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GENDER 1S BURNING: QUESTIONS
OF APPROPRIATION AND SUBVERSION

We all have friends who, when they knock on the dour and we ask,

7 through the door, the question, “Who's there?" answer (since “ir's obvi-
! ous™) *It's me” And we recognize that “iz i bim," o “her” | my emphasis|

_Louis Althusset, “ldeclogy and [deological Srare Apparatuses”

The purpose of "law™ is absolutely the last thing to employ in the
history of the origin of law: on the contrary,...the cause of the origin
of a thing and 1ts eventual urility, its acrual emplayment and place in
a system of purposes, lie worlds aparr; whatever exists, having some-
how come into being, is again and again reinerprercd to new ends,
taken over, transformed, and redirected.

—Friedrich Mietzsche, On the Gewealogy of Marals

n:. Althusser's notion of interpellation, it is the police who initate the
call or address by which a subject becomes socially consttuted. There 15
the policeman, the one who not only represents the law but whaose
address “Hey you!” has the effect of binding the law o the one who is
hailed. This “one” who appears not to be in 2 condition of trespass prior
1 the call (for whom the call establishes a given practice as a rrespass) 1s
nor fully a social subject, 1s not fully subjecty ated, for he or she 15 not yer
reprimanded. The reprimanid does not merely repress or control the
subject, but forms a crucial part of the juridical and social formazion of the
subject. The call is formative, if not performative, precisely because it
initiares the individual into the subjected status of the subject

Althusser conjectures this “hailing” ot “interpellation” as a unilateral
act, as the power and force of the law o compel fear at the same time that
it offers recognition at an expense. In the reprimand the subject not anly
receives recognition, but attaing as well a certain order of social existence,
in being transferred from an outer region of indifferent, questionable, or

impossible being to the discursive or social domain of the subject. Bur does !

this subjectivation take place as a direct effect of the reprimanding utterance
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or must the utterance wield the power 1o compel the fear of punishment
and, from that compulsion, to produce a compliance and obedience o the
law? Are there are other ways of being addressed and constituted by the
law, ways of being occupied and occupying the law, that disarticulate the
power of punishment from the power of recognition?

Althusser underscores the Lacanian contribution to a structural analy-
sis of this kind, and argues that a relation of misrecognition persists between
the law and the subject it compels.' Although he refers o the possibility

of “bad subjects,” he does not consider the range of disobedionce that such

an interpellating law might produce. The law might not only be refused,

e [r— o - % B
Bt it might alse be ruprured, forced into a rearticulation that calls into

question the monotheistic force of its own unilateral operation. Where the

Friformity of the subject is expected, where the behavioral conformiry of

the subject is commanded, there might be produced the refusal of the
law in the form of the parodic inhabiting of conformity that subtly calls
into question the legiimacy of the command, a repetition of the law into
hyperbole, a rearticulation of the law against the authority of the one who
delivers it. Here the performative, the call by the law which seeks to
produce a lawful subject, produces a set of consequences that exceed and
confound what appears to be the disciplining intention motivating the law
Interpellation thus loses its status as a simple performative, an act of dis
course with the power to create that to which it refers, and creates more
than it ever meant to, signifying in excess of any intended referent.

It is this constimunve failure of the performartive, this slippage between
discursive command and its appropriated effect, which provides the lin-
guistic occasion and index for a consequential disobedience.

Consider that the use of language is itself enabled by first having been
called a name, the occupation of the name is that by which one is, quite
without choice, situated within discourse. This “I," which is produced
through the accumulation and convergence of such “calls," cannot extract
itself from the historicity of that chain or raise itself up and confrone that
chain as if it were an object apposed o me, which is not me, but only what
others have made of me; for that estrangement or division produced by
the mesh of interpellating calls and the *I" wha is its site is not only
violating, but enabling as well, what Gayarri Spivak refers o as "an
enabling violation.” The “I" who would oppose its construction is always

in some sense drawing from that construction to articulate its opposition;
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further, the “I” draws what is called its “agency” in part through being
implicated in the very relations of power that it seeks w oppose. To be
implicated in the relations of power, indeed, enabled by the relations of
power that the “I" opposes is not, as a consequence, be reducible o
their exisung forms.

You will note that in the making of this formulation, | bracket this “I”
in quotation marks, but I am still here. And 1 should add chat this is an *I"
that 1 produce here for you in response to a certain suspicion that this
theoretical project has lost the person, the author, the life; over and
against this claim, or rather, in response to having been called the site of
such an evacuation, | write that this kind of bracketing of the “I" may well
be crucial t the thinking through of the consttutive ambivalence of
being socially constituted, where “constitution” carries both the enabling
and violating sense of “subjection.” If one comes into discursive hife
through being called or hailed in injurious terms, how might one occupy
the interpellation by which one is already occupied to direct the possibili
ties of resignification against the aims of violaton?

