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The Case of Dora –
A Queer Perspective on Hysteria and Perversion
Esther Hutfless
Many feminists have regarded Dora – together with Anna O. and the young
women from Sigmund Freud’s study ‘Psychogenesis of a Case of Female
Homosexuality’ – as heroines “of feminist protest against a psychoanalysis
which was doing no more than reconfirming the prevailing sexual norms”.1
The feminist appropriation of the Freudian case studies as narratives about
women’s resistance to patriarchy and heteronormativity is closely linked with
interpreting neurotic symptoms or perversion as subversive strategies against the
hegemonial symbolic order. In addition, hysteria and perversion are criticized
as discursive strategies within power relations, which produce and control
specific subjects. They be allies of patriarchal, medical and heteronormative
discourses. Is Dora – or the homosexual young woman of the Psychogenesis – a
victim or a heroin? Are hysteria or perversion subversive or suppressive? There
is no simple and definite answer to these questions. Jacques Derrida introduced
the term ‘undecidability’ for those phenomena that do not “conform to either
polarity of a dichotomy”.2 And Michel Foucault stated in History of Sexuality:
“Where there is power, there is resistance, and yet, or rather consequently, this
resistance is never in a position of exteriority in relation to power”.3 Power and
resistance are intrinsically interwoven. For Foucault this entanglement is also
innate to psychoanalysis itself:
“It is very well to look back from our vantage point and remark upon
the normalizing impulse in Freud; one can go on to denounce the role
played for many years by the psychoanalytic institution; but the fact
remains that in the great family of technologies of sex, which goes so
far back into the history of the Christian West, of all those institutions
that set out in the nineteenth century to medicalize sex, it was the one
1

2

3

R. Bowlby, ‘Still crazy after all these years’, Between Feminism and Psychoanalysis, T. Brennan
(Ed.). New York: Routledge, 1989, p. 45.
J. Reynolds, ‘Decision’, J. Reynolds & J. Roffe (Eds.), Understanding Derrida. New York:
Continuum, 2004, p. 46. The undecidable in Derrida’s work has much more implications.
See, J. H. Miller, For Derrida. New York: Fordham University Press, 2009, p. 17ff.
M. Foucault, The History of Sexuality. Volume I: An Introduction. New York: Pantheon Books,
1978, p. 95.
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that, up to the decade of the forties, rigorously opposed the political and
institutional effects of the perversion-heredity-degenerescence system.”4
And last no least, when assessing the famous case study of Dora, one should
remember Freud’s own words after treating Dora for three months only: in his
Prefatory Remarks he reminds us, that “[i]t is not fair to expect from a single
case more than it can offer”.5
Thus, instead of offering another interpretation or re-reading of Dora’s case,
in this essay, I rather would like to address general questions, such as: How
to deal with concepts that have such a long history in support of oppression?
What happened to the various feminist and queer attempts of adopting, of
resignifying and deconstructing the concepts of perversion and hysteria? In
which way are hysteria and perversion linked? What does the case study of
Dora teach us about sex and gender? How can we understand perversion and
hysteria from a queer perspective? And finally, how can we think a productive
relation between Psychoanalysis and Queer Theory? Two ‘disciplines’ that share
a common interest – both are dealing with questions concerning subjectivity,
identity, sexuality and gender – but that are also fundamentally different from
each other: the first is a clinical discipline, the second the critical product of
political activism.
***
In feminist and postmodern theories hysteria and perversion are interpreted
as subversive forces, which undermine the hegemonic, heteronormative and
patriarchal order, while at the same time being analyzed as discursive practices
that inscribe power into bodies and subjects. In addition, hysteria and perversion
compete with each other concerning the ‘radicalism’ of their subversive force.
Hysteria particularly has a long tradition of being misused for women’s
suppression. Long before Breuer and Freud’s Studies on Hysteria was published,
many medical and psychological publications were addressing this issue,
concluding that intellectual exercise causes hysteria and recommended that
women should be kept away from such damaging influences. By the end of
the 19th century scientific publications on femininity as well as diagnoses of
hysteria reached their peak. Women’s bodies and minds were regarded as infused
with nature and sexual drives and thus, were perceived as requiring particular
attention and control. Women were considered to be sexualized through and
4
5

