalances we have dis-
cussed in  Mammoth.  In the fi rst scene, Woman’s sexual drive is stereotypically rep-
resented as problematic and excessive in so far as it is expressed at the expense of 
motherhood. The death of their son provokes different reactions from the mother 
and the father. She suffers a mental breakdown, collapses during the funeral, and is 
later hospitalized. In contrast, He takes on the stoic and pragmatic role in their rela-
tionship. Arguably, these aspects contribute to an overdetermination of what func-
tions as a fundamental incompatibility between the masculine and the feminine, 
between Man and Woman, here understood as cultural imaginaries of domination. 
This is particularly underlined when He, a therapist by profession, decides to remove 
his wife from the hospital to Eden. He argues that She is unable to grieve properly 
and that a move from an urban and clinical environment to a rural wilderness will 
provide a more “natural” environment for both grieving and recovering. Importantly, 
She, an academic working on a thesis on witch-hunts, is cast in the role of victim 
and hysteric. As such, She is identifi ed more with the topic of her research rather 
than with the rational position of the researcher. This gendered imbalance echoes 
traditional dichotomies of mind/body and culture/nature. 

 The power relations however gradually shift from one of masculinely coded 
dominance to one of unpredictable feminized power. In the second sex scene, female 
uncontrollable sexuality is literally intertwined with nature, represented by the 
anthropomorphized coming alive of the earth. The Christian myth of the Garden of 
Eden as the cradle of civilization is revealed as a contrast to impulsive nature. 
Signifi cantly, this scene represents a move away from the domesticated space of the 
couple’s urban home in the fi rst sex scene and from the clinical space that therapist 
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and patient usually inhabit. The bodily transformation of the earth to arms and bod-
ies also references the many buried victims of religious, male-dominated witch- 
hunts that is brought to life through her thesis work. The anthropomorphized forces 
of nature can thereby be read as Woman’s revolt against Man’s hubris. 

 In a third scene that could be said to refl ect or distort the two aforementioned 
scenes, She has knocked Him unconscious and nailed him to the fl oor by pushing an 
iron rod through his thigh. This brutal molestation highlights his vulnerable body. 
He has until now embodied traditionally masculinized categories of power and 
dominance which has rendered him seemingly disembodied and distanced, much 
like Ellen’s position in relation both to her patients and to Gloria as well as Leo’s 
position in relation to women in  Mammoth . At the same time, She takes on the role 
of the violent penetrator. Her violent action changes conventional power dynamics 
and, at the same time, makes him visible as body. While He is nailed to the fl oor, 
She masturbates beside him before She cuts off her own clitoris. Her actions illus-
trate a rejection of the identity category of Woman, interlocked with conventional 
hierarchies of domination. This references again Staunæs’ approach to intersection-
ality as forms of “doing”, or in this case doing away with, identity categories. In line 
with Christian mythology and cultural imaginaries, She comes to embody and enact 
the duality of the category of Woman as both whore and Madonna: the perverted 
masturbating whore who (re)claims sexuality for herself and the sacrifi cial Madonna 
who removes her clitoris for the sake of purity. By embodying both of these oppo-
sitional cultural imaginaries, She succeeds in uncovering the inherent tensions in 
the embodied identity category of Woman and the impossibility of uniting these two 
cultural imaginaries. Within a traditional notion of intersectionality, the category of 
Woman can contain both these fi gures, but as this example shows, this becomes 
impossible in an embodied understanding of intersectionality. The attempt at unifi -
cation voids the identity category of Woman, and She disappears. 

 As such, the fi lm ends with her vanishing in the woods, resisting the very terms 
on which intersectional identity categorizations are built. As we have seen, intersec-
tionality brings out the relational character of embodied identity while at the same 
time making manifest how the body is fundamental to an intersectional analysis. 
Instead of just understanding the initially stereotypical identities of He and She in 
terms of privileged and unprivileged positions, our reading of  Antichrist  exposes the 
complexity of different intersectional strands of identity: it is not the identity cate-
gories in themselves, but the shifting dynamics of how they are embodied and con-
tinuously materialized within hierarchical structures of power and privilege that 
enables and restricts possibilities for agency.  

6.6     An Intersectionality in the Flesh 

 Through our theoretical engagement with  Mammoth  and  Antichrist , we have dem-
onstrated the signifi cance of lived embodiment in an intersectional analysis. This 
move not only brings to light bodies already marked by intersecting strands of 
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oppression and marginalization but also makes visible the intersectional embodi-
ment of privileged and seemingly unmarked bodies. Intersectional analyses of iden-
tity always carry the risk of marking bodies in unwanted ways and of perpetuating 
the invisibility of privileged bodies. Unprivileged and oppressed bodies are thus 
forced to carry the weight of intersectional categories of identity. 

 Reading  Mammoth  through an intersectional lens focusing on identity categories 
rather than their embodiment would have brought out with clarity what is already 
visible, namely, the multiple markings of the specifi c bodies of Gloria, Cookie, and 
Ellen’s patients as Other. On the one hand, such an intersectional analysis serves to 
illuminate the already heavy burden of intersectional categories of oppression. On 
the other hand, this heavy burden may be reinforced by our analysis. In opposition, 
putting the notion of intersectionality in productive dialogue with the notion of lived 
embodiment gives us not only an intersectionality in the fl esh but also a framework 
that can account for mechanisms of both oppression and privilege. Ellen’s interac-
tion with the bodies she works on might come across as relying on a traditional 
dichotomy between mind/subject and body/object. However, her very work as a 
surgeon takes place in the fl esh: it is an encounter between her own body—her 
active hands—and the patients’ living fl esh. In this intercorporeal exchange, Ellen 
becomes as embodied as her patients. 

 Also Leo’s privileged position and seemingly unmarked body are made visible 
through our focus on intersectionality and lived embodiment. When leaving 
Bangkok, Leo attempts to escape categories of hegemonic masculinity that have left 
him seemingly disembodied and at the same time completely useless; all the busi-
ness transactions are handled by his colleague Bob, and Leo’s only function is to 
sign the fi nal contract. By adopting a backpacker’s lifestyle, he situates himself in a 
way so that he can interact with less privileged bodies and to make his body visible 
and open for intercorporeal exchange. This becomes manifest partly through the 
bodily practices he engages in, such as swimming in the ocean and riding an ele-
phant, but Leo also invites a different kind of intercorporeality by dressing down 
and showing more of his skin. His body becomes more visible as body. 

 There is nevertheless a difference between Leo’s body and the marked bodies of 
Gloria and Ellen; while the two women’s bodies passively become marked as Other 
in relation to unmarked bodies, Leo is actively choosing his bodily visibility as he 
enters a new location and moves from urban spaces, such as New York and Bangkok, 
to a remote paradise island. 5  The move from the urban to the rural “paradise” points 
to a desire to escape and to return to nature, much like the couple’s retreat to Eden 
in  Antichrist . However, Leo is unable to escape his own privileged position. While 
trying to protect Cookie’s body from other men, he in fact gains control over her 
body and reestablishes his own identity as disembodied. These structures of power 
are forcefully brought out with the aid of traditional intersectional theories focusing 
on identity categorization. In addition, our explicit focus on the embodiment of 
intersectional identities makes visible that Leo’s seemingly disembodied identities 

5   The interaction between subjects and places is of key importance also in other fi lms by Moodysson 
(Björklund  2010 ). 
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are embodied. In fact, his embodiment is a condition for his intercorporeal exchange 
with others, and this becomes particularly clear in his sexual encounter with Cookie. 

 In  Antichrist  it becomes even more manifest that an explicit focus on embodi-
ment is productive for an intersectional analysis. Focusing merely on the intersec-
tions of identity categories would not contribute to a better understanding of the 
complexities of the power asymmetries represented in this fi lm, since the protago-
nists are both in positions of privilege as white, heterosexual, Western, well- 
educated, and upper middle class. As such, He and She are both seemingly unmarked 
and disembodied in a fundamental way. We have shown that intersectionality cou-
pled with theories of lived embodiment provide a more sophisticated tool for ana-
lyzing power asymmetries. In a traditional intersectional analysis focusing on 
identity categories, these categories run the risk of being stabilized and immobile. A 
notion of embodied intersectional identities manages to destabilize existing catego-
ries, such as “Woman,” by recognizing the inherent tensions in such categories as 
well as their intercorporeal constitution. For instance, as we have seen, the category 
“Woman” is revealed as void when She tries to embody confl icting stereotypical 
cultural imaginaries of femininity at one and the same time. 

  Antichrist  seemingly confi rms stereotypical patterns of gendered power asym-
metry by placing He as active, rational, and civilized subject and She as passive, 
emotional, and connected to nature. However, the power asymmetry drastically 
shifts as She refuses to occupy the position to which He has assigned her. When 
taking on the role of penetrator and nailing him to the fl oor, She brutally forces him 
out of his disembodiment, thereby making his embodiment visible and tangible 
precisely as unmarked. 

 In spite of her fundamentally privileged position, a conventionally gendered 
matrix of domination subordinates her in relation to him. As a consequence, She is 
objectifi ed as Other by him. The notion of lived embodiment brings forward the 
body as simultaneously both subject and object. The body cannot be reduced to an 
object, and as subject it continuously escapes and resists being locked into catego-
ries of identity. In  Antichrist  we see these attempts at escape and resistance as She 
refuses to submit to the category of “Woman” while at the same time letting herself 
embody the impossible tension inherent in this category, embodying both the cul-
tural imaginaries of whore and of Madonna. Her character thereby sheds light on 
the paradoxes and complexities of identity categories as they are embedded in 
power relations. 

 What happens in both fi lms is that the unmarked positions of privilege become 
visible as they are situated in relation to other bodies. Different identities mark bod-
ies so that the same body can potentially be marked in one situation and unmarked 
in another. As we have seen, Ellen comes across as unmarked and disembodied in 
relation to her patients and to Gloria since they are embodied and marked as Other. 
However, in relation to Leo, Ellen becomes marked by parenthood and sexuality, as 
well as the confl ict between them, while he stands out as unmarked and disembod-
ied.  Antichrist  demonstrates in violent ways different manifestations of the embodi-
ment of unmarked positions of privilege. Our analysis underlines how identity 
categorizations are inscribed on and in the body and how lived embodiment consti-
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tutes the very site in which seemingly stable identity categories intersect and have 
the potential of being both reproduced and transformed.     
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    Chapter 7   
 When the Plant Kingdom Became Queer: 
On Hermaphrodites and the Linnaean 
Language of Nonnormative Sex       

       Maja     Bondestam    

         The reproduction of animals and plants constitutes nature’s most refi ned and most hidden 
phenomenon. All natural scientists to this day have zealously sought the origin of life and 
the source of all living things, but no one has been able to fi nd it. 

 (Carl Linnaeus [1759];  1962 ) 

7.1       Introduction 

 The Swedish botanist Carl Linnaeus was not as in awe of the origins of life as the 
epigraph might imply, he did, however, in the middle of the eighteenth century pres-
ent comprehensive fi ndings about bisexual reproduction of animals and plants 
(Linnaeus  1962 ). In nature, he saw men, women and hermaphrodites and showed in 
his classifi cation of the plant kingdom a full repertoire of nonnormative sexual com-
binations of stamens and pistils. In this essay, I have identifi ed Linnaeus’ gender- 
coded depictions of the plant kingdom and examined how his language, 
categorisations, representations and controversies about meaning constituted a key 
arena in which the conceptualising of men, women and hermaphrodites took shape. 1  
It is remarkable how the Linnaean language of a queer plant kingdom was possible 
in an era that historians tell us is so clearly associated with binary thinking, the 
complementariness of genders and the establishment of a two-sex model (Laqueur 
 1990 ). Linnaeus’ sexual system has been discussed in previous research but, hith-
erto, without taking the hermaphroditic, nonnormative and queer aspects of his 
botany seriously. In the following chapter, therefore, I explore the roles Linnaean 
botany played in the emergence of a new sexual body. I question whether the plant 

1   The formation of scientifi c concepts and the politics of language, representations and the corpo-
real are discussed in Cooter  2010 ; Davidson  2001 , and Daston  1994 . 

 This essay is an expanded version of Chap. 2 in Bondestam ( 2010 ). 
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kingdom’s hermaphrodites and ‘sexually unconventional’ plants were really so dif-
fi cult to place in and were excluded from eighteenth-century culture and science as 
has previously been claimed?  

7.2     Plants with Sexual Organs 

 It was not until the eighteenth century that the idea that plants, just like animals and 
humans, have sexual organs and reproduce sexually was fi rmly established in sci-
ence. As the author of a schoolbook in science for children stated in the latter half 
of that century: ‘It has been found that Plants, like Animals, have sexes, that is, 
males and females, whose union is essential if reproduction is to take place’ (Regnér 
 1780 ). In a manuscript from 1729, Linnaeus had developed the much-discussed 
theory of the botanist Sébastien Vaillant that fl owers are the sex organs of plants – a 
thesis that was taught to Swedish children in the 1780s. Linnaeus had also adopted 
Vaillant’s analogous description of the anatomy of animals and plants. The nutrient 
sap was assumed to go from the plant stem into the seedpod, ‘what Vaillant calls the 
ovaries or Ovarium’ and then to reach the ‘fi laments standing around it’, that is, the 
stamens, which, following Vaillant, Linnaeus called the vasa spermatica (Eriksson 
 1969 ). 

 In earlier centuries, assumptions had also been made that the reproduction of 
some plants is divided into two sexes, but this was by no means a universal concept. 
The theory that the fl ower is the reproductive organ of the plant was far from gener-
ally accepted, and no lasting efforts had been made to identify structural and func-
tional analogies between the sexual anatomy of plants and animals. Stamens were 
described by some earlier botanists, for example, not as a pollen-spreading phallus 
but as a kind of organ for the excretion of the plants’ waste products and as entirely 
immaterial to reproduction. However, by the middle of the eighteenth century, with 
the comprehensive dissemination of Linnaeus’ works, most botanists had been rec-
onciled with the thought that plants have sexes and use them to reproduce (Cook 
 2000 ; Lindroth  1978 ; Eriksson  1969 ). Herein lay a fundamental similarity between 
humans and plants and proof that nature comprises a coherent unit. 

