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MONTSERRAT GALCERÁN 

ESSENCE, IDENTITY, RACE 
AND          GENDER. A PROPOS OF 
HORSE BREEDING 
ASSISTANTS 
 
Is there a better image to question the usual 
clichés about essence, identity, race1 and gender 
than that of the man that holds a horse's penis 
during live cover?  
 
The purity of the breed is directly linked to this 
minimal and precise act. It is directly linked to 
guaranteeing that the semen is the right one, 
that not a drop is lost, that it remains intact in 
the mating process and that, consequently, the 
new animal keeps intact the qualities of its sire.  
 
All this suggests the existence of a “natural” 
world where living beings engender one 
another in an infinite and unchanging 
sequence. However, the genetic research of our 
time has definitively shattered this essentialist 
image by studying the changes and mutations, 
natural or induced, occurring in the offspring. 
As a result, concepts such as essence, identity 
and race are on the verge of disappearing. 
Sexual difference and identity are now 
complicated by the sex/gender distinction and 
are losing their biologistic character. Thus, 
traditional concepts are becoming increasingly 
useless.  

 
1. It was Aristotle, the great Greek philosopher 
of the fourth century B.C., who pioneered the 
notion of essence. The essence of something is 
what makes that something is what it is, that it 
remains as it is, and that it changes only insofar 
as its being allows it to change without being 
altered, i.e., without becoming something else. 
We call “essence” this ability to be (Metaphysics, 
I, 3). Insofar as something remains what it is, it 
has an “identity”, but Aristotle does not 
consider the principle of identity as the first 

                                                   
1 In Spanish both “race” and “breed” are translated “raza”. 

principle of knowledge, but the principle of 
contradiction, according to which “it is impossible 
for the same attribute to be simultaneously present 
and not present in the same subject and in the same 
sense” (Metaphysics, IV, 3).  As we know, Hegel 
contravened this principle ad nauseam in his 
dialectic, making the negation of the principle of 
contradiction the key to understanding the concept 
of becoming.  
 
In Aristotle, identity has also another value, that of 
enabling us to deal with a multiplicity by tracing 
lines of similarities and differences within it. In 
Book V of the Metaphysics, he clarifies the terms 
used: he tells us that identity “is a certain unity” 
(Metaphysics, V, 10) that allows us to group the equal 
as opposed to the different. Identity unifies and 
makes the multiple come to constitute a “one”; 
otherness separates, for it is the opposite of identity. 
Because of the theological background of 
philosophy, the notions of identity and unity have 
taken precedence over difference and otherness.  
 
There are various ways of thinking about “the 
different”, from the dissimilar to the opposite and 
contradictory. In European thought, where the 
negative has a strong presence and always starts off 
from unity, the “others”, otherness, is constituted by 
means of an operation of negation and 
confrontation. The other is configured not only as 
different, but also as opposite: the different is not 
like the one to whom it is compared, it cannot be 
unified with it. Aristotle introduces the notion of 
deprivation into the constitution of the different or 
the opposite, for the deprivation makes the different 
distinct from that to which it is compared and which 
does not present this deprivation or fault. 

 
Someone might be wondering: what is the point of 
all this? Well, the point is that these categories allow 
us to understand both the preservation of beings and 
their change, especially in the processes of 
generation. Pure substances are those which 
reproduce themselves without blemish, or, in the 
case of artificial beings, those which are produced 
according to this concept. They are therefore 
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identical and can be conceived of in unity with 
one another. Impurity, conversely, arises from a 
fault or error in their conception, whether in 
their “generative conception” — in natural 
beings — or in their “mental conception” — in 
artificial or fabricated beings. 

 
And here the concept of “raza” appears quite 
by surprise. The origin of the term is a matter of 
debate, but according to the etymological 
dictionary of the Spanish language it seems to 
come from the term raça, which denotes a flaw 
in a cloth, a defect in the quality due to its 
origin, a defective product or subject. 
 
In the 16th century, however, it became 
widespread as a name for certain human groups 
to which a “defect in origin” was attributed, 
with the implication that “racialised” beings 
would be marked by this defect which, in turn, 
they would pass on to their descendants. And 
in this sense, they would be different and could 
not be unified with those who were equal to 
each other and as such constituted a 
community. 
 
Beyond the curiosity of its etymological origin, 
we see that the absence of a pure lineage was 
linked, from the outset, to practices of exclusion 
from the community that legitimised forms of 
domination and subjugation — of enslavement 
in the case of African populations. We know 
that racial difference was initially typified in 
religious terms: a Christian could not be turned 
into a slave because he belonged to the religious 
community of equals (in the eyes of God). 
Hence the rapid conversion of people of other 
religions at the time in Spain and the obsession 
of all inquisitors to differentiate the “old 
Christians”, i.e., those who were long-standing 
Christians, from the “new”, those whose 
conversion was recent and could be the result of 
calculation or convenience. Conversion was a 
way for the unequal to avoid discrimination 
against and a way of trying to be included in the 
community. On the other hand, the quest for 
purity, not of blood but of faith, was the cause 
of countless persecutions and crimes. 

