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Epilogue 

 

My initial objective in this study was to analyze a series of intertextual adaptations in 

which characters had been narratively endowed with aesthetic qualities of sexual 

ambiguity. By closely reading the structural modifications made to such characters, I 

hoped to detail the specific aesthetic markers deployed to signify sexual ambiguity in 

general, and to assess what such cultural markers could do—how they might, for 

example, be deployed to articulate queer positions and desires, as well as establish and 

bolster notions of sexual normativity, and/or to indicate moments of intersubjective 

transformation and (mis)recognition.  

From the outset of my research, however, getting a handle on the pivotal concept of 

sexual ambiguity proved to be an intensely fraught process. In the first place, adequately 

describing sexual ambiguity as a framing device for specific manifestations of sexual 

normativity proved difficult; this aspect of the concept was at best a multifarious 

interstice of open-ended conclusions and diverse contradictions, not the least because the 

standard definition of sexual ambiguity was largely misguided and retained a potential to 

be highly damaging. As of this writing, the medicolegal community in both the West and 

East continues in its collusion with State legislative apparatuses to police the borders of 

sexual normativity with violent, violating results – particularly as the limit of those 

borders is maintained by a psychopathologization of individuals whose bodies, whether 

intentionally or not, resist complying with sanctioned gender norms. This type of political 

collusion perpetuates a social space ripe for hate crimes such as the 2011 attack against 

Chrissy Lee Polis, the Maryland transsexual who was beaten into a seizure when she 



attempted to use a women’s restroom at a McDonald’s restaurant outside Baltimore. As 

her fellow diners looked on, some laughing, others in disbelief, McDonald’s employees 

cheered on Polis’s assailants before urging them to flee the crime scene before police 

arrived. What staggers the mind about this incident is the firm conviction of the 

McDonald’s workers that the attacks against a transgendered customer were justified 

retribution for her illicit infiltration of a sexually scripted space (a woman’s restroom), 

never questioning how they might conduct themselves in this abject exchange. The 

McDonald’s employees did nothing to stop the attack precisely because they did not 

sexually recognize Polis on several levels; not only did they fail to recognize her as a 

woman, they failed to recognize her as a human being deserving their protection – and 

this decision (to not recognize) stemmed from their inability to reconcile their 

impressions of the meaning of Polis’s body with the dominant codes of sexual 

normativity that afford an ethical-rhetorical basis for extending the most basic human 

rights to our fellow human beings. These codes are not merely arbitrary or capricious; 

they are potentially dangerous precisely because they promote a moral eschatology 

hinged on subjective perceptions of humanness and the value of human sexuality, an 

eschatology in which sexually “ambiguous” others are rejected from the recognizable 

protections of a normative meritocracy that is speculative at best – a meritocracy whose 

discernable borders are consistently malleable and adapting. 

Concurring with Wilkerson’s position that ambiguity permeates all levels of sexual 

subjectivation, my study ultimately explored the possibility that a projected fold of sexual 

ambiguity is the implicit flanking device for any discrete manifestation of sexual 

specificity, producing a sense of separation rather than connection, emphasizing an 



abstractly tangible separation between gay and straight, between man and woman, 

between a sexually ambiguous individual and a sexually recognizable person. Herein lay 

a significant contradiction: the practice of flanking sexual specificity with an 

undifferentiated libidinal rictus might be exactly what provides us with the potential to 

sexually adapt and change. In that sense, sexual ambiguity is not only a conceptual 

playing field on which human sexualities make their home or even survive – it can also 

be an adaptive tactic that provides conceptual latitude for seemingly concrete sexual 

subject positions to proliferate and expand their ontological borders. As such, the concept 

of sexual ambiguity will continue to remain a live issue, both intensely provisional and 

ripe for adaptation. 