 By observing the sexual organs of plants, the stamens and pistils, it was possible 
to systematise and classify the entire vegetable kingdom using a simple principle. 
Linnaeus based his system on the number of stamens, or as he expressed it, men, 
thus dividing the plant kingdom into 24 distinct classes (Lindroth  1978 ; Schmitz 
et al.  2007 ). In the sexual system, Class I plants, Monandria, were distinguished by 
their fl owers having one stamen, or ‘one husband in the marriage’, followed by 
Class II, Diandria, whose distinctive feature was that the fl owers of the plants house 
two stamens or that there are ‘two husbands in conjugality’, whereas Class III, 
Triandria, are characterised by the fl owers having three stamens or the fact that there 
were ‘three husbands in conjugality’ (Linnaeus  1735 ). 2  The remaining classes were 

2   Translations from the Latin to the English are made by Dr Anna Fredriksson. 

M. Bondestam



117

also based on the number and relations of stamens, or male parts, with the exception 
of Class XXIV, Cryptogamia, which were characterised by the circumstance that 
their nuptials are celebrated in secret. ‘They blossom inside the fruit, or else they 
elude our observation by being tiny’ (Schmitz et al.  2007 ). This class subsumed 
mosses, lichens, ferns, horsetails, algae and fungi and guided by the notion that 
plants and animals follow one and the same plan and that nature is always consis-
tent; Linnaeus concluded that cryptogams also have female and male plants and 
reproduce sexually. These 24 classes of plants were then divided into some 65 
orders, based on the number of pistils, or women, in the fl ower (Lindroth  1978 ; 
Broberg  1975 ) (Fig.  7.1 ).

   The historian of science Londa Schiebinger points out that Linnaeus’ sexual sys-
tem was not only a matter of discovering a given order of nature but also of actively 
reading the laws of nature through a lens of social relations and traditional gender 
hierarchies. The number of stamens, or male parts of the plant, determined what 
class the plant was to belong to, while the number of pistils, or female parts, deter-
mined what order. In the taxonomical tree, class is higher than order, and it is clear 
that Linnaeus gave priority to the male parts in determining the status a particular 
plant has in the plant kingdom. ‘He read nature through the lens of social relations 
in such a way that the new language of botany incorporated fundamental aspects of 
the social world as much as those of the natural world’ (Schiebinger  2004 ). The new 
language of botany was coloured by the gender relations and the social context in 
which Linnaeus worked, but as we will see, it also infl uenced eighteenth-century 
botany in terms of understanding human gender and sexuality.  

7.3     Metaphors and Analogies 

 What did it entail in the eighteenth century to call plant parts  female  and  male  and 
how are we to understand Linnaeus’ numerous likenesses between the reproduction 
of plants and human love relationships? For Linnaeus, the analogy functioned as a 
fundamental scientifi c method, and in the 1729 manuscript mentioned above, 
 Præludia sponsaliorum plantarum  or ‘Prelude to the Betrothal of Plants’, he devel-
oped for the fi rst time the theory of the sexual reproduction of plants as a universal 
phenomenon. The preface pointed out ‘the great analogy that exist between plants 
and animals in terms of their similar means of propagating their species’, and, 
inspired by Vaillant, Linnaeus then described a clear correspondence between the 
sexual anatomy of plants and humans (Linnaeus  2007 ). The seed of the plant cor-
responded to the egg, the pod corresponded to the ovaries, the stamens were the 
plant’s penis, the pistils were the womb and the stigma was analogous to the wom-
an’s vulva (Broberg  1975 ). Moreover, Linnaeus described anatomical and sexual 
similarities between the bodies, sex organs and sexual lifestyles of plants and 
humans. In their youth, plants were assumed to be sterile, in their middle years, the 
most fecund and in old age withered. The fl ower was the genitals of the plant, and 
the fruit its foetus. The parts of the fl ower included the ‘ovarium’ and the 
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  Fig. 7.1     Male classifi cation . Georg Dionysius Ehret’s illustration to Linnaeus’ sexual system 
shows how the number and interrelations (Ehret  1736 ) of stamens determine the 23 classes of 
phanerogams       
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‘testiculos’, and the fl ower petals were a bed with fi nest sheets where brides were 
embraced by courting grooms (Linnaeus  2007 ). 

 In other words, Linnaeus presented an anthropomorphic image of plants, using 
in his writings expressions like suitor, bridegroom, husband, maiden, wife, her-
maphrodite, eunuch, concubine and harlot, which set up a transfer of meanings from 
one form of life to another. To be sure, nature was divided into kingdoms, but the 
synonymous use of words like stamen and man shows that they were not mutually 
exclusive entities. Instead, Linnaeus constructed fundamental connecting lines 
between humans and plants, blurred differences between them through his use of 
language and made it possible to understand and experience human reproduction in 
terms of plant reproduction and vice versa. 3  

 This abundant use of similes and metaphors has been explained by Linnaeus’ 
deep roots in an older scientifi c tradition. Since antiquity nature had been seen as 
evidence of the ubiquity of divinity and the fundamental similarity between all 
things created. The idea was that creatures and things, bodies and souls and humans 
and plants were not distinctly separated but stood in relation to, imitated, and 
adapted to each other in a comprehensive interplay, and the body and its individual 
organs were interpreted as metaphors for a grander order of things. Anatomy was 
regarded as lending life and a concretisation of higher truths and hierarchies that 
were beyond the reach of the senses. Consequentially, an undeveloped organ, for 
example, could be read as a sign of the body’s lack of warmth and perfection 
(Laqueur  1990 ). Well into the Renaissance and in the new anatomy of the fi fteenth 
century, human reproduction was interpreted as the small sign of a grander order, of 
the fertility of nature and the power of the heavens. The functions and forms of 
individual bodies refl ected and were determined by earthly hierarchy, by cosmic 
order and by the wonders of creation. The human being constituted a map or a com-
pilation of the universe, and the self-renewing macrocosmic order was secured 
through the features found in ordinary, mortal bodies (Laqueur  1990 ; Foucault 
 1973 ; Johannisson  1997 ). 

 Linnaeus, too, assumed that plants and animals followed the same plan, and the 
discovery of sexual reproduction confi rmed the fundamental thesis that everything 
living comes from eggs. In fertilisation, the fl ower’s stamen corresponded to the 
penis in animals, and the pistils to the womb, and this ingenious analogy was estab-
lished by none other than the Great Creator (Lindroth  1978 ). The notion of nature 
being constructed in accordance with an underlying pattern, or prototype, can be 
traced to Plato, but it also shaped Linnaeus’ view of nature, and to this day, it 
remains signifi cant in that it relates to the conviction of modern science that nature 
obeys a limited number of laws whose force is universal (Eriksson  1969 ). 

3   The power of analogy and metaphor to organise, open up and lock in scientifi c visions is dis-
cussed in Schiebinger  2004 ; Broberg  1975 , and Stepan  1996 . 
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7.3.1     A Heterosexual Norm in the Understanding of Nature? 

 The fact that Linnaeus conceptualised the fruitifi cation of plants in terms of human 
sexual anatomy, ages and sexual life systematically infl uenced the conversation, 
theories and arguments on the subject. Regarding the sexual analogy between 
humans and plants, Elizabeth Heckendorn Cook maintains that Linnaeus presented 
a virtually matrimonial love relation between monogamous married men and wives 
as normative for plant reproduction. This is in spite of the fact that only one class of 
plants out of 24, Monandria, with one stamen and one pistil, is in any way reminis-
cent of the normative human romantic dyad. The majority of plants, in fact 20 of 
Linnaeus’ 24 classes, can hardly be described in terms of their reproductive organs 
as either male or female. On the contrary, most plants are self-fertilising hermaph-
rodites, with male and female reproductive organs within one and the same fl ower. 
Cook maintains that Linnaeus’ propensity to humanise and heterosexualise the rela-
tion between stamens and pistils obscured this fact (Cook  2000 ). Rather than imag-
ining a third sexual category that would have been able to match this so common 
hermaphroditic sex structure, she says, Linnaeus minimised the normative hetero-
sexual encounter between female and male to an act that plays out within one and 
the same fl ower. She discusses a paragraph from  Præludia  that illustrates Linnaeus’ 
similes between botanical reproduction and heterosexual marriage:

  The actual petals of the fl ower :/petala:/ [corolla] contribute nothing to generation. Instead, 
they serve only as Bridal beds that the great Creator has so gloriously provided, adorned 
with many delightful fragrances, where the bridegroom and his bride may celebrate their 
Nuptials with so much greater solemnity. Now that the bed has been thus prepared, it is time 
for the Bridegroom to embrace his beloved Bride, and offer her his gifts. By this I mean that 
one sees how the testicles open and pour fourth  pulverem genitalem  [the generative pow-
der], which falls on the  tubam  [the tube] and fertilizes ovarium [the ovary]. (Linnaeus  2007 ) 

   Pollination is depicted in the text as an erotically charged scene from a wedding 
night, and, as Schiebinger has pointed out, Linnaeus not only sex-coded the plants, 
he turned them into wives and husbands. The sexual relations of plants did not 
involve stamens and pistils but rather andria and gynia, which derive from the Greek 
for husband (aner) and wife (gyne), and Linnaeus’ texts are full of tender embraces 
between properly married couples. To him, plant sexuality was romantic and erotic, 
sometimes extramarital and sometimes an expression of sanctioned love between 
husband and wife. ‘Linnaeus saw plants as having sex, in the fullest sense of the 
term’ (Schiebinger  2004 ). According to Schiebinger, eighteenth-century botanists 
embraced Linnaeus’ descriptions of plants as being divided into female and male 
plants but found it diffi cult to imagine them as hermaphroditic. They could not or 
would not, as she writes, recognise an alien sex category (Schiebinger  2004 ). 

 Schiebinger and Cook are correct in saying that Linnaeus based his descriptions 
of plant reproduction on the marital relation between husband and wife. He consis-
tently called plant stamens as men (husbands) and their pistils as women, or wives, 
and saw reproduction as a result of a sexual relation between them. Unlike Cook, 
however, I wish to emphasise that in his depictions of the vegetable kingdom, 
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Linnaeus did not limit himself to the conventional union of the day between hus-
band and wife. Sometimes he presented plant reproduction as analogous to sexual 
encounters between men and women in splendid bridal beds but far more often as 
conforming with hermaphroditic, same-sex and polygamous connections. 
Abandoned concubines being fertilised by married men, who moreover are living 
with properly married hermaphroditic couples, are another metaphor for plant 
reproduction that can hardly be described as being governed by a monogamous 
heterosexual norm. Linnaeus used human sexuality as his point of departure in his 
portrayals of plant reproduction, but he hardly limited himself to any sexual conven-
tions when he described their various combinations of male and female organs. 

 In  Systema Naturae , which from 1735 was disseminated among Europe’s bota-
nists, Linnaeus characterised the 24 plant classes on the basis of how men and 
women combine in various constellations. The fl owering rush ( Butomus ) has nine 
stamens and six pistils, which Linnaeus rendered as nine men living in matrimony 
with six women. The water lily was placed in the group Polyandria, Monogynia, 
and described as ‘Twenty men and more in the same bridal chamber with one 
woman’. The stamens – ‘men’ – could be organised as two sets of brothers that 
‘emerged from a double stem as if from a double mother [womb]’, as in leguminous 
plants, for instance. It also happened that ‘the men’ were unequal. Four big ones 
could dominate two smaller ones, as in the order Tetradynamia – ‘quadruple’ – 
which is now regarded as part of the cruciferous family (Brassicaceae) (Schmitz 
et al.  2007 ). In his classifi cation work, Linnaeus faithfully followed the number and 
combinations of stamens and pistils in the fl ower, and the result was a truly motley 
presentation of sexual encounters. 

 Polyadelphia can also be regarded as one of the plant kingdom’s unconventional 
unions between and within the sexes. This eighteenth class is characterised by the 
fact that ‘the men have achieved a union of their sexual parts’ (Schmitz et al.  2007 ). 
Also of interest in this context is Linnaeus’ 20th class, Gynandria, where the sta-
mens are described as fastened to the pistils or ‘the men oddly bound to the women’ 
(Schmitz et al.  2007 ). Here men and women did not live in a marriage-like relation 
but were rather bound to each other in the same way that human hermaphrodites 
were assumed to join two sexes in one body. An alternative term for this group of 
plants in the eighteenth century was ‘Ambiguous’ (Linnaeus  1777 ). Linnaeus’ 23rd 
class, Polygamia, is distinguished by the fact that ‘Husbands and wives and unmar-
ried individuals cohabitate in several bridal chambers. The fl owers are hermaphro-
dites and males or females of the same species’ (Schmitz et al.  2007 ). 

 Linnaeus quite simply did not present any conjugal lover relationship between 
monogamous men and women as normative for the reproduction of plants. Nor did 
he, as Cook claims, have any diffi culty in imagining plants as hermaphroditic. 
Indeed, the combination of the sexes in one individual was central for Linnaeus, and 
in the fl ower, he identifi ed the plant’s reproductive organs, man and woman, testicu-
los and ovaria, as either divided into two different plants or combined in one and the 
same plant. In the latter case, he referred to the plants as hermaphrodites: 
‘Hermaphrodites are all those that have both testicles and ovaries’, wrote Linnaeus 
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and anticipated late nineteenth-century medical defi nitions of so-called true her-
maphrodites in humans (Linnaeus  2007 ). 

 In Præludia, Linnaeus made the most of the comprehensive analogy between 
plants and animals and the set of regulations shared by all species. Spring sunshine 
prompted all of nature to long to mate, and physical love life was evinced by both 
animals and plants:

  In springtime when the delightful Sun comes closer to our Zenith, it awakens life in all liv-
ing things that have lain low, quelled, in the cold winter. Behold, how all Creatures that have 
gone about heavy and chilled in the winter become more hale and hearty; Behold, how all 
the birds that have been silent in the winter begin to sing and chirp; Behold, how all the 
insects come out of their hiding-places where they have lain half-dead in the winter; Behold, 
how all the plants and trees that were withered in the winter stir, rise up and turn green; and 
humankind itself is given a new lease of life. […] This Sun imparts such joy of life of all 
creatures as to be indescribable; the courtship of Black Grouse and Capercaillie, and the 
spawning of fi sh, may be seen; in short, it is the breeding season for all animals. […] 
Indeed, Love assails the very plants, since among them both  mares  [males] and  foeminæ  
[females], and Hermaphrodites too, hold their nuptials. And this is what I have now set out 
to describe and demonstrate from the genitalia of the plants themselves: which are male, 
which female and which hermaphroditic. (Linnaeus  2007 ) 

   The plant kingdom is divided into three sexes here – men, women and hermaph-
rodites – joined in love in such a way that the plants’ genitalia enter matrimony with 
each other, also among the hermaphrodites. Linnaeus highlighted the unity of cre-
ation and the notion that all of the earth’s life forms multiply according to the same 
patterns. Reproduction, not only in plants but also in animals and humans, seemed 
to follow the changing of the seasons and to blossom and fl ourish when the sun 
returns in the spring. 

