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remarks about trying to avoid treat
ing gender as fixed and static. Does a 
feminist standpoint really provide us 
with a more accurate picture of the 
world? I can see that it may provide 
us with a more politically useful one. 
But accurate? This still assumes 
that there is a world out there, back
stage, that texts can describe with 
greater or lesser degrees of accuracy. 
This is hard to reconcile with inter
textuality and must make us wonder 
about the status of'facts', the middle 
term in her title. Although, for 
Smith, the facts are socially con
structed, there is still a reality which 
is knowable outside of textual dis
course. She argues that poststruc
turalism, though working within the 
textual, blocks off any possibility for 
an escape hatch for inquiry beyond 
the textual surface of discourse. 
There has to be such an escape 
hatch, she insists, or human agency 
is denied, and the standpoint of 
women has already provided one. On 
the basis of her 'Femininity as Dis-
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For many feminists, the essential
ism versus social constructionism 
debate has arrived at an impasse. 
From the perspective of the social 
constructionists, the argument that 
women's experience can be theorized 
as a universal category leads to an 
ahistorical conception of women's 
oppression and dangerously sup
presses the rich differentiation 
among women. For essentialists, the 
weakening of essences through the 
social constructionist critique contri
butes to an erosion of the basis for 
subjectivity and solidarity: if there is 
no such thing as 'women' as a univer-
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course' I do not find this very con
vincing. Jane One does not inspire 
me as a model of feminist agency; 
neither do Jane's possibilities for 
subversion or resistance or even 
pleasure seem very inviting. The 
book synthesizes a mix of character
istically North American versions of 
ethnomethodology, Marxism and 
feminism. It is likely to be received 
more favourably there than in other 
parts of the world. Those who ground 
their politics on a notion of the 
strength of women's experience are 
also likely to find it more satisfying 
than those who are inclined towards 
deconstruction. 

Rosemary Pringle 
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sal class (or 'lesbians', 'gays', 'blacks', 
etc.), but only contingent groupings 
of different subject-positions which 
become effective only in specific con
texts, then how can we organize 
collective action? How can we de
mand rights for women (or lesbians, 
gays, blacks, etc.) without assuming 
that such a subject truly exists? 

Diane Fuss's book, Essentially 
Speaking, is an important inter
vention in this debate. Through 
a discussion of poststructuralist 
theory, and reviews of essentialism/ 
antiessentialism debates in French 
feminism, Mro-American literary 
criticism, lesbian and gay theories of 
identity and feminist pedagogy, Fuss 
develops an original and insightful 
argument. Her approach can be 
loosely described as discourse analy
sis. Instead of evaluating essential
ism as good or bad, as progressive or 
reactionary, each instance of essen
tialist discourse is read strategically. 
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Attention is directed towards the 
role that essentialism serves in each 
particular context, the extent to 
which it constitutes an interruption 
of opposed discourse or a rigidi
fication of established position. Fuss 
consistently demonstrates that es
sentialism in itself has no necessary 
political connotation; it can be de
ployed effectively in virtually any 
discourse with progressive and/or 
reactionary effects. 

Instead of taking sides in terms 
of the essentialism/constructionism 
debate, Fuss problematizes the very 
form of this opposition. Essentialist 
discourse itself fails to achieve the 
status of essence; there is a plurality 
of different essentialisms, each with 
their own particular nuances, rather 
than a singular form. She provides 
several examples in which essential
ism constitutes a strategic interrup
tion, rather than a reactionary re
gression. Irigaray's essentialism, for 
example, is presented not as a short
coming, but as a strategy of displace
ment which is deployed against the 
conceptions of'woman' in Lancanian 
psychoanalysis. Fuss also discusses 
Spivak's assessment of the discourse 
of the Subaltern Studies Group. As a 
commentator on Derrida, Spivak is 
certainly aware of the pitfalls of 
essentialist thinking. In this case, 
however, she holds that the Group's 
essentialist presumption of a 
'peasant consciousness' actually has 
subversive effects. By insisting upon 
the positivity of the subaltern as the 
subject of history, the Group inter
venes in a historiography which 
otherwise tends to silence the sub
altern altogether. 

