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Introduction: An Adaptable Questionability of Form 
 
 
The aim of this thesis is to analyze the depiction of sexually ambiguous characters in 

intertextual works of adaptation; specifically, the Satyrica of Roman statesman Gaius 

Petronius and Italian filmmaker Federico Fellini, the Orlandos of novelist Virginia Woolf 

and filmmaker Sally Potter, and Michel Foucault’s editorial incorporation of Camille 

Barbin’s memoirs into a collection entitled, Herculine Barbin, Being the Recently 

Discovered Memoirs of a Nineteenth-Century French Hermaphrodite. Before I offer an 

initial definition of sexual ambiguity and its relation to the adaptation process, however, I 

would like to make a few observations regarding the concept of ambiguity in general.  

Although the roots of ambiguity might superficially appear to tap into the most 

liminal margins of the abstract and indistinct, there is nothing abstract or indistinct about 

the deployment of ambiguity as a semantic category for defining objects, people, or 

systems of representation deemed either too difficult to recognize or as possessing 

divergent meanings.1 Furthermore, while corporeal ambiguity in general and sexual 

ambiguity per se might seem related, they are not inherently transposable, just as they are 

not mutually exclusive; in short, while the two qualities share some common ground, 

they also have the propensity to drive in different ways. As this applies to characters in 

narration, while some might be depicted as sexually ambiguous without being generally 

                                                
1 The Latin roots of “ambiguity” (ambigere) derivate from the union of amb- (both ways) + agere (to 
drive); thus, its usage for indicating people, objects, actions and words that drive in more than one direction 
(see: OED and Webster’s). Of course, the use of the term “driving” in this context is interesting, as it infers 
an autonomy or agency on the part of the ambiguous subject, seeming to place a prerogative on the 
ambiguous agency to settle (or not) on a singular recognizable meaning or position. On an objective level, 
the state of ambiguity can also apply to matters that are “questionable [and] indistinct, obscure, not clearly 
defined,” as well as objects that admit multiple interpretations or explanations “of double meaning, or of 
several possible meanings.” Subjectively speaking, ambiguity denotes figures who are “wavering or 
uncertain as to course or conduct,” along with prophets or poets whose utterances contain mysterious 
“double meaning[s].” 



ambiguous, others are portrayed as being corporeally ambiguous without being sexually 

ambiguous, and yet another class of characters is represented as both generally and 

sexually ambiguous.2 My thesis is invested in exploring the sexual ambiguity of 

characters as literary meaning-devices, particularly in light of narratologist Mieke Bal’s 

definition of characters as “imitation, fantasy, fabricated creatures: paper people without 

flesh and blood” (1985: 79-80). If we are to regard the character as a meaning device, 

then it is part and parcel of characters to be flanked by ambiguity, and some degree of 

ambiguity seems inherent to the character regardless of its projected sex, shape or 

gender. As Bal notes, the primary quality that separates characters from other types of 

actors is their general resemblance to humans, regardless of the fact that characters do not 

have a “psyche, personality, ideology, or competence to act” (79-80). Needless to say, 

Bal’s use of the term “resemblance” is pivotal here – for if there is something about 

human characters that inevitably  resembles human beings, there is also something about 

them that does not – an elusive, ambiguous edge that flanks and permeates the border of 

each character as it bleeds into other textual structures.3 This characteristic ambiguity 

does not merely fall on the narrative demarcation point where characters are subsumed by 

                                                
2 While I discuss the Orlandos of Virginia Woolf and Sally Potter more thoroughly in Chapters Two and 
Three of this thesis, the centrality of ambiguity to depictions of fairies and ephemera deserves a brief 
mention; in a recent review of Regina Buccola’s Fairies, Fractious Women and the Old Faith: Fairy Lore 
in Early Modern British Drama and Culture (2006), Sos Bagramyan evaluates Buccola’s claims “that 
fairies and fairyland were most closely associated with the female gender, while fairies themselves were 
sexually ambiguous creatures that were considered most active in times of change and instability” 
(Bagramyan 2007, emphasis mine). Of course the same can be said for most sexually ambiguous 
characters, as the element of ambiguity is often amplified by authors into a “ripple effect” that is depicted 
as destabilizing the entire narrative, when in fact the narrative is unambiguously attempting to represent a 
time or state of instability, and is using an aesthetic of ambiguity as a narrative prop to support the claim 
that specific events, objects or others are unstable. 
3 “It is difficult to imagine a story about Santa Claus in which the good man plays a dirty trick on a child,” 
writes Bal in Narratology. “Such stories, however, can and do exist” (83). According to Bal, this 
unpredictability is due to the character’s ambiguous edge, as characters are fabrications that can potentially 
say and do anything the writer desires – even things that seem completely “out of character” or 
contradictory to their “typical” behavioral and/or corporeal mode. 



other semantic arrangements (settings, subplots, chronology, backstory), but in terms of 

the ambiguous shroud of possibility that flanks all characters, which merely await the 

flick of a writer’s pen to transform them from “good” into bad, man into woman, human 

into beast. An ambiguous edge of possibility enables characters to take on the appearance 

of transcending the bounds of material constraint: mad scientists dematerialize from the 

present and rematerialize light years into the future, dead kings return from their graves, 

aristocratic vampires evaporate into legions of rats.4 There is much to be gained from 

analyzing the character’s semantic relationship with this ambiguous edge, not the least of 

which is assaying the intertextual relationship between narrated states of ambiguity and 

textual interpolations of the human. 

Another important distinction concerning the concept of ambiguity emerges if we 

closely read its secondary definition as a subject or object “that can be understood in two 

or more possible ways.” This general tendency towards an intersubjective split extends 

the quality of ambiguity beyond mere questionability; it is a kindred concept, but bears 

significant variations. While the questions raised by questionability might conceivably be 

answered at some point, the multifarious edge of ambiguity makes it likely that more than 

one “correct” answer is conceivable. Applied to ambiguous characters, this multifarious 

edge makes their “correct” interpretation highly provisional, as both character and 

                                                
4 In contemporary literature, the arbitrary resemblance of characters to human beings, and even their 
resemblance to other characters, has long been familiar to experimental writers, who see the aesthetic 
valuation of a character – including the valuation of their sex – taking place in an author’s subjective 
selection of pronoun, description, etc. Postmodernist Kathy Acker, for example, noted that in her early 
books “the characters (to the extent that they were ‘characters’) changed genders a lot: I never got “his” and 
“hers” right! And the dumb reason was: I just didn’t remember, I didn’t care, it meant nothing to me.” 
Acker notes that the reason for her ambivalent attitude towards her characters’ sex “was probably my 
hatred of gender … a hatred of the expectation that I had to become my womb. My hatred of being defined 
by the fact that I had a cunt” (1991: 177). 



interpretation are negotiated at what Kaja Silverman might call “the threshold of the 

visible world” (Silverman 1996: 14-15).5 

This threshold or limit-device directly applies to sexual ambiguity, particularly 

when we are speaking of sexually ambiguous characters; namely, that their projected 

ambiguity stands at the discursive limit of our visible, articulateable world, shimmering at 

the politically fraught borderline of what constitutes a recognizable sex.6 I would like to 

present, therefore, a brief definition of what I do (and do not) mean by sexual ambiguity, 

as my own conception of this term differs widely from other definitions in medicolegal 

and theoretical circles.7 I do not, for example, view sexual ambiguity as an inherent 

quality of transsexuality, transvestism or intersexuality, just as I reject the deployment of 

“sexual ambiguity” to connote genitalia that are not recognizable to their observers as 