 Linnaeus stressed that nature’s many self-fertilising hermaphrodites were not 
something to be considered peculiar. Above the plants, in the order of nature, there 
was the animal kingdom, and even in its lowest class certain individuals had her-
maphroditic genitals. This circumstance was explained by the fact that the lower 
animals, such as snails, are incapable of moving quickly and that if reproduction 
among such animals necessitated that single individuals meet other individuals, the 
entire species would soon be extinct. Nature seemed to compensate for this lack of 
mobility among the lower animals by placing both sexes in one and the same indi-
vidual. The same solution was regarded as even more justifi ed in the plant kingdom, 
with its stationary plants:

  Let no one wonder at the fact that most plants are Hermaphrodites, for one sees in the low-
est rank of  Regno animali  [the animal kingdom] how the majority of  Cochleas  [shells] have 
a similar  genitalium in uno individuo conjunctio  [combination of genitalia in a single indi-
vidual]. And this is especially for the reason that, as we know, they move very slowly, this 
being an example of sluggishness that might cause the extinction of the whole genus before 
one spouse was able to meet the other. This is why Nature has compensated for their slug-
gishness in this way. Since Nature has attached plants so much more fi rmly to the spot, there 
is more reason to make them Hermaphroditic. (Linnaeus  2007 ) 
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   Certain plants and animals are monosexual and others bisexual, and Linnaeus 
probably formulated here the fi rst elaborated theory in Swedish science about the 
place and function of the hermaphroditic sex in nature.   

7.4     Reading Humans Through a Lens of Queer Plants 

 The proposition that plants have sex organs and that pollination refl ects the sexual 
encounter between humans resonated well beyond botanical circles in the eigh-
teenth century. Well-known individuals, for the purposes of satire, could be likened 
to plants whose combination of stamens and pistils was regarded as decidedly 
immoral, such as when the sexual parts were uneven in number or pursued their love 
life in secret. Caricature artists and topical versifi ers implied the erotic undertones 
of botany, and the vicar Richard Polwhele compared Mary Wollstonecraft, for 
example, with  Collinsonia  – a plant belonging to the labiate family and is recog-
nised by its having two stamens and one pistil. The analogy was that, like the pistil 
in this fl ower, Wollstonecraft led a loose love life (Schmitz et al.  2007 ). 

 When Linnaeus developed his method for classifying plants, his metaphorical 
point of departure was human anatomy, human sexual reproduction and human 
sexual categories, and via the names, categories and divisions deriving from this 
world, he charged the vegetable kingdom with both sexuality and sometimes objec-
tionable lechery. As mentioned, it was no conventional sexual order he presented, 
and when the sexual system became known to Europe’s botanists after 1735, there 
were some attacks. The German natural scientist Johann Georg Siegesbeck argued 
in a work from 1737 that stamens and pistils were unsuitable as the basis of the plant 
system as sexual immorality was built into this foundation. His argumentation 
revolved around the thought that ‘chaste young people should be protected against 
Linnaeus’ sexual gospel, which harboured lewd features: multiple stamens or men 
had a common pistil or wife, etc.’ (Lindroth  1978 ). 4  Linnaeus was seen as bringing 
together men and women in the most inappropriate constellations, with the men 
often outnumbering the women. ‘Who’, Siegesbeck wondered, ‘could ever imagine 
that Almighty God would establish such a muddle – or rather such shameful whore- 
mongering – in order for plants to reproduce’ and ‘who could teach young students 
such a lecherous system without causing offence’ (Schmitz et al.  2007 ). 5  

 Siegesbeck’s concern about the deleterious infl uence on young people shows 
how the comparison between plants and humans played out in the eighteenth cen-
tury. As Schiebinger has pointed out, that century’s botanists read nature through a 
lens of social gender relations, but the analogy between humans and plants could 
also work in the opposite direction. Today, we smile somewhat condescendingly at 
Siegesbeck’s concern about the lecherous foundation of the new botany, whereas to 
him it seemed fully reasonable to read and understand human beings’ sexual life 

4   There were other reasons behind Siegesbeck’s rejection of the sexual system. See Eriksson  1969 . 
5   On contemporary reactions to the sexual system, see also Broberg  1990 –1991. 

7 When the Plant Kingdom Became Queer: On Hermaphrodites and the Linnaean…



124

through a lens of queer plants. The ancient analogous way of thinking held 
eighteenth- century people in thrall. Individual bodies mirrored each other; the plant 
and animal kingdoms followed the same principles for reproduction, and nature 
constituted a unity in which there were other reasons behind Siegesbeck’s rejection 
of the sexual system (see Eriksson  1969 ). Similarity and structural correspondences 
were uncovered in every imaginable context. Plant reproduction found a direct 
equivalent in the multiplication of humans based on two sexes, and a wave of 
shameless associations linked together nature’s different kingdoms. Siegesbeck tes-
tifi es to a worry about this blurred boundary, but it is also possible to postulate that 
Linnaeus’ botany actually legitimated a multitude of sexual anatomies and uncon-
ventional sexual associations in nature, making them natural and conceivable.  

7.5     The Swedish Father of Modern Biological Classifi cation 

 To Linnaeus, systematics was the soul of all science, and those who could not bring 
order to their studies had no chance of attaining wisdom. ‘Thus it is also with 
 Historia naturali : the knowledge of it among the ancients was nothing but the chaos 
of a heap of names, the remembering of which was fully dependent on the memory’ 
(Linnaeus  1907 ). Nature was assumed to contain more than 100,000 names of dif-
ferent minerals, plants and animals, and without any superordinating principle for 
naming and ordering all natural objects, the disarray was seen as substantial.

  Before science was developed, everything stood in Barbary, but after everything was given 
some regularity, the situation is rather improved, and it is not a matter of remembering the 
name of the thing itself, but rather its visible Characteristics will tell me its name, once I 
have examined it in regard to Class, order, genus and Species. (Linnaeus  1907 ) 

   To Linnaeus, to know, classify, name and arrange things in nature was the prime 
purpose of the scientist, and he argued for a method of nomenclature based on the 
thing itself. However, in this respect, he was hardly different from his predecessors. 
Premodern natural scientists’ way of seeking knowledge, meaning and content has 
been associated in the history of science with an understanding of nature as being 
closely tied to words, symbols and names. Prior to the seventeenth century, under-
standing a plant or animal entailed penetrating the whole semantic network that 
linked it to the world. Both as a whole and in its individual parts, nature had an 
errand, a purpose and a goal; it evinced a harmonious interplay of invisible forces 
that connected everything large and small. It was therefore also important to afford 
weight to the words, fables, stories, properties and metaphors that surrounded crea-
tures and things. For those wishing to understand God’s meaningful and moral 
nature, it was essential to read and interpret emblems, symbols and concealed 
refl ections. Nature consisted of a weave of signs and similarities between the micro- 
and the macro-cosmos; it was full of concealed meanings, and having knowledge of 
a certain phenomenon was a matter of understanding it within the framework of a 
comprehensive context. As Michel Foucault has described, the job of the interpreter 
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was not so much to observe, isolate characteristics and arrange animals and plants 
from a fi rst-hand perspective as to read, explain and relate everything that has been 
 seen  and  heard  about them, everything that it has been possible to read, both from 
the book of nature and from the writings of authors. The names of things were up to 
that day inherent in what they signed, in the same way as strength was inscribed in 
the body of a lion. Language existed in nature, among plants, minerals and animals 
and was studied as such as a kind of specimen of natural history, as it was part of the 
weave of similarities and correspondences that were the world. It was not so much 
that sixteenth-century natural scientists preferred relying on authors from antiquity 
to the precision of the unprejudiced eye, but rather that nature as such was perceived 
as  inscribed . Nature was interwoven with words and signs and comprised, to those 
capable of reading it, a single grand text (Foucault  1973 ; Laqueur  1990 ; Lindroth 
 1975 ). 

 In the seventeenth century, students of natural history began to analyse and clas-
sify living creatures in accordance with their manifest characteristics to a greater 
extent, and it came to be of central importance to explain humans and nature, plants 
and animals and heaven and earth in one single neutral language. The wealth of 
knowledge accumulated in antiquity and the Middle Ages about the virtues of 
plants, the strengths of animals, hidden correspondences and sympathies was rele-
gated to the background. The search for analogies and metaphors waned, and the 
body began to be viewed as a structure, a composition or an arrangement of indi-
vidual parts and organs. Mapping, transcribing, conserving, confronting and com-
bining such structures, that is, forms, spatial arrangements and the number and size 
of the elements became the new job of science. The purpose was to establish the 
relatedness of living creatures and the unity of nature and to quickly be able to rec-
ognise a particular individual and its place in creation. The principal goal of classi-
fi cation was about determining the  character  that made it possible to group 
individuals and species in more general units and in practice involved seeing, isolat-
ing characteristics and identifying features that corresponded and differed across 
different individuals, regrouping and arranging everything living as species and 
families. In the popular collections of natural specimens, herbariums, gardens and 
tableaux of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, all the words that had previ-
ously been woven together with animals, plants and minerals were unravelled and 
removed. The groups and individuals appeared in terms of anatomy, form, habits, 
birth and death as stripped of all semantics and all encapsulating language. Minerals, 
plants and animals were placed, one after another, within these rectangular rooms, 
with their bodily surfaces visible, and grouped in accordance with their general 
characteristics. They became the bearers of nothing except the fact that they had 
been named from the outside, were members of one class or another and were 
placed in relation to each other following a particular logic (Foucault  1973 ; idem 
 1994 ). 

 Linnaeus was in the midst of this shift. As mentioned, he was deeply rooted in 
the older scientifi c tradition that focused on what was general and typical in nature, 
on analogies and correspondences between and within the kingdoms and species. 
At the same time, we can say that Linnaeus also blazed a trail for the scientifi c 
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approach that was organised around observation and classifi cation. In his sexual 
system, the entire focus was on stamens and pistils. They could be quickly isolated 
and identifi ed; they could be counted and arranged with neutral certainty and could 
serve as  visible characters  that generated the plant’s name and place in a lucid table. 
Just as in the past, the name could be linked to the body it designated but in a rela-
tively impoverished form. Plant classifi cation was a matter of seeing a few things 
systematically, paying attention to visible signs and articulating the number, form, 
relationship and placement of stamens and pistils in a generally applicable descrip-
tion acceptable to everyone. Nature’s particulars could be identifi ed, named and 
arranged in a way that did not require any background knowledge and that elimi-
nated all uncertainty. If they focused on certain predetermined characters, anyone 
confronted with a plant could provide one and the same description of it. Reality 
could be articulated unequivocally on the condition that a great deal of knowledge, 
identities and differences was ignored. The fi eld of vision was reduced to black and 
white and to surfaces, lines, forms and reliefs, and the tangled weave of things and 
signs that characterised nature prior to the eighteenth century was slowly unrav-
elled (Foucault  1973 ) (Fig.  7.2 ).

   Linnaeus’ sexual system probably contributed to both a narrowing and a broad-
ening of how sex could be understood in the eighteenth century. By identifying and 
counting stamens and pistils, it was possible to arrive at precise answers regarding 
what class and order a specifi c plant belonged to and where it was placed in relation 
to others. Difference and identity went hand in hand, and the plant class as such 
existed only in the sense that it could be distinguished from other units in the uni-
versal table. A specifi c group of plants  was  what other groups of plants  were not . In 
the sexual system, it was the sex organs that were the basis of identifi cation, then the 
differences and identities were organised, and these organs provided certainty and 
became the characteristic of the plant in question. To be sure, this elevation may 
have emphasised the essential and relational meaning of the reproductive organs 
and made them appear to be unmarked by language, representations and culture. 6  
Moreover, by examining certain readily readable characteristics, it was possible to 
set up uniform categories and draw sharp boundaries between one thing and another, 
though probably at the expense of individual exceptions and traditional boundary 
lines. 

 This is not to say that Linnaeus laid the groundwork for the emergence and estab-
lishment of the binary sexual system in eighteenth-century science. Binary means 
twofold and refers to something that can assume one of two different values, and 
even though the plant kingdom in Linnaeus’ botany was linked to sex, the individual 
plants, like the plant kingdom as a whole, were not characterised by two exclusive 
groups. Stamens and pistils were indeed the basic organs that underpinned the clas-
sifi cation, but also essential was the combination of these organs, and, as mentioned, 
Linnaeus’ 24 classes of plants were strikingly sexually heterogeneous. In the 

6   On bodily characteristics, language and fragmentation regarding whether a collection of organs 
are subsumed under the category of sex, see Butler  1990 . On identity, difference and knowledge, 
see Foucault  1973 . 
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 individual plants, female and male organs were joined in innumerable constella-
tions, and furthermore, Linnaeus presented three clear sexual categories. Alongside 
 Mares  and  Foeminae , men and women, stamens and pistils, there were also her-
maphrodites, which were common among plants and uncommon among the higher 
mammals. 

  Fig. 7.2     The plant kingdom . In its fi rst edition from 1735, Linnaeus’ well-known work  Systema 
Naturae  consists of large tables of the mineral, vegetable and animal kingdoms. The excerpt  above  
shows some of the subgroups of the vegetable kingdom       
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 Linnaeus has been called the Swedish father of modern biological classifi cation, 
and with the dissemination of the sexual system, the dividing of minerals, plants and 
animals into various subcategories may have appeared to be a simple procedure 
(Haraway  1989 ). It was a matter of studying things systematically, and classifi cation 
is one of the most important languages of eighteenth-century science. Interestingly, 
Swedish forensic medical scientists that in the latter half of the century had begun 
to name and arrange human hermaphrodites in different subgroups adopted several 
of the terms and categories that had been developed in botany. Sexually ambiguous 
individuals were referred to in the early eighteenth century simply as hermaphro-
dites, while in the forensic medicine that emerged in the second half of the century, 
they were divided into a number of subcategories and could be classifi ed with great 
precision, such as ‘2nd degree fi rst Variety of Burdach’s Gynandria’ (Trafvenfeldt 
 1816 ). It was all about sex parts, and in the medicolegal context, human hermaph-
rodites were ordered under names like  Gynandria , Cryptogamia and Androgynia. 
Just as with Linnaeus, it was the number, form, position and size of the specifi c 
element or organ that served as the basis for the taxonomy. Other knowledge con-
cerning life, experience and sense of self seemed superfl uous in the process aiming 
to identify and determine the sex of a body (Bondestam  2010 ).  

