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Abstract

In an experimental attempt to avoid all gendered markers while writing my unpublished novel, Static
Sun, Phantom Breath, traces of gender seemed to still appear and, in turn, complicate the
presence/absence binary. Inspired by Anne Garréta’s novel Sphinx and her exploration of how
genderless characters expand understandings of love and writing form, this paper reflects on the
logocentric restrictions and aporetic opportunities that come from textually avoiding gender. Drawing
on Jacques Derrida’s deconstruction of logocentrism and Judith Butler’s theories of gender
subversion, my paper explores the potential that writing and reading gender-absent narratives and
characters can have in unearthing logocentric hegemonies, proliferating gender, and encouraging love

for Others and otherness.
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Introduction

In a 2017 interview with Oulipo writer Anne Garréta, the interviewer, Sarah Gerard, asks about the
relationship between writing and desire, particularly regarding Garréta’s book Sphinx, which explores
the romantic relationship between two characters while avoiding all gendered markers in French.
Garréta responds that the aim is not to necessarily destroy structural norms of desire and writing, but
to understand those structures, ‘giving new form to the desire that in turn gives new form to the
writing’ (Gerard 2017, n.p.). This is followed by Garréta elaborating that writing without gender
involves a ‘thinking about what does removing gender do both to the imagination of love and to the

form of the novel’ (Gerard 2017, n.p.).

Garréta’s exploration of textual gender absences seems to complicate Judith Butler’s concluding

remarks in Gender Trouble about gender subversion:

The task is not whether to repeat, but how to repeat or, indeed, to repeat and, through a radical
proliferation of gender, displace the very gender norms that enable the repetition itself (Butler

2006, pp. 202-203).

This paper reflects on my own engagements with writing a gender-absent novel titled Static Sun,
Phantom Breath, and how they extend Garréta and Butler’s ideas. The aim of this paper is to explore
the potential that writing and reading gender-absent narratives and characters can have in proliferating
gender and encouraging love for Others and otherness, and, in turn, promote practice-led research as
an ethical endeavour. Reflecting on the logocentric restrictions and aporetic opportunities that emerge
in gender’s textual void, I argue that the textual absence of gender (that is, not repeating gender) is not
mutually exclusive from the potential to proliferate gender, as Butler’s early work suggests. Instead,
Butler’s desired proliferation of gender occurs within Garréta and my creative works due to their very

linguistic absences.

The first part of this paper discusses the power of logocentrism, and how traces of gender and sex still
managed to appear within my novel even in my attempt to avoid them. Logocentrism is a dominant
notion throughout Western thought that privileges presence over absence, speech over writing, and
nature over culture, to name just a few dichotomies. It is a dominant form of thinking that reinforces a
sense that Being is presence (Derrida 2016, p. 13), as well as the ‘self-identity, self-continuity, or
self-sufficiency of a being’ (Wortham 2010, p. 103). Logocentrism positions one half of a binary as
ontologically prior, transcendental, or more essential than the secondary or supplementary term, which
is subordinated due to its perceived defect or lack (Lucy 2004, p. 72; Wortham 2010, p. 104).
Derrida’s deconstruction of logocentrism is not only an effort to identify the self-concealing biases

within Western metaphysics, but also to show the instability within seemingly fixed hierarchical



binaries (Lucy 2004, p. 12; Wortham 2010, p. 33); that is, to show that neither term can be
ontologically labelled as the sole origin or centre of the relation (Lucy 2004, p. 60).

Specific to my novel, this paper discusses the following three logocentric aspects that unintentionally

emerged in my creative practice:
a. acognitive desire to repel ambiguity and tie presence to humanness;
b. the use of other identity markers to fill in gender’s void;
c. allusions to a character’s biological sex in a violent scene of the novel.

Following this, I focus on the unexpected opportunities that came from this writing experiment,
particularly in the ways the presence/absence binary became decentred, and how spaces to love the

Other are opened, even within the confines of hegemonic gender structures and logocentrism.

