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Preface
The present report is the result of a project I completed during my one-year 
tenure as visiting scholar at the Centre for Gender Research, Uppsala Univer-
sity (July 2005–June 2006). At the outset, the project was to be comprised 
of discussions on biology originating in both the cultural and natural sciences, 
and it was therefore called “Gender Studies and Genetics – Controversies, 
Convergences and Potential Alliances.” Starting from the encounter between 
biological theories of sex and feminist theories, my aim was to elucidate the 
nature/culture dichotomy. This was not how things turned out. One year is 
not such a long time (although I did apply to various agencies for funding to 
continue the project a while longer), and I have contented myself with in-
vestigating only one side of the dichotomy: gender studies. During the next 
few years, we will have the opportunity to study what happens in the en-
counter between cultural and natural scientific perspectives on gender within 
the framework of a new research program: Nature/Culture Boundaries and 
Transgressive Encounters. Donna Haraway wrote that she does not believe the 
difference between the approaches of the social and natural sciences is as great 
as is often portrayed. Instead she sees a single, common episteme. I agree, and 
I believe it is important to critically reflect on the limitations and possibili-
ties of one’s own discipline and other disciplines. The content of the present 
report is an attempt to take stock of where Swedish gender research stands 
today on issues related to the gendered body. I would like to thank my inter-
viewees, who so generously shared with me their inspiring thoughts. I can say, 
without exaggerating, that I left every interview with a feeling of having been 
enlightened: “Aha!” I also wish to thank everyone who took the time to read 
and constructively criticize my report. Particular thanks go to Maria Eriksson, 
Maja Larsson and Martha Blomqvist.  

Tora Holmberg
Researcher and Programme Coordinator at the Centre for Gender Research
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1. Getting started

What actually constitutes ”the biological” in gender research? This is what 
Lynda Birke asked in the anthology Debating Biology (2004), and this is what 
I am asking here. We could say, somewhat incisively, that the theoretical an-
swers to questions about corporeality and biology have shifted from depicting 
it as something the social can transgress (de Beauvior) to depicting the bio-
logical as a result of the social (Butler). Moreover, today there are discussions 
about a kind of mix – about the biological being one process among others, 
thus not something static (Fausto-Sterling). Others do not refer to biology, 
but instead choose to talk about material-semiotic figuration when pointing 
out that the boundaries are arbitrary (Haraway) In more explanatory terms, we 
could say that the question of gender research’s relationship to ”the biological” 
is strongly connected to issues concerning nature/culture and the sex/gender 
distinction, and to the increased interest in the body and embodiment, which 
began in the early 1990s. I have asked how gender scholars, in their research 
practices, relate to the social/biological distinction and, by extension, to the 
nature/culture dichotomy. What explanatory models are used? What are the 
problems associated with different approaches? What debates can we discern 
in the area of gender theory? To find out more about these questions, I have 
carried out an investigation – from a science studies perspective – of influential 
gender scholars in Sweden.
 The purpose of my project is to elucidate the prerequisites, starting points, 
premises and potential opportunities of the nature/culture dichotomy from 
the perspective of Swedish gender research and gender theory. Starting from 
nature/culture issues, in general, and biological/social and sex/gender issues, in 
particular, I have studied concrete gender research projects, conducted in the 
humanities, medicine and social sciences, by interviewing prominent scholars 
in Sweden who have shown an interest in the nature/culture dichotomy. I have 
also analyzed their scholarly works.

a bit about methods…
To conduct the study, I selected and read relevant publications written by the 
researchers whom I was interested in talking to. Based on these readings, I 
then formulated concrete interview questions for each researcher that I added 
to a more general interview guide. A total of twelve interviews with gender 
scholars were carried out. The interviews dealt with the subject matter of each 
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scholar’s research and publications, focusing on nature/culture issues: possible 
problems and possible solutions. The interviews were conducted from autumn 
2005 to spring 2006, by me and at the researchers’ respective workplaces. 
They were audio-taped and transcribed, and thereafter sent to the intervie-
wees to be read through and approved. The interviewees had the opportunity 
to make changes and deletions as they saw fit, though few did so. In this study, 
the interviewees are not anonymous, because the method is based on a com-
bined analysis of each scholar’s interview material and scientific works. These 
circumstances were made clear both in writing, when I contacted the re-
searchers about the interview, and verbally before the interview began. Having 
previously worked with anonymous interviews with researchers (Holmberg, 
2005a), I know by experience that some may prefer non-anonymous inter-
views and that there are many methodological advantages to non-anonymity. 
None of the present interviewees questioned this design, and none chose not 
to participate for this reason (one person declined the invitation to participate 
for personal reasons). 
 In selecting participants, it was important to identify gender research that 
related in different ways to the question of the material or biological, gendered 
body. Thus, this was not about finding research that was ”positive” or ”negative” 
in attempting to reconcile the nature/culture dichotomy, but instead about 
obtaining a broad sample of research relating to the issue in varying ways. In 
making my selection, I also aimed at dispersion across different subject areas 
and theoretical perspectives, and I sought out prominent and influential Swed-
ish gender scholars. This means that most of the interviewees are professors 
in their respective disciplines, and two hold professorial chairs in gender stud-
ies. The scholars whose publications I read and whom I later interviewed are 
briefly presented in Interviewees.
 The present sample is in no way comprehensive. There are a number of 
limitations that I will discuss. First, all the interviewees are women. This is not 
so remarkable, however, given that women predominate in gender research. 
Even more senior gender scholars tend to be women. I had considered two 
men, but one was dropped owing to his field of study and the other did not re-
spond to my email. In this case, I do not believe ”gender” matters with respect 
to the results, as influential male gender scholars often work with masculinity 
studies. Thus, the present sample comprises established gender research, of 
which neither critical masculinity research nor, for that matter, queer studies 
form an integral part. Not including representatives from the latter disciplines 
may be the present sample’s greatest limitation. As will later become clear, the 
poststructuralist focus of queer studies often constitutes the antithesis of how 
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”good gender research” is constructed by the interviewees. Yet some masculin-
ity research is also called into question, therefore it would have been interest-
ing to get a picture of this area from the inside. On any account, we can say 
that the present sample, despite these limitations, most likely represents a 
cross section of established, Swedish gender studies. 

… and theory
One important source of inspiration for my project has been the work of Eve-
lyn Fox Keller and her perspective on the relationship between the researcher/
subject and that which is being studied (1991). According to her, the research 
object is, purely materially, the co-producer of a language and a way of seeing. 
This idea goes beyond what sociologists of science usually talk about, namely 
that it is language that controls the scientific gaze.

Of course, the particular effectiveness of scientific metaphors depends not only on available 

social resources but also on the technical and natural resources that are available. Language 

does not simply construct reality. (Keller, 1995: XIII)

What Keller is saying here is that reality cannot simply arise through language. 
Natural objects are the co-producers of their own designation. Nature cannot 
be named ”out of existence” (Keller, 1989, cited in Bryld & Lykke, 2001: 30). 
Here, Keller is talking about natural science and how the technical apparatus 
enables a relationship to the object. My idea, however, is that this perspective 
can also be applied to the questions of interest in the present project. This is 
then a matter of two different dimensions: First and foremost, I am interested 
in how the interviewees, the gender scholars, can be seen as being affected by 
the ”objects” they study. Proximity to corporeality and violence can influence 
the researcher, changing her outlook, concepts and theory. The second dimen-
sion concerns applying these and other insights from natural science studies 
to studies of one’s own discipline. To this end, I have found inspiration in the 
Anglo-Saxon school of thought, which focuses on scientific norms, categoriza-
tions and marking of boundaries (e.g., Thomas Gieryn, Susan Leigh Star, Steve 
Woolgar, Karin Knorr-Cetina). Common to these scholars is the idea that sci-
ence is just one cultural field among many – a field that can be studied using 
more or less anthropological methods. 
 The present project is further tied to cultural science studies, which stress 
the importance of seeing the researcher as situated in a context if we are to 
understand the knowledge being produced. Here I am thinking primarily of 
Donna Haraway and her highly influential work, which concerns the idea that 
no researcher can be omniscient: We all have only ”partial visions” (1991). Fur-
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thermore, we as researchers always ”see” and ”hear” from a specific location; 
we are situated in time and space. In my own case, this is about an awareness 
that I do not claim to be taking a traditional anthropological approach to the 
field of gender. I am already standing with one leg in the gender studies culture 
and, thus, share with my interviewees a number of symbols in the shape of his-
toriography, concepts and language. I have also discussed and problematized 
gender scholars’ relationship to the biological in various contexts (Holmberg, 
2005a, 2005b, 2005c), which makes me an actor (however marginal) in the 
area – an actor with arguments that several of the interviewees were familiar 
with and alluded to in the interview situation. Nonetheless, I still feel I can 
in some way lift the lid off the ”black box” of gender research: the biological 
body. I will do this with the invaluable help of my interviewees. We are all co-
investigators in our discussions of biology. For this reason, I would say that the 
present analysis was actually carried out by 13 gender scholars.
 One reservation: It has been my intention to make the interviewees co-
investigators and co-authors in my project – bringing forward their voices and 
giving them plenty of space. But the reader should keep in mind that they 
have not been involved in writing this report: I have used their contributions 
and placed them in a new context. There are also ethical problems associated 
with reproducing long interview excerpts. Although the interviewees have ap-
proved presentation of such excerpts, the conversational language used in an 
interview can make the speaker’s ideas seem incomplete. This applies not least 
to my own contributions to the interviews. My questions can be embarrass-
ingly unclear, at times bordering on the incomprehensible. Yet spoken lan-
guage is always seeking something – it moves back and forth in time and along 
different lines of reasoning. Moreover, it is thanks to the improvised nature 
of (spoken) language that opportunities and space for conversation arise. The 
reader should therefore view the excerpts as the interpretations they actually 
are: fragments of spoken language extracted from an ongoing dialogue, placed 
in a new context and thus functioning as catalysts for new dialogues.

organization
How, then, have I set about presenting this exciting, but also ”tricky” interview 
material? It is tricky owing especially to how pressured individual researchers 
as well as the entire field has been during recent years, both within academia 
and in the media. I have not wanted to play into the hands of gender research 
critics, but instead my intention has been to contribute to the discussion on 
this subject within gender studies. Those wishing to use this report to support 
the notion that gender scholars are unaware or dismissive of issues concerning 
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the biological body are bound to fail. On the contrary, what emerges here is a 
multifaceted, insightful and very much ongoing discussion of biology.
 The point of departure of my report is the interview material, which natu-
rally results in the emergence of a certain type of narrative. It follows the 
chronology of the interview to some extent, in that I open with the topic 
”constructing oneself as a gender scholar.” This first chapter presents the in-
terviewees’ backgrounds as (women) political actors and attempts to pinpoint 
certain norms found in gender studies as they are expressed in the interviews. 
Interdisciplinary dilemmas are also discussed. Chapter 1 can be read as a 
background to the two subsequent chapters. Chapter 2, ”The boundaries of 
gender research,” deals with a number of conceptual and theoretical areas of 
tension. One tension is that existing between sex and gender, another that 
arising between two undesirable positions: radical constructivism, on the one 
hand, and essentialism, on the other. A hybrid, or ”third way,” emerges, and 
I outline what is said to constitute this third position. In Chapter 3, ”Gender 
studies dialogues,” I follow up on this topic, and the notion of a ”third way” is 
challenged. I accomplish this by revealing a number of transgressions between 
the natural and cultural sciences, with a focus on biology and gender studies. 
I then conclude by discussing my findings, emphasizing the difficulty of pin-
pointing the biological, and the interdisciplinary challenges and dilemmas as 
well as blind spots of gender research.
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2. Constructing oneself as a gender   
   scholar

Since beginning my work as a guest researcher at the Centre for Gender Re-
search in Uppsala, I have done a great deal of thinking about disciplinary iden-
tity and my identity as a scholar. What causes me, in one context, to remind 
people that I am a sociologist (of science), for instance while teaching or at cof-
fee breaks, while in other contexts I stress my qualifications as a gender scholar 
(e.g., during the interviews presented here)? My reasons for contemplating this 
issue are related to the confusion one can feel when working at an interdisci-
plinary center: Who, or rather what, am I? They also derive from the fact that 
gender studies is a relatively new discipline, which itself is interdisciplinary in 
nature: What is gender studies (see, e.g., Thurén, 2003)? When all is said and 
done, however, this is about constructing one’s own scholarly identity in an in-
terplay with others. This occurs both in direct encounters (such as interviews) 
and in publications: The researcher refers to others who have inspired her or 
from whom she wishes to dissociate herself. Through her use of concepts and 
her narration, she cites and subscribes herself to various traditions (see, e.g., 
Latour, 1987). In this section, I will present several topics that are directly tied 
to the topic of the gender scholar identity. Yet by asking who the gender scholar 
is, we are also asking what gender research is and, thereby, capturing the norms 
and culture of gender studies: What constitutes good gender research?

how I became gender conscious
To get the interviews started, I began by asking the interviewee about her 
identity as a gender scholar, her academic background, but also what she calls 
herself today if someone asks what she is. Here, philosopher Ulla Holm talks 
about how she became interested in gender issues:1

1  Some instructions for reading the excerpts: I have transcribed the interviews verbatim, but 
edited them somewhat. For instance, I have sometimes left out filler words (e.g., ”you know”, 
”like”), which are used in spoken language but serve no purpose in written language. I have also 
”doctored” the text to make it more readable (inserted punctuation marks, construed sentences), 
without losing its character as speech – rather a difficult balance to strike. Pauses are marked 
with three periods, longer pauses with [pause]. […] means that parts of the statement have been 
cut out, because they were irrelevant to the topic or personal in nature. Underlining indicates 
strong emphasis. [ ] means the speaker was interrupted. I have numbered each line to facilitate 
reading.
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1: T: Well. If you think back in time a little, look in the rear-view mirror, can you remember 

2: what got you interested in feminist philosophy in particular?

