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Chapter Five 
  
“Beyond the Limits of the Possible”: On the Impossible Girlhood of Camille Barbin 
(aka: Alexina)1 

 
 
In 1860, Adélaïde-Herculine Barbin, a twenty-year-old schoolmistress known to her 

loved ones as “Camille,” submitted herself to French medical authorities for an 

examination, complaining of pains in her groin. After detecting the girl’s “sexually 

indeterminate” features, and hearing her confession that she was attracted to other girls, 

the physicians charged with Camille’s care began to consider the possibility that Camille 

was not a girl (125). Spurred by employers and clerics with a professional stake in 

establishing her “true” sex, this blue ribbon panel of doctors concluded that Camille 

Barbin was “hermaphroditic no doubt, but with an obvious predominance of masculine 

characteristics” (125, 127-8).2 Following that official pronouncement, Camille’s name 

                                                
1 Throughout Herculine Barbin: Being the Recently Discovered Memoirs of a Nineteenth-Century French 
Hermaphrodite, Foucault vacillates in his choice of names for Camille Barbin, calling her “Herculine” and 
“Alexina.” As a mark of respect, I refer to Camille by the name she selected for herself. As for Foucault’s 
speculation that Camille chose this name either because it was her pet name, or to protect her relatives from 
scandal, I respond that Camille selects every other pseudonym carefully throughout her roman-à-clef, and 
therefore I honor her choice for her own.  
2 Foucault refers to this diagnosis as emblematic of a nineteenth-century science of pseudo-
hermaphroditism, in which doctors of the period attempted to prove the “true sex” of intersexual subjects 
(ix). An arcane term that has been widely rejected in favor of “intersexuality,” pseudohermaphroditism 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 deployed 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 was 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 the History of Sexuality series, the ambiguity of most of these individual appearances was simply a 
claim, beneath which lay nothing less than an inability to recognize. 



was changed to Abel and her birth certificate was revised to show her sex as male. Then 

came the task of trying to live as a man.3  

But Camille never adapted to masculinity. Depressed and destitute, hounded by 

scandal and shame, she committed suicide in February of 1868 by lighting a charcoal 

stove in her garret and choking to death on the fumes.4 Although her story caused “a little 

stir” at the time of her death, it might have eventually faded from view had it not been for 

Michel Foucault’s publication of her memoirs in Herculine Barbin: Being the Recently 

Discovered Memoirs of a Nineteenth-Century French Hermaphrodite (103).5 Of course, 

Foucault’s use of the word “discover” in this title is either misleading or ironic; 

technically speaking, his editorial/archival efforts actually comprise a re-discovery. The 

fact is, Camille’s memoirs were initially discovered at her bedside by Dr. Régnier, a Civil 

Status Registry Office physician who recorded her death and conducted an initial 

autopsy. Régnier later relinquished the texts to Dr. Auguste Tardieu, who published 

excerpts in his 1872 study, Question médico-légale de l'identité dans ses rapport avec les 

                                                
3 In addition to his observations concerning Camille’s sexual indeterminacy, Dr. Chesnet of La Rochelle 
describes her clitoris as “monstrously enlarged,” and remarks that her voice was “ordinarily that of a 
woman, but sometimes in conversation or when she coughs, heavy, masculine tones mingle with it” (125). 
In an official report for the Annales d’hygiène publique, Chesnet also states Camille’s chest was like “that 
of a man; it is flat and without a trace of breasts,” adding that “menstruation has never occurred, to the 
great despair of her mother and of the doctor whom she consulted, who saw all his skill remain powerless 
to bring about the appearance of that periodic discharge” (125). In this report, the subtext is clear: normal 
female bodies must have visible breasts and/or menstruate; girls without breasts or “discharge” will cause 
despair in mothers and doctors alike. 
4 Referring to Chesnet’s findings in Question médico légale de l’identité, Dr. Auguste Tardieu briefly 
discusses Camille’s “new and incomplete sex,” remarking that the way in which masculinity was “imposed 
upon him” might have been what led to Camille’s suicide. Tardieu’s choice of the word “incomplete” in 
this context is interesting, as it infers Camille might have felt “complete” as a girl – but there was 
something about her new state of masculinity that she found lacking. Obviously, every stage of Camille’s 
sexuality was incomplete: she left her girlhood before she turned into a woman, she never fully assimilated 
into her role as a man, and she had no desire to live in the ill-defined category of the hermaphrodite, 
pseudo- or otherwise. 
5 In Herculine, Foucault initiates the analysis of ontological shifts in sexual subjectivation that he carries to 
such impact in The History of Sexuality series (the three-part series that followed Herculine’s publication). 
If we compare these sets of work closely, we find that both contain an indictment of the heteronormative 
apparatuses used to “strip the body of its anatomical deceptions” in the effort to decipher “the true sex” that 
lies hidden “beneath ambiguous appearances” (viii, emphases mine). 



vices de conformation des organes sexuels, contenant les souvenirs et impressions d'un 

individu dont le sexe avait été méconnu [“A question of medico-legal identity in its 

relation to congenital malformations of the sexual organs, containing memories and 

impressions of a person whose sex was misrecognized”].6 Following Tardieu’s 

publication of the memoirs, Camille’s text slowly faded from view until they were 

exhumed by Foucault from the archives of The Department of Public Hygiene.  

In her memoirs, Camille predicts her story might one day be regarded as nonsense 

because its disclosures move “beyond the limits of what is possible.” In that sense, she 

touches one of the major themes Foucault explores as editor of Herculine; namely, the 

fact that the heteronormative medicolegal regime of the nineteenth century was utterly 

limited in its ability to envision sexual possibility. Not merely unequipped to deal with 

the vicissitudes of sexualities they could not recognize, they were unable to account for 

the most basic functions of “normative” sexes, as those sexes also possessed desires and 

urges considered too difficult, deviant, or contradictory to pass as “normal” within the 

dominant schema of sexual subjectivation (1980: 15). In 19th-century medicolegal 

literature, this general obliviousness is evidenced in the sheer abundance of 

misinformation concerning female orgasm, masturbation, childhood sex, and the wealth 

of “perversions” Freud eventually begins to evaluate and analyze in Three Essays on The 

Theory of Sexuality.  

But what Camille could not foresee from the vantage point of her own time was that 

someone like Foucault, through an act of adaptive editorship,  would one day emancipate 

her memoirs into political discourse, along with the reports of her medicolegal 

                                                
6 Foucault does not refer to Tardieu’s book by its full title, calling it only Question médico légale de 
l’identité. 



interlocutors – those doctors, journalists and priests responsible for categorizing, 

articulating and dissecting – or as Butler might say, for undoing – Camille’s sexuality 

(Butler 2004). For Foucault’s editorialization of Camille’s memoirs succeeds in 

underscoring not merely the injustices perpetuated against Camille by those charged with 

her care – he mobilizes an effective indictment of the entire nineteenth-century 

heteronormative system of sexual recognition, led by those “princes of science,” whom 

Camille predicted would “shatter the extinct mechanisms” of her body in an effort to 

“draw new information from it” (193).7 

On a structural level, Foucault’s editorial assemblage of Herculine Barbin is 

comprised of four primary sets of work. The first is Foucault’s introduction, some fifteen 

pages in length, which contextualizes Camille’s memoirs and their significance in terms 

of a heterocentric scientia sexualis. Next, Foucault places Camille’s memoirs, more than 

one hundred fifteen pages of unexcerpted accounts detailing her journey from a highly 

religious upbringing in provincial La Rochelle to the medicolegal inquest that preceded 

her attempted conversion to masculinity. Following the memoirs, Foucault places a third 

set of texts, The Dossier, which contains official (and semi-official) documents from a 

variety of doctors, employers and journalists. The concluding section of Herculine 

consists of a novella entitled A Scandal at the Convent, by Oskar Panizza, a noted 

German psychiatrist, playwright and “seditionist” (Foucault wagers Panizza’s novella 

                                                
7 In her essay, “Uncertain Erotic: A Foucauldian Reading of Herculine Barbin dite Alexina B,” Mélisse 
Lafrance describes Foucault’s collection as a “constellation of narratives,” noting the various texts in this 
galaxy “may be said to articulate the stories not only of the protagonist, but also of the doctors and lawyers 
who scramble to render intelligible her sexed corporeality, of the public observer who textualizes collective 
fantasies of sexual deviance, and of the philosopher [Foucault] who foregrounds her narrative” (2002: 120, 
emphasis mine). Although Foucault did his best not to alter Camille’s text in any significant way, the acts 
of foregrounding and drawing together these texts is a narrative re-contextualization that clearly makes his 
editorialization is an act of adaptation. 



was based on Tardieu’s work in Question Médico Légale).8 Through this act of 

adaptation and arrangement, Foucault fashions these four elements into a larger 

intertextual whole, carefully positioning them in a metonymic order that supports his 

polemic aim: to expose the fraught exchange between subject and clinic in sexual 

subjectivation. 

Obviously, there was no inherent “need” for Camille’s memoirs to be 

contextualized by Foucault, or any other scholar; like Anne Frank’s Diary of a Young 

Girl or the Confessions of St. Augustine, Camille’s memoirs would easily stand alone, 

without editorial appendices, interjections or addendum. They are written passionately 

and cogently, providing the details of her life in chronological order, containing no 

lacunae that call for the intercessions of an editor. But in compiling these specific texts in 

one place and placing them in discourse with his upcoming work in the History of 

Sexuality, Foucault manages to create a deep transtextual discourse between Camille’s 

memoirs and the works of those experts who exploited and interrogated her sexuality for 

institutional and polemic ends. Yet, no matter how complete or nuanced his intertextual 

arrangement might seem, it still makes me wonder how Foucault’s enterprise might have 

been expanded if he had added other texts to Herculine. The voice of Camille’s mother 

                                                
8 Asserting Panizza’s Scandal is a fictionalized version of Camille’s memoirs, Foucault suggests Panizza 
sensationalizes elements of Camille’s life for the sake of drawing a crowd. A closer reading of Panizza’s 
novella, however, leads to a more complex assessment, as there are intimate parallels between Panizza’s 
life and Camille’s. Yeo Huan suggests that Panizza’s Scandal “overtly displays the operation of power as 
(what Foucault would consider) ‘games of strategy,’” thereby underscoring how power and pleasure “are 
‘linked together by complex mechanisms and devices of excitation and incitement’” (2008: 13-15, quoting 
Foucault in Rabinow 1998: 298 and 1984: 327). That said, Oskar Panizza’s life story (Foucault spells his 
name “Oscar”) is no less sensational or transformational than Barbin’s. Jettisoning his practice as a German 
psychiatrist in favor of becoming a playwright, poet, essayist and novelist, Panizza’s most widely known 
work, Das Liebeskonzil (The Love Council), proved so scandalous in its own right that the courts of Munich 
sentenced him to prison on ninety-three counts of blasphemy. Panizza spent the final sixteen years of his 
life in deteriorating mental health, suffering from paranoid delusions and hallucinations, and, following his 
own unsuccessful suicide attempt, he was placed in an asylum in Bayreuth, where he died in 1921. 



seems curiously absent from the collection, as does the correspondence of those 

benefactors who might have been concerned with Camille’s story from outside a 

technical perspective. In the final knell, Foucault had his mission with Herculine, and 

from that mission he did not stray. 

In this chapter, I analyze Foucault’s editorial appropriation of Camille’s memoirs, 

which theorists such as Judith Butler have categorized as both superficial and naive.9 In 

point of fact, my own reading of Camille’s memoirs differs sharply from Butler’s and 

Foucault’s. Concerning the former, I do not concur with Butler’s claims that the 

collection of documents comprising Foucault’s work in Herculine Barbin supports the 

type of “emancipatory” discourse he so deftly avoids in The History of Sexuality – nor do 

I agree with her suggestion that Foucault’s “cursory reading of Herculine” sets forward 

an “ontology of accidental attributes” that position identity as little more than a 

“culturally restricted principle of order and hierarchy, a regulatory fiction” (24).10 Only 

an extremely narrow reading of Herculine Barbin would endorse the claim that 

Foucault’s treatment is cursory, or that it champions utopian ideals of sexual ambiguity. 

                                                
9 When Butler accuses Foucault of a “cursory reading” of “Herculine Barbin,” she places the name in 
quotes instead of italics, thereby insinuating Foucault cursorily reads both the writer and her memoirs. 
Although it is tempting to suggest Butler’s reading of Foucault is equally cursory, it would be more 
accurate to call it a highly restricted analysis. Yet, Butler’s own reading of Camille’s memoirs in particular 
ends up being surprisingly similar to Foucault’s, inasmuch as she uses the memoirs as an example, in 
support of a theory (in this case, Butler’s theory that Foucault’s work in Herculine contradicts his 
conceptualization of sexual subjectivation in The History of Sexuality), as opposed to analyzing Camille’s 
memoirs as body of work in its own right.  
10 According to Butler, Foucault views Barbin’s life as a world in which “smiles, happiness, pleasures and 
desires are figured […?] as qualities without an abiding substance to which they are said to adhere” (1990: 
24). Claiming Foucault’s efforts in Herculine can be reduced to “sentimental indulgence in the very 
emancipatory discourse his analysis in The History of Sexuality was meant to displace,” Butler’s assertions 
have inspired a new generation of scholars to argue that Foucault is suggesting Barbin might have “avoided 
the structuring effects of power” altogether, when nothing could be further from the truth (Butler 1990: 96, 
Lucey 2003: 135). While I return to this topic more fully in the concluding sections of this chapter, suffice 
it to say that Butler’s conflation of emancipatory discourse with liberatory politics is problematic, 
particularly if we consider this conflation in light of Rancière’s discussion of linguistic emancipation in The 
Politics of Aesthetics (Rancière 2006: 5, 83). As Rancière notes, discursive emancipation is a far different 
thing than political liberation. 