Rather than conclude my project by simply recapitulating its chapters, I will attempt 

to interrelate and synthesize four key facets of sexual ambiguity that my chapters have 

excavated: the structural composition of sexual ambiguity as an aesthetic trope, which 

can be driven to different polemic ends; the potential deployment of sexual ambiguity as 

a flanking device for the shifting, shifty borders of sexual normativity; sexual ambiguity 

as a potential site for opening revolutionary possibilities to renegotiate or expand the 

limits of so-called “normative” genders (masculinity, femininity, girlhood, boyhood, 

etc.), and; sexual ambiguity as the transfigurative grounds for intersubjective and 

ontological adaptation, which often takes place in abject discourse.1 

                                                
1 As I mentioned in my introduction, there are many critical connections between Kristeva’s and Butler’s 
work on abjection and the work of postcolonial theorists (via Bhabha) and post-structural and even post-
Marxist psychoanalytic theory (Žižek). In Gender Trouble, for example, Butler describes links between her 
work and Bhabha’s, such as their mutual usage of Frantz Fanon’s themes in Black Skins, White Masks 
(Butler 1990: 206 fn11). In discussing her own work, Butler explicitly notes that “Homi Bhabha’s work on 
the mimetic splitting of the postcolonial subject is close to [her] own in several ways: not only the 
appropriation of the colonial ‘voice’ by the colonized, but the split condition of identification are crucial to 
a notion of performativity that emphasizes the way minority identities are produced and riven at the same 
time under conditions of domination” (206 fn11). Noting that 1970s poststructuralism ultimately “migrated 



Closely reading three primary sets of adaptive work, each chapter of my study 

examined sexual ambiguity as an aesthetic trope impacting a range of characters and 

other narrative devices, yielding some insights on the specific visual and linguistic 

markers utilized to designate sexual ambiguity. In Chapter One, I detailed the tropes of 

diminishment, transfiguration and decorporealization that mark the ambiguation of the 

Cumaean sibyl as she proceeds from Virgil to Petronius – an argument I extended into 

Chapter Two’s discussion of Fellini’s script, particularly as this script defines the 

Hermaphrodite character as “monstrous,” animalistic and alien. Chapter Two then 

analyzed Fellini’s placement of latex prosthetics on a teenaged albino actor, closely 

reading the death scene in which Fellini kills the opaque lilac-eyed Hermaphrodite, a 

character who, despite her monstrosity and perhaps because of it, seduces rather than 

repels, becoming a silenced character who nevertheless gains a voice in a discourse of 

sexual abjection. Chapter Three traced the narrative tropes Virginia Woolf deployed to 

position Orlando’s brief moment of sexual ambiguity as a significant paradigm shift, 

particularly as this depiction hinged on a rapid-fire swerve of shifting pronouns, the 

intercession of supernatural characters, and the shifts in unreliable narrators that precede 

                                                
into gender and sexuality studies, postcolonial and race studies,” Butler returns to this issue in Undoing 
Gender to describe a feminism that holds gender “no more central than race,” colonial positionality, or 
class (1990: ix, 2004: 259, fns 11 and 13). In that sense, for both Butler and Bhabha, the production of 
normative meanings assigned to the formation of race, class and sex take place in the same interstitial 
discourse – discourse that, by Kristeva’s standards, is inevitably and fundamentally abject. Of course, there 
is also the fact that Kristeva’s thoughts on abjection have been approached by postcolonial theorists, for 
example Bhabha’s Nation and Narration, which asserts that both Fanon and Kristeva “seek to redefine the 
symbolic process through which the social imaginary — nation, culture, or community — become the 
subjects of its discourse, and objects of psychic identification” (1990: 304). Indeed, Kristeva and Fanon 
interrogate the plane of cultural identification, a process of signification Bhabha sees as “poised on the 
brink of what Kristeva calls the ‘loss of identity’ and Fanon describes as a profound cultural 
‘undecidability,’” wherein the individual speaker “as a form of address emerge[s] from the abyss of 
enunciation where the subject splits, the signifier ‘fades’, the pedagogical and the performative are 
agonistically articulated” (1990: 304). Like Kristeva and Butler, Bhabha also affirms that the cultural 
interstices in which subjects are produced is constantly shifting, perpetuating and dispelling multiple and 
even contradictory transidentifications in an ever-broadening discourse of abjection (see fn 10). 



Orlando’s sex-change, producing a shifty staging grounds that is only intensified by the 

Biographer’s reluctance to chart the “odious” specifics of Orlando’s transfiguration from 

man into woman.  