3: U: Yes, it’s, it’s pretty clear, because even in the basic class, the introductory class

4: in philosophy […] we still see the world through Euclidean glasses. And then 

5: I thought, and I felt that this philosophy that, the examples they used that

6: a completely different world than I had with small children, than I had at home […] And 

7: I got, got this thing they call etheric vision, that there are two outlooks on the world, one

8: female and one male and when we enter academia, we learn to see the world

9: through men’s eyes.

10: T: Uh huh.

11: U: These… etheric visions are the things that later wake you up, when you 

12: sober up [laughs]. But it’s not that easy, but then I thought, then I felt that I

13: this is what I want to write about, especially because it was so far away from the world

14: I encountered in everyday life. (Interview with Ulla Holm: 2)

As we see in the excerpt, it was experiences from family life, the private 
sphere, that somehow conflicted with experiences from academia: They were 
so ”far away” (line 13). The lack of philosophical theories about the things 
Holm was experiencing in everyday life, among them motherhood, eventu-
ally brought her to this field of research. For many of the interviewees, one 
common theme was that the clash between personal experiences and feminist 
political involvement, on the one hand, and academic work and theoretical 
shortcomings, on the other, had compelled them to radically change their own 
perspectives. This plot is also something we recognize from general historical 
accounts of how feminist research and gender studies emerged in the wake 
of the feminism of the 1970s (see, e.g., Eduards, 2002; Gemzöe, 2005). Psy-
chologist Eva Magnusson tells a similar story:

1: T: Do you remember how you got interested[

2: E:]yes, oh yes.

3: T: in gender issues?

4: E: It was completely personal… very personal experiences… 

5: that really originated in the body. When I had children, I had two children at

6: the beginning of the 70s, and you were supposed to have babies and manage and you were 

7: supposed to breastfeed and take care, then I really felt that, wow, I can really feel it 30 years 

8: ago.

9: T: Uh huh [laughs]

10: E: […] And at the same time I was a researcher in psychophysiology, so I had these  

11: two worlds that really didn’t go together after a while. That’s when I quit working at the 

12: psychology department in Uppsala. So in my case, my work as a gender scholar,
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13: or earlier in women’s studies, is less theoretical and more, well now it’s theoretical 

14: but still, my starting point was very personal… experience. Experiences

15: T: Uh huh, experiences. (Interview with Eva Magnusson: 2)

Here, bodily and personal experiences of childbirth and breastfeeding are 
given a decisive role (”completely”, line 4) in explaining her change in re-
search focus from psychophysiology to gender studies. Research and the pri-
vate sphere were too much a part of ”two worlds that really didn’t go together 
after a while” (line 11). Several of the other interviewees also told about how 
they changed their focus or discipline or became interested in feminist theory 
by seeking sources of inspiration in countries where feminist research was 
more advanced, such as in Norway or the US. They did all this to achieve bet-
ter harmony between their political experiences and their academic activi-
ties. Others described a much more haphazard journey. For instance, human 
geographer Irene Molina told how she more or less stumbled over the field of 
gender studies after gaining access to critical literature (which was not easy 
in the then dictatorial Chile), which allowed her to see her research through 
Marxist glasses. Marxism as a way into feminist research is a theme other 
interviewees related to as well. Still others mentioned how it was primarily 
their political work within the academic world (e.g., involvement in the As-
sociation of Women Scientists in Stockholm or another women’s association) 
that caused them to open their eyes to feminist research in their own respec-
tive disciplines.
 Through their narratives about what has been, the interviewees create a 
meaning and context for what has happened. We can discern a certain dis-
tance to what they were ”then,” for example through how they laugh at certain 
radical or socialistic feminist expressions used during the 1970s and through 
their emphasis on difference: Things aren’t the same ”now.” In this way, by 
means of their narratives, the interviewees create a picture of who they are as 
gender scholars today. As we will see below, their backgrounds in feminist and 
other political movements in many cases influence how they now talk about 
doing gender research.

good gender research
To look at how the interviewees define their research and their position as a 
scholar, I asked them about their views on gender research in general. What 
characterizes good gender research and vice versa: How does one know when 
research is poor? Sociologist Johanna Esseveld provided a vivid and representa-
tive picture of what comprises good gender research:



15

1: J: So, what have I said? One thing is craftsmanship, another is to pose a challenge 

2: but the third thing is that you reflect on what you’ve arrived 

3: at, that you can look critically at what you’ve done and in that way contribute to further 

4: development. And then of course it’s about relating to what others have 

5: written, that there’s honesty in relation to other people, that you don’t take away when it, for 

6: instance when I’m inspired by someone whose work I’m reading, that I don’t make out that 

7: they, that they were my ideas.

8: T: Right. This is also related to honesty and transparency.

9: J: Yes. But I also think that research, to me it’s still something that’s partly 

10: political, it should also promote a wider understanding outside academia, that 

11: you… well, for instance sometimes write articles that are a little more like popular science, 

12: that you’re out there trying to tell about what you’ve found out and… how you think

13: you can influence things, like we did when I worked with the trade unions. 

14: T: Uh huh. (Interview with Johanna Esseveld: 8)

Here, good craftsmanship, challenging existing knowledge, honesty and re-
flexivity are presented as criteria for good research. Yet in addition to these 
traditional scientific norms, good research is also ”still something that’s partly 
political” (lines 9-10). ”Still” is an interesting marker here. It indicates that 
this research was previously more political, but today has lost part of its ability 
to ”influence” (line 13).
 Versatility, flexibility and relevance emerged as overall catchwords in the 
interviewees’ constructions of good gender research, which should be critical, 
self-reflexive. Moreover, many claimed, in accordance with Esseveld, that good 
gender research should be politically impassioned. Several said, for example, 
that it is the nature of gender and feminist research to be controversial: If it’s 
no longer controversial, then it’s not good.  A critique also emerged, implying 
that use of the concept of gender per se may have led to non-controversiality – 
that feminist research tends to lose its lucidity when it, in the name of gender 
studies, does not dare to tackle questions of power and to discuss reality in 
certain terms. Yet another opinion was also expressed: Perhaps it is the neutral 
nature of the concept of gender that has enabled researchers to succeed in af-
fecting and changing things in a number of areas. Coupled to the notion that 
good gender research should be empirically based and politically useful is the 
sometimes-expressed criticism that research is too abstract and too theoreti-
cally driven:

1: T: I thought of something completely different that’s actually a fairly tricky question because 

2: it’s a bit general, but what do you think characterizes, in your opinion what characterizes 

3: good gender research?
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4: I: [pause] That it’s empirically based, I think, that it’s political in the sense that  

5: it problematizes the questions we’re interested in. 

6: T: Uh huh.

7: I: And that it isn’t… too abstract, and it should be connected to the empirical, it 

8: can certainly be theoretical but the theory and the empirical data have to come together. 

9: Theory has no intrinsic value, and I really think that more recent postmodern

10: uh, gender research that’s so very theoretical it’s been difficult for me to 

11: relate to, because I always want to impose some kind of empirical, or some kind of question.

(Interview with Inger Lövkrona: 9)

Like the previous interviewee, ethnologist Inger Lövkrona considers that gen-
der research should be politically relevant and empirically based. But Lövkro-
na also puts her finger on another general tendency when she says, ”the theory 
and the empirical data have to come together” (line 8). The essence of the 
above excerpt is that theory is important, but has no intrinsic value. One typi-
cal theme emerging in many of the interviews concerns what is considered im-
portant empirical research versus far too abstract theory, where poststructur-
alism becomes the symbol of the latter. This theme will be dealt with below, 
under the heading not being Butlerian. This norm emerges with perhaps more 
clarity when poor gender research is to be described: 

1: T: When do you know that something’s not good, poor gender research?

2: Y: [pause] Well, it’s sort of when you just, you just classify things, I think.

3: I think it’s a problem, it’s this new, or like it is in 

4: the field of history when people look at masculinity. It’s hard, it’s hard to get, 

5: get around, I mean how can you do research on the obvious? In the field of history the

6: actors with power have been men, and that has been part of the concept of being  

7: a man and of power, they go together. I mean, then what? And then you can see how this can 

8: acquire different… be expressed in different ways in different time periods, but… then what?

9: T: You mean, it doesn’t give any new[

10: Y:]no, there[

11: T: ]insights?

12: Y: no, I think that’s a problem, because on the one hand, it becomes very 

13: banal somehow, right. It’s banal. (Interview with Yvonne Hirdman: 9)

Here, historian Yvonne Hirdman mentions a certain type of masculinity re-
search, calling it ”banal” (line 13) in the sense that it points out the obvi-
ous and fails to contribute to anything new. A general skepticism regarding 
masculinity studies is expressed in several of the interviews. The point here 
is that such research in some cases lacks a power perspective and the will to 
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change gender relations. Thus, masculinity studies comes to symbolize a col-
orless and depoliticized current in contemporary Swedish gender studies. Ac-
cording to ethnologist Denise Malmberg, the advance of masculinity studies as 
a phenomenon should be problematized by the broader field of gender studies. 
She described how she, in various contexts (her dissertation on menstrua-
tion and her ongoing disability research), has had to defend the fact that her 
research is ”only” on women. She gave as an example an interview conducted 
by a journalist: 

1: D: Yes. Then I said that it’s related to how I formulate my question. Because if I 

2: had formulated it differently I’d have been forced to interview men. 

3: But you see, ordinarily, if you only interview women then you have to explain 

4: yourself, but you don’t have to if it’s only with men. It’s problematic so to  

5: speak that you’re a women’s scholar, but it’s not at all problematic to say you’re

6: a men’s scholar. On the contrary. And today, a men’s scholar can say I focus on

7: men, I’m not the least interested in women, it’s completely legitimate. And that 

8: I think that’s an interesting development. What makes us accept all this about 

9: masculinity studies, men’s studies, and particularly in these environments?

10: T: Uh huh. 

11: D: And you can also see… there are many women taking these 

12: courses. And, I’m not sure if you were part of these discussions, they’re still 

13: occurring, an important reason for not allowing it to be called women’s research, or  

14: women’s studies, was precisely that this would exclude men. 

15: T: Right. (Interview with Denise Malmberg: 18)

According to the above excerpt, by analogy with the potential for one-sided-
ness in women’s studies, men’s studies should include the relationship between 
the genders, not merely the category of men.
 Like the others quoted here, Nina Lykke also felt that the will to work 
toward change is an important ingredient in gender studies, and in line with 
Hirdman, she pointed out how important it is that good gender research actu-
ally make an impact on established gender theory: 

1: T: Exactly. Good gender research, what is that?

2: N: […] so I think good gender research, because in the

3: first place I think that, that it’s… research that works for change […] 

4: creates more equality, more democracy, more sustainable development. You see, all these 

5: things, in the sense that it’s naturally very political research, but at the same time 

6: I feel it should be research that so to speak meets scientific 

7: criteria. And when I say scientific criteria, then I also mean that you 
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8: know the, know the theoretical and empirical traditions within every, that you 

9: know, you see, that you don’t just begin by treating gender as a concept, but that you know a 

10: good deal about the gender studies tradition, which builds on qualified research that’s been 

11: created. (Interview with Nina Lykke: 11-12)

It is interesting to note that Lykke is the only interviewee to bring up ”sus-
tainable development” (line 4) and democracy as aspects of the politically 
relevant goals of gender studies. Environmental issues are otherwise not very 
popular among established gender researchers in Sweden. In this case, sus-
tainability does not refer solely to the environment, but I nevertheless see 
how this statement diverges from the overall pattern. In accordance with the 
other interviewees, however, Lykke maintains that innovative and politically 
relevant research should also relate to the established gender studies tradition. 
In the continuation of this excerpt, Lykke advocates the closure of the gender 
scholar profession, referring to the Swedish Research Council’s grant applica-
tion routines. Just anyone should not be allowed to ”check the box for gender 
perspective” (see Ganetz, 2005) on the application form and get away with it, 
without being qualified in the area.
 Psychologist Eva Magnusson wrote a book on psychology and gender that 
is frequently used in undergraduate psychology courses (Magnusson, 2003). 
In the interview, referring to her book and other sources, she talked about 
other people’s experiences in psychological gender research, indicating that 
this area of research, which is often empiristic, is looked upon negatively by 
scholars from other parts of gender studies. When using the term ”empiris-
tic,” Magnusson is referring to a research tradition based on empirical reality 
rather than on theory. According to that tradition, a view of reality can, in 
principle, be achieved without any theoretical construct of that reality. Thus, 
what constitutes good gender research varies across disciplines, such that what 
is considered sound in psychology may not necessarily be acceptable in the 
broader field of gender research. At the same time, however, gender studies 
is interdisciplinary in nature, which, according to Magnusson, causes com-
munication problems. In this regard, she calls for a greater understanding of 
the different prerequisites of different disciplines, for example psychology and 
ethnology. Is it really the case that good gender research cannot be empiristic 
(cf. Krook, 2006)?
 As I mentioned in the above section on the interviewees’ backgrounds in 
various types of political work, it is here, according to their narratives, that 
their political commitment is integrated with norms for good gender research. 
It is certainly the case that these norms are expressed so clearly and unambigu-
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ously because they are being presented by a generation of women feminists 
who actually built up the field of gender studies in Sweden. They were the 
people who established the norms for gender research. One open question 
concerns the degree to which these norms are upheld by scholars who en-
tered the field during more recent years, thus who have no experience of the 
women’s movement of the 1970s, or for that matter the degree to which they 
are upheld by men working in gender studies.

going against the grain
One theme that recurred frequently in the interviews, often owing to my 
questions, concerned occasions on which the interviewees had been im-
peached on the basis of their research. Several talked about feeling a certain 
opposition from people in their main discipline – opposition that was silent 
and indirect in nature. Others did not perceive they had been called into 
question, neither for their research nor for their perspective. Interestingly 
enough, if we are to draw conclusions based on my limited data, it would 
seem to be easier to be a gender scholar in the humanities. However, working 
as a gender scholar is not perceived as uncontroversial in all disciplines, and 
conveying gender theory and the gender perspective to other researchers in 
one’s own discipline is not uncomplicated if one is working in psychology or 
medicine:  

1: T: Otherwise, is, is gender studies and feminist research a hot issue in

2: psychology?

