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MYRNA J. ALEJO REVIEWS ELIZABETH GROSZ' VOIATILE BODIES. TOWARD A CORPOREAL FEMINISM. 

Volatile Bodies is a cogently 
w r i t t e n a n d t h o u g h t - p r o v o k i n g 
book on corporea l f emin i sm. E a c h 
c h a p t e r u n f o l d s w i t h c r i t i c a l 
a n a l y s i s of the selected theore­
t i c a l w o r k s of S i g m u n d F r e u d , 
J a c q u e s L a c a n , M i c h e l Foucau l t , 
M a u r i c e M e r l e a u - P o n t y , G i l l e s 
D e l e u z e a n d F e l i x G u a t t a r i , 
p o i n t i n g o u t the p h a l l o c e n t r i c 
p r o p e n s i t i e s o f -some o f t h e s e 
W e s t e r n theo r i e s a n d a c k n o w ­
ledging the app l i cab i l i t y of some of 
t h e i r p r o p o s i t i o n s o n r e c o n ­
s t ruc t ing the feminist d i s course o n 
the body. W i t h the inex t r i cab l y 
related concepts of body, power/ 
k n o w l e d g e , d e s i r e , a n d s i g n i ­
f ication as compos i to ry themes, 
E l i z a b e t h G r o s z r e i n v e n t s t h e 
not ion of body, i.e. the body as a n 
"embodied subject iv i ty " a n d "psy­
ch i ca l corporeal i ty" . 

G r o s z r e j e c t s t h e d u a l i s t 
not ions of m ind/body a n d of male/ 
female where each is treated as 
m u t u a l l y - e x c l u s i v e , u s u a l l y p r i -
ve l eg ing the m i n d a n d the ma l e 
(the symbo l of ra t iona l i ty , thought , 
idea) over, respectively, the body 
a n d the female i n b ina ry re lat ions. 
She a lso p rob l ema t i z e s h o w t h i s 
dua l i s t t reatment finds resonance 
in some of the p r edom inan t v iews 
w i t h i n the f e m i n i s t m o v e m e n t . 
B e c a u s e of c o n s t a n t e va s i on of 
t h e q u e s t i o n o f f e m a l e c o r p o -
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real ity, some feminists tend to seek 
co l l ec t i ve i d e n t i t y of women i n 
" n o n - or ex t ra -corporea l terms" . 
F e m i n i s m , e s p e c i a l l y the ega l i ­
t a r i an or soc ia l is t breed, posit ions 
women 's emanc ipa t i on w i th in the 
s o c i a l r e a l m a n d r e n d e r s the 
f ema l e b o d y , w i t h i t s d i c h o t o -
miza t i on of w o m a n as a "mother" 
a n d as a "po l i t ica l/c iv ic being", as 
a n imped iment to egal i tar ian ends. 
The misogyn is ts also tend to look 
at the sexua l differences between 
the male a n d the female i n b inary 

t e r m s , s p e c i f i c a l l y w i t h t h e i r 
reference to the p e c u l i a r sexual i ty 
(e.g. the capac i ty for reproduct ion) 
of the female a s " n a t u r a l i n ­
e q u a l i t y , " t h u s w a r r a n t i n g the 
s o c i a l a n d m e n t a l d i f f e r e n c e s 
between the male a n d female. 

I a m par t i cu l a r l y d r a w n to the 
a u t h o r ' s c o n s t r u c t i v e a t t i t u d e 
towards d i s c once r t i n g pos i t i ons on 
what was c o m m o n l y k n o w n or ac­
cepted. However she cr i t i ca l l y no­
ted how De l euze a n d G u a t a r r i ' s 
a s s e r t i o n of t h e p o s s i b i l i t y of 
" m a n in the w o m a n a n d w o m a n in 
the m a n " , as a n ou tcome of the 
process of " b e c o m i n g " ( i.e. the 
o v e r l a p p i n g n a t u r e o r " d o u b l e 
r e c i p r o c a l d e p e n d e n c y " be tween 
b i n a r y oppos i t e s ) , c a n i m p l i c i t l y 
u n d e r m i n e the f u n d a m e n t a l dif­
ferences between ma le a n d female 
bodies. Grosz , nonethe less , recog­
nizes the t rans format ive potent ia l 
of the ir a r g u m e n t i n re la t i on to 
break ing some theoret ica l f ixat ion/ 
para lys i s a n d rec r ea t ing mul t ip l e 
g round for ana l y s i s . 