Yet, although I align with Foucault’s general point of view that Camille Barbin was a 

marginalized subject caught in the crucible of institutionalized sexual subjectivation, I 

would submit that his analysis (and Butler’s) significantly short-sell Camille’s position as 

a girl, and the political impact of her memoirs as a girl’s text.11  

The first section of this chapter offers a close reading of Camille’s memoirs. 

Beginning with a discussion of Camille’s religious upbringing in Ursuline convents, 

orphanages and boarding schools, I closely read Camille’s descriptions of her blossoming 

sexual relations with other girls. I then evaluate her gendered undoing at the hands of the 

nineteenth-century medicolegal apparatus. Suggesting Camille attempts to make the 

switch from a girl into a man in order to gain access to the patriarchal privilege of licitly 

having sex with girls – a transition arrested by the very clinicians Camille turned to for 

support – I assert Camille is not a hermaphrodite or a sexually ambiguous figure at all, 

but rather a specific type of girl: a girl who claims she was a boy, but who is studied as a 

“masculine hermaphrodite” even while being told she must live as a man. Rather than 

debate whether Camille Barbin was a “real girl,” my central objective in this section is to 

analyze the socioeconomic abjection Camille faces when the validity of her girlhood is 

placed in question. Apprehended through the forced confessions of her genitals – and due 

                                                
11 While I am critical of Butler’s arguments regarding Foucault’s efforts in Herculine Barbin, I have made 
every effort to also detail positive points of contact between the two scholars. But I emphasize that Butler 
omits these points of agreement/similarity from her critique of Foucault, particularly as it concerns her 
claim that “Foucault’s appropriation of Herculine is suspect” – a point I suggest Foucault would not 
dispute; rather, the problem with Butler’s position here is she does not find Foucault’s appropriation of 
Camille’s text suspicious enough (1990: 23, emphasis mine). If she had been more suspicious, Butler might 
have observed that Herculine is not an appropriation plain and simple, just as she might have 
acknowledged the fact that he modified Barbin’s extant memoirs into an interetextual relation of discreet 
discursive elements (the introduction, the subject’s “personal” memoirs, the Dossier, Panizza’s short story, 
etc.). Although she does not discuss it at any length, Maureen Cain points out that this type of project 
indeed had precedent, observing that Herculine Barbin is not the only place Foucault “re-present[s] lost 
documents for the reader to interpret” – his approach, for example, is much the same in I, Pierre Riviére, 
Having Slaughtered My Mother, My Sister, and My Brother (Cain 1993: 84). 



in no small part to the inability of her doctors to safeguard her confidences – I explore the 

heteronormative backlash of scandal and socioeconomic abjection Camille faces when 

she attempts to change her sex from female to male, assessing the regret she experiences 

when she can no longer live as a girl. 

Extending my analysis of Camille’s girlhood into the chapter’s second section, I bring 

Camille’s memoirs into contact with Teresa de Lauretis’s work on resistant bodies in 

Figures of Resistance, suggesting the memoirs of Camille’s girlhood continue resisting 

her abjection as a man long after she was no longer regarded as a girl. As Patricia White 

notes in her introduction to Figures, resistant subjects often “refuse to accede to 

prevailing orders and modes of knowing, as well as the way the figural properties of 

language (or representation more generally) always resist a purely referential approach to 

the world” (2007: 9).12 Following de Lauretis’s remarks on the resistant potential of 

“eccentric bodies” that challenge the boundaries of hegemonic order, I argue that 

Camille’s memoirs underscore her status as an eccentric subject engaged in “a process of 

struggle and interpretation, a rewriting of self [...] in relation to new understanding[s] of 

community, of history, of culture” (180-81).  But Camille was not able to resist forever, 

and the “facticity” of her eccentric body virtually guaranteed she would not survive – not 

in 19th-century France. Still, she resisted long enough to complete a set of memoirs that 

continue to resist any snap analysis long after their messenger has gone. 

The third section of this chapter transitions from Camille’s resistant girlhood to an 

analysis of her memoirs as a resistant text. Critiquing Foucault’s characterization of 

                                                
12 In Figures of Resistance, de Lauretis observes that feminist theory became possible precisely because it 
acknowledged “the interrelatedness of discourses and social practices, and the multiplicity of positionalities 
concurrently available in the social field [...?] not a single system of power dominating the powerless but a 
tangle of distinct and variable relations of power and points of resistance” (2007: 167). A similar position 
can be detected in Butler’s Gender Trouble, Bodies that Matter and Undoing Gender. 



Camille’s writing as “turgid schoolgirl prose,” I assert Camille’s memoirs more closely 

resemble the raw, elegiac poetry of visionary Catholic saints. Arguing that Camille’s 

girlhood is not merely some sexually ambiguous shadow of a primal dyadic pair, but a 

sexual subject position that bears its own exception and its own ambiguous edge, I 

suggest that Camille’s sexual undoing produced her physical dissolution, but did not wipe 

away her voice, which remains lingering at the scene – much like the grin of the Cheshire 

Cat that Foucault cites in Herculine. Needless to say, it is always unwise to dismiss such 

cats too lightly, no matter what Butler might say to the contrary.13 Aside from leaving 

their ethereal grins behind, these cats have a habit of turning up where and when they are 

least expected, subverting tyrannical power structures and reiterating their uncanny 

messages while their grins fade from view.14 This chapter advocates Camille’s memoirs 

as a successful resistance of the heteronormative imperative to fall silent, slink away and 

become-nothing. Elbowing out their own discursive spaces-between, the memoirs of this 

girl – who could not physically resist the blows of her interpreters, but who could set 

down her resistance in writing – resurface as an anti-singularity, an inscription of 

                                                
13 Foucault’s reference to the Cheshire Cat of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland can be detected in his 
introduction, when he states: “One has the impression, at least if one gives credence to Alexina’s story, that 
everything took place in a world of feelings – enthusiasm, pleasure, sorrow, warmth, sweetness, bitterness 
– where the identity of the partners and above all the enigmatic character around whom everything 
centered, had no importance […] It was a world in which grins hung about without the cat” (xiii, emphasis 
mine). 
14 Butler returns to Foucault’s cats twice in Gender Trouble, first at the beginning of the book, and again on 
page 96, suggesting Foucault’s vision of the “sexual world in which Herculine resides” is comprised of 
“bodily pleasures [that] do not immediately signify ‘sex’ as their primary cause and meaning; it is a world, 
[Foucault] claims, in which ‘grins hung about with the cat.’ Indeed, these are pleasures that clearly 
transcend the regulation imposed on them, and here we see Foucault’s sentimental indulgence in the very 
emancipatory discourse his analysis in The History of Sexuality was meant to displace” (Butler 1990: 96, 
quoting Foucault’s introduction to Herculine, xiii). Thinking of Rancière’s conceptualization of 
emancipation in Politics of Aesthetics and elsewhere, Butler’s usage of the term seems over-restrictive, and 
attempts to reduce Foucault’s catty metaphor to a winsome smile of liberatory politics, when it is actually 
the grin of linguistic emancipation. 



exception to the heteronormative rule, thereby expanding the ontological limits of the 

possible.15  

 

Camille, in Her Own Words: Disrupted Girlhood, Sexual Reverence  

 

Born in the village of Saint-Jean-d’Angely in 1838, Camille Barbin was the daughter of 

Jean Barbin, a maker of sandals, and Adéläide Destouches, his devoted wife. When 

Camille’s father died shortly after her seventh birthday, the Destouches’s financial straits 

became so dire that Camille’s mother placed her daughter in the “The House of L.,” a 

charity home overseen by Ursuline nuns.16 “I hardly knew my unfortunate father,” 

Camille reflected, noting that his “sudden death tore [him] away from the tender affection 

of my mother, whose gallant and courageous soul tried vainly to struggle against the 

terrible inroads of the poverty that threatened us” (4). 

Recalling her status “among the motherless little girls who were brought up in this 

pathetic refuge,” Camille’s memoirs return frequently to the affection she received from a 
                                                
15 Suggesting Foucault’s earlier work examines the nineteenth-century systematization of sexual 
subjectivation and its efforts “to bring sex under control, not in order to stifle it, but in order to make it 
productive” Gerald Bruns, in On Ceasing to be Human, discusses Foucault’s concern with the marginalized 
figures who were “scarcely noticed in the past,” but who suddenly step forward to “make the difficult 
confession of what they were” (Bruns 2011: 51, citing Foucault 1978: 38-9). According to Bruns, 
Foucault’s later studies explore the intricacies of the limit experience: the crisis-point at which calling the 
subject into question leads to “its actual destruction, its decomposition, its explosion, its conversion into 
something else” (Bruns 56, citing Foucault, 2000: 247). Camille Barbin’s confessions – that she might not 
be a girl, that she is not a man – clearly place her at the limit-point of recognition, where she is undone. My 
position in this regard finds traction with Brady Thomas Heiner’s views in “The Passions of Michel 
Foucault,” particularly his notion that “the dissolution effected by the limit-experience is necessarily linked 
to (re)creation for Foucault; passion is inextricably tied to transformation” (2003: 25). We must keep in 
mind, however, that Camille’s final transformation did not comprise a move from female to male, but a 
move beyond the body. At the point of her death, Camille was unconcerned with further sexual 
transformations. 
16 In keeping with the form of roman-à-clef, Camille’s choices of pseudonyms for her lovers (and for 
herself), her choice of names for “The House of L.” could also be a clever pun; The House of Elle, the 
house of femininity. But this House of Elle is not merely a house of femininity – it is the Catholic version 
of femininity, a version controlled, defined and interpreted on all sides by an overarching patriarchal 
regime of Church and State – the apparatus that tells Camille and her mentors exactly how to behave, and 
administers discipline if they do not. 



series of ecumenical surrogates. “I was not afraid at their side,” Camille reflects. “And I 

was so happy when one of them, taking me on her knees, would offer her sweet face for 

me to kiss!” (5). Needless to say, forming a positive relationship with one’s substitute 

mothers is incredibly important to a girl whose life is entirely devoid of material comfort 

and parental love. The Ursulines are her ethical and spiritual guardians, her comforters 

and saviors in an existence that is at best uncertain.  

At the request of her Mother Superior, Camille, who is uncommonly intelligent for 

her age, leaves Saint-Jean-d’Angely for the convent at Chavagnes, where she continues 

her education, sharing close quarters with girls “who are mostly rich and noble” (6). 

Describing her guardians at Chavagnes, Camille writes: “I shall never forget the 

impression I had at the sight of [Mother Eleanor],” who had “so much grandeur and such 

expressive beauty in a religious habit […] Her bearing was proud and inspired respect” 

(7). There is much traction between Camille’s description of Mother Eleanor and her 

subsequent depictions of Lea, a schoolmate and friend. “I loved her at first sight,” 

Camille reflects, “and though her outward appearance had nothing about it that was 

dazzling, it was irresistibly attractive because of the modest grace that was shed over her 

entire person” (9). But the degree to which Camille prioritizes Lea’s grace, elegance and 

intellect, which she esteems beyond her physical beauty, is not the clear-cut evidence of a 

young boy’s sexual desires, as Camille’s detractors have suggested. It seems more likely 

that her reverence for Lea evinces the yearning of a young girl who was orphaned by her 

mother, a girl who craves feminine affection wherever it can be found. A Catholic girl 

from the provinces who values intellectual prowess over coyness, who prizes modesty 

over coquetry. 



Of course, there is more to say about the influence of religion on Camille’s memoirs. 

Although her world of convents and boarding schools appears to be centered on girls, it 

is actually a patriarchally dominated space created precisely for the management of 

unmarried girls. The chief duties of the Ursuline sisters who staff this institution 

primarily concern facilitating a suitable staging grounds for their wards’ entry into 

adulthood as either virgin brides, prepared to serve their husbands, or as the permanent 

virgins of the convent, which is subordinate to a host of male officiants. Thus, the 

convent’s shelter is dominated by men, whose brooding presence flanks this sexual 

staging ground in all directions, abstract and overwhelming – a presence made all the 

more ominous by their absence, as the patriarchal fathers make crucial decisions about 

the girls’ lives from behind closed doors. This strict patriarchal pressure is silent but 

always felt, always active – much like Camille’s father, whose absence (in death) 

summons the overarching financial burden that ruptures Camille’s relationship with her 

mother, who in turn abandons the girl to the care of religious surrogates.17 Within the 

overarching patriarchal order that governs Camille’s world, the men in Camille’s life are 

powerful but absent authority figures whose sudden interventions threaten her existence; 

monseigneurs and benefactors whose capricious whims are law. At the behest of these 

male figures, the girls of the convent are careful to place obedience before love, fear 

before joy.  