3: E: I’d say that, for the most part, it isn’t an issue. That’s the major 

4: impression I get, and I think, that’s what many you know, now I’m not just thinking 

5: about Sweden, I have colleagues here and all over the world, and 

6: it’s often like that. There can be quarrels about it, so yes, it can be hot,

7: but most psychology departments tend to have this

8: centrifugal thing, so when you start getting interested in gender research then somehow it’s 

9: not psychology any more. (Interview with Eva Magnusson: 4)

Here I ask whether gender research is a hot issue. Naturally, ”hot” can be 
interpreted in several ways, and Magnusson interprets it in terms of a con-
troversy, indicating that it, on the contrary, ”isn’t an issue” (line 3) and that 
when you work with gender, “it’s not psychology any more” (lines 8-9). What 
we see here is a clear and fairly hopeless picture of the main discipline, which 
does not want to accept psychological gender research. If we add to this the 
picture from above, in which many gender scholars also do not accept psy-
chologists with a gender perspective, then we get an overall picture of gender 
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scholars in psychology who are not welcome anywhere.
 Physician Katarina Hamberg reported on her own experiences of being 
outside, or in between, both gender studies and medicine. Here I asked wheth-
er Hamberg’s use of the concept of gender has changed over time:

1: K: […]I think so. But it’s also some kind of, because it’s felt like 

2: I come into this from the medicine side… and I come in with this old 

3: discussion that social and biological factors go together in relation to illnesses, and

4: that a biopsychosocial view, that’s something you have to fight for, and I’ve noticed that  

5: you also have to do this within gender research, because most gender scholars, 

6: they only have a social perspective. And then they talk about biology in a special, well… 

7: in a particular way. And at the same time there are biology people who 

8: are just, who’ve never thought about social factors. So I’m on the outside regardless of which 

9: environment I[

10: T: ] in between

11: K: right, yes, I end up, or outside. I think that’s where I am, I have to like 

12: mark my territory in both places. I even have to mark my territory among gender scholars 

13: [pause] I don’t naturally fit in there because I’m in medicine.

14: T: What do you call yourself if someone asks? What would you say you were, what you 

15: work with?

16: K: You mean what I’d say I do research on? Well I say that I’m, that I 

17: am… I usually say I’m a district medical officer and assistant professor in family medicine 

18: but that I do research on gender issues in medicine. 

19: T: Okay. 

20: K: That’s how it is [pause] If I say gender researcher straight out, then I get a 

21: bit, then people wouldn’t understand that I’m a physician, because that’s not what you think.

22: It’s the same thing as when I say I’m a doctor on paper then they think 

23: that I’m a man, and if I say I’m a gender researcher then they think I’m in the humanities 

24: or social sciences. So I have to say I’m a gender researcher in medicine. 

25: [laughs] So people will know. (Interview with Katarina Hamberg: 5-6)

Here, as an interviewer, I am trying to understand the picture Hamberg ex-
presses by claiming that she is ”in between.” Yet, in response, she persists in 
saying that it isn’t a question of ”in between,” but of being ”outside”: she be-
longs neither among gender scholars (lines 12-13) nor among physicians (line 
21). Hamberg’s dilemma resembles the situation Eva Magnusson described 
as typical of that experienced by many psychologists. This must cause us to 
ask, self-critically, whether there exists a hierarchy within gender research, 
in which medical and psychological perspectives are seen as less interesting? 
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In her interview, Anne Hammarström shed light on such a possible hierar-
chy when she talked about a sort of asymmetry in her relationship to other 
gender scholars, who are more schooled in the humanities. I asked whether 
one problem with cross-disciplinary dialogues might be that people from 
the social sciences and humanities know very little about biological research. 
Hammarström stressed that, given that she and her colleagues in medicine 
read ”gender-oriented linguistic research,” then a general education for gen-
der researchers working in the humanities should also include reading several 
key works by feminist biologists or physicians. This experience of asymmetry 
was also manifested in her thoughts about why medical gender scholars are 
not automatically seen as resources in projects related to medicine, when the 
benefits of the reverse situation are portrayed as a matter of course (Interview 
with Anne Hammarström: 12). 
 What emerges from these different narratives is a picture of the complexity 
of the gender scholar’s identity, which involves paving the way for a gender per-
spective and/or for feminist awareness in one’s own discipline. In this regard, 
the interviewees alternately spoke about being strategic, not being too contro-
versial, and not scaring people away, while still being scientifically sharp and 
stressing how unscientific it is to ignore gender in research. The political, criti-
cal and questioning position has been the norm since establishment of the dis-
cipline – it has been included in the very identity of gender research: seeing two 
worlds and being able to express oneself based on another experience/body. 
On the other hand, this involves working on the frontlines of gender research (to 
steal a phrase from a special issue of the Swedish journal Sociologisk Forskning 
[Sociological Research]), with all this entails in terms of being critical, innova-
tive, self-reflexive and empirically based. Scholars relate to different norms for 
what gender studies is, and gender studies is represented as solidly anchored in 
the tradition of cultural theory. People coming from medicine or even psychol-
ogy are presented as a bit outside, somewhat marginalized. But experience has 
also shown that it is not always easy to cooperate even within the humanities 
and social sciences. The crux of it is that the scholar who goes against the grain, 
or who goes beyond certain norms – within her/his main discipline or position 
and work in gender research – can count on not being placed on the centerline. 
At the same time, we cannot disregard the fact that representing oneself as 
different and on the outside has certain paradoxical effects. The scholar who 
doesn’t really belong, who is doing controversial science, can also construct 
her-/himself and pass as innovative, right-minded, courageous and sharp. Being 
part of the establishment and acknowledging one’s position of power may not 
be so well suited to the story of the provocative feminist or gender scholar.
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summary
In this section, I have presented certain themes that stand out as central build-
ing blocks in the narratives about the gender scholar’s identity. Who is this 
gender scholar who emerges in the narratives? Ideal typically, her background 
is one of feminist political commitment, in or outside academia. Her class 
background is not often articulated, but her body is clearly gendered: It has 
given birth, entered a male academic world and experienced and interpreted 
this bodily. Her identity as a scholar is multifaceted: She presents herself as 
theoretically sharp, self-reflexive and empirically well grounded in politically 
important issues, while she also tends to be called into question in her own 
discipline owing to her gender, position or provocative interpretive perspec-
tive as well as within gender studies because she isn’t quite ”trendy” enough. 
We could choose to understand these narratives in terms of identity crises or 
role conflicts using, e.g., profession theory, social psychological theory, per-
formativity theory or role theory (see, e.g., Goffman, [1959] 2000). Here, 
however, I would like to talk about them in terms of academic boundaries and 
boundary positions (see, e.g., Bowker & Star, 1999; Gieryn, 1999; Thörnqvist, 
2006). One of the great advantages of gender studies, but also its curse, is its 
dual positioning as a single, yet at the same time interdisciplinary field. Thus, 
the gender scholar must consider the norms of her/his own discipline and 
those of gender research. He/she must keep up-to-date on, and hopefully be 
acknowledged by, both fields. Mette Bryld and Nina Lykke discussed a similar 
boundary position, that of a cultural scholar doing research on technology 
and science, and in this regard they also saw several advantages to occupying 
the role of ”implicated strangers” (Bryld & Lykke, 2001: 28; see also Latour, 
1999). One advantage they mentioned was the opportunity to communicate 
and create viable translations between different fields of research. Another 
was that this boundary position creates new ways of approaching reality and 
new openings in the scientific gaze. The disadvantages of the boundary posi-
tion have already been discussed above, including the constant feeling of being 
on the outside, of not belonging anywhere.
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3. The boundaries of gender research

One way of getting at scientific norms – in this case norms for gender studies 
– is to study scientific controversies. Such controversies need not be particu-
larly pronounced, although there have been and still are a number of rather 
pronounced controversies in the field. Several central controversies have been 
presented in the Swedish women’s studies journal Kvinnovetenskaplig Tidskrift, 
which for more than 25 years has served as a forum for Swedish gender re-
search. One early focus of conflict was the prolonged debate on the Swedish 
concept of gender and on the sex/gender distinction (Åsberg, 1998). Another 
conflict is between constructivism and essentialism, what is also called the 
sameness/difference debate (Gemzöe, 2005; Holm, 1995). A third and more 
recent debate concerns intersectionality (Lykke, 2003; Molina et al., 2005). In 
this section, I will analyze and problematize the boundaries of gender research 
by looking into contemporary tensions: What challenges these boundaries and 
how are they (re)established?

sex and gender
Naturally, the analytical distinction between sex and gender is of importance 
in this context. In Swedish, this distinction was first referred to as biological 
vs. social sex-roles, now sometimes referred to as kön vs. genus, something that 
has been discussed since the 1970s. The underlying idea is that whereas bio-
logical sex concerns two anatomically distinct and delimited sexes, the histori-
cal, cultural and social constructions of sex are not determinable in the same 
way. Yet Judith Butler (1990) seriously questioned the distinction between 
biological and social sex, and would come to say that biological sex is also 
characterized by contingent, situated and socially accepted differences and, 
thereby, can be seen as an additional construction. In parallel with this broad-
ening of ”culture,” a concept of gender was developed in Sweden, genus, that 
took the perspective of the societal and systematic separation, hierarchization 
and naturalization of sex (Hirdman, 1988). The analytical separation of sex 
and gender has been criticized for contributing to the ”black-boxing” of the 
biological, gendered body (Haraway, 1991: 197). It has also been criticized 
on the grounds that, in practice, it pays too much attention to biological dif-
ferences. For example, in Ekte kvinne? (Real Woman?), Eva Lundgren (2001) 
wrote that the sex/gender distinction per se could fuel the very thing we wish 
to avoid, namely a biologistic view of the body. Thus, by referring sex to the 
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biological sphere, we construct it as unchangeable and static (ibid.: 189, see 
also Lundgren, 1993). The concept of genus has also been criticized for being 
too heteronormative, which is why queer theorists have stressed the consti-
tutive role of sexuality in gender identity (Kulick, 2005; Rosenberg, 2002). 
With the entrance of the concept of intersectionality onto the research front, 
this criticism has broadened to more strongly than ever stress ethnicity/race 
and class, alongside sexuality, as important dimensions for understanding the 
constructions of gender (Lykke, 2003 & 2005; Mulinari & de los Reyes, 2005; 
Molina, 2004). At the same time, we can also say that this entire history 
of concepts, with its linguistic, theoretical and ideological differences, has 
caused some confusion – something felt particularly in the context of teach-
ing. Gender can be about identity and the interactional level (doing gender), 
but also about the societal level: gender as a system and structures. The con-
cept of genus can be a matter of cultural constructions of gender, but it can 
also refer to the somewhat narrower ”social” as opposed to ”biological.” In a 
similar way, the Swedish concept kön can include ”the biological” in contrast 
to the social, but can also transcend these contrasts and concern cultural con-
structions (Eriksson, 2005).2 
 What different understandings of gender can be found in the interview 
data? Physician Anne Hammarström mentioned that she often talks about sex 
when the biological aspects predominate, and gender when the social aspects 
predominate. According to her, it’s easier in English. In Swedish, she often 
uses könskonstruktioner (gender constructions) when talking about how kön is 
shaped by social and cultural processes (Interview with Anne Hammarström: 
4). Along a somewhat different line, sociologist Johanna Esseveld described 
how she, today, is interested in how kön is made into something biological: 

1: T: If you could talk a little bit about your project [Middle age, identity and the body 

2: from a gender perspective], how you came to work with these questions?

3: J: Well… I wrote my dissertation on middle-age women… and I, somehow, you could 

4: say, returned to… that project, but now with a completely different 

5: starting point. Earlier I was interested in individual biographies in 

6: societal change in some way, now I’m interested in this, uh… you could say 

7: gender, I’m interested in the kön/genus connection, but not by believing one is 

8: socially conditioned and the other biologically, and also not that both are only socially 

9: constructed. 

2  For a thorough overview of different translations of “gender” in the European context, see 
Braidotti, 2002. See also Bahovec and Hemmings (2004), on the problems involved in commu-
nicating such travelling concepts in gender research. 
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10: T: Uh huh. 

11: J: I’m interested in the… how they are constructed in some way, and why they 

12: are constructed as biological in some contexts and in what the biological is. 

(Interview with Johanna Esseveld: 2)

What Esseveld depicts above is a kind of metaperspective. She is interested 
in how sex and gender are constructed as separate categories and in ”what the 
biological is” (line 12). Inger Lövkrona reported a similar dissociation from 
biological sex, as an object of study, something outside:

1: T: You mostly use the concept of kön, from what I understand.

2: I: Yes.

3: T: But also… somewhat interchangeably with the concept of genus. 

4: I: I prefer to use it synonymously. 

5: T: Why do you do that?