 
Later, in the 17th century, the discourse on race 
took on a biologicist character, which would be of 
invaluable help to colonisation policies. It would 
now be lawful to enslave people of non-white races, 
even if they were Christians or if they converted. 
The community of religion had ceased to be a 
protection. Race became a biological sign linked to 
skin colour or other phenomenal traits of people, 
which are inherited generation after generation, as a 
kind of “essence”. This distinction between equals 
and different would clash with the assumed 
universality of human beings, given that as rational 
human beings we all belong to the same species. 
 
The enlightened wracked their brains over this 
problem: how to reconcile the manifest 
differences between human beings with the 
postulate of the equality of all as rational 
beings? The idea of progress came to their aid. 
Potentially, all human beings were rational 
beings and therefore tendentially equal, but in 
reality, some were more so than others. We 
women were less rational than men, since our 
constitution and the servitudes of our biology 
— say the enlightened —prevent us from 
attaining the necessary freedom of thought. 
Admittedly, not all enlightened men agreed 
with this opinion and there were enlightened 
ladies who defended women's equality, but 
with little success. It took several centuries to 
vindicate Olympia de Gouges (1748-1793), 
author of the famous pamphlet on women's 
rights, who not for nothing was guillotined. 
 
The same is true of the aboriginal populations 
in the colonies. For many intellectuals of the 
time, their humanity was doubtful, even if 
perhaps progressive development would one 
day bring them to the threshold of the 
civilisation of which Europeans were the 
exponents. The “civilising” objective of 
conquest and colonisation was thus legitimised, 
not as in the first colonisation of the 16th 
century, when the aim was to convert the 
indigenous people. Now this objective had been 
secularised and the aim was to incorporate 
them into the history of civilisation. 
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The “others”, especially Africans, but also 
Hindus or Native Americans, are seen as 
human groups whose identity is defined by 
those physical and psychological traits that 
make them different — from whites — and at 
the same time equal to each other within their 
own collective. The various collectives do not 
form a unit either, but are ordered 
hierarchically. Hence, in the historical context 
of global capitalist expansion in the 16th and 
17th centuries, the racialisation of non-white 
populations classifies them not only as 
“different”, but especially as “inferior”, fit for 
domination. This leap is part of the 
epistemological privilege found in European 
discourse, for which it is impossible to think of 
differences that are not hierarchically ordered 
in a gradation and that do not represent the 
opposite of white identity. 
 

It is interesting that Columbus, in his Libro de la 
primera navegación (Book of the first voyage; 12 
October 1492), after narrating his arrival at the 
islands and after describing in detail the beauty 
of the surroundings and the gallantry of the 
inhabitants, lets slip the warning that “they 
must be good servants and of good wit” 
(Columbus' Diary, p. 2). And he promises to 
bring the kings all the slaves they ask for, as well 
as the corresponding riches. Pillage was not the 
result of the conquest; it was part of his 
enterprise. For it to develop with all its 
consequences, the subjugation of the natives 
was essential, and racialisation played its part 
in this task.  

 As Aníbal Quijano points out, racialisation is 
part of the classificatory techniques that were 
put in place to order the chaos that the 
colonisers thought they had found in the 
colonies and allowed them to put their 
production and wealth at the service of the 
metropolis. The pattern of colonial power 
imposes a line of subordination that operates 
through race. It does not matter that this 
concept is a fiction. It will acquire the status of 
something natural that places racialised people 

in their corresponding position on the hierarchical 
scale. 
 
 

The line of race divides the world into two: 
those above the line and those below it. The 
equal and the other. This line impacts on all 
conditions of life: work and its modalities, 
sexual practices, the exercise of authority, 
religious and cultural practices.  
Those above the line enjoyed privileged 
situations, while those below were subjected to 
the former. Even though the demarcation line 
was not always fixed and sometimes took more 
flexible forms. And even though new 
inequalities emerged both above and below the 
line. 

 
And so, we enter a particularly perverse and 
complex world, that of purity of blood. 
Researchers of this phenomenon draw up 
extremely complicated family trees in the 
Spanish colonies in Latin America, where 
purity of blood had to be certified for a 
minimum of five generations to ensure that 
there was no taint. The figure of the breeding 
assistant was represented there by the laws and 
administrations that certified that certain 
people were directly descended from the 
Spanish colonisers, without any intermingling 
whatsoever. 