                                                
5 In Threshold, Silverman follows Lacan’s efforts in The Mirror Stage to suggest our fragmented notion of 
bodily being can only be projected towards a cultural screen, or the “range of representational coordinates 
[that] are culturally available at any given moment in time” (1996: 221). It is this melange of cultural 
referents that we interpret (and misinterpret)  as the visible world. Since we are speaking of characters, this 
corporeal ambiguity is a structural trope, and as such is quite concrete. This notion of concrete or “real” 
ambiguity is germane to my inquiry for many reasons. If a character’s resemblance of a human to read as 
sufficiently and plausibly human, for example, it can only be so ambiguous before we lose our ability to 
recognize it as such, thereby placing a substantial premium on our ability to recognize a character’s 
resemblance to humans. But the ability to recognize human-ness, particularly as this concerns humans who 
are interpreted as difficult to recognize, is widely considered to be a subjective call. 
6 In “Shimmering Images: On Transgender Embodiment and Cinematic Aesthetics,” trans theorist Eliza 
Steinbock uses the metaphor of “shimmering waters” to describe “the reflecting pool of recognition” that 
perforates the performance of sexual subjectivation, raising the interesting point that “trans organizing and 
cultural work have […] made possible the ‘realness,’ or at least the viability, of qualitative transformation, 
of living in the movements between the grids of identity” (2011: 222). 
7 Concerning my use of the term “medicolegal,” I follow Judith Butler (who in turn follows Foucault), in 
construing the term as a collusion of medical and political interest groups in their charge to distribute 
sexual recognizability among “non-normative” genders  (cf. Gender Trouble and Undoing Gender). In his 
lectures at the Colleges de France in the mid-70s, and in works such as The History of Sexuality, Foucault 
often noted that the “expert medico-legal opinion” is rarely ever deployed “in a field of opposition, but in a 
field of gradation from the normal to the abnormal,” thereby becoming an institutionalized system of 
categorization and valuation (2004: 42, emphasis mine). In this paradigm, Foucault argued that 
marginalized sexualities become “the object not only of a collective intolerance, but of a juridical action, a 
medical intervention, a careful clinical examination, and an entire theoretical elaboration” (1976: 31). Like 
Foucault, Butler views the medicolegal liaison as operating to regulate and identify sexual norms, and she 
follows Foucault in addressing the “medicolegal alliance emerging in nineteenth-century Europe” as giving 
rise to sexualities that had, up to that point, remained obscure or unspoken (1990: 32). In other words, the 
medicolegal discourse that initially acts to oppress the sexual subaltern is the same apparatus that ultimately 
provides an opportunity for it to speak. 



male or female. Genitals are what they are, whether they resemble male or female 

genitalia or not, and any perception of ambiguity cast in this direction by medicolegal 

observers is simply that: a perception. As activists from The International Intersex 

Society of North America (IISNA) have noted, all human beings are sexually 

recognizable regardless of their genital appearance (cf. Alice Dreger 1998: 24-25).8 This 

is true whether or not medicolegal practitioners perceive/diagnose one’s genitalia as 

male, female, or something unrecognizable within their heterocentric sexual lexicon. As 

Judith Butler and Michel Foucault have argued in their not altogether synchronous 

treatments of Camille Barbin’s memoirs (and elsewhere, too) – female and male are not 

the only recognizable sexes – nor are they the only recognizable interstices for sexual 

truth.9 Under those auspices, transsexuality, intersexuality and queerness can 

unambigously yield as much sexual truth as hetero- or homonormative subject positions. 

This is a far cry from asserting that sexual ambiguity does not exist at all, however. 

Sexual ambiguity does exist, and not merely as a lingering classificatory term in the 

discomforting medicolegal legacy that produced an entire lexicon of “sexually 

ambiguous” types, each replete with their own culturally supported semantics, legends 

                                                
8 Although the medicolegal community originally coined the term “sexual ambiguity” to define genitalia 
that were not easily decipherable as male or female, figures such as Dr. William Reiner and Dr. Arlene 
Baratz of the IISNA argue that genitalia are not the only defining markers of sexuality (or ambiguity): 
fashion, mannerisms, and feelings about one’s identity are significant factors. And the medicolegal 
community is not the only institutional network to misuse the term “sexual ambiguity” – popular culture in 
the 1960s also used “sexual ambiguity” to denote a type of androgyny that was perceived as a critique of 
mainstream culture, as models, actors and rock stars like David Bowie or Kate Moss were seen as as 
sexually ambiguous androgynes straddling the borders of masculinity and femininity. Obviously, this type 
of logic only works if we agree the states of masculinity and femininity have a set of baseline attributes and 
behaviors that are typical of those states, and anyone who is difficult to recognize within those norms is 
consciously standing in exception to them. 
9 According to The International Intersex Society of North America (IISNA), sexual ambiguity is a 
“technically insufficient term” for two reasons: on the one hand, sexually ambiguous genitalia are not 
atypical of all intersex conditions, while, on the other hand, the designation of sexual ambiguity is a highly 
subjective call (2009). The IISNA supports clinicians placing the term “ambiguous genitalia” in quotation 
marks, because “no child thinks his or her own genitals are ‘ambiguous’ … they’re just their genitals … it’s 
the grown-ups who are feeling ambiguous” about them (Reiner 2009). 



and rules.10 Sexual ambiguity exists as a framing device for sexual ontologies as they 

combine and shift in adaptation, functioning as the liminal edge for their emergence and 

transformation.11  

And still, terms like sexual ambiguity seem to have a life of their own, a semantic 

persistence that calls for their ongoing adaptation. One might consider how the 

“traditional” use of sexual ambiguity has been falling out of favor since the 1970s, and 

the tragic case of David Reimer, a “sexually ambiguous” boy who was pushed by his 

doctors and parents into submitting to an unwelcome sex change that led to his suicide. 

Since the time of Reimer’s death, gender activists have ramped up their struggle to de-

pathologize the medicolegal deployment of sexual ambiguity as a classificatory term. But 

regardless of the overwhelming support for rejecting sexual ambiguity as a diagnostic 

term, it remains stubbornly in circulation – it has simply shifted out of the American 

Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders and into 

the lexicon of other fields, like contemporary genetics, in which people’s genes are 

pathologized for being sexually ambiguous.12 As Duke University’s senior pediatric 

                                                
10 While the concept of sexual ambiguity has often been attributed to Harry Benjamin’s Transsexual 
Phenomenon, the truth is Benjamin only used “ambiguity” once in connection to hermaphrodism, and 
never used the term “sexual ambiguity” at all. 
11 There is an ongoing debate over whether to include either “hermaphrodism” or “intersexual” in the 
American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders. In an IISNA 
article by April Herndon, entitled “Getting Rid of ‘Hermaphroditism’ Once and For All,” the author notes 
that a variety of recent medical studies have endorsed the elimination of “hermaphrodite” from the lexicon, 
as such terms “imply a kind of hierarchy of “real” and “fake” intersex people, which is unhelpful and 
illogical,” and because “the system of labeling intersex people according to the mere presence or absence of 
certain gonadal tissues (as the “pseudo/true hermaphroditism” system does) predates the modern sciences 
of genetics and endocrinology” (2005). If the medicolegal regime continues to psychopathologize “non-
normative” sexualities in its handbooks and manuals, its adaptation of diagnostic nomenclature remains 
cosmetic, as the practice of sexual psychopathologization will persist as long as the institutions endorsing it 
allow. 
12 Psychologist John Money supported a male-to-female sex change for David Reimer, a child whose 
doctors botched his circumcision process through the unorthodox application of cauterization (burning 
away the foreskin). As an adult, Reimer rejected Money’s views on the necessity of this sex change, and his 
subsequent nervous breakdown and suicide – along with the increasing outcries of the intersexual 



urologist John Wiener M.D. explains in “Insights into Causes of Sexual Ambiguity,” the 

clinical understanding of sexual ambiguity has “progressed from the determination of the 

hormonal etiologies to defining the genetic basis of intersex disorders” (Wiener 1999: 

507). Heralding the discovery of “specific genes involved in the process of sexual 

differentiation [that] made it possible to determine the mutations and other molecular 

events that result in sexual ambiguity,” Wiener boasts that such “disorders can now be 

diagnosed before birth and possibly even treated in utero” (507, emphases mine).13 Aside 

from Weiner’s equation of sexual ambiguity with dis-order, his approach to “solving” the 

problem of sexual ambiguity demonstrates how damaging attitudes move from one 

technical definition to another without changing the underlying root of the problem: a 

limited sexual lexicon. While the terminology keeps changing, and even the science, the 

practice of pathologizing sexual ambiguity has not ceased – it has merely changed its 

wardrobe. 