6: I: […]I’ve tried to explain that I do, don’t work at all 

7: with biological aspects, and that’s why I can use kön and genus interchangeably. But I

8: think it might be confusing, though on the other hand you need some variation. I think 

9: it’s sufficient that I say from the outset, that when I talk about biological kön like I do in 

10: Violent men [in the anthology Murder, abuse and sexual 

11: assault], then I call it biological kön, and nothing else.

12: T: Okay.

13: I: But I agree that it’s confusing. 

14: T: Yeah, but then so is the entire conceptual apparatus [laughs].

15: I: Yes, it sure is, and I don’t feel very comfortable only using genus. 

16: T: No, it’s different traditions you’re subscribing to. 

(Interview with Inger Lövkrona: 3-4)

Biological sex is something Lövkrona doesn’t ”work at all with” (line 6-7), 
which is why it is logical to use kön and genus as essentially synonymous con-
cepts. This rather pragmatic attitude, expressed above, can be noticed in sev-
eral of the interviews. The notions that one needs to vary the language (line 
8), and therefore use the concepts synonymously, and that one can use either, 
as long as it is clear that biological sex is not the topic of discussion (lines 6-7), 
are examples of statements that recur in the interview data. Others, however, 
speak consistently of genus, in order to analyze sex as a cultural and social 
construction. Thus, among this sample of gender scholars, we see the entire 
spectrum of concept use. Some prefer to use genus in a consistent manner, oth-
ers prefer the concept of kön. Naturally, the concepts one uses are important 
to which tradition one subscribes to. At this point, however, I wonder what 
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it means when biological aspects are so clearly left outside the conceptual ap-
paratus. What does it mean for scientific gender analyses of corporeality? In 
other words, in what way do concepts mark the boundaries of scientific vision, 
and in what way is concept use of importance to which bodies we are able to 
see? These questions will be examined in the following section.

not being Butlerian
One theme I have analyzed as a part of positioning oneself as a gender scholar, 
and in relation to the norms of gender studies, concerns how we are to un-
derstand a material, biological body in an era so highly influenced by post-
structuralism. This, however, is hardly a new question. The first 1989 issue 
of Kvinnovetenskaplig Tidskrift, a Swedish women’s studies journal, published 
an article by Lena Gemzöe, Tove Holmqvist, Don Kulick, Britt-Marie Thurén 
and Prudence Woodford-Berger. Here, the authors discussed two concepts that 
were new to Sweden – genus and genus system – as well as the concepts’ origins 
in anthropological theory and their underlying assumptions. What struck me 
in their commentary was the issue of the biological. Is it the case that biological 
factors disappeared from view with the advent of the concept of genus, and has 
it become more or less ”taboo” to talk about biology and biological differences 
(Gemzöe et al., 1989: 46)? I would like to know Lena Gemzöe’s views on the 
climate of that discussion today: Is it still taboo? 

1: T: Is that something you agree with that it, or that you’d agree with today?

2: L: Lord, it’s really hard to say how things are today … But it’s probably… taboo, but I don’t 

3: know if it’s so strong, before everything was so much more polarized, there were so 

4: few voices.

5: T: Uh huh.

6: L: And there was, this is what everybody says, that now we finally have this difference of 

7: opinion and, between feminists in women’s studies, gender studies and outside, and 

8: before there was no disagreement and nothing, because then it was only about saying this 

9: thing and we couldn’t disagree because… so there was really only one voice. It was

10: well… yes, so that’s why the word was taboo. I’d say that now, now it isn’t taboo 

11: so now you can actually say all sorts of things, but on the other hand of course we’re not 

12: interested in biology in gender studies and we don’t know anything about biology and we 

13: haven’t found any way of relating gender to biology, so that’s how it is.

14: T: Right.

15: L: And it’s all happening again with queer you could say, it’s pretty much the same 

16: thing that it’s not possible to, I mean, queer theory is the same thing where people aren’t 

17: interested in the question of sexuality, how it’s connected to something that could be called 
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18: biology.

19: T: Uh huh.

20: L: So there is one answer to this, and of course that’s Butler’s framing of it, you see. 

21: And if you try to understand it in any other way, then maybe that’s also taboo 

22: because it’s a hot issue and it’s politically important. Well… I don’t know if there is any 

23: successful discussion, I don’t know if it’s possible. (Interview with Lena Gemzöe: 10)

Here, Gemzöe provides a certain criticism from within and calls attention 
to the fact that, even if we are more open to biology today, we still know 
nothing about it (line 12) and aren’t interested either (line 11-12). In this 
way, she points out an important question, namely how can we theorize about 
something ”that could be called biology” (lines 17-18) – something that we 
know nothing about and that we, by tradition, don’t care about? In the Kvin-
novetenskaplig Tidskrift article from 1989, it was the ”feminism of sameness’” 
failure to tackle the biological body that was met with criticism. According to 
the authors, there was a taboo against talking about these issues. What is in-
teresting about the article is that it still seems to be topical, and in the excerpt 
above, Gemzöe puts some of the blame on queer theory and some on Judith 
Butler: trying to make sexuality comprehensible in an alternative way is pre-
sented as ”maybe also taboo” (line 21). At this point, I would like to elaborate 
on the ideas of Butler. Her name and her impact on Swedish gender research 
are mentioned repeatedly in the interviews. But she is not always referred to in 
an entirely positive manner, quite the opposite.
 In her book Ekte kvinne? (Real Woman? 2001), which itself represents a 
challenge to poststructuralist-oriented research on the identity and body, Eva 
Lundgren wrote that the more we, in a postmodern way, try to pass over the 
body, the less social and the more pre-social and given it appears (Lundgren, 
2001: 200). The body becomes abstract, and the material body disappears 
from Butler’s theory of the body. But according to Lundgren, even if the con-
nections between sex, gender and sexuality are dissolved, the body does not 
dissolve. In this context, then, Butler is nothing less than an American ex-
ample of the Emperor’s New Clothes (ibid: 249) By this Lundgren means that, 
according to the discourse theorists’ version of the story, ”the biologistic’” un-
derstanding of identity as normality or deviation has become an inverted non-
identity, something that in the long run fuels a fascist understanding of identity 
(ibid: 254) Thereby, it is not only unsatisfactory as a scientific theory, it is also 
ethically reprehensible. The solution is a contextual, dialectic and dynamic 
understanding of the body, with symbolic interactionist overtones (see below 
under Gender studies dialogues).
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 Just as Lundgren did, Yvonne Hirdman, in her interview, indicated that, in 
postmodernism and poststructuralism, the body ”disappears” from the analy-
sis. Emerging in Hirdman’s interview is a clear picture of change in perspec-
tive, a picture that is also illustrative of the debate climate in gender research. 
She said that, in the past, she used to say that ”one plus one equals two” – i.e., 
the notion that the social and the biological combine to give shape to a human 
being – does not exist, there was only ”two” (the biological as shaped by the 
social). Hirdman talked about how everyone, including her, used to put quota-
tion marks around their statements about reality. Today, with our perspective 
on the ”linguistic turn” and its repercussions on theory construction in the 
humanities and social sciences during the 1990s, this all seems foolish and 
rather ridiculous. Below is our discussion of this in the interview: 

1: Y: Uh huh, right, but I don’t want to mystify, you know. 

2: T: No.

3: Y: There’s an element of mystification in saying that gender is only ”two”, and then 

4: they’ve stolen the body itself and the sex, the female sex and the male sex. I mean

5: in actuality… that there are two sexes. Which is also one of these, something that is

6: audacious to say in our postmodern Sweden, two sexes exist, man and woman. It’s

7: those two sexes.

8: T: Uh huh.

9: Y: I don’t belong to the group that thinks there are five sexes. It, it’s like a

10: mixture, an ideologically deliberate mixture of a desire for

11: how things should be and how things are. Do you understand?

12: T: Uh huh. Yeah, absolutely… What kind of reactions do you get when you say this?

13: Y: [sighs]

14: T: From other gender scholars [laughs]?

15: Y: Well, I don’t know now, because I don’t have so much contact with, I’m not all that, you 

16: know how it is, nobody’s a prophet in her own country right, there’s not such a great 

17: demand for me from the gender studies departments. As a lecturer and such. 

(Interview with Yvonne Hirdman: 4)

Refraining from talking about or ”stealing” the body (”the female sex and 
the male sex,” line 4) leads to ”mystification.” The statements ”there are two 
sexes,” ”two sexes exist” and ”it’s those two sexes” (lines 5-7) argue against 
something: a norm, a canon or convention in gender studies. But Hirdman’s 
statement is also a confession: I too have sinned, but ”now I’m braver” (ibid: 4). 
Above, I also ask Hirdman about the reactions of other gender scholars (lines 
12 & 14), a question that can be interpreted as an effect of a norm violation. 
Here, we can see that this norm violation is also linked to a certain degree of 
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marginalization: ”nobody’s a prophet in her own country” (line 16).
Katarina Hamberg reasoned along the same lines as Hirdman when she talked 
about constructions of the biological within poststructuralism. Things get to 
be so abstract that one is seduced into ”fantasizing” (Interview with Katarina 
Hamberg: 13). She continued: 

1: K: [pause] Because I really think that when you talk about this… that… 

2: biology is also completely constructed… if you start fantasizing about what it is, well,

3: you can do that on some kind of theoretical level, and maybe that works, but to me that 

4: discussion it isn’t’ very interesting. I’m thinking about… about Butler and the whole, when 

5: you’re at such a theoretical level… then it’s fun to read… but it’s not something that 

6: I need to use in the research I’m doing, not even that thinking. 

7: T: Uh huh. 

8: K: And I don’t think, well, it’s fun as an experiment, it’s a fun 

9: experiment. 

10: T: Idea…

11: K: Right, and you can see how far it can go, how it goes, and then I think there are

12: big gaps in it, others don’t need to see them or think [pause] Really

13: nobody tries to apply that thinking, in any kind of real world these days.

14: T: No, it’s difficult.

15: K: Yes it is. And especially if you want to relate to individuals,

16: people, groups of people. Flesh and blood, then it doesn’t work. 

(Interview with Katarina Hamberg: 13)

Like Hirdman’s thoughts about the female sex and the male sex, Hamberg’s 
statement about ”flesh and blood” (line 16) leads our thoughts to something 
that is very real. How can we understand the realities of the world using the 
highly abstract concepts offered by Butler and poststructuralism without these 
realities disappearing? What emerges is a type of ”bottom-line argument” 
through which the absurdities of radical constructionism shall be revealed 
(cf. Edwards, Ashmore & Potter, 1995). Thus, as concerns comprehending the 
material body, there is a strong tendency toward dissociation from a Butlerian 
understanding. Researchers from main disciplines as different as history, so-
ciology and medicine present their own understandings of ”the biological” in 
relation to this ”Butlerian” position. Note that when I write ”Butlerian,” I do 
not mean ”Butler’s.” What I mean is that scholars construct a Butlerian posi-
tion in the debate – a position in relation to which they can place themselves. 
To critics, Butler becomes a symbol of the lost body of gender theory – of that 
which ”exists” inside quotation marks.



30

the worst of them all: the essentialist?
If scholars relate to a Butlerian position in their understanding of the material 
body, on the one hand, then they also relate to a completely different posi-
tion or opposite pole, on the other: essentialism. Throughout the interview 
material, it is possible to discern a desire to avoid at all costs being called an 
essentialist, a position one may risk being associated with as a consequence 
of one’s research topic and theoretical treatment. Here, I make use of Ulla 
Holm’s experiences to shed light on this line of reasoning. Her doctoral dis-
sertation in feminist philosophy, entitled Modrande och praxis (Mothering and 
praxis, 1993), dealt with motherhood, and, according to her, one point she 
made – that mothering is a gender-transgressing practice – passed the critics 
by. She told about how she was regularly invited to lecture in nursing training 
programs and to midwives, but that the reception from gender studies was, 
on the contrary, cool. Some gender scholars even considered that researchers 
who refer to theorists such as Carol Gilligan are essentialists and nothing else. 
According to Holm, however, the specter of essentialism is not quite as threat-
ening today as it was in the mid-1990s, because now, for example, more and 
more influential, young feminists are starting to talk about the joys of mother-
hood or, as Ulla Holm put it, now the ”Bang girls have had children” (Bang is a 
Swedish feminist magazine) (Interview with Ulla Holm: 6). But at the time, 
her work had its effects, and below she describes how she had to enter into a 
kind of public defense:

1: T: I thought we’d back up to that article you wrote in Kvinnovetenskaplig Tidskrift.

2: U: Okay. 

3: T: You wrote about what you called gender functionalism.

4: U: Yes. I can tell you why I wrote it. It was because I started to discover that 

5: many people referred to my dissertation, referenced it, and there 

6: I ended up in a situation where people took me as a justification for being 

7: kind of… biologistic.

8: T: Okay [laughs].

9: U: So I thought no, for God’s sake, now I have to make it clear that I’m not 

10: one [laughs]. And then it was right in the middle of that debate when Ulla Wikander 

11: took care of the opposition, so then I thought I’d write something to show 

12: where I stand. 

13: T: And it was during that Uvnäs-Moberg[

14: U:]yes, yes, right.

15: T: period when yeah.

16: U: Exactly.



31

17: T: Right. What kind of reactions did you get to that article?

18: U: I’ve only got positive reactions to that one. (Interview with Ulla Holm: 7)

In the article mentioned above, Är moderskap djuriskt? (Is Motherhood Animal? 
1995), Holm took a radical stand against ”biologism” and what she called gen-
der functionalism, and in contrast to her dissertation, the article, according to 
her, was met with unanimous approval by the gender studies collective.
Another side of the essentialist coin concerns to what extent constructivist 
gender scholars themselves are not drawn into an essentialistic perspective on 
biology. Anne Hammarström argues as follows on this topic:

1: A: No. So… I, I think, sometimes I feel that, that, in discussions 

2: with people from the humanities and social sciences that, that they have a very… that they 

3: themselves have a very, like non-constructivist outlook on biology that’s problematic, when 

4: you have too much respect for it, and I think partly that, that… you see, this 

5: has come out when we’ve discussed, for instance, written exams and such from

6: gender medicine at Karolinska, where people, where I’m really much more critical…

7: sometimes than humanists and social scientists are.