While Sally Potter deployed lavish wardrobe and makeup to underscore Orlando’s 

“androgyny,” Chapter Four suggested her only verifiable designator of sexual ambiguity 

per se is Orlando’s truth claim that she “is” a man. Draped over Tilda Swinton’s 

corporeal frame, that claim deliciously strains credibility no matter how unambiguously 

masculine or feminine Potter’s wardrobe choices are, suggesting that sexual ambiguity 

consists of more than subjective claims and/or androgynous wardrobe choices. 

Sometimes, even precariously so, there seems to be an overbearing autonomy to our sex 

that supercedes anyone’s truth claims about it one way or the other, including our own – 

even when those claims are voiced with great conviction. But this overbearing sensation 

of “facticity” is as potentially provisional as anything else – and the provisional is always 

open to adaptation, despite the urgency of anyone’s claims to the contrary.  

Tracking the aesthetic markers of sexual ambiguity through Foucault’s adaptation 

of Camille Barbin’s memoirs was also a central objective in Chapter Five, particularly as 

those markers become tangible in Foucault’s editorial prioritization of his protagonist’s 

so-called “sexual indeterminacy.” While Foucault confines most of his take on this matter 

to the collection’s introduction, the documents he places in the “Dossier” make reference 

to – and ostensibly even coin – numerous medicolegal markers of indeterminacy that 

remain in circulation to this day; the clitoris the size of a penis, the simultaneous 

appearance of a penis and a vagina on the same body, hirsute facial features and a 

confident speaking voice, etc. Arguing that Camille’s own take on sexual indeterminacy 



would be impossible to determine in light of her resistance to being regarded as either a 

hermaphrodite or a man, I asserted the state of girlhood is the sexual subject position 

Camille unambiguously seeks to (re)attain. But there is no going back for Camille, in part 

because the doctors who vouchsafed her masculinity will not allow it, and in part because 

one can never completely purge the fact of earlier sexual transformations from their 

subjectively gendered lexicon. Having attempted to live as Abel, Camille’s only option 

seems to involve becoming a girl who was once a failed man – but this possibility is 

foreclosed on several levels, not so much because Camille wants nothing to do with her 

failed masculinity, but because there is no sexual space in 19th-century France for a girl 

like this to live, primarily because the medicolegal regime – and the patriarchal discourse 

of Camille’s time – refuses to recognize the legitimacy of this type of girlhood, and 

cannot recognize it because they cannot permit themselves to see it. All the sexually 

ambiguous signifiers in the world cannot open a social space for a sexual subject position 

if the medicolegal regime that controls social spaces does not – or will not – fully 

recognize their meaning. 

In that vein, the most typical structural designators of sexual ambiguity – diffusion, 

etherealness, androgyny, the semblance of two sexes on one body, a resistance to sexual 

normativity [intentional or not], projections of sexual transfiguration, truth claims that 

may or may not be or feel true, blurriness, incompletion, the presence of a body that 

causes confusion, doubt, a projected difficulty to recognize – taken together, have a more 

limited impact than the ways in which such aesthetic/narrative systems of sexual 

ambiguity are used to construct sexual meaning. Thus, the second objective of my study 

concerned structuring an analysis of how narrative fabulae of sexual ambiguity can be 



deployed to bolster, subvert, expand and adapt the parameters of sexual meaning, thereby 

raising the question: can such meaning-machines be activated in more than one direction 

at the same time to offer mutually exceptional and even contradictory readings?  

The first meaning-machine I explored in Chapters One and Two concerned the state 

of abject discourse, particularly as this relates to tropes of the monstrous and barbaric, the 

sacred and profane. Considering the Cumaean sibyl as she is revisioned from Virgil and 

Ovid to Petronius – and from there to her adaptation in Fellini-Satyricon – Chapters One 

and Two followed the path of the prophetess as her corporeal ambiguation motivated a 

discourse of abjection. While Fellini seems to escalate the estrangement of his 

Hermaphrodite by depicting the character as corporeally monstrous and sacred, this 

depiction proves to be a double-edged sword, as the Hermaphrodite’s form appears 

lovely to some and grotesque to others, depending on their subjective sexual aesthetics. 