7.6     The Species in Its Original, Double and Perfect Form 

 In the introduction to  Systema Naturae , Linnaeus presented a number of observa-
tions regarding the three kingdoms of nature, stressing that individuals within each 
species can be traced to a strain that either ‘consists of a hermaphrodite (as is gen-
eral among plants) or a pair, naturally in that case a male and female (as is in most 
animals)’ (Linnaeus  2005 ). As it was never thought that any new species might 
arise, these hermaphroditic, or alternatively separate-sexed, strains could in turn be 
traced to some Omnipotent and Omniscient Being, namely, God, whose work is 
called the creation (Linnaeus  2005 ). In other words, the hermaphrodite was defi ned 
as an original strain, created by God. In the lecture  The emergence of the inhabitable 
world , in 1743, Linnaeus similarly pursued the thesis that each species has existed 
from the beginning of the world in a single sexual couple or, in the case of hermaph-
rodites, in a single individual. At the moment of creation, the species were housed 
in paradise – a single island on the earth at the equator. This original nature was 
assumed to include all types of climate and soil, and a single individual comprised 
the starting point for all the current specimens of a plant species. 7  But what did 
Linnaeus actually mean by stating that each species derived from  a single 
individual ?

7   According to Gunnar Eriksson, Linnaeus’ main purpose with the lecture was not to establish the 
stability of the species concept but rather to make the words of the Bible reasonable to a modern 
natural scientist. See Eriksson  1969 . On Linnaeus’ early species concept, see Broberg  1975 . 

M. Bondestam



129

  10. By  a single sex couple  we understand a single man and a single woman among each and 
every species of living beings, where the sex organs are divided into two parts and the two 
sexes are equipped with one part each. 11. Among living beings there are also certain 
classes that are equipped with a combined sex organ. For this reason, it is my thesis that of 
these, one single individual was created by God in the beginning. 12. According to the 
Scriptures, man and woman ‘became one fl esh’, as neither is complete  per se , because they 
possess only one kind of sex organ. 13. It is perfectly obvious to common sense that a single 
individual of hermaphrodites and a single couple of other living beings were created by God 
in the beginning. (Linnaeus  1978 ) 

   Linnaeus explained that sexual business has been divided into two individuals in 
some cases, but that man and woman, each separately, must be considered incom-
plete, as they only possess one type of reproductive organ. United in  one fl esh , in a 
sexual couple, in an individual or in the form of a hermaphrodite, the original strain 
stood out as more complete than the man and the woman, each taken alone, and here 
we hear echoes of both the word of the Bible and Plato’s myth of the dual archetypal 
human. The union of man and woman – the hermaphrodite – constitute the indi-
vidual brought forth by God from which every species was assumed to descend 
from. 

 In other words, Linnaeus placed great importance on sexually divided reproduc-
tion as an original and God-given guarantee for the continuation of species and at 
the same time regarded sexual difference as less important variety within one and 
the same species. He stressed that a plant expert, in his classifi cation work, should 
ignore the varieties, as they are plants of the same species, altered by some chance 
cause. As Gunnar Broberg has shown, to elucidate his reasoning, he adduced exam-
ples from the diverse world of human beings. The human species could be divided 
into a number of varieties, but Linnaeus underscored that ‘size, place, time, colour, 
smell, taste, utility, sex, monstrosity, hairiness, longevity, number, etc. do not con-
stitute distinguishing characteristics on which to defi ne a species’ (Broberg  1975 ). 
Fruitifi cation enabled the eternal continuation of the species, while sex differences, 
according to Linnaeus, were of subordinate interest, at least when it came to sys-
tematising and classifying nature. 

 Nothing is simple, however, about Linnaeus’ attitude to sex. At the same time, as 
he expressed his lack of interest in nature’s sex-distinguishing markers, he main-
tained, as mentioned, that the division of plants into different classes and orders 
could be based on the organisation of stamens and pistils. Why were the sex organs 
of plants the basis of Linnaeus’ systematisation of the vegetable kingdom? Sten 
Lindroth explains this against the background of Linnaeus’ deep roots in Platonic 
philosophy. It was fruitifi cation that made plants and testifi ed to their innermost 
being (Lindroth  1978 ). Gunnar Eriksson also states that Linnaeus perceived fruitifi -
cation as so constant in living nature that it should constitute the basis of systemati-
sation. For the same reason, the foundation for the system had to be the most 
essential parts for fruitifi cation. Flowers preceded each fruit, and therefore, the 
essential parts of the plant should be the sex organs of the fl ower – the stamens and 
the pistils (Eriksson  1969 ). 
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 Schiebinger interprets Linnaeus’ interest in the reproductive organs of plants not 
as an expression of his deep roots in Platonic philosophy but as something new. She 
describes how botany in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance had primarily been 
studied in relation to the healing properties of plants and their utility to humans and 
how, in the eighteenth century, it began to involve more abstract and universal meth-
ods of classifi cation. As she sees it, this shift coincided with another fundamental 
revolution – the transformation of the relation between men and women that got 
underway in the late seventeenth century throughout Europe and culminated in the 
French Revolution. The sexual organisation of botany cut deeply into the political 
landscape and ultimately had to do with the scientifi c conceptions of sex differences 
that found expression all over Europe in the eighteenth century (Schiebinger  2004 ). 

 Like Thomas Laqueur, Schiebinger has shown how binary thinking emerged at 
the end of that century, according to which thinking the categories of man and 
woman were perceived as opposites, not comparable and essentially different. In the 
eighteenth century, anatomists and physiologists devoted themselves to a quest for 
material and measurable sex differences, and biological woman and man, respec-
tively, were seen as following distinct templates for perfection (Schiebinger  1989 ; 
Laqueur  1990 ). The different social roles of gender were presented as inscribed in 
nature, and Schiebinger has identifi ed a central notion of the sexes as complemen-
tary. This proclaimed that men and women are not physical and moral equals but 
rather complementary opposites, thus making inequalities seen natural. The private, 
caring woman arose as a complement to the public, rational man, and it was to sat-
isfy a continued gendered division of power and labour, not merely by chance nor 
because of its ingeniousness, that Linnaeus’ sexual system found such wide dis-
semination in the eighteenth century. Gender-coded images had a prominent place 
in Linnaean language usage at the same time as botanical taxonomy recapitulated 
the most prominent aspects of European gender hierarchy (Schiebinger  2004 ). 

 It seems reasonable to think that the in-depth studies of plant sexuality in the 
eighteenth century coincided with a scientifi c or, fundamentally, political interest 
also in the sexual character of humans. Metaphors have been regarded as arising and 
taking root in culture not so much by chance but because what they present corre-
sponds so well with people’s collective experiences and because what they conceal 
corresponds to so little (Lakoff and Johnson  2003 ). 

 In the eighteenth century, however, despite emerging ideals concerning the dif-
ferences between the sexes and a division of life and work into the private and the 
public, there was also scope for sexual transgression, hermaphroditism and ‘uncon-
ventional’ desires. In seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Sweden, the hermaphro-
dite was an accepted category that enabled physicians, vicars, midwives, forensic 
medical scientists, jurists and parents to classify individuals of ambiguous sex. It 
was uncommon but nevertheless not unknown for individuals to have both men’s 
and women’s names; to identify with the  communis generis , the general sex; and to 
during their lifetime alternate between a female and a male sex. Traces of Plato’s 
powerful man-woman, Ovid’s effeminate man, Galen’s spectre of sexual possibili-
ties and the false and non-functioning hermaphrodite of Aristotle were regularly 
expressed in science and court material before 1850, and the opportunity to occupy 
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spaces of sexual ambiguity appeared to be much greater than has latterly been the 
case. Hermaphrodites constituted a category of their own in prison and parish regis-
ters, appeared in court cases and forensic medicine, and their physical conditions 
were taken seriously in connection with christenings, weddings and divorces. 
Nothing indicates that early modern Swedish hermaphrodites were punished offi -
cially solemnly for being ambiguous, that they were seen as monstrous crimes 
against God or nature or that they were more often accused for crimes of sodomy 
than other people. Instead, they appear as accepted and integrated into society, as 
qualifi ed for marriage and work, although in the social role of either man or woman 
(Bondestam  2010 ).  

7.7     A Queer Kingdom 

 As Linnaeus’ scientifi c endeavours occurred within a specifi c context, it is pertinent 
to ask how his infl uential depictions of nature’s three sexes related to the renegotia-
tions of gender relations in the eighteenth century. People knew long before 
Linnaeus that human bodies not always unambiguously male or female, and for the 
famous botanist, the old category of the hermaphrodite made it possible to pay 
attention to double-sexed plants. His work was clearly rooted in both the older tradi-
tion that was about fi nding likenesses and analogies in nature and in the newer 
project that was about classifying and ordering nature on the basis of a number of 
simple characteristics: ‘Out of two opposites, all creation in the world takes place’ 
(Broberg  1975 ). Two opposites, female and male, were at the foundation of the 
generation of humans, animals and plants. However, it could be argued that it was 
not complementarity and two opposed sexes as such but rather the more compre-
hensive  fruitifi cation  and  sex-divided reproduction  that constituted Linnaeus’ foun-
dation. After all, reproduction was also sex divided in the hermaphrodites Linnaeus 
described, albeit localised in one and the same individual. To Linnaeus, there was 
nothing surprising in this. 

 In summary, we can state that the same-sex, polygamous and hermaphroditic 
marriage of plants unabashedly took its place in Linnaean botany and that Linnaeus’ 
depiction of this was quickly adopted in Swedish science (Celsius  1744 ; Dahlman 
 1748 ; Bergman  1756 ; idem  1757 ; idem  1774 ; Retzius  1772 ; Fischerström  1785 ; 
Brander  1785 ; Modeer  1792 ; Illiger  1818 ). Three sexes – men, women and her-
maphrodites – could be distinguished in nature. They were stricken by love, took 
their places in unexpected anatomical and sexual constellations and provided a 
functional and effi cient way to reproduce the species. Sexual union was the life- 
giving foundation on which all of nature relied, and in the new botany, the hermaph-
rodite took its place as an original and God-given individual from which every 
species was descended. 

 Established concepts and categories, like analogies and metaphors, not only have 
the power to organise, open up and lock in scientifi c vision, they are also habit- 
forming on a more everyday level, as they arrange our arguments and legitimate our 
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explanations and proofs. This is especially the case when language divisions disap-
pear into what we take for granted, when they become naturalised and normalised 
(Bowker and Star  1999 ). Following the dissemination of  Systema Naturae , sexual 
encounters between nine men and six women in one and the same bridal chamber 
by no means became a taken-for-granted norm for cohabitation in Swedish peasant 
culture, or anywhere else, but, conveyed in terms of the anatomy of a fl ower, they 
were not either an insignifi cant representation of nature. In the frame of botany, 
Linnaeus brought forward and gave authority to a number of sexual subcategories 
and with more conjugal combinations of men and women than was commonly con-
ceived of at that time. His sorting and classifi cation created a sphere of sexual 
boundary breaking which became used, not only in the learned understanding of 
plants and sexually ambiguous animals and humans but also in a more every day 
sense. Combinations of male and female sexual organs defi nitely seemed to exist in 
nature and not even in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, when physical dif-
ferences were medicalised as the scientifi c defi nitions of true hermaphroditism had 
become narrower. Linnaeus’s dynamic zone of sexual possibilities was totally for-
gotten. Instead, Linnaeus’s work was used rhetorically, to underscore identities, 
exemplify lack of decency, illuminate thoughts of development, progress and civili-
sation and make politically important distinctions between social classes and ethni-
cal groups. 8  

 Instead of seeing Linnaeus’ many hermaphrodites in nature and depictions of 
erotic encounters between various groups of stamens and pistils as an inconceivable 
and silenced parenthesis in eighteenth-century culture and science, we can take 
them as evidence that the conceptions of sex and body that took shape around that 
century were more dynamic and sexually heterogeneous than is commonly appreci-
ated. Linnaeus’ analyses of the plant kingdom and the division of nature into differ-
ent classes and orders were not insignifi cant for the emergence of set and unequivocal 
categories nor for the establishment of the binary sex system. At the same time, 
however, we must realise that Linnaean botany also staked a claim for a space of 
dissonance – for anatomical hermaphroditism, disrupted categories and manifold 
and nonnormative sexual encounters – and created a stimulating zone that could 
make unexpected relations, actions and encounters stand out as possible, albeit 
unconventional. 9  With the new botany, the vegetable kingdom, and to some extent 
also human sex categories and sexual unions, had a  queer  dimension that is perhaps 
more diffi cult to digest today than it was for people in the eighteenth century.     

8   The hermaphrodite was still an important category in Swedish science in the early twentieth cen-
tury when physicians, psychiatrists and sexologists were trying to defi ne how so-called sexual 
perversions such as exhibitionism, fetishism, masochism and paedophilia and also homo- and 
bisexuality could appear. These nonreproductive desires had no connection to men’s and women’s 
supposedly ‘natural physical cravings’ for procreation and were perhaps considered, at least in 
case of bisexuality, as some kind of psychological equivalent to hermaphroditism. See Bondestam 
 2010 . 
9   On dissonance in relation to stable and apparently self-evident categories concerning sex and 
sexuality, see Rosenberg  2002 . 
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    Chapter 8   
 Unyoking Sexual Difference: Law, 
Universality, and the Excluded Other       

       Fredrik     Palm    

8.1            Introduction: Feminist Theory, Sexual Difference, 
and the Excluded Other 

 The question of sexual difference has long played an important role in feminist 
discourse, not only because it mirrors the binary distinction that originally defi ned 
the feminist struggle, but also, since it draws attention to the ways in which 
processes of gendered power and exclusion are concretely embodied. In particular 
one dividing line seems to orient the discussion about the potential value of the 
notion of sexual difference within contemporary feminist discourses, separating 
feminist thinkers who view it as yet another essentialist reintroduction of heteronor-
mative and binary logic, from those who conceive of it as a radical interrogation of 
phallogocentrism that recognizes not only the symbolic but also the material forms 
of phallic power. And although it is to some extent fair to say that feminist discus-
sions of sexual difference often have echoed the broader – or, rather, more infl uen-
tial – issue of the sex/gender distinction, it seems as if at the root of this debate there 
is a clear lack of consensus around the basic concepts and stakes of the discussion. 
In this situation it is perhaps productive to distance and disentangle these discus-
sions from each other in order to discern the specifi c ways in which the notion of 
sexual difference enters their respective standpoints. For instance, if sexual differ-
ence theorists have suggested a political strategy like “strategic essentialism,” it is 
crucial to stay sensitive to the concrete meaning of the term “essentialism” as well 
as the challenge this form of essentialism might pose to the whole constructionist/
realist debate. Indeed, one might ask if not sexual difference theorists such as Luce 
Irigaray ( 1985 ), Moira Gatens ( 1995 ), and Rosi Braidotti ( 2006 ) – like Haraway and 
her early defense of feminist objectivity ( 1988 ) – prefi gured the current turn to 
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materialism within feminist theory (materialist feminism). In that sense it is impor-
tant to recognize not only how these thinkers place the material and the symbolic on 
the same “plane of immanence” (Deleuze and Guattari  1994 : 35), for example, how 
Braidotti defi nes substance in terms of one “intelligent fl esh-mind-matter com-
pound” ( 2006 : 184), but also the way in which sexual difference as part of such 
substance is always fi gured in terms of concrete processes of becoming (Holmberg 
and Palm  2009 : 203). For Braidotti then, the  topos  of sexual difference is fundamen-
tally an interrogation of and intervention in the abstract and universalist logic of 
phallogocentrism; it is an interrogation that acknowledges the concrete situatedness 
of such a project and thus denies the possibility of addressing it from a position 
outside this phallogocentrism – that is, sexual difference is treated as a traditionally 
hegemonic and privileged signifi er of difference (Braidotti  1997 : 37). 