Static Sun, Phantom Breath is a speculative fiction novel set in a time and place where people spend
most of their social, professional and personal lives within a virtual world, which they access via
simulation suits within their apartments. Written from the perspective of an unnamed narrator, the
story follows their day-to-day life as they move between the virtual world, their neglected life in their
apartment, and memories of their time at school (in the virtual world)'. While trying to balance
integration work at the Centre for Immigration and Rehabilitation, and a romantic relationship with
their manager Bii, the narrator often laments the lost friendship of a school friend called Rhube: a
character who rebelled against virtual social codes by frequently changing their virtual body and
devaluing the importance of living within virtual spaces. Eventually, the narrator’s desire to see Rhube
one more time, as well as the narrator’s neglect of their ‘real’ body and the repetition of transgressive
acts — such as sleeping within the virtual world, rather than in their apartment — leads the narrator to

spiral into a life of hypocrisy, heartache and purposelessness.

Like Garréta’s Sphinx, the aim of this writing experiment was partly to explore and subvert the limits
of language and identity, testing how the absence of gender and sex in a creative context intertwines
and/or clashes with the presence of gender and sex within the mind and context of myself, as writer
and reader. What follows can be seen as an example of how artist-researchers can explore the strange
relationships between presence and absence in order to unearth the logocentric limitations and

aporetic opportunities that permeate practice-led research.

' Please note that while here I'm using “they/them/their” singularly to refer to my narrator/characters,
this is also something | avoided doing within the novel.



Section 1 — ‘Failing’ to avoid logocentrism

Paradoxically, in the continuous attempt to avoid gendered language when writing and reading my
novel, gender at times became the most thought-of and most observed. Was the narrator a woman, a
man, cisgender, trans, nonbinary, fluid, fa'afafine, two-spirit, tumtum? Was their identity so uniquely
intertwined with the social and technological settings of my story that any contemporary
understanding of gender falls short? These ways of seeing the narrator or any of my characters feel
limiting, or rather, they seem to be the wrong answers to the wrong question. On one hand, when
writing, I risked falling into a trap of trying to cognitively ‘pin down’ the identity of my characters,
like others have done regarding Winterson’s Written on the Body (see Erickson-Schroth & Mitchell
2009 and Weder 2016 for their critiques). On the other hand, this unachievable desire to imagine or
see a character as gendered was a logocentric pull that I struggled to resist. This could be because our
society intertwines humanness so closely to a person’s gender, as Butler (2011, p. xvii) suggests: ‘We
see this most clearly in the examples of those abjected beings who do not appear properly gendered; it
is their very humanness that comes into question’. Even in my attempt to remove gendered language, |

still reverted to bodies and identities most familiar to and present within my social context.

My constant imagining and reliance on gender did not only occur due to a privileging of presence, but
it is also evidence of a logocentric fear of absence. I struggled to linger in gendered ambiguity. My
imagination was overridden by a strong desire for presence — to ground a character in familiar
identities and bodies. I found that I was using other identity markers to fill in the void left by the

absence of gender and sex. For example:

I linger for a moment near a crowd of four, where a giant of a person looking more like a tree
than a human is talking about an event that happened in high school. From what I can
understand, there was a biology teacher who one day came to the school completely hairless

from head to toe, even without eyebrows or eyelashes.

While I avoided describing these characters as, for example, a woman, a man or a nonbinary person, I
still minimised their identities into functional and/or aesthetic terms, e.g. ‘giant’ and ‘teacher’.

Increasing the ambiguity of one identity trait seemed to only further solidify others.

This could be attributed to Butler’s (2006, p. 28) notion of the ‘metaphysics of substance’, which
refers to the commitment to and privileging of a ‘prior ontological reality of substance and attribute’;
one that presupposes that there is a doer behind the deed, as Butler (2006, p. 34) draws from
Nietzsche. In Butler’s case, gender is the ‘substance’ critiqued. In my attempt to uphold gender
ambiguity and absence, my characters were tethered to other recognisable ‘substances’, which in turn

inadvertently reinforced a logocentric desire for homogeneity, stability and wholeness.



Another example of my ‘failure’ to resist logocentrism can be found in the traces of biological sex
that remained even in my attempt to avoid mentioning its markers. There is a pivotal moment in my
novel when the narrator painfully recalls a time at school when a group of students (led by a character
called O*) ambush the narrator and Rhube during a weeklong virtual school camp. After pinning the
narrator and Rhube to the ground, stripping Rhube’s clothes and forcing Rhube and the narrator to

kiss, O* and the other students leave, and the following happens:

I scurried to get Rhube’s clothes, but Rhube just lay there motionless, refusing to take them. I
sat down, placing the clothes in between us. I tried not to look at Rhube’s body — not to cause

any more shame, nor take what Rhube hadn’t given.