Even though the concept of sexual ambiguity has been deployed to dubious ends in 

the medicolegal community, and despite the rejection of the term as technically 
                                                
community, who didn’t feel their genitalia were ambiguous at all – has resulted in the sex-change industry 
beginning to modify its priorities, although many medicolegal practitioners still retain their view of sexual 
ambiguity as a designator of genital “abnormality.” 
13 Wiener’s deployment of “disorder” and “mutation” to qualify his view of sexual ambiguity (that one 
ought to treat the disorder in utero, before it upsets the applecart of sexual normativity), renders into 
visibility the clinical perpetuation of an institutionally sanctioned psychoathologization of subjects who 
appear to stand outside its male/female dyadic order. Wiener’s equation of ambiguity = disorder 
emphasizes the extent to which mainstream medicolegal experts still regard any sexuality other than 
maleness or femaleness as an “abnormality” – in Wiener’s case, a malady he would be delighted to treat in 
utero. Further evidence (if any is necessary) of the general excitement regarding the prospect of in-utero 
genetic therapy can be found in an article by Dr. B.L. Tay, of the Department of Maternal Fetal Medicine at 
Kandang Kerbau Hospital, Singapore, entitled “Intersex and Genital Ambiguity” (1990). In this article, Dr. 
Tay explains that “normal sexual differentiation in males and females” is the opposite of “disorders of 
abnormal sexual development” such as those which produce “genital ambiguity” – a state Tay summarily 
divides into “disorders of gonadal development and disorders of fetal endocrinology” and “disorders of 
gonadal development with abnormal sex chromosome constitution [including] those with and without 
sexual ambiguity” (1990, emphases mine). In an effort to restore order to this apparently rampant disorder, 
Tay prescribes “a practical method of management of patients with ambiguous genitalia” (1990). As was 
the case with Wiener, we once more detect the paradigm of “disorder = ambiguity” and “normal = male-
female,” with ambiguity appearing as an aggressive abnormality that Tay seeks to manage. 



insufficient by gender activists, it would be premature to eject sexual ambiguity without 

further scrutiny. The medicolegal take on sexual ambiguity is not the only game in town, 

after all; it is merely the most potentially harmful. There are other ways in which we 

might evaluate the role sexual ambiguity plays in framing all sexuality – even the so-

called normative sexes; the arbitrary yet politically-charged boundaries between man and 

boy, woman and girl. As if dogged by an ongoing conceptualization of individual sexes 

as isolated compartments of sexual subjectivity, discrete units that must be sealed off 

from other sexualities by a poorly defined outside, there seems to be an urgent need to 

protect each individual sexuality from everything it is not. In this paradigm of 

estrangement, an ambiguous expanse of non-sexuality is figured as the invisible 

encasement of each sex, as an anti-sexual veil of Thanatos enshrouds human sexuality in 

an ambivalent void, a projected absence of sex whose sole function, if we can call it that, 

lies in compartmentalizing all human sexuality, not merely folding over it, but folding it 

away from sexual possibilities, inhibiting it from making connections.  

If we could adapt our conceptualization of the liminal edge of human sexuality so it 

became more sexy than sexless, more active than passive, more connective than 

disruptive – what would the results be? Would the liminal edge of human sexuality be 

activated to ontologically mingle with the sexuality of something else, and in so doing, 

emerge informed and even transformed from its contact? Are there possibilities for 

interrelating sexual ambiguation and notions of the human that might extend beyond 

mere diagnosticism and pathologizing debates? I am hardly the first scholar to entertain 

such questions. Beginning with Gender Trouble, and with greater force in Undoing 

Gender, Butler has observed that ambiguity enshrouds all sex, and even suggests there 



can be “advantages to remaining less than intelligible” in the event that one’s “survival 

depends upon escaping the clutch of those norms by which recognition is conferred” 

(2004: 3). Yet, because the act of conferring official recognition within any dominant 

system of norms inevitably bears the exclusion of (an)other, Butler argues that the 

ambiguous “relationship between intelligibility and the human [….] carries a certain 

theoretical urgency, precisely at those points where the human is encountered at the limits 

of intelligibility itself” (58). Compelled by the gendered forms that appear to stand within 

the projected sexual ambiguity flanking the armature/structure of any singular sex, Butler 

suggests such bodies have the potential to open – or in Rancièrian terms, to emancipate – 

discourses for human sexuality that were formerly unthinkable or unspeakable.14  

Although they pay Butler scant credit, psychoanalytic theorist Geneviéve Morel, in 

Sexual Ambiguities, and cultural theorist William Wilkerson, in Ambiguity and Sexuality: 

A Theory of Sexual Identity, each seem to follow Butler’s lead in arguing that we should 

not be so hasty to purge the concept of sexual ambiguity from our cultural register; we 

should simply refrain from deploying sexual ambiguity as a taxonomy for human beings 

that seem difficult to recognize within a heteronormatized order. Focusing on how 

ambiguity permeates every aspect of sexual subjectivation, Wilkerson in particular 

remarks that “ambiguity structures sexual identity from start to finish,” as sexual 

                                                
14 In the final chapters of Undoing Gender, Butler asks: “So what if new forms of gender are possible, how 
does this affect the ways that we live and the concrete needs of the human community?” (2004: 219). In 
what seems almost a Rancierian twist (though Butler never speaks of Rancière), she voices a hope for 
“producing a new future for genders that do not yet exist” (219). In a Rancièrian sense, the question is one 
of political, sexual and linguistic emancipation. Although Butler chuckles that such genders may have 
existed already for a long time, but that “the conception of politics at work here is centrally concerned with 
the question of survival, of how to create a world in which those who understand their gender and their 
desire to be nonnormative can live and thrive not only without the threat of violence from the outside, but 
without the pervasive sense of their own unreality” (219). Needless to say, this unreality comes with a 
sense of ambiguity, and the resistance is in fact a resistance to cultural and systemic ambiguation as a force 
to repel, disavow and distance.  



subjectivation is negotiated within an intersubjective interstice, wherein “ambiguously 

given desires become formed into identities through a process that is itself always 

uncertain and fraught with multiple possibilities” (2010: 173). Wilkerson sees this state 

of polymorphous (re)production as ripe with possibilities for “further and intensified 

forms of freedom” to arise between the ontological citadels of lived experience that 

Butler calls “the given and the possible,” yielding increased opportunities to “have 

consciousness of our self-formation and the possibilities for its transformation” 

(Wilkerson 2010: 173, Butler 2004: 100-101, 203). In this interstitial milieu of sexual 

signification, all sexes would/can influence each other, streaming across ambiguous 

borders to permeate, resist and renegotiate their points of purchase.  

Butler’s notions of human recognizability are critical to my line of inquiry in this 

thesis, as the ability and inability to recognize human sexuality has a direct impact on the 

quality – even the survivability – of human lives. Analyzing “the question of the human, 

of who counts as human, and the related question of whose lives count as lives,” Butler 

evokes interesting questions concerning “what social norms must be honored and 

expressed for personhood to become allocated [and] how we do or do not recognize 

animate others as persons depending on whether or not we recognize a certain norm 

manifested in and by the body of that other” (Butler 2004: 17-18, 58). As this applies to 

sexual ambiguity, an interesting question gains shape; namely, at what point does a 

character’s resemblance to humans – and recognizable forms of human sexuality – 

become so questionable that it elicits no plausible answer, so ambiguous that all possible 

answers become either too indecipherable or interpretable in too many directions – and 

what is the relationship of this projected lack of recognizability to the zero point at which 



characters (and by extension, humans) relinquish their recognizability as human beings 

altogether, thereby forefeiting their access to an equally subjective set of sexual or 

“human rights?” If the only contact most people have with “sexually ambiguous” others 

is comprised of encounters with the characters of literature, art and film, such questions 

take on a crucial significance, as the way in which these fictitious characters “behave” is 

often extended into everyday life with negative consequences. When applied carelessly or 

maliciously, projections of sexual ambiguity can become a weapon, a means of 

disavowing subjects one does not wish to recognize, or whom it is not in one’s self-

interest to recognize, and this inability to recognize, couched in a projection of sexual 

ambiguity, is often the first step down the road to punitive enactments of socioeconomic 

abjection.15  

This thesis will argue in favor of activating sexual ambiguity into a verb: to 

sexually ambiguate. Placing this power to ambiguate in the hands of the subject – as 

opposed to the subject’s medicolegal receivership – would arm the state of sexual 

ambiguity with more political tooth, perhaps enabling human beings to ambiguate beyond 

recognizability in order to renegotiate their sexual subject position and its meaning. This 

is precisely the possibility that is denied human beings who are regarded as sexually 

ambiguous by medicolegal experts: a diagnosis of ambiguity is projected at them, around 

them, marking them and pinning them down in a way separates them from humans who 

are viewed as sexually unambiguous within a heterocentric paradigm. 