Engaging a structural arrangement of the character’s name (The Hermaphrodite) and its 

relation to the proto-myth of Hermaphroditos, which Fellini combines with pale makeup, 

an ephemeral wardrobe, unintelligible language, interactions with other characters and 

eroticized shots of nubile latex breasts, the filmmaker succeeded in enfolding his 

character in an aesthetic of abjection, associating the Hermaphrodite (and 

hermaphrodism) with a larger gallery of monstrous “types.” Placing the character in the 

thorny wasteland in which she meets her death, disavowed by the film’s protagonists and 

estranged from prior systems of support, the Hermaphrodite’s disavowal seems to 

culminate in the closing shots of her defiled corpse in a hearse – but the abject discourse 

opened by Fellini’s film poses an insightful critique of phallocentric sexuality, turning the 

paradigm of the monster on its head, asking us to consider the monstrosity of any 



“modern” culture of sexual normativity that oppresses sexual subject positions deemed 

difficult to recognize.  

Extending my investigation of sexual ambiguity and abject discourse into Chapter 

Three, and a close reading of Virginia Woolf’s Orlando: A Biography, I set out my 

journey with an analysis of the barbarism that distinguishes Orlando’s cut at his Moorish 

other, emphasizing that Woolf’s story does not open with Orlando as a sexually 

ambiguous or even androgynous character, but as a without-a-doubt male. By gradually 

immersing Orlando in the aesthetic “land” of his dark-skinned others, and in an ever-

increasing collision of language and imagery, Woolf works her readers up to the zero-

point of sexual ambiguity that precedes his supernaturalized sex-change from a without-

a-doubt man into an unambiguously sexed woman. Detailing the shattering impact 

Orlando’s sex change has on her entire ontological foundation, I suggest that Woolfs act 

of sundering her protagonist abruptly into an abject position in relation to patriarchal 

order opens a discursive space for the jouissant liberation Orlando experiences as a 

woman, heralding a new dawn of femininity and feminism.  

Moving from Woolf’s new dawn to a close reading of Sally Potter’s Orlando 

adaptation, Chapter Four analyzed the impact of Tilda Swinton’s “truth claim” that she is, 

in fact, a man – a direct claim that occurs simultaneously with Potter’s adaptive decision 

to sanitize the Moor’s head sequence from her adaptation. Suggesting that Potter 

nevertheless (and by radically different means) joins Woolf in suggesting any dominant 

regime based on upholding a normative sexual order is both monstrous and barbaric, I 

argue that Potter’s addition of a daughter to her adaptation opens Orlando’s discourse to 

address the advent of (post)feminism and (post)feminist filmmaking. I then explored the 



meaning-machine of girlhood as a potentially volatile space based on arbitrary codes of 

sexual development, questioning why ontological states-between that are both ambiguous 

and transitory bear a high potential to lead to revolutionary acts.  

Tracking the confluence of abjection, (mis)recognition and girlhood into Chapter 

Five, I attempt to contrast Foucault’s prioritization of Camille’s “sexual indeterminacy” 

with her conflicted desire to live as a man – a move that culminated in Camille’s 

realization that she could only be happy living as a girl. Whether we read all of the works 

in Foucault’s collection or closely evaluate Camille’s memoirs on their own, the meaning 

of her narrative nevertheless opens another abject paradigm, in which Camille’s life, 

whether she elects to live as a man or a girl, is undone by the very medicolegal regime 

she turns to for support. While this might seem a depressing conclusion to some, I close 

Chapter Five by suggesting that Camille’s life – through the indictment of her words (in 

the memoirs), as well as the indictment of her body (which could not be recognized in the 

way she desired), comes to a similar end as Woolf’s Orlando: it welcomes the advent of 

an era when we can rejoice in sexual difference and libidinally cherished identities even 

as the strictures of sexual normativity no longer repress us so severely. Of course, this is 

also the conclusion Foucault advances in his editorialization of Camille’s work, shaping 

his collection into a meaning-machine that underscores the transdisciplinary relationship 

that occurs on both an intersubjective and intertextual level between overarching regimes 

of normativity (medicolegal, cultural, and media regimes) and the sexual subject 

positions they seek to discover, dissect and quantify. Through this intertextual discourse 

between texts and languages, which takes shape as a discourse between the clinic and the 

subject, Foucault does not simply present an effective indictment of this crocodile’s 



invitation to stand forth, signify, and be devoured in the process. He suggests that the 

signification of the devoured bears a potential to change the entire medicolegal apparatus 

from the inside out, as its lexicon of recognition is expanded and the possibility for sexual 

adaptation is secured. 