 
Obviously, the process was so complex and so 
difficult to control that a market for “blood 
purity” certificates emerged. In turn, the control 
of offspring was a straitjacket for women, 
whose sexual relations had to be closely 
monitored to prevent them from committing 
misdemeanours. All of this in a motley 
population where a high percentage of the 
population was of mixed race. 

 
Literature provides a good account of this 
whole world. Especially in the Spanish 
colonies, authorities were unable to control the 
promiscuity of white men with indigenous and 
black women, whom they rarely married, 
despite recognising their offspring. From the 
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late 17th century, there were strict 
regulations against the mulatto population, 
and documents certifying purity of blood 
were required for certain positions. Creole 
elites emerged from this complex 
interbreeding. 

 
Let us go back. Once it is established that races 
are cultural constructs, “fictions” that — as 
Quijano points out — are set in a context of 
colonial domination and capitalist expansion, 
what is the point of asking about the identity of 
whites or blacks, or Semites or Asians? 
Although indebted to a venerable philosophical 
tradition, the question is ill-posed. There can be 
no racial identity, since “races do not exist” to 
begin with. The phenomenal characteristics 
that distinguish one human being from another 
do not affect our genetic endowment, since all 
humans share roughly the same genetic 
blueprint. We all belong to the same species: 
humanity. 
 
This episode of history should give us pause for 
thought. Of course, Aristotle is not responsible 
for the twists and turns to which his categories 
have given rise, but it is worth noting that 
categories are not innocuous, just as philosophy 
is not innocent. A category such as identity 
forces us to think about what various entities 
have in common, why they are the same, or in 
another version, what a being has in common 
with itself, so that despite its changes it 
continues to have its essential features. As I 
have already said, it is a way of knowing and 
classifying, of ordering the multiplicity of the 
world. 
 
The passion for classification could be reduced 
to an interest in and obsession with ordering a 
world that is too multifaceted, in the way 
entomologists strive to classify butterflies. But 
in the colonial capitalist context, this passion 
for classifying human beings is part of a project 
of domination whose objective is not so much 
cognitive as political. 
 

Fortunately, human beings constantly overflow 
these classifications. They twist them, give 
them other meanings, reverse them and exceed 
them. This capacity means that, ultimately, 
their identity is more defined by what they are 
capable of doing and by shared traits, in 
general, than by the specificity of the group. At 
some point, the anomalies begin to be more 
than the cases that respond to the norm. The 
effort to keep the identity and purity of the 
lineage uncontaminated becomes a ceaseless 
work of purification that is never able to stop 
the proliferation and the rather disorderly 
mixing of living beings. 
 
The dream of a pure lineage is one of 
humanity's worst incubi, especially dangerous 
for women. Or, as Wittgenstein once said, 
referring to its logical and epistemological 
complexity, not to mention its political 
difficulty: “Identity is the devil in person, 
extremely important, much more important 
than I thought” (Briefwechsel [Correspondence], 
Frankfurt, 1980, p. 36). 
 

 
2. What I have indicated for racialised 
subordinates is also true for women. We said 
that racialisation acts by pointing out a defect in 
origin. The racialised person, who is always 
racialised in the negative, suffers from a fault, a 
blemish in his or her lineage. 

For the traditional discourse on women, 
including psychoanalysis, we women also 
suffer from a lack: the lack of the penis that 
adorns the male body. This lack condemns us 
to subordination (to them). 
 
It is hard to understand why learned 
intellectuals have agreed with the idea of fault. 
It has taken a lot of work on the part of feminist 
theorists to highlight the fact that the female 
body is not lacking in any way, it is complete in 
its gender. Female genital organs are whole. 
There is nothing indicating that women's 
experience of sexuality lacks anything or that 
their orgasms are of poorer quality. The 
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subjugation of women is not due to their 
morphology, but to the historical dynamics 
that we sum up in the word patriarchy. 
 
Genderisation — i.e., the distinction between 
men and women —, although materially 
grounded through our featuring of different 
reproductive organs as sexed mammals, marks 
these differences by giving them social, 
economic and cultural connotations. This is 
where the list of tradition's ill-posed questions 
begins again: What it is to be a woman? As if 
there was a female essence that we all share and 
that makes us women. What does our identity 
consist of? As if we were all the same and 
shared some kind of common identity, as if we 
were ultimately interchangeable with one 
another. Essentialist questions that are 
impossible to answer and that lead us down 
blind alleys. 
 

In the light of what has been said so far, it 
must be understood that “woman” is the 
first other of the male, the first negation, 
the first opposite of the male. In the 
androcentric discourse, “being a woman” 
is characterised as “not being a man”. She 
is qualified with characteristics that are the 
negation of those with which men are 
qualified, going so far as to superimpose 
the difference between the two with the 
difference between reason and sensibility, 
between culture and nature. While men are 
rational, women are sensitive; while men 
create cultural forms, women remain 
imprisoned in their natural reproductive 
tasks. For some authors, this contrast is 
charitably interpreted as a form of 
complementarity that falls short of making 
women fully-fledged subjects. They must 
therefore be submissive or paternalistically 
guided, always for their own good. 