                                                
15 In Undoing Gender and Bodies That Matter, Butler argues that sexually normative cultures often 
socioeconomically abjectify subjects who are deemed non-normative by distancing them from money, 
pleasure, legitimization and power. Deriving her use of abjection from Kristeva’s conceptualization of the 
term in Powers of Horror (and elsewhere) to designate the experience of disavowing a substance or person 
as waste, filthy, profane, Although I generally concur with Butler’s general precept (that cultures of 
normatization abjectify their others on a socioeconomic level), I nevertheless follow Kristeva in regarding 
abject discourse as an event that presents an opportunity for revolt or intimacy. 



 

A Transubjective Interstice: Sexually Ambiguous Bodies in Abjection 
 

While I generally concur with Wilkerson’s and Butler’s observations that transforming 

human ontologies of sexual self-formation might occasionally be possible, along with 

their view that the ambiguity of sexuality has an axiomatic role in perpetuating its 

ontological adaptation, I would like to add that such transformations are often reached in 

abject discourse, which provides a transsubjective interstices for ambiguated sexual 

subject positions to become unambiguously emancipated into language. Rather than 

using emancipation in a liberatory sense, which might entail some sort of freedom from 

oppression, I follow Rancière in regarding discursive emancipation as the ability to be 

heard, the ability to signify and to some extent negotiate one’s position in force relations 

through abject discourse. Julia Kristeva first broaches this possibility in Powers of 

Horror, expanding it into more recent studies (ck. Intimate Revolt). As S.K. Keltner 

observes in Kristeva, each of these works “turns on the ambiguity of metaphysical 

oppositions [such as] male and female,” in which the singularity of the human subject 

“and the ambiguity of sexual difference [is] a space of conflict, love, and dialogue 

between the sexes” (Keltner 2011: 102, emphasis Keltner’s). As this applies to abject 

discourse, the state of abjection is not merely a space in which we reject other 

subjects/objects: it can also be the grounds on which we become intimate with those 

whom we attempt to disavow. This opportunity for intimacy (and thus for adaptation) 

resides in abject discourse, though it does not always come to pass. That said, I would 

like to elaborate on the integral role ambiguity plays in both abjection and abject 

discourse, as this has a direct bearing on the interplay between sexual ambiguity and 



sexually abject discourse. In Powers of Horror, Kristeva suggests that human beings, 

when coming come into contact with taboo, undesirable, unsavory or unrecognizable 

people and/or things (Kristeva cites vomit, scat, dead people, the diseased), their first 

reaction is often one of violent repudiation – not simply a flat rejection, but a vehement 

disavowal and casting-away of the offending object: That Thing is not me! But if we 

consider the moment of abjection closely, the most discomforting aspect of the abject is 

not any singular quality inherent to that subject/object – the stink of shit, the 

decomposing flesh of the dead – but rather its ambiguity, its detumescence, its tendency 

towards dissipation. The proximity of the Other’s ambiguous topographies summons the 

facticity of our own ambiguity and potential decorporealization.  

According to Kristeva, the first phase of abjection occurs during an infant’s 

transubjective relocation from maternal embrace to the “failed” paternal function; the 

symbolic order of language. In this relocation, the speaking subject first recognizes its 

own abject position in relation to the order of language, which both embraces and 

estranges them, providing a grounds for their articulations of desire and ensuring their 

subsequent lack of jouissance (1982: 6-9). In Reading Kristeva, Kelly Oliver frames the 

infant’s abject move from mother to symbolic father as “pre-identity, presubject, 

preobject,” a move that opens the human being to its first awareness of the threat of 

subjective “disintegration” through its sudden exposure to the symbolic order (1993: 56-

8). In addition to exploring the narrative engagement of abjection as a flanking device for 

sexually ambiguous characters, this thesis will analyze the deployment of socioeconomic 

abjection when it is directed as an undoing force towards “sexually ambiguous” subjects.  



If Butler is correct in asserting that the ambiguousness of sexuality can function as a 

route of escape when one seeks to avoid being crushed by the agencies of sexual 

normatization, the same might be said about the ambiguity of abjection as a potential 

route into linguistic and ontological transformation. Like the adaptation process, abject 

discourse often brings the subject and its others onto an interstitial playing field wherein 

larger systems of transvaluation are refuted, reframed and adapted. That said, I would like 

to consider the process of adaptation more closely. While this concept is often taken for 

granted to mean one thing – particularly in literature and film studies – adaptation has a 

multifarious edge that can connote both object and act, both of which influence and 

transform one another, yet have the potential to destabilize and shift the ontological frame 

in which both are grounded. As this concerns the analysis of cultural objects, the 

adaptation concept does not simply account for one type of work; as Julie Sanders 

suggests in Adaptation and Appropriation, the adaptation process encompasses numerous 

modes, including revision, rehearsal, update, sequel, interpretation, reinterpretation, 

maladaption and misprision. Similarly, adaptation theorist Linda Hutcheon sees adapters 

approaching their sources not as “something to be reproduced, but rather something to be 

recreated, often in a new medium,” adding that adaptations typically regard a previous 

work as “a reservoir of instructions, diegetic, narrative, and axiological, that the adapter 

can use or ignore” – a fact that often places adapters in the crosshairs for critics who feel 

allegiance to the source (2006: 84).16  That said, both Hutcheon and Sanders take much 

                                                
16 This propensity for resistance on the part of an intended receivership spurs Hutcheon to ask: “What 
motivates adapters, knowing that their efforts will be compared to competing imagined versions in people’s 
heads and inevitably found wanting?” (2006: 86).  According to Hutcheon, there are several possible 
factors, the first of which would be “economic lures” (88), as well as “personal and political motives” that 
inspire a director to not only “interpret (a) work but in so doing … take a position on it” (92). Herein, an 
adaptation might “be used to engage in a larger social or cultural critique,” and in so doing  change the 



for granted about the adaptation process. This is hardly surprising, as the adaptation 

process was largely taken for granted in the humanities until the 1990s, and Thomas 

Leitch’s publication of “Twelve Fallacies in Contemporary Adaptation Theory.”17 

Although Sanders and Hutcheon do not mention Leitch in their meta-theories, many 

adaptation scholars regard Leitch as the first to be unequivocally critique “the crippling 

dependence of adaptation study on concepts like fidelity and monistic claims of 

literature’s superiority to film” (2003: 11). As Leitch often suggests, the field-specific 

concepts that continue to vex adaptation studies include fidelity, originality, 

chronological anteriority and authorial intent – all of which raise their provocative heads 

throughout this thesis. Such haunting concepts are not merely unavoidable here, they are 

welcome; there is a good reason they have persisted for so long, after all, as the 

theorization of adaptation has not finished adapting.  