This is not the same as censoring or prohibiting the use of the “I” or of
the autobiographical as such; on the contrary, itis the inquiry into the
ambivalent relations of power that make that use possible. What does it
mean 1o have such uses repeated in one’s very being, “messages implied
in one's being," as Patricia Williams claims, only to repeat those uses such
that subversion might be derived from the very conditions of violadon. In
this sense, the argument that the category of “sex” is the instrument or
effect of “sexism” or its interpellating moment, that “race” is the instru-
ment and effect of “racism” or its interpellating moment, that “gender”
only exists in the service of heterosexism, does not entail thar we ought
never to make use of such terms, as if such terms could only and always
reconsolidate the oppressive regimes of power by which they are spawned.
On the contrary, precisely because such rerms have been produced and
constrained within such regimes, they ought to be repeated in directions
that reverse and displace their originating aims. One does not stand aran
instrumental distance fram the terms by which one experiences violation,
Occupied by such terms and ver occupying them oneself risks a complic-
ity, a repetition, a relapse into injury, but it is also the occasion o work the
mobilizing power of injury, of an interpellation one never chose, Where

one might understand violation as a trauma which can enly induce a
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destructive repetition compulsion {and surely this is a powerful conse
quence of violation), it seems equally possible to acknowledge the force
of repetinon as the very condition of an affir-mative response to violation.
The compulsion to repeat an injury is not necessarily the compulsion to
repeat the injury in the same way or Lo stay fully within the traumanc orbir
of that injury. The force of repetition in language may be the paradoxical
condition hy which a cerrain agency—not linked to a fiction of the ego as
master of circumstance—is derived from the impossibility of choice.

It is in this sense that Irigaray’s critical mime of Plato, the fiction of the
lesbian phallus, and the rearticulation of kinship in Parir Is Burning might
be understood as repetitions of hegemonic forms of power which fail w
repeat loyally and, in that failure, open possibilities for resignifying the
terms of violation against their violating aims. Cather's occupation of the
paternal name, Larsen’s inguiry into the painful and fatal mime that 15
passing for white, and the reworking of “queer” from abjection to politi-
cized affiliation will interrogate similar sites of ambivalence produced at
the limits of discursive leginmacy.

The temporal structure of such a subject is chiasmic in this sense: in
the place of a substanual or self-determining “subject,” this juncture of
discursive demands is something like a “crossroads,” to use Gloria
Anzaldda's phrase, a crossroads of cultural and political discursive forces,
which she herself claims cannot be understood through the notion of the
“sybject.” There is no subject prior to its constructions, and neither is the
subject determined by those constructions; it is always the nexus, the non-
space of cultural collision, in which the demand to resignify or repeat the
very terms which constitute the “we™ cannot be summanly refused, bue
neither can they be followed in strict obedience It is the space of this
ambivalence which opens up the possibility of a reworking of the very

terms by which subjectivation proceeds—and fails to proceed

AMBIVALENT DRAG

Fram this formulation, then, 1 would like to move o a consideration of the
film Paris Iy Burning, to what it suggests about the simultaneous produc

tion and subjugation of subjects in a culture which appears to arrange
always and in every way for the annihilation of queers, but which never-

theless produces occasional spaces in which those annihilating norms, those

GEu_L;:E-‘g_!ga I':'I_:_IHN_ING 125

killing ideals of gender and race, are mimed, reworked, resignified. As
much as there is defiance and affirmation, the creation of kinship and of
glory in that film, there is also the kind of reiteration of norms which
cannot be called subversive, but which lead to the death of Venus Xtrava-
ganza, i Latina/ preoperative rranssexual, cross-dresser, prosutuie, and
member of the "House of Xeravanganza” To what set of interpellating calls
does Venus respond, and how s the reiteration of the law 1o be read in the
manner of her response?

Venus, and Paris fr Burning more generally, calls into question whether
parodying the dominant noems is enough to displace them; indeed, whether
the denaturalization of gender cannot be the very vehicle for a reconsoli-
dation of hegemonic norms. Although many readers understond Gemder
Trauble to be arguing for the proliferation of drag performances as a wiy
of subverting dominant gender norms, | want to underscore that there is
no necessary relation herween drag and subversion, and that drag may well
be used in the service of both the denaruralization and reidealization of
hyperbolic heterosexual gender norms. At best, it seems, drag 15 a site of a
certain ambivalence, one which reflects the more general siuation of being
implicated in the regimes of pawer by which one is constituted and, hence,
of being implicated in the very regimes of power that one opposes

To claim that all gender is like drag, or 1s drag, is 10 SUgEest that “imi-
tation” is at the heart of the heterasexual project and its gender binarisms,
thar drag is not a secondary imitation that presupposes a prior and
ariginal gender, but that hegemomc heterosexuality is itself a constant
and repeated effort 1o imitate its own idealizations. That it must repeat
this imitation, that 1T SeLs Up pathologizing pracuces and normalizing
sciences in order ro produce and consecrate its own claim on originality
and propriery, suggests that hererosexual performativicy 13 beset by an
anxiety that it can never fully overcome, that irs effore to become its own
idealizations can never be finally or fully achieved, and that it 15 CONSiS-
tently haunted by that domain of sexual possibility that must be excluded
for hererosexualized gender to produce jtself. In this sense, then, drag 15
subversive to the extent that it reflects on the imitative sIrucmre by which
hegemonic gender is itself produced and dispures heterosexuality’s claim
an naturalness and originality.