Camille is twelve years old when she meets Lea, whom she describes as shy, 

intellectual, brooding, prone to bouts of illness. Indeed, their delicate health requires both 

                                                
17 One can only wonder if poverty was truly the motivating factor behind the decision of Adelaide 
Destouches to give Camille up for adoption, or if it was the knowledge of her intersexual daughter’s “true” 
sex. Although this can only be speculation, the ease with which Destouches abandoned her daughter to The 
House of Elle has always made me wonder if she could have lied about her ignorance of Camille’s 
sexuality, and it was her own fears of scandal and socioeconomic abjection led to giving Camille away. 



girls to spend substantial time in the convent infirmary, where Camille tiptoes to Lea’s 

bedside each night seeking companionship, conversation, perhaps a bit more – but their 

relationship remains platonic. During one of her nocturnal visits to Lea, Camille is 

apprehended by a dormitory monitor and scolded for being out after curfew. Yet even 

when she is chastened, Camille bears her Ursuline guardians no malice. Instead, she 

recalls their admonitions with nostalgia: 

… today, when I have learned to judge men and things, the accents of [Mother 
Eléonore’s] beloved voice echo deliciously in my ears and make my heart beat 
faster. They recall to me that happy time of my life when I did not suspect either 
the injustice or the baseness of this world, which I was called on to know in all its 
aspects” (12-13).18 

 

 

Closely read, this passage provides Camille’s readers a glimpse behind her position as 

narrator of her own story; the temporal vantage point from whence she splices the 

nostalgic memories of her past with a foretaste of what is to come – the unspecified 

“injustice and baseness” that awaits her in a future outside the convent.  The tenor of this 

passage and others like it raise several questions about Camille’s editorial function in her 

memoirs, particularly as she takes advantage of the narrator’s role to drive indictments at 

the medicolegal empire. Given our general lack of information, it seems difficult to 

ascertain whether Camille began writing her memoirs when as a young girl and worked 

back through them as an editor later, or whether she began setting down her reflections 

                                                
18 The distinction Camille draws between the happiness of her girlhood (the happiness of a fatherless child 
who was given up by her mother to endure a series of foster homes and convents), and the bleakness of her 
future in a world full of injustice and baseness (her world as a man in the world of men), articulately frames 
the dystopic relationship between Camille’s own impressions of her acceptance by an all-female 
community (as a girl, happy and carefree), and her entrapment in an unwanted state of masculinity by a 
male-dominated medicolegal system whose primary function consists of bolstering patriarchal privilege. 
Moreover, Camille’s use of the phrase called upon in this sense lends her revelations a queer religiosity, as 
if she feels God called her to undergo her suffering for a purpose, perhaps to witness the baseness of 
mankind “in all its aspects.” Her many subtle references to martyr saints and martyrdom, along with the 
fervent quality of her prose, point to the fact that Camille regarded herself as martyred. 



only after she became disillusioned with her masculinity and sought to return to girlhood. 

One thing seems certain: the thinly-veiled bitterness expressed in these passages indicates 

that Camille at the very least combed through her memoirs in retrospect, shortly before 

her death, when her disdain for the medicolegal empire – and heteronormative culture in 

general – was at its apex. In the passage above, Camille’s juxtaposition of the world’s 

injustice/baseness against the loving voice of Mother Eleanore engages the narrator’s 

function not merely to “predict” her failed masculinity, but to emphasize the fact that she 

is looking back on her girlhood with tenderness and pain.  

Of course, readers of Herculine can only ”get” the subtle nuances and inflections of 

these passages if they understand something of the outcomes of Camille’s story, having 

either perused Foucault’s introduction and learning about Camille’s life, or, having 

reached the end of the memoirs, returning armed with the knowledge that Camille will 

eventually attempt to live as a man and be treated unjustly.19 Without this a priori 

knowledge, the reader will only detect the presence of Camille’s bitterness, but will find 

it difficult to ascertain exactly who the indictments are leveled against, let alone decipher 

what they have to do with her sexuality.  

Furthermore, because Camille has only spoken of herself as a girl at this point, her 

infatuation with Lea takes on lesbian overtones.20 This effect intensifies as Camille 

                                                
19 Needless to say, we could never have been informed by Foucault’s introduction before he positioned 
Camille’s memoirs in his edited collection. Thus, we can merely conclude that Camille left her 
premonitions about her future unhappiness intentionally vague, electing for whatever reason to mute the 
fact that this unhappiness occurred following her move into masculinity. Of course, the way her inferences 
are worded indicates Camille may have assumed that whoever read her memoirs would be familiar with her 
life story through reading popular journalistic accounts of it, and would thereby be acquainted with the 
“scandal” and misery that awaited her “discovery” as a hermaphrodite. The lack of evidence makes it 
difficult to say anything with certainty. 
20 Rebecca Jennings analyzes the vicissitudes of the schoolgirl crush in Tomboys and Bachelor Girls: A 
Lesbian History of Post-War Britain, noting that the “onset of adulthood meant the beginning of a new 
struggle to conform to social expectations of heterosexual femininity and marriage and many women spent 



depicts her increasingly sexual relationships with other girls. Throughout these affairs, 

Camille’s ardor is chivalrous, epic, and romantic (in the sense of epic literary romance). 

She paints her passion for girls as unrequited desire, spurned, denied and forbidden – a 

desire that borders on religious ecstasy, evoking the jouissance of Catholic martyr saints. 

Thus, it is hardly surprising that Camille selects the name of a Catholic saint as the 

pseudonym for her girlfriend Lea – and all the other girlfriends she describes throughout 

her story.21 Perhaps this gesture hints at the suffering Camille experiences as a girl among 

girls, a girl whose forbidden desires can never be fulfilled. Perhaps it indicates the 

suffering she will experience in failing to live as a man, or the pain she will experience in 

looking back on her girlhood from the vantage point of this sexual train wreck, recalling 

girlhood as the site of enumerable ecstatic pleasures, a girlhood that ultimately yielded to 

a collusion of religious indignation and medicolegal inquisition. Perhaps the answer to 

the question is “all of the above,” perhaps more – but in the absence of further evidence, 

it seems impossible to say. 

Leaving Chavagnes to gain employment with her mother’s benefactor in La Rochelle, 

Camille begins working as a lady’s maid for Mademoiselle Clotilde de R., an eighteen-

                                                
much of their lives trying to resolve these conflicts” (2007: 40). In his review of Jennings’s work, Justin 
Bengry elaborates on the “concern of educators, regulators, and social commentators […] with the danger 
of schoolgirl ‘pashes,’ or crushes, from the late nineteenth century,” noting those concerns “became even 
more prominent with the 1928 publication and trial of Radclyffe Hall’s infamous lesbian novel The Well of 
Loneliness, and later the film Mädchen in Uniform (1931), based on the German novel The Child Manuela 
by Christa Winsloe (UK translation, 1934),” noting that girlhood afforded young lesbians “the opportunity 
to explore same-sex desire with a degree of freedom that would be largely unavailable to them in 
adulthood” (2008). 
21 According to popular legend, Lea was a third century Roman Catholic saint who rejected her wealthy 
lifestyle to become prioress of a convent of virgins. Little is known this saint, but of her St. Jerome wrote: 
“Who will praise the blessed Lea as she deserves? She renounced painting her face and adorning her head 
with shining pearls. She exchanged her rich attire for sackcloth, and ceased to command others in order to 
obey all. She dwelt in a corner with a few bits of furniture; she spent her nights in prayer, and instructed her 
companions through her example rather than through protests and speeches” (Engelbert 1951: 113). Much 
like the girls of the convent, whose honor Camille seeks to protect, the hallmark of St. Lea was obedience, 
modesty and chastity. 



year-old heiress whose pseudonym recalls the legend of St. Clotilde.22 As a lady’s maid, 

Camille oversees her mistress’s most intimate activities, brushing her hair, dressing her, 

washing her, preparing her for bed, a constant companion. This position affords Camille a 

level of physical intimacy with Clotilde that she would not have been granted if her 

benefactors had not only considered her a girl, but a pious girl with a strict religious 

upbringing. Yet although Camille is all those things, she is still not the girl they think she 

is. She grows increasingly infatuated with Clotilde: “If silence set in, I would innocently 

start admiring her,” she reflects. “The whiteness of her skin had no equal […] It was 

impossible to imagine more graceful contours without being dazzled by them” (16).  

In addition to her duties as lady’s maid, Camille takes on the duties of personal 

secretary and reader for Clotilde’s bedridden father, who encourages Camille’s 

intellectual life. This occupation gives Camille frequent access to the family library, 

where she stumbles across a copy of Ovid’s Metamorphoses. “Those who know them can 

imagine how I felt,” Camille reflects. “As the sequel of my story will show, this 

discovery had a special bearing on my case” (18-19). This reference to Ovid’s 

Metamorphoses, and its subtle allusion to the myth of Hermaphroditos, is perhaps the 

closest the memoirs come to directly broaching the topic of hermaphrodism. But the 

mention is oblique; she never cites Hermaphroditos by name, she does not make any 

comprehensive connections between Hermaphroditos’s story and her own, and she 

                                                
22 In this portion of the narrative, Camille continues her pattern of fashioning the pseudonyms for her 
girlfriends after those of Catholic saints. Here, Camille alludes to St. Clotilde, the daughter of King 
Chilperic II of Burgundy (Monks 1921: 66). St. Clotilde’s was noteworthy for encouraging her husband, 
King Clovis, to convert from paganism to Christianity, making him the first Christian King of the Franks. 
Among the parallels between Camille’s girlfriend and the legendary saint is the ardor with which the two 
Clotildes devote themselves to their husbands and families –although one can detect Camille’s jealousy – 
or her aversion to the masculine –when she remarks that “the pure girl whom [Raoul] was going to make 
his wife loved him as ardently as her angelic nature allowed” (19). Once more, Camille depicts the female 
figure as “pure” and “angelic,” above the “base” (carnal) desires of Raoul/mankind. 



glosses over which specific parts of the Metamorphoses leave her “extraordinarily 

shaken.” Instead, she engages the narrator’s function to recall her “case,” an insider 

reference that will only make sense to readers who are acquainted with it. 

As is the case with her other schoolgirl pashes, Camille’s passion for Clotilde goes 

unfulfilled. She is heartbroken when Clotilde agrees to marry Raoul, a dashing officer in 

the French navy. Although Camille outwardly approves of their marriage, she confides: 

“an indefinable sensation tortured me at the thought that [Clotilde] would no longer be 

there to give me her first smile in the morning, her final word before going to sleep” (20). 

Camille’s interlocutors later interpret her jealousy of Raoul as “evidence” of her male sex 

drive, implying that women cannot be jealous of each other in the same fashion as men. 

But the scenario none of these interlocutors approach, save perhaps Foucault (and then 

only indirectly), is the possibility that Camille’s jealousy is not inherently masculine or 

feminine, as if human beings can only experience longing, jealousy, infatuation and lust 

from a hetero- or homonormative position.  

When Camille grows depressed after Clotilde’s marriage to Raoul, her village priest 

encourages her to enter The Normal School at Oléron, where she joins twenty-five young 

women pursuing their teaching credentials, as well as “a hundred little girls, some 

boarders, some day students” (26). As she acclimates to Oléron, Camille grows 

increasingly concerned about her physical appearance, particularly her facial hair, which 

she tries to conceal “by making frequent use of scissors in place of a razor” (26). Rather 

than linger resentfully on her physical differences from other girls, Camille circles back 

to her need for affection from her surrogate mothers and peers, emphasizing that she was: 

 



… generally well liked by my teachers and companions, and I returned their 
affection fully but in a way that was almost fearful. I was born to love. All the 
faculties of my soul impelled me to it; beneath an appearance of coldness, 
almost of indifference, I had a passionate heart. (27) 

 

Although Camille is capable of analyzing herself with incisive introspection, she still 

refrains from disclosing the possibility that she may not be a girl at all, almost as if she 

seeks to protect her innocence or delay the reader’s “discovery” of her “true sex” until the 

last possible moment. Yet while she continues holding this information back, Camille 

proceeds to disclose the details of still another infatuation with a fellow schoolgirl – as if 

to suggest it is not her lesbian affections for girls that Camille finds problematic or 

difficult to discuss, but the possibility that she desired such girls as a man.  

After enrolling at Oléron, Camille develops a crush on eighteen-year-old Thécla, 

recalling how they “were always called the inseparables, and in fact we did not lose sight 

of each other for a single instant” (27).23 But Camille is no longer a little girl, she is 

turning into a young woman – and her demonstrations of affection attract scrutiny: 

From time to time my teacher would fix her look upon me at the moment when 
I would lean forward to Thécla to kiss her, sometimes on the brow and—would 
you believe it of me?—sometimes on her lips. [This kissing] was repeated 
twenty times in the course of an hour. I was then condemned to sit at the end of 
the garden; I did not always do so with good grace. (27) 
 

As Camille’s passion grows for Thécla, their contact becomes increasingly physical, 

running against the numerous taboos against lesbianism typical in nineteenth-century 

girls’ boarding schools (28). Apprehending Camille on the way to Thécla’s bedroom one 

                                                
23 Camille once more selects the name of a Catholic saint for her girlfriend. A disciple of St. Paul, St. 
Thécla once disguised herself as a boy and was commissioned to preach the Gospel. She was considered to 
be as holy as the apostles, and was the recipient of several noteworthy miracles, including being saved from 
being burned alive by a mysterious storm – perhaps an echo of the storm that drives Camille into the bed of 
Sister Marie. 
 



evening, Sister Marie-des-Anges chastens her back into “the feeling of modesty that was 

commanded by morality and the respect owed to a religious house” (28). Yet Camille 

continues to pursue Thécla, even though she knows her infatuation will bring suffering on 

them both.  