The narrator’s attempt to cover Rhube and avoid gazing upon Rhube’s naked body was a failed
attempt to give back the respect and autonomy that was just taken. However, in such an intended act
of respect, the narrator inadvertently presumed that Rhube’s naked body is more essential, personal
and, hence, present than a body dressed in clothes. By attempting to cover Rhube’s nudity, the narrator
created a logocentric link between presence and the naked body. It assumed that Rhube’s naked body
is most close, natural and original to Rhube — a representation of Rhube’s ‘true’ self. Without
mentioning genitalia, secondary sex characteristics, hormones, chromosomes or any markers of
biological sex, this scene between Rhube and the narrator still managed to reinforce (traditional)

associations of and allusions to biological sex.

The scene in the desert plays into two hegemonies Butler (2006) sought to trouble: a) that one’s sex
determines their gender and b) that sex is natural and universal. Butler (2006, p. 50) critiques the
Lévi-Straussian structuralist notion among certain feminist theorists that ‘sex is to nature or “the raw”
as gender is to culture or “the cooked” [...] within such a view, “sex” is before the law in the sense that
it is culturally and politically undetermined’. My excerpt above has fallen into a similar trap. While |
tried to subvert language around body and identities via the absence of sex and gender, | ended up
repeating the hegemony that sex is a natural, pre-discursive and true referent of Rhube’s identity.
Either by O*’s attempt to shame Rhube or the narrator’s attempt to honour Rhube, both actions would
only be possible if the naked body (hence, sexed body) was present and seemed to carry some deeper

substance of Rhube.

My unintentional enactment of logocentrism throughout my creative process can be explained by
Butler’s theories of subjecthood and agency. Butler (2006, p. 202) writes, ‘There is no possibility of
agency or reality outside of the discursive practices that give those terms the intelligibility that they
have’. My inability to completely remove gender and sex from my creative work supports Butler’s

theory, by the suggestion that I, as writer and reader, do not have the agency to remove my characters



from an intelligibility of gender. Even with the illusion of authorial power, my creative work still

managed to cite the gendered discourse I reside within and throughout.

Reflecting on the limits of authorial agency is an important tool for artist-researchers. Instead of
falling into a dominant Western tradition that positions the author as a sole godlike genius who works
within a pre-discursive space, artist-researchers should use the practice-led methodology to lean into
and reflect on their cultural and linguistic restraints. This can be difficult when working within
institutions that increasingly demand innovative outputs, which is further compounded when the
researcher is drawing on slippery and unpredictable non-traditional research methods. While I
strongly argue for artist-researchers to deeply reflect on their limitations or ‘failures’, the practice does
not end there. As will be shown in the next section, ‘failures’ are often generative and can assist in

decentring and opening logocentric binaries of Self and Other.

Section 2 — Aporetic opportunities

In the ways just discussed, it appears as though my creative experimentations reinforced logocentrism
and failed to uphold the absence and ambiguity of gender and sex. However, exegetical reflections
should not stop with identifying the force of logocentrism. Simultaneously, moments of aporia
between the absence and presence of gender and sex appear, revealing opportunities to engage with

undecidability, gender proliferation and love for the Other.

For example, Rhube’s naked body in the same excerpt above illuminates an aporia between presence
and absence. The very notion that Rhube’s ‘exposed’ body is not real, but a virtual construction —
another layer of ‘clothing’ that conceals Rhube’s ‘true’ self — problematises the primacy and presence
of Rhube’s naked body. Early works of Butler (2006, 2011) argue that the sexed body does not carry
or express inherent meaning, but rather, meaning is culturally placed onto the body and then
concealed via a system of citationality. As Butler develops this notion from the works of Derrida, the

‘law of sex’:

is repeatedly fortified and idealized as the law only to the extent that it is reiterated as the law,
produced as the law, the anterior and inapproximable ideal, by the very citations it is said to

command (Butler 2011, p. xxii).