But here it seems that T am obliged to add an important qualification:

heterosexual privilege operates in many ways, and two ways in which it
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operates include naturalizing itself and rendering itself as the original and
the norm. But these are not the only ways in which it works, for it 15 clear
that there are domains in which heterosexuality can concede its lack of
originality and naturalness but still hold on to its power. Thus, there are
forms of drag that heterosexual culture produces for iself—we might think
of Julic Andrews in Fietor, Victaria or Dustin Hoffmann in Toeotste or Jack
Lemmon in Seme Like Ir Hor where the anxiety over 4 possible homosexual
consequence is both produced and deflected within the narrative trajec-
tory of the films, These are films which produce and cantain the homo-
sexual excess of any given drag performance, the fear that an apparently
heterosexual contact might be made before the discovery of a nonapparent
homosexuality, This is drag as high het entertainment, and though these
films are surely important to read as culrural texts in which homophobia
and homosexual panic are negotiated,’ | would be reticent to call them
subversive. Indeed, one might argue that such films are functional
in providing a ritaalistic release for a heterosexual economy that must
constantly police its own boundaries against the invasion of queerness, and
that this displaced production and resolution of homosexual panic actu-
ally fortifies the heterosexual regime in its self-perperuating task.

In her provocative review of Paris Ir Burning, bell hooks criticized some
productions of gay male drag as misogynist, and here she allied herself in
part with feminist theorists such as Marilyn Frye and Janice Raymond.'
This rradition within feminist thought has argued that drag 15 offensive
to women and that it is an imitation based in ridicule and degradanon.
Raymond, in particular, places drag on a continuum with cross-dressing
and transsexualism, ignoring the important differences berween them,
maintaining that in each practice women are the object of hatred and
appropriation, and that there is nothing in the identification that is

respectful or elevatng. w: gne might consider that identifica-
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which we occupy, reverse, resignify 1o the extent that the norm fails to
determine us completely.

The problem with the analysis of drag as anly misogyny is, of course,
that it figures male-to-female transsexuality, cross-dressing, and drag as
male homosexual activities—which they are nol always—and it further
diagnoses male homosexuality as rooted in misogyny. The ferninist analy-
sis thus makes male homosexuality about women, and one might argue
that at its extreme, this kind of analysis is in facta colonization in reverse,
a way for feminist women 10 make themselves into the center of male
homosexual activity jand thus o reinscribe the heterosexual matrix, para-
doxically, at the heart of the radical feminist posinon). Such an accusation
follows the same kind of logic as those homophobic remarks that often
follow upon the discovery that one is a lesbian: a leshian is one who must
have had a bad expenence with men, ot who has not yer found the right
one. These diagnoses presume that lesbianism is acquired by virme of
some failure in the heterosexual machinery, thereby continuing to nstall
heterosexuality as the #equse” of lesbian desire; leshian desire 15 figured
15 the faral effect of a derailed heterosexual causality. In this framework,
heterosexual desire is always rue, and lesbian desire is always and only a
mask and forever false, In the radical feminist argument against drag, the
displacement of women 15 figured as the aim and effect of male-to-female
drag; in the homophobic dismissal of lesbian desire, the disappointment
with and displacement of men is understood as the cause and final truth
of lesbian desire. According 10 these views, drag is nothing but the dis-
placement and appropriation of “women,” and hence fundamentally
based in a misogyny, 2 hatred of women, and leshianism is nothing but the
displacement and appropriation of men, and 50 fundamentally a matter of
hating men-— ~misandry

These explanations of displacement can only proceed by accomp-
lishing yet another set of displacements: of desire, of phantasmatic
pleasures, and of forms of love that are not reducible 0 2 heterosexual
matrix and the logic of repudiation. Indeed, the only place love is to be
found is for the astensibly repudiated object, where love is understood o
he serictly produced through a logic of repudiation, hence, drag is nothing
but the effect of a love embittered by disappointment ot rejection, the
incorporation of the Other whom one originally desired, but now hates.

And leshiamism 1s nothing other than the effect of a love embirtered by
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disappointment or rejection, and of a recoil from that love, a defense
against it or, in the case of burchness, the appropriation of the masculine
position that one originally loved.

