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ABSTRACT In a recent article, Sara Ahmed castigates so-called new materialist
theorists for their accusations of a biophobia evident in feminism. Biophobia is
taken simply to be the claim that feminists do not engage with biological detail in
their theorizations, which is demonstrably not the case. However, an elaboration
of new materialist usage of biophobia reveals that they are proposing a particular
conceptualization of what an engagement with the biological means. They theo-
rize an entanglement and non-separability of the biological with/in sociality, and
what they criticize in much feminism is the conventional assumption that the bio-
logical and the social are two separate and discrete systems that then somehow
interact. If the new materialist arguments are fully contextualized and then
applied to the supporting examples given in the article, the new materialist
critique is actually borne out.
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In a recent article, Sara Ahmed (2008) offers a critique of a group of theo-
rists who, she claims, misguidedly criticize feminism for being ‘routinely
anti-biological’ or ‘habitually “social constructionist”’. Ahmed labels
them, with acknowledgements to Myra Hird (2004), the ‘new material-
ists’.1 Hird uses the term ‘materialism’ to refer to ‘living and non-living
matter, rather than the perhaps more familiar definition of materialism as
the social and economic relations between women and men’ (Hird, 2004:
231, note 1). New materialism ‘offers analyses that confound the often
taken-for-granted immutability of [for instance] sex and sexual difference
found in some cultural theories’; it is a thinking of ‘materiality without
the usual accompaniment of essentialism, where matter is understood as



an inert container for outside forms’ (Hird, 2004: 227, 231). Ahmed
includes theorists such as Karen Barad, Elizabeth Grosz, Vicki Kirby and
ElizabethA. Wilson in this category of the newmaterialists. While Ahmed
groups them together, she stresses that their approaches and interests
vary greatly, and they should not be considered to form a homogeneous
body of theory. What links them, according to Ahmed (2008: 25) is their
allegation of biophobia in much feminism.
Ahmed contends that it has become something of a taken for granted

gesture that feminism is social constructionist or anti-biology, so much so
that theorists routinely invoke this commonplace without examining
what it means to make such claims (Ahmed, 2008: 25). She says:

The gesturing towards feminism’s anti-biologism has become a back-
ground, something taken for granted as a common reference point such that
it is not noticeable, and hence has not really been engaged with as involv-
ing a specific set of claims. . . . As a reviewer of papers for journals, I have
lost count of the number of papers that have referred casually, usually with-
out using examples, to how feminism or poststructuralism have not dealt
with the body as a real, living, physical, biological entity or have reduced
‘everything’ to language, signification and culture. (Ahmed, 2008: 25)

‘Anti-biologism’ can be elaborated as the claim that feminism does not
engage with such factors as biology, matter, corporeality or the physical,
and instead tends to a social constructionist view whereby the brute,
given physicality of the body is overlaid with social and meaningful
inscriptions. The new materialists, Ahmed asserts, have engaged in a
gross reduction of the complex heterogeneity of modern feminism by con-
ceptualizing it en masse as having such a biophobic distaste for biological
detail (Ahmed, 2008: 28). Through this alleged insistence, Ahmed claims
new materialists do feminism a great disservice by overlooking the many
feminist engagements with biology. She goes so far as to accuse the new
materialists of producing little more than a ‘caricature’ of feminism’s
methods and the scope of its investigations (Ahmed, 2008: 30).
While accepting that Ahmed’s piece was written out of an acknowl-

edged ‘frustration’ (Ahmed, 2008: 36),2 I found it to be somewhat flawed
and intemperate and it is this reading that impelled me to engage with her
arguments. In my view, she does not provide a convincing rebuttal of the
new materialist arguments. For this reason, there needs to be a great deal
more explication of the claims being put forward in this field before any
dismissive response is warranted.