 Despite these cautionary notes, there are still sentiments among feminists that 
the notion of sexual difference presents us with a reintroduction of heteronorma-
tive thinking. This is not least the case in queer feminist thinking, for instance, as 
expressed in Judith Butler’s work on psychoanalytical understandings of sex and 
gender (Butler  2004 : 174pp.). As we return to later on in this essay, Butler is ulti-
mately dismissive of sexual difference due to the way in which it secretly substan-
tializes sex and gender relations. And, rather than simply rejecting this view, we 
might note the way in which even the above-evoked qualifi cation of sexual differ-
ence theory – that is, as a deconstructive effort targeting sexual difference as pri-
marily a privileged signifi er of difference – contains a minimum of obscurity. This 
might be best illustrated by considering how for Braidotti sexual difference is 
above all a concrete political practice; however, she nevertheless reasserts that 
sexual difference in her understanding “is primary insofar as sexuality is a central 
axis of subjectifi cation” (Braidotti  1997 : 37). It is precisely such slips between a 
strategically situated and concretely based resistance and ontological assertions of 
the original or primary status of sexuality that seem to motivate a further inquiry 
into the debate on sexual difference. It is thus no coincidence that Gayle Salamon 
in her book  Assuming a Body  ( 2010 ) draws attention to the ways in which both 
Luce Irigaray and Elizabeth Grosz tend to reify heteronormative understandings of 
gender and sexuality. Approaching Irigaray and Grosz from her concern with 
issues of transgender and transsexualism, Salamon shows how both these thinkers, 
with their shared emphasis on the primary status of sexual difference, structurally 
exclude the preoccupation with questions of transgender and transbodies. Thus, 
she discusses how Irigaray in her defense of sexual difference not only seems to 
suggest that relations “within sexual difference” (i.e., between individuals of the 
“same” sex) are not actual relations but also posits homosexuality as a fl ight from 
what thus appears as the universal problematic of sexual difference (as if homo-
sexuality equaled a numb interaction with the “same” and for that matter could be 
conceived of in terms of a disavowal of difference) (Salamon  2010 : 142). Likewise, 
Salamon argues that sexual difference in Grosz’s  Volatile Bodies  becomes an abso-
lute notion of the infi nitely pliable body encountering its limit in sexual difference, 
so that even if the materiality of the body in general might be subjected to a total 
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makeover, “no such transformation is possible in the realm of sexual difference” 
(Salamon  2010 : 151). 

 This is not to deny the radical impetus of sexual difference theory. Irigaray’s 
theories hand us the instruments to situate difference “at the heart of relation” and 
offer to interrogate the “generative power of the border between self and other” 
(Salamon  2010 : 142). Since Irigaray’s  The Speculum of the Other Woman  ( 1985 ) 
initialized feminist inquiry into the role of sexual difference in Western philosophi-
cal and psychoanalytical thinking, it is impossible to shy away from the continuous 
interrogation of the ways in which the political economy of phallogocentrism struc-
tures our contemporary everyday reality. Thus, even though this essay shares 
Salamon’s concern over the way in which feminist theories on sexual difference 
have tended to reproduce a binary notion of gender and sex that excludes marginal 
genders and sexualities that do not conform to this notion, it nevertheless insists on 
the important role of this notion in feminist understanding. Not only does the dis-
course on sexual difference provide an immense body of profound feminist refl ec-
tion, it also – perhaps like no other single feminist discussion – situated at the very 
core of feminist concerns the question of how to combine thorough refl ection on the 
materiality of gender and sexuality with a concrete interrogation of contemporary 
forms of power. We could of course choose to focus on the discourse of sexual dif-
ference as an example of how binary thinking is returning in feminist thinking. But, 
more productively, we could – to follow Salamon – interrogate what sexual differ-
ence might be beyond binary logic or, as she says, if we “unyoke it from natural 
materiality” (Salamon  2010 : 151). Indeed, even according to Braidotti’s defi nition 
of sexual difference theory, we ought to understand it not in opposition to such a 
gesture of unyoking, but as the very movement of concrete theoretical unyoking as 
such. In response to Rita Felski’s critique, she states

  Insofar as this political project [of sexual difference feminism], in European culture, coin-
cides historically with the decline of classical humanism, it also opens up spaces for alli-
ances or “conversations” between sexual difference and the other axes of differentiation 
that constitutes subjectivity. Mimesis has to do with inner multiplicities and multiple differ-
ences: not only does it not exclude them, but, on the contrary, it reveals their mutual inter-
dependence and makes it possible and necessary to set them in a dialogue with each other. 
[…] [I]n my work, I connect nomadic subjectivity with the political feminist strategy of 
asserting sexual difference as affi rmative mimesis. Mimesis as strategy repetition is also 
made up of borrowing and lending across cultural, disciplinary and other boundaries. 
Consequently, I think that Felski’s defense of hybridity, which I share entirely, would profi t 
from and not be antithetical to the strategy of mimetic repetition. (Braidotti  1997 : 36–37) 

   It is thus possible to read sexual difference as not once and for all destined to 
reproduce heteronormativity, which Salamon points to by way of Grosz’s and 
Irigaray’s respective reassertions of gender binarism. If this essay engages in a kind 
of defense of sexual difference, it does so from the perception of the latter as an 
essentially unyoking notion. Through the ongoing meditation on how such an 
 unyoking  of sexual difference could be imagined, it places itself – perhaps some-
what controversially – in the context of Slavoj Žižek’s Lacanian analysis of the 
relation between law, desire, and the political act. Taking a step back from the 

8 Unyoking Sexual Difference: Law, Universality, and the Excluded Other



140

explicitly feminist discussion about sexual difference, it rather situates itself in the 
context of the debate on sexual difference as it played out between Judith Butler and 
Slavoj Žižek (for instance, in their coauthored with Laclau  Contingency, Hegemony 
and Universality  (Butler et al.  2000 )). This move is motivated by a sense that Žižek’s 
work, with its structural account of unyoked sexual difference, communicates with 
feminist discussions on sexual difference in a productive way. An important feature 
of Žižek’s position is that sexual difference is not simply understood in terms male/
female and/or masculine/feminine. Rather the account that will be developed below 
suggests that “sexual difference” for Žižek embodies a universal or necessary 
dimension of all symbolic existence – a dimension which is simultaneously consti-
tutive of desire and of our relations to others and always already blocks desire and 
relationality from within. In that his account simultaneously creates and impedes 
desire and relationality, it is also signifi cant that it hinges on his formulation of  the 
excluded other of sexual difference , which Salamon – much in the same way as 
Butler – conceives of in terms of transgender and transbodies. Contrary to the latter, 
Žižek insists on the necessity of not positivizing the space of the excluded other, 
and, as we will see in this essay, this has to do with the way in which he relates the 
question of sexual difference not only to the Lacanian thinking of fantasy, law, and 
desire but also to his own interrogation of what a political act might be in this theo-
retical context (Palm  2007 ).  

8.2     Act, Performativity, and Exclusion 

 As Žižek’s and Butler’s polemic about sexuality, radical theory, and political action 
spans a number of years and contexts, it seems reasonable to take it as a point of 
departure for our attempt to approach Žižek’s idea of sexual difference. This is par-
ticularly fruitful considering Butler’s and Žižek’s shared skepticism about the post-
modern notion that our reality can be seen as a system of free-fl owing signifi ers, 
which they rebut by drawing attention to how our daily acts constantly fall back on 
a more fundamental performativity, construction, or symbolic support (in Žižek 
“ fantasy ,” in Butler the  heterosexual matrix ), a support that per se is grounded in a 
 contingent exclusion  that constantly exerts infl uence on our acts in the present. It is 
at the point of this exclusion that the difference between their positions becomes 
important, inasmuch as Butler formulates the excluded as a positive content that 
could be incorporated in the symbolic but for contingent reasons is not (Butler’s 
“ homosexuality ”), whereas Žižek sees it as something originally excluded that of 
necessity cannot be expressed through an unequivocal symbolic identity (Žižek’s 
“ real ,” expressed, among other ways, in sexual difference). What the following dis-
cussion will do is therefore to distinguish in Butler and Žižek two distinct concep-
tions of how we should formulate the relation between sexual difference and 
political action. The terminus of this discussion involves the issue of the constitu-
tion of the fundamental fantasy that always already shadows all symbolic action. 
That the “positing” of this fantasy must be conceived as a deeply problematic act 
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with political consequences is equally important in Žižek and Butler. However, if 
Butler organizes her account of this problem around the opposition between the 
prohibitive symbolic law and its excluded other, to Žižek the question is ultimately 
less about how the law remains penetrated by that which it excludes than about how 
it is penetrated in a way that is fully contingent on how fantasy is conceived per se.  

8.3     The Heterosexual Matrix’s Performative Exclusion 
of Homosexuality 

 When J L Austin in his classic  How to Do Things With Words  ( 1975 ) formulated his 
groundbreaking notion of performativity, a vital element in his argument concerned 
the crucial role of the utterance in language. Against the expressionistic notion that 
a particular language act aims to express something that precedes the utterance, 
Austin stresses how language as performativity, more than anything else, refers to 
the success of one’s own speech act. When Judith Butler later picks up the concept 
in relation to the question of how gender is (re)produced, it is also with the intention 
of formulating a theoretical position where the self-evident point of departure is that 
gender must be regarded as something that is continuously produced. Of course, this 
production has long been so fundamental to our heteronormative gender order that 
we seldom – if ever – perceive our participation in it as anything other than our giv-
ing expression to a natural fact. When things go wrong, we therefore also tend to 
deny their actual status as markers for the ongoing but also fundamentally unstable, 
production of heterosexuality. It is also in this sense that she posits parody as a 
strategy to disrupt, shift, and renegotiate the “heterosexual matrix.” 

 What makes Butler’s theory of performativity interesting to Žižek is the way in 
which she avoids what could be called a conventional constructionist position by 
formulating performative practices as  invested  with enjoyment. 1  This means that 
Žižek and Butler share the view that the subject’s internalization of society’s struc-
tures (which takes place through performative acts) cannot be regarded as a passive 
appropriation of them. On the contrary, it is a matter of a virtually boundless invest-
ment on the part of the subject. The subject has sacrifi ced something in order to 
appear in the symbolic, and this “something” returns in the very eroticization that 
Butler observes in society’s regulative power mechanisms and procedures. This 
means that Butler elaborates her idea of how the heterosexual subject has to sacri-
fi ce all other forms of sexuality and in particular homosexuality against the back-
ground of the psychoanalytical idea of the universal taboo against incest. More 
specifi cally, it is Freud’s arguments about the incest taboo, along with the Lacanian 
interpretation of it, that constitute the object of Butler’s discussion. 

 To Butler, the incest prohibition is both an object of criticism and a resource in 
the development of an understanding of the exclusion by heterosexuality of the 

1   Žižek’s criticism of Butler in  The Ticklish Subject  is especially based on Butler’s  The Psychic Life 
of Power. 
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homosexual charge (cathexis), which also leads her to conclude that the incest taboo 
not only prevents various forms of violence such as sexual oppression and abuse but 
also serves as an instrument for violence (for instance, against homosexual people) 
(Butler  2004 : 160). I think it is fair to represent Butler’s idea of the incest prohibi-
tion as an instance which constitutes an immanent part of the heterosexual matrix by 
making its very establishment possible. This reading is confi rmed by her systematic 
rendering of homosexuality as something (at least partly) outside and prohibited by 
the heterosexual law, which runs as a thread throughout her early analyses in Gender 
Trouble (Butler  1990 ) (especially the second chapter “Prohibition, psychoanalysis, 
and the heterosexual matrix”) up to her recently formulated view of incest in 
Undoing Gender 2  (Butler  2004 ). And even though she is at the same time fully 
aware that homosexual relations (as well as other alternative forms of sexuality) 
constantly run the risk of relapsing in various ways into new reproductions of the 
matrix, there is always a critical limit in her text which separates the identifi cations 
or “passionate attachments” that are rejected from those that are constituted by the 
incest prohibition. 3  Thus, the driving force in her analyses is the exploration of het-
eronormativity but also the marking of a possible radical position of resistance at the 
boundary of the heterosexual matrix. 