This logic of repudiation installs heterosexual love as the onigin and
truth of both drag and lesbianism, and ir interprets both practices as
symptoms of thwarted love. Bur what is displaced in this explanation of
displacement is the notion that there might be pleasure, desire, and love
that is not solely determined by whart it repudiates.’ Now it may seem at
first that the way to oppose these reductions and degradations of queer
practices is to assert their radical specificity, to claim that there is a les-
bian desire radically different from a heterosexual one, with s relation o
it, thar is neither the repudiation nor the appropriaton of heterosexuality,
and that has radically other origins than those which sustain heterosexu-
ality. Or one might be rempted to argue that drag is not related ro the
ridicule or degradation or appropriation of women: when it is men in drag
as women, what we have is the destabilization of gender iself, a destabi-
lization that is denawralizing and that calls into question the claims of
normativity and originality by which gender and sexval oppression
sometimes operate. But what if the situarion is neither exclusively one nor
the other; certainly, some lesbians have wanted to retain the noton thar
their sexual practice is rooted in part in a repudiation of heterosexualicy,
bur also to claim that this repudiarion does nor account for lesbian desire,
and cannot therefore be identified as the hidden or original “truth” of
lesbian desire. And the case of drag is difficult in yet another way, for it
seems clear to me that there is both a sense of defear and a sense of insue-
rection to be had from the drag pageantry in Paris Ir Burning, thar the drag
we see, the drag which is after all framed for us, filmed for us, 15 one
which both appropriates and subverts racist, misogynist, and homophobic
norms of oppression. How are we to account for this ambivalence? This
is not first an appropriation and then a subversion. Sometimes it is both
at once; sometimes it remains caught in an irresolvable tension, and
sometimes a fatally unsubversive appropriation takes place,

Paris I's Burning (1991) i5 a film produced and directed by Jennie
Livingston abour drag balls in New York City, in Harlem, arrended by,
performed by “men™ who are either African-American or Latino. The balls
are contests in which the contestants compete under a variety of categories.

The categories include a variety of social norms, many of which are estab-

———
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clearly vulnerable to homophobic violence; ultimarely, her life is taken
presumably by a client who, upon the discovery of what she calls her “lit-
tle secret,” murilates her for having seduced him. On the other hand, Willi
Ninja can pass as straight; his voguing becomes foregrounded in het video
productions with Madonna er al, and he achieves post-legendary status
on an international scale. There is passing and then there is passing, and
it is—as we used to say—"no accident” that Willi Ninja ascends and Venus
Ntravaganza dies.

Mow Venus, Venus Xtravaganza, she seeks a certain transubstanation
of gender in order ta find an imaginary man who will designate a class and
race privilege that promises a permanent shelter from racism, homophobia,
and poverty. And it would not be enough to claim that for Venus gender

&

150 : and class, for gender is not the substance ot primary sub-
strate and race and class the qualifying artributes. In this instance, g

is the vehicle ’r'u:._r_mc phantasmatic transformation of that nexus of race and
mie site of its articulation. Indeed, in Pars I7 Barning, becoming real,
w although not everyone's desire {some children
want merely to “do” realness, and that, only within the confines of the ball),
constitutes the site of the phantasmaric promise of a rescue from poverty,
homophobia, and racist delegitimarion.

The contest (which we might read as a “contesting of realness")
involves the phantasmatic attempt to approximare realness, but it also
exposes the norms that regulate realness as themselver phantasmarically
instituted and susrained. The rules that regulate and legitimare realness
ishall we call them symbelic?) consttute the mechanism by which certain
sanctioned fantasies, sanctioned imaginaries, are insidiously elevared
as the parameters of realness. We could, within conventional Lacanian
parlance, call this the ruling of the symbolic, except that the symbolic
assumes the primacy of sexual difference in the constitution of the

subject. What Parir [s Burning sugpests, however, is that the order of sexual

difference 15 not prior to that of race or class in the constmron of the

SibECT ndeed, that the symbolic is also and at once a racializing set of
T TRt norms of realness by which the subject is produced arg
—ficially informed conceprions of “sex” (this underscores the importance
~of subjecting the entire psychoanalytic paradigm to this insight)® ¢
~ This double movement af a[:pruxirmhﬂnmﬁ-

matic starus of the realness norm, the symbaolic norm, 15 reinforced by the
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diageric movement of the film in which clips of s,u-c:sll.od “real _Tlm]ﬂe
moving in and out of expensive stores are juxtaposed against the ballroom
drag scenes. e disegs
In the drag ball productons of realness, we witness and produce
phantasmatic constitution of a subject, a subject who repeats and mn.nes
the legitimating norms by which it iself has been .tlegrudfzd, a subject
founded in the project of mastery that compels and I:HLSILI[.'IB 5 m.*..-n TEP:
titions. This is not a subject who stands back from its identifications an
decides instrumentally how or whether to work each of [].Ii.‘ln .Elild.i.l'g; on
the contrary, the subject is the incoherent and mnl:i]izu‘d‘ 1rnl:r.zc:mun of
identifications, it is constituted in and through the iterability of its '!'HT'F'I'-EI[-
mance, a repetition which works ar once to legitimate and delegitimate
the realness norms by which it is produced. :
In the pursuit of realness this subject 15 p[ﬂdllltt:d, a phunusnwn.u:.
pursuit that mobilizes identifications, undersconng -rhu.: phan.msr:mm
promise that constirutes any identificatory move—a |1r::rm1.s=.: 1-1-'|'|||-.-‘:|1, tu.kcn
too seriously, can culminate only in disappointment and dlsuln:nmﬁr;m.m..
A fantasy that for Venus, because she dies—killed a;.rp-fucm'ly by :m': of
her clients, perhaps after the discovery of those remaining Urme—u[_].—
not be translated inta the symbolic. This is a killing that i pcrturmt.rfi by a
symbolic that would eradicate those phenomena :hmlrequ:re an np-:E::Tg up
of the possibilities for the resignificarion of sex. 11'"f'cnu_s WMTS 1o LLrL;r:;Q.
a woman, and cannot overcome being a Latna, then Yenus 15 treated by
the symbolic in precisely the ways in which women ::-fc.ul.ur are .t.reatetd.
Her death thus restifies to a tragic ”‘js_fﬁ?ljlrlﬂ.ﬂi‘h'f EEE“_]]MP of immf:.
Tmﬁ?ﬂﬁ?@ L:;:__l-m?ned—ﬁ__ tﬁﬁ_:’air-.r map according ro which-the sites