One summer evening as the girls stroll the village ramparts, they are overtaken by a 

thundershower. Racing to Oléron for shelter, they spend the night cowering in bed as 

lightning cracks the skies. The storm’s violence frightens Camille so badly that she 

crawls into bed with Sister Marie-des-Anges for protection. But when Sister Marie draws 

the girl close, hoping to calm her down, Camille is overcome by “an incredible sensation” 

in her groin; a sensation so powerful that she retreats to her own bed “possessed by 

feelings it would be difficult to describe” (32). Amplifying her guilt over her encounter 

with Sister Marie, Camille blames herself for these physical sensations “like a crime,” 

and attributes this guilt to the fact that she was “completely ignorant of the facts of life” 

(33). But whether this declaration of ignorance applies to the fact of an erection, clitoral 

stimulation, or even sex in general, Camille does not say. All we know is she is ashamed 

of her physical response to touching Sister Marie-des-Anges’s breasts. 

When Camille graduates from Oléron, she is nineteen and eligible for employment. 

She applies for a position as schoolmistress at an all-girls boarding school in the canton 

seat of “L” (again, the possible pun on elle). Hiring Camille to teach classes alongside her 

eighteen-year-old daughter, Sara, the headmistress instructs the girls to work together in 

close proximity. Camille and Sara share everything from lesson plans to bedrooms, and, 

given Camille’s history of romantic encounters, we are not surprised when their 

friendship blossoms into something more. Praying, laughing, cooking, swapping stories, 



braiding hair; Camille’s romantic feelings for Sara echo her earliest infatuations – but 

there is something about this girl that sets her apart from Lea, Clotilde and Thécla.24 

While Camille describes her former lovers as beautiful, “graceful” or frail, she comments 

on “something ironical” about Sara’s features that gives her face “a certain hardness” – a 

hardness that mirrors Camille’s descriptions of herself as “hard” (44). Yet she also sees a 

“prodigious sweetness” in Sara’s gaze, “in which was to be read the ingenuousness of an 

angel who is unaware of herself” (44).  

Camille decides to make her aware. Every evening before bedtime, she helps Sara 

undress, lingering at her bedside. This lingering leads to kissing, and more lingering, until 

their relationship becomes deeply sexual. But as their intimacy deepens, the “nameless, 

intolerable” pain that afflicts Camille’s groin when she reaches the apex of arousal 

ultimately forces her to grapple with her own sexuality more explicitly (51). Yet even at 

this critical juncture, Camille does not entertain the notion that she might be anything 

other than female. Instead, her anxieties revolve around the fact that she and Sara are 

lesbians, and she seems particularly agitated by the possibility that they might be 

“destined to live in the perpetual intimacy of two sisters” who must “conceal from 

everybody the terrifying secret that bound us to each other !!!” (51-2). Precisely what this 

secret is – Camille’s femininity or masculinity, the couple’s lesbian relations, or 

something else altogether – she does not say, perhaps because she does not definitively 

know how to say it.  

                                                
24 Here, Camille’s choice of pseudonyms not only recalls St. Sara, the patron saint of Roma people (aka. St. 
Sara-La-Kali in French, or Sara e Kali [“Sara the Black”] in Romani). That St. Sara e Kali is something of 
a contentious figure in the Catholic canon – and one of the best-known virgin saints who lived in provincial 
France – makes for some interesting possibilities along these grounds. Among the more controversial 
accounts regarding Sara e Kali and the Saintes-Maries-de-la-Mer are the legends, recently rekindled by 
authors like Margaret Starbird in The Woman with the Alabaster Jar, that Sara e Kali was the love-child of 
Mary Magdalene and Jesus Christ. 



Although Camille hints that she is not “like” other girls, this could mean virtually 

anything. But it certainly does not amount to an admission or confession that she was 

“truly” a man. Any conjecture along these lines is difficult to verify, but because Camille 

is playing out her own story chronologically and editing her memoirs up until the time of 

her death, one is left to conclude that while Camille-as-narrator knows exactly where her 

“unknown” passions for Sara are headed, she elects not to explicitly broach the issue until 

it arises in time. Clearly, at the time she is completing her memoirs, Camille-as-editor 

knows she will eventually be exploited by the medicolegal community as a 

pseudohermaphroditic male, and although she knows her relationship with Sara will be 

destroyed in the process, she decides to make her readers wait for it – perhaps to build 

suspense, to emphasize she was once an “innocent girl,” or to underscore her own shock 

when she recognized she was not the kind of girl she thought she was. We can only guess 

at her motives, as I have said – but if the reader has already encountered Foucault’s 

introduction to the memoirs, they know Camille is holding back or downplaying the 

outcome of her story. Ultimately, this narrative obfuscation has the same effect as Sally 

Potter’s deletion of the Moor’s head sequence from her version of Orlando, as Camille’s 

evasiveness raises more suspicions than if she had tackled the matter explicitly, 

highlighting both her aversion to the male sex she occupied (for a while) and 

underscoring her aversion to discussing issues of sexual anatomy more graphically.  

Still, given the heteronormative nineteenth-century hostility towards lesbianism, 

hermaphroditism, and premarital sex in general, downplaying the truth is first and 

foremost critical to Camille’s survival, not merely as a schoolmistress, but as a human 

being. If she was ever suspected of being a boy, a lesbian or a hermaphrodite, Camille 



and her lovers will almost certainly be discovered and undone. Their survival depends on 

keeping their relationship secret – from Sara’s mother, from other schoolgirls, from 

church and school authorities. Being outed would have disastrous consequences not 

merely for themselves but for their families. That said, it bears repeating that societal 

taboos against lesbianism are the constraints flanking Camille’s most intimate ecstasies – 

and until the moment of her detection, these constraints have little to do with either 

hermaphrodism or maleness – as far as Camille is concerned at this point in the narrative, 

she is still a girl.  

Although she does not outwardly approve or disapprove of her daughter spending so 

much time with Camille (perhaps because she does not understand the extent of their 

intimacies), Madame P. eventually pulls Sara aside, warning her “to be more reserved in 

the future in your relations with Mademoiselle Camille […] You are very fond of each 

other, and for my part I am very happy that you are; but there are proprieties that must be 

observed, even among girls” (56, emphasis Camille’s). Setting aside the possibility that 

Madame P’s benevolent attitude could imply a sympathy for lesbian love relations (“for 

my part I am very happy”), her admonishment makes Camille “tremble for the future […] 

What would it be like when she learned the truth! ! !” (56). In addition, I can only wonder 

at Camille’s use of italics for the word “girls” in the above passage, as this use of italics 

could be used to address a wide swath of possibilities. The most likely of these might be 

the fact that Madame P. understands that girls share a special degree of physical intimacy 

that boys do not, or it could be Camille’s emphasis that Madame P. and many others still 

believed she was actually a girl. But it could as easily indicate Camille’s incredulity that 



Madame P. believed she was a girl, or could imply that Madame P had suspicions that 

Camille was not a girl.   

While it is impossible to say for certain, the phrasing of the passage seems to imply 

that Madame P. does not yet know the truth about Camille’s sex or gender (which not 

even Camille seems to fully recognize) – thus, the potentially mind-blowing truth is 

posed as the fact that Camille and Sara are lesbians. Because neither of them has 

explicitly considered that Camille might be a boy, the only law Camille seems to be 

afraid of is the law that applies to them; the socioreligious taboos against lesbianism that 

were prevalent in all-girls boarding schools in the 1800s. In defiance of these 

prohibitions, Sara and Camille spend the better part of a year in their clandestine 

relationship, tasting its pleasures and suffering its pains.  

Concerned by the hurtful sensations Camille experiences in her groin whenever they 

make love, Sara eventually persuades Camille to seek help from a local practitioner. 

Camille initially rejects this idea, sensing a potential trap, but her plight becomes so 

desperate that she submits to the humiliating examination. Although her doctor is no 

genius, his clumsy probing determines the source of her pain is genital: 

 

His hand was already slipping under my sheet and coming to a stop at the 
sensitive place. It pressed upon it several times, as if to find there a solution to a 
difficult problem. It did not leave off at that point!!! He had found the 
explanation that he was looking for! But it was easy to see that it exceeded all 
his expectations! 

The poor man was in a state of terrible shock! Sentences escaped from his 
throat by fits and starts, as if he were afraid to let them out. I wished he were a 
hundred feet under the ground. (68-69) 

 

The “discovery” yielded by the village practitioner’s medical exam – particularly his 

detection of a clitoris the size of which exceeds “all his expectations” – leads the doctor 



to seek counsel from more qualified specialists. Turning her over to a regime of religious 

and medical officials, this blue ribbing panel of experts embark on a further series of 

tests. Motivated by the findings of their discoveries, and Camille’s disclosure that she 

sexually desires other girls – they arrive at the mutual conclusion that changing Camille’s 

sex from female to male will restore harmony to the normative order. In that sense, 

Camille’s visit to her local physician is a diagnostic turning point on several levels: what 

begins with the patient’s desire to find a solution for one set of problems (to address her 

own discomfort and assuage her lover’s worries) yields a different symptom altogether, a 

symptom that Camille may never have sought to “treat.” At the moment her doctors trace 

the source of her pain to her genitals, Camille is suddenly “exposed,” leading to a 

medicolegal outing that negatively impacts not merely herself but her entire support 

system. 

In addition to this medicolegal verdict of masculinity, there are several concurrent 

factors that influence Camille’s decision to go along with the consensus and attempt to 

live as a man. In the first place, living as a man might be her ticket to enjoying a licit, 

sanctified relationship with Sara as husband and wife. But rather than restore harmony to 

her world, the medicolegal mandate of masculinity throws Camille’s life into complete 

disarray, rupturing her relations not only with Sara, but with everyone she knows. After 

recognizing Camille for so long as a girl, none of her intimates can accept the “truth” that 

she is now a man. Madame P., for example, refuses to call Camille monsieur, and insists 

on referring to her as “daughter” (the same is true of Mother Eleanor and the other 

females who have known Camille the longest [88]). But while her loved ones profess 

undying love for Camille no matter what her sex, the authorities who represent the 



institutions on which Camille’s livelihood depends are outraged to discover Camille is 

“truly” a man, as this discovery indicates their own inability to correctly recognize her 

when she was in their care. Knowing they will be penalized for allowing a boy to slip 

under the radar into an all-female fold, the men in charge of Oléron are only concerned 

with how to get rid of Camille with the least amount of publicity, while the doctors in 

charge of her care, professing a desire to return Camille into the normative sexual order, 

become preoccupied with Camille’s status as a specimen. Even as the women in 

Camille’s life seem reluctant to acknowledge her change of sex (and the extent to which 

the sex change will undo them), the patriarchal order begins to distance itself from 

Camille, viewing her alternately as a medicolegal curiosity and conniving impostor.  

Ironically, at the moment Camille most urgently seeks to join the patriarchal order, 

she is denied entry to its inner sanctums. In renouncing her girlhood and claiming she is a 

man, she loses many of the privileges she formerly enjoyed as a woman – covert or 

otherwise. Once the medicolegal experts discover her sexual truth, Camille faces double 

jeopardy in all directions. Because she was once a girl, Camille is not only forbidden 

unlimited access to the privileges of masculinity – because they are unmarried, Camille 

loses all access to Sara – because Camille is a man, she loses her job as a schoolmistress 

– because she has lived as a girl for so long, Camille is forced to leave Oléron before she 

summons overwhelming scandal. On the day she parts with Sara for the final time, 

Camille recalls:  

 
I clasped [Sara] for one last time in my arms, the girl whom I called my sister 
and whom I loved ardently, with all the passion of my twenty years. My lips 
brushed her own. Everything had been said between us. This time as I left I was 
bearing away in my soul all the happiness that I had enjoyed during those 



twenty years, the first, the unique love of my life. As the carriage moved off, my 
beloved faded out of sight. It was all over. (87)  

 

Camille later views her break-up with Sara as a mistake: “Here again my inexperience 

was my undoing. I cannot doubt that if I had known how to manage the situation my 

future would have been different. Today, perhaps, I would be [Madame P’s] son-in-law.” 

But who in the nineteenth century has any experience with the act of changing sex? As I 

mentioned, instead of making Camille’s “situation” easier, her abrupt shift into 

masculinity attracts scandal and socioeconomic abjection from all directions. Obviously, 

these punitive processes share a common moral-ethical edge. Because their interlacement 

so thoroughly frames Camille’s sex change, I would like to evaluate this edge more 

closely.  

When Camille’s doctors begin broadcasting their medicolegal determination that 

Camille is a masculine hermaphrodite, she becomes a medicolegal anomaly, and the 

target of gossip and speculation. “People were already talking in whispers,” Camille 

notes. “The little town of L. was aroused by this extraordinary event, which by its nature 

elicited criticism and slander” (90). Accusing Camille’s mother of “concealing” her 

daughter’s true sex, Camille’s critics call her “a real Don Juan,” claiming she took 

advantage of her sexual ambiguity to fool young girls into a false sense of security as a 

means of “engag[ing] secretly in love affairs” with them, thereby spreading “shame and 

dishonor everywhere” (90). When the Parisian newspapers get hold of Camille’s story, 

there is a flurry of sensational articles speculating on her clandestine sexual relations. 