 An important part of this discussion is Butler’s ( 1997 ) well-known analysis of 
Freud’s “The Ego and the Id” (Freud  1991 ). In this analysis she approaches the 
origin of the gender order by revaluating the Freudian concept of  melancholy . Butler 
starts out from Freud’s view that the melancholic refusal to relinquish the object of 
love that is forbidden by the castration/incest taboo must be regarded as an impor-
tant part of all formation of psychic identity. This object is not something that the 
child rids itself of in any simple sense. For if it disappears as a direct target of the 
child’s desire, at the same time it lingers in the child’s psychic economy. That is, its 
disappearance as direct target marks the onset of a curious process of internalization 
by which the child transforms it to an object of identifi cation insofar as she from that 
point on will confuse herself with the object. It is evident that this melancholic 
internalization should not be seen as a simple identifi cation with the mother or 
father. Rather it is always already doubled, divided in its ambivalent approach to the 
object which the child simultaneously wants and cannot have. Thus, the melan-
cholic’s “introduction of passionate attachment” is characterized from the outset by 
the accusations and the anger that is directed toward the object in connection with 
its loss. The melancholic assumes the accusatory voice but comes to direct it against 
himself/herself, as his or her frustration (owing to the prohibition) cannot be chan-
neled anywhere else. From now on the subject identifi es herself through a certain 
identifi cation with the object of desire by which she places herself in the position of 
the accused. This idea of melancholy contains the embryo for the idea of the 
  superego  that Freud elaborates in “The Ego and the Id” ( 1991 ). The formation of the 

2   Take, for example, her statement that the incest taboo is challenged either  from within  by the 
incest itself or  from the outside  by alternative organizations of sexuality (see Butler  2004 , p. 158). 
3   The concept of passionate attachments is formulated by Butler in  The Psychic Life of Power . 
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superego (via the so-called ego ideal) begins to relate and judge itself in relation to 
the surrounding world (Butler  1990 : 61). We can therefore say that the subject’s 
conception of itself is produced by the phantasmal superego directing its gaze at 
something that the subject believes itself to be, but that is actually the retained object 
of desire. Or as Butler herself writes, “melancholic identifi cation permits the loss of 
the object in the external world precisely because it provides a way to  preserve  the 
object as part of the ego, and, hence, to avert the loss as a complete loss” (Butler 
 1997 : 86). And to Butler, this can also be applied to the understanding of the consti-
tution of gender:

  Consider that gender is acquired at least in part through the repudiation of homosexual 
attachments; the girl becomes a girl through being subject to a prohibition which bars the 
mother as an object of desire and installs that barred object as a part of the ego, indeed, as 
a melancholic identifi cation. (Butler  1997 : 136) 

   Butler’s point is thus that the positions made available by the heterosexual matrix 
rid themselves of homosexual passionate attachments without fully ridding them-
selves of the desire, albeit, with the prohibition of incest, now as a matter of desire 
grounded in identifi cation. As Butler says, the heterosexual man becomes “the man 
he ‘never’ loved and ‘never’ mourned,” just as “the heterosexual woman  becomes  
the woman she ‘never’ loved and ‘never’ mourned.” The heterosexual system 
thereby stands out as a system that fundamentally represses the lost homosexual 
attachments, which is why the loss, according to Butler, should be described not 
merely as not mourned but as in fact not possible to mourn. Thus, what Butler does 
is to translate Freud’s idea of melancholy into a matter of the constituting of gender. 
But this is not all, for at the same time she seems also to imitate Freud’s deduction 
of a fundamentally incestuous desire from the very existence of the universal taboo 
against incest – in the same manner the identifi cations and desires of the hetero-
sexual matrix should point beyond itself and a more original homosexual desire 
should be able to be derived from the normative prohibitions of this matrix. And, 
according to Butler, psychoanalysis ultimately does not promote our understanding 
of this exclusion. On the contrary, it often participates in the heteronormative dis-
missal of homosexual passionate attachments, not least in the intimate relation, 
structurally infl uenced psychoanalysis established between the universal incest 
taboo and the symbolic positions of the mother and father. In this she maintains that 
psychoanalysis tends to get stuck in a binary fantasy that misjudges society’s social 
variability and how it is always shaped in contingent processes and practices. Of 
course, this is also the problem with the psychoanalytical idea of the fundamental 
importance of sexual difference, and though the confl ict between Butler’s and 
Žižek’s theories touches on many issues, we are here focusing the discussion on 
their views on the prohibition or the forbidden, on the one hand, and sexual differ-
ence, on the other.  
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8.4     Excluded Alterity as Positivity or Difference 

 Continuing the analysis of the excluded in Butler and Žižek, what is problematic 
about Butler’s position, according to my reading of Žižek, is that the excluded is 
given a positive, symbolic determination by Butler, whereas Žižek tends to give it a 
negative status. Here we see the gap that distinguishes Žižek from Butler, for while 
Butler discusses an excluded symbolic position (the homosexual position) and the 
“hegemonic” struggle between excluded and hegemonic norms, Žižek discusses the 
excluded real as a kind of boundary or difference that simultaneously enables and 
renders impossible all symbolic struggle. Therefore, according to Žižek, this differ-
ence can ultimately be seen as “quasi-transcendental,” and as such it seems to 
assume the place of something  prior  to the political struggle, as what  originally  
gives this struggle its form. Indeed, it is precisely when Žižek speaks of sexual dif-
ference in terms of this quasi-transcendental difference that Butler criticizes his 
argument in  Contingency, Hegemony, Universality . In particular her concern is with 
the status that the difference or the limit is given in his work. For when this origin 
is clad in the heteronormative garb of sexual difference, Butler can only interpret it 
as the support for heterosexuality. After all, there is probably no more effective 
theoretical support for heterosexuality than sexual difference beginning to be 
regarded as unavoidable (Butler et al.  2000 : 143). Once again heterosexuality seems 
to have been assigned the status of a substantive support for the human symbolic 
order. 

 For our purposes it is important to recognize that with this criticism Butler rejects 
Žižek’s view of sexual difference as simultaneously being a product of the symbolic 
as well as marking a surplus of the symbolic order. Starting out from one of Žižek’s 
more sensitive readers, namely, Rex Butler, we should be able to understand this 
rejection as an indication of a more deeply rooted problem complex in Žižek’s text, 
as a symptom of a certain incompatibility or incomprehensibility. In this context, 
Rex Butler ( 2005 ) highlights how Žižek is constantly oscillating between accusing 
other interpreters of Lacan (such as Butler and Laclau) of both, confusing the differ-
ence between the symbolic (the empirical) and the real (the transcendental), and 
also keeping apart the symbolic and the real in a manner that makes them abstract. 
However, in parallel with his accusations, Žižek himself silently oscillates between 
sometimes fi nding support in a position where he keeps them separate and some-
times collapsing them into each other. This oscillation leads Rex Butler to question 
the fruitfulness of the critical exchange between Žižek, Laclau, and Judith Butler in 
their coauthored  Contingency, Hegemony, Universality  (Butler et al.  2000 ) – in 
other words, to doubt the meaningfulness of the confrontation between the three of 
them. In opposition to this critique, I have in previous work demonstrated how this 
oscillation is by no means a blind spot in Žižek’s work. On the contrary, it conforms 
to his way of thinking about the intersection of the symbolic and real in terms of a 
productive short circuit. Rex Butler is not alone in failing to acknowledge the theo-
retical implications of the role of the short circuit in Žižek’s work; it also seems to 
elude Judith Butler in her criticism of Žižek’s talk about sexual difference. 
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 In this context it is instructive to look more closely at how Judith Butler and 
Žižek formulate their respective notions of the excluded in relation to Hegel’s 
 concept of “concrete universality.” We can here note that Butler’s defi nition of 
the universal primarily works on the symbolic level  as that which excludes , whereas 
to Žižek the universal is the real and thus, rather, appears as that which  is the 
 excluded.  4  This means further that if Butler often discusses the boundary between 
different competing universalities, Žižek, on the other hand, discusses a certain uni-
versal limit that cuts across all identity  regardless of whether the identities are domi-
nant or dominated . In ontological terms, this means that we see in Butler a number 
of different discourses that compete for the right of defi nition in a particular context, 
while in Žižek we have only  one  discourse. If discourse and universality in this 
sense often seem to coincide in Butler (insofar as the universal is a universal dis-
course to her), in Žižek they are strictly separated, as the only thing truly universal, 
as he sees it, is the limit that cuts across and makes all discourse (im)possible. Of 
course, the limit also plays a vital role in Butler’s work, but she never defi nes it  as  
universal. For her, the limit or difference is that which always already splits the 
universal order from within, and insofar as she uses the term “universal,” she seems 
to reserve it for the contingent symbolic content, while difference remains on the 
side of form. Thus, the limit/difference appears as “the other” of what is concrete. 

 These disparate perspectives on the universal then affect their interpretations of 
the Hegelian idea of “the concrete universal.” According to Butler, the meaning of 
this concept is a pliant or plastic universal, always open to renegotiation and expan-
sion. Thereby the central issue is to maintain the openness of this universal for the 
purpose of being able to expand it. The point of Žižek’s discussion is completely 
different. To him “concrete universality” rather stands for  a concrete symbolic 
expression  of the fundamental confl ict between the symbolic and the real. That is, it 
is an impossible positivization or symbolic embodiment of that which the symbolic 
cannot grasp and which Lacan terms the  Thing . And this is where Žižek situates 
sexual difference. Not as an instance of heterosexual prohibition against homosexu-
ality or any other specifi c form of sexuality, but as an expression of the inevitability 
shared by all symbolic order. 5  

4   As we will see later on, things are a little bit more complicated in Žižek’s text insofar as sexual 
difference as concrete universality is paradoxically both real  and  symbolic. 
5   As such an expression, Žižek’s upward reevaluation of sexual difference is framed somewhat dif-
ferently than the formulations offered by Rosi Braidotti in  Transpositions  ( 2006 ). Braidotti’s posi-
tion is based in a Deleuzeanism that sees itself as breaking with the territorializing logic and desire 
of metaphysics. What is fundamental to her position is the rejection of any form of negative ontol-
ogy, including all notions of transcendence and absence, in favor of an affi rmative or confi rmatory 
movement. Among other things, this means that she embraces sexual difference as affi rmative 
difference. Here the plane of immanence is primary, and difference is understood as being one 
between elements or moments on this plane. Insofar as Braidotti’s argument interrupts the 
Imaginary belief of phallogocentrism, her position parallels Žižek’s. Like Braidotti, Žižek affi rms 
the concrete character of sexual difference as a symbolic-material process of becoming – or as an 
intelligent fl esh-mind-matter compound – and rejects the masculine logic of transgressive desire 
that feeds on imaginary beliefs in, for instance, Woman and an enjoyment beyond the symbolic. 
Nevertheless, while Braidotti is quite uncompromising in her refusal of negativity, Žižek ulti-
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 This is critical to Žižek’s critique of Butler’s idea of the excluded homosexual 
passionate attachment, whose exclusion, according to Butler, thereby establishes 
the heterosexual order (just as fantasy established the symbolic according to Žižek). 
As mentioned, Žižek accepts Butler’s idea that subjectivity emerges from the  fore-
closure  of an original attachment, but he maintains that her interpretation of the 
psychoanalytical concept of foreclosure differs from his own reading. More pre-
cisely, the question here is what kind of attachment we are speaking of? To Žižek, 
as we have already implied, the originally excluded is not a concrete symbolic con-
tent but rather some “real” that for structural reasons eludes all symbolic determina-
tion. It is an attachment between the symbolic and the real, a relation (or rather a 
non-relation) that the symbolic itself cannot grasp and which therefore must be at 
least partially excluded from its economy. Butler, on the other hand, discusses the 
foreclosed as a new symbolic relation, for example, the homosexual relation, a line 
of reasoning that Žižek sees as running the risk of masking the universal impossibil-
ity inherent in all symbolic order (Žižek  1999 : 265). 

 The problem that Žižek is addressing here goes back to Butler’s way of dealing 
with the very relation between the symbolic order and desire, a relation which in 
Butler’s account – as in Lacanian psychoanalysis more generally – is dealt with in 
terms of the relation between the  symbolic law  and  prohibition  and  desire . My inter-
pretation is that the problem with Butler’s argument largely involves a confl ict 
between her Foucaultian view of desire as simultaneously forbidden and produced 
(which broadly coincides with the Lacanian relation between the symbolic law and 
desire) and the ontological status she assigns to the excluded, as a positive presence 
within the symbolic, as “an unthinkable” “completely within the culture but entirely 
excluded from the dominant culture” (Butler  1990 : 77). For if we are to speak of a 
Thing that is forbidden so that desire cannot arise, can we then assign it the positive 
form of homosexuality? This is the very point of Žižek’s Lacanian interpretation of 
the Thing that castration rids itself of: it does not exist, has never existed, and never 
exists in any positive sense. As such it is neither relevant to treat it as something 
which requires recognition or space. If anything is to be acknowledged, it is the 
absence of any positive form of this Thing. To be castrated in a radical sense – that 
is,  separated  in accordance with Lacan’s terminology – does not entail, according 
to Žižek, that the subject is deprived of something, but that she has always already 
lost this Thing insofar as this loss is the very condition of (im)possibility of all sym-
bolic existence. What the subject must therefore rid herself of at all cost is, just as 

mately embraces sexual difference precisely as an embodiment of what he sees as the fundamen-
tally negative nature of all existence. Thus, if sexual difference for both Braidotti and Žižek 
embodies something real or universal insofar as it interrupts the Imaginary, Žižek’s challenge of 
this Imaginary is in the last instance not based in Braidotti’s Deleuzian notion of sexual difference 
as a substance or plane of immanence, but on the Hegelian-inspired notion of sexual difference as 
identity in difference – insofar as the subject in that which is sexually different encounters some-
thing which is more in herself than herself. 
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Butler says in her criticism of Lacan, the imaginary dream which confuses this 
Thing with a pre-discursive thing. 6  

 This may be where Butler encounters problems with her idea of excluded homo-
sexuality. For is this idea not tending, despite Butler’s Foucaultian view of desire, to 
resemble the Freudian notion that behind every prohibition there must lie a concrete 
desire? What the Žižekian position brings to the surface is how her fi xation with the 
question of particular sexualities that are excluded via prohibition draws attention 
away from the question Žižek fi nds so important, regarding how desire is produced, 
more generally regardless of its concrete form, and, not least, how desire is always 
already produced through a certain exclusion – not of something else but of some-
thing that is – to use a standard Lacanian formulation, “more in desire than desire 
itself.” Of course Butler follows Lacanian analysis insofar as she discusses the pas-
sionate attachment to same sex relations as something disavowed or repressed by 
the symbolic order. However, her reading of this “more” in terms of the homosexual 
desire unfortunately tends to translate this desire into a desire outside the symbolic 
law or, to an essentially other desire, a proposition that would be theoretically awk-
ward for any politics that seeks to reconfi gure the symbolic order to encompass 
previously excluded desires. In contrast, we might therefore note that Žižek sees the 
exclusion of this “more” as productive, and even radical. Of course this does not 
imply that he conceives the exclusion of homosexual desire as radical, since in his 
account of disavowal no specifi c form of desire can be exchanged with the dis-
avowed. Rather, disavowal is a fundamental feature of all desire. 