"-fm-arp‘]‘\':ﬁ?ﬁsﬁﬁc_s_e1i'—Lﬂa;ggljpﬂ_@[;__@g_s"r_g_:ﬂl1 -r-i‘ﬂ’ffd :“_Uﬂllap
h-“ﬁﬁﬁmmtﬁﬁéﬁﬁﬁ:rs of whiteness and femaleness—as ?k'ell a5 some
Tormeof iegemonic maleness constructed through class ]n'1'.'1.’h:gc— -:aru:l
sites of phnntasmmic pramise, then it 15 clear '[hn..l women of Eult.n-:ln{‘
lesbians are not only everywhere excluded from this scene, ]:im mnfnmltu_

a site of identification that is consistently refused and abjected |.|.1 the
collective phantasmatic pursuitof a transubstantiation into L':l.rm:;.l:tnrltl'!i
of drag, transsexualism, and uneritical miming of the Itegcrrmm-:_.r } :Il'. ;111
fantasy involves becoming in part like wnmcnl and, for some of © !u.: c 1 :
dren, becoming like black women, falsely consttutes black women as @ 512

af privilege; they can carch o man and be protected by him, an impossible
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idealization which of course works to deny the simation of the grear num-
bers of poor black women who are single mothers without the support of
men. In this sense, the “identification” is composed of a denial, an envy,
which is the envy of a phantasm of black women, an idealization that
produces a denial. On che other hand, insofar as black men who are queer
can become feminized by hegemonic straight culture, there 15 in the per-
formative dimension of the ball a significant reworking of thart feminization,
an occupation of the identification that 18, as it were, already made between
faggots and women, the feminization of the faggor, the feminization of the
black faggor, which is the black feminization of the faggor.

The performance is thus a kind of ralking back, ane thar remains
largely constrained by the terms of the original assailment: If a white
homophobic hegemony considers the black drag ball queen to be a
woman, that woman, constituted already by that hegemony, will become
the accasion for the rearticulation of its terms; embodying the excess of
that production, the queen will out-woman women, and in the process
confuse and seduce an audience whose gaze must to some degree be
structured through those hegemonies, an audience who, through the
hyperbolic staging of the scene, will be drawn into the abjection it wanes
bath to resist and to overcome. The phantasmatic excess of this produc-
tion constitutes the site of women not only as marketable goods within
an erotic economy of exchange,” bur as goods which, as it were, are also
privileged consumers with access to wealth and social privilege and
protection. This is a full-scale phantasmartic rransfiguration not only of
the plight of poor black and Latino gay men, but of poor black women
and Latinas, who are the figures for the abjection that the drag ball scene
elevates as a site of idealized identification. It would, 1 think, be wo sim-
ple to reduce this identficatory move to black male misogyny, as if chat
were a discrete typology, for the feminization of the poor black man
and, most trenchantly, of the poor, black, gay man, is a strategy of abjec-
tion thar 15 already underway, originating in the complex of racise,
homophobic, misogynist, and classist constructions that belong o larger
hegemonies of oppression

These hegemonies operate, 2s Gramsci insisted, through rearsiculaiion,
but here is where the accumulared force of a historically entrenched and
entrenching rearticulation overwhelms the more fragile effore to build an

alternative cultural configuration from or against thar more powerful

o
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regime. Importantly, however, that prior hegemony also works Ihri}.llgh
and as its “resistance” so that the relation between the marginalized
community and the dominative is not, stricely speaking, oppositional. The
citing of the dominant norm does not, in this instance, displace that norm;
rather, it becomes the means by which that dominant norm is most painful-
ly reiterated as the very desire and the performance of those it subjects.
Clearly, the denaturalization of sex, in its muldple senses, does not
imply a liberation from hegemonic constraint when Venus spenl.:s her
desire to become a whole woman, to find a man and have a house in the
suburbs with a washing machine, we may well question whether the
denaruralization of gender and sexuality that she performs, and performs
well. culminates in a reworking of the normative framework of heterosex-
uality. The painfulness of her death at the end of the film suggests as
well that there are cruel and faral social constraints on denaturalization.
As much as she crosses gender, sexuality, and race performatively, the
hegemony that reinscribes the privileges of normative femininity and
whiteness wields the final power to rmaturalize Venus's body and cross out
that prior crossing, an erasure that is her death, OF course, the film brings
Venus back, as it were, into visibility, although not o life, and thus consu-
tutes a kind of cinematic performativity. Paradoxically, the film brings fame
and recognition not only to Venus bur also to the other drag ball children
who are depicted in the film as able only to atain local legendary status
while longing for wider recognition, :
“The camera, of course, plays precisely to this desire, and so is imphcit-
v installed in the film as the promise of legendary starus. And yer, is there
:Jﬁ]miu: effort to take stock of the place of the camera in the trajectory of
desire that it not only records, but also incites? In her critical review of
the film, bell hooks raises the question not anly of the place of the cam
era, but also thar of the filmmaker, Jennie Livingston, a white lesbian (in
ather contexts called *a white Jewish lesbian from Yale,” an interpellation
which also implicates this author in its sweep), in relation to the drag ball