“The high society of the town were excited by them,” recalls Camille. “I was the subject 



of all the conversations at the seashore bathing establishment. Some persons of standing 

were there that day with the prefect, who proclaimed his astonishment loudly” (90). 

Still, it is difficult to see why the intensity of the scandal aroused by the fact that an 

alleged boy spent the first twenty years of his life in a series of all-girl communities 

seems to take Camille so completely by surprise. Once again, she seems to approach her 

switch from femininity to masculinity with a strange naïveté. Considering the magnitude 

of the change she is proposing, Camille appears to be so preoccupied with her desire to 

access the sanctums of patriarchal privilege that she cannot foresee the normative 

backlash that will accompany this attempt, as if blind to the catch in her plan: in order to 

become a “true” man, Camille must first confess to the medicolegal community that she 

was never truly a girl. And it is precisely this confession that summons the avalanche of 

scandal on Camille and Sara, along with family, friends, employers and benefactors, all 

of whom are implicated and thereby publicly censured for failing to detect her “true” sex. 

In that sense, Camille’s confession that she is not a girl generates a far greater degree of 

scandal than if she and Sara had been outed as lesbians.25 Yet this confession does not 

spring from Camille’s lips; it is wrung from her body by the girl’s doctors, whose 

inability to keep her “aberration” secret ultimately leads to shame and socioeconomic 

abjection in every direction. Of course, as Butler notes in Gender Trouble, this scandal 

does not emanate from Camille’s body per se, but from the larger system of sexual 

subjectivation that supports the larger sexual ontology of nineteenth-century France. It is 

                                                
25 Arguing in Gay Shame that scandal is a type of “politics,” David Halperin asserts that two chief markers 
(and attendant consequences) of scandal are shame and socioeconomic abjection; in fact, “scandal as a 
performative can operate and make sense only within structures of shame” (2010: 313). 



this system, and the medicolegal operatives who shape and support it, that fail to 

recognize her body as “normal.”26  

Remarking on the ways in which bodily confessions that broach the limit-point of 

cultural recognizability tend to destabilize the performative reiteration of cultural norms, 

Butler analyzes the scandal and punishment levied at an affronting body by 

heteronormative agencies attempting to squeeze the body back into the normative 

frame.27 In that sense, scandal is not so much an attribute or product of individual bodies 

per se; scandal permeates any culture and/or language that restricts the borders of sex-

gender-desire with a punitive dialectics of socioeconomic abjection.28 To borrow a term 

from David Halperin’s Gay Shame, Camille’s confession (that she is not the girl they 

thought she was) turns her into a queer outlaw whose bodily speech act destabilizes the 

heteronormative praxis of subjectivation, as if to suggest the presence of anything less 

than a clear reproduction of the primal male-female binary summons a disorganization of 

                                                
26 This bodily confession discomforts the medicolegal community because it reminds those practitioners 
that their system of sexual recognition is scandalously inadequate. As Butler notes in Gender Trouble: 
“Although male and female anatomical elements are jointly distributed in and on [Camille’s] body, that is 
not the true source of scandal. The linguistic conventions that produce intelligible gendered selves find 
their limit in Herculine precisely because she/he occasions a convergence and disorganization of the rules 
that govern sex/gender/desire” (31). Positioning the enactment of scandal at the limit of culture and 
language, where it manifests in a social reluctance to confer the full spectrum of human rights on subjects 
who stand at the threshold of recognition,  
27 Butler also approaches the issue of scandalous speech acts in Excitable Speech, noting: “the body that 
speaks is a scandal precisely because its speech is not fully governed by intention. No act of speech can full 
control or determine the rhetorical effects of the body which speaks. It is scandalous as well because the 
bodily action of its speech is not predictable in any mechanical way. That the speech act is a bodily act does 
not mean that the body is fully present in its speech. The relationship between speech and the body is that 
of a chiasmus” (1997: 155). As this concerns Camille Barbin, the chiasmus between her body and her 
bodily confession unpredictably asserts to her interlocutors that she is a hermaphrodite, when her intention 
is to be a man. 
28 In light of her statement that “Herculine is not an ‘identity,’ but the sexual impossibility of an identity,” 
Butler’s use of backslashed pronouns (s/he and h/er) to designate Camille’s “sexually impossible identity” 
seems to beg an important question; namely, the question of Camille’s girlhood, and the inability of any of 
the players around her to recognize it. In that sense, it is not that Camille is the sexual impossibility of an 
identity, but rather that the medicolegal community cannot recognize who she “truly” is. 



the governing body itself.29 Ironically, Camille’s attempt to access heteronormative 

security summons her greatest state of abjection; to put a fine point on it, although 

Camille lacked many privileges as a woman, her attempt to change from a woman into a 

man leads her deeper into abjection, from little money to no money, little power to no 

power, from a clandestine sexual relationship to no sexual relationship at all. 

At the end of her financial rope, Camille decides to try her luck in Paris as a laborer 

(“Paris that I like because I am ignored here” [104]). Obtaining the promise of a position 

with the railway, Camille seems mildly hopeful of her prospects – but the job does not 

pan out, and she quickly runs short on cash. Old acquaintances are useless: they express 

their sympathy and a prurient interest in her circumstances, but no meaningful support. 

Camille’s situation grows dire. With each passing step marked by fresh depths of 

socioeconomic abjection, she invites us to “discover how many wounds scathing 

contempt, abuse, vile mockery, bitter sarcasm, have inflicted” on her (104). Growing 

desperate, Camille accepts a job as a busboy for a large shipping company, full of 

trepidation about leaving everyone and everything behind, hoping that traveling to The 

United States will give life a positive turn. And as her world spins into a vortex of loss 

and deprivation, Camille becomes mired in regret about leaving her girlhood behind, as if 

she betrayed a special trust.  

Regret. The conclusion of Camille’s memoirs is saturated with it. Regret over 

attempting to live as a man and failing, regret that she cannot return to girlhood or move 

                                                
29 In Gay Shame, David Halperin discusses the ways in which queer studies reifies figures like Gertrude 
Stein and Liberace, noting that “the antiassimilationist queer culture of the 1990s” was attracted to such 
“queer outlaws” precisely because they were “inimical to the ethos of gay pride, repulsive to liberated, self-
respecting lesbians and gay men of the post-Stonewall era” and therefore resistant to inclusion in 
“affirmative histories of homosexuality” (2010: 7). What made these outlaws “newly attractive to the queer 
movement was the scandal they continued to represent to conventional social values, their unfitness for 
sociality (gay or straight), [and] their inaptitude for ‘serving the state’” (7). 



forward into it. Regret that there is no possibility for a girl like her to exist. Regret marks 

her recollections of the sensations of utter worthlessness that define her final days: 

 
A burden to myself and others, without any affection, without any of those 
prospects that at least sometimes brighten with their pure and tender rays the 
careworn brows of those who suffer. But no, nothing. Always abandonment, 
solitude, outrageous scorn (110).  

 
Abandoned, scorned, alone – and, worst of all, foreclosed from her cherished girlhood – 

Camille decides it is better to have lived one day as a girl than one hundred years as Abel. 

So she destroys them both. Reduced to an existence nobody would consider a livable life, 

the melancholy subject opts to destroy life altogether. Thanks to the pressues of 

socioeconomic abjection, her options for living in any sex have been removed. Camille 

never gets to be a man because she ultimately rejects all men – including herself – as 

unworthy. She never gets to be a woman, because she never progresses beyond girlhood 

into womanhood. And because she can never return to girlhood once the medicolegal 

authorities have decided she is officially a man, there is no space left for Camille to 

inhabit within the sexual and social ontology of her time. Betrayed, angry, ashamed, 

Camille perceives her only way forward as out.  

In the final knell, Camille is never completely able to be Abel, so deeply did she 

detest his existence. Perhaps that is why the name “Abel Barbin” never appears in the 

body of her memoirs, but only in an epigraph inserted after her final words by Foucault: 

“In the month of February 1868, the corpse of Abel Barbin, who had committed suicide 

by means of a charcoal stove, was found in a room in the quarter of the Théȃtre de 

l’Odéon […] He had left the manuscript of the preceding text” (115). On this score, I find 

Foucault’s post-script remiss: Abel has left us nothing. Abel never fully existed; he was 



nothing more than an attempt, a repeated failure to make or do, and Camille discarded 

that attempt in favor of more libidinally satisfactory options, even if her ultimate option 

was death. But it is Camille who writes the memoirs, Camille who leaves them behind, 

Camille who lets us know that her girlhood was, above all else, the thing that made her 

life worthwhile. 

In the next section of this chapter, I will more extensively explore the possibility 

that Camille is not “truly” an intersexual or a sexually ambiguous person, but rather a 

recognizable girl who is undone by a heteronormative backlash unleashed when she 

claims to be a man.  

 

Nameless, Furtive, Triumphant: A Resistant Girlhood Trumps Sexual Recognition    

 

Closely examined, the function of the narrator’s voice in Camille’s memoirs raises 

several key issues about her authorship and her sex. The fact that Camille never fully 

takes residence as a man – even a failed man – before expressing regret at losing her 

girlhood makes one wonder if she ever vacates the vantage point of girlhood long enough 

to write her memoirs as a man, or if she was a girl all along – a girl who attempted to 

change her sex but was unhappy with the results. Is there ever a point at which Abel is 

writing his own memoirs, or does Camille work back into them at the end of her days, 

reemerging as a girl in an editorial role to explain/vindicate/demonize her unsuccessful 

attempt to be Abel? Once the reader reaches the conclusion of her memoirs, they begin to 

sense that Camille has been writing them all along, and that beneath the facade of a 

crumbling Abel there was always this defiant girl, outraged and regretful, seeking 



retribution for the injustices committed against her by medicolegal authorities. But 

Camille’s final words present far more questions than answers:  

 
What strange blindness was it that made me hold on to this absurd role until the 
end? I would be unable to explain it to myself. Perhaps it was that thirst for the 
unknown, which is so natural to man. (114) 

 

While it is difficult to pinpoint whether this “thirst for the unknown,” which Camille sees 

as so natural to man, is intended to apply to the male sex specifically or human beings in 

general. It is clear that the “strange blindness” that makes Camille hold on to her absurd 

role to the end is not so much blindness as an inability to recognize a sexual truth that 

extends far beyond Camille’s own misrecognition of her “true” sex or “true identity” to 

permeate every aspect of her negotiations with the guardians of the dominant sexual 

ontology, and the inability of this ontology’s adherents to recognize her. The entire 

system of recognition is rife with méconnaisance in all directions; not merely the village 

practitioner’s inability to “correctly” recognize Camille’s birth sex, or the inability of the 

medicolegal panel to recognize their mistake in concluding the “natural” heterostatic 

balance will be restored if Camille takes up life as a man, but the inability of all players 

to recognize that Camille is not a man or a hermaphrodite, but a girl without a fully 

circumscribed position in the dominant sexual order.30 

I am hardly the first to remark on the fact that Camille’s memoirs predominantly 

focus on her life as a girl. It seems ironic, however, that Camille’s insights about her 
                                                
30 Although she was exiled from girlhood by the dominant sexual ontologies of her times, that does not 
mean Camille’s girlhood would pose any questions now, particularly as our understanding of girlhood has 
expanded significantly since the 1990s. As I mentioned in Chapter Four of this thesis, in my analysis of 
Orlando’s daughter, growing factions of the (post)feminist community have been increasingly regarding 
girlhood as a sex with discrete truths of its own. I follow Ilana Nash in asserting that the activism of Girl 
Studies and its close readings of popular culture still bears the feminist commitment to increasing “the 
visibility, the respect, and the fair treatment” of all females – not only clear-cut women and girls, but 
intersexual girls like Camille Barbin (Nash, 2001). 



girlhood grow most poignant at the moment she completely rejects her manhood, at the 

end of her life, when she finally recognizes how deeply the loss of her girlhood has been 

guaranteed. The bitter tenor of her commentary in the biographical interventions she 

intersperses throughout the memoirs, combined with her factual knowledge concerning 

the outcomes of her journey into masculinity, strongly indicate that this juncture – at the 

end of her life – was the critical point at which Camille placed the final edit on her 

memoirs. It is from that rueful vantage point that she levels her most vociferous 

indictments at the medicolegal regime that irrevocably separated her from girlhood and 

all its “nameless, furtive pleasures,” to borrow a phrase from Foucault (xv).31 Yet it was 

Camille’s eagerness to transcend the constraints of those furtive girlish delights that 

spurred her attempt to become a man in the first place, so she could more licitly enjoy her 

partnership with Sara. At the point Camille is finishing her memoirs, it seems the 

pleasures that delighted her most were not so much the pleasure of sex with other girls, 

but the pleasure of living as a girl among girls – and not just any girls, but the Catholic 

schoolgirls who populated the convents and boarding schools of nineteenth-century 

France. It is both her loss of this specific community of girlhood, and the finality of her 

ejection from it, that throws Camille into a crisis of subjectivization, rupturing her so 

violently that she can never coalesce as a man. Along with her perceived inability to 

rejoin the ranks of girlhood in the aftermath of Abel, this rupture is increased by her 

isolation and socioeconomic abjection, producing an undoing so profound that Camille 

commits suicide. 

