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Matthew Barney, Cremaster 5, 1997.
If Gender is Becoming-woman, is the End of Man at Stake?

by Kristen Raizada

“In the ‘Western’ sense, the end of man is at stake.”

​  -- Donna Haraway

In a post-structuralist world that is not fond of binary systems, the “end of man” insinuates a number of possibilities ranging from the paradigm shifts of feminism to intersex to cyborg, but what really makes man an endangered species in the 21st century? In her enlightening text, Sexing the Body, Anne Fausto-Sterling makes a cautionary argument regarding sexual determination and the possibilities that should not be predetermined during embryonic development in an effort to “correct” intersexuality, even before it happens.
 Taking a biological approach, she exposes gender as too complex to encase in a binary system, and adamantly opposes surgical alterations that perpetuate the two-sex system.
  According to Fausto-Sterling, if the general populous were to accept bodily differences and resist medical surveillance, the binary system could ultimately expand from two to three to five to infinite possibilities.
 This seems plausible regarding sexual differentiation, but how does it resolve the gender divide?  What role should anatomy play if the question of gender identity is at stake?  As she admitted in her text, her argument is limited by its reliance on anatomy and disregard of social behavior, thus, the variation of sexual difference to a five-sex system does not mean the concept of gender would disappear.
  My concern is that when gender simply propagates it still requires a label, and when we regress to labeling, we surrender to old systems. If the “end of man” is truly at stake, gender needs to be rethought from a perspective that resists taming, regulating and classifying, and allows gender to flow, mutate and crossover the boundaries of the body.  Gender should be allowed to behave, or perhaps misbehave, in order to result in infinite convergences; thus, I suggest that gender supervene Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of becoming.  Becomings do not result in a foreclosed state; they deny a holistic self.  Becomings create an identity built of layers of actions, perceptions and variations cultivated by a constant flow of life.
 For the length of this essay, I would like to test the Deleuzian theory of becoming to determine if it is sufficient enough to rattle the two-sex system.

The perceived danger of this approach is that Deleuze requires us to terminate our invested relationship with Freudian logic with man as a being bounded by death and life.  Contrary to Freud, Deleuze and Guattari advocate a philosophical departure from phallocentric thinking that requires us to think other than being.
  Freud defined life and desire around pre-given forms that attribute becoming to some being, hence our long-standing perception that human bodies are stable points of identity ready for social organization and coding. The typical interpretation, or misinterpretation, is that a becoming is a series of actions and transformations in effort to reach an end goal.
  In regards to gender, it is generally assumed that this predetermined destination is the “making of a man” with all actions pointed towards becoming a moral human being, with any deviation labeled perverse.  Deleuze and Guattari propose a body without organs, by contrast, they argue that life exists apart from beings, which would make Freud’s oedipal journey towards the formation of man null and void. 
   In terms of gender, Deleuze and Guatarri require us to think becoming-woman as an anti-oedipal approach that detaches itself from man, and signifies a transformation of consciousness.  It is a theory beyond the body, hence, it prevents the body from social organization and coding.
  

Instead of being a stable point of identity, the body is torn away from the organism, which organizes the organs, and the body becomes a receptacle through which gender passes, thus, making gender nomadic.
  Becomings do not desire a foreclosed state, but instead are on a quest for new lines of flight that send us spinning and spiraling in unexpected directions without fixing.
  A body without organs creates a “thousand tiny” genders that flow across boundaries, which means we have entered the world of Matthew Barney.
  Through his cinematic visions, Barney presents a world of becoming that quickly endangers the binary system. 
Cremaster, the title of Barney’s film series, is also the anatomical word for the muscle that controls the elevation and descension of the testicles. By foregrounding such a loaded term, Barney has been criticized for advocating a Freudian world drenched in masculinity, but the title is deceptive.  Critics have interpreted Barney’s work as a reinstatement of the male artist-hero for its high-budget excess and eroticized concepts of masculinity, and why not?  By all accounts, Barney fits the status of “real man” with a biographical score that includes super model, Yale alum, Guggenheim star and romantic coupling with Icelandic pop star Bjork.  Ostensibly, he has ushered in the return of the male heroic model at the close of the 20th century, but to analyze his work from this perspective is to surrender to old systems and socially code Barney’s cinematic visions, leaving us to precariously rely on the binary.  So how can the heroic male artist return without being perceived as a threat? On the heels of feminism, queer theory and post-colonial studies, how does a white male artist like Barney even begin to investigate gender?  I believe the concept of masculinity simply becomes a platform that Barney uses to launch an investigation into gender. 