Kristeva, Oliver and other psychoanalytic theorists have abundantly noted that 

discourses of abjection are often productive precisely because they bear a potential to de-

seat or trouble repressive systems based on notions of normativity. This potential to 

destabilize moral-ethical systems and mandate their revision brings to mind another 

meaning-machine activated by narratives featuring sexually ambiguous characters; 

namely, that these characters are often catalysts for radical ontological and/or 

paradigmatic shifts. Compared to the Cumaean Sibyl, for example, as she is depicted in 

Virgil’s Aeneid – a thundering prophetess whose words have the power to shift the course 

of kingdoms and sway the cycle of life and death – the works of Ovid and Petronius 

deploy tropes of ambiguation and diminishment to rob the Cumaean Sibyl not only of her 

voice, but of any transformational power whatsoever, shedding light on their polemic 

objective: fixing strong females into a subordinate relationship to patriarchal domination. 

But as I suggest in Chapter Two, Fellini’s adaptive infidelity to the Petronian Satyricon 

has its own curious way of re-empowering its hermaphroditic sibyl to deliver a different 

prophecy altogether – and though this might be putting words in Fellini’s mouth, it 

remains a message worth hearing, precisely because Fellini-Satyricon depicts patriarchal 

oppression as murderously monstrous, whether its repressive laws are enacted by gay 

men or straights.  



I return to this notion of sexually ambiguous characters as catalysts for paradigm 

shifts in Chapter Three, closely following Woolf’s depiction of Orlando’s sexual 

ontology as completely de-seated and relocated by his/her sex-change, particularly as 

Woolf’s protagonist moves forward with the potential to transform the abject discourse of 

heteronormativity in its turn. I discussed a similar paradigm shift in Chapter Four – but as 

I argued in that chapter, the paradigm shift (of sexual subjectivation, feminism, and 

feminist filmmaking) that Potter favors in her adaptation is escalated not merely by the 

film’s protagonist, but through the potential of Orlando’s daughter to move our dominant 

sexual ontology one step further, both by dint of her spatiotemporal re-location and via 

her mother’s proto-feminist experience. In other words, because Orlando’s daughter is 

not dominated by the same rules that oppressed Orlando in the past (except perhaps as 

broken rules), she does not recognize the same limits concerning her expressions of 

sexuality or her filmmaking. In Potter’s meaning-machine, both the daughter’s film and 

sex can be anything, and this lends them a more accelerated indeterminate, incendiary, 

ambiguous edge than Woolf’s son; precisely the edge that threatened Potter’s critics, who 

attacked the film for its lack of old-school feminist aesthetics and values.  

In Chapter Five, I approached the intersection of sexual ambiguity and paradigm 

shifts by exploring Camille Barbin’s incomplete sexual transformation: the protracted 

shift from girl-to-man that results in shifting Camille’s entire system of survival yet 

resolves none of her ontological dilemma. While her failed attempt to shift into 

masculinity accomplishes nothing to Camille’s advantage – and in fact estranges her 

further from the systems of social privilege she sought to fully enter – her attempts to 

have her masculinity officially vouchsafed led to her detection as a hermaphrodite by the 



medicolegal community, which subsequently insisted hermaphrodism was her “true” sex, 

her secret sex. But the truth of Camille’s sex is never fully known by Camille or her 

doctors – or her mother, or even Foucault – as Camille became just as entangled in the 

medicolegal community’s general inability to recognize not merely that an indeterminate 

sex as a sexual subject position in its own right, but that there may be more than one type 

of girlhood. Shifting the paradigm of sexual recognition forms the polemic basis not only 

for Foucault’s adaptation of Camille’s memoirs, which he accessed as a precursor of not 

merely History of Sexuality, but the works in its wake, as we cannot so easily cut an 

epistemological divide between Foucault’s work on sexuality, say, and his analyses in 

The Order of Things. In each of these works, Foucault manages to shift an entire 

ontological discourse from identity politics to identity discourse; it is simply that 

Herculine and History of Sexuality most pointedly suggest we rekindle the question of 

what we use our sex to know – not merely as a means of looking, feeling or reading, but 

as the means for shifting an entire ontology of thinking, which is to say being. 