8: T: Really.

9: A: Because, ”well that’s really very interesting that women’s heart attacks are 

10: different from men’s.” Sure it’s very interesting, but then you end up in this

11: again, pretty much, that you criticize. Just because it’s interesting 

12: doesn’t mean it’s gender research, instead you have to be able to problematize 

13: biology in another way. I’ve tried for my own sake to divide up what it could

14: possibly imply. In this table. So, sometimes I think people have too

15: much respect for biology. 

16: T: I guess it’s because they don’t know so much about it. 

17: A: Right, that’s it. (Interview with Anne Hammarström: 12)

According to Hammarström, gender scholars have a ”non-constructivist out-
look on biology” (line 3) that can lead to “too much respect” (line 4), some-
thing that is repeated later on (“too much respect for biology”, line 15). I am 
not quite certain, in the latter case, whether she is referring to the biological 
body or biology as a discipline. It is clear, however, that we find a criticism here 
– one to which I will return in the next chapter on ”Gender studies dialogues.” 
Johanna Esseveld was thinking along the same lines as Hammarström when 
she stated that ”new genetics” could actually teach gender scholars a great deal 
about the changeability of the body. In the interview excerpt below, before 
we came to the above issue, we discussed some theoretical shortcomings in 
sociology and sociological gender research: how the subject is becoming more 
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or less a mirror image of the structures, and how the biological is exclusively 
seen as something fixed:

1: J: […]It gets to be more what is the biological really and partly it’s also like this, 

2: why is one specific view of biology the guiding one, when we know that, especially through 

3: developments in genetics, we know that… our bodies are much more changeable than we 

4: thought before, when the body was somehow more fixed. 

5: T: Uh huh. 

6: J: And this image is presented that, you know, first you’re young and then you get 

7: gradually older and less… that’s in our consciousness, but at the same time 

8: reality is different. We can do much more with our bodies, change them in 

9: all sorts of ways, partly using, hormone treatments[

10: T:]but that’s some kind of cultural conception that’s become established

11: J: Right. (Interview with Johanna Esseveld: 4)

Here, Esseveld puts her finger on the crucial point by asking: ”what is the 
biological really” (line 1) for social scientists? She returns many times in the 
interview to the fact that we have no effective concepts for tackling this ques-
tion, but instead revert to one or another fixed position.
 Many of the interviewees talked about a similar complex of problems: 
There are no truly adequate theoretical tools for understanding the material, 
biological body without being an essentialist, on the one hand, or spiriting 
away the body through poststructuralist theories, on the other. I have thought 
a great deal about the degree to which the research object itself influences how 
concepts are used here. Perhaps it is the case that the scholar who studies the 
body in research on illness, violence and aging is compelled to relate to the 
biological body in a creative matter – to recover it from the biological sphere. 
At the same time, one may ask what determines which issues have to do with 
biology and which do not. I will return to this question in the final chapter. 

the rhetoric of the third way
If the material, biological body is neither ”pure” nature nor ”pure” construc-
tion, then what is it? One influential theorist in the field of gender is mas-
culinity scholar R.W.  Connell. Her ideas about embodiment would seem to 
offer us a kind of third way and, quite rightly, she is mentioned in several of 
the interviews, including the interview with Inger Lövkrona:

1: T: Uh huh, we’ve talked about transgression well, I thought if we returned a 

2: bit to what you’ve written about constructivism and biologism as separate

3: epistemologies, and such, that can’t be added together[
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4: I: ]you can’t really.

5: T: no. It’s[

6: I:]but the third way, everybody’s seeking that.

7: T: Uh huh.

8: I: I was reading a book on the third way that I just thought of here [laughs]. No, it’s 

9: just, is there a third way, really? Well, it’s occurred to me when I’ve

10: read Connell, and others, who’s also seeking some kind of third way. And 

11: while Butler places herself completely in this… constructivist.

12: T: Which you’re a bit skeptical of?

13: I: [pause] Yes, because I think that… that… that what kind of

14: body you have is of importance, for your identity, but not in the sense that it

15: will, that there’s a soul or a natural female or male identity, but instead

16: the experiences you have in a specific body. […] 

17: T: Yes, because it’s clarifying just what you wrote that it’s a question of

18: different epistemologies and at the same time I wonder, when people talk about it like that 

19: so we have constructivism, on the one hand, and biologism, on the other, isn’t there

20: a risk then of further, so to speak, intensifying this polarization, isn’t there?

21: I: Certainly there is. But at some point we have to talk about it too [laughs]. You 

22: have to polarize things to see them, many times polarization helps us see how crazy 

23: it is to polarize. So when you polarize then you’re still acting in some kind of third way,

24: which is what you want, and that’s what everybody wants and it’s already there, it’s there,

25: so to speak, there’s where mainstream research lies in contemporary gender studies. 

(Interview with Inger Lövkrona: 6-7)

In brief, the third way being presented is based on the experiences one has 
in a specific body, not on ”a natural female or male identity” (line 15), and 
these experiences, by necessity, help to shape one’s identity. This is not about 
biologism or constructivism, but something in the middle. The third way is 
presented as a kind of solution by consensus, which everybody can subscribe 
to (”everybody’s seeking that,” line 6; “that’s what everybody wants,” line 24). 
In Kvinnovetenskaplig tidskrift, Holm wrote about the ”third way” in the fol-
lowing manner:

The critics [of biologism], as far as they are concerned, agree that scientific commitment 

cannot be cleansed of values and normative standpoints, but naturally take for granted the 

existence of a real world on which to take a stand. They do not land in cultural reductionism 

when they dissociate themselves from biologism, instead they prefer a third way. There are 

different third ways. […] There are influences working in both directions, although it may be 

difficult to establish exactly how and to what extent. A person is not predestined, at birth, 

to do putative women’s or men’s work. Nor is she, at birth, a Lockesque or Satresque ”blank 
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slate” onto which the culture can inscribe, without resistance, characteristics, personality 

and qualities. The body is neither dissolved nor denied when cultural conceptions of it are 

constructed or criticized. (Holm, 1995: 9; my translation)

Even in Holm’s writing, biologism is polarized in relation to constructivism 
or ”cultural reductionism,” and ”different third ways” are presented as a solu-
tion to this tension. We can ask ourselves what this talk about two poles and 
a third way actually means, or rather, what it ”does.” What happens in these 
and other texts that express the rhetoric of the third way? The scholars appear 
to be uncontroversial and balanced, and gender studies is rhetorically written 
into a common space: Most people, researchers as well as the general public, 
can relate to and agree with this line of reasoning. Concepts such as ”embodi-
ment” and ”experience” contribute to the new establishment of boundaries 
for gender theory, into which many are invited. This rewriting of the map of 
gender studies may have entailed that those who were previously called same-
ness feminists, can now begin to talk about the gendered body and that the 
question of biological factors is no longer perceived as taboo.
 But how do the researchers interviewed here explicitly relate to this third 
way? Are other theoretical solutions presented? Johanna Esseveld illustrated 
the problem of polarization in her article on the sex/gender confusion:

Using one or the other of these models creates a (sometimes) implicit antagonism between 

the biological and the social/cultural. A third position, the one that I and many others take, 

assumes that it is difficult to decide in advance what is biological and what is social, and 

moreover that the relationship between nature and society is complex. There is an interplay 

between nature and culture. The task of research, then, is to explore how biological, physi-

ological processes interact with social, cultural processes. Another task is to explore when, 

under what circumstances and why this does not occur. (Esseveld, 2004: 34)

I wanted to take this line of thought as a point of departure and therefore 
asked Johanna to develop it a bit in the interview. Among other things, we 
discussed the possibilities of the concept of ”situation,” but even this concept 
seems to have certain weaknesses:

1: J: If we, like now when we’re sitting here, we’re situated and we are here with

2: our bodies and your healing foot [laughs]

3: T: [laughs]

4: J: So there’s what we call, or what has been called, nature, it’s in the room we 

5: can’t deny that, if we choose to call it, then it’s the physiological aspect in some 

6: way, that’s in the room but at the same time the cultural aspect is also here: 

7: How we sit, how we move, how we talk. So what I think is exciting about  
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8: searching for situated knowledge is that you can try to get at precisely this 

9: combination of nature and culture. The problem as I see it is that people usually 

10: start abstracting everything… uh, to another level[

11: T: ]Uh huh

12: J: like we often do in sociology, for instance, and then it disappears, then people start 

13: subscribing to all this discursive and then, given that they’re almost always

14: separated then what I think is exciting disappears[

15: T: ]and that’s what I also think is exciting about what you’re searching for, 

16: this, uh… immediacy, here and how, the concrete.

17: J: […]So, as long as it’s situated then we know that physiological factors matter, if we leave 

18: situations out then we’ve chosen one or the other of the discourses somehow. 

19: T: Uh huh. And that’s what you’re talking about that you’re looking for a third position, 

20: right?

21: J: I’m looking for a third position when people abstract things in some way, but I can’t 

22: put it into words. (Interview with Johanna Esseveld: 9-10)

Here, Johanna Esseveld clearly expresses the great need for a better terminolo-
gy (”I can’t put it into words,” lines 21-22). What we don’t have a language for, 
we cannot understand completely. But the trouble is also that what we wish 
to understand must be linguisticized, and in doing this we lose the situated, 
immediate and bodily aspects. Esseveld used one example from her teaching 
in Uganda, which concerned experiences of ”race” and whiteness, but the prin-
ciples are the same: As soon as we start abstracting things, the concrete, bodily 
and experiential aspects disappear.
 Another interviewee who has been thinking along the same lines is Lena 
Gemzöe, who, in her dissertation, problematized the nature/culture dichot-
omy in relation to the body/soul division, based on her study of Portuguese, 
Catholic women’s everyday practices. Below, however, we seem to have got 
sidetracked:

1: T: [pause] Something I nevertheless come back to, ask myself all the time 

2: when I read various feminist researchers who are trying to problematize this 

3: dichotomization is just what you said, that people don’t know so much, they have

4: a hard time relating to what biology is. 

5: L: Uh huh.

6: T: Do you have a solution to this [laughs] or what are your thoughts, what is the 

7: biological? 

8: L: Well, what I think[

9: T: ]you say it’s reproduction

10: L: yes, but you see it’s just, if one were to deal with this somehow, in some, that’s 
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11: why I mean that I haven’t worked with this issue, scientifically. 

12: If we can see it like you’ve done, I mean if I were to work with it 

13: scientifically or if we moved on, then we’d have to 

14: really contemplate this, if we just say biology, it means a great many things… 

15: well, and I don’t have any, any answer here, it’s not at all clear what biology is, we 

16: would need to find in that case a social scientific, or what should we call it, 

17: humanist, social scientific language for talking about what biology is. Then we can, 

18: you see, I’m not saying that biology is reproduction but I said that if

19: we consider the question of reproduction… why do we think that it’s biology, then we can 

20: ask, well then it’s like… uh, then it becomes a question of, what is the body? 

(Interview with Lena Gemzöe: 11)

Once again, I start fumbling around trying to understand what biology actu-
ally ”is” (lines 4, 6-7). At this point, however, it should be clear that this is 
something that won’t let itself be pinned down. In agreement with Esseveld, 
Lena Gemzöe considers that perhaps a truly radical approach requires a ”hu-
manist, social scientific language for talking about what biology is” (line 17). 
Here, Gemzöe points out that she has not worked in this area of conceptual 
development, but she can imagine that our entire picture of what biology is 
should be abandoned. For instance, why should reproduction belong to the 
biological (line 19), and how should we view the body in general (line 20)? In 
other words, is it conceivable that a new way of talking will create new prob-
lems of definition and reformulations? I will return to this line of thought in 
my discussion in the final chapter.  
 Another interviewee who has considered this question is Eva Lundgren, 
who since the beginning of the 1990s has developed a dialectic body under-
standing, expressed in terms of a “contextual body”. This body is not only 
shaped by its experiences – it acts and protests. However, as Lundgren wrote in 
her theoretical book Ekte kvinne? (Real Woman?), this body is not boundless: 

But even the body, which puts up resistance under the pressure of imperative interpretive 

frameworks, remembers: The body has a history. This is said as a reminder that the dialectic 

body itself sets its bodily conditions: The body is not boundless.  (Lundgren, 2001: 197; italics 

in the original; my translation)

I wanted to know more about this contextual body, and its relationship to 
the biological, which is why I asked Lundgren to develop these ideas in the 
interview: 

1: T: If you go back to what you said about, because there was something that caught me, 

2: this idea that you want to make a distinction between the contextual body and the 
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3: biological body, or biology, biological sex… or whatever it stood for

4: something… you said[ 

5: E: ]biological body

6: T: yeah, biological body, and that you want to make a distinction between them then.

7: Analytically, as I understand it?

8: E: Yes, or mostly it’s quite simply to see that…

9: T: Like two different explanatory models, is that how I should understand it?

10: E: No, I want, I’ve used it myself in my book Ekte kvinne? to see that… it’s 

11: something that isn’t in my field of competence

12: T: Uh huh.

13: E: And that when I talk about the body and want to embrace, and have this coherent

14: device, then I may call it the contextual body. And then I’m assuming such a

15: dialectical body. It’s not the case that I remove the biological… but what 

16: natural scientists use and talk about, I don’t know anything about. I wrote very

17: little about it, but…

18: T: But it seems like people could study it too, because you also write 

19: somehow that, or somewhere: but the contextual body is also biological, 

20: on such an ontological[

21: E: ]right, exactly

22: T: level. 