Fuss argues that, when invoked 
in the name of otherness, essential
ism can become a tool for displace
ment, interruption and resistance. 
She recognizes, however, that there 
is no obvious boundary between es
sentialism as an intervention and 
essentialism as an entrenchment of 
a reactionary position. She concludes 
that everything depends not on the 
essentialist form of an argument, but 

on the agent who uses this strategy. 
Deployed by a hegemonic group, es
sentialism can further 'ideological 
domination', while in the hands of a 
subordinate group, it can become an 
intervention. Such an approach to 
political strategy, however, creates 
an already established ethical calcu
lus; we know, in advance, that an 
essentialist strategy deployed by a 
subordinate group will be progress
ive or at least innocent. This pre
sumption of the innocence wherever 
there is otherness has recently been 
rejected in many different contexts. 
Black feminists, for example, have 
organized resistances against the 
authoritarian and patriarchal tend
encies in their own communities, 
and many of these tendencies are 
buttressed by essentialist argu
ments. In the lesbian community, 
the censorship by lesbians oflesbian 
sexual minorities is also supported 
by an essentialist conception of 'the 
correct' lesbian identity. The com
plexity and unfixity of subject
positions, subordinate or otherwise, 
is such that we cannot predict the 
effects of any of their strategies in 
advance. 

Fuss rightly insists that essen
tialism cannot be dismissed out of 
hand, but must instead be analysed 
within specific contexts. She also 
demonstrates that just as there can 
be plurality in essentialism, contruc
tionism itself can actually take an 
essentialist form. She identifies, for 
example, the close similarity be
tween biological determinism and 
constructionism insofar as the latter 
is expressed in a social determinist 
form. If it is argued that the social is 
fundamentally structured in terms 
of sexist domination, such that all 
women are disempowered and all 
men are empowered, then the 
possibilities for women's subjectivity 
are already fully determined. Fuss 
argues that both biological deter
minism and social determinism pre
suppose a subject who is only passive 
and subject to power relations, 
rather than the subject of resistance. 



Although she does not explore this 
theme further, the problem with this 
type of constructionist thinking is 
not constructionism itself, but the 
conception of the social as a closed 
totality, rather than a precarious 
and always incomplete formation in 
which redefinitions, resistances and 
subversions are always possible. 
Thinking the social as a formation 
structured in terms of contingent 
and plural logics, rather than a 
singular logic of necessity, is an im
portant development which has 
emerged in what is called 'post
Marxist' theory (see, for instance 
Laclau and Mouffe, 1985; Hall, 
1988). If we understand the social as 
a contingent formation, then the 
argument that all social elements 
are socially constructed loses its 
essentialist dimension. 

In her view, however, construc
tionism is also essentialist in that 
there is a repetition of the same 
signifiers across different contexts. 
Constructionist discourse, for ex
ample, insists on the plurality of 
women's experiences, but neverthe
less retains the basic category 
'woman'. For Fuss, this retention of 
the same signifier in different con
texts demonstrates that essential
ism remains entrenched in construc
tionism. In developing this 
argument, Fuss draws on Derrida's 
intervention in philosophy. She 
rightly points to the place of Der
rida's 'deconstruction' as within phil
osophy and dependent on philos
ophy, rather than an anti-philoso
phy. For Derrida, this contradictory 
location of deconstruction uis-a-uis 
philosophy (within and outside, for 
and against, etc.) is crucial: an anti
philosophy constitutes no threat to 
philosophy and can be fully compat
ible with philosophy. In weakening 
the closures erected by philosophical 
discourse, Derrida does not propose 
an alternative realm in which there 
is nothing but a total lack of closure, 
but seeks instead to show that that 
which makes every form of closure 
possible also simultaneously 
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guarantees the failure of closure. 
Deconstruction can be compared, for 
example, to the analysis of the colon
izer/colonized by Fanon which is 
cited by Fuss. Although the colon
izers present their world as com
plete, and represent their social, cul
tural and economic discourses as the 
standard that the colonized ought to 
imitate, the colonizers' identity is 
actually incomplete on its own. 
Without the otherness of the colon
ized, the colonizer would actually be 
'nothing', even as the colonizers' dis
course claims that the colonized is 
'nothing' without colonization. For 
all its supposed superiority, the 
colonizers' discourse depends on its 
relation with the colonized through 
and through. And with the colonized 
necessarily inscribed within the 
colonizers' discourse as its condition 
of possibility, the colonizers' goal, the 
total 'civilization' of the colonized, 
can never be attained. 