 Perhaps this difference between Žižek’s and Butler’s respective positions on the 
disavowed is best illustrated through the case of Butler’s concern with the question 
of productive prohibition in relation to the function of the heterosexual matrix. In 
this sense, the incest taboo, as she discusses it in  Undoing Gender , comes to be 
threatened or challenged  from within  by the incestuous act or  from outside  by “alter-
native sexualities” (Butler  2004 : 158). This way of formulating the matter implies 
that alternative desires do  not  seem to work from within the incest taboo. Thus, 
alternative desire – in contrast to normative sexuality – would not appear to be 
grounded in the fundamental distinction of the symbolic law. Likewise, Butler’s 
reasoning forces us to draw the conclusion that alternative desires do not presup-
pose that particular loss that heterosexual desire requires in order to emerge. 
Alternative sexuality in other words emerges as a complete form of desire not 
affected by the cut of castration. And perhaps it is this that Žižek’s critique warns us 
against, an implicit idealization of the alternative position in which the relation 
between prohibition and desire is obscured. 

6   In this context it might be instructive to introduce the distinction in Lacanian psychoanalysis 
between the Thing and the fantasy object,  objet petit a , where the latter precisely embodies or fi lls 
the absence of the Thing. When Lacan in his seminar on ethics delivers his most important account 
of the role of the Thing in the psychoanalytical experience, he does so through his famous example 
of the discourse of courtly love in which the Lady is raised to the level of the Thing. In that sense 
the Thing could be described as the structural condition of (im)possibility of all symbolic order, 
while the fantasy object is part of the subjective effort to manage the traumatic presence of this 
Thing (for example, by way of substituting the concrete Lady for it). See Jacques Lacan ( 1992 ). 
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 To be fair to Butler, it follows from her text that idealizations of homosexuality 
theoretically speaking (if not politically) are just as problematic as those of hetero-
sexuality. And she would be able to support this by pointing out that the very linch-
pin in her theoretical position has always been the emphasizing of the open character 
of sexuality and how desire is always already produced in a dialectic between dif-
ferent forms of prohibitions. Indeed, this open character of sexuality can perhaps be 
said to constitute the very background to all of her criticism of the heterosexual 
matrix, something that is supported by her view of “concrete universality.” But this 
only ostensibly leads out of diffi culty. For if such an open universal order were pos-
sible, the very idea that desire is produced via prohibition would appear to be not 
entirely necessary. Indeed, why should an open universal order require an excluded 
opposite? For if Butler insists on a necessary exclusion in this sense, is she not then 
ironically providing support precisely for what is problematic in the heterosexual 
matrix? Her idea of the dialectic between law and desire seems in this context to be 
irreconcilable with her view of the universal. And the problem seems to spring from 
the unclear relation in her formulation between the openness of the symbolic fi eld, 
its limit, and that which is prohibited. For instance, her whole discussion of “ resig-
nifi cation ” (the primary example of which is the phenomenon of  drag ) gives us the 
impression that there is a closure of the discourse that can be opened up. But at the 
same time both resignifi cation and the open universal are made possible precisely 
by a limit that splits the discourse from within. It is the intimate relation between 
this limit – the relation of which to the dialectic between law and desire Butler sel-
dom discusses – and prohibition and the symbolic that Žižek seeks to approach in 
his discussion of sexual difference. For his idea is that the subject encounters the 
inner, real limit of all symbolic economy in the object of desire – that is, in this 
object he or she stands face to face with something that in an original sense cannot 
present itself without this mysterious and negative mediation. 

 It is in the light of these issues that we should see Žižek’s privileging of sexual 
difference and his criticism of Butler’s idea of homosexual passionate attachment. 
Let us fi rst say that this privileging does not mean that he sees the heterosexual rela-
tion as more true or radical than the homosexual. What interests him with sexual 
difference is its potential of being a symbolic expression that in itself expresses that 
universal impossibility which he claims is shared by all symbolic order and identity 
(homosexual, heterosexual, or otherwise). The point of his criticism of Butler 
involves the fact that homosexual passionate attachment as she discusses it masks 
rather than expresses this impossibility. In this sense, Butler tends to remove alter-
native sexuality from the problems attached to desire in the heterosexual matrix. It 
is here that Žižek draws attention to Butler’s formulation that what heterosexuality 
has excluded can be described as a more original homosexual passionate attachment 
to a “same,” a formulation which seems to suggest that it is possible to somehow 
deduce a forbidden desire mirroring the form of heterosexual desire. According to 
Žižek, the problem with this thesis is that it does not problematize the passionate 
attachment per se and that it then loses sight of how all attachment always in advance 
encompasses an “other” and, perhaps especially,  an unbridgeable gap to an “other.”  
Žižek thereby rejects Butler’s idea of a fundamental homosexual attachment in the 
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heart of heterosexuality. Put differently, as Sarah Kay points out in her discussion of 
Žižek’s critique of Butler, the very identifi cation of a “same” is implicitly predicated 
upon this “same” having already been separated from something else (Kay  2003 : 
98) and that this fundamental fact must be understood in terms of a sexual differ-
ence (Žižek  1999 : 271). In that sense, homosexuality is not of necessity more origi-
nal than heterosexuality. According to Žižek, homosexual desire, in ways similar to 
heterosexual desire, masks a fundamental phantasmatic scene in which the subject’s 
relation to the Other is played out before the imaginary gaze that oversees and gives 
the subject its support. Through the notion of the original and concrete homosexual 
attachment, Butler plays into the hands of this (impossible) gaze and participates in 
its masking of what he considers as a more original  dis-attachment  (Žižek  1999 : 
289). And it is then this dis-attachment that sexual difference expresses, that is, the 
fact that each identity emerges together with an object of desire that it can never 
entirely integrate, that in relation to the subject remains always already alien or 
“other.”  

8.5     Sexual Difference as Real Universality and Radical 
Repetition 

 To say that sexual difference expresses the necessary dis-attachment or deadlock 
that accrues to all symbolic order and subjective experience is another way of say-
ing that the deadlock presents itself via fantasy that according to Lacanian psycho-
analysis grounds the symbolic order. In relation to this notion of fantasy, it is 
crucial to note how according to Žižek it – as part of the act of castration – opens 
up the symbolic, including its very openness. Žižek’s criticism of performativity 
as such is thereby not directed at Austin’s notion that “we do things with words” 
or the constructionist notion that reality is something we constantly have to repro-
duce for it to be coherent. But, as mentioned, to Žižek this doing (the performativ-
ity of the symbolic) is predicated upon a more fundamental act or dimension, 
which in itself is originally divided. It is at this point in the reasoning that we can 
formulate a response to Rex and Judith Butler’s joint critique of Žižek’s – as they 
see it – mixing of levels. For Žižek’s statement that sexual difference must be 
regarded as pre-discursive can be explained by the very fact that to him it expresses 
the original confl ict that all symbolic existence must go through in order to consti-
tute itself; it is universal when it expresses in its own structure the universal dead-
lock in the relation between the symbolic and the real. And at the same time this 
pre-discursiveness is not to be likened to the formalism that Žižek criticizes in 
Judith Butler. The similarity, of course, is that both sexual difference and Butler’s 
limit express something negative and as such constitute the boundary of the sym-
bolic as well as its productive condition. But the difference is that Butler’s limit 
remains an abstract background to action in the symbolic, while Žižek makes it an 
act in itself, as the positing of fantasy. This act is like Butler’s limit impossible. 
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However, in contrast to the formal character of this limit, it is crucial for Žižek that 
such a limit is originally part of a positing act insofar as we have no structural 
limits outside action. 

 This also entails that their political strategies are different. The logic in Butler’s 
deconstructive perspective is to strive for openness, in an infi nite expansion of the 
universal through renegotiations of the meaning of the universal. It has already been 
implied above that Butler’s formulation of the radical performative act – via ideas 
such as those about  drag  and  resignifi cation  – constitutes, according to Žižek, part 
of the problem with her theory. Butler has at least partially responded to this criti-
cism, maintaining that these strategies should not be seen as the only form of radical 
political action. Nonetheless, the above reasoning points to the fact that they derive 
from the way Butler deals with the relation between the symbolic, the real, and 
sexuality. And if Žižek accuses these strategies of only intervening in the content of 
the fundamental imagination and not being capable of addressing its form, we 
should understand this criticism against the background of what we have adduced 
above in our reading of Butler. To Žižek,  drag , for example, aims to create a notice-
able distance between the subject’s action and the heteronormative rule that this 
action stages and by this symbolic renegotiation to disrupt the norms in question. 
But the expansion of the universal that constitutes the goal of this operation is easily 
captured, according to Žižek, in fantasy about the opposition between the subject 
and the law and the belief, associated with this fantasy, in a possible liberation in 
relation to the law. In the performative act, we still have a subject that is actively 
disrupting the law. Behind the Žižekian act, however, stands no subject at all, as the 
subject only exists in and through the deadlock of fantasy. This deadlock is actually 
the distinction that grounds subjectivity and already contains everything within it. 
The idea here is that fantasy does not only protect itself through stability. On the 
contrary, perhaps its most effective protection is its constant elaboration or, to use 
Foucault, reformation. Therefore, against practices like  drag , Žižek posits sadomas-
ochistic performance art in which the subject’s phantasmatic relation to the object is 
repeated without being disrupted. The point would be that this repetition does not 
disrupt fantasy symbolically. At the level of content, nothing is changed, and it is in 
this way, by allowing the form to speak, that repetition directly exposes the subject’s 
relation to the law. In this sense, the act – as Žižek says in  Enjoy Your Symptom!  –
always has the form of a repetition, where what is repeated is the emergence of the 
law and the entry of the subject into the symbolic via castration (Žižek  2001 : 77). In 
this repeated act, the subject then returns to the coercive choice of castration that 
constitutes both the subject and the symbolic. As mentioned, this return cannot be 
described as active. Žižek rather sees it as something incomprehensible to the sub-
ject that assumes the role of an “alien body” in his or her consciousness and where 
identifi cation with this body can only have the form of an impossible encounter, a 
short circuiting that places the subject out of joint with itself (Žižek  1999 : 374). As 
such, repetition hardly allows us to understand the symbolic in any univocal sense. 
If Butler’s parodic strategy relies on a certain emancipation from the law, while 
Žižek’s repetitive act works entirely within that law, paradoxically it is precisely this 
total identifi cation that enables a break with fantasy and a kind of liberation from its 
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grip, which Žižek describes less as a liberation of the subject than as a kind of “sub-
jective destitution” (Žižek  1997 : 177).  

8.6     Unyoking Sexual Difference: beyond the Forced Choice 
of Politics or Apolitics 

 If Žižek’s notion of the act never seeks to go beyond the structure of fantasy, we 
might perhaps conceive it as a kind of shadow to what Butler terms as performativ-
ity. For if fantasy is “traversed” by the act, this is neither done by a subject who goes 
beyond fantasy nor is there any actual dissolution of fantasy in this act. On the con-
trary, the act in Žižek’s work must be thought of in terms of a relinquishing of the 
very beyond of fantasy, and it is precisely this relinquishing that marks his account 
of psychoanalytical concepts such as “castration” and “separation.” In this sense, 
his work can also be regarded as an extension of Derrida’s idea that we can never go 
beyond metaphysics. Like Butler, Žižek is interested in what our social structures 
exclude. But the advantage with Žižek’s formulation seems to be that it keeps its 
terms empty of content, whereas Butler’s argumentation seems to be infi ltrated by a 
confusion between the excluding and an excluded content, which leads to an implicit 
idealization of the excluded (the excluded sexualities seem to be charged with a 
subversive but obscure potential, which is lacking in heterosexuality). For that mat-
ter, perhaps we could say that something similar is found in Butler’s idea of the 
limit, which is broadly reminiscent of Derrida’s “condition of (im)possibility” as 
that which simultaneously makes the discourse possible and embodies that which 
discourse can never grasp. As we have seen, this limit functions as a background to 
how her concrete universality is formed. But the relation between this necessarily 
concrete universality and the law’s prohibition remains obscure, as shown above, 
and with this the issue of the role of the political in her theory also becomes unclear. 
We might even be in a position to venture the thesis that this obscurity is essential 
to the model she leans on in her critique of how sexual difference is used in Lacanian 
analysis, a model that according to Butler is predicated upon the opposition between 
the fi nite and contingent limit of the heterosexual matrix and the necessary and 
infi nite variability of sociality. What is worth noting is that Butler’s own “solution” 
(the concrete universal) seems to be caught in an unclear position between this infi -
nite variability and the temporary fi xation of the former, stuck in an impossible 
quest to open up a desire that always already is produced via the prohibition of the 
law. Openness thereby becomes a kind of infi nite but also impossible  telos  that con-
crete universality, like desire, can never attain. In other words, concrete universality 
in Butler’s text remains a universality plagued by what Hegel termed spurious or 
“bad infi nity.” And if Žižek contributes anything to this discussion, it is by forbid-
ding this unattainable infi nity by  treating the prohibition itself and the contingent, 
totalizing act as the place of the real in the symbolic.  In this way, he shifts the per-
spective on the very idea of totalization of the symbolic and of its desire. Totalization 
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is here no longer equal to a totalizing signifi er or a simple prohibition that fi xes the 
symbolic order and that we – via a gesture of deconstruction – can then break down 
or open up. 

 In order to understand the originality of Žižek’s version of Lacanian psycho-
analysis, we must here insist on a crucial feature of his thinking, which I have 
addressed in my previous work on his notion of fantasy (Palm  2007 ), that is, his idea 
that all symbolic order is based in an act of totalization that bears the basic structure 
of fantasy. That is, this act of totalization – which simultaneously is the act of fan-
tasy – is not merely a false or imaginary instance, but a more radical short circuiting 
between positive being and negative absence. Often it seems as if “fantasy” in his 
work is closer to something we might call an unconscious act than a subjective 
defensive structure in the traditional sense. Also, as a totalizing act, it is not a 
 secondary act which merely totalizes a contingent fi eld of matter-signifi cation, but 
the very instance that conditions such matter-signifi cation in the fi rst place precisely 
through its characteristic short circuit of negativity and positivity. 

 If then there is an unyoking of sexual difference in Žižek’s work, this unyoking 
has to do with the short-circuited character of fantasy which sexual difference here 
embodies. That is, sexual difference in this context is a way of inscribing something 
that is simultaneously necessary and impossible to account for into the political 
ontology on which we rely on in any political struggle. Sexual difference marks the 
fact that all politics is rooted in a certain apolitical, arbitrary, or unmotivated gesture 
yet without any strict symbolic or political content. Other to politics, albeit always 
already politics. Politics and not politics. Law and not law. This is what seems to be 
alien to Butler, imagining an apolitical dimension of the prohibition itself. Perhaps 
we can say that this is what distinguished Butler from Žižek, who, in terms of pro-
hibition, can indeed be said to experiment with a purely apolitical fi gure in his work 
with the structural deadlock between the symbolic and the real. My interpretation is 
that this deadlock, which is crucial in his understanding of sexual difference, is not 
yet political in his text, but on the contrary must be kept separate from the political 
struggle, in the same way that antagonism must be kept separate from the fi eld of 
political struggle in Laclau and Mouffe’s political theory on hegemony ( 1985 ). And 
although we surely never encounter sexual difference outside the political or sym-
bolic order of the law, its radical function is to mark an apolitical excess to this law. 