FEMINISM AND BIOPHOBIA

Ahmed argues that feminism has long recognized the value of engage-
ment with the biological, has theorized the entanglement of biology with

European Journal of Women’s Studies 16(1)68



our social existence and has insisted that we must understand ourselves as
biological beings, part of, and not divorced from, nature. On what grounds
then, she asks, can the new materialists accuse feminism of biophobia?
How can Elizabeth Wilson, for instance, consider that feminists display an
‘opposition to, and rejection of, the biological as a sphere of life, as well as
a form of knowledge’. Why should Wilson describe feminists as ‘fiercely
anti-biological’ in Psychosomatic (cited in Ahmed, 2008: 28)? Have the new
materialists, perhaps, swooped on assertions like that made by Deirdre
Janson-Smith when she says ‘the Women’s Liberation Movement has with
good reason reacted strongly to the use of “biological” arguments in the
definition of the female; these have too often been merely a confirmation
of the patriarchal status quo’ (cited in Ahmed, 2008: 29)?
This is, in effect, what Ahmed has suggested: that early feminist criti-

cisms of sociobiology and biological determinism, such as that offered by
Janson-Smith, are taken as exemplary of a feminist biophobia. For, as
Ahmed confirms, Janson-Smith’s argument is not directed at ‘biology as
such’, but towards the use of ‘biological arguments to confirm the patri-
archal status quo’ (Ahmed, 2008: 29). Ahmed contends that critique such
as this is not to be read as a ‘rejection of the biological, but rather as a cri-
tique of the presumption that biology is fixed or decided’ (Ahmed, 2008:
28). But Ahmed’s explication of biological determinist arguments
(Ahmed, 2008: 28–9), while insightful, begs the question as to whether
new materialists have actually mistakenly identified feminist critique of
these arguments as biophobia. I argue that there has been no such mis-
recognition on the part of the new materialists.
Feminists, according to Ahmed, cannot be dismissed as anti-biological,

for rather than being ‘reluctant to engage with biological data’, as Wilson
asserts (cited inAhmed, 2008: 30), much of their literature ‘involve[s] a very
close detailed analysis of biological dimensions’ that show a deep commit-
ment to giving a ‘rich description of [the] biological processes’ affecting
women’s bodies (Ahmed, 2008: 30). To support this assertion, Ahmed gives
two such examples of detailed biological description.3 She cites the follow-
ing, which is taken from an article by Lynda Birke and Sandy Best:4

There are many changes in the body’s functions, as well as in the behavior
that occur [sic] during the cycle. Brain waves (as measured by the elec-
troencephalogram) are affected by the cycle, so that epileptic fits are least
likely between ovulation and premenstruum, and most likely just before a
period. Various other functions change, such as carbohydrate metabolism
(the rate at which sugars are used by the body), thyroid function, mineral
and water balance, resting temperature, and sensitivity to smells. (Cited in
Ahmed, 2008: 30)

This is certainly a detailed description of the physiology of the biologi-
cal body written by feminists. So does Ahmed perhaps have a point when
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she claims that new materialist critiques of feminism’s anti-biology are
misguided? The answer to this revolves around the conceptualizations of
biology and anti-biology that are being used by the various parties in this
dispute, and what we take an engagement with biology to involve. We
can begin to find an answer in Wilson, who Ahmed cites as propounding
feminism’s anti-biologism. Wilson’s argument begins with a discussion of
conventional explanations of conversion hysteria, which is generally fig-
ured as a psychosomatic illness where ‘the organic body is said to be sub-
jected to psychological incursions (representations, ideas, memories) that
render it unwell’ (Wilson, 2004: 7). Wilson contends that:

. . . the difficulty with this kind of explanation is that it operates with two dis-
tinct, interacting categories: mind and body. No matter how intricately we
explain hysterical symptoms as the interaction of the psychological and phys-
iological, we still presume an ontological separation that [is found] conceptually
intolerable and clinically inadequate. (Wilson, 2004: 7; emphasis added)

Wilson is thus not saying that feminists ignore or refuse biology, but is
instead taking issue with the way biology is conceptualized. Wilson sees
many feminists theorizing biology as a ‘reductive materiality stripped of
the animating effects of culture and sociality’ (Wilson, 2004: 3). She is care-
ful to point out that she is not suggesting that:

. . . cultural, social, linguistic, literary or historical analyses are somehow
secondary considerations. Rather, [the] point is that the cultural, social, lin-
guistic, literary and historical analyses that now dominate the scene of fem-
inist theory typically seek to seal themselves off from – or constitute themselves
against – the domain of the biological. Curiously enough, feminist theories
of the body are often exemplary in this regard. Despite the intensive
scrutiny of the body in feminist theory and in the humanities in general over
the past two decades, certain fundamental aspects of the body, biology, and
materiality have been foreclosed. After all, how many feminist accounts of
the anorexic body pay serious attention to the biological functions of the
stomach, the mouth or the digestive system? How many feminist analyses
of the anxious body are informed and illuminated by neurological data?
How many feminist discussions of the sexual body have been articulated
through biochemistry? (Wilson, 2004: 8; emphasis added).

For Wilson, the problem is not that feminists do not address the biolog-
ical in their work, but that their engagement with it is restricted and con-
ventional. Her claim is that many feminist accounts remain committed to
a conceptual separation of the biological from the social; that is, at some
level the nature/culture division remains unquestioned in their work.
There is the assumption that the biological and the social can be examined
and assessed separately and that their respective effects can be somehow
added together to describe the symptomatology under investigation.
Wilson further elaborates the differences in approach with an examination
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of some of Freud’s case histories of his hysteric patients, in which, she
argues, we can find an affirmation of a complexity in biology that is usu-
ally only attributed to the non-biological. The ‘remarkable physical diver-
sions’ symptomatic of conversion hysteria are not, she asserts, forced onto
biology from the outside (for instance, as psychological incursions, that is,
‘mind over matter’) but are ‘already part of the natural repertoire of
biological matter’ (Wilson, 2004: 13).
Wilson details one of Freud’s early cases, that of Fraulein Elisabeth,

who presented with debilitating pains in her legs. Freud diagnosed that
different sites of pain corresponded to different distressing events in
her life. For instance, the pain in her right leg occurred where her father
rested his leg while his bandages were changed; the pain in her left leg
was traced to an unacknowledged love for her brother-in-law. These
are, according to Wilson, ‘psychologically attuned’ thigh muscles, each
one functioning differently in response to their different unsettling
events (Wilson, 2004: 9). During the course of Freud’s analysis of
Fraulein Elisabeth, these pains were talked away. Wilson concludes
from this case that:

The real force of Fraulein Elisabeth’s condition is that the physiology of her
thigh muscles (their capacity to stretch and contract; their intimacy with the
peripheral nervous system) cannot be separated from the illness and death of
her father or from the words of her analyst. The intersubjectivity of her
analysis is facilitated not just by words, ideation, and affects but also by
nerves, blood vessels and skin. The conversation between Fraulein
Elisabeth and Freud is verbal, interpersonal, and biological. (Wilson, 2004:
10; emphasis added).

Fraulein Elisabeth’s muscles are not mute, psychically passive matter
doing the mind’s bidding; they become hysterical through anxiety and
conflict. The biology that Wilson is describing is social – it converses, it
suffers, it yearns. Its functioning cannot be confined to an outside of
sociality as is conventionally done.
To return to the quotation from Birke and Best, in light of Wilson’s

assertions, what have they described? Rather than an already psycholog-
ical and social body, they instead are describing a physical, biological
body as a separately identifiable entity. It is a biology that can interact
with the social but is not itself social; it is a discrete object that can main-
tain its distinction from the social. There is no sense of an entanglement of
the physiological within the psychological.5 The conceptualization stays
within the binary notation of western metaphysics, where each category
is an independent and discretely bounded entity that meets and interacts
with other, similarly bounded entities. To further cement this impression,
Birke and Best elaborate their description by extending it to a discussion
of hormonal and cultural impacts on women’s experiences:

Davis: New Materialism and Feminism's Anti-Biologism 71



Since medical science first discovered ovarian hormones early this century,
doctors have tended to assume that these hormones somehow directly
determine the behaviour changes that they considered occurred in women.
The idea that hormones determine behaviour is a pervasive one, but is not
particularly useful when talking about people. . . . Most of what has been writ-
ten about the menstrual cycle exists in the psychiatric/psychological litera-
ture . . . for many women changes of mood during the cycle are a reality . . .
that these are very real does not, however, mean that they are directly
dependent on hormones . . . we have already indicated how strong the men-
strual taboo is in our own society: its existence coupled with anticipation of
discomfort for some women, may be sufficient to create symptoms, or to
make symptoms far worse than they would be otherwise. There is some evi-
dence to support this, since women from other cultures report different
symptoms . . . suggesting that the experience of menstruation and of cycles
is shaped by the beliefs of the culture . . . we cannot ignore the possibility
that the negative way our culture views menstruation may affect how we
feel. (Birke and Best, 1980: 96–8; emphasis added)

In the notes to their article, they extend this analysis with the following
observation:

The complex set of changes referred to as ‘premenstrual tension’ varies
greatly from individual to individual, and often from cycle to cycle within
the individual . . . furthermore, since it is also culturally variable, we find it
absurd to attribute it simply to women’s biology. If it were a direct conse-
quence of our biology, we might expect it to be more constant in form. (Birke
and Best, 1980: 269, note 52; emphasis added)

This assertion helps strengthen the contention that Birke and Best are
conceptualizing a body as the space where two distinct categories meet
and interact. There is an implicit assumption that biology is a fixed and
stable entity, whereas culture is pure mutation. They theorize that symp-
toms are caused by some admixture of hormones and cultural beliefs, a
combination of the physiological and the psychological. But there are still
two systems each operating in its own discrete way to produce the
observed effects. It should be emphasized that there is no suggestion in
Birke and Best that psychosomatic effects, a product of, for instance, cul-
tural beliefs, do not manifest physiologically. They are not suggesting that
these effects are not real (Birke and Best, 1980: 98). However, there is no
acknowledgement that the supposed augmentation of one category by
the other, the addition of, in this case, hormones and cultural beliefs, may
be problematic. There is no admission that it is precisely this causal effi-
cacy, the how of somatization, that this conventional model fails to com-
prehend or even acknowledge as a question. There is an assumption in
Birke and Best that the effects of each category are somehow determinable
in isolation from each other, and they appear to suggest that the cultural
can overwrite biology and become the main determinant of behaviour.
There is no investigation or speculation as to how the ideational (cultural
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effects) can become physical; no attention to how we might begin to draw
the cutoff point that conventional theory implies between the effects of
the hormonal and the psychological; no wondering about how these two
different ‘substances’ can mix together in the body.
Birke and Best’s analysis is a reinstatement of conventional dualistic

reasoning about humans and their relationships to their bodies and to
nature. In presenting an argument against biological determinism6 by
pointing out the importance of the cultural effects that impact on our
lives, they relegate biology to a very minor role and restate the idea that
biology is a rigid and passive system that could not possibly account for
the variability we see in society.
If we return to Wilson’s comment about conventional renderings of

biology in feminism, we can see that Ahmed’s choice of Janson-Smith and
Birke and Best as examples to support her contentions that the new mate-
rialists are ignoring feminism’s biological engagement is not borne out.
By Wilson’s criteria, the examples Ahmed chooses actually do demon-
strate an anti-biology streak, for nowhere do Wilson or the other new
materialists claim that feminism does not talk of biology. It is the manner
of their engagement with biology and with the question of nature that is
the target of these critiques. What is being criticized is the tendency to
retain conventional styles of reasoning on the subject of the body. In the
passages that Ahmed chooses to highlight, biology was not presented as
active and socially complicit, but instead, and as we have come to expect,
as a mostly passive base that is infiltrated and animated by various cul-
tural practices. Ironically, those same arguments that Ahmed cites as
proof that feminism routinely engages with the biological actually
demonstrate that the newmaterialist criticisms of feminism have a certain
veracity that demands further engagement.