23: E: That’s what I mean. That’s what’s contained in this coherent device, it,  

24: it… but it was necessary to write it like that, to be able to find the words for this at all.

25: And it was, it was mostly that, that, and it’s a bit like I think we have in 

26: our tradition of thought, that we almost aren’t able to rid ourselves of these 

27: distinctions, it’s… it’s our entire culture, so to speak. 

28: T: Because the idea that pops up, and this is generally when people talk about 

29: biology, biological sex and such, the biological body… the one that’s then… that we 

30: leave to the natural scientists or, or so… physicians. What is it really? Is

31: it… what’s it about, is it flesh and blood, is it reproduction, is it 

32: our genitals… Do you understand what I mean? What is this biological thing that we can’t 

33: take in?

34: E: Well, in my case, it’s what I can’t take in.

35: T: [laughs]

36: E: What I’m not competent in. Because I think, I don’t want… I don’t want to take away

37: from biologists or physicians or whoever their competence, in any 

38: way. Uh… but, I don’t have it, and they don’t have mine either. 

39: T: Right.

40: E: So to me it’s much more respect for the fact that there are different fields of competence, 

41: but for this reason too… very, it can be very difficult to talk to each other. Because just as 
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42: you’ve written, maybe you get so far as to discover that you’re maybe not 

43: talking about the same thing, or maybe you get so far that you become fascinated. 

44: T: Uh huh. (Interview with Eva Lundgren: 10)

There are two points in this long and contentually rich excerpt that I would 
like to stop and reflect upon. First, just as in most of the other interviews, 
the ”biological” seems to have escaped our dialogue. I try to capture this 
”something” with the somewhat desperate question ”What is it really?” (lines 
30-33). But it cannot be captured so easily. According to Lundgren, the bio-
logical is exactly what we social scientists cannot understand – what we have 
no competence in (line 36). Thus, even if what Lundgren calls ”the contextual 
body” is also biological, at an ontological level, she still analytically sets the 
biological apart. What is a bit special about this dialectically understood body 
is that it is not only conceived of as an arena for inscriptions, or as matter that 
is shaped by experiences, but the body itself also possesses a kind of agency. 
Lundgren thought aloud about an interview she had conducted with a girl – an 
incest-abuse victim – in connection with the study that served as the basis for 
her book La de små barn komma till meg (Let the Little Children Come unto Me, 
1994). In the interview, the girl described how her body had stopped; she could 
suddenly no longer walk. Instead of interpreting this in terms of the prevailing 
understanding that the body is shaped by experiences, Lundgren’s interpreta-
tion was instead that the girl’s body had reacted and protested (Interview with 
Eva Lundgren: 4). Thus, the contextual body is a body that moves, interprets 
and acts, but also a body that is always interpreted in a certain context. This 
leads us to the second point, which is that the contextual body Lundgren has 
written about in several publications also presupposes a biological body. It ex-
ists, and it is included in the concept, but it is not analyzed as such. Thus, her 
coherent device is only coherent up to a certain limit, which coincides with 
the boundaries between cultural studies and natural science. 
 Somewhat surprisingly, another approach to transcending the nature/cul-
ture distinction is found in the works of Aristotle. Ulla Holm has developed 
the concepts of praxis and hexis in a feminist context (Holm, 1993). In this 
book, she indicated that Aristotle’s understanding of what we call biology is 
perhaps quite useful. According to Holm, his outlook on biology is actually 
of immediate interest, given what we know today. Aristotle’s ideas are not in 
accordance with notions of pre-programming, but instead he considered that 
so much happens during the life course that we cannot know what the result 
will be until we’ve seen it. Following Holm, we can conceive of biology (as 
matter) as something that, like the social, is always changing. This process, in 
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turn, creates its own results, and we can never know in advance how a human 
being will turn out (”you don’t know what it will become before you see the 
results,” Interview with Ulla Holm: 8). The question, however, is how can this 
help us? Perhaps it can give us an understanding of or a concept for biology. 
But in reality, it only gives us an additional metaperspective. It is easier to un-
derstand how we can make use of praxis and hexis to analytically differentiate 
conscious behavior from routine or reflexive actions.   

summary
Where do the boundaries of gender research go and how are they established? 
In this section, I have discussed how the scientific norms for Swedish gender 
research are presented – primarily in the interview data – thereby allowing 
its ”epistemic culture” to emerge (Knorr-Cetina, 1999). By this I mean the 
norms of knowledge that apply within a given scientific area: what counts as 
knowledge, how knowledge can be achieved and who has the right to express 
an opinion, in other words, who possesses the epistemic interpretative privi-
lege. With regard to use of the concepts kön and/or genus, a certain freedom 
seems to prevail. Depending on which tradition one subscribes to, it is fine to 
use one or the other or both concepts, on different occasions or almost synony-
mously. Several of the interviewees expressed some frustration about concept 
usage, but my interpretation is that people are generally tired of this 20-year-
long debate and have essentially given up. With a few exceptions, the scholars 
expressed a fairly pragmatic view of concept usage. Opinions are different, 
however, when we look at the theoretical approach. Here, ”overly” radical con-
structivism is not considered capable of elucidating the gendered body, which 
is why some dismiss this approach, claiming it is useless. Also expressed is a 
fear of too much problematization of ”the biological”: The scholar who talks 
about biology may be an essentialist. But the question is also what is meant 
by ”the biological,” and several interviewees talked about how humanists and 
social scientists are afflicted with an exaggerated respect for biology and have 
a static and essentialist understanding of what ”the biological” is. The inter-
viewees who mentioned this problem are, besides the medical gender scholars, 
primarily scholars who work or have worked in various ways with people in 
medicine, for example Eva Magnusson and Johanna Esseveld. This is an inter-
esting, but perhaps not particularly surprising, observation. The researcher 
who is familiar with the empirical side of this field of research can relate to it 
in a more nuanced manner: There are both negative and positive things to say. 
I will develop in more detail in the next chapter what this may mean for one’s 
own understanding of ”the biological.”



40

 Along with dissociation from the two poles of radical constructionism and 
essentialism, a third position is established through the rhetoric of the third 
way. This third way contains a number of theoretical solutions, which I’ve only 
touched upon briefly. Here we can discern a movement toward the existential-
ist, phenomenological tradition that has further developed Beauvoir’s ideas 
about the body as a situation. Among others, Toril Moi criticized the radical 
constructivist model because the social construction ”woman” or ”female” fails 
to consider that a concrete individual is found in a specific context that interacts 
with that individual’s lived experience (Moi, 1998; see also Lundgren, 2001). In 
the feminist research tradition, ”lived experience,” ”habitus,” ”practice” and 
”embodiment” are well-established concepts, and according to the intervie-
wees and their publications, these concepts contribute a great deal to our un-
derstanding of gendered corporeality. Using these concepts, we can get around 
the problem of writing about or writing away biological factors, depending on 
how we choose to look at things. But ”the biological” returns anyway, like a 
ghost or a specter (Holmberg, 2006; cf. Törnqvist, 2006). It is omnipresent 
in our dialogues, and the question is whether there are alternative methods of 
driving out ghosts. 
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4. Gender studies dialogues 

In the preceding chapters, different perspectives on sex and gender, kön and/or 
genus, have been developed in different directions. Also elucidated have been 
the problems these different perspectives (”construction of sex” and ”gender”) 
are often criticized for, namely that they fail to take the material body seri-
ously enough. In this section, I will discuss boundary transgression in relation to 
biological research and theory. For if talk about ”the biological” proves to be a 
blind alley, in which the nature/culture distinction comes back like a boomer-
ang regardless of how hard we try to get rid of it, how can we get around the 
problem? One possible approach, which may seem paradoxical at first glance, 
could be to learn from biological theory. I am interested in understanding what 
the prerequisites are for discussing and theorizing about corporeality in alter-
native ways, that is, in ways that challenge or transgress the institutionalized 
nature/culture distinction in the form of the natural and cultural sciences. 

biology as a way to get around ”the biological”
Keeping in mind my question about the boundary transgression between the 
natural and cultural sciences, I asked the interviewees about their views on the 
relationship between gender theory and biological theory. How can we pos-
sibly benefit or learn from biological theory and empirical data?
 One point of view illustrated in the previous chapter is that humanistic and 
social scientific gender scholars, too, often express an essentialistic outlook on 
biology. In one article, Katarina Hamberg discussed how researchers in Umeå 
had worked with a definition of gender as “kön with a comprehensive view” 
(2004: 26). The intention of this definition is to recycle established medical 
terminology, and at the same time to include “social, psychological, cultural 
AND biological aspects.” Biology is emphasized, but its role is made more 
versatile than in gender theory in general. It is also pointed out that biology 
changes – that the human being is a living process, a flow. In the interview, 
Anne Hammarström expressed frustration about how this dialectical relation-
ship between ”the biological” and ”the social” has traditionally been explained 
in the field of medicine. Hammarström called into question the fact that phy-
sicians generally prefer to see biological aspects as the most basic. Why do they 
always conceive of “the biological” as something that is later shaped by “the 
social,” and not vice versa (Interview with Anne Hammarström: 2)? As I see 
things, it is at least as great a challenge for social scientists and humanists to 
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think in new ways about “the biological,” and other interviewees also argued 
along the same lines, for instance Johanna Esseveld:

1: T: I just thought, if you see anything positive that biological theories that they could 

2: maybe add to gender research?

3: J: Positive about theories of menopause, biological? … Well, I think that gender research 

4: would change, uh… quite a bit if we were to take in new findings, ideas you know, especially

5: from genetics […] then you get problems with thinking about gender equality 

6: which is anyway based on, somehow, two bodies. But that can be tackled 

7: later, but I think that as a way to think, to move on in our thoughts about 

8: differences… uh, even if it’s the same sex on the surface I think that biology can 

9: contribute, but then we have to give up these extremely one-sided or narrow models 

10: in which… the biological follows a script somehow, because you also have to think about 

11: that. There can’t be a script if there are differences. 

12: T: Okay.

13: J: Even if there does exist, you know there’s this thing that we’re born and we die and 

14: in between there’s, I wouldn’t call it different stages, but different… not

15: situations either, yes, somehow, that there are situations. Your first… 

16: menstruation, that’s something that changes in the body anyway and everybody remembers 

17: it in some way. If it’s this thing again about being culturally or biologically determined, 

18: because it’s usually a much longer process, first you bleed a little and suddenly 

19: you bleed a lot so it’s still…

20: T: Uh huh.

21: J: A much longer process and the same holds for menopause. But I think that 

22: biology, I think we need it, just like we need more … uh, 

23: reflection on the subject. (Interview with Johanna Esseveld: 13)

According to Johanna Esseveld, by looking at new findings ”especially from ge-
netics” (line 5), we would develop a more dynamic view of difference – it’s not 
only the difference between the sexes that needs to be problematized, but also 
the difference between individuals and between groups of individuals. Thus, a 
biological perspective would help develop our ”reflection on the subject” in so-
ciological feminist theory, while also challenging the habitual thoughts about 
two sexes and two bodies found in the gender equality discourse. Irene Molina 
considers that biological research has been important in helping us give up the 
notion of ”race” as a biological category: 

1: T: Can you imagine, or, is there anything that feminism or 

2: gender studies or feminist research, could learn from biological 

3: theories?
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4: I: Well, yes, I think so and I think we have too. One of the 

5: greatest sources of inspiration for me is Donna Haraway, for instance who, she has you know 

6: based a lot on, and criticized biological theories, but to criticize 

7: them she’s delved into them very thoroughly, so that… I know there are well… uh, 

8: feminist biologists, who also use their field of study to make a kind of political. 

9: T: Uh huh.

10: I: Uh… struggle out of it, there are also biologists, that is, it’s within, it is 

11: biology we have to thank really for that fact that we no longer believe in races as 

12: biological categories, and it’s geneticists. And it, I think that research has

13: been unbelievably valuable. (Interview with Irene Molina: 14)

The gist of this is that research in the natural sciences can also be subversive. 
Biological theories can up-end some ideas, among others, ideas about natural 
races and about the body as a passive and static entity.
 Yet far from all of the interviewees were enthusiastic about biological theo-
ry. Some drew sharp lines of demarcation between biology and gender studies, 
stating that individuals should stick to what they are best at. Others, however, 
considered that some knowledge of (critical) biology is advantageous, if for 
no other reason than to be able to criticize the natural sciences in a credible 
manner. To this end, alternative biologists, such as Steven Rose, seem to be 
popular among the interviewees (though he is not as popular, or part of the 
mainstream, in the field of biology, see Kumlin, 2006). It is not difficult to un-
derstand why sharp boundaries have been established in parts of the interview 
material. Historically, biological explanations have been used to transport ”the 
woman” to the realm of nature, and “biology” (as a field) has been of symbolic 
importance to the formation of gender studies: an essential ”other” in relation 
to which gender studies could define itself. The question is, however, whether 
we can interpret some of the interviews as implying that the time is now ripe 
to problematize our own outlook on this ”biology” (as a field) and reflect on 
when and how research in the natural sciences could serve gender studies (cf. 
Fausto-Sterling, 2003: 123). 

interdisciplinarity + gender = better research
As we have seen above, the marking of boundaries between scientific disci-
plines is largely a question of identity. But it also concerns, of course, processes 
of professionalization and power relations: as Sarah Franklin said, disciplinar-
ity is about exclusion (Franklin, 1996: 153). Many of the interviewees talked 
in particular about interdisciplinary science as a possible path away from vari-
ous theoretical shortcomings in both gender research and other areas. Every-
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one has something to gain. For instance, Eva Magnusson stated that many of 
the empiristic dilemmas and problems of reductionism inherent in psychology 
could be remedied with a little interdisciplinarity, or as she so aptly put it, 
with an ”unfaithfulness to one’s own discipline” (Interview with Eva Magnus-
son: 11). Magnusson’s particular research background in psychophysiology and 
frequent interaction with physicians have created in her a ”relaxed” relation-
ship to biology:

1: E: So I guess I have an unusually, a, a relatively relaxed attitude toward 

2: biology… you could say.