While formal approaches to adaptation studies proper comprise one possible route 

for analyzing the narration of sexually ambiguous figures in adaptation, this study seeks 

to cultivate as many interdisciplinary connections as will bear beneficial insights. That 

said, my thesis owes a conceptual debt of gratitude to Teresa DeLauretis’s notion of the 

resistant figure as it appears in Technologies of Gender and Figures of Resistance, to 

Gilles Deleuze’s concept of the time image in Cinema 2, and to Jacques Rancière’s 

                                                
political charge of the work the adapter is recasting. As Hutcheon notes, one can indeed make a tidy pile 
turning Spiderman, Batman, and Wonder Woman comic books into multimillion dollar blockbusters—but 
it seems only fair to note that films such as Catwoman (2004) or Around the World in 80 Days (2004) only 
returned 40 percent of their $100 million grubstakes. Another “motive” Hutcheon discusses for adaptation 
is the “cultural capital” that can come from basing one’s creative efforts on the work of an acknowledged 
classic, both as a way for the film to “gain respectability” through lip service to its source, and “the 
pedagogical impulse” that Hutcheon sees “behind much literary adaptation to both film and television” 
(Hutcheon 2006: 91-2). 
17 Numerous works in adaptation studies have accessed the common conceptual ground between adaptation 
studies in the humanities and in the sciences to draw strained corollaries between genetic and cultural 
memes (cf. St. Jacques 2011). 



treatment of the gap or blank moment in Film Fables. Also instrumental to my thesis is 

Rancière’s work in The Politics of Aesthetics, particularly as his notion of linguistic and 

political emancipation. Surfing the borders of psychoanalytic theory, film and literary 

theory, Slavoj Zizek’s discussion of monstrosity and otherness in The Ticklish Subject 

and Enjoy Your Symptom! has been axiomatic to this text, as has Homi Bhabha’s analysis 

of the “in-between” in The Location of Culture. Several works in narratology have also 

been productive, particularly Mieke Bal’s considerations of character, fabula, framing 

and the embedded narrative in Narratology and Traveling Concepts in The Humanities. 

As a study of sexual ambiguity in general, this thesis is not without precedent. Yet, 

while studies such as Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble, Jay Prosser’s Second Skins, Gayle 

Salamon’s Assuming a Body, Judith Halberstam’s In a Queer Time and Place, and 

Marjorie Garber’s Bissexuality of Everyday Life have each examined, to their own 

polemic ends, the ways in which “sexually ambiguous” figures are represented in 

literature, art and the media, no scholarship to date has traced the ways in which the 

aesthetic characteristics of sexual ambiguity are solidified and/or altered in the process of 

adaptation.18 My overall strategy for evaluating representations of sexually ambiguous 

characters in adaptation was quite straightforward, and it was my conviction that tracking 

                                                
18 Since the late 1990s, and what trans/gender theorist Susan Stryker has called “the debates and polemics 
thrown up during [transgender studies’] fiery formative decade,” numerous academic works have sought to 
analyze depictions of transgender, transsexual and queer bodies as they are represented in visual and 
popular culture (Stryker 2011). Among these, Prosser’s Second Skins examines the “body narratives” of 
transgendered people as they play out in transsexual autobiographical accounts, while John Phillips’s staid 
but sturdy Transgender on Screen seeks to demonstrate “that perceptions of transgender are mediated by 
culturally constructed images,” with the worthy aim of “reposition[ing] and redefin[ing] sexual desire 
against sexual fascination with transgender” (2006: 1). In a series of thoughtful case studies and essays in A 
Queer Time and Place, Judith Halberstam sheds light on “the potentiality of the body to morph, shift, 
change, and become fluid is a powerful fantasy in transmodern cinema,” while, in The Bisexuality of 
Everyday Life, Marjorie Garber offers many productive insights on representations of non-normative 
bodies, just as she does in Vested Interests (Halberstam 2005: 6). Alongside these works, I would place 
Foucault’s study of the memoirs of Camille Barbin, and Butler’s critical evaluation of Foucault’s efforts in 
Gender Trouble. 



the changes authors make to the “same” character as it progresses from work to work 

could shed light on the aesthetic elements such authors deploy to support and/or denote 

notions of sexual ambiguity in general.19 Through comparing the structural shifts that take 

place between sets of adaptations, I felt it might be possible to trace the sexual, linguistic 

and political shifts that occur when key markers of sexual ambiguity are added, deleted, 

revised or effaced.20 While this methodology still seems sound, my conceptualization of 

sexual ambiguity and adaptation has become increasingly conflicted, as has my 

understanding of the relationship between sexual ambiguity and adaptation; namely, that 

depictions of sexual ambiguity in adaptation enable the larger process of sexual 

subjectivation to change, thereby changing the way things change. 

 

Close Readings in Adaptation: The Chapters of My Thesis 

 

Tracking shifts in serial adaptation will always benefit from an extremely close reading 

of cultural objects, particularly when such shifts involve nuances in sexually ambiguous 

characters.21 On the one hand, sexual ambiguity is an elusive, unstable, and politically 

                                                
19 In Narratology, Bal suggests that although character is not a human being, it is a structure that 
encourages us to relate to it as a human. But while the character might appear human and even behave 
humanely, itis not a human being. 
20 Some readers may comment on the fact that I discuss only book-to-film adaptations, and remark that 
there are other forms of adaptation to be discussed. While I discuss the impact of intertextuality on serial 
adaptations in other works, it is not as if nothing can be gained by comparing films and books – there is as 
much to be gained from comparing books to films as comparing anything else. Book-to-film comparisons 
are as good as any other, so long as no singular genre is championed over another simply because of its 
temporal precedence or its “originality.” All that matters is that our comparisons (of any objects) are as 
thorough and even-handed as possible. Obviously, too much has been made of the binary constraints 
imposed on film to be visual and texts to be textual – in many ways, films are as textual as books; they 
involve scripts and lines that are written and spoken; they are inscribed, translated, relayed. Conversely, 
books often evoke images, deploying words to summon the visual. There is little to be gained from 
prioritizing  a binary distinction between the visual and the textual. 
21 Of course, there are many reasons for closely reading the adaptive trajectory of cultural objects in terms 
of sexual ambiguity and sexually ambiguous characters. Theorists in the sciences, for example, have long 



fraught category with subtle differences and similarities that only a close reading can 

detect, while, on the other hand, narrative attributions of sexual ambiguity often take 

place within a single passage or a few frames of film. Too swift or broad a reading will 

inevitably miss the structural interrelationships of narrative elements in transit. But I must 

reemphasize that my study is not strictly about one type of adaptation – the adaptation of 

cultural objects from one chronologically anterior source to the next – it is about the 

potential of adaptive objects to influence larger ontological transformations.  

That said, the chapters of my thesis focus on three sets of serial adaptation. The first 

two chapters analyze the ambiguation and abjectification of sibylline prophetesses as they 

progress from classic Greco-Roman literature to the hermaphroditic priestess of Federico 

Fellini’s Fellini-Satyricon (1969). In these chapters, I hope to establish an initial 

framework for my take on the interplay between adaptation, abjection and the projection 

of sexual ambiguity. The second and third chapters of my thesis comprise a critical 

analysis of Virginia Woolf’s Orlando: A Biography and Sally Potter’s Orlando (1992), a 

cinematic adaptation. I selected this adaptive set of works precisely because Woolf’s 

novel deploys identifiable tropes of sexual ambiguation (shifts in pronoun, temporality, 

and character-to-character interaction), while Potter’s film fails to produce a sexually 

ambiguous character – yet nevertheless emerges as a revolutionary text. In my fourth and 

final chapter, I evaluate Michel Foucault’s adaptive incorporation of Camille Barbin’s 

personal memoirs into his collection, Herculine Barbin: Being the Recently Discovered 

                                                
recognized that nothing ever completely adapts, and there is no survival of the fittest in the adaptation game 
– no matter what Sanders and Hutcheon argue to the contrary – because in the final knell nothing ever 
survives. Thus, any attribution of “fitness” is a strictly human valuation; thus, my reluctance to champion a 
utopian or positivist view of adaptation. While some species (and even art forms) might seem to last longer 
than others, adaptation is merely a series of transitive manifestations on the way to other indeterminate and 
emergent points of departure. 