                                                
31 Camille’s vehement disavowal of an entire sex is audible in her sweeping indictment of the sex of men, 
whose promises “soil the lips,” whose copulations are “hideous,” and whose characters lack “the noble, the 
great heart, the generous soul that are needed in order to suffer” (99). If Camille was truly Abel, she would 
be the target of her own indictment – but she clearly considers her own character as cut from a different 
cloth. 



In an earlier article, “Retrotranslations of Post-Transsexuality, Notions of Regret,” I 

suggest there is only so much socioeconomic abjection a subject can tolerate before it 

begins to fold back on itself, and its ability to resist the backlash of normatizing counter-

translations is weakened. In the case of male-to-female transsexuals who no longer wish 

to continue living as women, for example, their ability to move forward as a post-

transsexual can be compromised by overwhelming counter-translations asserting they are 

“returning to being a man.”  Standing at this crisis-point, the subject can either find the 

ability to move forward in resistance despite the massive counter-translations thrown 

against it, or they can retreat from a position of resistance into a more livable frame – or, 

like Camille, they can relinquish their hold on life altogether. The closer Camille comes 

to her final undoing, every fiber of her being cries out to be a girl again – but once she 

has been Abel, no matter how forcefully she disavows his existence, girlhood becomes 

the exact sexual subject position to which she can never completely return.32 This 

presents a negative ontological paradox. Like the little Match Girl longing for the cozy 

hearth of heteronormative privilege, Camille ultimately wants to break back into a 

normative sexual frame – but it is the normative frame of girlhood that she desires, not 

the “true sex” of masculinity she has been driven towards by the princes of science.  

Once Camille has tried to be Abel, no matter how abysmally he fails, no matter how 

much she wants to be a girl again, nobody will ever accept her claims that she is female. 

At the point the medicolegal establishment has officially registered Camille as a man, 

                                                
32 For more on the topic of goneback politics and the medicolegal deployment of regret, see my work in 
“Retrotranslations of Post-Transsexuality, Notions of Regret” in The Journal of Visual Culture (2007) 
don’t you already quote this in previous chapter? If so shorten reference. This essay is particularly indebted 
to Butler’s notions of sexual recognition, and explores the plight of sexes positioned as unrecognizable 
within the cultural Symbolic, and the agencies of normatization that bear down on them with retro-
translations attempting to push them back, instead of allowing them to translate their way forward. 



particularly in light of their shocking “discovery” that they misdiagnosed her as a girl in 

the first place, this normative regime sanctions Camille to live as a man or suffer the 

consequences. In that case, those consequences are not clearly established because there 

are no explicit laws governing individuals who are not recognized within the dominant 

sexual ontology.  

Once more, we arrive at the fraught moral-ethical juncture where abjection flanks 

individuals who have been determined to be sexually ambiguous by heteronormative 

agencies who cannot recognize their sexuality within the existing lexicon. There are 

several reasons the authorities in charge of Camille’s recognition will never regard her as 

a girl. On the one hand, they need her to be a man if she is to continue having sex with 

women (otherwise she is a lesbian, thereby breaking a recognizable law). On the other 

hand, they need Camille to be a pseudohermaphrodite in order to justify their ongoing 

examination of her “monstrous” genitalia. And because the parameters of their sexual 

ontology are so restrictive, the things Camille wants or needs seem of little consequence. 

Once the medicolegal authorities have marked Camille in their administrative crosshairs, 

interpreting her sexual truth is their game, not hers. It is precisely this game that Camille 

seeks to overturn with the indictments in her memoirs. But she cannot overturn it. 

Considering the concept of resistance as discussed in de Lauretis’s Figures of 

Resistance, Camille’s memoirs are a resistant text that oppose the structure of dominant 

norms seeking to pressure her into an unacceptably normative mode of sex (2007: 73).33 

                                                
33 In Figures of Resistance, de Lauretis develops her conceptualization of resistant eccentricity from her 
earlier work in Technologies of Gender. In Technologies, de Lauretis writes that: “The construction of 
gender goes on today through the various technologies of gender (e.g., cinema) and institutional discourses 
(e.g., theory) with power to control the field of social meaning and thus produce, promote, and “implant” 
representations of gender,” noting that “the terms of a different construction of gender also exist, in the 
margins of hegemonic discourses. Posed from outside the heterosexual social contract, and inscribed in 



Taking up “a position of resistance and agency that is not outside but rather eccentric to 

the social cultural apparati of the heterosexual institution,” Camille’s memoirs seek to 

remap the “boundaries between bodies and discourses, identities and communities” (de 

Lauretis 2007: 75 emphasis mine).34 Foucault also assesses the topic of resistance in The 

History of Sexuality, observing: “where there is power, there is resistance” (1978: 96). 

Like de Lauretis, Foucault suggests that resistance “is never in a position of exteriority in 

relation to power,” arguing that force relations are intercalated with “a multiplicity of 

points of resistance: these play the role of adversary, target, support, or handle” 

throughout every transaction in “the power network” (96).35 But Foucault does not 

adequately address the overwhelming loss Camille could not resist; namely, the finality 

of her foreclosure from girlhood. Camille is not undone by the lack of girlhood’s furtive, 

nameless pleasures – she is undone by the regret she feels because she is no longer 

                                                
micropolitical practices, these terms can also have a part in the construction of gender, and their effects are 
rather at the “local” level of resistances, in subjectivity and self-representation” (1987: 18). 
34 Drawing a significant distinction between the concepts of eccentric and outside, de Lauretis suggests that 
while sexually resistant subjects might be eccentric to any given hetero- or homonormative paradigm, they 
do not inherently stand outside of them, as if shorn away or divided from them by an ambiguous and 
invisible wall. Instead of being surrounded or flanked by alterity, every sexual ontology is permeated with 
alterity, running through every layer of its stratification. Indeed, if Butler is correct in her assertions that 
there is no singular, universal “type” (of man, woman, intersexual, transsexual, homosexual, heterosexual, 
etc.), sexual alterity is merely eccentric to the dominant sexual ontology – it is part of it even though it 
resists its overly restrictive classificatory norms. This would make a sexually resistant subject far different 
than Fausto-Sterling’s “third sex,” a term that is overly restrictive by sheer dint of its nomenclature, which 
suggests that human beings who are not recognizable as members of “primal” dyadic pair can only exist 
outside of it, in a Third Position, mashed in the overarching envelope of the Other. Responding to Fausto-
Sterling’s third sex paradigm, Allison Andrew, in an insightful thesis project titled “Intersexed, Intertext: A 
Critique of Limited Gender Identity in ‘Herculine Barbin’ and ‘Middlesex,’” notes: “The need to define the 
self in the face of the Other becomes a crucial problem in both [Herculine and Middlesex] because the other 
remains cognizant of a framework wherein the intersexed cannot be the third category that Fausto-Sterling 
declares necessary” (29). Observing that notions of a “collective other mandates conformity, a conformity 
that the intersexual body cannot possibly adhere to, at least not without extensive medical intervention,” 
Andrew writes of the unavailability of any of these categories to Camille Barbin (29). 
35 While de Lauretis mines the concept of resistance more thoroughly in several of the essays in Figures of 
Resistance, she utilizes this concept as early as Technologies of Gender, in which she explicitly analyzes 
the Foucault’s notion of resistance as quoted above. “Both power and resistance,” de Lauretis notes, 
“operate concurrently in ‘the strategic field’ which constitutes the social, and both traverse or spread 
across—rather than inhere in or belong to—institutions, social stratifications, and individual unities” (1987: 
35). 



recognized as a girl. This regret destroys her resistance to the socioeconomic abjection 

she faces from the heteronormative culture that commands her to live as a man. 

Yet no matter how much regret colors the final passages of Camille’s memoirs, the 

text still testifies to her resistant resolution to die as a girl rather than cling to the 

undesirable role of a man, in which Camille is unable to visualize a plausible route 

forward. But it is clearly the inability of the dominant sexual ontology to recognize 

Camille’s girlhood that makes her return to that girlhood impossible. Why is it so 

difficult for the medicolegal regime to recognize that it has, for a second time, 

misrecognized Camille’s “true” sex? Wouldn’t this recognition amount to the admission 

of the second error, which was even more egregious than the “original” medicolegal error 

of miscategorizing Camille’s birth sex as female? And would it not comprise an even 

more egregious admission that they were also mistaken in their prescription of 

masculinity, which was supposed to counteract the “aberrancy” of Camille’s mistaken 

femininity, as this prescription clearly did not work? By all accounts, Camille would have 

no problems “going back” to being a girl, if only they’d let her; she was officially 

recognized as a girl for the first nineteen years of her life – and not simply by herself and 

her doctors, but by family, peers, employers and benefactors. She probably would have 

been happy living in that role even if it were surrounded by socioeconomic abjection. But 

the medicolegal community cannot recognize such a multidirectional move – from 

girlhood to masculinity and back to girlhood again – as an acceptable alternative to their 

ultimatum of masculinity. 

What emerges from a close reading of Camille’s memoirs is not so much the fact 

that she was an alterious girl, a non-normative girl, or even an eccentric girl – but the 



possibility that Camille truly was a girl, no matter what medicolegal authorities and 

contemporary scholars asserted to the contrary.36 What kind of girl was she? Her memoirs 

tell us. Ungainly, plain, dark-haired. Frequently melancholy, occasionally ecstatic. A 

bookish, intelligent girl who was unafraid of taking risks, a girl who derided coquetry but 

valued honesty and fidelity, a girl who sexually desired other girls. A girl who did not 

like or trust most men, and had good reasons not to trust them.37 But above all, Camille 

was a girl who valued femininity. She prized it with a righteous, even religious zeal. Not 

merely her own femininity and her own girlhood, but the states of femininity and 

girlhood in general – states she considered worth fighting for, perhaps even dying for. In 

remembering this girl, whose resistance was undone by the efforts of medicolegal 

interlocutors with career interests in exploiting her body (as a case study of 

pseudohermaphroditism, at least), Camille’s gendered undoing still demands a 

reorientation of our “normative sexualities,” so that future girlhoods that appear to stand 

beyond cultural recognition might be emancipated into discourse.  

While this section of the chapter primarily focused on Camille Barbin’s inability to 

resist the counter-translations of a medicolegal regime intent on preventing her return to 

girlhood, the next section will approach Camille’s memoirs as a resistant text, drawing 

                                                
36 In “Intersexed, Intertext,” Andrew writes that Barbin’s case “proves that the ‘true self’ and ‘true sex’ are 
at odds with one another,” and that her abjection and suicide “highlights the drastic actions that one is 
willing to take when they are forced into a categorization, in this instance a gendered identity, that they feel 
is inaccurate. Rather than living as something she was not, Barbin chose not to live at all” (75). Although 
Andrew is correct in this regard – that rather than live as a man or a hermaphrodite, Camille chose not to 
live at all — I doubt Camille would have wanted to live as an intersexual, had the category even been 
available. It was girlhood Camille was interested in, when all was said and done, a fact to which Andrew 
pays scant attention in her analysis. 
37 Camille revered several men in her life; particularly Monsieur de Saint-M. and other benefactors, whose 
friendship she valued for its access to history and myth, of god and religion. But their friendship seems to 
have been earned, as if wrested from the grasp of a jealous god, perhaps the ghost of her father, whose 
presence is never seen but always felt. 



several conclusions on how that textual resistance might come to bear on narrations of 

sexual ambiguity.  

 

A Pensive Resistance: The Memoirs of a Nineteenth-century French Girl, Undone 

 

In the previous section of this chapter, I propose that Camille was not merely a girl, but a 

specific kind of girl; a resistant girl whose eccentric refutation of the dominant sexual 

ontology was overwhelmed and disabled by a heteronormative culture established and 

bolstered by a medicolegal regime appointed to police its boundaries. Yet while this girl’s 

body – her physical self – may have been undone by those princes of science, her body of 

work was not. My concluding section will submit that Camille’s memoirs are a resistant 

text. Offering some connections between its textual resistance and the narration of sexual 

ambiguity in adaptation, I will discuss the questions they continue to raise long after the 

girl who wrote them has gone. But if one is to convincingly ask the question, “what kind 

of writing was this text?” the answer depends on the text in question, and whether one 

means Camille’s memoirs on their own, or Foucault’s adaptative curatorship of the 

memoirs in a collection of texts.  

I will take advantage of this section to examine both. According to Foucault, 

Camille’s memoirs are representative of the “turgid and outdated” literature of girls 

boarding schools in the late 1800s, a style he refers to as “elegant, affective, and allusive” 

(xii). Although Camille’s memoirs do evince each of these qualities, they cannot be 

reduced to them; even in light of their first passage, Foucault’s analysis falls rather flat: 

 



I am twenty-five years old, and, although I am still young, I am beyond any 
doubt approaching the hour of my death. 

I have suffered much, and I have suffered alone! Alone! Forsaken by 
everyone! My place was not marked out in this world that has shunned me, that 
had cursed me. Not a living creature was to share in this immense sorrow that 
had seized me when I left my childhood, at that age when everything is 
beautiful, because everything is young and bright with the future. 