Another related system of meaning that I discussed throughout this thesis – a 

system common to narratives featuring sexually ambiguous characters – involves the 

positioning of such characters at the center of resistance surrounded by turmoil. This 

finding seems significant in light of the fact that resistance is precisely what makes any 

performance of discrete sexuality possible and even distinguishable from others – one 

cannot separate themselves from other sexualities without resistance – but this matters 

little if we consider sexual ambiguity as a discrete sexual state in itself. Moreover, 

sexually ambiguous figures (Fellini’s sibyl, for example, or Camille Barbin) are often 

depicted in such a way as to emphasize their failure to resist the overwhelming 



aggression of sexual norms, resulting in their corporeal undoing. Chapter One closely 

traces the vaporization of the Cumaean Sibyl into the remnant of a person who can no 

longer resist; indeed, in this adaptive cycle the character is decorporealized from 

narrative-to-narrative until her punishment for resisting patriarchal oppression reduces 

her to invisibility, just as the hermaphroditic priestess analyzed in Chapter Two is 

depicted as unable to resist her kidnappers – she is decorporealized in death.  

But the inability to resist is not the only meaning-machine that distinguishes the 

resistance of sexually ambiguous characters: Chapter Three suggested that Woolf’s 

Orlando successfully resists patriarchal order as a fledgling feminist, while Chapter Four 

argues that Orlando’s daughter successfully occupies the political space that the 

resistance and retaliation of her queer mother opens, thereby developing her own counter-

praxis as film. Chapter Five focused at length on the resistance of Camille’s writing, 

which continues to proliferate long after her body could no longer resist the toxic milieu 

surrounding it, particularly the masculinity that was presented by the medicolegal 

community as palliative tonic, when it was for Camille deadly toxic. Still, while 

Camille’s body could not resist its medicolegal negation forever, the counter-praxis of 

her memoirs opened the ontological door for girls like her to come. 

Throughout this study, I have suggested that iterations of sexual ambiguity often 

translate to a lack of recognition on the part of the beholder. Considering Fellini’s “sacred 

little monster,” while Fellini’s aesthetic toolkit seems to suggest the character “is” 

sexually ambiguous, there is nothing particularly ambiguous about her, whether the 

character “is” a hermaphroditic priestess or a twelve-year-old albino boy sporting latex 

breasts. As I have suggested, there might be a sexually ambiguous edge that appears to 



divide all sexual subject positions – a location device that appears to separate discrete 

manifestations of sexuality – but the same edge serves to connect them. As a separation 

device, the rictus of ambiguity is primarily a game of appearances, in which the “truth” of 

masculinity seems to trail off and the “truth” of femininity seems to begin, when in fact 

the two truths are so intricately interwoven as to make their ambiguous separation less 

productive than their points of connection – particularly the points we do not recognize, 

yet.  

But what about those hypothetical spaces in which sex and sexuality do not appear 

to exist at all? Can *nothing* be sexed, even if it is not sexed humanly? Do things have 

to reproduce in order to have sexuality? Can rocks and water have sexuality, or black 

holes, or machines? Just because we do not recognize things as humanly sexed or even 

sexually recognizable within a human frame of reference does not mean they have no sex 

at all, or there aren’t connections and influences between them – thinking so merely 

indicates the difficulty of reliquishing the category of the human as the central nexus for 

sexual valuation, in which “the human” (and by extension, human sexuality) becomes a 

location device for separation and prioritization, the means of individuating our 

divided/dividing human experience from the intersubjective copulations of everything 

else. Surely, this need to distantiate human sex from the sex of “the non-human” is a form 

of taking control, a fort-da game of “go away” that is in fact quite attached to the return 

of the Primal Mother. But how much is this type of control necessary, and to what extent 

might it be possible (or productive) for us to relinquish it and renegotiate its limits, even 

the sexual limit of the visibly human? 