E l i zabe th G r o s z v iews the body 
as a soc ia l c ons t ruc t , a site of var i ­
ous c u l t u r a l r epresenta t ions . She 
argues that the p l easure a n d pa in 
the body feel, a n d the f lu ids it 
secretes are media ted by society 's 
e n s e m b l e of n o r m s a n d i n s t i ­
tu t ions of o rgan i z ing bod i l y expe-
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r iences. U s i n g the s t i gmata pheno­
m e n o n a n d m u l t i p l e p e r s o n a l i t y 
s y n d r o m e a s e x a m p l e s , G r o s z 
a rgues h o w the body ' s phys i o ­
l o g i c a l c a p a c i t i e s / f u n c t i o n s o r 
biological orders c a n be altered or 
m o d i f i e d by s p e c i f i c r e l i g i o u s 
pract ices or men ta l d isorders . 

The a u t h o r gives impor tance to 
the not ion of lived body. How a 
body is be ing l i ved, exper i enced 
a n d represented is a funct ion of the 
spec i f i c i ty of i ts s o c i o - h i s t o r i c a l 
a n d c u l t u r a l m i l i eu . W i t h th is pre­
suppos i t i on , the book opposes or 
den i e s a n y c l a i m to a u n i v e r s a l 
concept ion of the body. The a u t h o r 
q u a l i f i e d c a t e g o r i c a l l y t h a t the 
specif ic l ived real i t ies of the body 
s h e m e n t i o n e d , e .g. A I D s d i s ­
course , were der ived ma in l y from 
the Wes t e rn context . Be cause of 
the di f ferences i n the cons t i tu t i on 
of sub jec t i v i t i es a n d exper iences , 
l ived bodies differ from one cu l tu re 
or society to another . G ros z propo­
ses, i n s t ead , a new, non-def ini t ive 
a n d non- to ta l i z ing way of unde r ­
s t a n d i n g o u r body, i.e. one that re­
cognizes its al ter i ty a n d , therefore, 
the heterogeneity of "body types." 

Bodies themselves, in their materialities, 
are never self-present, given things, 
immediate self-evidences because 
embodiment, corporeality, insists on 
alterity they cany within themselves (the 
heart of the psyche lies in the body; the 
body's principle and functioning are 
psychological and cultural) and the alterity 
that gives them their own concreteness 
and specificity (the alterities constituting 
race, sex, sexualities, ethnic and cultural 
specificities). Alterity is the very 
possibility and process of embodiment: 
it conditions but is also a product of the 
pliability and plasticity of bodies which 
makes them other than themselves, other 
than their 'nature', their functions and 
identities. [p2091 

A s a " c u l t u r a l p r oduc t " , the 
body is a l w a y s open to c o n s t a n t 
t r a n s f o r m a t i o n o r p r o c e s s o f 
'becoming ' . It sur f s or nav igates 

t h r o u g h the se l f/other , the p r i ­
va te/pub l i c a n d the n a t u r a l / c u l ­
t u r a l . 

The p r inc ip l e of a l ter i ty p u t s 
i n t o q u e s t i o n t h e d o m i n a n t 
cons t ruc t i on of sexual i ty a n d how 
society norma l i z es c e r ta in s e xua l 
p r a c t i c e s a n d b e h a v i o u r . If m y 
read ing of Grosz is fairly accurate , 
the s e a r c h for s e x u a l i d e n t i t y 
s h o u l d no t j u s t be c o n f i n e d to 
d e m a r c a t i n g the b o u n d a r i e s o f 
each sex (say, differences i n s exua l 
character ist ics ) in apparent l y fixed 
manner . Sexua l ident i ty s h o u l d be 
b a s e d on a t w i n r e c o g n i t i o n of 
" i r r educ ib l e " speci f i t ies of sexed 
bodies a n d the t rancendence of 
the boundary ( ies ) between sexed 
bodies—the "possibility of the other." 
T h i s c o u l d m e a n , for e x a m p l e , 
reor ient ing ero t i c i sm from a single 
(ohallic) source to other (non-pha l ­
lic) sources or the b l u r r i n g of the 
d i s t i n c t i o n s b e t w e e n h e t e r o / 
homosexua l i t y . 