community that she entered and filmed. hooks remarks thar,

Jennie Livingston approaches her subject matter as an outsider lnok-
ing in. Since her presence as white woman/lesbian filmmaker is
“ahsent” from Parir {f Burning, it is easy for viewers o imagine that

they are waeching an ethnographic film documenting the life of
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black gay “natives” and not recognize that they are warching a work
shaped and formed from a perspective and standpoint specific to
Livingston By cinemarically masking this reality {we hear her ask
questions bur never see her) Livingston does not oppose the way
hegemonic whiteness “represents” blackness, but racher assumes an
imperial overseeing posinon that is in no way ProOgressive of Coun-
terhegemanic.

Larter in the same essay, hooks raises the question of not merely whether
ar not the culoural location of the filmmaker is absent from the film, but
whether this absence operates to form tacitly the focus and effect of the
film, exploiting the colonialist trope of an “innocent” ethnographic gaze:
“Too many critics and interviewers,” hooks argues, ®, . .act as though she
somehow did this marginalized black gay subculture a favor by bringing
their experience o a wider public. Such a stance obscures the substantial
rewards she has received for this work. Since so many of the black gay men
in the film express the desire to be big stars, it is easy to place Livingston in
the role of benefactor, offering these ‘poor black souls” a way to realize their
dreams” (63).

Although hooks restricts her remarks to black men in we film, most of
the members of the House of Xtravaganza, are Latino, some of whom are
light-skinned, some of whom engage in crossing and passing, some of who
only do the ball, some who are engaged in life projects to effect a full tran-
substantiation into femininity and /or into whiteness. The "houses™ are
organized in part along ethnic lines. This seems crucial to underscore pre-
cisely because neither Livingston nor hooks considers the place and force
of ethnicity in the articulation of kinship relations.

To the extent that a transubstantiation into legendary status, into an
idealized domain of gender and race, structures the phantasmatic trajec-
tory of the drag ball culture, Livingston’s camera enters this world as the
promise of phantasmatic fulfillment: a wider audience, national and inter-
national fame. If Livingston is the white girl with the camera, she s both
the object and vehicle of desire; and yer, as a leshian, she apparently
maintains some kind of identificatory bond with the gay men in the
film and also, it seems, with the kinship system, replete with “houses,”
“mothers,” and “children,” that sustains the drag ball scene and is itself

organized by it The one instance where Livingston's body might be said
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to appear allegorically on camera is when Octavia St. Laurent is posing
for the camera, as a moving model would for a photographer. We hear a
voice tell her chat she’s terrific, and it is unclear whether it1s a man shoot-
ing the film as a proxy for Livingston, or Livingston herself. What 15 sug-
gested by this sudden intrusion of the camera into the film is something of
the camera’s desire, the desire that motivates the camera, 1n which a white
leshian phallically organized by the use of the camera (elevated tw the sta-
tus of disembodied gaze, holding our the promise of erouc recagnition)
eroticizes a black male-to-female transsexual—presumably preopera-
tive—wha “works” perceprually as a woman.

What would it mean to say that Octavia is Jennie Livingston's kind of
girl? Is the category or, indeed, “the posinon” of white lesbian disrupred
by such a claim? If this is the production of the black transsexual for an
exoticizing white gaze, is it not also the transsexualization of lesbian
desire? Livingston incites Octavia to become a woman for Livingston's
own camera, and Livingston thereby assumes the power of “having the
phallus,” i.e., the ability to confer that femiminity, to ancint Octavia as
model woman. But to the extent that Octavia receives and 1s produced by
that recognition, the camera itself 15 empowered as phallic inscrument.
Moreover, the camera acts as surgical instrument and operation, the vehi-
¢le through which the transubstantiation occurs. Livingston thus becomes
the ane with the power to turn men into women who, then, depend on the
power of her gaze t become and remain women. Having asked abour the
rranssexualization of lesbian desire, then, it follows that we might ask
more particularly: what is the starus of the desire o feminize black and
Lacino men that the film enacts? Does this not serve the purpose, among
others, of a visual pacification of subjects by whom white women are
imagined to be socially endangered?