Ibid., p. 119.
S. Freud, ‘Fragment of an Analysis of a Case of Hysteria’ (1905 [1901]), SE 7, p. 13.
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through, while the actual existence of their sexual organs was negated and
imagined only as a small penis. Woman was not perceived as sexual subject but,
rather, as sexuality itself.6 Since the 1970s feminist thinkers, primarily difference
feminists and feminist deconstructivists, started to re-appropriate hysteria in
order to regain woman as subject and to argue for a female sexuality beyond
patriarchal definitions.
In This Sex Which Is Not One the feminist philosopher and psychoanalyst
Luce Irigaray interprets hysteria as that which “speaks in the mode of a paralyzed
gestural faculty, of an impossible and also a forbidden speech (…)”7 For Irigaray,
hysteria mimes, reproduces, and thereby deformes the masculine discourse on
femininity: “To play with mimesis is thus, for a woman, to try to recover the place
of her exploitation by discourse, without allowing herself to be simply reduced
to it.”8 Irigaray’s reading of hysteria as mimesis restores women as subjects of
discourse – contrary to patriarchy which turns them into an object. In Sorties,
Hélène Cixous addresses Dora to inscribe her as subject: “It is you Dora, you,
who cannot be tamed, the poetic body, the true ‘mistress’ of the Signifier.”9 Similar
to Irigaray, for Cixous women cannot exist as subjects within the patriarchal
symbolic order. There is no representation of women, because that which is
represented is always already mediated by the phallus. The ‘female’ as independent
entity beyond the phallogocentric law has been erased; woman only exists as
the negative of man, as lack, as passivity, as silence. Thus the other ‘female’, the
‘woman’ which exists outside of phallogocentrism cannot be defined – not only
does she not yet exist, there also is no ‘nature’ or ‘essence’ of woman. Woman,
according to Irigaray and Cixous, has to be discovered, developed, inscribed into
language in order to be able to signify within the symbolic.10 This is the woman to

6

7

8
9

10

Ch. von Braun, Nicht Ich, Logik – Lüge – Libido. Frankfurt/M.: Verlag Neue Kritik, 1999, p.
68.
L. Irigaray, ‘Questions’, This Sex Which is Not One. New York: Cornell University Press,
1985, p. 136.
L. Irigaray, ‘The Power of Discourse’, This Sex Which is Not One, p. 76.
H. Cixous, ‘Sorties’, in: H. Cixous & C. Clément (Eds.), The Newly Born Women,
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2008, p. 95.
The question has been raised among feminists whether hysteria is already an act of feminist
resistance and thus symbolic or a kind of pre-feminism that has not yet been put into words
and thus remains within the imaginary. Some aspects of this debate can be found in Hélène
Cixous’ and Catherine Clément’s conversation in The Untenable where Clément states:
“Listen, you love Dora, but to me she never seemed a revolutionary character,” and Cixous
answers: “I don’t give a damn about Dora; I don’t fetishize her. She is the name of a certain
force, which makes the little circus not work anymore.” H. Cixous & C. Clément, ‘The
Untenable’, in: The Newly Born Women, p. 157.
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come.11 Juliet Mitchell interprets hysteria and femininity in a similar
fashion:
“Femininity is, therefore, in part a repressed condition that can only
be secondarily acquired in a distorted form. It is because it is repressed
that femininity is so hard to comprehend both within and without
psychoanalytic investigation – it returns in symptoms, such as hysteria. In
the body of the hysteric, male and female, lies the feminine protest against
the law of the father. But what is repressed is both the representation
of the desire and the prohibition against it: there is nothing ‘pure’ or
‘original’ about it.”12
According to Christina von Braun, cultural practices as well as traditional theories
on hysteria try to annihilate the sexual female body, while the hysterics make
themselves an embodiment of the destroyed sexual being in order to gain her
body back.13 Dora’s adoption of her mother’s symptoms – absence of voice,
difficulties of breathing and a catarrh in her abdomen – creates in von Braun’s
interpretation a language between mother and daughter and marks the refusal
of the mother tongue to be absorbed by the father tongue.14
The question of loss plays an important part in all these feminist debates
on hysteria. But contrary to the traditional psychoanalytic perspective it is not
about the loss of the penis/phallus. Different from the mainstream feminist
debates on hysteria but nevertheless centering on the question of loss, Teresa de
Lauretis, in The Practice of Love: Lesbian Sexuality and Perverse Desire, develops
a conception of female homosexuality and female desire as independent from
masculinity. She understands female homosexuality as linked to a perverse,
fetishistic desire that fantasmatically tries to recover the lost female body. For
de Lauretis the woman is not castrated because she lacks the penis/phallus
but because she has lost the female body image: “The fantasmatic object in
lesbian object-choice is not the mother, I maintain, but the subject’s own bodyimage, the denied and wished-for female body which castration threatens with