As early as Freud’s work in Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, and perhaps 

even before (cf. Albert Moll’s Libido Sexualis), psychoanalytic theorists have proposed 

there is a robust vitality to the imprecision of the undifferentiated libido and the 

polymorphous perversity/diversity of human sexuality in general. From the 

undifferentiated libido comes a wave of energy that can ostensibly be shaped and re-

shaped, and, through a series of carefully articulated repressions, can ultimately be 

articulated into productive outcomes, driving us to achieve such lofty aims as publication, 

career advancement and tenure, none of which are completely separable from libidinal 

pressure and gratification. Moreover, while the libido might appear to manifest in specific 

ways – focusing into precise desires about individuals and for specifically sexed bodies – 

there remains an ambiguous part of the equation that does not relate to the human so 

much as its context. The warmth of the sun as I lay on the grass or the wind playing 

through my hair can give me an erection as easily as any partner after all, and the ill-

defined borders of fantasy allow me to slide between a variety of ambiguously sexed 

pleasures. The playing field on which the not-completely-seen desires of my partner 

make contact with my own desires is the site of many blissful copulations, yet to desire 

the one at the exclusion of everything else simply means we have envisioned what 

appears to be a precise motive for our libidinal energies. But the libido never belongs to 

us – not entirely. There is always something about the libido that extends beyond our 

control, as evidenced by the enumerable narratives in which unforeseen others enter our 

worlds and change the scope of our desires and even the foundations of our existence, 

even against our “will,” seducing us into pleasures we never thought imaginable. This 

multifarious libido is in fact our most tangible connection to the sensual world around us, 



a world that is difficult to recognize but not impossible – even if we would like to resist 

the “specific” places the libido seems to be guiding us. The words “I don’t want to go 

there” are little more than a tacit acknowledgment of the possibility that we could – that 

something inside/outside us might even want us to go there, but we have (perhaps) 

recognized this suddenly specific set of urges and resist their inclinations, for whatever 

reason. But if we entertain the possibility that sexuality and sexual desire go beyond a 

human lust for specific holes and orifices, desire-at-large is not simply sexual desire. And 

even when these desires prove negative or deadly, they are not separated from our sexual 

desires by an ambiguous force field that affords no overlap or interchange. Nor are they 

connected in a harmonic convergence that congeals in homeostatic balance. Quite the 

contrary: they are perforated, colliding, antagonistic, even contradictory – and all in 

collusion, too – and what results through this collusion is something we cannot know 

until our entire world, perhaps seemingly ruined, has the opportunity to reset in 

something worthwhile.  

Because the meaning of our sex is emergent, undergoing constant adaptation in 

response to contextual pressures, we are still finding out what, if anything, our sex means 

at all. And yet it somehow always seems to define us, just as we seem oddly attached to 

precisely defining it, even when the identity we claim is trans-, inter-, or queer. To say “I 

want” is not so much to preclude other wants and desires so much as it comprises our 

entry into abject discourse, where we are suddenly flanked by the possibility of not 

getting it. Yet there remains an ambiguous edge to each individual desire as it contacts 

the desires of everything else, including the consequences of our desires, which we can 

never completely control, predict, or even see. Yet we never seem to completely deny the 



possibility to want something more or something different if it should make contact with 

us and prove irresistibly delicious than anything else. We know it could be there, but we 

know we haven’t met it yet, or we would have followed its summons like a kitten to 

catnip. 

And still, the rictus of ambiguity that surrounds specific nodes of desire reveals 

something alive inside, as if a fertile kernel lies within an ambiguous cloak that can burst 

out in new directions, adapting and transforming along unpredictable paths in response to 

contextual pressures. Once more, this is a game of appearances, in which it appears 

difficult to recognize what can be “sexually worthwhile” outside a human system of 

valuation, which by necessity can only be subjective. Is sunlight sexually worthwhile? 

Are stones sexually worthwhile? Is the expansion of the universe sexually worthwhile? In 

the end, my conclusion comes down to this: just as there are sexes we cannot yet know 

because our incomplete, arbitrary and deeply emergent systems of sexuality guarantee we 

cannot recognize them (not the least because they do not yet exist), despite the certainty 

of my partial failure I have little choice but to keep on looking. And there, at the 

periphery of my gaze, a gaze that is always at least quasi-scopophilic even at its most 

clinical, there is a shroud of ambiguity that contacts the liminal margin of everything it 

touches, both obscuring and outlining its contours to the visible world. 