That age did not exist for me. As soon as I reached that age, I instinctively 
drew apart from the world, as if I had already come to understand that I was to 
live in it as a stranger. (3) 

 
 

Perhaps Camille’s use of multiple expression marks (!!!) does resemble, on a superficial 

level, the schoolgirl prose of the late 1800s. But the emphatic style of her writing also 

combines with its intensive level of self-inquiry to evoke the tradition of confessional 

literature since the fourth century – a style of prose that would be daily fare for Camille 

in her Catholic boarding schools. Like the writings of St. Augustine, St. John of the 

Cross, Hadewijch d’Anvers and Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz, the opening of Camille’s 

memoirs tumbles out in a complex tangle of revelational disclosures, each conveyed with 

a sense of impending doom.38 Young, approaching the hour of her death, the author is 

disavowed and suffering like a martyr.  

I am by no means the first to detect the similarity between Camille’s writing and the 

works of Catholic saints.39 In The Culture of Confession from Augustine to Foucault, 

Chloë Taylor suggests Camille’s diaries are not merely a confession, but the memoirs of 

a forced confession that is later regretted; namely, Camille’s confession to medicolegal 

                                                
38 Concerning Camille’s regrets, Andrew writes: “The shame that Barbin felt from the public nature of her 
re-gendering permeates her memoirs” (2012: 29). Shame is often the marker of regret.  It is the act of 
telling her story that immortalized the tortured Barbin; an act of telling that becomes likened to the coming 
out of so many people who blur the “straight” lines set up by a society unwilling to accept difference” 
(2012: 76) 
39 In Confessions, St. Augustine asks: “What am I even at the best, but one sucking Thy milk, and feeding 
upon Thee?” (1876: 57). There is a similar effusive, dolorous angst to the poems of Sor Juana Ines de la 
Cruz (“Death to my hapless lyre from which you drew/these echoes that, lamenting, speak your name,/and 
let these awkward characters be known/as black tears shed by my grief-stricken pen” [2004: 10]). 



authorities that she might not be a girl (2009: 225). But just as Camille’s memoirs are not 

reducible to schoolgirl prose, they are not reducible to the genre of religious confession, 

either. They are critical of organized religion. In addition, they include elements of 

roman-à-clef, cleverly deploying narrative conventions to protect the people she loved 

while discussing unpleasant or damaging truths (as I have suggested throughout this 

chapter, Camille interrelates her pseudonyms with literary references to underscore key 

themes from religious persecution to chivalric love). Furthermore, because Camille’s 

critique of the medicolegal system is so visionary – as was her assessment that 

contemporary readers would view her account as going “beyond the limits of the 

possible” – it is no stretch to suggest that Camille’s memoirs predict (if not exhort) 

scholars like Foucault to re-discover them and activate their revolutionary petition. 

Of course, Foucault is only one possible re-discoverer, and his editorial 

rearrangement of Camille’s memoirs with other texts is merely one possible adaptive 

recombination. But without Foucault’s editorial intervention, chances are that Camille’s 

memoirs would still be gathering dust in the now-defunct Ministry of Public Hygiene – 

perhaps even deaccessioned or destroyed. Foucault intervened because he had an agenda, 

however, and this was not simply to bring Camille’s memoirs into contact with other 

texts, but to underscore a central component of his own work in The History of Sexuality. 

His primary motive was to consider the ways in which sexual subjects linguistically 

confess themselves up to the Law, and are thereby emancipated into political discourse – 

not merely adding to it, but completely reorienting its terms. As Taylor notes, public acts 

of confession bear the potential to result in broad social and epistemological changes 

(2009: 225). Taylor’s viewpoint here aligns with Peter Brooks’s notion, in The Routledge 



Encyclopedia of Narrative Theory, that the emergence of the confession as literary genre 

is indicative of larger scale epistemological shifts in the valuation of the subject-as-

individual (like Taylor, Brooks cites St. Augustine’s writings as an example of “religious 

confessional literature”). Citing the posthumous publication of Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s 

Confessions in 1782, Brooks suggests that Rousseau’s works forked into a variety of 

forms, including “memoirs, letters, diaries [and] foot-of-the-gallows confessions” (2005: 

82). Interestingly, Camille’s memoirs span each of these forms – even as they harken to 

the tradition of Catholic confession – a point that was not lost on Foucault when he 

adaptively edited her memoirs in his collection.  

In I, Having Died: Foucault and the Writing of the Self, Yeo Huan notes that 

Foucault’s editorial efforts in Herculine underscore the fact that “the confession of sex—

cannot be divorced from the early Christian tradition” (2008: 14). In his adaptive 

(re)arrangement of Camille’s specific confession, Foucault not only traces the ways in 

which “the compulsion to confess becomes embedded in society and the act of 

narrativising itself,” he assists Camille in leveling an indictment of heteronormative 

culture by positioning her memoirs with selected ancillary documents to create not 

merely a complex intertextual discourse, but a discursive interstice that resists any 

overarching or “legitimate” conclusion (14). Instead, Herculine Barbin becomes a textual 

interface that urges us to examine the pivotal role of the subject in sexual power relations; 

specifically, the position of the resistant writer/figure in such relationships.  

While scholars like Butler often gloss over this fact in their “close readings” of 

Herculine, dismissing Foucault’s collection as a departure from his typical deconstruction 

of force relations, Foucault’s adaptive enterprise in Herculine aligns with his general 



analyses of discursive processes in force relations.40 Viewing technologies of 

subjectivation as they emerge through history, Herculine is not merely another 

Foucauldian study of memoirs (ck. I, Pierre Rivière, Having Slaughtered My Mother, My 

Sister and My Brother) – it resonates with his work in Birth of the Clinic, Madness and 

Civilization and Discipline and Punish, each of which centralizes the emancipation of 

eccentric speaking subjects and the articulation of their voices in the fulcrum of force 

relations.41 Furthermore, the nuanced intertextual discourse initiated by Herculine is 

consistent with the Foucauldian style of writing that Deleuze describes as “irreducible to 

statements”  (1988: 49). Simply put, it is impossible to distill any of Foucault’s writings 

to a one-liner, and whatever Butler might say to the contrary, this goes double for his 

adaptive editorship in Herculine.42  

                                                
40 Because her larger project is so incisive (and charismatic), numerous scholars have followed Butler’s 
lead in Gender Trouble, producing an echo effect that reverberates throughout contemporary analyses of 
Foucault’s work in Herculine. In Misfit of the Family, for example, Michael Lucey argues that Judith 
Butler’s work in Gender Trouble is characterized by “the force of Butler’s critique and her subsequent 
careful reading of Herculine Barbin’s own text” (Lucey 2003: 135). M.E. Bailey amplifies Lucey’s 
sentiment in “Feminism: Contesting Bodies, Sexuality and Identity,” stating that readers “could aspire no 
higher than to plagiarize or legitimately reproduce” Butler’s restrictive analysis of Foucault, a reading 
Bailey finds “critical and exhaustive” (Bailey 1993: fn4, 120). Yet Butler only examines an extremely 
limited slice of Foucault’s work in Herculine – primarily his introduction, which she seeks to attack – and 
pays little heed to the memoirs themselves, or the doctors’ memoranda, or Oskar Panizza’s novella, all of 
which Foucault has shaped into the collection. In that sense, Butler’s reading of Camille’s memoirs is 
surprisingly selective, and her stated motives for “reading against” Foucault comprise too limited a 
theoretical lens for a comprehensive evaluation of Herculine and its nuanced intertextual relations. 
41 In Up Against Foucault: Explorations of Some Tensions between Foucault and Feminism, a 1990s 
collection edited by Caroline Ramazanoǧlu, Cain joins an array of new feminist scholars who grant 
Foucault the savvy to assemble texts that intercalate the subaltern’s speech with the technical discourses 
that frame their utterances. Cain sees two inhibiting factors working to limit the critical reception of 
Foucault’s work in Pierre Rivière and Herculine Barbin: firstly, the “two books are not mentioned” in the 
more celebrated critical commentaries on Foucault’s oeuvre, and; secondly, in his more widely known 
books, Foucault typically “directed his analytic efforts to serious and elaborated discourses rather than to 
common sense knowledges [sic] (although plainly the two overlap)” (1993: 84). According to Cain, 
Foucault’s primary aim in Pierre Rivière and Herculine was to investigate how and when it is “possible to 
have an experience without a knowledge (let alone a developed discourse) to have it in” (85). This seems 
significant in light of the fact that Camille Barbin is clearly experiencing the medicolegal negotiation of her 
intersexual girlhood without a developed discourse to arbitrate it in. 
42 Deleuze observes that although Foucault “states that discursive relations exist between the discursive 
statement and the non-discursive,” he does not ever say “whether the non-discursive can be reduced to a 
statement, and whether or not it is a residue or an illusion” (1980: 49, describing Foucault’s writing in The 



That said, I would like to reflect a bit on Butler’s rush to dismiss Foucault’s efforts 

in Herculine. In Judith Butler: Live Theory, Vicki Kirby observes that Butler is “keen to 

make a more contentious point about the constitutive aspects of power and its many 

guises” that differs from Foucault, even though “Foucault’s most valuable contribution to 

the reconceptualization of power was to acknowledge its perverse productivity and 

ubiquity” (Kirby 2006: 40).43 According to Butler, Foucault’s work in Herculine falls 

prey to the “emancipatory or liberationist” politics he refutes elsewhere – but in this 

instance, Butler erroneously conflates the terms emancipatory and liberationist, which are 

hardly synonymous (Butler 1990: 95-6). As Rancière suggests in The Politics of 

Aesthetics, these terms are not interchangeable, as an emancipatory speech act does not 

inherently liberate; instead, it merely places formerly unacknowledged political positions 

onto the field of discourse (Rancière 2004: 3-4). Discursive emancipation does not free or 

“liberate” anything from being repressed, broken, or jacked open in force relations.44 

                                                
Archeology of Knowledge). Yet, Deleuze observes: “The question of primacy is central: the statement has 
primacy, and we shall see why […] But primacy has never meant reduction. Throughout the entire range of 
Foucault’s work, visibilities will remain irreducible to statements and remain all the more so for developing 
a passion for the action of statements” (49). This is merely one front on which Camille Barbin’s memoirs 
and Foucault’s larger project find traction, as the memoirs are also irreducible to singular gendered 
nostrums, yet maintain a passion for the actions of statements.  
43 Kirby goes on to suggest that “power for Foucault is not merely a negative, juridical energy that 
represses, prohibits and prevents. If all knowledge, including self-knowledge, is an articulation of power, 
then it would be misguided to think, as we might in the case of Herculine Barbin, that s/he possessed an 
essential identity that pre-existed the prying medical and juridical intrusions of the state” (2006: 40). 
44 In Live Theory, Kirby approaches the fault lines in Butler’s argument against Foucault’s emancipatory 
tendencies. On the one hand, Kirby notes that Butler’s relation to the force of repression in sexual power 
relations is often just as emancipatory as Foucault’s, while she also acknowledges that although “Foucault’s 
work, in the main, represents an assault on emancipatory politics and the easy appeal to a ‘before power,’” 
it seems difficulty for Foucault to relinquish “such modes of thinking is underlined in [his] tendency to 
romanticize the past as a time of untrammelled ‘bucolic’ and ‘innocent’ pleasures, a time of heterogeneous 
possibility prior to the univocity of the law” (2006: 40). Still, Kirby points out that while “Butler is 
certainly critical of [Foucault’s] nostalgia,” a similar “recourse to an emancipatory politics reappears in 
Butler’s work as well,” and is evident, for example, in Butler’s notions concerning melancholic 
homosexuals “whose true desire/identity is forbidden by the incest taboo” (41). In this structure, Kirby 
argues, if force relations are “constitutive and ubiquitous such that even the resistance to power is actually 
the (re)articulation of power, then the conventional identity of ‘power’ is significantly reconfigured” (41). I 
remain skeptical of Butler’s overprioritization of power’s repressive stamp and its alleged ubiquity.  



Indeed, Butler’s odd coupling of emancipatory/liberationist comprises yet another 

backslashed portmanteau that neutralizes the destabilizing edge of emancipatory speech, 

just as her overly restrictive analysis of Herculine Barbin shortchanges the role Foucault 

and Camille play in emancipating numerous hitherto unrecognized truths about sexual 

subjectivation into the sociosexual register.  