The five-segment Cremaster series maps five stages of embryonic development with the descent towards sexual differentiation as the conceived goal, but upon closer inspection Barney’s embryonic mapping closely mirrors Deleuze’s theory of becoming.  Cremaster is a complex flow of actions, perceptions and gender variations.  Neither the character zones nor the creation of the films follows a sequential plot or logical order, but takes off in “lines of flight” creating multiplicitous encounters; therefore, any emphasis on the “making of a man” dissolves away as the viewer witnesses the characters’ struggle to resist their anatomical destiny.  This is made visually evident throughout the films and is best seen in the concluding segment, Cremaster 5.  The main character, the Magician Houdini, can no longer escape his biological destiny, and, thus, ultimately descends as male, but the scene is not emancipatory.  It is not a celebration, but a visual sequence soaked in sorrow that closes with Houdini shackled in chains, symbolically harnessed in a fixed identity that restricts him from further moments of becoming. 

Throughout the series, individual moments of potential override the audience’s natural inclination to organize the becomings into the “making of a man,” placing the viewer on a Deleuzian trajectory as opposed to the Freudian. The critical moments in Barney’s films do not create a logical sequence leading the viewer to the fixed term, but rather the crux centers on the individual scenes of struggle and transformation that the characters endure. For instance, Cremaster 4 opens with the Loughton Candidate, a red-haired, yet-to be-gendered satyr dressed in a white Edwardian suit – in his description alone this is a world freed from binate traps – who is anticipating four curved horns that represent his full maturity.  The fixed term is the set of horns symbolizing manhood, which serve as a physical receptacle for the becoming, but their acquisition is not Barney’s primary focus.  The viewer is denied the opportunity to see the horns develop to fruition, but instead witnesses a journey – the becoming – that begins with tap dancing and so the flow begins.  Housed off the coast of the Isle of Man in the Queen’s Pier, the Candidate begins to endlessly tap dance in the same spot on the floor until he creates an erosion large enough to send him plunging into the ocean water below [hitting “bottom]. Once submerged under water, he traverses the ocean floor until he reaches land, at which point he burrows into a narrow, viscous tunnel. He, then, maneuvers through the tunnel towards the center of the island where he will reach full maturity.
  

By using time-based film, Barney makes the audience privy to the idea of becoming as the camera traces the nodular walls of the canal and his traversal over each protuberance.  He does not diminish the time involved in the struggle, but allows the audience to experience every tortuous moment of contortion.  The viewer becomes invested in the process of transformation, with the end result neither a matter of making the becoming a reality, nor an evolution towards becoming male.  In A Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze and Guattari write, “Becoming produces nothing other than itself….What is real is the becoming itself, the block of becoming, not the supposedly fixed terms through which that which becomes passes.”
 Barney creates a series of obstacles that deny total resolution, and the screen goes blank, thus leaving the Candidate and audience with only the becoming.
  In a Deleuzian manner, the Loughton Candidate’s body is torn away from organism, and instead explores a transformation of consciousness that is averse to signifiers that bind the body.

In the Cremaster series, gender is nomadic. The trajectory of sexual development hovers in a realm of potential before sexual differentiation occurs; what surfaces as important is not the “making of a man,” but the in-between stages of becoming – the struggles and movements that take us to an elsewhere near a transformation of consciousness.
  He illustrates a system that resists taming, regulation, and classifying and allows gender to pass through the body without articulation.  As seen with the Loughton Candidate, if the becoming is the reality and cannot be organized to create a socially coded organism, is the end of man at stake?  If gender is a flow of becomings, a continual state of transformations that pass through the body without fixing, can the concepts of masculinity and femininity overlap so completely as to unravel the binary system?
  Would this overlap result in differences within difference?  Thinking Deleuze is to think: “The body is the body. Alone it stands. And is in no need of organs,” to which he adds:  “…how can we unhook ourselves from the points of subjectification that secure us?”
   The danger is not that the end of man is at stake; the true danger lies in the end of becomings.
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