Memoirs of a Nineteenth-Century French Hermaphrodite. Three primary reasons 

motivated my interest in Herculine. First, much of the existing scholarship on Camille 

Barbin glosses over a close reading of her memoirs for the sake of aiming a politicized 

critique at Foucault. Second, while much could be said about the significance of 

Camille’s girlhood, this has largely been pushed aside for the sake of overprioritizing her 

intersexuality, even though the category of the intersexual did not exist in the nineteenth 

century. Third, by positioning Camille’s memoirs in the same volume as her 

interlocutors’s documents, Foucault forms an intertextual discourse between Camille and 

the heteronormative apparatus that impelled its arbiters to project its diagnosis of her 

singularly sexual body, as opposed to diagnosing their systems of sexual recognition. 

Focusing on The Sibyl of Cumae, Chapter One tracks the adaptation of a character 

who enters the cycle unambiguously female, but grows increasingly spectral as the story 

proceeds forward. From her first appearance in Virgil’s Aeneid to her emergence in the 

Petronian Satyricon more than one hundred years later, this Sibyl was never flagged as 

sexually ambiguous – yet her escalating corporeal ambiguity bears significant 

consequences concerning her overall sexual recognizability. Suggesting the Cumaean 

Sibyl is simultaneously ambiguated and diminished by her adapters, I evaluate the moral-

ethical fabulae that emerge from the character’s increasing weakness as she moves 

further from human recognition. Bringing the Sibyl’s escalating ambiguation into contact 

with Kristeva’s take on abjection, I ask how diffuse the human body must be before it 

becomes vulnerable to the systems of socioeconomic abjectification leveled at 

dehumanized others. 



Chapter Two extends my analysis of the Cumaean Sibyl from classical literature to 

Fellini’s addition of a hermaphroditic prophet/ess to Fellini-Satyricon (1965) nearly two 

thousand years later. Through closely reading the narrative tropes Fellini engages to 

enunciate the dual sexuality of his character, the Hermaphrodite, I evaluate Fellini’s 

mission of “restoring paganism to the pagans” via an aesthetic mise-en-scène of 

fragmentation and monstrosity. By prioritizing those elements throughout his adaptation, 

Fellini creates a facsimile of antiquity that fixes a perceptual gap between a projected 

audience and its projected past. Placing the Hermaphrodite squarely in this rift, the 

filmmaker depicts his character as a “sacred little monster.” Nevertheless, while his 

modifications of the Sibyl narratively escalates the paradigm of abjection and 

monstrosity that bears down on her in earlier versions, Fellini suggests the actions of his 

heroes are more monstrous still. Returning to my discussion of abjection from Chapter 

One, I evaluate Fellini’s implication that heterocentric sexual normativity is the monster 

of the monster, yet presents the opportunity for the monster to signify for herself. 

Beginning Chapter Three with a close reading of the Moor’s head sequence that 

begins Virginia Woolf’s novel, Orlando: A Biography, I form theoreticl connections 

between Bhaba’s conceptualization of the barbarian, Žižek’s notions of the monstrous, 

and Kristeva’s viewpoints on abject discourse. Suggesting that the tropes of monstrosity 

and barbarity that frame our initial perceptions of Woolf’s protagonist solidify his portrait 

as a privileged barbarian, a monster with money, I evaluate the tropes of sexual 

ambiguity that Woolf ultimately deploys to “change the sex” of her character, refuting the 

popularized claim that Orlando is significantly androgynous (cf. Sandra Gilbert and 

Susan Gubar, Hermione Lee, etc.). Assessing how Orlando’s initial unambiguous 



masculinity makes it seem more “plausible” that an excursion through sexual ambiguity 

would open possibilities for him to live, not merely as a woman, but as a feminist more 

capable of empathizing with her political and sexual others, I trace Woolf’s linguistic 

indications of Orlando’s sex-change. Tracking Woolf’s narrative alignment of the 

“biographer’s” voice with a group of supernatural feminine characters who resist any 

explicit depiction of Orlando’s sex – an articulation the biographer dismisses as “odious” 

– I return to the topic of abjection and repulsion, bringing Kristeva’s and Butler’s insights 

on social marginalization and sexual recognizability into contact with Orlando to ask the 

following question: how ambiguous a character can be before they fall off the map of 

sexual recognition altogether?22 I conclude Chapter Three with a close evaluation of how 

Orlando’s legitimacy as a woman is narratively “proven” by the fact that she bears a 

child, examining how Orlando presents the adaptation of a man into a woman through a 

brief moment of ambiguity even as it comprises an adaptation of patriarchal modes of 

writing into a specific type of feminine writing: Woolf’s writing. 

Chapter Four continues my study of Orlando-lore to evaluate Sally Potter’s 

adaptation of the same title (Orlando [1992]), which simultaneously functions as a 

revision of – and paean to – Woolf’s politically troubling text. Beginning this chapter 

with a critical reading of Potter’s decision to replace Woolf’s Moor’s head sequence with 

an opening scene that centralizes the seemingly preposterous claim that Tilda Swinton is 

“actually” a man, I suggest that Potter’s attempt to shift the significance of Orlando’s 

                                                
22 While much has been written about Orlando’s perceived androgyny and/or sexual ambiguity, there is 
little scholarship concerning the scene of Orlando’s sex change per se, particularly the fact that Woolf 
depicts his sex change as a mythical/magical occurrence. Yet, just as sexual ambiguity acts as the pivot for 
Orlando’s switch from male to female, the supernatural forces that demand his change of sex are presented 
as the pivot for his emergence into sexual ambiguity. Cosmetic surgery, changes in wardrobe and/or or 
variations in elocution are not responsible for this change of sex, as numerous scholars have indicated (cf. 
Lee, Gilbert and Gubar, etc.). 



formerly barbarous maleness into the masculinity of a character who is visibly feminized 

is accomplished by the removal of the same tropes of male aggression that Potter relies 

on to impel the insinuation that male-on-male violence is the impetus for Orlando’s 

ultimate sexual transformation. Following a discussion of this interlacement of violence 

and masculinity, I evaluate Potter’s modifications of Orlando’s sex-change, which the 

filmmaker presents as a feminist response to patriarchal chauvinism. Citing Butler’s 

accounts of troubling sexualities in Gender Trouble,  I assert that Potter’s act of 

distancing her protagonist from his own violent deeds does not produce a narrative that is 

less troubling than Woolf’s, but rather combines with her insertion of sequences 

prioritizing Orlando’s motherhood to emerge as troubling to a different crowd; namely, 

the scholars and feminists who viewed Potter’s adaptation as an anti-feminist, “de-

lesbianized” travesty.23 Closely analyzing her decision to relocate the setting of Orlando’s 

sex change from Constantinople to Uzbekistan, I explore Potter’s addition of a new 

character (“The Khan”) to the fraternity of violence that impels Orlando’s transfiguration. 

Reviewing Potter’s elimination of supernatural characters and biographers from her 

representation of Orlando’s “in-between” stage, I assert the filmmaker removes any 

vestige of ambiguity from Orlando’s sexual transformation, turning it into a change of 

gender as opposed to a change of sex – a revision that nevertheless succeeds in 

summoning the protagonist into an abject discourse as productive as Woolf’s source text. 

Suggesting Potter’s adaptation of the protagonist into a character whose rapidly evolving 

feminist politics open an ontological door into her role as a queer mother, I argue that 

                                                
23 According to Jane Marcus, Potter’s Orlando was a “travesty” that betrayed both feminist cinema and the 
feminist cause (1994: 11-13), while Kate Hollinger and Teresa Winterhalter view Potter’s film as 
“suppressing the lesbian elements” of Woolf’s text, and Woolf scholar Leslie Hankins criticizes Potter for 
carrying out an act of “lesbian erasure” in the film (Hollinger and Winterhalter 2001: 243, Hankins 1995: 
168-74).  