 
Deleuze and Guattari argue in a well-known 
text, A Thousand Plateaus (Madrid, Pre-Textos, 
1988), that in the operation of breaking away 
from the dominant androcentric tradition, the 

first step is “becoming a woman”, that is, 
questioning that first differentiation. This breaks 
with the prevailing binarism in society and opens the 
way to multifarious agency and becoming. Rossi 
Braidotti, the famous feminist theorist, picks up the 
gauntlet: What does it mean for a woman to 
“become a woman”? Does it mean a return to some 
hidden essence in a woman's soul, or should it rather 
be interpreted as the long process that allows people 
whose bodies are marked as feminine to unravel all 
the cultural and socio-economic enigmas in which 
they are framed in order to rebuild a freer and fuller 
subjectivity? By breaking that imposed binarism, it is 
not only women who can construct another 
subjectivity. In doing so, we change the world. 

 
3. It is therefore necessary to redefine the 
meanings of terms. We thus move into a new 
domain, that of social struggles to re-signify 
terms, to destabilise demarcations, to show the 
incongruities of imposed classifications. 

 

Subordinates often use identities, even if they 
are imposed and even discriminatory, as 
something that enables them all to come 
together to build a shared project of 
emancipation. The construction of the identity 
of “women” in the feminist movement, or of 
the identity of “black” in the civil rights 
movement in the United States or in Pan-
Africanism, shows how belonging to a vilified 
community enables practices of liberation for 
people who suffer this discrimination. Provided 
that it is not interpreted in an essentialist sense, 
as if there were some hidden essence of which 
these people are the bearers. It is rather the 
other way round: as their bodies are marked by 
all the signs accumulated on them that place 
them in a position of discrimination, 
politicising this operation and re-signifying it is 
a first step towards liberation. 

 
It is a movement of resignification and dignification 
of a branded subjectivity. Frantz Fanon, the famous 
psychiatrist, pointed out that in conditions of 
discrimination against a group, there is no 
possibility for the people concerned to constitute a 



– 6 –  

dignified subjectivity. If the person conforms to 
the stigma, he or she re-actualises it and 
embodies the reality of discrimination. If they 
rebel, they also reaffirm it, since they are 
already predefined as someone who must be 
quarantined. There is no choice but to raise the 
level of discourse and denounce discrimination 
itself, for within its framework there is no 
possibility of escaping it. 

 
A similar pattern can be found in the queer 
movements. Queer was considered a stigma in 
the United States in the 1980s, when it was used 
to disparage “queer” people (among other 
meanings, queer means “weird” or “strange”). 
Trans, bisexual, gay, lesbian and other groups 
not subject to the dominant binarism were not 
considered full social subjects. The movement 
gained momentum with the Act Up struggles, a 
series of actions that drew attention to the 
contempt with which these groups were treated, 
especially if they were HIV-positive. Judith 
Butler's first texts fall within the framework of 
this movement. 
 
Therefore, in the context of social movements, 
“identity” functions as a bid for the unification 
of people affected by discriminatory branding. 
Rather than an ontological recognition, it is a 
political practice. People are constructed as 
“equals” because they suffer from shared 
situations or because, even if they do not 
directly experience them, they show solidarity 
with those who do and protest against 
discrimination. Ultimately, we all identify with 
the victims. When we sing or shout “we are all 
Diana Quer” or “sister, I believe you”, we are 
saying that we identify with them, that we 
know that any one of us could be in their place 
and that we join in their pain and their 
memory; to defend each other collectively. 
 
Now, this unity is not something intrinsic. It 
is the result of a process of politicisation, but 
it does not precede it. Feminism is a political 
movement that aims to end discrimination 
and violence against women. It is not the 

spontaneous recognition of any essential identity.  
 
Consequently, nothing could be more wrong than 
to try to give out feminist credentials: who could be 
entitled to them: First-wave, second-wave, third-
wave, or fourth-wave feminists? White feminists or 
black feminists? Working-class, middle-class, 
migrant or indigenous feminists? The strength of 
the feminist movement to this day lies in the fact 
that no one has a monopoly, that there are no 
authentic representatives, that each one unites with 
the others in a common movement that does not 
want to leave anyone out. Our strength lies in the 
fact that we recognise that, although we are 
permeated by differences of class, status, culture 
and origin, we try to ensure that these differences 
do not consolidate into exclusionary practices of 
demonising one against the other.  The future will 
tell how long we can maintain this. 
 
It is purity of identity, not purity of blood or purity 
of faith anymore, but purity of the signifier woman, 
that is our demon now.  
 
 
 
 
Essay translated with the support of: 
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