Does the camera promise a transubstantiation of sorts? Is it the token
of that promise to deliver economic privilege and the transcendence of
social abjection? What does it mean to eroticize the holding out of chat
promise, as hooks asks, when the film will do well, bur the lives that they
record will remain substantially unaltered? And if the camera is the vehi-
cle for that transubstantiation, what is the power assumed by the one who
wields the camera, drawing on that desire and exploiting it Is this not its
own fantasy, one in which the filmmaker wields the power to transform

what she records? And is this fantasy of the camera’s power not directly
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counter to the ethnographic conceit that structures the film?

hooks is right to argue that within this culture the ethnographic
conceit of a neurral gaze will always be a white gaze, an unmarked white
gaze, one which passes its own perspective off as the omniscient, one which
presumes upon and enacts its own perspective as if it were no perspective
at all. But what does it mean to think abourt this camera as an instrument
and effect of lesbian desire? | would have liked to have seen the question of
Livingston's cinematic desire reflexively them atized in the film itself,
her intrusions into the frame as “intrusions,” the camera fmplicared in the
trajectory of desire that it seems compelled to incite. To the extent that
the camera figures tacitly as the instrument of transubstantiation, it assumes
the place of the phallus, as that which controls the field of signification.
The camera thus trades on the masculine privilege of the disembodied
gaze, the gaze that has the power to produce bodies, bur which is itself no
body.

Bur is this cinematic gaze only white and phallic, or is there in this film
a decentered place for the camera as well? hooks points to two competing
narrative trajectories in the film, one that focuses on the pageantry of the
balls and another that focuses on the lives of the participants. She argues
that the spectacle of the pageantry arrives t quell the portraits of suffer-
ing that these men relate abourt their lives outside the ball. And in her
rendition, the pageantry represents a life of pleasurable fantasy, and the
lives outside the drag ball are the painful “reality” that the pageantry
seeks phanrasmatically to overcome. hooks claims that "at no point in
Livingston's film are the men asked to speak about their connections o
a world of family and community beyond the drag ball. The cinematic
narrative makes the ball the center of their lives. And yet who determines
this? Is this the way the black men view their reality or is this the reality
that Livingston constructs?”

Clearly, this i the way that Livingston constructs their “reality,” and
the insights int their lives that we do ger are still tied in to the ball. We
hear about the ways in which the various houses prepare for the ball, we
see “mopping;” and we see the differences among those who walk 1n
the ball as men, those who do drag inside the parameters of the ball, those
who cross-dress all the time in the ball and on the street and, among
the cross-dressers, those who resist transsexuality, and those who are

transsexual in varying degrees. What becomes clear in the enumeration of

the kinship system that surrounds the ball is not only that the “houses”
and the “mothers” and the “children” sustain the ball, but that the ball is
itself an occasion for the building of a set of kinship relations that manage
and sustain those who belong to the houses in the face of dislocation,
paverty, homelessness. These men “mother” one another, “house” one
another, “rear” one another, and the resignification of the family through
these terms is not a vain or useless imitation, but the social and discursive
building of community, a community that binds, cares, and teaches, that
shelters and enables. This is doubdless a cultural reclaboration of kinship
that anyone outside of the privilege of heterosexual family (and those
within those “privileges” who suffer there) needs to see, to know, and o
learn from, a task that makes none of us who are ouside of hererosexual
“family” into absolute outsiders to this film. Sigmificantly, it is in the
claboration of kinship forged through a resignification of the very terms
which effect our exclusion and abjection that such a resignification
creates the discursive and social space for community, that we see an
appropriation of the terms of domination that turns them toward a more
enabling future.

In these senses, then, Paris [r Burning documents neither an efficacious
insurrection nor a painful resubordination, but an unstable coexistence of
both. The film attests to the painful pleasures of eroticizing and miming
the very norms that wield their power by foreclosing the very reverse-
occupations that the children nevertheless perform

This is not an appropriation of dominant culture in order to remain
subordinared by its terms, but an appropriation that seeks 1o make over
the terms of domination, a making over which 1s itself a kind of agency, 2
power in and as discourse, in and as performance, which repeats in order w
remake—and sometimes succeeds. But this is a film that cannat achicve
this effect without implicating its spectators in the act; 1o watch this film
means to enter into a logic of fetishization which installs the ambivalence
of that “performance” as related to our own. If the ethnographic conceit
allows the performance to become an exotic fetish, one from which the
sudience absents itself, the commodification of heterosexual gender ideals
will be, in that instance, complete. But if the film establishes the ambiva-
lence of embodying—and failing tw embody—that which one sees, then a
distance will be opened up berween that hegemonic call to normativizing

gender and its critical appropriation
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SYMBOLIC REIMERATIONS

The resignification of the symbolic terms of kinship in Paris s Burning and
in the cultures of sexual minorities represented and occluded by the film
raises the question of how precisely the apparently static workings of the
symbaolic order become valnerable to subversive repetition and resignifi-
cation. To understand how this resignification works in the fiction of Willa
Cather, a recapitulation of the psychoanalytic account of the formation of
sexcd bodies is needed. The turn to Cather's fiction involves bringing the
question of the bodily ego in Freud and the status of sexual differentianon
in Lacan to bear on the question of naming and, particularly, the force of the
name in fiction. Freud's contention that the ego is always a bodily ego is
elaborated with the further insight that this bodily ego is projected in a
field of visual alterity. Lacan insists that the body as a visual projection or
imaginary formation cannot be sustained except through submitung to
the name, where the “name” stands for the Name of the Father, the law of
sexual differentiation. In “The Mirror Stage,” Lacan remarks that the ego
is produced “in a fictional direccion,” that its contouring and projection
are psychic works of fiction; this fictional directionality is arrested and
immobilized through the emergence of a symbolic order that legitimares
sexually differentiated fictions as “positions.” As a visual fiction, the ego
is inevitably a site of mécomnaissance, the sexing of the ego by the symbelic
seeks to subdue this instability of the ego, understood as an imaginary
formarion