 The argument for such an apolitical dimension seems to stand in stark contrast to 
that of fantasy’s short circuiting of the real and the symbolic. For how can we simul-
taneously maintain this apolitical and, as it were, timeless dimension of fantasy if 
fantasy only appears through concrete (social, political, etc.) short circuits between 
the symbolic and the real? It is this confl ict in Žižek’s theory which Rex Butler 
( 2005 ) has targeted in his reading of Žižek. My thesis, however, is that this confl ict 
must be regarded as constitutive of Žižek’s fundamental lines of thought. Unlike 
Rex Butler, I maintain that we cannot privilege the simultaneity of the real and the 
symbolic over this apolitical dimension’s quasi-transcendental status (or vice versa). 
On the contrary, we must read the very confl ict against the background of the short- 
circuited character of fantasy: every political act contains within it and is made 
possible by a certain apolitical and timeless instance that nevertheless takes place 
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only through concrete symbolic expressions. In that sense, Rex Butler misjudges 
something fundamental in Žižek’s text when he claims that Žižek, in his oscillating 
between these incompatibilities, fails to fully think through the simultaneity of the 
real and the symbolic (Butler  2005 , 132). Indeed, I would argue that when Žižek 
speaks of something prior to the symbolic or a pre-symbolic, he is referring to this 
fantasy space or as he in Deleuze’s words has put it “philosophical time.” Again, 
this is precisely what Judith Butler’s critique of Žižek ignores. For a feminist posi-
tion developed in accordance with Žižek’s standpoint on sexual difference, the vital 
point would of course not be to reject the notion of the heterosexual matrix’s prohi-
bition of homosexuality or to claim the primacy of the heterosexual relation – some-
thing which, for instance, Salamon argues that sex difference feminists like Irigaray 
and Grosz have tended to do. The claim that I have advanced throughout this chap-
ter is that Žižek’s position on sexual difference, rather than insisting on the primacy 
of tropes such as heterosexuality, masculinity, or femininity, highlights the question 
of how to account for the universal and apolitical dimension of the symbolic law. 
The claim is that we need to form a political ontology that acknowledges this dimen-
sion and that the case of Butler ultimately presents us for possible problems that a 
theoretical position that does not acknowledge it gets caught up in. Žižek’s critique 
shows us how her all-out or total politicization of prohibition leads to a total politi-
cization of desire, whereupon we must  either  accept that desire is of strict necessity 
repressive (i.e., excluding in relation to some other which we then might not refer to 
in terms of another desire)  or  postulate this exclusion as non-necessary so that we 
are forced to conceive a desire beyond prohibition (and thus we lose sight of the 
simultaneity of law and desire). With his simultaneous view of prohibition as nega-
tive and positive, apolitical and political, Žižek breaks with the obscurity of Butler’s 
“concrete universality” that believes itself to be on the way to an illusory openness 
that it for structural reasons will never be able to attain. 

 In conclusion, I would claim that Žižek’s position on sexual difference could 
offer feminist theory a path that simultaneously reckons sex difference feminists 
insistence on the symbolic-material conditions for any sexual politics and the femi-
nist critique of the essentialist tendency among sex difference thinkers to reify and 
naturalize categories such as heterosexuality, masculinity, and femininity. The trick 
of Žižek’s position is to maintain the gap between contingency and necessity, par-
ticularity and universality, symbolic and real while not maintaining any strict gap 
between the symbolic and reality or text and materiality. This means that his per-
spective presents us for a theoretical account that embraces new materialist con-
cepts such as text-matter, material-semiotic, fl esh-mind-matter compound, and so 
on, but only insofar as these are viewed as structured around a certain universal real. 
The problem with sex difference thinkers like Braidotti, Grosz, and Irigaray, from 
the perspective of this Žižekian position, would be that  they tend to confuse neces-
sity with the material, bodily aspects of sexuality.  As Salamon’s critique of Irigaray 
and Grosz shows, this often leads to a relapse into a theoretical position where femi-
ninity, masculinity, etc. are essentialized. And if I initially referred the reader to 
Braidotti’s “nomadic feminist project,” we might here also note how this concept of 
“nomadic feminism” repeats the very same confusion even though she explicitly 
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states that her notion of the feminine as a “movement of destabilization of identity 
and hence of becoming” (Braidotti  2006 : 183) marks a clear break with the 
essentialism- constructivism impasse. To quote a passage from Braidotti’s 
 Transpositions: On Nomadic Ethics  where she comments on Genevieve Lloyd’s 
 Part of Nature: self-knowledge in Spinoza’s Ethics :

  Given that the mind is the actual idea of the body, sexual difference can reach into the mind 
as the mind is not independent of the body in which it is situated. If bodies are differently 
sexed, so are minds […] Lloyd stresses the continuing relevance of sexual difference, 
against the theoretical illusions of an infi nitely malleable, free fl oating gender. Grounded 
and situated, sexual difference as a mode of embodied and embedded actualization of dif-
ference shapes the space-time continuum of nomadic subjectivity. (Braidotti  2006 : 185) 

   Now, to what extent does this passage interrupt the essentialism-constructivism 
impasse? Does it not, on the contrary, reinforce this impasse precisely insofar as it 
opposes the necessity of bodily sexual difference to the relativism of constructions? 
I would argue that this line of argument – despite the nomadic insistence on sub-
stance as a process of becoming – maintains the traditional dualism between sexual 
difference as material necessity and mind, as well as the impasse between theoreti-
cal positions that recognize materiality and those trapped in the postmodern myth of 
gender as a mere cultural process of signifi cation (“free fl oating” of course associ-
ates to postmodern thought). To support this claim I think it suffi ces to recount 
Claire Colebrook’s statement that for nomadic feminism, it is not the fact of sexual 
difference but its denial by postmodern theory that is the actual or real problem 
(Colebrook  2000 ). Thus, even if sexual difference theorists explicitly propose that 
we place materiality and textuality on the same level, they still tend to reproduce the 
opposition between these traditional opposites to the extent that they keep placing 
materiality more on the side of necessity than textuality. In contrast, I would claim 
with Žižek that sexual difference is indeed a symbolic-material process, but one 
which crucially embodies the very condition of (im)possibility of our emergent real-
ity. As such it is never a simple or unproblematic fact, but is rather an inherently 
problematic and passionately invested way of orientating ourselves in the world. 

 As my account of the Butler-Žižek debate probably reveals I am not entirely 
convinced of the Butlerian alternative to sexual difference theory. Not primarily 
because she fails to break out of the postmodern belief in the free play of signifi ca-
tion. Here I agree with Vicky Kirby’s comment that the most challenging and fruit-
ful dimension of Butler’s theory lies in her early insistence that there is nothing 
outside discursive performativity (Kirby  2011 ). In the same sense, I would maintain 
that it is necessary to acknowledge that there is only one world. In this context, this 
means that her account in relation to sexual difference is challenging only insofar as 
it doesn’t stray beyond the necessary bond between desire and law. Consequentially 
she gets into all kinds of problem when she tries to sketch the contours of those 
alternative or radical points of resistance-desires that somehow seem to operate 
from outside this law-desire. It is precisely at this point that she in the same vein as 
sexual difference theorists confuses the real with a positive and outside-discursive 
content and loses sight of the real as a structural condition of (im)possibility. And if 
there is validity to Braidotti’s critique of liberal American feminist theory, it would 

F. Palm



155

in this context perhaps be that the critique of sexual difference theory appears to 
experience itself as potentially free from the constraints of some real and to argue 
from a position that idealizes certain alternative positions in the sexual terrain and 
somehow tends to obscure these alternative positions’ actual relation to the dialec-
tics of law and desire. Indeed, it could be argued that such idealizations of the mar-
gin stand closer to the power structures that they seek to subvert than they would 
prefer. 

 My reading of Žižek’s position on sexual difference suggests that we should not 
use it as a concept to materially separate what is masculine from what is feminine 
in order to sketch a radical femininity (like sexual difference theorists do). Rather I 
have tried to show how Žižek unyokes sexual difference from the reifi cation of het-
erosexuality. In that sense this unyoked sexual difference could function as a theo-
retical tool against sexual and gender oppression. However, this is not a theoretical 
position that seeks to map out alternative desires outside the existing symbolic order 
or law. On the contrary, we should, according to the argument developed in this 
context, insist on the way in which the unyoked sexual difference presents us for a 
condition that all subjectivity and political struggle share and which all such strug-
gles need to acknowledge. Not because all struggles are the same or because every 
struggle is a common struggle, but since it is crucial to embrace this condition in 
order not to once again relapse into new forms of oppression and idealization. In 
this sense, Žižek’s formulation of sexual difference might function as a productive 
intervention in current theoretical debates on how feminist political action (in both 
theory and practice) could be rethought in relation to the deadening essentialism- 
constructivism impasse.     
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    Chapter 9   
 GenNa: Nature/Culture Boundaries 
and Transgressive Encounters, Programme 
of Excellence in Gender Research 2007–2012       

       Margaretha     Fahlgren    

9.1            Afterword 

 The Centre for Gender Research at Uppsala University was established in 2003 to 
serve the whole university. It was given the assignment by the university board to 
develop research on both social constructions of gender and biological aspects. In 
2003 this was controversial among gender scholars in Sweden who feared that it 
would bring back essentialism, taking gender studies back to an earlier stage. Time 
has shown the opposite; the bridging of scientifi c divides has characterized the 
development of gender studies in later years. In Sweden the GenNa programme has 
played a crucial role in creating new research groups, bringing together researchers 
from natural and medical sciences as well as the humanities and social sciences. 

 The GenNa programme as it investigated how gendered knowledge is produced 
in the borderland between the cultural and natural sciences has led to groundbreak-
ing research which has changed the landscape of gender studies in Sweden. The aim 
to fi nd links between theory and practice has been a focus in the GenNa programme 
which the contributions in this volume show. The research groups which focused on 
the relations between human and nonhuman animals, gender and science education, 
and gender and embodiment engaged researches with various backgrounds and pre-
vious experiences of work with gender issues. To transgress disciplinary boundaries 
and fi nd a common ground to develop new research questions, which take into 
account both theory and practice, takes time. The “transgressive encounters” that 
were at the core of the GenNa programme made it clear that in order to bridge dis-
ciplinary boundaries, it is necessary to be sensitive to the different positions which 
are joined in the development of gender studies. Understanding interdisciplinarity 
in this sense is demanding. This is shown in Chap.   3     that describes a “failed 
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 encounter,” a seminar on fi eldwork on gender and scientifi c excellence. The audi-
ence, a group of researchers in physics, did not see how the topic was relevant for 
their research. The lesson to be learned is the need to adapt to the audience. Instead 
of emphasizing the sociocultural aspects of gender passing over issues of biology, 
gender statistics and practicalities should have been highlighted. It is diffi cult to 
create contact zones between disciplines and this is also addressed in Chap.   4     in a 
contribution on how to bridge the divisions between animal studies, rural develop-
ment, and gender studies. If one succeeds in doing this, the result is a better under-
standing, in this case of human-animal relations. In the GenNa programme, there 
was an ongoing discussion about the diffi culties which face researchers who trans-
gress disciplinary borders and that building contact zones requires training, response, 
and sustained interaction. In the GenNa programme, a seminar culture was built 
which consciously worked to develop transgressive discussions and meetings. 
Conferences and workshops made it possible for researchers from different fi elds 
and countries to meet and exchange experiences of interdisciplinary work with gen-
der in focus. The GenNa programme stressed the importance of trying to understand 
and respect the knowledge of other researchers and to make differences an asset 
which would further new knowledge. 

 Engaging in interdisciplinary research changes the outlook of the researcher. In 
Chap.   2     the concept of “transgressive identities” is brought up as a way to under-
stand research practices and positions. A transgressive identity is a way for scholars 
to engage in interdisciplinary research while being active agents in changing their 
disciplines. The personal histories show that as gender researchers it has been pos-
sible to infl uence science colleagues and as scientists to bring new knowledge to the 
gender research environment. The transgressive identity has given tools to chal-
lenge power structures and made it possible for researchers to be agents in changing 
those structures. The development and consciousness of a transgressive identity is a 
result of the GenNa programme. 

 Transgressive encounters create transgressive identities, i.e., researchers who 
bridge disciplinary borders and broaden theoretical concepts. Intersectional analy-
sis is challenged in Chap.   6     as running the risk of stabilizing categories as it tend to 
ignore the body. An alternative way of theorizing intersectionality is looking at how 
identity categorization is inscribed in and on the body. Through the GenNa pro-
gramme, body and embodiment were developed as important theoretical concepts 
in understanding gendered identities and power structures in practice. In this vol-
ume the fi ndings of queer dissonances in Linnean botany as well as discussions on 
theories on sexual differences refl ect the aim of the GenNa programme to develop 
theoretical discussions and to broaden the understanding of complex concepts. 
These contributions also link theory and practice, a core objective in the GenNa 
programme. 

 Questioning traditional academic writing has been a part of the GenNa pro-
gramme where alternative ways of writing have been developed, thus broadening 
the concept of academic knowledge and communication. In Chap.   5     this means that 
academic writing takes on the form of a yoik. The traditional narrative/song of the 
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Sami people can express the content of the article in a way which is not possible 
using an academic style. Transgressive encounters demand transgressive writing. 

 The GenNa programme engaged many young researchers who were open to 
broadening their disciplinary outlook. They have, during the program, become 
scholars both in their original discipline and in gender studies. However, in aca-
demia today, this is not commonly appreciated which could lead to an academic 
dead end for the individual scholar. Taking on a “transgressive identity” is necessary 
to develop new research. This does not only apply to gender studies but to all 
research that aims to identify, understand, and develop solutions for societal chal-
lenges. Academia has not yet fully understood that disciplinary boundaries need to 
be crossed in new, innovative ways and that this must have consequences for the 
funding of research. It is of outmost importance that young researchers who have 
contributed to the development of interdisciplinarity are given the opportunity to 
continue transgressive research. The GenNa programme started a development in 
Swedish gender research which needs to be continued.    
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