Potter’s film opens fresh corridors for gender trouble – and for queer feminist cinema – 

by switching the sex of Orlando’s child to a girl instead of a boy. Concluding Chapter 

Four by bringing my own notions of abjection and girlhood into contact with the concept 

of resistance as discussed by Teresa de Lauretis in Figures of Resistance, I assert that 

Potter positions Orlando’s daughter as an eccentric girl who beckons us into the 

delightfully ambiguous future of feminist filmmaking.  

Chapter Five of my thesis explores the adaptive incorporation of Camille Barbin’s 

memoirs into Foucault’s transdisciplinary collection of works, Herculine Barbin, Being 

the Recently Discovered Memoirs of a French Hermaphrodite. Tracing Camille’s 

girlhood accounts of her religious upbringing in Ursuline convents and schools, I follow 

the progression of her lesbian sexual relations through girlhood into adolescence, at 

which point Camille allows her body to be medically examined, and is diagnosed as a 

pseudohermaphrodite.24 Clocking her subsequent mental and physical undoing at the 

hands of nineteenth-century medicolegal “experts,” Camille’s accounts do not reflect the 

experiences of a sexually ambiguous character so much as they chronicle her attempt to 

switch from an unambiguous state of femininity into an unambiguous state of masculinity 

– a transformation Camille hoped would grant her access to the patriarchal privilege of 

                                                
24 An arcane term that has been widely rejected in favor of “intersexuality,” psuedohermaphroditism is 
defined by Webster’s as the condition “of having the gonads [….] of one sex and external genitalia that is 
of the other sex or is ambiguous” (2013). Interestingly, although Foucault makes this case about pseudo-
hermaphroditism in his introduction to Herculine, none of Camille’s doctors ever deploy it in their reports – 
perhaps because the “science” of pseudohermaphrodism had not at that point congealed. According to 
Foucault, the conceptualization of the pseudohermaphrodite within the scientia sexualis of the late-1800s is 
symptomatic of the overarching ontological imperative for all individuals “to have one and only one sex 
[…] Everybody was to have his or her primary, profound, determined and determining sexual identity” 
(viii). The methodology for this technology, Foucault notes, lay in “strip[ping] the body of its anatomical 
deceptions” and deciphering “the true sex that was hidden beneath ambiguous appearances” (viii, 
emphases mine). As I argue throughout this chapter – and as Foucault points out in both Herculine and his 
History of Sexuality series, the ambiguity of these individual appearances was simply a claim, beneath 
which lay nothing less than an inability to recognize. 



enjoying licit sexual relations with girls. Ironically, this transition was arrested by the 

very clinicians Camille turned to for support, as these medicolegal experts had more 

professional stakes in studying Camille’s alleged pseudohermaphrodism than they had in 

empowering her life as a man, woman, or girl.  

It was this latter state (girlhood) to which Camille desired to retreat once she 

realized masculinity held no attraction for her. This revelation was accompanied by a 

more dreadful shock: the medicolegal authorities to whom she turned for support could 

offer her no route forward or backward into girlhood. Seeing no prospects for enjoying a 

livable life, Camille was eventually overwhelmed by a heteronormative backlash of 

scandal and socioeconomic abjection, at which point committing suicide looked better 

than living as a failed man. Bringing Camille’s memoirs into contact with Teresa de 

Lauretis’s work in Figures of Resistance, I consider de Lauretis’s notion that “eccentric 

bodies” might resist the boundaries of hegemonic order. Arguing that Camille’s memoirs 

depict her as a resistant subject engaged in “a process of struggle and interpretation, a 

rewriting of self” I assert that Camille’s resistance was broken by the heteronormative 

culture from which (and in which) she sought shelter (De Lauretis: 2007: 180-81). I then 

move into exploring Camille’s memoirs as a resistant text. Refuting Foucault’s 

characterization of Camille’s writing as “turgid schoolgirl prose,” I discuss the 

similarities between Camille’s memoirs and the elegiac confessions of eccentric religious 

figures (St. Augustine, Hadewijch d’Anvers). Suggesting Camille’s girlhood was not 

merely some sexually ambiguous shadow of a primal dyadic pair, but was a recognizable 

sex with its own ambiguous edge, I advocate the resistance of Camille’s memoirs to the 

heteronormative imperative to fall silent, elbowing out their own discursive spaces-



between, inscribing their exception to a heteronormative rule, extending the limits of the 

possible. 

 

Concluding Thoughts: The Liminal Edge of a Heterocentric Lexicon  

 

As I approach the completion of this study, there still seems to be something paramountly 

difficult to recognize not merely about the arbitrary intersubjective borders between 

masculinity and femininity, but about men and women themselves, as if the liminal edge 

of each sexual subject position – even those long regarded as normative – is framed by an 

opaque edge (of incompletion, dissolution, indistinctness) that lies between each facet of 

the primal pair and the ambiguous horde of Other sexes whose existence calls their 

alleged unambiguity into question. As if each sexual subject position is surrounded by a 

mute ambiguity that lies fleetingly beyond and intermittently between, bearing down on 

individual subjects in general, the force of its pressure defines the human valuation of 

sexuality and its moral-ethical contours. In that light, I would like to consider one of the 

many critical questions raised by Homi K. Bhabha in The Location of Culture:  

If the differentiating force of the Other is the process of the subject’s 
signification in language and society’s objectification in Law, then how can the 
Other disappear? Can desire, the moving spirit of the subject, ever evanesce? 
(1994: 74) 
 

If Bhabha is here deploying “evanesce” in the common sense of the term – “to dissipate 

like vapor” – then where does his question lead, if not back into the effervescent 

ambiguity that surrounds all materiality in a boundless terrain of voids, semblances, 

evaporations and double-meanings? And in articulating this question about the Other’s 



dissipation, another question seems fundamentally unanswered: Why would we want the 

Other to dissipate? If the Other disappears, along with our apparent “need” for 

Otherization (that is, our need to Otherize in order to differentiate), will we finally 

dispense with oppressing our Others and desist from our attempts to colonize, dominate 

and incorporate them? While this might seem a relevant point, it is intensely problematic. 

The more abstract or diffuse the Other becomes, the more it evanesces into complete 

ambiguity – and the harder it becomes to evanesce Otherness altogether, particularly at 

the point that Otherness moves from being the object of our gaze into dissipating into the 

“nothingness” we project as surrounding us and the Other, that seemingly substanceless 

nothingness that is alien to both ourselves and our Others. Perhaps this is the interstices 

that Bhabha calls the “anxious contradictory place between the human and the not-

human, between sense and non-sense” (1994: 178). While this seems to be a 

contradiction we need in order to signify for ourselves, I can only ask: is it? 

Our brief acts of signification (sexual and otherwise) during our human lifespan 

seem consistently shrouded or disrupted by the fact of their eventual termination. In that 

sense, Bataille clocked it perfectly in Tears of Eros: sex is framed by death. But is the 

death of sex truly a rupture that divides, or is it simply an unfolding into everything 

repressed or shouldered aside in order to maintain the notion of an “I”? When the dead 

king’s ghost makes its appearances in Shakespeare’s Hamlet, it rematerializes from the 

most liminal borders of the visible world, propelling its maelstrom of crisis and conflict.25 

                                                
25 Like many ambiguous characters that I study in this thesis, Shakespeare’s specter has been causing 
trouble in intellectual circuits for at least five hundred years, and has resurfaced in scholarly articles from 
Robert West’s “King Hamlet’s Ambiguous Ghost” to Riccardo Capoferro’s Empirical Wonder. But 
Shakespeare’s specter has also attained a second life as a principle allegory in Jacques Derrida’s Specters of 
Marx, wherein Derrida frames the specter’s return as an opportunity to deconstruct the notion of returning 
in general; specifically, the return to Marxism post-Marx (1994: xix, 10-15). Of course, Derrida’s return to 



Faced with this spirit of his deceased father, Hamlet does not rejoice. Instead, he is faced 

with an overwhelming sense of doubt over his inability to adequately recognize the ghost 

as his father. Yet the diffuse corporeal frame of this ghost has an allure to it, and its 

“questionable shape” compels Hamlet to see more: 