11

12
13
14

See, H. Cixous, ‘The Laugh of the Medusa’, Signs, Vol. 1, No.4, 1976, p. 875-893 and L.
Irigaray, ‘When Our Lips Speak Together’, This Sex Which Is Not One, L. Irigaray (Ed.). New
York: Cornell University Press, 1985, p. 205-218.
J. Mitchell, Psychoanalysis and Feminism. New York: Basic Books, 2000, p. 404.
Von Braun, Nicht Ich, Logik – Lüge – Libido, p. 57.
Ibid., p. 195.
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non-existence (…)”.15 In ‘Fragment of an Analysis of a Case of Hysteria’, Dora
speaks of the ‘adorable white body’ of Frau K.16 Dora may desire Frau K., she
may as well identify with her, but in addition an image of the female body might
emerge that could mirror a ‘female’ subject, establish a female imaginary and
thus bring ‘woman’ into existence. Contrary to Freud, de Lauretis argues that
the fetish is not a sign of deficient development but is constructed retroactively,
often using signs of masculinity, not because of the so called masculinitycomplex, but because masculinity explicitly “signif[ies] sexual desire toward
women” and “much more consequential” the “wish for a female body-ego”.17
Perverse desire for de Lauretis is not a subversive force but rather bound to the
disavowal of the lack (the narcissistic loss of a body-image).
In contrast to de Lauretis, Georges Bataille’s approach to perversion contains
a transgressive moment. He does not analyze hidden or unconscious anxieties,
wishes and traumas in order to integrate them, instead, he transforms them into
conscious perverse and obscene images. Bataille, as Schaffner puts it, “celebrates
perversion as a means of deep communication, as a path to the experience of
community and the continuity of being. Perversion is not the symptom but the
cure (…)”.18 Following this interpretation, perversion seems to grant access to
a particular truth of being. Feminist historian and film theorist Kaja Silverman
interprets perversion as that which goes beyond sexual difference and which
“strips sexuality of all functionality, whether biological or social; in an even more
extreme fashion than ‘normal’ sexuality, it puts the body and the world of objects
to uses that have nothing whatever to do with any kind of ‘immanent’ design
or purpose.”19 Furthermore, in Silverman’s interpretation perversion subverts
binary oppositions which are foundational for our culture, for example food/
excrement, pleasure/pain, human/animal, life/death, … Nevertheless, Silverman
argues that perversions are not subversive per se. For the philosopher Jonathan
Dollimore perversion is a “transgressive agency inseparable from a dynamic
intrinsic to social process.”20 Similarly to Silverman, he interprets perversion as
15

16
17
18

19
20

T. de Lauretis, The Practice of Love. Lesbian Sexuality and Perverse Desire. Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1994, p. 288. See also, T. Dean and Ch. Lane, ‘Homosexuality and
Psychoanalysis: An Introduction’, in: Homosexuality and Psychoanalysis, T. Dean & Ch. Lane
(Eds.), Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001, p. 23.
Freud, ‘Fragment’, p. 61.
De Lauretis, The Practice of Love, p. 264.
A. K. Schaffner, Modernism and Perversion: Sexual Deviance in Sexology and Literature, 18501930. Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2012, p. 251.
K. Silverman, Male Subjectivity at the Margins. New York: Psychology Press, 1992, p. 187.
J. Dollimore, Sexual Dissidence: Augustine to Wilde, Freud to Foucault. Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1991, p. 33.
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a refusal of hegemonic principles of culture, such as sexual difference, the law
of the father or heterosexuality.21 Adopting Michel Foucault’s understanding
of power, perversion for Dollimore is produced – but at the same time it is
inscribed at the heart of the oedipal situation and it might therefore carry
transgressive and subversive forces within it.22 Teresa de Lauretis criticizes this
perspective on perversion as ‘romanticizing’, especially what Dollimore calls
the “insurrectionary nature of the perversions.”23
Paul B. Preciado’s concept of ‘contra-sexuality’ tries to establish a productive
rather than a repressive form of sexuality that goes hand in hand with the
deconstruction of the sexed and gendered body. He understands sexuality
as technology and its elements (bodies, sexes, identities, …) as machines,
products, tools, gadgets, devices, prostheses, programs, energies, mechanisms,
interruptions, connections and much more.24 The dildo marks a central figure
within his theoretical approach: it is the invention of the dildo that determines,
according to Preciado, the penis as cause of sexual difference. It represents
an original reality, which retroactively creates the penis as origin. From the
perspective of deconstruction the dildo precedes the penis.
“Gender is like the dildo, because they are both more than imitation.
Its carnal plasticity destabilizes the distinction between the imitated and
the imitator, between truth and representation of the truth, between
reference and the referent, between nature and the artificial, between
the sexual organs and the practices of sex. Gender could result from a
sophisticated technology that manufactures sexual bodies.”25
Preciado views sexuality, gender, bodies, … as prosthetic forms of technology.
Thus, from a psychoanalytic point of view, he proposes an understanding of
sexuality that could be called perverse – for Preciado there is only perversion
and nothing beyond. This perspective is very close to Freud’s deconstruction
of perversion as pathology (to be discussed later in this essay) – a perspective
that is much more radical, I would suggest, than perceiving perversion as a
kind of repressed sexuality that simply needs to/must be freed. Differences
notwithstanding, most feminist and gender theories on hysteria and perversion
21
22