Throughout this chapter, I have maintained that the medicolegal regime of the late 

1800s was still in the process of adapting its technologies of hermaphroditism and sexual 

ambiguity at the moment Camille Barbin turned to them for help. While none of these 

medicolegal experts explicitly describes her as sexually ambiguous, their rhetorical use of 

the term “sexual indeterminacy” amounts to the same thing. Furthermore, while doctors 

like Regnier, Chesnet and Tardieu were certainly aware that sexually indeterminate 

individuals existed, their ability to make productive connections between their diagnoses 

of sexual indeterminacy. Indeed, their general fund of knowledge about hermaphrodites 

and sexually indeterminate subjects had about as much bearing on reality as a second-

century bestiary has on actual animals. As Foucault observes in his introduction to 

Herculine, the key to deciphering a human being’s true sex in the late-1800s consisted of 

reducing the indeterminate “truth” of their body to a judgement of male and female, 

much like genetic researchers of today are attempting to reduce it to a matter of 

chromosomes (Houk 2006, or Propriuc, Dumitrescu and Chirita 2009).45 Tracing the 

                                                
45 In their recent Acta Entocrinologica article, “Complete Sex Reversal: SRY Positive 46 XX Male by Y to 
X Translocation,” geneticists Propriuc and Dumitrescu note individuals “with male phenotypes and 46 XX 
karyotype appear in about 1 of 20,000 births with clinical features varying from normal male appearance 
to sexual ambiguity and hermaphroditism” the use of the term hermaphrodite” (2009: 525). Specifically, 
their juxtaposition of the term “normal male” against “sexual ambiguity” – as well as their arcane use of 
hermaphroditism – indicates the cultural and sexual lexicon of this clinical team (at least) needs an update. 
And while other works, such as Christopher Houk’s 2006 Pediatrics article, “Summary of Consensus 
Statement on Intersex Disorders and Their Management” use the word “intersex” as a replacement for 
“hermaphrodite,” their explicit emphasis on the “disorder” that needs to be “managed” through the 



subordination of human sexuality to “forms of administrative control in modern nations,” 

Foucault argues that the Western science of hermaphroditism came “little by little to 

rejecting the idea of a mixture of two sexes in a single body, and consequently to limiting 

the free choice of indeterminate individuals” (viii, emphasis mine). This medicolegal 

mandate for every human being “to have his or her primary, profound, determined and 

determining sexual identity,” resulted in Camille’s undoing by doctors and researchers 

eager to develop the science of the pseudohermaphrodite, that archaic condition in which 

“an individual possesses the internal reproductive organs of one sex while exhibiting 

some of the external physical characteristics of the opposite sex” (Foucault viii, The 

American Heritage Medical Dictionary 2007). Confronted with a body like Camille’s, 

nineteenth-century practitioners were far less concerned “with recognizing the presence 

of two sexes” than they were with the task of “deciphering the true sex that was hidden 

under ambiguous appearances” (viii).  

But if we take Camille at her word, all of her associates accepted her as a girl until 

she told them otherwise. Perhaps this girl had unwanted facial hair, small breasts, “hard” 

features and a low voice – but none of those physical characteristics made her sexually 

indeterminate; it was only a rigorous examination of her genitalia that yielded the verdict 

of indeterminacy – and this finding was so unexpected that it shocked her examining 

doctors. For Camille Barbin was not sexually indeterminate; she was a girl until the 

moment she submitted her genitalia to inspection, at which point her doctors projected a 

diagnosis of indeterminacy onto her genitalia, which they had trouble recognizing within 

                                                
intervention of medicine has gone nowhere. As I have mentioned throughout this study, the science of the 
hermaphrodite has slowly, grudgingly, been rejected in favor of an intersexual semantics. But as Morgan 
Holmes so effectively argues in Intersex: A Perilous Difference, the term “intersexual” is also fraught with 
dangerous tendencies that highlight its volatile position in sexual discourse. 



the framework of their heterocentric lexicon. From that point forward – the point at 

which the medicolegal meaning machine no longer recognized Camille as a girl but 

categorized her as sexually indeterminate – a rampant injustice bore down on her in a 

state of increasing socioeconomic abjection that made it impossible for Camille to live – 

not merely as a male or female, but as a human being. At first blush, the negative 

repercussions of this diagnosis seem to respond “no” to Foucault’s opening question of 

whether we truly need a “true sex.” Clearly, we do not need a “true sex” if the truth in 

question (the “truth” of our sex) can result in our demolition. But Foucault suggests there 

are “complex, obscure and essential relationships between sex and truth” – relationships 

that can lead to discoveries about the selves that lie wrapped in a projected enclosure of 

sexuality (x). Standing at the brink of sexual selfhood, we encounter the ambiguous 

intersubjective interstice in which human subjectivity is staged. But the valuation of what 

counts as recognizably human is perpetually shifting and adapting in response to 

enumerable cultural pressures that are themselves in a state of flux. That is why no sexual 

hegemony can ever account for all possibilities: the range of sexual subject positions is 

always adapting to the shifting grounds of its ontological frame and resisting the 

constraints of its performative reiteration. The unpredictable proliferation of sex and 

gender in the interstice of a deeply emergent sexual ontology lends the liminal edge of 

any sexual truth an ambiguity that can never be reduced to the sole property of a singular 

sexual subject (man, woman, hermaphrodite, transsexual, girl), but instead stands at the 

edge of all sex and everything we are using sex to know.  

Returning to Foucault’s framing question in Herculine, the case is not so much that 

his question rhetorically dismisses the need for sexual truth altogether, advocating the 



“happy limbo” of the sexual neutrality that Butler faults him for (Foucault 1980: xiii, 

Butler 1990: 94). Instead, he seeks to provide a transtextual discursive space for 

Camille’s text to continue its dislocation of the reigning sexual ontology, motivating us to 

adapt our modes of recognizing sex to accommodate for more rather than less. What 

Foucault and Camille both advocate is nothing less than an ontological shift in our 

cultural production of sexuality – not towards the sexually neutralized fairyland Butler 

accuses Foucault of soliciting, but into an interstitial negotiation that will never be 

resolved. 

If Foucault is correct in asserting that Camille’s “little provincial chronicle” stands 

at the epicenter of a significant shift in ontological discourse, however, it puzzles me why 

the sexual subject position so axiomatic to this shift – Camille’s girlhood – has gone 

unaddressed by Butler, Foucault, and other scholars who overprioritize her alleged 

intersexuality or sexual ambiguity.46 During Camille’s lifetime, as I have mentioned,  the 

category of the intersexual did not exist, and she professed no interest in living as a 

hermaphrodite. Little about her was sexually ambiguous. Yet numerous scholars have 

followed Butler in centralizing Camille’s ambiguities, even going one step further to 

attribute sexual ambiguity and hermaphrodism as the cause of her death. For example, in 

“Ambiguous Bodies/Believable Selves: The Case of Herculine Barbin,” Tamsin Lorraine 

begins her essay by citing “the story of Herculine Barbin, a French hermaphrodite living 

in the nineteenth century whose ambiguously sexed body ultimately led to suicide” (1996: 
                                                
46 Although Butler never addresses Camille’s girlhood per se, she does pose an interesting question, 
namely: “is there not, even at the level of a discursively constituted sexual ambiguity, some questions of 
‘sex’ and, indeed, of its relation to ‘power’ that set limits on the free play of sexual categories?” (1990: 
101, emphases mine). But this same question makes one wonder about the nagging notion of repression 
that seems to crop up in Butler’s works time and again, as in her view the relations of sex and power are 
always subject to a repression of the “free play of sexual categories,” no matter how loosely or abstractly 
we set our sexual lens. For Butler, this much is true no matter whether we conceive of sexual categorization 
“as a prediscursive libidinal multiplicity or as a discursively constituted multiplicity” (101). 



261, emphasis mine). In suggesting the cause of Camille’s death was innate, lying deep in 

the body itself, Lorraine asserts that Camille’s ambiguous sex somehow summoned its 

own destruction. Claudia Moscovici formulates a similar argument in Gender and 

Citizenship,  observing that Herculine Barbin “traces the experience of an individual [...] 

whose life was eventually destroyed by sexual ambiguity” (2000: 89, emphasis mine).47  

Such arguments impart a peculiar, malevolent agency to sexual ambiguity, when it is not 

sexual ambiguity that destroys anything: it is the destructive and inhumane culture that 

calls for sexual un-ambiguity in the first place. 

Throughout Gender Trouble, Butler positions Camille as a figurative poster-child 

for sexual ambiguity, shouldering aside the impact of Camille’s revolutionary girlhood in 

favor of attacking Foucault’s introduction to her text. Jumbling her into a series of 

backslashed portmanteaux (“s/he” and “h/er), Butler sweeps Camille into the couture of 

the backslash, the Third, the smashed-between – when what Camille wanted, above all 

else, was to be a girl –  without the slash, without the division, without exception (1990: 

93). Rather than prioritize Camille’s authorial intentions over Butler’s, I would simply 

ask why Butler disregards the role of Camille’s girlhood so completely when this sexual 

subject position is so central to the text. Aside from claiming Camille’s “sense of h/er 

own gender [….] is ever-shifting and far from clear,” Butler’s conclusion that “the 

                                                
47 Following Butler’s remarks on Camille’s suicide, Andrew notes that “survival is not the same as 
affirmation,” and “there is no affirmation without survival (unless we read certain suicidal acts as 
affirmative)” (Butler in 2007: 195). Andrew follows Butler’s notions by observing that Camille’s “act of 
suicide was coupled with the act of composition, erasure complicated by creation” (Andrew 2012: 76). For 
Andrew, Camille’s suicide is “the clearest expression of what she felt was her metaphorical death—her 
reclassification as male. By stripping her of agency in creating her own gendered identity and then leaving 
with that identification, Barbin was forced to enact her autonomy more violently” (76). This “toxic cocktail 
of shame and isolation,” Andrew notes, “led Barbin, and leads many others, to react violently against that 
which is different” (88). While Andrew considers Camille’s suicide to be an act of violence, it makes me 
wonder if their can ever be a violent relinquishment, and if Camille privately suffocating on smoke 
qualifies as an act of violence or tacit retribution. 



directionality and objects of h/er desire is especially difficult” swings uncharacteristically 

wide of the mark (1990: 99). Camille’s sense of her own gender only shifts twice: the 

first time when she attempts to become Abel, and a second time when she rejects Abel as 

insufficient and yearns to go back to being a girl.  

In contacting this girl’s body and her text, one can detect the intimate coupling of 

Camille’s inability and ability to resist; on the one hand, there is a girl whose body is 

unable to resist the force of socioeconomic abjection, while, on the other hand, we 

discover a body of work that continues resisting long after the girl’s body is undone. 

Thus, Camille’s bodily resistance, for as long as it holds out, gives rise to a resistant set 

of confessions that illuminate the arbitrary and often ambiguous system of sexual 

recognition that led to her sexual undoing in a maelstrom of socioeconomic abjection. 

But the most significant question raised by Camille’s memoirs comes on the heels of her 

vehement disavowal of Abel; namely, if Camille rejects her life as Abel, and it is not 

possible for her to “go back” to being a girl, are there any alternative routes forward that 

might lead to a livable life?  

The resounding “no” that greets this question, from all sides of the 19th-century 

normative order, is so emphatic that Camille resorts to suicide. Yet while it might be true 

that no scripted space existed for girls like Camille in nineteenth-century France, it is 

thanks to Camille’s work in her memoirs – and Foucault’s work in Herculine Barbin – 

that such spaces have begun to exist, here and now.48  M.E. Bailey touches on this fact in 

                                                
48 Bailey’s observations in this regard resonate productively with Maureen Cain’s insights that Foucault’s 
primary aim in both I, Pierre Rivière and Herculine Barbin consists of exploring how and when it is 
“possible to have an experience without a knowledge (let alone a developed discourse) to have it in” (85). 
Placing Bailey and Cain in intimate discourse, one might articulate another question Foucault drives at in 
Herculine; namely, how is it possible to have a right to experience a specific libidinal pleasure when that 
specific economy of desire is not recognized within the reigning discursive order?  



suggesting Foucault interlaces the texts of Herculine Barbin to pinpoint the moment of 

conception for a “description of new pleasures – the pleasure of telling the truth of self,” 

raising questions about “how it is that we truth-seekers have been complacently complicit 

in our own subjection to sexuality’s unitary power-knowledge-truth dominion” (1993: 

116).49 The ongoing power struggles over the right to sexually signify for oneself, 

however, would seem to suggest that we truth seekers are not so complacent at all. From 

the vantage point of our contemporary “now,” the dominant sexual ontology responsible 

for Camille’s death simply did not account for enough. But we must refrain from 

reducing Herculine Barbin to an intertextual admonishment to abolish our systems of 

sexual differentiation altogether. Libidinal desire is about the difference, after all.50  

The issue here is clearly one of scope. We must not merely increase our ability to 

recognize previously unrecognized genders; we must readapt and revolutionize genders 

long taken for granted. Only then can we extend human rights to those who appear to 

exceed or elude our recognition, knowing there will always be those who actively or 

indirectly resist recognition within the sexual ontology of the present. When we find 

ourselves faced (always again) with Foucault’s little question about whether we “truly 

need a true sex,” there is really only one reply: yes and no. The problem is the truth claim 

                                                
49 Bailey notes that Foucault does not so much advocate “a turn to these pleasures, or the truth that 
impregnated bodies with them,” but instead seeks to analyze the ways in which “these pleasures are part 
and parcel of the systems of truths of identity which co-operate painfully to circumscribe the possibilities 
for human lives” (116). Obviously, Bailey’s position contrasts with Butler’s view that Foucault is using 
Herculine to champion a utopian sexual limbo. 
50 “Why force people to adhere to an antiquated way of classification?” Andrew asks. “Why not alter the 
system?  Why not allow the [sexual] categories to emphasize the overlap, to highlight the possibility of 
human existence rather than letting the erasure of that difference stifle any possibility of understanding and 
accepting it?” (2012: 91). Along those lines, Andrew argues the “fluidity between the genders [….] leaves 
ample room for any overlap or in-between,” yet we ultimately “restrict the natural order of gender and 
identity, privileging instead an artificially created sense of order” (31). Ironically, Andrew’s viewpoint 
reduces sexual subjectivation to a binary nature/culture argument, with fluidity and liminality on the side of 
nature and artificial order on the side of culture.  
 



itself: when it comes to sexual truth, both subject and truth are constantly undergoing 

adaptation. Therein lies the thrill, and the danger. The sheer ambiguity of our sexual 

ontology – the liminal and ambiguous spaces-between, which enable us to sexually adapt 

– assures us of the risk, if not the reward. You can show me yours and I can show you 

mine. But there is no guarantee we will recognize what we see. 