Specific to my novel, it is not only that Rhube’s body keeps changing, nor that Rhube’s naked body in
the virtual world is a citation or replication of bodies in the real world (which happens to be a citation
of sexed bodies in my — the author’s — world), but even those ‘real’ sexed bodies can be understood as

socially constructed via a system of citationality. The presence of Rhube’s ‘true’ self, or body, or sex,



is another endless chain of citations, both within and outside of my creative narrative. Rhube’s naked
body does not expose Rhube’s original, natural and/or ‘true’ presence because there is no original
body that sits outside the discourse it cites. The aporia identified in the presence and absence of sex is
the notion that traces of sex still linger in absent spaces, but that sex, in and of itself, is decentred
when understood as a citation. In other words, logocentrism may reinforce the presence of sex within
my attempt to keep it absent or ambiguous, but sex as a true referent of one’s substance or essence is

always absent or deferred.

Most importantly, I am not saying that O*’s violent actions did not matter because they were enacted
on virtual (or cited) bodies, nor that, because sexed bodies are socially constructed, they do not carry
meaning. In fact, writing a scene of violence enacted through or onto socially and technologically
constructed bodies and identities provides significant opportunities to engage with otherness and to
proliferate notions of gender. Although an unwanted and futile task, the narrator’s effort to cover
Rhube was driven by love, and aimed to acknowledge bodies that are deemed unnatural, ugly,
unstable, virtual, violated and/or absent from the centre. The fact that such an incident caused so much
pain and meaning within the story’s narrative, even when enacted within the virtual world on virtual
bodies, puts into question the mechanisms that determine what bodies and identities are worthy of
love and recognition, and proliferate what bodies and identities carry substance. As Butler explains in

Doubting Love:

Love is not a state, a feeling, a disposition, but an exchange, uneven, fraught with history,
with ghosts, with longings that are more or less legible to those who try to see one another

with their own faulty vision (Butler 2002, p. 65).

As mentioned earlier, my textual experimentations build on Butler’s (2006) notion that gender
proliferation and subversion do not come from removing gender, but rather, from repeating gender.
Although the absence of gender markers within my novel at times reaffirmed logocentrism,
conversely, a character’s gender and sex always have the potential to change, to become absent, or to
be obscured, due to the very void of gender and sex. Any stable notion of a character is displaced via a
continuous and rapid flickering of gender and hence, in this way, the void of gender is filled with an
imaginative proliferation. In at least a creative-writing scope, a linguistic void can repeat and
proliferate gender in different and possibly more effective ways than directly and textually repeating
gender. But more than this, and as was earlier illustrated, the void of gender — and the play between its
presence and absence — provides an opportunity for writers and readers to love and care for bodies and
identities that are unrecognisable or absent from dominant intelligibilities. Love and affiliation for

characters like Rhube give substance to absent and marginalised bodies and identities.



Conclusion

Let me revisit Garréta’s words once again: ‘“What does removing gender do both to the imagination of
love and to the form of the novel’ (Gerard 2017, n.p.). For one, it shows the limitations of authorship
and the ways in which logocentric mechanisms persist even when attempting to challenge them. To
believe that my creativity comes from a space removed or prior to discourse only forecloses reflection
into the hegemonies that are naturalised and subsumed into our cultural intelligibility. But removing
gender also creates space for possibility and resistance. It allows for moments when logocentrism falls
back into itself, revealing the instability and undecidability within its own hierarchies and binaries. In
the lines between absence and presence, where gaps are constantly being filled and emptied, writing
my novel illuminated to me the different ways writing genderless characters can proliferate gender,

and love for others and otherness can be realised.

Importantly, my narrow exploration into love and gender absence should not be siloed from other

responsibilities as an artist-researcher. As Estelle Barrett claims regarding creative arts research:

An innovative dimension of this subjective approach to research lies in its capacity to bring
into view, particularities of lived experience that reflect alternative realities that are either

marginalised or not yet recognised in established theory and practice (Barrett 2007, p. 143).

Because artists and their epistemologies and methodologies have been devalued within Western
academic institutions that historically privileged rationalism and positivism, it is our responsibility to
continuously question and resist dominant notions of thought and practice. Just as the textual absence
of gender carries the opportunity to proliferate our understandings of bodies, identities, love and
relationships, so too should practice-led research be understood as a similar and connected ethical

endeavour.
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