23
24
25

Ibid., p. 198.
See, J. Campbell, Arguing with the Pallus. Feminist, Queer and Postcolonial Theory. A
Psychoanalytic Contribution. London: Zed Books, 2000, p. 140.
De Lauretis, The Practice of Love, p. 26.
B. Preciado, Kontrasexuelles Manifest. Berlin: b_books, 2003, p. 11.
http://autonomies.org/ar/2012/11/the-rebellion-of-bodies-beatriz-preciado/ (accessed on
21-3-2017).
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argue for a transformation of the established sexual arrangement – they try to
destabilize the dominance of the phallus and the hegemonic order of sexual
difference.
In the following I will critically discuss the interpretation of perversion
as subversive force based in repression and – in a final step – suggest that the
subversive potential attributed to hysteria is more far-reaching. Although Queer
Theory has a high affinity for perversions, it is my aim to theoretically link
feminist discourses on hysteria with queer perspectives and suggest that it is
hysteria (and not perversion), which can be brought in a productive relationship
with queer perspectives even if it is both a product of discourse and a force
that transgresses it.
***
Michael Foucault, in The History of Sexuality, also addressed the issue of hysteria
and perversion, viewing both as actively produced by culture and discourse.
Against the common belief that perversions are repressed and have to be freed
in order to create a progressive, non-restrictive, liberated society, Foucault
understands perversion as a product and a medium of power. According to his
approach, it is perversion which enables power to effectively operate in the field
of the psycho-sexual. Thus, perversion is not repressed at all, rather perversions
are ‘implanted’ into the subjects.26
Freud’s view of perversion changed over time, which resulted in different
concepts of perversion. In his case study on Dora (‘Fragment’) Freud writes:
“All psychoneurotics are persons with strongly marked perverse tendencies,
which have been repressed in the course of their development and have become
unconscious. (…) Psychoneuroses are, so to speak, the negative of perversions.
(…) The motive forces leading to the formation of hysterical symptoms draw
their strength not only from repressed normal sexuality but also from unconscious
perverse activities.“27
Both in the Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality and in the ‘Fragment’ Freud
links perversion and hysteria – the latter seems to be the result of the repression
of the first. This may have contributed to later readings of perversion as a kind
of ‘positive’ sexuality that should not be repressed but freed. This simplification
of the Freudian concept of perversion – linked to neurosis as its negative form
26
27