Fuss therefore correctly de
scribes deconstruction as a strategy 
for reading oppositions through 
which apparently opposed terms are 
relocated as mutually dependent. As 
we have seen above, it is possible 
that constructionist discourse can be 
essentialist. Fuss's work in criticiz
ing the weaknesses of both essential
ism and constructionism is ex
tremely valuable. Her argument, 
however, that constructionism is es
sentialist, insofar as signifiers such 
as 'women' and 'men' are repeated, is 
problematic. In response to Derrida's 
argument that there is no one place 
for 'woman', she says that although 
his insistence on the multiple possi
bilities for woman is important, this 
argument does not effectively chal
lenge the unitary concept, 'woman'. 
The problem here is that Fuss does 
not recognize the possibilities for the 
repetition of a sign without an essen
tialist grounding. A concept could be 
understood as an ensemble of 
elements in which the elements are 
linked together in a particular con
text, or 'language-game', but do not 
share any fundamental attributes. 
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For Wittgenstein, such a concept is 
not grounded on essence but on 'fam
ily resemblances'. Without essence, 
of course, perfect repetition is im
possible; every time we use a concept 
in a different context, its meaning 
will always be changed. Derrida has 
a similar conception of the possibility 
of the repetition of the sign without 
an essentialist ground. In fact, for 
Derrida, it is in the very nature of the 
sign that it is used at least more than 
once: it can never be a singular 
'event', but must always be available 
for someone else's reading, at some 
other time and place. It is perhaps 
the case that Fuss has over
emphasized the poststructuralist 
strategy of showing plurality where 
there is supposed to be singularity, 
and has neglected the possibilities of 
repetition and logic in poststruc
turalism. If repetition were wholly 
impossible for poststructuralism be
cause of its weakening of essence, 
then poststructuralism would have 
very little to say about the world, 
since our experiences are structured 
by both continuity and discontinuity, 
tradition and interruption, rep
etition and a failure of perfect rep
etition, etc. 

The discussion on lesbian and 
gay theory highlights both the 
strengths and weaknesses of Fuss's 
position. She is careful not to dismiss 
the conception of 'identity' and 
rightly argues that 'identity' can be 
used in different ways with various 
effects. In analysing lesbian theory, 
however, she argues that gay men 
have been more interested in moving 
away from essentialism than lesbian 
theorists. She suggests that this dif
ference might be due to the fact that 
given the more precarious position 
held by lesbians, we might have 

'more to lose' in the rejection of 
essentialism. If Fuss were consist
ent, however, she would have to 
admit that given the unfixity of es
sentialist discourse as a strategy, it 
may or may not function as an effec
tive defence of a precarious position. 
The relative predominance of essen
tialist thinking in lesbian theories 
should be investigated in terms of 
the genealogies oflesbian discourse, 
and not in terms of a priori strategic 
presuppositions. Here Fuss also neg
lects the important work of Gayle 
Rubin (1984), a lesbian theorist on 
gender and sexuality who is pro
foundly influenced by the work of 
Michel Foucault. Her approach can 
be described as a sophisticated, and 
nonessentialist, type of 'social con
structionism'. 

Even with these shortcomings, 
Fuss remains consistent in her de
fence of poststructuralism from the 
over-hasty dismissals by some fem
inists and other activists throughout 
her analyses. By engaging in the 
debates on the political conse
quences of poststructuralist ap
proaches, Essentially Speaking 
marks an important contribution to 
feminist theory. 

Anna Marie Smith 
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