3: T: Uh huh.

4: E: And there are surely many explanations for this, but one is that I’m actually 

5: basically a psychophysiologist, from the outset, I know a lot about the body’s various

6: organs and such and functions you know, or I knew at least, but the feeling that 

7: I’m someone who, who doesn’t think such things are strange, somehow… 

8: I can engage in discussions about them, I interact quite a bit with physicians in 

9: various contexts and I feel pretty much at home in them… 

10: T: Uh huh. (Interview with Eva Magnusson: 6)

Having knowledge in the natural sciences is given as an explanation (”I’m ac-
tually basically a psychophysiologist,” line 4-5, “I know a lot about,” line 5) 
for Magnusson’s feeling of being at home in encounters with physicians. Hav-
ing had experiences of transgressing the boundaries between the natural and 
cultural sciences is one theme that, naturally enough, recurs in the interviews 
with medical gender scholars Anne Hammarström and Katarina Hamberg, 
but also with Irene Molina. Molina, like Eva Magnusson, has a background in 
both the natural and cultural sciences. Molina has studied subjects in geogra-
phy such as hydrology, climatology, geomorphology, geology and mathematics, 
subjects she feels provide more wide-ranging knowledge that is beneficial in 
her research in human geography:

1: I: But… so it’s, it’s my background, so I say, now I feel that I… you see I 

2: think that over the years because you get involved in so much, you come into contact with 

3: so much of what others do, that I think that part, I mean my basic education, 

4: which is in physical geography, it’s had a great affect on me. 

5: And I’m returning more and more, maybe not that I want to work with those 

6: questions, but I have, I sometimes look very critically at people who don’t see at all, well,

7: who see social factors as far too separate as if they were things that, that live

8: a life of their own so to speak. Separate from things that are more physical[

9: T: ]that’s really interesting
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10: I: geography oriented. I’ve felt that among my colleagues, that it’s… that it 

11: is… but at the same time I also think it’s easier to understand, why it seems so rude

12: sometimes when people think they can understand everything as long as they’ve 

13: studied in the natural sciences, or physical geography. Without considering[

14: T: ]cultural factors

15: I: all the social processes, phenomena, the complex cultural factors and the like. So that, 

16: well. (Interview with Irene Molina: 2)

Above, Irene Molina expresses a degree of frustration that arises when oth-
ers, based on their limited knowledge of the natural sciences (or the reverse, 
lack of insight into cultural studies), make overconfident statements about 
the state of things. Knowledge that is too limited leads easily to categorical or 
routine-like marking of boundaries.
 Like several of the other interviewees, Nina Lykke has extensive experience 
in working across disciplines, but as a scholar of feminist science studies, she 
has also problematized the boundaries between the natural and cultural sci-
ences. In the interviews, she also stated that having many perspectives results 
in better knowledge. Lykke pointed out that gender studies has long lacked 
adequate concepts for dealing with ”biological materiality” (Interview with 
Nina Lykke: 6). According to her, in this regard, gender scholars with a basic 
education in biology (such as Donna Haraway, Evelyn Fox Keller and Lynda 
Birke) have an advantage. What Lykke wanted to convey is her wish for mutual 
respect or ”humility” – for scholars in cultural studies, even though they are 
trying to understand and criticize biological research, to realize that their own 
knowledge is limited too. Making overconfident statements about and against 
knowledge based in the natural sciences (or in cultural studies) is tantamount 
to positioning oneself as a researcher who can see everything from nowhere, 
what Haraway called the God trick. The problem with taking this perspective 
is that the sciences are not institutionally organized to produce knowledge that 
cuts across disciplines. When all is said and done, Nina Lykke’s argument for 
more gender research that transgresses the boundaries between the natural 
and cultural sciences is about obtaining better knowledge. She goes so far as 
to say that all of us, the entire research community, would benefit from such 
transgressions. What we would gain is ”much better science.” But, accord-
ing to the following excerpt, there is an additional advantage to this working 
method:

1: T: You’ve worked quite a bit with people in the natural sciences and physicians, right?

2: N: Yes. 

3: T: What is, well, you have touched on this before, the advantage of these collaborations 
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4: or encounters? 

5: N: […]Well, if I want to work with reproduction technologies, if I’m to do it 

6: in a like… […] if you want to continue with it, go in and influence what 

7: is happening at the clinic, in the medical practice, if you have the, I can’t do that, 

8: then I’m forced to work, work with people who have it, both

9: a gender perspective and the expertise inherent in it. So[

10: T: ]because, because they have, uh, because they have knowledge in the area and also to 

11: gain more legitimacy?

12: N: […] I mean, what I really want to say first and foremost, naturally these things go 

13: together, but first and foremost what I really want to say is to gain knowledge, I mean for 

14: mutual development. You see, the best knowledge requires 

15: knowledge production on, on both sides, sides that meet and are in synergy with each other.

16: T: Uh huh, right. 

17: N: But also to gain legitimacy of course, and actually it’s important to

18: say that, that… I mean, when I’ve worked with people in the natural sciences, doctors, 

19: on a project like that, which… tested going over boundaries like, then I’ve 

20: almost always been able to get funding for it.

21: T: Okay.  

22: N: I’ve been given a lot of money.

23: T: Right. 

24: N: Which I think, naturally, it is a question of legitimacy, but I’ve 

25: actually gotten, gotten funding for it.

(Interview with Nina Lykke: 9)

What is interesting in this excerpt is how Lykke mentions several times that 
boundary transgression, multi-disciplinary research, doesn’t ”only” promote 
knowledge production and by extension a potential for change, but that it 
can also pay off financially. I have given some thought to how this repeated 
reference to money should best be interpreted (lines 20, 22 & 25). If we view 
narration as a way of representing and relating to norms and expectations, we 
can also see how mentioning research funds speaks against something. The 
statement, thus, functions as a contrasting picture to the common conception 
that it is difficult for gender scholars to get funding and that interdisciplinary 
research done in collaboration with people in medicine is largely trying.

human beings are a special kind of animal
All of the sciences, including gender studies, are based on or construct pic-
tures of what a human being is. The fact that the category ”human being” 
also includes ”woman” was one of the early arguments of liberal, humanis-
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tic feminism, and thus it concerned an integrated politics of identity. Later 
on, the category ”woman” would be called into question and considered ex-
cluding: Ethnicity/race, disability, age and sexuality constitute power axes 
that have been elucidated in relation to this category, especially in relation 
to thoughts about intersectionality. We have moved from Simone de Beau-
voir’s analysis of the second sex, to the illumination of heterosexual, white, 
Western, functional, middle-age, middle-class norms’ creation of the other: 
homosexual, black, oriental, disabled, old, young and working class. But ow-
ing to tradition, gender studies and feminist theory have not dealt with the 
question of animals’ position as the lowly other (Bryld & Lykke, 2001; Birke, 
Bryld & Lykke, 2004). Animals have been excluded from feminist politics 
and theory, despite the fact that there is reason for them to have a given 
place, as we will see below. There are a number of mitigating circumstances 
or good reasons for excluding animals: Since the beginning of philosophical 
thought, ”woman” has been encumbered with ties to nature and animality, 
which is why dissociation from animals, as a way of humanizing women, 
has played a crucial role in the feminist project. Moreover, throughout the 
history of science, facts about the nature of ”woman,” with reference to ani-
mal behavior, have served to legitimate and reproduce the subordination of 
women (Gålmark, 2005). Finally, gender studies is strongest in the humani-
ties and social sciences, which have traditionally positioned animals in nature, 
and has therefore excluded animals from culture, which is instead reserved 
for ”a special kind of animal”: the human being (excerpt from an interview 
with Ulla Holm: 10). However, the animal is not completely absent from 
gender and feminist theory, but has recently assumed a number of guises. 
One sometimes-mentioned problem is that research tends to transfer cultural 
conventions and stereotypes about humans to other animals, for example in 
experimental situations, such that animal behavior is seen through human 
glasses (see, e.g., Andersson & Eliasson, 2006). The following excerpt is from 
an interview with Anne Hammarström:

1: T: And how would you say you relate to studies on animals, when are they so to 

2: speak relevant, other animals I should say, when are they relevant for understanding… 

3: human beings’?

4: A: They aren’t. No, they’re absolutely not relevant. Of course it’s the case, I mean 

5: medications for instance, of course you do the first phases of testing on animals.

6: T: Uh huh.

7: A: But you can’t go directly from animals and then use it on people, you 

8: must also… test them on people before you can, like, market 
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9: them to any great extent. It’s the same with all other research, you 

10: can’t apply conclusions from studies of animals to humans. This is really interesting, in 

11: many studies on depression[

12: T: ]uh huh

13: A: people look at rats, but how do they know when rats are depressed? Well, they interpret

14: it that way if the rats swim slowly in a swimming test. How the heck can you 

15: know that a rat is depressed just because it swims slowly? 

16: T: Yeah.

17: A: That [laughs] that is really a construction of a diagnosis of a rat, 

18: it… it’s not possible to transfer those results to people. 

19: T: No, I’ve also wondered how you can operationalize those[

20: A: ]right, but

21: T: those kinds of diagnoses. 

22: A: No, it’s, it’s… something that’s been accepted… 

23: T: There are certain signs then that, that you like, infer that this rat is 

24: depressed?

25: A: Yes, but there’s no way of knowing that. Because, really it’s the same for 

26: people too, we don’t know what depression is, we have no good 

27: diagnostic methods but we look at how things feel and then you can’t see, I 

28: mean, just because I swim slowly in a pool doesn’t necessarily mean 

29: that I’m depressed. Maybe just the opposite, I may like swimming [laughs] I 

30: don’t need to move forward so quickly, quickly in the lanes. I think it’s completely absurd. 

31: [pause] No, we need studies on humans if we’re going to… well, in order for things 

32: to work out. 

33: T: Uh huh. (Interview with Anne Hammarström: 13)

According to Anne Hammarström, the problem here is not only that we can-
not draw conclusions about human depression based on rat studies, but that 
we actually cannot know a great deal about depression in rats either. Anne 
Fausto-Sterling, who has written quite a lot about animal studies, suggested 
that similar studies of rodents have very little to say about human beings, and 
that we seldom consider the fact that these studies also say very little about 
rodents (2000: 232). 
 Other voices are heard that stress the role of animals in understanding 
humans and that also stress the possible problems associated with focusing on 
other animals. For instance, below, Eva Magnusson talks about how feminist 
studies of animals can cast doubt on genetic preprogramming theories and 
other types of single-track biology: 

1: E: […]I think, an example that came to me, I don’t know if I mentioned it in this 
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2: book, but there is a woman, Patricia Gowaty, who is[

3: T: ]uh huh

4: E: who is, does research on small birds and other things, feminist evolutionary biologist… 

5: when she discusses ideas about the highly instinctual mating behavior of birds, 

6: and is able to show that, that… it’s affected by… drought and access to water 

7: and temperature, and a lot of similar things. That they’re so flexible that they can change

8: their patterns rather considerably depending on the surroundings, which are environmental 

9: factors… So you can say that, okay, then they have different instinct repertoires that are 

10: activated when depending on, well, naturally, you can say that, but I think an important 

11: that we should be very, very careful when we start discussing instincts 

12: lesson here is with regard to humans, when you like in that example then, can already see 

13: that instinct isn’t just one thing. Instead there are many different repertoires… So maybe 

14: that type of lesson if anything, that when you when you’ve laid you hands on biological 

15: facts or truths or knowledge about human beings, and then make analogies with animals, 

16: that… it’s never analogous. It’s never analogous. You can like [pause] But I

17: think that from what I’ve read by evolutionary biologists who have some kind of feminist 

18: orientation, some are a bit well… special like Sarah Hrdy for instance who is

19: very [laughs] special, but it’s probably this some kind of relativization of the animal in 

20: relation to humans. 

21: T: Uh huh. (Interview with Eva Magnusson: 17)

According to Magnusson, relativizing ”the animal in relation to humans” (lines 
19-20) enables us to question a number of biological truths about human be-
ings. Here, other animals, via feminist biologists, become a type of resource 
for gender studies.
 Above, I mentioned several possible reasons why other animals have been 
marginalized, if not excluded, from gender research and theory. But there are 
additional reasons why animals are quiet(ed) in gender studies. Nina Lykke 
puts this theme into words:

1: N: So it certainly also lies in, you know, it lies in the ecological movements to

2: take this up too, but I think that one of the reasons, I don’t think animals have any,

3: they have a tacit otherness, an invisible otherness, that, and that may be, but I also think 

4: that it would have been different if, I also think it’s special for feminists, I

5: think so Lynda Birke, co-author of that article there, I think she’s right in that it’s 

6: also been a, that the whole, the whole sex/gender distinction has been destructive in 

7: relation to the fact that animals become biological models, a biological model often of, 

8: essentialist constructions, or models for human beings. I think so, that it’s 

9: often animals that are disregarded in relation to biology, the [inaudible] I also think

10: that’s one, one reason for it. But I also think it lies in a broader, that 
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11: animals have been the invisible otherness. 

12: T: Exactly, and that’s where feminist biologist almost have the lead, right?