Foucault, The History of Sexuality. Volume I, p. 36.
Freud, ‘Fragment’, pp. 50-51.
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– led to the assumption that perversion could be interpreted as subversive
political strategy. In this reading perversion exceeds all norms and laws without
any conflicts that lead to repression and it remains outside the effects of power.
In his later works, for example in his discussion of fetishism in ‘An Outline of
Psycho-Analysis’, Freud explains that perversions are not simply the ‘positive’
side of neurosis but are distinguished from neurosis by a specific and complex
structure of defenses, such as disavowal of reality, splitting of the ego, etc.28 In
addition to this rather structural explanation of perversion Freud, in the case
study on Dora, describes perverse acts, such as the sexual use of lips. In that
these so called ‘perverse acts’ are part of every human sexuality Freud moved
on to a deconstruction of sexual perversion as pathology. Later commentators
confirm this view. Following Steven Marcus’ introduction to the Three Essays in
1975 Teresa de Lauretis subsumes that Freud’s “theory of sexuality is based on
both representations and practices of sex that are, to a greater or lesser degree,
‘perverse’”.29 Jean Laplanche and Jean-Bertrand Pontalis emphasize that the
“(s)o-called normal sexuality cannot be seen as an a priori aspect of human
nature” and that “Freud’s originality lies in the fact that he used the existence
of perversion as a weapon with which to throw the traditional definition of
sexuality into question.”30 Freud can be read as progressive thinker in this
respect: he deconstructs the notion of perversion as pathology and paves the
way for later queer re-readings.31
***

28
29
30

31

S. Freud, ‘An Outline of Psycho-Analysis’ (1940 [1938]), SE 23.
De Lauretis, The Practice of Love, p. 10.
J. Laplanche & J.-B. Pontalis, The Language of Psycho-Analysis. New York: Norton, 1973, p.
307.
In spite of the revolutionary elements within Freud’s thinking, there are also conservative
aspects. At one point in the ‘Fragment’ he explains the normality of perversions, directly
followed by the claim that perversions are the reason for inhibited development: “The sexual
life of each one of us extends to a slight degree—now in this direction, now in that— beyond
the narrow lines imposed as the standard of normality. The perversions are neither bestial
nor degenerate in the emotional sense of the word. They are a development of germs all of
which are contained in the undifferentiated sexual disposition of the child, and which, by
being suppressed or by being diverted to higher, asexual aims—by being ‘sublimated’ — are
destined to provide the energy for a great number of our cultural achievements. When,
therefore, any one has become a gross and manifest pervert, it would be more correct to say
that he has remained one, for he exhibits a certain stage of inhibited development.” Freud,
‘Fragment, p. 50.
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From a Lacanian perspective hysteria and perversion cannot be defined or
diagnosed on grounds of particular symptoms, but represent a specific mode of
being in relation to the symbolic order. This implies a different view regarding
the subversive potential of perversions. According to Slavoj Žižek, who follows
Lacan in this point, one could question perversion as subversion. For Žižek,
hysteria is much more subversive than perversions. Žižek points out that an
understanding of perversion as “the other side of neuroses”, would lead to the
erasure of the key concept of psychoanalysis – the unconscious.32
At first glance, following Freud’s thesis of neurosis as the negative of perversions,
as discussed above, it seems to be clear, that the perverts openly realize and
practice what the hysterics repress. As Žižek explains, the pervert believes, that
he or she knows the truth of the secret fantasies while the hysteric remains
questioning the truth of secrets. This is why Žižek can claim that – while living
our perverse fantasies – we ‘loose’ our unconscious. The “pervert precludes the
unconscious” because he is sure he knows the truth of what brings jouissance.
The hysteric is the one who doubts, who repeatedly questions her relation to
the other: “Hysteria is not simply the battleground between secret desires and
symbolic prohibitions; it also, and above all, articulates the gnawing doubt
whether secret desires really contain what they promise – whether our inability
to enjoy really hinges only on symbolic prohibitions.”33 Žižek concludes that
the pervert’s discourse sustains the predominant discourse, while the hysterics,
on the other hand, are truly radical, because they question whether those secret
fantasies are really the repressed secrets of a subject or a culture.
This argument is supported by Freud himself, who claimed, that only
hysteria and psychosis – not perversion – offer a way to the unconscious34 and
it also conforms with Freud’s understanding of perversions as based on specific
defense mechanisms such as splitting.35 Thus Žižek can state that the acting
out in perversion is darkening the unconscious.
Those feminist discourses discussing hysteria – e. g. Hélène Cixous’ approach
– are not rejecting the potentiality of perversion as subversion but they are
emphasizing in particular the subversive potential of the unconscious which
cannot be domesticated: “Now women return from afar, from always: from
‘without,’ from the heath where witches are kept alive; from below, from beyond
32
33
34
35