MATTERING

Ahmed also turns her attention to Karen Barad’s work and suggests that
here we see a ‘return to old binaries – between nature/materiality/biology
and culture in the very argument that “matter” is what is missing from fem-
inist work’ (Ahmed, 2008: 34).Ahmed accuses Barad of offering ‘a caricature
of “the turns” in recent theory’ (that is, the linguistic turn, the semiotic turn,
the cultural turn and so on). Barad is also said to be presenting a ‘caricature
of poststructuralism as matter-phobic’. Ahmed then charges that Barad ‘cre-
ates her caricature[s] by saying what she is not saying’ (Ahmed, 2008: 34):

[Barad] argues against something or somebody throughout: ‘Discourse does
not refer to linguistic or signifying systems’; . . . ‘Discursive practices are not
speech acts, linguistic representations, or even linguistic performances’;
‘discursive practices are not anthropomorphic place-holders for the
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projected agency of individual subjects, culture or language’; ‘Matter is not
little bits of nature’; ‘matter is not a support, location, referent or source of
sustainability for discourse’; ‘Matter is not immutable or passive’ . . . and so
on. Her writing evokes the existence of an argument that discourse ‘is’ this,
or matter ‘is’ this by arguing that it is ‘not’ that, where the ‘that’ is an argu-
ment that is not attributed to somebody. The new materialism takes shape
by the mobility and detachability of this ‘not’. (Ahmed, 2008: 35)

Unfortunately, this representation is, to use Ahmed’s own description,
something of a caricature of Barad’s actual argument. When all these so-
called detached ‘nots’ are recontextualized (see Barad, 2003: 819–21), we
see that Barad is not simply listing what these various concepts are not,
but is expanding the scope of these conceptualizations to be much wider
than usual. She does not limit them to narrow, what is conventionally
called cultural, definitions. For instance, while Ahmed abbreviates and
characterizes the following as a negative statement (see above), in full it is
an affirmation by Barad of matter’s positive productivity:

Matter, like meaning, is not an individually articulated or static entity.
Matter is not little bits of nature, or a blank slate, surface, or site passively
awaiting signification; nor is it an uncontested ground for scientific, femi-
nist, or Marxist theories. Matter is not a support, location, referent, or source
of sustainability for discourse. Matter is not immutable or passive. It does
not require the mark of an external force like culture or history to complete
it. Matter is always already an ongoing historicity. (Barad, 2003: 821)

Nor is Barad arguing against an unnamed ‘somebody’s’ alleged asser-
tions.While it is correct that she does not specifically cite individual authors
in this section of her argument, Barad does detail the conceptual systems
with which she is engaging and shows how her contentions can be differ-
entiated from these conventional, narrower, theorizations. Her arguments
are directed at the inherited conventions of language as representation, of
the theorization of matter as a passive site awaiting cultural interpretation,
and the classical, metaphysical notion of the individual, unified subject
who is author of their own (cultural) existence. As these notions form the
taken-for-granted backdrop to our philosophy, and they have been exten-
sively critiqued by a comprehensive body of poststructuralist theorists,
Barad hasn’t perceived the need to find specific exemplars. She is not pro-
viding a negative view of discourse and matter, but is exhorting us not to
limit them to their conventional, circumscribed meanings, meanings that
map onto culture. Barad’s demand is that we see them as a productive and
active enabling of the whole world, not just the cultural world.
Ahmed concludes her critique of Barad with the observation that:

. . . the very claim that matter is missing can actually work to reify matter
as if it could be an object that is absent or present . . . the new materialism
introduces the binarism between materiality and culture that much work in
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science studies has helped to challenge. Matter becomes a fetish object: as
if it can be an ‘it’ that we can be for or against. (Ahmed, 2008: 35)

However, Barad is adamant that matter is not an object, absent or pres-
ent, but instead ‘it’ can productively be considered as an active process.
Barad asserts that ‘matter does not refer to a fixed substance; rather, mat-
ter is substance in its intra-active becoming – not a thing, but a doing, a con-
gealing of agency. Matter is a stabilizing and destabilizing process of iterative
intra-activity’ (Barad, 2003: 822; emphasis in original). Given that Barad
has here explicitly stated that matter should not be considered fixed or an
object but is instead an entangled agential becoming, it is curious that
Ahmed continues her argument with:

What we might be encountering here is a desire for a pure theoretical object.
. . . But such objects are invented, and when they are held in place then we
are less able to do justice to the complexity of how all sorts of different
things cohere. To include biology or materiality in the work that we do
would be to give up the idea that they exist as objects that are given and
which our task is simply to uphold. . . . Indeed, as I have suggested, earlier
feminist work on biology and matter emphasizes precisely the entangle-
ments and traffic between nature/biology/culture and between materiality
and signification (see Franklin, 2003; Haraway,7 2003). (Ahmed, 2008: 35)

HereAhmed introduces Sarah Franklin’s (2003) work. Franklin is indeed,
as Ahmed says, trying to theorize the entanglement of materiality and
sociality of biology by an examination of kinship relations, genetics and
genetic diagnosis. But, again, is her analysis one that will support Ahmed’s
contention that new materialism has unjustly castigated feminist attempts
to theorize biology and the body with allegations of biophobia? While
Franklin is attempting to come to grips with the complex problems of the
relationships that pertain between the biological and the social, an investi-
gation of her way of thinking of the relationship between biology and
sociality reveal that she, too, is theorizing it as supplementation, or a
hybrid, that is, a joining together of two unlike things. In such theorizations
of hybridity, these heterogeneous elements form into a kind of aggregate
that somehow coheres despite the distinct and separable origins of its
component parts.
Franklin organizes her analyses around Marilyn Strathern’s notion of

‘merographic connections’, which elaborate the idea of a ‘co-mingling of
parts that belong to different “wholes” ’ (Franklin, 2003: 66; emphasis in orig-
inal). It will, I contend, prove instructive to consider the origin of the word
‘merographic’. ‘Mero’ is a prefix meaning part or fraction, and its
antonym is ‘holo’, meaning whole or entire; while ‘graph’ means writing.
Merography, then, is literally ‘part writing’. The significance of this mean-
ing and the intricate and subtle nature of what is at stake can be illustrated
by examining a conceptualization of a hologram used by Vicki Kirby,
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another material feminist, and then contrasting this with Franklin’s
account of kinship and genetics:

A hologram (literally ‘whole writing’) has the peculiar ‘property’ of distrib-
uting information through the entirety of an image, such that any fragment
contains the whole image, albeit differently. Theoretically then, if we smash
a hologram into pieces, each tiny fragment retains the imprint of the ‘origi-
nal’ image, the tracery of this ‘whole writing’ still alive in its smallest parti-
cle. The hologrammatic difference between part and whole, or between
original and copy, is no longer the difference of conjunction – a spatial join
between separate fragments, or a temporal join between a later copy and its
earlier original. Rather, difference is a ‘becoming entity’: it is not a name for
the gap of supposedly dead space and time between pregiven entities.
(Kirby, 1997: 64–5; emphasis added)

Difference is not a joining of two separate categories, but instead
implies a differentiation within one system, where the differentiated parts
are entangled such that they cannot be distinctly and separately identi-
fied. It should be emphasized that this conception of one system does not
imply homogeneity and lack of difference but is instead a system of ongo-
ing and productive differentiations. In Wilson and Kirby, there is an
entanglement, a non-separability, of biology with/in sociality. In contrast,
Franklin, in her discussions of Strathern’s work on kinship, describes the
theorizations of kinship in the following manner:

In this sense, kinship is a realm of ‘borrowing’, and also a realm of hybrid-
ity. This hybridity is of a merographic kind insofar as the separateness of the
two domains acts as the cultural background to the figuring of kinship,
which ‘contains’ the two distinctive orders of the social and the biological.
(Franklin, 2003: 67; emphasis added)

In this representation we note that Franklin describes the social and the
biological as separate and distinct domains; and that kinship is thought of
as a hybrid conjoining of these two realms. This is in direct opposition to
the hologrammatic notion of inseparability. Franklin further elaborates
this notion of a hybrid system:

The natural/biological fact of relatedness belongs, in this view, to the
domain of the biological, itself a kind of totality, or, in Strathern’s words,
‘whole’. The genome is an idea of this kind, referring to a biological totality . . .
and to a technological project. . . . Social facts, such as the names people give
to biological relationships – mother, father, sibling, cousin – belong to the
domain of social which is ‘after nature’, and is also a totality, or whole, in
itself. . . . Both kinship and the new genetics connect these distinct domains
‘merographically’. (Franklin, 2003: 66; emphasis added)

Kinship here is a mix of the biological – genetic relatedness – and the
social – our ways of giving meaning to this relatedness. But this leaves us
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with the puzzle of where and how these two domains connect. In elabo-
rating Strathern’s work, Franklin depicts this process as the ‘assembling
[of] parts that belong to different orders of phenomena according to a
logic of totality that is not to be found in the parts, but in the principles,
forces and relations that connect the parts’ (Franklin, 2003: 82). In this the-
orization, Franklin is emphasizing the temporal and spatial dimensions of
the supposed gap between the biological and the social, a curious inter-
face where unlike entities conjoin. This is a major divergence from Kirby’s
theorization of the hologram, where she is contesting the existence of two
such distinct domains separated by a temporal or spatial gap.

BODIES THAT MATTER?

Ahmed also defends Judith Butler against the claims of the new materi-
alists. Butler, she asserts, is ‘singled out as a primary example of a femi-
nist who reduces matter to culture’, although ‘it is important to note here
that Butler does attend to the question of matter’ (Ahmed, 2008: 33).
However, Ahmed’s defence of Butler does not answer Butler’s newmate-
rialist critics, as it does not engage with the detail of the assessments they
have offered of her work. Space constraints do not permit an elaboration
of these extensive critiques of Butler’s notions of matter and materializa-
tion that argue that Butler does maintain a distinction between nature
and culture, body and mind. Butler’s account is not a naive social con-
structionist rendering, as she is not suggesting that there is a wilful con-
struction of the world by an authorial human subjectivity. But it is social
constructionist nevertheless, in that nature and biology are not entangled
within the performative production of subjectivity. Butler’s notion of
materialization is entirely a social matter. Even while expanding the
notion of the social and very elaborately theorizing matter and material-
ization, ultimately the biological body is not the body that matters for
Butler. She shifts the division between nature and culture but does not
dispense with it. It is this closing off of investigation, the inability of risk-
ing that matter and bodies might actually be thinking, actively conver-
sant, cognisant material that is, to generalize, the objective of new
materialist critiques of Butler.
A few brief examples of her comments on the body and nature will

illustrate that Butler retains a strict division between biology and culture
in her work and thus becomes a valid target for new materialist accusa-
tions of biophobia:

Consider the medical interpellation which (the recent emergence of the
sonogram notwithstanding) shifts an infant from an ‘it’ to a ‘she’ or a ‘he’,
and in that naming, the girl is ‘girled’, brought into the domain of language
and kinship through the interpellation of gender. But that ‘girling’ of the girl
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does not end there; on the contrary, that founding interpellation is reiterated.
(Butler, 1993: 7–8; emphasis added)

Before the authoritative pronouncement of the name, the infant is an ‘it’,
something presumably ungendered, that is inaugurated into culture by a
declaration at a particular moment. Butler puts this same temporality in the
process when she says ‘the minute you’re born into the world you’re inter-
polated [sic] in various ways’ (Butler, 1994: 35; emphasis added). She
affirms this cultural temporalization when she says ‘a speech act brings the
subject into being . . . interpellation [is] the discursive act by which subjects
are constituted’ (Butler and Bell, 1999: 165). Butler’s notions of the discur-
sive constitution of the subject must be read in the context of her conceptu-
alizations of the body (see the following). They reveal that there is an
outside to Butler’s notion of the discursive: unlike the discursive world the-
orized, for example, by Barad, the discursive is solely cultural for Butler.
What then does Butler make of the (biological) body in this founding

moment? She gives a very clear statement of her view that we cannot
know the body outside of cultural discourse when she says:

Language sustains the body not by bringing it into being or feeding it in a
literal way; rather, it is by being interpellated within the terms of language
that a certain social existence of the body first becomes possible. To under-
stand this, one must imagine an impossible scene, that of a body that has not
yet been given social definition, a body that is, strictly speaking, not accessible
to us, but that nevertheless becomes accessible on the occasion of an address, a
call, an interpellation that does not ‘discover’ this body, but constitutes it
fundamentally. We may think that to be addressed one must first be recog-
nised, but here the Althusserian reversal of Hegel seems appropriate: the
address constitutes a being within the possible circuit of recognition and,
accordingly outside of it, in abjection. (Butler, 1997: 5; emphasis added)

For Butler, the physical body is apparently no more than a base that we
cannot know, that cannot be made known and that interpellative naming
animates and contours with a social, and thus knowable, existence. It
appears that there is an insurmountable wall constructed between us and
the physical body; there is a distance that we can apparently never
(re)cover. The physical is, and remains, outside the social, indeed outside
of thinking, and Butler accounts for our ongoing performative enactment
of subjectivity in purely cultural terms. It thus cannot simply be assumed
that Butler’s work serves to repudiate new materialist arguments.

LEARNING TO SEE

In conclusion, an observation from Franklin holds a lesson for those who
are reluctant to persist with their efforts to see what is at stake in new
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materialist arguments. Franklin is giving an account of learning to see a
cell nucleus under a microscope, an experience where she initially could
not distinguish the nucleus but which, once she had grasped how to look
at it, became ‘obvious’:

Repetition is also important: Sue has repeatedly told me that something is
both clearly and distinctly in front of my eyes, but that it is also very diffi-
cult to see, and she has re-presented this object from a range of different
angles while I struggled to get a visual grip on it. As soon as I have seen it,
I realize the nucleus is not what I expected to see, and that my expectations
are what was getting in the way . . . and having realized my mistake, the
obviousness of the nucleus literally jumps out at me. (Franklin, 2003: 80)

We should not let our expectations and conventional assumptions lead
us to suppose that we can know the nature of newmaterialist claims with-
out first seriously examining their contentions. Persistence is required to
understand the issues at stake in these accounts of the entanglement of
biology within sociality. Such theorizations need to be addressed in depth
and should not be dismissed summarily.

NOTES

1. For convenience, I use Ahmed’s categorization, the ‘new materialists’, to
more easily differentiate them from other feminist theories in discussing
Ahmed’s work.

2. As well as the general style of the article sounding hurried, in attempting to
read for myself the references cited by Ahmed to contextualize her excerpts, I
found a persistent inattention to detail in her citations. Some examples are:
wrong page numbers; citing a book when the quotation was from a review of
that book; misquoting book and article titles; spelling names incorrectly. Put
simply, a level of scholarly attention that one comes to expect in academic
engagement is sadly missing.

3. Ahmed’s second example is given in the notes (Ahmed, 2008: 37, note 4). Like
the quotation from Birke and Best it, too, is a description of physiological
processes but, again, there is no apparent sociality in the biology so described.

4. Ahmed incorrectly attributes this quotation to Janson-Smith (1980). Janson-
Smith’s article precedes Birke and Best’s in the anthology, Alice Through the
Microscope: The Power of Science over Women’s Lives.

5. Karen Barad distinguishes a mixture, such as Wilson described in her asser-
tion about ‘two distinct interacting categories’, from an entanglement. Amix-
ture is a description that fits the world as we conventionally conceptualize it
in terms of classical physics and representationalist notions. Mixtures are a
composite of elements with separately determinable values or attributes. In
contrast, an entanglement describes these categories, such as mind and body,
not as distinct and separable entities but as differentiated states of a single
entity (Barad, 2007: 271, 346).

6. Arguments against biological determinism were important in their time but,
while they paved the way for later feminist work, they underestimated or
dismissed the importance of biology to our sociality.
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7. Donna Haraway’s work will not be examined here, but for an analysis that
explains how her theorizations, too, reinstall a division between biology and
the social, and thus do not support Ahmed’s argument in the way she
presumes, see Kirby (1997: 146–7).
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