Here it seems crucial to ask where and how language emerges o effect
this stabilizing function, particularly for the fixing of sexed positions. The
capacity of language to fix such positions, that is, to enact its symbaolic
effects, depends upon the permanence and fixity of the symbolic domain
itself, the domain of signifiability or intelligibilicy* If, for Lacan, the name
secures the bodily ego in time, renders it identical through time, and this
“conferring” power of the name is derived from the conferring power of
the symbaolic more generally, then it follows that a crisis in the symbelic
will entail a crisis in this identity-conferring function of the name, and 1n
the stabilizing of bodily contours according to sex allegedly performed by
the symbolic, The erisis in the symbolic, snderstood as a crisis over what constituier
the limits of intelligibilicy, will vegister as a criris in the name and in the morpho-
lugical stability that the name is said to confer.
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The phallus functions as 2 synecdoche, for insofar as it is a figure of
the penis, it CONSTILTES &1 idealization and isolation of a body part and,
further, the investment of that part with the force of symbalic law. If
bodies are differentiated according to the symbaolic positions that they
accupy, and those symbolic positions consist in either having or being the
phalius, bodies are thus differentiated and sustained in their differentia-
tion by being subjected to the Law of the Father which dicrares the
*heing” and “having” positions; men become men by approximating the
“having of the phallus,” which 15 1o say they are compelled to approximate
a “position” which 15 itself the resule of a synecdochal collapse of mas-
culinity into its “part” and a corollary idealization of that synecdoche as
the governing symbol of the symbaolic order. According to the symbolic,
then, the assumption of sex takes place through an approximation of this
synecdochal reducton. This is the means by which a body assumes sexed
integrity as masculine or feminine: the sexed integrity of the body i
paradoxically achieved through an identification with 1ts reduction into
idealized synecdoche (“having” or “heing" the phallus). The body which
fails to submit to the law or occupies that law in a mode contrary to it
dictare, thus loses its sure footing—Its cultural gravity—in the symbaolic
and reappears in it imaginary tenuousness, it fictional direction. Such
bodies contest the norms thar govern the intelligibilicy of sex.

Is the disuinction berween the symbolic and the imaginary a stable dis-
rincrion? And what of the distinction berween the name and the bodily
ego? Does the name, anderstood as the linguistic token which designates
sex, only work 1o fover over its fictiveness, or are there occasions in which
the fictive and wnstable status of that badily ego trouble the name, expase the name a1
a erisir in referentialing Further, if body parts do not reduce to their phallic
idealizations, that is, if they become vectors for other sorts of phantasmat-
ic investments, then to what extent does the synecdochal logic through
which the phallus operates lose 1ts differentiating capacity? In other
words, the phallus itself presupposes the regulation and reduction of
phantasmatic investment such that the penis is either idealized as the
phallus or mourned as the scene of castration, and desired in the mode of
an impossible compensation. If these investments are deregulated or,
indeed, diminished, to what extent can having/being the phallus still
function as that which secures the differentiation of the sexes?

In Cather's fiction, the name not only designates a gender uncertainty,
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but produces a crisis in the figuration of sexed morphology as well. In this
sense, Cather's fiction can be read as the foundering and unraveling of the
symbolic on its own impossible demands. What happens when the name
and the part produce divergent and conflicting sets of sexual expectations’
To what extent do the unstable descriptions of gendered bodies and body
parts produce a crisis in the referentiality of the name, the name itself as the
very fiction it seeks to cover? If the heterosexism of the Lacanian symbol-
ic depends on a set of rigid and prescribed identifications, and if those
;dentifications are precisely what Cather's fiction works through and against
the symbalically invested name, then the contngency of the sy mbolic—and
the heterosexist parameters of what qualifies as “sex"—undergo a reartic-
ulation that works the ficuve grounding of what only appears as the fixed
limits of intelligibility.

Cather cites the pater nal law, but in places and ways that mobilize a
subversion under the guise of loyaley. Names fail fully to gender the char-
acters whose femininity and masculinity they arc expecred to secure. The
name fails to sustain the identiry of the body within the terms of cultural
intelligibility; body parts disengage from any common centen pull away
from each other, lead separare lives, become sites of phnn[azima[ic invest-
ments that refuse to reduce to singular sexualinies. And though it appears
that the normativizing law prevails by forcing suicide, the sacrifice of
homosexual eroticism, or closeting homosexuality, the rext exceeds the
text, the life of the |aw exceeds the weleology of the law, enabling an erotic

contestation and disruprive repetition of its own Lerms.
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