Be thou a spirit of health or goblin damned, 
Bring with thee airs from heaven or blasts from hell, 
Be thy intents wicked or charitable, 
Thou com’st in such a questionable shape 
That I will speak with thee. (1.4.181) 

 

Overcoming Hamlet’s fear or resistance to its uncanny appearance, the ghost’s 

questionable shape draws him into its vortex of death. But the dead king’s spirit is itself 

caught in a binary trap: sacred or damned, future or past, heaven or hell. Yet his ghostly 

business is with the living, and in his series of hauntings the dead king demands justice, 

death, retribution at any price. But for all its bluster and heat, the ghost is still a shade of 

its former self and its life is the shade of a former life, and as sociological theorist Avery 

Gordon remarks in Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the Sociological Imagination, the 

                                                
Marxism set off its own series of returns to Derrida, many of which were gathered in an ambitious 
collection of essays edited by Michael Sprinker, titled Ghostly Demarcations (1999), which features 
articles by scholars from Antonio Negri to Terry Eagleton, both of whom wonder whether Derrida’s return 
to Marx was perhaps too ambiguous for its own good. Among the many insightful contributions to Ghostly 
Demarcations, Antonio Negri’s essay, “The Specter’s Smile,” launches an indictment of Derrida’s “sad 
sidestepping” in his elegant deconstruction of Marxism post-Marx, while Terry Eagleton’s “Marxism 
Without Marxism” staged an institutional tongue-lashing of the Derridians at UC Irvine, whose 
misinterpretations of Derrida apparently had the old master rolling in his grave. Then, like a restless spirit 
from a completely different hauntology, feminist Nancy Holland entered the largely all-boy cotillion at the 
turn of the millenium to ask, in “The Death of the Other/Father,” if the voice of the daughter has been 
silenced in our ongoing interrogation of the dead father’s ghost. Critiquing the tendency to totalize the work 
of all specters into one homogenized asexual agency, Holland suggested Derrida’s Specters perpetuates a 
“non-sexist language run amok, as if ghosts were interchangeably ‘his or hers’ like the towels brides used 
to be given, along with patronyms, as wedding gifts” (2001: 69). If we evaluate this hothouse of 
specterwork from a perspective of adaptation studies, the presence of so many volatile offshoots, each 
apparently revolving around Shakespeare’s “original” depiction of a specter – and each striving to relocate, 
interpret, clarify, deconstruct and devalue the “real” meanings behind Derrida’s Specters – provides a clear 
indication that the larger body of specterwork is still in a state of emergence, and even though this rictus of 
adaptation seems to center on the “same” character (Shakespeare’s specter), exactly what this character is 
purported to signify remains in a state of interpretation. 



tropes of ambiguity that mark Hamlet’s dead king are typical of those spirits and 

apparitions said to “inhabit” the murky “interstices between the visible and invisible” 

(2008: 24). But can a ghost truly “exist,” in the sense the living exist? Or is its 

questionable form merely the semblance of an existence? If we deprioritize the hierarchy 

of living forms over dead, what makes a ghost’s existence any more a semblance than our 

own? Returning to Bal’s conceptualization of characters in Narratology, it would seem 

Hamlet’s dead king is not merely the semblance of a man, a king, a father. The duration 

of his existence (the semblance of a life) is predicated on the dead king’s ability to resist 

the semblance of his death – a resistance he must maintain if he is to succeed in the 

mission of vengeance that brings him to the world of the living – a mission that will 

culminate in the death of his loved ones. Yet no matter how diffuse the ghost’s semblance 

of a corpus is said to be, he is perhaps the most focused character in Hamlet; in fact, his 

use-value is dependent on his ability to focalize the fabulae of incest and revenge that 

drive his living son to assassinate his uncle in retribution for his father’s assassination.26 

By day’s end, the dead king’s murderous demands have sent Hamlet’s entire family into 

the specterworld – but the lingering question remains: Where exactly is everybody going? 

The only character who seems to have a clue is the very ghost who called down their 

destruction in the first place. Detailing the purgatory of atonement he must endure for his 

                                                
26 Many Shakespeare scholars (cf. D.L. Ashliman and Steve Roth, among others) concur that Shakespeare’s 
Hamlet was broadly adapted from Saxo Grammaticus’s version of the take in The Gesta Danorum. As 
Frederick York Powell notes in his 1905 editorial contributions to The Nine Books of Danish History of 
Saxo Grammaticus in Two Volumes, with Some Considerations on Saxo's Sources, Historical Methods, and 
Folk-Lore by Frederick York Powell, Shakespeare took many liberties with the Grammaticus text. 
According to Powell, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe was “so struck by Saxo’s tale of Amleth” – and so 
vexed with Shakespeare’s embellishments – “that he thought of himself treating it freely, without reference 
to Shakspere [sic]. For Shakspere, reading Belleforest or his translator, rejected or changed so many traits 
that the story of Amleth became almost as different as his soul” (1905: 587). Of course, we cannot let 
Powell’s usage of the word “different” slip by here, as it indicates the “driving two or more ways” of 
ambiguity – in this case, the celebrated ambiguity of Hamlet’s soul. 



past crimes, the dead king states he must “fast in fires” until his sins “are burnt and 

purged away” (185).  

But the specter does not discuss his destination once his crimes have been atoned 

for, and his questionable form is swallowed once more by an obscurity we cannot 

completely see (185). And it is precisely this liminal fold of corporeal ambiguation that 

we must keep our eyes on while we run our fingers across the topography of those 

allegedly ambiguous characters and attempt to engage them in abject discourse, for this 

space is hardly an empty expanse. Neither is it the intertextual milieu that surrounds all 

discourse. It is not the terrain of forbidden moral-ethical transgressions, from whence the 

faintest voices herald their unspeakable pleasures – even those positions lie within the 

parameters of human experience; indeed, they define the moral-ethical borders of the  

“Thou shalt not” on which notions of the sacred and profane rely. Even the positions that 

appear to exist beyond our human ontologies of envisionment might seem perfectly 

intelligible in time.  

What concerns me here, at the end of this study, are those gaps and voids that 

appear to house no voices at all, yet somehow repudiate all speech with a force that is 

neither gentle or implicit. For these are the voids that touch the liminal edge of our 

semblance of an existence, denying us the possibility of engaging them in even the most 

abject discourse, silently standing between us, surrounding  us while rejecting our touch, 

folding away at the moment we most urgently seek to make them visible. It is precisely 

that discursive space – a space that is alien territory for ourselves and ourOthers – that 

comprises the dead king’s destination once his haunting is complete. Can it truly be said 

that this ambiguous territory is entirely absent of sex? The question is significant. By 



making the ambiguity that appears to surround all sex more recognizable, we might call 

into question the projected borders of separation that enable and even demand us to 

sexually differentiate, when in fact we are intimately entangled in sexual ambiguity and 

abject discourse.27 While it seems we can never fully adapt to sexual ambiguity if we are 

to remain sexually singular, this perception may be a trick of the eye. And it is difficult to 

deny that sexual ambiguity is constantly adapting to us, assenting to our advances even 

as it retreats into its own territory. This makes at least one fact about sexual ambiguity 

abundantly clear: the semblance of its mute resistance to our advances demands our 

closest scrutiny. My task in this thesis is to examine tropes of sexual ambiguity as they 

are projected onto the characters in which they are said to occur, and, through the process 

of close reading, to evaluate what sexual ambiguity has to say about itself. 

                                                
27 In Kristeva, S.K Keltner observes that while Kristeva presents the moment of abject discourse as a 
revolutionary event, her usage of revolt “signifies a double movement,” wherein we find “the dissolution of 
meaning (in abjection and melancholia) and the accomplishment of meaning (the dialectical synthesis of 
semiotic and symbolic experienced in amatory idealization)” (2011: 83). Within this revolutionary moment 
of (re)cognition, Kristeva asserts it is possible to gain a new form of intimacy. “In its positive form,” 
Keltner observes, “intimacy is conceptualized [by Kristeva] as the process of the production of meaning 
and social connection” (83).  