S. Žižek, The Ticklish Subject. London: Verso, 1999, p. 247.
Ibid., p. 248.
Ibid.
This structural, Lacanian and Žižekian notion of perversion must be differentiated from
Freud’s notion of perversion as aspect within every sexuality. In the latter case one cannot
claim in general that the unconscious is ‘lost’ or precluded. It could but must not be the case.
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‘culture’; (...) Here they are, returning, arriving over and again, because the
unconscious is impregnable.”36 Psychoanalyst and queer theorist Eve Watson
also perceives the unconscious as subversive moment, although it contains the
signifiers of the symbolic order, but in addition it “precludes the possibility of
a categorical or unproblematic identity”.37
The hysteric was and is considered as the heroine of feminist protest that
resists sexual norms, as the one who finds a way to speak where patriarchy has
silenced her, as the one who saves woman’s “sexuality from total repression and
destruction.”38 Hysteria furthermore represents “woman in all her force”, it
makes her an “element that disturbs.”39 Talking about the case of Dora Hélène
Cixous writes: “Dora seemed to me to be the one who resisted the system, the
one who cannot stand that the family and society are founded on the body of
women, on bodies despised, rejected, bodies that are humiliating once they
have been used.”40
One of the main goals of the feminist approach has been to bring the
excluded, rejected, the feminine, the black, the dark, et cetera of a society or
culture back into discourse and into the symbolic order. Following this agenda
the discourse of the hysteric is viewed as passage to this excluded territory.
This does not mean that the unconscious is annulled, rather the unconscious
is perceived as vivid and infinite source of subversion, which at the same time
should not be glorified or mystified as a primordial sphere. As I quoted Mitchell
above, there is nothing “pure” or “original” within the repressed or excluded.
The repressed, the excluded or the unconscious is no residuum that preserves
an original or secret truth about sex, gender, or the female.
***
What are the consequences of feminists’ adopting and resignifying hysteria?
What does hysteria teach us about gender?
Jane Gallop turns to the connection Freud makes between hysteria and
bisexuality: “Freud links hysteria to bisexuality; the hysteric identifies with
members of both sexes, cannot choose one sexual identity. (…) If feminism
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Cixous, ‘The Laugh of the Medusa’, p. 877.
E. Watson, ‘Queering Psychoanalysis/Psychoanalysing Queer’, in: Annual Review of Critical
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Ibid., p. 154.
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is the calling into question of constraining sexual identities, then the hysteric
may be a protofeminist” 41 – or: a queer activist, one could add from today’s
perspective. Going in a similar direction, following Freud, Claire Kahane
describes a “fluidity of psychic identifications”. She notes:
“What Dora revealed was that sexual difference was a psychological
problematic rather than a natural fact, that it existed within the individual
psyche as well as between men and women in culture. Am I a man? Am
I a woman? How is sexual identity assumed? How represented? These
are the hysterical questions as Freud developed them out of the matrix of
psychic bisexuality, as well as the central questions of psychoanalysis.”42
In the case study on Dora it seems that identification and desire do not exclude
each other. Dora identifies with the father she desires, just as she identifies
with Frau K. whom she desires as well. Jan Campbell follows Diana Fuss’
interpretation in Identification Papers, claiming “that desire and identification
are not distinct but hopelessly entwined. Sexual identity consists of identifying
with the person you desire and desiring the person with whom you identify.”43
This argument calls the simplifications of the Oedipus complex into question.
Parveen Adams’ discussion of Freud’s case study on Dora points in a very
similar direction. As she elaborates, the hysteric demonstrates that Freud’s
assumed opposition between object choice and identification collapses and that
identification with both men and women is actually possible. Adams describes
hysterical identification as characterized by oscillation between a masculine
and a feminine position. For her this would have serious consequences for our
understanding of the Oedipus complex and the development of masculinity
and femininity: “For if it turns out that the identification which produces
sexual difference within the Oedipus complex is hysterical identification, then
the resolution of the Oedipus complex cannot explain the transformation of
bisexuality into a fixed sexual position.”44
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As hysteria addresses the question of identification and desire it can be
linked to contemporary queer discourses and their attempt of deconstructing
fixed identities.
Following Lacan, Anne Worthington also understands the questions raised
by the hysteric as questions about sex: What is a woman? What is a man? What
kind of man or woman am I? Am I a woman, a man, or trans? Am I straight,