13: N: Yes, definitely, definitely. (Interview with Nina Lykke: 10)

Here, Nina Lykke means that, besides the fact that animals cannot plead their 
own cause in the feminist discussion, the sex/gender distinction per se has 
been the culprit. In both cases – sex/gender and animal/human being – the di-
chotomy is conceived of as having watertight boundaries and discrete catego-
ries. The focus in gender studies on gender has led not only to a ”black-boxing” 
of biological sex, but also of animals that end up on the same side of the na-
ture/culture boundary (Bryld & Lykke, 2001: 33). Yet as Lykke also pointed 
out, all gender research has not neglected animals. Donna Haraway, Lynda 
Birke and Rosi Braidotti have shown, for instance, the importance of prob-
lematizing the consequences of constructing the animal as the other, not least 
with reference to modernity’s masculine dominance and mastery over nature. 
There are other alternatives within reach, among others to analyze ”animal-
ing” as a form of performativity, and to in this way problematize the relation-
ship between animal/nature and human being/culture (Birke, Bryld & Lykke, 
2004). According to Lykke, gender studies has not previously been ready to 
accommodate the human/animal relationship – to problematize the historical 
interconnection of the triad ”Woman-Native-Nature” (Interview with Nina 
Lykke: 9, Bryld & Lykke, 2001). The debate surrounding this relationship has 
been absent from the Swedish discussion on gender theory, and according to 
Lykke’s statements, she also – for pedagogical reasons – chose not to take up 
this relationship in her article on intersectionality in Kvinnovetenskaplig Tid-
skrift. But now, Lykke feels the time is ripe for this. 
 I am prepared to agree with Lykke: The time is ripe. Because even if we 
can say there are many problems with not concerning ourselves with ”the ani-
mal,” and there is a well-explored power relation to discuss here, there is also 
relatively great potential for doing so. In any case, my preconceived notion 
that gender scholars fend off issues concerning animals has partially come to 
naught. Analogous to my question about whether biological research can be 
seen as a pathway to deconstructing ”the biological” within gender studies, I 
also ask myself whether we can learn more about the relationship between hu-
man beings and other animals by taking this approach. Thus, the question is 
whether interdisciplinary research, or other collaborations between the natu-
ral and cultural sciences, can help us let ”the animal” pass through and start 
theorizing about the human-animal (cf. Holmberg, 2005a).
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summary
In this section, I have discussed the interviewees’ attitudes toward transgres-
sions between nature and culture, as they are institutionalized in the natural 
and cultural sciences. Throughout the interviews, the picture of ”nature” (em-
bodied as other animals or as a sexed person) as something we gender scholars 
can leave to the natural sciences is problematized. Having knowledge about 
the natural sciences is presented (though far from exclusively) as liberating for 
gender research and researchers, and interdisciplinary encounters are seen as 
a way of creating better knowledge. At the same time, we again brush against 
certain problems: What concepts do we actually have for understanding the 
”biological body”? If we look outside Sweden, what are the alternative theories 
we can fall back on? Anne Fausto-Sterling (2000) is among those who have 
tried to transgress the natural and cultural sciences by developing a kind of 
developmental-biological perspective on sexuality. According to her, we could 
view human sexuality as a ”Möbius strip,” a figure whose inside and outside 
are constantly shifting and changing places (Fausto-Sterling, 2000: 24). When 
we try to determine its beginning and end, a new dimension immediately ap-
pears, a new beginning that completely overthrows our original picture. As I 
see it, the point here is that we should discard our picture of ”the biological” 
as something static, essentialistic and thereby threatening to feminist theory. 
Biology is also a process, and moreover, a process that cannot be separated 
from ”the social.” Taking this perspective, ”the social” becomes as fleeting and 
as specter-like as ”the biological” ever was. Faosto-Sterling argued further for 
interdisciplinarity, meaning respect for other researchers’ competence and 
awareness that one’s own knowledge can hardly give a complete picture of a 
given phenomenon (2000: 235). Inspired by Donna Haraway, other research-
ers have questioned the very mentioning of nature and culture and constructed 
corporeality in terms of material-semiotic figuration (Bryld & Lykke, 2001). 
As such a figuration, the gendered trickster body carries with it the possibil-
ity of mentioning and elucidating nature/culture without yielding to making 
distinctions. In many ways, the trickster has a kind of boundary existence: It 
is both fictional and real, animal and human being, man and woman – simul-
taneously (Haraway, 1991). 
 While Donna Haraway has had a great influence on Swedish gender stud-
ies, especially concerning epistemological discussions, feminist theorists ad-
hering to the gender-differences philosophy, such as Monique Wittig, Luce 
Irigaray, Julia Kristeva and Elisabeth Grosz, have not had the same influence. 
For instance, Irigaray and Grosz have suggested, though in somewhat differ-
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ent ways, that the picture of biology found in the natural sciences – biology 
as something that happens, that comes into existence – has something to add 
to feminist theory construction concerning the body and gender differences 
(Grosz, 1999). One open question here is why these theorists, who have been 
so influential internationally, have not had such a great impact on empirical 
gender research in Sweden? One possible answer may be that a Butlerian hege-
mony has prevailed in this area in Sweden. Perhaps these theorists – together 
with heavy weights such as Haraway and Fausto-Sterling, both educated in 
biology – could help promote a theoretical development that so many, in a 
post-Butlerian spirit, seem to be searching for. 
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5. Discussion: What is ”the biological”?

In the introduction, I asked myself how gender scholars in Sweden relate to the 
nature/culture dichotomy as regards questions concerning the biological body. 
Thus, underlying the entire investigation is a common quest for possible ways 
of understanding the relationship between nature and culture, sex and gender, 
the biological and the social. My specific questions were: What explanatory 
models are used? What are the problems associated with different approaches? 
What debates can we discern in the area of gender theory? I will begin my dis-
cussion by briefly looking back at the chapters, and then discussing several of 
the findings in somewhat more depth.
 In the first empirical chapter – constructing oneself as a gender scholar – I 
examined how the gender scholar identity and norms for good gender research 
were presented in the interviews. The interviewees were relatively unequivo-
cal in telling how a discord between their private and political experiences and 
the everyday life of research necessitated a deepened feminist awareness and a 
choice of theory. Good gender research was portrayed in terms of good crafts-
manship and flexibility. It should be critical, self-reflexive and at the same 
time politically relevant. Another, not as unequivocal picture is one in which 
a certain type of gender research is placed in the margins, by those who con-
duct it (and by others). Here we find gender research based in medicine and 
psychology, but also a certain kind of masculinity research. I have previously 
speculated as to whether the strong construction of the natural sciences, in 
general, and biology, in particular, as the antithesis to good gender research has 
not resulted in certain theoretical shortcomings (Holmberg, 2005c). In the 
chapter on the boundaries of gender research, an awareness of these shortcom-
ings emerged, but the blame was not explicitly put on biologism. Instead, there 
was talk about how poststructuralist theory has helped to smuggle the body 
out of the gender scholar’s field of vision and about how essentialism (which 
is related to biologism) has established boundaries for what questions can be 
posed. At the same time, there were strong voices expressing the need to cre-
ate new, or a mix of new and old, concepts that can elucidate the biological 
body, and a third way was formulated as one possible solution. Unfortunately, 
this way does not seem to be completely practicable, at least not if we wish to 
get beyond the nature/culture dichotomy. Whatever we do, ”the biological” 
seems to suffer from a kind of ”out-there-ness,” constantly ending up outside 
our discussion, as an object or an otherness. Articulated here was also the in-
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herent difficulty, associated with all concepts, of capturing what is real, actual 
and immediate. As soon as we try to tie down an event, it escapes us. And as 
soon as we begin designating what the biological comprises, new dilemmas 
emerge, for example that of deciding what should be excluded. In the third 
empirical chapter, I tried to find certain openings in the distinction by looking 
at how the interviewees related to the relationship between the natural and 
cultural sciences. What emerged here is a relatively positive picture of what 
biological theory could add to gender studies. It could counteract the essential-
ism and biologism within us (gender scholars) and help to create a more open 
and liberating outlook on other animals. Moreover, some knowledge of and 
competence in the natural sciences could promote better and more reflexive 
gender research. A fairly optimistic perspective on science was depicted in 
the interviews, at the same time as some voices warned that we should not let 
ourselves be seduced by ”the God trick.”
 A few reflections on the advantage of interdisciplinary dialogues may be 
in order here. Along with several of the interviewees, I have argued, not least 
with regard to theories of science, for the importance of reflecting on the limi-
tations inherent in a within-discipline perspective. Transgressing the bound-
aries between the cultural and natural sciences through theoretical as well as 
actual encounters between researchers has been put forth as a way out of our 
tunnel vision. Concepts such as interdisciplinary research, multi-disciplinary 
science and transdisciplinarity are also high on the research policy agenda.3 
But transdisciplinary encounters also have their own disadvantages, beyond 
any problems of cultural differences, different terminology and ontology. The 
risk involved in using transdisciplinarity in an attempt to theorize about the 
biological is that the researcher may be viewed as a charlatan by ”both sides.” 
Referring to Haraway, being ”trans” means being a boundary creature. Such 
a boundary creature is the trickster figure, which I have borrowed from Har-
away. It illustrates how this boundary position both limits and enables. The 
boundary creature does not really belong anywhere; it ends up outside or be-
tween various positions. However, the figure also makes a number of advan-
tages clear. Because the trickster can take on many different guises and adapt 
to different situations, it can also move around more freely. In my opinion, the 
trickster figure illustrates how some of the interviewees – through their nar-
ratives on not belonging and on their multiple identities and knowledge bases 
– are striving to transgress. 
 

3  For a discussion as well as definitions of these disciplinary-concepts, see Liinason & Holm, 
2006. 
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 Also mentioned was another risk associated with transgressing the bound-
ary between the natural and cultural sciences: the risk of being seduced by the 
idea of omniscience – the idea that one or several researchers working together 
will be able to achieve a comprehensive view that, once again, can explain and 
see everything from nowhere. This is not the point. The point is that these en-
counters can give rise to new insights, generate new questions and broaden our 
current knowledge. They can also lead, however, to new blind alleys, closures 
and the marking of new boundaries. We cannot know where they will lead in 
advance. Nor can we know that they will lead anywhere. But in any event, I, 
like several of the gender scholars I interviewed, am convinced the journey will 
be exciting. 
 It is also clear that the kind of gender research that interests me, and that 
guided my selection of participants, relates in many ways to the nature/culture 
dichotomy and its inherent distinctions. The common denominator here is that 
it relates. This is hardly surprising, given that such a relational approach was 
one of my criteria for selection. But I also think this is a matter of the research 
object shaping the researcher’s outlook on the world. We could say that the 
researcher focused on issues of the body – such as menstruation, menopause, 
motherhood, reproduction technology, illness and violence – creates a picture 
of the world that is partly different from that created by someone who studies 
more abstract issues. But this, in turn, leads us to another question concern-
ing what the gender scholar sees as physical and biological. Are consumption 
and cultural expression in the media less corporeal and less important to un-
derstand from a perspective that transgresses the nature/culture distinction? 
What makes us so willing to think that reproduction is a biological phenom-
enon that is socially organized, as Lena Gemzöe stated, while we also think 
that gender differences are social phenomena that are given biological explana-
tions? It is here we need a broader discussion in which our ingrained ideas are 
called into question and in which the nature/culture dichotomy serves as the 
common denominator for this complex of problems.
 This entire investigation, as I have presented it, constitutes a tentative at-
tempt to find a way to talk about biology within gender studies. This is inter-
esting indeed, not least because critics often point out that gender scholars and 
feminists ”deny” biology. This is obviously not the case. Yet we cannot avoid 
the fact that ”the biological” is constantly escaping our discussions and con-
cepts. We alternate between talking about nature, physiology and hormones, 
about genes and sex chromosomes, and the body as materiality and experienc-
es, as flesh and blood. We sometimes even talk about biology as a discipline. 
Depending on what we are talking about, and with whom we are talking, we 
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get different answers to the question of what the biological is and, consequent-
ly, how important it is for gender research. Is the biological body that which we 
cannot get a grip on, as Eva Lundgren said? Is the biological body that which 
we are unable to comprehend? And if so, does this mean that the biological 
body is dissolved as a concept if we demystify it by naming it? Or should we, 
as Johanna Esseveld considered, avoid talking about the biological body in 
the definite form and talk instead about bodies in order to avoid deterministic 
and static understandings of biology? I don’t have the answers to all these 
questions, but instead wonder whether ”the biological” – as a specter that is 
omnipresent, but at the same time intangible – can be made comprehensible 
through new (or a mix of new and old or old) concepts, thereby appearing in 
another form. I wonder, referring to Butler, whether ”biology” will materialize 
in new ways and thereby, once again, be impossible to capture? It may be part 
of the very nature of concepts that they can only be tied down temporarily, 
and that this should not be seen as a criticism of gender studies, but instead as 
something universal, seen from the perspective of the philosophy of science 
(cf. Albertsen & Bülent, 2003). I am inclined to think that, in this way, ”the 
biological” can serve as a kind of boundary object that also allows dialogues, 
debates and discussions within and across disciplinary boundaries. But the sit-
uation is probably not this simple either. Perhaps the entire question about the 
biological has been posed incorrectly. Perhaps, despite my desire to transgress 
boundaries, my questions have instead secured certain boundaries between 
nature and culture – boundaries that, in turn, lead us to blind alleys. 
 Finally, I would like to say that the present investigation has clearly cre-
ated more questions than it has answered. Moreover, it is reflexive, transpar-
ent and relates to established gender theories. It also touches upon a burning 
(scientific) political question. Accordingly, it should also pass as good gender 
research… 
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