Grosz ' s ca l l for speci f ic i ty a n d 
n o n t o t a l i z i n g v i ew of the b o d y 
presupposes a need to re imagine 
the entire feminist d i scourse . At 
the r i sk of t rava i l ing "dange rous " 
pa th a n d m is r ead ing Grosz , I t h i n k 
r e i m a g i n i n g i n v o l v e s a c a r e f u l 
appropr ia t i on of Western concepts , 
a r e - e x a m i n a t i o n of a l a n g u a g e 
w h i c h t ends to 'un i v e r sa l i z e ' the 
def ini t ion of prob lems s u c h as wo-
m e n ' s o p p r e s s i o n , a n d th e 
p o s s i b i l i t y of m u l t i p l e f e m i n i s t 
d i s c o u r s e s . 

Any feminist d iscourse shou ld , 
indeed, be informed by the par t i ­
cu la r i t i e s of the m e a n i n g s y s t em 
used by society, whi le keep ing i n 
m i n d how larger a n d more perva­
sive power re la t ions c a n magni fy 
c o m m o n s i t e s of o p p r e s s i o n . I n 
th is l ight, several ques t ions c a n be 
asked : How do we interpret 'op­
press i on ' a n d define f emin ism, for 
ins tance , i n Is lamic cu l tu re or in 
a n y ind igenous c o m m u n i t y ? How 
do we read the p leasures one gets 

f rom s a d o - m a s o c h i s m and other 
s o - c a l l e d ' s e x u a l p e r v e r s i t i e s ' ? 
Where do we locate the new types 
of e r o t i c i sm? How do we decode 
c e r t a i n ' t r u t h s ' a b o u t s exua l i t y 
that has been produced by medical 
sc ience, h is tory a n d disc ip l ines? 

Gros z is both provocative and 
prof ic ient i n a r g u i n g the lived or 
sexed body as a " c u l t u r a l inscr ip­
t ion . " It is the body be ing inscr ibed 
u p o n . I s t i l l , however, reckon this 
as pr ive leg ing the m i n d over the 
body or the pub l i c over the private. 
W h a t if we reverse the s i tuat ion : 
the poss ib i l i ty of sexed body (e.g. 
s e x u a l i t y a n d s e x u a l p r a c t i c e s 
w h i c h are u s u a l l y des ignated as 
" p r i v a t e " ) i n s c r i b i n g u p o n the 
p u b l i c , the sphe re of compe t ing 
i n t e rp r e t a t i ons? The g r a d u a l ac­
ceptance of what were previously 
des ignated as 'deviant ' d iscourses 
(e.g. gay) offers a p romis ing note. 
C a n exh ib i t i on i sm a n d other forms 
of ' sexua l pervers ions, ' wh i ch have 
a l w a y s been t r ea t ed by med i ca l 
s c i e n c e a s p u r e l y p s y c h o l o g i c a l 
dys func t i ons , do the same? Per­
haps we can begin from the cha l ­
lenges posed by Grosz : 

But in their [Deleuze and Guattarri] 
defense, it is also crucial to recognize 
the micro-segmentarities we seize from 
or connect with in others which gives 
us traits of "masculinity" and "femininity" 
whether we "are" men or women. In 
my opinion, this is politically dangerous 
ground to walk on, but if we do not walk 
in dangerous places and different types 
of ten'ain, nothing new will be found, no 
explorations are possible, and things 
remain the same. The risks seem to me 
worth taking: risking rethinking global 
oppositions and maaoscopic hierarchies 
in order to have more optimistic 
prospects for effecting transformations 
and realignments of global relations, and 
moreover, seeing their capacity to 
infiltrate microscopic recesses which 
may appear immune to of outside of their 
influence. [p173] 

MEDIATED BY SOCIETY S E N S E M B L E OF NORMS AND INSTITUTIONS OF ORGANIZING BODILY EXPERIENCES. 

Women in Action No. 3,1996 43 