gay, bisexual or queer? Worthington asks: If psychoanalysis was the answer to
hysteria during the last turn of the century, isn’t Queer Theory the answer to
the questions of hysteria in our times?45 I found this thesis very interesting
and would like to pursue it further in order to rethink and reformulate it in a
slightly different manner. I would like to argue for a productive entanglement of
psychoanalysis and Queer Theory. Psychoanalysis and Queer Theory must not
mutually exclude or replace each other. Postmodern approaches have offered us
the promising idea of deconstructing scientific disciplines and discourses, which
are no longer perceived as closed systems. Instead, I would like to follow Gilles
Deleuze’s and Félix Guattari’s mode of thinking in plateaus as open systems.
Therefore, I suggest we think the relationship between Queer Theory and
psychoanalysis as entangling plateaus in order to avoid fixations and absolute
truth and to open and deconstruct scientific disciplines. As Brian Massumi puts
it in his preface to A Thousand Plateaus: “Each ‘plateau’ is an orchestration of
crashing bricks extracted from a variety of disciplinary edifices.”46 Contrary to a
discipline, a plateau rejects homogeneity but still includes a kind of composition
and consistency, it is always in the middle, instead of marking the beginning
or the end.47 Following this interpretation, this essay could also be perceived
as composed of plateaus instead of terminated chapters.
***
In my view, the epistemological figure of the plateau also promises to offer new
perspectives on the discourse on hysteria that might overcome the limitations
of both, Psychoanalysis and Queer Theory: Is hysteria only a woman’s disease
or could it also become a man’s disease, or the disease of the powerless and
silenced? Are the ‘hysterical questions’ and topics, for example the questions
about sexual identity, about the body et cetera only women’s questions? Elaine
Showalter notes: “We might answer that the despised hysterics of yesteryear
45
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have been replaced by the feminist radicals of today, by contemporary women
artists and poets, and by gay activists.” For Showalter, hysteria is not just the
disease of women and could also be linked to questions of race and suppression.48
Within the feminist discourse on hysteria there is another aspect that can be
read together with queer perspectives: It seems that the subversive moments in
the discourse of the hysteric, which are the mimetic, the fluid et cetera – aspects
that, following Luce Irigaray and Hélène Cixous, challenge the predominant
expectations on femininity, masculinity, identity and sexuality – found their
way into Queer Theory. Within the feminist discourses of the 70s the hysteric
was the figure of the burlesque, the liar. The hysteric radically questioned – and
still questions – the status of the woman as object, she reclaims herself as the
subject of ‘femininity’ and, so to speak, of ‘her illness’. The hysteric is thus an
artificial character. She performs, as Christina von Braun puts it, fantasies of
femininity. A similar figure can be found today in queer drag-performances.
As Judith Butler explains:
“To claim that all gender is like drag, or is drag, is to suggest that ‘imitation’
is at the heart of the heterosexual project and its gender binarisms, that
drag is not a secondary imitation that presupposes a prior and original
gender, but that hegemonic heterosexuality is itself a constant and
repeated effort to imitate its own idealizations.”49
As Butler explains, drag performances imitate gender and illustrate the “imitative
structure of gender itself ”.50 Drag as gender parody demonstrates furthermore
that there is no original: “the parody is of the very notion of an original.”51
In addition, for Butler, gender is a performance, which is falsely naturalized.
Similar to von Braun’s hysterics who perform “fantasies of femininity”, Butler
understands gender identification as constituted by a fantasy. Both the hysterics
and the drag kings and queens criticize naturalized or essentialist gender identities.
For Luce Irigaray and Hélène Cixous – and this is part of the hysteric’s
discourse – woman is the one to come, the one not yet existing within the
order of patriarchy, the one to be never fixed, always remaining fluid in her
identity. Queer Theory also criticizes identities and identity politics, it argues for
a transgression of identities, or thinking identities without an essence. Similar
to Irigaray’s and Cixous’ notion of the woman to come, David Halperin writes
about queer:
48
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“Queer is by definition whatever is at odds with the normal, the legitimate,
the dominant. There is nothing in particular to which it necessarily refers.
It is an identity without an essence. ‘Queer’ then, demarcates not a
positivity but a positionality vis-à-vis the normative … (Queer) describes
a horizon of possibility whose precise extent and heterogeneous scope
cannot in principle be delimited in advance.”52
Queer Theory as well as a queering perspective within psychoanalysis do not
aim to resolve the ‘great riddle of the sex’, they keep the questions on sexuality,
desire and identity on an open plateau, just as hysterics do.
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